The Blood of The 6 📜 Chapter One - Kael the Plague ✅
It started with a pressure.
A weight behind my eyes , not pain exactly, but something deeper, like a scream wrapped in stone, buried too long behind the ribs.
It built slowly, unbearably, like the edge of a cry I couldn’t let out, until it became more than sensation, it became gravity.
Not the world pulling me in, but something inside pulling the world down with me. My mind felt unmoored, slipping its tether from bone and breath. Was this what it felt like to unravel?
Then came the ringing. Sharp. Relentless. Climbing past the edges of hearing. It drilled into my skull, a thread of heat and noise so pure it tasted like metal. My eyes throbbed. Something inside me screamed.
Then
Pop.
A rush of light exploded behind my eyes - not blinding, not burning. It peeled the world open. And through the thin seam it left behind, I saw. 
A rabbit. Trembling. My hands,  too small, too soft, barely strong enough to grip the knife.
Elron stood behind me. Calm. Solid. Always there. “It doesn’t need to suffer,” he said.
Why am I seeing this, I remember doing this years ago when I first learnt to hunt. 
The voice echoed inside me, it was mine, but thin, unsteady.
I blinked
It was all gone, replaced. 
A boy, much bigger than i was at that age, much more cruel than any boy our ages. My face was bloodied by his makeshift sword, a clever design of wood and nails. Cheek smeared with mud, couldn't tell if the taste or smell was worse as I writhed in the dirt that seemed to keep me company more than any of the people. People, all the so call humans did was watch, Laugh, treat me less than the slop I slowly tried to get out of. Hearing it now brought back all the rage, all they ever did was call me “Monster.” “Devil-born.” “Wrong.” Names no a person should bear the brunt of, especially not that young. I wasn't wrong was I, where did these ones come from? 
My vision filled with light again, instant and blinding. It's appreance came as quick as it's disappearance, with a sudden crack - a rock split my head. Fuck, i actually felt that. I remembered this day well, how could I forget. But what the fuck is this. 
 Mind mind yet again felt like it would rip apart, The flash of white light, spiralling me through my life, interrupted, this time by her touch. 
Her lips brushed mine. Warm breath against my neck. “You’re not like the others,” she whispered. A rare warmth bloomed in my chest. She meant that. Didn’t she? I can't, it just won't let me, who is doing this. 
Being with her, a moment I wish to be prisoner to, a place in time I could stay, but like the rest this to was I was stripped bare of. Yet again I was hurled through my memory. 
Then, The same girl, that sweet, loving girl.  Watching me bleed, face in the fucking mud again, though I wasn't alone to taste it today. Her. Exppression blank, i have always needed to know where her smile went. I really did try to hate her for that, but I just never believed, I always, always blamed this shitty world for leaving the very moment I needed love, needed her. You have to stop, this just isn't right, please, this wasn't meant to happen. 
Gone just like the rest of the fading images of my life, gone like all the people I never had who parted ways gifting me another black mark on my heart. I know it grows darker still, the same type of people still leaving presents. 
But not him, not my grandfather, no. He had never left me despite it all, the only true hope I have. 
With another flash, I was hurled through my mind with no will of my own in this adventure. 
 Elron’s hand on my shoulder. Grounding. Strong. “You’re dangerous,” he said. “But not broken.” I clung to that. To his voice. Don’t let go. Please don’t, you can't have them. 
Just like that he was gone and the sky cracked. Cities burned.
A voice - like fire breathing fire - said:
You are the wound.
You are the cure.
What the fuck does that mean? 
I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t blink. Just watched the flurry of memories emotion flood into me with no control. A  friend’s back, A stranger’s curse. My hands gripping a blade, too small, too fast. A body fell. A scream somewhere distant. Not mine. 
I tried to close my eyes. Nothing changed, More. Faster. Sharper. Every year, more fear. Every friend, a ghost. Every promise, snapped like wet twine. Stop. Please stop. I can't breathe. I can’t stop it.
 I remembered trying. Trying to be kind. To hold back. To let them swing first. To take the blow and walk away
I wanted peace. But it hadn’t mattered. It never did.
The rage coiled again, rising like tar through my ribs. Thick. Burning.
Why do I always end up here?
And yet, Elron stayed. The only hand that didn’t flinch. I reached for that. Held it in my mind like a dying spark. But the spinning didn’t stop. Voices blurred. Faces twisted. Too many to name. Too many to forget. Everything everyone had ever done to me, it felt like I was being punched by every experience all at once. 
The anger, for every fucked up thing that was done to me, I need to make them hurt, to suffer. They will feel every ounce of my rage. You all wanted me to be the monster. For years, it’s all you ever wanted me to be. Your scapegoat for your own rage. You wanted a curse to blame for your shitty lives — anything, anyone else just so you didn’t have to point the finger at yourselves. Blamed me like the world would swallow all of you for taming a monster. You should be proud. These fucking teeth will soon sink into each and every one of you, deeper than the lengths of your cruelty. No reflection of this remains the same, no truth in this doesn't slip. 
You all did this. And you will all receive my undivided attention. This wasn’t remembering. This was drowning. My throat burned with a scream that wouldn’t break. The past wasn’t a ghost.
It had teeth, And it had me.
The world cracked, And my vision started to blur, the intense pressure and ringing returning almost as quickly as it had vanished.
The rage still boiling inside. I felt I would explode with pure hatred. 
Then that same ringing, deafening this time, dragging my mind towards towards my body. 
Then a sudden pop, that sent waves through my forehead, agonising pain, moments after every thing went quite, painless, but not calm. 
Finally, my vision slowly returned.
My eyes opened to the world in front of me.
There I was, in the dust, bloodied, unaware if it belonged to me.
Sword drawn, already piercing pain in my arms just to hold it up.
The sky above the shattered plateau bled crimson, as if it too had been wounded by the violence it bore witness to.
Wind screamed through fractured trees, flinging ash and grit across black stone. Thunder cracked in the distance, muffled by the hiss of heat rising from scorched earth. The ground still trembled—echoes of a clash that hadn’t truly begun.
Two figures stood, facing one another in silence beneath the bleeding sky.
I was fifteen — too young to be this broken, too dangerous to be anything else. One eye swollen shut. His chest carved with bloodied runes of violence. His breath came in jagged pulls. A child’s frame hardened by hunger, grief, and fire.
Something shimmered around him — not light, not shadow. Like the ghost of motion. Like the echo of a future already lost.
Across from me stood the other boy. Broader. Older. Steam rose from his shoulders as flame licked the edges of his Soulbrand. The air warped around him — bent like metal under pressure. There was no fear in his gaze. No malice. Just the hollow certainty of a creature born to destroy. We hadn’t spoken. We didn’t need to. There was only killing now. Killing was all that mattered.
The larger boy moved first — fast for his size — flame bursting from his heels, the earth cracking underfoot. His fist, thick with jagged stone and wrapped in fire, came down like it meant to split the world.
Kael moved. A pivot, a breath, blade rising—
—Too slow.
The moment the punch fell, Kael broke.
Not apart. Not away.
Across possibility.
Three versions of the fight unraveled before him:
One — a jagged rock fist cracked his cheekbone sideways, splitting flesh, his scream wet with blood.
Two — ribs shattered, air gone, legs folding like straw beneath him.
Three — the only path left: pivot left, blade already swinging.
He stumbled into it. Not chosen — just taken.
The world snapped back into motion. His sword screamed through the boy’s ribs, deep and red. Real.
But the fire didn’t stop.
The mountain kept coming.
Kael spun, ducked, slashed — a blur of afterimages dancing through heat-haze.
Then came the hit.
Not his.
A stone-shod fist caught Kael across the jaw. Bone cracked. The world went white. He hit the ground like a corpse. Blood smeared behind him in a long red name. Rocks bit into his spine.
He rose.
He always rose. Pops made sure of that.
The boy was already closing — fire licking his fists, stone groaning as it reshaped. He launched a chunk of molten rock. Kael dived sideways — it exploded where he'd been, raining embers.
Another shot. Kael rolled, came up hard beneath it, sword slashing through smoke.
He caught the edge of the boy’s arm — shallow — not enough.
Another flaming stone came hurtling. Kael parried it midair. The shock numbed his wrist.
Still — he moved like he'd been born for this.
Strike. Shift. Duck. Cut low. Feint high.
But the boy was relentless. Fire bled from his skin, hands burning like twin furnaces. The ground split with each step. He brought both fists down — Kael barely leapt clear as the impact cratered the earth.
He landed awkwardly — ankle screaming — sword falling from his grip.
The boy charged. Nowhere to go.
Kael reached for the power. It answered with a hum under his skin — cold, wrong, other.
Three Kaels staggered free of him.
One laughed.
One wept.
One screamed silently.
The boy hesitated.
He struck the laughing one — it shattered.
Then the weeping one — smoke.
The third — the real Kael — was already behind him.
He drove his blade deep beneath the ribs.
The boy bellowed. Flames sputtered wild, uncontrolled, licking his own skin. Kael’s cloak caught fire. He didn’t notice. Or care.
He dropped, rolled, came up slashing again.
The boy turned, slower now — Kael slipped under his guard and carved a clean line through his thigh. Blood sprayed. The fire died.
The boy crumpled.
Breathing hard, Kael stood over him, smoke rising from his back.
Pain returned all at once — jaw, ribs, ankle, everything.
He didn’t fall, not yet. 
Didn’t speak.
He just turned, picked up his sword—
and froze.
His hand trembled on the hilt.
It shouldn’t have felt like this.
He was supposed to feel sick, wasn’t he? Horrified. Shaking with guilt. Maybe even crying.
But he wasn’t.
Not really.
His heart thundered like it wanted more. His breath came fast, but not from fear. From the fight. From the thrill. From something inside him that had clawed its way up the moment he saw that boy move, something that still hadn’t fully gone back down.
Kael looked at the body. Blood steamed where it touched the cooling stone. The fire was gone. The boy was dead. Dead.
He’d killed him.
And he hadn’t hesitated.
Even worse he hadn’t meant to kill him.
Not exactly.
But he hadn’t tried to stop, either.
It was like watching his own hands from somewhere far off. Like some other version of him had stepped forward and done it for him. And that version didn’t care. That version wanted the boy dead.
Kael’s fingers clenched around the blade. His knuckles went white..
Kael colapsed, coughing smoke, one hand against his head. The world around him was unstable, skipping. His vision shattered into flickers.
The other boy’s body didn’t stay cold. It didn’t rot. It bled it kael like molten iron pouring into an open wound. The body slowly turning grey and decrepit. 
Kael screamed, so guttural, so Hollowing, even the trees recoiled in fear. 
Visions cracked through Kael’s mind.
Screams beneath red moons. Cities crumbling. The face of a woman dying in fire. The taste of fury that wasn’t his — but now was.
Kael screamed too. When it was done, he didn’t know where he was for a moment.
The ground was still. The blood still fresh. But Kael… Kael felt stretched thin. Like too many pieces had been forced into the shape of a boy.
Kael stood, swaying, the wind biting at his open wounds. The Veil inside him buzzed — not violently now, but with something colder. Older. Like a memory not his own was cracking through the marrow of his bones.
Then it hit him. A pulse behind his eyes. A sudden stillness in the shattered world.
A vision. He saw. 
A massive stone monolith half-buried in sand, lit by a red moon.
A city of bone and glass, its walls carved in language too ancient to read.
A garden of impossible trees, each leaf branded with the same strange mark.
And everywhere — carved into gates, pressed into skin, worn like sacred jewelry:
A sigil.
Two interlocking spirals, one black, one silver — eternally chasing, eternally repelling.
Not sacred. Not profane. Just… final. Like something that had been waiting for him since the first time the stars bled.
It burned itself into him.
Then it broke.
The sigil cracked — not shattered, but divided, split along hidden seams, as if it had always been waiting to come apart.
It split into 5 broken, disfigured pieces, unrecognisable to the previous form now.
The five broken pieces drifted — slow, solemn, like ashes on still water.
And then — shadows rose.
Darkness coiled around each fragment, thick and ancient. Not chaotic. Not wild. Controlled. Measured. Watching. Each piece was swallowed whole. And all that remained was the dark.














The Blood of The 6 ✫ Chapter Two - The Line Between ✅
The winds hadn’t stopped screaming since morning.
Elron stood like the trees which felt endless, still, weathered, and unmoved by time. His full head of silver-streaked hair was swept back, wind-tangled and ash-slicked, framing a face carved with the quiet violence of living too long. One scar hooked like a crescent from jaw to ear; another cut clean through his right brow, puckered at the edges, like the memory of a blade that never quite left. His beard, coarse and uneven, caught flecks of ash like lichen on stone. His shoulders were broad, built not for show but for endurance, shaped by decades of burdens no one else would carry. The thick cords of his arms flexed under worn hide and stitched cloth, each movement betraying power kept in check. His clothes were practical—layered, patched, nothing wasted. His legs were set, wide and balanced, like a man who knew the exact range of every threat around him. His eyes were pale, not cold, but distant—like mist rising from stone. They had the color of storm-drenched slate and the weight of things seen and endured. Not fearless, but emptied of fear. And yet, when they turned to Kael, something quieter stirred beneath the stone. Not softness. Not mercy. But patience. The kind that sits beside a fire through the worst winter, tending the flame because someone has to.
Elron had seen many things across his fifty-odd winters. Fires that devoured forests in hours. Men who carved their names into corpses. Women who begged the sky to fall - and it did. But he had never seen the wind itself afraid to touch the earth. Now it hissed, like it knew what had been spilled here. Smoke drifted over shattered stone in lazy spirals, as if unsure where to land. The sky had turned the color of old bruises. Beneath the air, something stank - of change, of death.  Elron stepped lightly, nimble even compared to seasoned hunters, his aged not showing in his bones. His hand hovered above his blade, but he didn’t draw. Not yet. The echoes here were still fresh. Power clung to the rocks like dew. A boy’s scream had shattered the silence. 
Kael. 
Not far ahead, the trees parted around what had once been a gathering place. A stone ring, scorched and broken. And at its center stood Kael. But not as he had. Elron stopped breathing. Kael’s shoulders were hunched, twitching. His skin had darkened, veins bulging like something was trying to claw its way out. Cracks split his flesh, glowing faint red like fire behind glass. The air shimmered around him - a heat-haze that didn’t leave. He looked like a thing made wrong. Elron stepped forward. The instant his boot touched the stone, Kael moved. No warning. No breath. No sound.
Gone—then there. 
Right in front of Elron, blade raised, eyes blank. No blink. No fury. Just the strike. Steel met steel. Elron’s sword was already in motion—parried by instinct, by memory, by ghosts. Kael vanished again. Reappeared behind him. Another slash. Elron turned in time, bracer catching the blow. Sparks flew. Kael’s face stayed empty. Hollow. Like no one was home. Another strike. Another. He was fast—too fast—but wild. Violent, reactive, unfocused. A storm with no eye. He came in high, then low, vanishing mid-step, blinking in and out like a stuttering flame. Elron blocked, pivoted, swept Kael’s legs out. The boy landed hard but twisted mid-air, slashing upward. Elron ducked. They circled. Again.
And again.
Blade to blade. Fire to stone. The old man’s breath stayed steady, eyes fixed not on Kael’s weapon—but on his chest. Watching for the truth beneath the fury. Kael vanished. This time, Elron moved first. He turned, steel raised—and knocked Kael’s blade flying. Kael didn’t retreat. He just stood there, chest heaving like he’d been drowning. Eyes wild. Lips trembling. His mouth opened, but only a whisper escaped—low, cold, not quite his own.
“You don’t control me.”
Elron’s eyes narrowed. His voice roughened with fear he refused to show. “Kael. Come back to me. You’re not alone.” Kael staggered, shaking his head like something was crawling behind his eyes. Then he lunged again—too sudden, too close. Elron barely caught the blow. Steel slid off steel. Sparks hissed. “You should have left me there,” Kael snarled—his voice layered, as if something else spoke through him. Slash. Parry. Edge to edge. A cut grazed Elron’s shoulder. Kael struck again. Then again. The blade was a blur. Then Kael pulled back, eyes aflame. “I’m not the one. I’m not the one. I’m not the one—I’M NOT THE ONE!” Elron didn’t answer. He stepped in, met him again, blade to blade. Kael twisted, blade dancing like fire, then leapt back, gasping. “Just—fuck off!” Elron struck hard—not to kill, but to break the rhythm. Steel met rib. Kael tumbled, wind knocked out of him. Elron stood above, panting.
“You finished?” he rasped.
Kael blinked. “Elron… Pops? Is that you?” He blinked again. His breathing slowed. The shimmer faded. The cracks in his skin dimmed. His limbs sagged, his body folding inward like something retreating from the light. He began to slip. But Elron caught him.
“Stay with me, boy. Just a little longer.” He shook Kael’s shoulders, dragging his eyes open. Kael heard Elron’s voice like it was coming through water.
Not far. Not close. Just... muffled. His head lolled. His vision swam. The world around him felt half-formed, like a painting left out in the rain. The stones beneath him were real—he could feel their jagged edges biting through his clothes—but the rest? Smoke. Blurred shapes. The taste of blood and ash. His arms weren’t his own. His thoughts came too slow, too late. What just happened? His breath came in ragged gasps. Every inhale scraped his throat like fire. His limbs trembled from the effort of just staying upright, skin aching where the cracks had glowed red-hot just moments ago. Now they were dark lines—veins or wounds, he couldn’t tell. He didn’t know how long he’d been fighting. Didn’t remember drawing his blade. Didn’t remember Elron being there. Not at first. Only flashes. Heat. Screaming. His own voice—echoed, warped, wrong. Something inside had cracked wide open and let the storm in. Or let it out. Now the storm was gone. But it had left him hollow. Why did I attack him? Why couldn’t I stop? He blinked slowly, trying to piece himself back together. A flicker of recognition. A glimmer of guilt. Elron. He’d almost, His stomach turned. Kael lowered his head into his shaking hands, trying to ground himself in the ache of his bones. His magic wasn’t just spent—it was scattered, like it had been torn from him in shards. He felt like glass held together with memory and breath. And something was still wrong. In the pit of him. Like the magic had changed shape and didn’t quite belong anymore. He didn’t cry. Couldn’t. The tears wouldn’t come. But his hands wouldn’t stop shaking. And in the growing silence, he realized something else was coming. People, the people who gavw kael judgment and hardship, come to offer more of their dispair. Voices. Judgment. And he didn’t know who he was going to be… when they looked at him. 
The villagers arrived.
They came slowly at first, silent as ghosts. Then shapes formed from the trees. Half a dozen. Maybe more. Dirt-smeared boots. Rusted tools held like weapons. Eyes wide with a fear they couldn’t name—but understood. “It happened again,” someone whispered. “He’s not a boy anymore,” another hissed. “He’s a curse.” “A fracture.” Elron stepped in front of Kael, his stance calm, unshakable. “He’s my blood,” Elron said. “And he’s still here.” “You don’t know what’s in him,” spat a woman from the back. “That thing will bring death on us all.” Another voice: “We’ve lived through plague. Fire. But never magic. Not again. Sacrifice is the only reason we’ve survived.” “You’re scared,” Elron said, quiet as a blade unsheathing. “But I won’t let your fear write this boy’s end.” “You’d risk all of us for one broken child?” Elron’s eyes hardened. “You’d sacrifice the child you raised… for a fear you still don’t understand?” The crowd stirred. Uneasy. Restless. Then one man stepped forward.
Joran. Broad-shouldered. Scarred. Jaw like the edge of a mountain. His sword stayed sheathed, but his posture told the truth. “Elron.” His name was spoken like a memory. “Joran,” Elron said, dipping his head. “Still stubborn.”
“I never stopped respecting you,” Joran said, his eyes flicking to Kael. “But this ain’t about respect. Kael’s dangerous now.” Kael flinched. “You remember what he meant to your daughter,” Elron pressed, quiet steel in his voice. “They grew up side by side.” “I do,” Joran said. 
“Which is why this hurts.”
 “Then don’t do it.” 
“I buried her, Elron. I buried the only thing that mattered to me. And the sky cracked open that day. The earth hasn’t stopped bleeding since.”
“Don’t let grief rot into blame,” Elron said. “That’s not who you are.”
“This isn’t vengeance. It’s protection. There are still children here. Families who haven’t bled yet. I won’t let them be next.”
A beat. They both moved for their weapons. Elron’s voice dropped. “You sure you want to do this?”
Joran didn’t blink. “Old friend,” he said, “I won’t let anyone else take your son. That falls to me.” Elron’s eyes sharpened.
“Well it's not like anyone else here has a chance, but for my boy, for kael, I can't let you take him .”
They drew. No grand pose. No threats. Just a stillness thick with years of shared survival. Joran struck first—a wide, brutal arc, blade slicing the air like a falling gate.
Elron didn’t flinch. He stepped inside the blow, the metal whispering past his cloak as he twisted, steel flashing. His parry rang out like iron bells. Then—crack—a boot slammed into Joran’s thigh, another drove into his gut. The larger man stumbled, dust coughing around his heels.
“You’ve slowed,” Elron said, teeth bared.
“You’ve gotten mean,” Joran spat, already circling.
They clashed again.
Sparks burst like shattered stars as blades collided mid-motion, scraping down their lengths in a hail of steel-on-steel. Joran grunted, feinted low, then snapped upward with a brutal elbow. Elron ducked beneath it, surged forward, and drove his shoulder into Joran’s chest—both men slamming into the dirt in a blur of motion and breath.
No wasted breath. No wide swings. Only instinct and punishment.
“You always thought I was the soft one,” Elron rasped, stepping back into stance. His feet grounded like roots, blade angled low. “Let’s see how soft I feel breaking your ribs.”
Joran snarled. He rushed forward with a flurry—fast, vicious, desperate. The blows blurred, but Elron deflected each with fluid violence, his blade moving like a hooked current—unforgiving, unpredictable. A slash caught Elron’s cloak. Another scored Joran’s wrist. Blood sprayed, landing hot across Elron’s knuckles.
“You raised a boy,” Joran growled, breath ragged. “But Kael’s no longer a boy. He’s a weapon, Elron. And now it’s pointing at all of us.”
Elron surged forward. A lunge, parry, shift—then a clean strike to the ribs. A crack—dull, wet. Joran staggered, choking, knees buckling under him. Still standing. Still fighting. But shaking now. They paused. Breathing hard. Joran’s boot slipped in his own blood, scraping across loose stone as he steadied himself. The silence pressed in. Wind held its breath. Ash floated sideways in the dusk light, weightless. Elron’s sword stayed raised. Just for a moment longer.
He saw Kael.
The young boy he raised, eyes wide and afraid, reaching up with blood on his hands. Something shifted in Elron’s chest. Just a flicker. A question. A warning. Then it was gone. He lowered his blade—not mercy, not hesitation, but certainty. And the look in his eyes said what his lips didn’t: You don’t walk away from hurting what’s mine.
“I’m not your enemy, Joran. And Kael’s not your scapegoat.”
Joran sank to one knee—not from pain, but from the weight of it all.
“He was like my own,” he whispered. “You think this hasn’t eaten me alive?”
“I know it has. But you don’t get to bury that pain in him. You of all people should know—you don’t always get a second chance.”
Joran closed his eyes. Then sheathed his blade.
“Then get gone. Fast. The village will move to the caves. His magic’s stink will draw the worst kind of attention.”
A long silence. The two men exchanged a look. One they'd shared before countless fights. And always before goodbye. To Elron, it felt like the gods holding their breath. The villagers didn’t cheer. Didn’t jeer. They just watched—unsure whether they had witnessed a betrayal… or mercy. Elron turned to Kael. The boy hadn’t moved. But his hands were trembling. And the only one to say his name… was the man who tried to kill him. And still remembered who he was.


















Chapter Three. Vanishing dreams. ✅
The wind still howled low through the trees, carrying flecks of dust like snowflakes. The sky hung heavy, bruised above the rolling hills, swollen with clouds that promised rain but held it back, at least for now.
Elron moved steadily, a quiet shadow threading between gnarled trunks, his steps cautious but resolute. Time had etched its ache into his bones, but years of survival had tempered him to move with purpose, no matter the weight.
Behind him, Kael stumbled now and then, his cloak torn, streaked with soot and the drying rust of blood on his cheek. Each breath he drew was shallow and ragged, the aftermath of too much struggle, too little rest.
They didn’t speak—not because they had nothing to say, but because the air between them was thick with unspoken grief and wary hope. Elron’s hand hovered near the hilt of his knife, senses sharpened like the blade itself. Kael’s eyes flickered with exhaustion and a hollowness Elron recognized all too well—a drowning in something fierce, something older than pain.
When they reached the house, it stood silent and still, unbroken but transformed. The shutters creaked faintly in the wind, a single chipped mug sat half-dried on the table, an echo of yesterday’s quiet life.
Elron moved with quiet efficiency, gathering supplies in deliberate, spare motions. No wasted energy. No ceremony. Just the slow, mechanical rhythm of a man who had done this before, but never like this.
Kael’s steps slowed, his gaze lingering on familiar corners, the ragged sleeping mat, the crooked door Elron never got around to fixing, the wall where he had etched his height each year. His fingers brushed the doorframe lightly, as if trying to imprint the sensation before it slipped away.
There was no farewell. No promise. Just a steady ache, a knowing that this might be the last time, and in that moment it never felt more like home to both residents. 
The silence pressed down, loud and full. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath, as if mourning what was being left behind.
Elron closed the door behind them, no slam, no hesitation, just the weight of finality. He paused for a breath on the step, then turned and walked away.
They packed the saddlebags in a slow, wordless rhythm, blankets, rations, a tin cup, Kael’s worn coat. The mule moved with patient steadiness, its hooves silent on the cracked earth. The old chestnut-gray horse tossed its head gently as Elron adjusted the straps, the familiar sound a faint comfort in the growing dusk.
Kael touched the saddle once, fingertips tracing a worn groove he’d carved long ago, a symbol only 2 people understood, it's shape 2 circles connected, where they overlap its shaded. 
When they were ready, Elron lifted him onto the horse’s back. Kael said nothing, but as the house faded behind them, he glanced back one last time.
No smoke curled from the chimney. No ruin scarred the land.
Nothing seemed wrong.
But inside, something had ended.
And everything beyond it would be different.
They rode on, the steady rhythm of hooves soft against brittle grass and cracked earth. The mule followed behind, loyal and unhurried. Kael’s grip on the reins slackened with every mile. His shoulders sagged. His head bowed. Eventually, sleep claimed him. A strange warmth surged behind Kael’s eyelids—not fire, not pain. Just light—gentle, slow, filling his skull like sunlight slipping through cracks.
And then, he saw.
A rabbit, trembling in a snare. His hands were small, clumsy on the knife. Elron stood behind him, steady as a tree, voice calm. “It doesn’t need to suffer,” he said.
Kael remembered this, not just the moment but the feeling beneath it: fear, the desperate wish to be better than he was. He’d closed his eyes when he made the first cut.
The light came again, soft, humming, revealing.
The world shifted.
Now he lay in a field, tall grass brushing his shoulders. He laughed—a raw, honest laugh. A younger self, barefoot and muddy, sitting beside Varn, whose cracked voice carried a ridiculous song about frogs and fate.
Clouds sailed overhead like billowing sails. The sun danced across their skin. Kael reached out, fingertips grazing a dandelion just before the wind shattered it to bits.
He wanted to stay there forever.
But something pulled.
The scene unraveled into something new. 
A workshop. Dust and old wood. A cracked wagon wheel heavy in his lap. He was six. Frustrated. Sweating. Alone.
Then, a shadow.
An old man crouched beside him, white-bearded and crooked. He said nothing at first, just helped, letting Kael hold the rope as he bound the wheel again.
“You won’t fix it fully,” the man said after a moment. “But maybe it’ll turn anyway. The wheel always keeps turning.”
Kael frowned, looking up.
“Some things stay broken. Doesn’t mean they’re useless.”
The boy nodded slowly. The old man smiled, tapped his heart, and vanished like morning mist.
Kael blinked.
 The forgehouse, untouched, warm and golden. A bird sang from the rafters. He sat on the bench, legs swinging. The old smith was there again, the one who fed the birds before lighting the forge.
“Steel doesn’t remember,” he murmured, polishing a blade older than sin. “But people do.”
Kael stepped closer. The air smelled of smoke, spice, and fresh bread. The old man met his gaze. “Don’t let them tell it without you,” he said. “The world’s tired of forgetting boys like you.”
A pause. A breath.
Shadows struck sharply. They fell like fog, like night creeping naturally. He stood in rain outside the elder hall. Elron was already there, leaning against a tree, arms crossed.
“They’re afraid of what they don’t understand,” Elron said. “Let them be.”
Kael said nothing. The rain fell slower here. He turned, and saw himself, as he might have been. Not a stranger. A version without the scar, without the Soulbrand. Sitting at a table, talking to the girl with black hair. Laughing with Varn.
For a moment, it hurt.
But not like a knife.
Just a distant ache.
Kael stepped closer to the window. He didn’t scream. He just watched.
The boy inside looked up. Briefly. Met his eyes.
And smiled.
Not mockingly.
Not cruelly.
Like he knew.
Another rush of light.
Elron’s hand again, this time steadying him, not grounding. They were in a tent, or camp, or memory between places. Elron looked at him. “You’re not lost, Kael. Not really.”
The boy, dreaming, watching, remembering, felt tears slip down his cheek. It didn’t feel like pain. It felt like release.
Then the final vision.
No chaos.
Just stillness.
A hill. A sunrise.
Kael, very young again, asleep in the crook of Elron’s cloak as he watched the horizon.
No words.
Just soft sounds of birds, wind, and breath.
No one left.
Nothing broken.
Just the moment.
And Kael, dreaming, drifted toward it, not fighting this time.
They rode on until the forest thinned and the ruins rose ahead, half-swallowed by thick creeping vines and moss.
Elron spoke low and cautious. “We’ll stop up there. Stay sharp.”
Kael nodded quietly. “You think something’s waiting?”
“Always is,” Elron said with a slight shrug. “Might be nothing. Still, we set camp before full dark. I don’t want to be poking through old bones by firelight.”
They dismounted at the ruins, the last light spilling through broken stones. The air smelled of moss and cracked earth. A small clearing beside the crumbling walls gave them space to spread bedrolls and unpack.
Without a word, Elron gathered kindling. Kael struck flint against steel until sparks caught, coaxing the fire to life. The flames grew slow but steady, warmth pushing back the creeping chill of night.
They ate simple rations in silence, food that filled but never pleased. Elron watched the shadows. Kael watched the flames.
The sky turned deep purple, then ink-black, stars pricking through the darkness.
The wind curled low, rustling grass and leaves in soft, irregular rhythms. Neither spoke, but both felt it, the way some places remember what has passed through them, and breathe it back when no one’s watching.
Kael moved closer to the fire.
Elron’s hand stayed near his blade.
Behind them, the ruin waited.
After a while, Elron stood. “Keep the fire low,” he said quietly. “I’ll check the edge, see if there’s wood or a better windbreak.”
Kael nodded without looking up.
Elron moved into the treeline, steps slow and practiced. The twisted roots and bent trunks split stone beneath his feet. He walked until the firelight was just a memory behind him.
Then he stopped.
It wasn’t a sound, not footsteps, not wind.
Just stillness.
A pressure at the back of his neck, the way it tightens when eyes watch too long.
He scanned the dark.
Nothing.
But something was there.
Not hunting.
Not moving.
Just watching.
Elron’s hand fell to his blade, but he didn’t draw it. He narrowed his eyes, as if willing the presence to reveal itself.
Nothing came.
No threat.
No voice.
Still, he didn’t linger.
When he returned, he said nothing.
Just handed Kael a few gathered branches and sat, eyes flicking to the trees, soon Kael found himself falling back to sleep, but this time his mind gave him respite. 







Chapter 4 - Revelations. ✅
Kael woke to ash and cold.
The fire had died sometime in the night, leaving only veins of ember buried in a bed of grey dust. Outside, the world was muted, grey skies, wind whispering through branches, a strange silence settling over the ruins.
Kael sat up slowly, his spine stiff, body aching from more than just battle. Blood stained his shirt, his neck, his wrists, some of it his, some not. He didn’t remember falling asleep. He didn’t remember dreaming. But there was something heavy in his chest, like a word waiting to be spoken.
Elron stood at the edge of the clearing just beyond the cave, eyes fixed on the crumbled remains of the old temple. He hadn’t slept. His blade sat on his back, his arms crossed. He hadn't moved for some time.
Kael dragged himself to his feet. The morning air bit at his skin, but he ignored it. The ruined temple surrounded them, weather-worn stone pillars, shattered walls half-swallowed by roots and moss. Symbols etched into the rock pulsed faintly with forgotten magic, their shapes half-lost to time. One caught Kael’s eye.
It was simple. A broken circle. A line slashed down the middle.
He felt a chill deeper than the wind.
“Elron,” he said, pointing. “This symbol… what is it?”
Elron didn’t move for a moment. Then “One of the gods.” Elron started to say. “well Used to be, people worship new gods now, some people believe they live among us” Elron’s voice was cold, distant.
Kael stepped closer to the stone, tracing the symbol without touching it. “Why would it be here still,”
“I don’t know,” Elron said. And for once, Kael believed him.
The wind picked up then. A sound moved with it, like breath drawn through teeth. Kael turned toward the forest. No birds. No rustle of animals. Just the steady hum of silence.
Elron watched the boy. Studied his shoulders, his posture, the way he carried the weight of the last twenty-four hours like it had soaked into his bones.
“Come back,” Elron said. “You need rest.”
Kael didn’t argue.
They sat in silence again, the remnants of fire casting faint shadows on the rough ground that looked as uncomfortable as it had felt. Elron kept sharpening his blade, not out of need, but rhythm. Muscle memory. Something to keep his hands moving while his mind unraveled.
Kael finally spoke, voice soft.
“I need to go to the Burning Towers.”
Elron blinked, the motion slow, like a man dragged back into a conversation already lost.
“No,” he said.
Kael didn’t flinch. “It told me. The dream. The… the other boy. It said that’s where you’d find answers.”
Elron’s jaw tightened, voice low, hard like a warning. “I don’t need answers from that place.”
Kael met his gaze evenly. “It said we need them. You’d understand.”
Elron stood abruptly, pacing, restless, the weight of history pressing down on him. “You’re having thoughts that do not belong to you.”
The Burning Towers.
He hadn’t heard those words aloud in years. Not since...
Still… he believed Kael. Always had.
He stopped, turning back, voice rough with disbelief and reluctant hope. “Why? What must we understand?”
Kael shrugged, uncertainty creeping in his eyes. “It said you’d see it.”
Elron exhaled through his nose, a long, tired sound, as if breathing out years of regret.
“You’re sure?” His voice held the faintest edge of doubt.
Kael didn’t nod. Didn’t move.
That was answer enough.
The rest of the day passed in uneasy silence. Kael drifted between sleep and stillness, eyes fluttering, fingers twitching. Elron sat with his back against the stone wall, blade at his side, watching the forest. Waiting.
Dusk fell like a shroud. Kael stirred. A twitch at first, barely noticeable, but it rippled through his body like a shiver of something wrong.
Then he screamed.
A sound raw and feral, like his lungs were trying to rip their way out. Elron was at his side in a heartbeat, half-drawing his blade even though he already knew—this wasn’t a scream of warning. No enemy. Just Kael.
Kael, convulsing on the ground. Muscles locking, back arching. Eyes wide open but… wrong. Glazed over. Not blank—blazing. Seeing something that wasn’t there.
“Kael,” Elron barked, dropping to one knee, hand ready on his hilt. “Kael. Look at me.”
Nothing. No flicker of recognition.
Then, 
He vanished.
Just blinked out of existence.
Elron rose in an instant, blade fully drawn.
Kael reappeared across the fire with a flicker of warped air, crouched like a predator, sword in hand, breath sharp and ragged. His eyes locked on Elron. Unblinking. Wild.
He launched forward without warning.
Elron turned just in time, steel clashing in a burst of sparks. Kael’s strike had weight, far more than it should. He vanished again. A gust of displaced air. Then behind Elron, blade whistling toward his spine.
Elron twisted, parried. Spun low to reset footing. Another strike came, reckless and vicious, hammering into his defence. The boy didn’t move like a boy. No hesitation. No rhythm. Just speed and fury. A storm given form.
Kael vanished mid-step and reappeared again at Elron’s left. Then right. Then overhead, blade crashing down in an overhead arc that would’ve split bone had it landed.
Elron met every strike, but just barely. Each block jarring up his arms, forcing his boots to slide through the dust. He didn’t counter. Didn’t strike back. Just survived.
This wasn’t a spar.
This was survival.
Kael’s face was twisted with something deeper than anger. Not madness, but grief made savage. A scream trapped behind clenched teeth.
A low feint. A vanish. A vertical strike from above.
Elron raised his blade one-handed, blocked it. His shoulder jolted with the force, feet buckling, but he stayed standing.
Kael vanished again, too close this time. No distance to swing.
He drove a fist at Elron’s face.
Elron ducked, pivoted. The boy’s momentum carried him forward, off balance for the first time. Elron stepped in and with a fluid twist of the wrist, disarmed him. Kael’s sword spun end over end into the dirt behind him.
But he didn’t stop.
Kael lunged, barehanded now, fist arcing toward Elron’s throat. A sound escaped him, half growl, half sob.
Elron caught the wrist mid-strike.
“Stop.”
His voice cracked, not with weakness, but the weight of what he was holding back. His grip on Kael’s arm was solid, but his other hand shook by his side.
Kael snarled like an animal, fighting the grip, teeth clenched. In that moment, the firelight caught his face just right, and Elron’s breath caught.
Something was wrong. Not twisted. Not monstrous.
Just… off.
Like Kael didn’t quite fit inside his own skin anymore. Like something ancient was pressing through a body too young to hold it.
“Kael,” Elron said again, quieter now. “It’s me.”
No tricks. No commands.
Just a plea. Kael froze.
His chest rose and fell in sharp, shallow bursts. His eyes darted over Elron’s face like trying to decipher a memory, then suddenly widened. Panic. Recognition. Shame.
“It’s me,” Elron whispered, his voice thick. “You’re safe.”
Kael’s arm dropped. All the tension vanished in an instant, like a rope gone slack.
He crumpled.
No grace. No recovery. Just collapsed, like something had cut the strings holding him upright. Elron stepped in and caught him. Held him tight. The fire behind them had shrunk to dying embers. Elron left kael there most of the day, He didn’t wake or stir.
Elron didn’t know what to think while he cleaned the cut across his jaw. Bandaged the worst of the wounds. He knew the boy needed more answers than he had right now.
Eventually, he stepped outside the cave, staring into the trees, the wind had changed. Something was watching. Or waiting. Deep inside, something else stirred, a question he didn’t want to ask. What did we just awaken?
He didn’t ask what Kael saw. Or what he did. If the boy wanted to talk, he would. If he didn’t, well, the gods knew silence could carry a man further than words ever could.
Later, as dusk fell and the fire cracked faintly inside the cave, Elron sat sharpening his blade, not because it needed it, but because it was something his hands remembered. Something that made sense. Simple. Honest.
Kael stirred, and without speaking, sat beside him.
They stayed like that for a while. Just the fire, the stone, the quiet breath between them.
Then Kael finally spoke.
“I need to go to the Burning Towers.”
Elron paused mid-stroke. “The towers, again?” His voice carried disbelief and a cautious edge.
Kael nodded, eyes distant. “It's like I've been tethered to it. I can't resist its pull.”
Elron’s hand flexed. Not fear. Not yet. Something heavier.
Instead, he stood, spine cracking, and looked west, toward the distant horizon where the dark began to glow faintly orange.
“I’ll take you,” he said, quieter than the fire. “But you better pray to whatever’s left that we don’t find what I think we will.”
Kael drifted toward sleep again. Elron remained still, thoughtful. Then he reached into his pack and pulled out the small wooden carving he hadn’t touched in years, a bird with broken wings, half-burned, half-sanded smooth by time.
He set it near the flames. It belonged to someone he’d once made a promise to. Maybe this was a way to keep it.
It sat between them in the quiet, casting a long, twisted shadow.
The fire had died sometime in the night, leaving only veins of ember deep in the ash. Cold air coiled in the cave, tugging at the warmth left behind. Kael sat against the wall, knees drawn up, fingers still stained from dried blood. 
Elron hadn’t slept. He sat with his back to the entrance, sharpening a blade that was already perfect. Over and over. The scrape of steel against stone was the only sound, like breathing from a body too tired to keep going.
Kael’s voice cracked the silence.
“You knew something like this would happen.”
Elron didn’t look up. His hands didn’t stop.
“I knew it might,” he said evenly.
Kael’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t say anything.”
“You wouldn’t’ve believed me.”
Kael looked down at his hands. They were shaking again.
“I felt things last night… not just saw them.” His voice caught. “I was in them. Like I’d been dragged through my own skin and thrown into the past.”
He swallowed hard. “It wasn’t remembering. It hurt.”
Elron paused mid-sharpen. The blade stilled in his hands. “No,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t remembering.”
Kael blinked, as if trying to chase back the visions. “Then what was it?”
“That power inside you,” Elron murmured. “It’s waking up. And power like that… it never wakes gently.”
Kael’s voice dropped, barely above a whisper. “Why is it doing this,”
Elron didn’t answer right away. His jaw tightened.
“It always does, but I've never seen it be this dramatic,” he said at last.
Kael’s breath caught. His heart kicked.
“So you’ve seen this before? People like me?”
“Not like you, not exactly” Elron replied, voice low. “But I’ve seen Soulbrands. I’ve seen what they do to people. What they take. What they leave behind, but I've seen what they can bring as well,” 
Kael stared at him, silent, stunned. Then: “You knew, the whole time.”
Elron looked up, finally. His face didn’t shift. Didn’t flinch.
Kael stood, slowly. His fists curled at his sides.
“You knew something was in me. All this time.” kaels voice getting rushed and breathless. 
“I did, and it's not in you Kael, it is you.” trying to remain calm. 
“And you never told me.” 
“No.”
“Why? To protect me?”
“To raise you,” Elron said. “Not feed you to it.”
Kael blinked. “What the fuck does that mean?”
Elron stood now too, taller, solid in the firelight. “It means I didn’t want you shaped by fear before you had a name for it. You think the world was cruel because they didn’t understand you?” He shook his head. “They feared what you might become.”
Kael’s mouth twisted. “And you weren’t afraid?”
“I was terrified,” Elron said. “Not of you. Of what would try to reach for you once that power stirred.”
Kael was breathing hard. “So you just lied to me. My entire life.”
“I never lied,” Elron said firmly. “I gave you a chance to be a boy before the world tried to name you a weapon. Or a curse.”
Kael’s voice cracked. “You knew what I…”
He trailed off, eyes wet, the firelight flickering against the sheen. His hands trembled again, and for a moment, he didn’t try to hide it.
“You knew what I was before I did,” he said softly, almost a confession. “You watched me grow up... train... laugh… and the whole time, you were waiting for this.”
Elron’s jaw clenched, but his voice stayed low. “I wasn’t waiting for it, Kael. I was praying it wouldn’t come.”
Kael took a step back, like the words had struck harder than a blade. “Why?” he whispered. “Because you knew I’d become a monster?”
“Don't test me boy.” Elron’s voice hardened. “Its because I knew the world would treat you like one. No matter what you chose.”
Silence folded over them, sharp and dense.
Kael turned away. The fire popped behind him. The cold air drifted in, but he didn’t move to get warmer.
“I killed that boy, Elron,” he said. “Not to survive. I needed to. He had to die,”
He sucked in breath like it might steady him. It didn’t.
“I couldn’t stop it. It was like something opened in me and all I saw was red. Not battle. Not tactics. Just…” He paused, searching for the word. “Need.”
Elron stepped closer but didn’t reach for him. “And now?”
Kael turned, eyes glassy but defiant. “Now I feel… empty. Like something hollowed me out and left the skin behind.”
Elron nodded once, not in agreement, but understanding.
“You don’t run from that feeling,” he said. “You don’t drown it. You learn it. Shape it. Or it shapes you.”
Kael’s throat worked, dry and tight. “And if I can’t?”
“Then you’ll still have me,” Elron said. “Until your last breath — or mine.”
That landed like an oath. Not a comfort. A sentence.
Kael looked at him, finally, really looked — not as a mentor or a fighter or a man with answers — but as someone who had held back truth to try to protect something that may have never been his to protect.
And despite everything… Kael believed him.
He turned back to the fire. Sat again, slower this time. Not in defeat — just exhaustion.
Elron lowered himself beside him.
They didn’t speak again that night.
But for the first time in nights, Kael didn’t dream.



















Chapter 5 – Hollow Crossing
Once morning came, Elron and Kael prepared to leave the ruins.. The road ahead would take them closer to the Tower—a spire barely visible on the horizon, black against the clouded sky—but it wasn’t the Tower that unsettled them. It was the land itself.
It wasn’t hostile. Not dangerous in any obvious way. Just wrong.
The trees were pale as bone, barkless and hollowed like brittle shells. Some leaned at impossible angles, their limbs curled like reaching fingers. The ground gave too much underfoot where it should’ve been solid, and in other places, it was unnaturally firm. The air tasted like stagnant water, even though no river ran nearby. Wind whispered in voices that weren’t quite voices, like breath brushing against the back of your neck. Every breath felt like trespass.
Kael hadn’t spoken for hours.
Elron trudged a few paces ahead, his steps careful but steady. That same quiet focus clung to him—the one he wore in places where death liked to hide. He didn’t glance back, but Kael knew he didn’t need to. The silence trailing Kael had changed. It wasn’t anger. Wasn’t grief. It was heavier now. Quieter. The kind of quiet that made you feel like you were walking beside a ghost.
“Used to be a village here,” Elron said, voice low. “Before the Hollow War. Twenty years back, give or take. Mareth’s Crossing.”
Kael glanced around. There was no sign of life, no structure left standing. Just sunken fence posts and jagged stone piles, as if the land itself had tried to erase what once stood. “Nice name,” Elron added. “For a place that doesn’t exist anymore.” Kael didn’t answer. Plenty of places used to be something. Even Kael, once. They walked in silence, boots sinking slightly with each step. The fog thickened by midday. Bones jutted from the dirt like splintered roots—animal, maybe human. Elron avoided them. Kael didn’t even seem to register their presence. Eventually, the trees thinned. The fog opened to a flat expanse of dead grass and cracked earth. In the distance stood the skeletal remains of a watchtower, barely more than a leaning spire of rotted wood and sagging beams. Elron raised a hand. Kael stopped beside him. “You see that?” Elron asked. Kael peered through the mist. At first, he didn’t. Then he did. Tracks. Fresh ones. Footprints in the soft earth—too deep, too recent. Three. Maybe four people. Not beasts. Not wanderers. “They’ve been on us since the ravine,” Elron muttered. “Didn’t want to believe it.”
Kael felt the slow thrum of power stir in his chest. His Soulbrand, dormant since the ruins, flickered like a low flame. The skin along his spine prickled. The edges of his vision shimmered faintly, distorting like heat above stone. “I don’t want to fight,” Kael said, his voice barely a whisper. Elron didn’t look at him. “Doesn’t matter. They might.” He noticed the faint glow under Kael’s collar. “Steady yourself,” he said, finally glancing back. “You’re my boy. You are and always will be Kael. Hold onto that.” Something shifted ahead. Four men stepped from the fog. Dirty. Lean. Desperate. Their blades were rusted, their clothes tattered, but their eyes were steady. There were no shouted threats. No theatrics. Just the soft squelch of boots in mud and steel drawn in silence.
Kael halted. So did Elron. Mist swirled around them. A fence groaned behind, an old board creaking in the wind. 
“I saw you,” said the first man. Thin, hollow-cheeked. His sweat-dark hair clung to his forehead. “Back in the village. What you did to that boy. I saw all of it.” Kael didn’t answer. Not because he had nothing to say. Just that he couldn’t find words that would matter. “You marked?” the second man asked. Kael nodded once. “Let me guess. I’m a monster?” The third man took a half-step forward. “We’ve seen the Faceless in the hills. Follows the scent of magic, they say.” 
“That’s not my fault,” Kael said, voice calm but flat.
The fourth man, silent until now, unslung a hatchet. “Don’t care whose fault it is. You’re bringing it here.”
“We sacrifice the cursed, they stop hunting,” said the first man. “We’ve seen it work.”
“No,” Elron said coldly. “You’ve seen it buy time.”
No one moved. Then one of the men lunged. Kael met the blow with a pivot and deflection, steel-on-steel ringing sharp through the mist. Sparks leapt from the clash. Another man rushed from Kael’s flank—Kael ducked and slammed his shoulder into the man’s chest, sending him sprawling. Elron was beside him in an instant. His blade, clean and practiced, intercepted a jagged spear and snapped it in two. The fight wasn’t long. But it was brutal. These weren’t trained killers—but they weren’t weak. They fought like wolves. Desperate, savage. Men with nothing left to lose. Kael’s swordwork was instinctive. He didn’t strike to kill. He blocked. Controlled. Dismantled. Elron moved like a shadow—silent, lethal, methodical.
One attacker dropped his knife after Kael opened his palm with a quick slash. Another staggered into the fog, ribs cracked from a boot to the side. A third hesitated, watching Kael’s calm defense, the way he moved as if guided by something more than muscle memory. Their pace slowed. Their breath came harder. They circled now. Less sure. “We don’t want to kill you,” Kael said. His blade remained raised, unwavering. Silence. Then the first man took a step back. Just one. Something in Kael—his stance, his eyes—told him what would happen if he didn’t.
The others followed. Not quite a retreat. But they vanished, slipping back into the fog. Kael remained still for a long time. His sword lowered, but he didn’t sheath it.
“You held back,” Elron said.
“They were scared.”
Elron nodded. “There’s no fixing what they saw. Doesn’t matter how far we walk. Word spreads. Next time, they’ll come with more than rusted blades.”
That night, they made camp beneath a withered oak. The fire crackled low, its light dancing against the fog still clinging to the earth like a second skin. Kael sat near it, staring into the flickering orange and red.
“I saw it,” he whispered.
“Saw what?” Elron asked.
“Maybe I could’ve saved him.”
Elron frowned. “Who?”
“The boy. Back in Senn Hollow.”
The fire popped.
“I barely remember it now,” Kael said. “It’s like the memory... it twists when I try to look at it.”
Elron didn’t answer. Just watched the fire.
“What if I’m not fractured?” Kael said. “What if I’m broken?”
“You’re not broken.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I know this: if you were, you wouldn’t care. Wouldn’t ask.”
Kael hugged his knees, his body tense. After a long silence, Elron finally spoke. “There’s a reason they fear people like you.”
Kael looked up, eyes wide, alert. “Why?”
Elron sighed. “Some stories aren’t for children. But keeping it from you won’t help.”
He reached into his pack and tossed another log on the fire. The flames rose, casting shadows against the broken bark of the oak. “This world wasn’t always like this,” he said. “At least... I don’t think it was. We live in the shadow of something vast. Something old. Buildings half-sunk into the earth, carved with symbols we no longer understand. I’ve seen stone doors taller than trees. Towers wrapped in vines older than kingdoms.”
Kael leaned in.
“I don’t know who made them. Gods, maybe. Maybe just men with power so deep they seemed like gods. But always, always, I find signs of humans. Tools. Bones. Marks left behind. We’ve been here a long time, Kael. But something went wrong.”
He paused. “I think we forgot. Or were made to forget.” Kael’s eyes narrowed. “And Soulbrands?” he asks. 
Elron nodded. “Maybe part of what was lost. Maybe a curse. Maybe both.” He stirred the fire with a stick. “They awaken in moments of great pain. Or terror. That’s why they’re feared. Most who awaken lose themselves. Power feeds on fear. On anger. On guilt.” Kael looked at his own hands. “Then why am I still me?”
“Because you’re strong. Or stubborn. Or maybe you haven’t been tested enough yet.” Kael swallowed. “What about the Beast?” Elron’s face darkened. “It follows the marked. Sniffs them out. Nobody knows what it is. Some say it was made in the first war, long before the Hollow. A weapon. Others think it’s punishment from the gods for waking powers that should’ve stayed buried.” 
“So it’s coming for me?” 
“Yes. Eventually.”
Kael stood suddenly. “Then we should go. We should keep moving.”
“We will,” Elron said. “But not yet.”
Kael hesitated.
“You’re still too raw. You don’t know your limits. Your Soulbrand reacts to emotion—especially fear. The calmer you are, the less power you leak. The less scent it picks up.”
Kael stepped closer to the fire, resting his head against Elron’s shoulder. “Is it always like this?” he asked. Elron put an arm around him. “Always. And worse.” They sat that way for a while.
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Elron exhaled through his nose. The air had turned cold, the sun bleeding low over the hills.
“Come on,” he said. “We need camp before the light’s gone.”
Kael followed without a word. They moved past a rise of stones shaped like teeth, down into a narrow hollow between two broken ridgelines. The wind softened here, and the trees grew thick enough to guard against worse things.
Elron took his time choosing a spot. He walked the edge, touched the dirt, listened to the silence. A fallen oak lay across the slope like a spine. Beside it, he dropped his pack.
“Here,” he said. “Back to the log, view of the ridge. Smoke won’t travel.”
Kael set to work without being asked. Kindling. Stones for a ring. Elron nodded once—approval without words—and began carving thin branches into stakes. They moved like men who’d done this a hundred times. Because they had.
The fire was coaxed alive by dusk. They sat close to its glow, cloaks drawn tight, silence held between them like a fragile thread.
Then they heard a voice.
“Evening’s teeth are sharper than morning’s,” the man said, stepping from the trees. Kael was on his feet in a breath. Elron didn’t rise, but his hand went to the hilt of his blade. The man held up two rabbits by their legs.
“Trade?” he offered. “Two tales for two hares. Or maybe just a seat by the warmth. I haven’t decided what I’m owed yet.”
He looked like someone who had walked too long without stopping. His coat was stitched from mismatched cloth and fur, none of it quite the same color. His beard was wiry, white-streaked, and he wore no shoes. His eyes were the worst of it—too bright, too awake. They didn’t blink often enough, and when they did, it looked like they had to remember how. Elron narrowed his eyes. “Who are you?” The man grinned. “That depends when you’re asking. Last week I was a stormcrow. Tomorrow I might be a mistake. Tonight? Just hungry.” Kael glanced at Elron, who gave a slow nod. The man stepped forward, sat cross-legged near the fire, and dropped the rabbits onto the stone ring with an audible thud.
“Caught them not far,” he said. “They were running toward something, not away. That’s how you know.”
Kael tilted his head. “Know what?”
The man smiled wider. “That how you know the map’s been redrawn.” He reached into his coat and pulled out a handful of dried mushrooms, tossing a few into the fire without explanation. They sizzled. Smelled faintly of mint and copper.
“Careful,” he added. “These flames might start remembering things.”
Elron still hadn’t relaxed. “You often walk into camps uninvited?”
“I never walk into places I wasn’t already meant to be,” the man said. “And this fire was calling. Not loud, but loud enough.”
Kael shifted, uneasy. “How did you find us?”
“I didn’t,” the man said, chewing a mushroom raw. “You found me. It’s just easier to see it the other way.” He leaned back, gazing at the sky like it might blink back.
“You’re close, you know. Close to something old. Not just the towers. Older than them. Something buried so deep even the dirt forgot its name.”
Elron studied him. “And you remember it?”
The man’s voice dropped low. “I never said I remembered. I said I knew the shape of it.”
He tapped his temple twice. “Some things echo. Even if no one’s listening.”
For a while, no one spoke. The fire crackled. The scent of rabbit and smoke twisted together. The man began humming—off-key, but softly. A lullaby maybe, or a war song played backwards. Then, as if catching Kael’s eyes for the first time, he smiled again—genuinely now. “You’ve seen it, haven’t you? The split paths. The shadow that looks like you but isn’t.” Kael went rigid. “Who are you?” 
But the man just chuckled. “Names are old things,” he said. “Mine's been buried under too many stories to dig up tonight. Maybe if the wind turns right, you’ll hear it.”
He rose to his feet, more graceful than a man his age had any right to be. “Rabbits are yours. Fire’s been kind. Don’t stay too long in the silence, though. It listens. And it remembers.” Then he walked off into the dark—no trail, no sound, not even a parting look. Just gone. Kael stared after him, the unease clinging like fog. “What the hell was that?” Elron was quiet a moment longer. “Someone old. Too old. And too aware for comfort.”
Kael didn’t speak again. Not until long after the fire had died down, and the stars had started to shift.









 






Chapter 6 – The Long Night Camp
The fire had burned low in the ruins by the time Kael woke. Grey ash clung to the last cinders, a fragile warmth struggling against the damp chill that crept into the crumbled stone of the longhouse. Dawn filtered weakly through the broken ceiling, casting soft, cold light over what remained of their shelter. The world beyond the ruins was drowned in mist—thick, wet, and silent, as if the land itself held its breath.
Elron stood near the shattered archway that once marked the entrance, his silhouette outlined by the pale light. He hadn’t slept. Kael could see it in the way his shoulders tensed beneath his cloak, the way his hand rested near the hilt of his blade out of habit more than need. He watched the horizon, unmoving, like a statue carved from the same stone that had been forgotten here.
Kael sat up slowly, the dull ache of exhaustion still clinging to his limbs. His thoughts were slower than usual—not fogged, exactly, but hesitant. He remembered the night before in jagged flashes: the men, their blades, the way the Soulbrand had pulsed, how the world seemed to shimmer at its edges. He remembered the look in Elron’s eyes when he spoke of the past, of magic, of beasts.
And he remembered the way Elron had wrapped an arm around him. He rose and stepped quietly to the edge of the ruins, standing beside the older man. Together, they looked out at the land ahead. “No one followed,” Elron said, his voice low, almost a breath. “But they will. Word always spreads.” Kael nodded. “I know.”
They stood in silence, the wind soft and constant. In the distance, the land sloped downward into a basin veiled by mist, its edges marked by jagged silhouettes of broken trees and leaning stones. Somewhere out there, hidden beneath layers of history and shadow, stood the Tower. A place that was part myth, part warning. Kael drew a slow breath. “We keep moving?” Elron gave a slow nod. “We do. But not fast. We need to watch the land. This place… it’s old. The bones here shift when no one’s looking.”
Kael glanced at him. “Like ghosts?”
Elron smirked faintly. “Like worse.” They packed in silence. The ruins gave them no farewell, no sign they had ever been there, save for the trampled grass and the faint lingering warmth of the fire. As they left, the fog seemed to press in tighter, and Kael felt the Soulbrand pulse again—not pain, not fear. Something else. Like it was waking up to the world, sensing something beneath the surface. They walked for hours. The terrain changed in ways that made logic seem implausible. Trees that grew in spirals. Stones that hummed when stepped on. Once, Kael swore he saw a staircase rising out of the dirt, only for it to vanish when he blinked. The sky stayed the same—a featureless pale smear above them. Time felt fractured. Kael no longer knew if it was morning, midday, or something else entirely.
Elron didn’t speak much. But his posture was tense, alert. Kael mimicked it, trying to learn the way Elron moved, how he scanned the edges of the path, how he placed each step with care.
Eventually, they came to a ridge.
Below, a wide clearing stretched between them and the first visible spire of the Tower in the distance. But it was no ordinary clearing. The trees here had been flattened in spirals, as if something enormous had twisted them into the earth. Scorch marks laced the grass. The air smelled faintly of metal and ash. Kael stared. “What happened here?” Elron didn’t answer immediately. “A long time ago,” he said at last, “this was the site of a breach.”
Kael frowned. “A breach?”
Elron nodded. “Where the world tore. Just for a moment. Magic surged in, raw and wild. Something came through. Something we weren’t meant to see.”
Kael felt the Soulbrand react again. Heat bloomed under his collar. “Something’s still here,” he murmured. Elron gave him a sidelong glance. “What do you feel?” Kael shook his head. “It’s not clear. It’s like… like I can almost hear it thinking.”
Elron drew his sword. “Then we move quickly. Stay close.” They descended into the clearing.
Kael felt it the moment they crossed an invisible threshold. The air thickened. Sound changed. The wind didn’t whistle here—it groaned. Every footstep echoed too loud. The world felt like it was listening. As they crossed the center, Kael suddenly stumbled. A rush of images tore through his mind—disjointed, blinding, too vivid to be dreams. Fire roared over rooftops as people screamed, their voices swallowed by the crackling sky. A great tower split down the center, crumbling in silence as stars bled from its core and scattered like dying embers. Then—darkness.
In the dark stood a figure, unmoving. Cloaked in torn light. Its face hidden. Its eyes—no, not eyes. Fractures. As if glass had been broken and never reformed. They stared through him, not at him.
Kael gasped.
Elron caught his arm. “What is it?”
Kael looked at him, face pale. “I think… I think something’s watching from inside.”
Elron’s face darkened. “We need to get out of here.”
But the way forward was no longer so simple.
They pressed on through the scorched clearing, past blackened roots and low, mossy mounds that seemed to breathe if Kael stared too long. The air thickened as if the trees exhaled something old and waiting. Every few steps, the wind would hush and twist back on itself, carrying no sound but the rasp of their boots on the ashen soil. No birds. No insects. Just silence—perfect, deliberate, and watching.
Kael gripped his sword tighter, the hilt slick in his palm. He didn’t speak, didn’t want to. Words here felt like offerings.
The trees had grown stranger.
Twisted oak and ironbark wept sap that shimmered like oil. Some bore scars in the shape of hands. Others were hollowed through the trunk, forming crude arches that bled shadow across the forest floor. At one point, Kael paused beneath a gnarled canopy and realized the branches above had grown in a perfect spiral—twisting inward toward an empty center like an eye gouged out of the sky.
“Keep moving,” Elron muttered, but even his voice sounded diminished here—like it passed through water before reaching Kael’s ears.
The forest began to slope downward. The earth underfoot turned damp, sticky in places, clinging to their boots with every step.
Somewhere ahead, water trickled faintly.
It was the first natural sound they’d heard in hours, the low murmur of a stream threading through the blackened underbrush. The moment Kael heard it, his steps quickened. The land here was dry and sick, but the stream's voice was clean—inviting. As if untouched by the rot that clung to every crooked tree.
He pushed ahead of Elron, weaving through skeletal trunks and low-hanging vines. The closer he got, the louder it grew—not just louder, but clearer, fuller. There was something soothing in it, like a lullaby sung behind glass.
When the stream finally revealed itself, it shimmered like a thread of silver across the ash. Narrow, delicate. Beautiful. It didn’t belong here.
Kael dropped to his knees beside it. Steam rose gently from its surface. He leaned in, fingers outstretched.
“Elron,” he whispered, voice dry. “It’s warm.”
Then a hand clamped around his shoulder, rough and fast. Elron’s voice came sharp. “No.” Kael blinked. “It’s just water—” Elron did not wait for the boy to finish “No, it’s not.”  Kael turned to him, confused. But Elron wasn’t looking at him—he was staring into the stream, his expression hardening by the second. Kael followed his gaze. The stream was flowing uphill. Not in some gentle trickle, but steadily, unnaturally, defying gravity without resistance. And the reflection in its surface... it wasn’t the forest behind them. It showed trees that hadn’t burned, skies that hadn’t greyed. A land untouched. But that wasn’t what made Kael’s stomach tighten. In the reflection, he saw himself.
Older. Not just older—worn down. His hair longer, tangled. His eyes black from lid to lid, like ink had soaked them through. His mouth moved silently in the reflection, speaking words Kael couldn’t hear but somehow understood. “Drink.” The whisper didn’t come from the water. It was behind his eyes. Inside his skull. “Drink.” His hand moved on its own.
“Kael.” Elron’s voice was low now, measured. But Kael didn’t hear him. The water’s pull was soft and constant, like a dream pressing down on his thoughts. The whisper had shape now—his own voice, coaxing him forward. Telling him this was right. Telling him he belonged here, that this was the real world. That the fire and ruin and fear behind him were the illusion. He leaned closer.
“Kael.”
The world narrowed. The surface of the stream rippled as his breath touched it. Then Elron grabbed him. A single violent pull dragged Kael backward onto the dead grass, the breath knocking from his lungs. “What—” Kael gasped, shaking his head. Elron didn’t answer. He crouched between Kael and the water, blade half-drawn. Watching the stream as if it might move. As if it might rise.
Kael’s vision cleared. And now he saw it too. His reflection hadn’t followed. It stayed there, staring after him. Unblinking. Smiling. Then it faded, leaving only the trees—still too green, the sky too blue, like a memory refusing to die. They didn’t speak of it. They absomutely did not drink. As they pushed deeper, the trees closed in like ribs. The underbrush had long since vanished, replaced by a glasslike moss that shattered underfoot with soft, musical cracks. The sound was beautiful. Too beautiful. It echoed for too long, repeating in strange patterns, almost melodic. Kael felt something stirring beneath the sound, like a rhythm trying to climb into his heartbeat.
And then they heard the breathing. Not theirs. Not human. A slow, wet exhale from somewhere nearby—so heavy it seemed to push against their skin. Elron stopped moving. From between two trees, something stepped into view.
It was hunched low, almost spiderlike in its posture, but built like a corpse dredged from deep water. Pale, bloated flesh glistened beneath torn layers of moss and hide. Its limbs were too long, too thin, and its fingers dragged clawmarks through the dirt with each step. But its face—its face was wrong. Too smooth. Too human. A child’s face, frozen in an empty expression, though its mouth hung open far too wide, like a doll cracked down the middle.
It sniffed the air and turned its head toward Kael. Not by scent. By brand. It could feel the Soulbrand.
“Back,” Elron whispered. But Kael had already drawn steel. The creature exploded with an awful, high chime, like wind cutting through a bone flute—and sprang forward with impossible speed. Elron met it with a downward cleave, sword ringing through the air. The creature twisted mid-lunge, flesh peeling apart to evade the blade, then reshaped as it landed behind him in a fluid, inhuman motion.
Kael didn’t wait. He struck low, then high, testing its reactions. The creature flowed around him like smoke—its body reshaping to avoid every blow, then re-solidifying to strike. Its fingers split into jagged prongs, flaring out like barbs on impact.
Kael grunted as a slash tore across his ribs. The creature hissed, then froze—head cocking sharply. It had tasted his blood. Something shifted behind its glassy eyes. Hunger. But something else too. Recognition. It screamed. Kael pressed a hand to his wound.  Elron didn’t hesitate. The moment the creature reared back, snarling through a knot of malformed jaws, he lunged—silent and swift.
Steel hissed free.
His first strike was clean, but the blade skated off the creature’s hide like flint on wet stone. Too shallow. Too slow. The thing convulsed away with a hiss, its limbs bending in ways no beast should bend.
It struck low, moving faster than any creature should. Its limbs blurred as it darted, its body shedding forms mid-lunge. First a wolfish silhouette, then spidery, then something almost human but stretched and wrong. Elron pivoted, grounding his stance. Clang! He met the thing with a brutal parry, his forearms shuddering from the force. It snapped at his throat with a cluster of needle-teeth, but he turned his shoulder just in time, slamming the hilt of his sword against its jaw. Bone cracked. It screeched—too high, too long.
Then it vanished. The forest breathed. Elron turned—too late. It was already behind him. He twisted just in time to catch its limb on the flat of his blade, but the impact drove him backward into a dead tree, bark splintering under his weight. It struck again and again—flurries of claws and twitching arms. He blocked most. Dodged others. One scything limb scraped across his cloak, missing flesh by inches. He dropped to a crouch, rolled sideways, and came up swinging. The blade sang through the air and caught the creature’s side—not dead-on, but deep enough to bite. Black ichor hissed from the wound. It recoiled, limbs flailing in panic, shifting shapes in a mad, glitching blur. A mouth opened across its ribcage—whispering things Elron didn’t hear, didn’t want to hear. He surged forward, relentless. This time, he didn’t strike wild. He pressed in with discipline, precision—measured footwork, eyes cold, unblinking. Slash—high. Feint. Reverse the grip. Cut low. The creature screamed. Tried to flee again—but stumbled. One of its limbs refused to regenerate properly. Elron circled it, kept pressure on, never letting it settle into a form it could fight in. It tried again—one final desperate lunge.
Elron met it in the air. He twisted his body mid-step and drove his sword up through its flank, the force lifting the creature off the ground for a heartbeat before the blade punched through completely. A sound left it—thin and broken, like wind through shattered flutes. Then it burst—not into blood, but into a cascade of limbs, sinew, and shuddering shadows. Its parts scrambled, twitched, dragged themselves away into the trees like scattered insects fleeing light. And then… silence.
Elron straightened, breath sharp but steady. His blade steamed with whatever passed for the thing’s blood. He scanned the forest. Nothing followed. He looked back at Kael. “Keep moving,” he said. “It’s not dead yet. Just scattered. You have to be the one to finish it boy.” And so they moved, deeper into a place where even the shadows didn’t trust their shapes. It burned. Not just with pain. With something colder. Something wrong.
They followed the trail—blood that steamed black where it touched the moss, trees bent back where the thing had passed. It didn’t flee far. They found it kneeling in a hollow, rocking back and forth beside a rotted stump. Its form had shrunk, folding in on itself. It murmured something in a language neither of them knew. But Kael felt it anyway. Not the words—just the intent.
It was praying. Kael raised his sword. His arms ached. His breath came in uneven pulls. His mind throbbed with images that weren’t his—children laughing, hands reaching, that lullaby hum the creature had mimicked. All of it fading now. Slipping from the air like mist in morning light.
The creature looked up at him from the forest floor, still half-curled in pain. Its body twitched, twitching in unnatural spasms, but it made no attempt to flee. That doll-face expression lingered—smooth, pale, glassy-eyed. Not snarling. Not snarling anymore.
It was smiling. Not with cruelty. Not even malice. It looked… at peace. Resigned. Like something that had known this end long before Kael ever arrived. A kind of sadness passed between them—silent, but heavy. It blinked once. Tilted its head. There was no language in its mouth, but Kael felt the weight of a question unspoken: “Do you even know what I was?” His grip tightened on the sword. It didn’t beg. Didn’t whimper. Its limbs had stopped shifting. It had stopped trying to be anything else. Just stillness now. As if it was kneeling before him. As if it understood what came next.
“I don’t care,” Kael whispered. He said it aloud, to the air, to himself. To the part of him that did care. The part that flinched at the way it watched him—like a child too tired to cry. His jaw clenched.
“You fed on them. You tricked them. You killed them.” The creature didn’t respond. Didn’t move. Its gaze never left his. Not accusatory. Not defiant. Just… watching. Waiting. Kael’s blade trembled at first—just a breath—but then it stilled.
He brought it down in a clean arc, fast and final.
The blade split the thing from crown to sternum. It died silent and still, without resistance. The smile still etched on its face as its body slackened, slumping into the dirt like a broken puppet, limbs folding in on themselves in eerie reverence.
The hollow was silent once more.
No birds. No wind. Even the shadows held their breath.
Kael stood over the corpse for a long time, eyes blank, chest rising and falling in slow, deliberate rhythm. He didn’t wipe the blade. Didn’t move.
Eron said nothing behind him.
When Kael finally turned, his voice was cold. Measured.
“It knew it was going to die.”
Eron nodded once. “It chose not to run.”
Kael looked back down at the corpse, at the strange, almost human stillness in death.
“Or it wanted me to kill it.”
Eron met his eyes. “Does it matter?”
Kael didn’t answer. He sheathed his blade, not gently, not reverently—just mechanically. Like it was over. Like he’d done what had to be done.
But as they walked on, the silence lingered.
And in the quiet corners of his mind, Kael felt something had. 








Chapter 7 - The hunted. 
They moved quickly now—faster than they had all day. The forest still trembled behind them, branches curling inward like they were trying to forget what had passed. The sky ahead held the faintest streaks of morning, but the cold in Kael’s chest hadn’t faded.
Elron walked with his jaw tight, gaze fixed ahead. Kael broke the silence first. “…If it was that easy to kill,” he said, “why are people so scared of it?” Elron didn’t answer right away. Kael looked over. “You’ve fought worse. I’ve seen you fight worse.” 
“That wasn’t it,” Elron said quietly. Kael frowned. 
Kael’s hand twitched near his sword. “So it’s not over.” Elron shook his head. “Not even close.” They walked a few more steps. “Is it always the same creature?” Kael asked. “Or just something wearing the same hunger?”
 “I’ve wondered that myself,” Elron said. “I’ve heard stories that don’t line up. Places it’s been seen at the same time. People who swear it had wings. Others say it walked on all fours. But one thing’s always the same—” He looked over, eyes hard. “—it hunts magic.”
Kael’s chest ached. The Soulbrand under his collar pulsed faintly, like a wound that refused to close. “So what do we do?”
Elron didn’t hesitate. “We run.”
Kael blinked. “We run until we reach the Towers,” Elron said. “That thing’s bound to something older than either of us understand. But it’s wary of the Towers. I don’t know why. I don’t care. All I know is, we make it there before nightfall.”
Kael nodded slowly. “And after that?”
Elron’s eyes stayed forward. “We survive.”
The mist began to lift by midday, but not retreat. It rose like a veil drawn back in reverence or fear, spiraling into the trees as if the land itself knelt before what lay ahead. Then the Burning Towers came into view.
They weren’t built. They were born. Not of stone and mortar, but of something deeper—veins of searing white bone that stretched impossibly high, glowing with internal fire. They pulsed with life, not flame, and from their jagged peaks spilled ribbons of emberlight that twisted the sky around them. Symbols shimmered across their surfaces, runes too ancient to read, shifting like heat-mirage and blood memory. Kael froze, breath caught. The Soulbrand flared once beneath his collar, not in warning but in recognition.
“There they are,” he whispered.
Elron said nothing. He just stared, sword-hand twitching slightly, not from fear but memory.
“They’re beautiful,” Kael said, voice low.
Elron’s response came like iron dragged through gravel. “They’re not beautiful. They’re burning. Always burning. The kind of fire that doesn’t go out.” They crossed the final stretch. The plain was a scar, a vast expanse of blackened grass and smoldering stone. No trees, no life. Just the long shadow of the towers ahead, cast like spears across a land that never healed. Kael stepped forward, and the world changed. A tremor rolled through the soil. Faint. Measured. The kind that doesn't shake you, but whispers that something bigger is waking up.
Another. Then louder. Closer. Elron halted. “Brace.” Then the earth screamed. A geyser of molten ash erupted behind them, the ground cracking wide like a mouth opening to spit something out. Something huge. The creature hit the surface like a meteor, wings unfurling in a burst of fire and steam. It towered above them—eight, maybe ten meters of muscle, shadow, and searing, living heat. Its body was a thing of impossible symmetry: limbs too long, plated in obsidian and iron. Chitinous ridges ran along its spine, and from its shoulders grew massive appendages, half-wing, half-blade, riddled with glowing veins that pulsed like they fed on pain itself. Its head was horrific. Elongated. Split-jawed. No eyes. Just a hole where a face should be, and a mouth full of heat. The air rippled around it. Its roar wasn’t sound—it was weight. Elron’s eyes widened, and for the first time, Kael heard fear in his voice.
“Magic-hunter.” 
Kael’s heart pounded. “That’s it?”
The creature turned toward Kael before he could move. The Soulbrand flared. And the beast lunged.
Elron shoved Kael aside, sword drawn in the same motion. He met the beast mid-charge, metal-on-flesh with a shriek that shattered the air. Sparks flew. He spun beneath a massive limb, blade carving into the thing’s flank—but not deep enough. Not nearly. The beast’s body warped—its back splitting open to sprout new arms tipped in jagged hooks. Elron ducked, rolled, slashed—always just ahead of death. Kael staggered to his feet.
The beast turned on him again.
Its limbs struck like guillotines. Kael dodged the first, blocked the second—barely. Steel rang, bones jarred. He dove, rolled, cut upward in a rising arc. The blade connected.
A hiss—no blood. Just heat. Like cutting into molten stone. Kael backed away, breath ragged. “Elron—how do we kill it!?”
“You don’t!” Elron shouted, ducking another blow. “You survive it!”
The beast reared up, wings flaring wide, shadow blotting out the towers behind it. 
Kael’s Soulbrand pulsed in triplets—thump, thump, thump.  He leapt, blade forward, eyes burning white as the Soulbrand unleashed. Not a surge, not a flare—an eruption.
Light exploded around him. His form blurred mid-air, the sword flashing like a star pulled from the sky.
He struck.
The blade pierced beneath the beast’s ribs—caught something soft, vital.
It shrieked—real this time. All of it. The world around them bent inward. Wind twisted, fire ripped skyward. The beast recoiled in agony, one massive wing flailing backward, catching Kael mid-turn and slamming him across the plain.
He hit. Hard. Blood filled his mouth. Kael fighting the pull to slip unconscious. 
The creature staggered now, one of its limbs dragging. It lets out a guttural howl, piercing the ears of both elron and kael. It pushes kael to the edge had he passes out. 
“Kael!” Elron cries out, only quickly glancing to h as he watches the beast with pure instinct. Elron circled from behind, eyes sharp, blade gleaming with something more than steel. Elron circled the beast, sword low, boots grinding against scorched dirt. The creature loomed—eight feet tall, at least. Its hide was the color of dried blood and burnt bone, layered with thick muscle that twitched with every breath. Heat shimmered off its body in waves. It didn’t chase. It didn’t roar. It just watched.
Then it moved. Fast—not quick, not agile—but sudden. A massive arm came swinging, wide and low, with the force of a battering ram. Elron tried to slip the blow. Almost made it. The beast’s forearm clipped his left shoulder, and the world blinked. Bone cracked. Not a clean snap—crushed. White light flared behind his eyes. The impact sent him skidding across the earth, boots tearing trenches in the dust. He didn’t fall, but only just. His sword nearly slipped from numb fingers. Pain screamed through his arm, radiating down into his ribs and up into his neck. The joint throbbed like it had been split open and packed with hot coals. He couldn’t raise it. Could barely even feel it. But the beast was coming again. Elron gritted his teeth, forced weight onto his back foot, and adjusted his stance—awkwardly now, everything favoring his right. Blood trickled from his temple where the ground had kissed him hard. His breathing came fast and uneven, like he was swallowing fire. Still, he raised his sword. He struck low, slicing behind the beast’s knee. The blade cut, but shallow—barely more than a scrape. The creature snarled, not in pain, but annoyance. It swung down with a hammering fist—Elron dove sideways, rolling across brittle roots and jagged stone. He rose, but slower now. There were already too many wounds to count. A shallow cut across his ribs burned with every breath. A deeper one just above the knee threatened to buckle his stance. His left eye was beginning to swell shut, and blood matted his hair to his scalp. Each step came with the tremor of a man walking on borrowed time. He landed three more strikes. One to the side of the neck. One under the armpit. Another across its thick, leathery chest. None of them mattered. The beast didn’t bleed like it should. It didn’t bleed enough. Elron’s shoulder screamed again. The pain blurred the edges of his vision. His heart pounded not from fear—but from the grim knowledge that he wouldn’t last long enough to die clean. Still—he stood.He adjusted his grip on the cracked sword hilt, legs trembling beneath him.  
When the beast came again, Elron didn’t run. He couldn’t. His legs buckled. His shoulder hung dead. His sword was gone. There was nothing left but breath and memory, and both were leaving him. The creature loomed, towering, its shadow swallowing the trees behind it. Black ichor dripped from its claws. It raised one arm—slow, deliberate, like a butcher savoring the final cut. Elron didn’t flinch. Let it end here, he thought. At least the boy might make it… Then the beast froze. Not hesitated—froze. Like time itself had blinked.
A crack split the clearing. Not sound—something deeper. Like lightning tearing the world’s seams open. A shape dropped from the sky behind the beast in a pulse of white and violet light. The air buckled. Leaves spun upward instead of falling.
Flash. The creature howled. A streak of silver slashed across its back. Flash. Its shoulder split open. Flash. Its leg buckled—something pierced the tendon and vanished. Elron blinked—and Kael was there, then gone, then there again, each time in a different place. Seven echoes of him moved like ghosts set free from time, each striking faster than thought. Then—he was in front of Elron. Not standing. Landing. One knee low, arms wide like he'd been dropped there by the hand of something ancient and angry. His eyes were pure white. No pupils. No mercy. The Soulbrand across his chest pulsed like fire barely contained—wild, jagged, wrong. Not beating in rhythm. Crawling. Thrashing. Screaming. His fingers twitched. The beast recoiled.
Kael exhaled—and vanished.
Gone—then there—twenty feet above the beast, sword raised in a backward arc, air warping around him.
He struck.
Steel met hide with a thundercrack. The creature stumbled for the first time..It growled—deep, guttural, confused. Kael blurred again. No footsteps. No breath. Just motion. A flash by the leg—tendon severed. Flash by the throat—gash opened. Flash—flash—crack—each strike like lightning smashing the sky. The beast swiped wildly, carving trenches into the ground, but Kael was no longer there. He was everywhere. Circling. Breaking. And not once did he make a sound. No words. No scream. Just force. Then—he was inside the beast’s guard, face blank, hand at its chest. His sword pierced through flesh like paper. The creature howled. Its body convulsed, dark mist pouring from its wounds. Smoke. It didn’t fall. It didn’t die. It vanished. Torn apart or pulled away—only the wind knew. The clearing fell silent. The trees bent inward from the shockwave.
Elron staggered toward the scorched earth, where Kael now lay on his side. The boy’s chest rose and fell, shallow but steady. His hands were burnt. His eyes shut. The Soulbrand flickered once. Then dimmed. Elron dropped to his knees beside him, trembling. He glanced toward the horizon. The Burning Towers pulsed once, deep and red.




Chapter 8 - The Threshold of Flame
No every nerve in his body screaming. Inside Kael’s mind, pain wasn’t a sensation anymore—it was a place. A cavern he’d fallen into. Deep, bottomless, slick with heat and blood. He couldn’t feel his limbs—just spikes of lightning whenever Elron touched him. The fire, when it came, felt like betrayal.
Elron built it fast—small, crude, but hot. He shoved splinters and kindling under scorched bark and sparked the flame to life. Kael could barely turn his head, but when the first flare of orange lit the dusk, something in him stirred. Not fear. Not recognition. Just dread. He knew what came next.
Elron pulled a dagger from his belt. The steel was pitted, chipped from the fight. He jammed it into the flames, teeth bared as he held it steady with shaking fingers. Kael’s breathing grew erratic. No. Please no. His brain wouldn’t form the words. His throat wouldn’t say them. But every cell in his body screamed for mercy. Elron looked at him, then looked away. Not because he didn’t care—because he did. Too much.
"I’m sorry, lad," he said, voice low. "This is going to hurt more than the fight." Kael tried to turn away, but there was nowhere to go. Then came the burn. The blade hissed as it touched flesh—his side first just below the rib. Kael’s eyes went wide. His back arched off the ground like a bowstring pulled to its limit. He didn’t scream so much as roar, his throat raw and bloody from the sound. His vision went white. His arms flailed once, then dropped limp. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. The pain wasn’t pain—it was a storm tearing his body apart from the inside. He felt his pulse pound behind his eyes, his spine, his teeth. It was endless.
And then—blackness tried to take him.
Elron slapped his face again. “Stay awake, dammit.” His voice was hoarse. Not harsh. Just scared.
Kael drifted back. Barely.
When Elron went for the second wound, Kael whimpered. Just a whisper, but it was the worst sound Elron had heard in years. The blade kissed flesh again. More screaming. More writhing. And then it was done. Kael lay slumped against the dirt, drenched in sweat, shivering from the effort of staying alive. His lips were cracked open, tongue too dry to speak. But his eyes stayed on Elron. Or near him. Or past him.
Elron didn’t speak. He turned the dagger toward the fire again, now for himself. His left shoulder had gone from pain to something colder. Numb. He peeled back the cloak and saw the skin already bruised deep purple, black veins blooming beneath. He didn’t need a healer to know it was crushed. He jammed the heated dagger into the skin just above the break. His whole body locked. His vision doubled. He nearly passed out then and there, but he forced himself through it—bit down on a scrap of leather and screamed into his own fist.
He wrapped what he could. Crude bindings. A broken arrow shaft for support. His hand barely worked, but it would hold. Elron spit blood, shook his head once, and turned back to Kael. The boy’s eyes fluttered. Dazed. Glazed. But alive. “You alright?” Elron asked, voice cracking from effort. Kael’s lips moved. “Not dead,” he croaked.
“Good enough.” Elron uncapped the water flask and tipped it gently against Kael’s mouth. Only a little. Just enough to keep the boy breathing. Kael coughed once, then drank. He watched the boy for a long moment. Watched the way his jaw clenched, his limbs trembled even while still. Watched the Soulbrand fade and twitch like an ember fighting wind.
“You did good,” Elron said, almost to himself.
Then he gathered what was left of their gear, slung his good arm under Kael’s, and pulled the boy upright.
"Up you get," he said, hauling Kael to his feet. The boy staggered, nearly falling, but Elron caught him. "Walk or I drag you. And I’m too tired to drag."
Kael groaned, but his legs moved.
They limped toward the Towers.
The Towers grew larger with every step, until they seemed to blot out the sky. They didn’t shimmer. They didn’t radiate. They just burned. Bone-white spires laced with rivers of emberlight, veins of molten gold threading upward in jagged lines. They weren’t warm. They didn’t give heat. But the very air around them vibrated with power.
Kael swayed as they approached the base, his body wracked by invisible pressure. The Soulbrand pulsed wildly under his skin. He couldn’t think straight. Each step felt like walking through water, then stone, then lightning.
Elron glanced at him. "You don’t get to pass out again, Kael. Not this close." Elron chuckled once, dry. "At least this time that power of yours wasn’t aimed at me, would've killed us both, in my state"
Then they stopped. A boy stood before the entrance. Ten, maybe twelve years old. Pale skin. Silver eyes that shimmered with something older than memory. He wore no armor, no cloak. Just a simple robe that fluttered slightly in the heatless breeze. Elron stepped forward. The boy raised one hand. "He must answer." Elron narrowed his eyes. "What?" The boy turned to Kael, who stood swaying like a branch about to snap. Blood still crusted his hands. The Soulbrand on his chest flickered faintly beneath torn cloth.
“Three questions,” the boy said. “Speak only truth.”
Kael gave a slow nod, breath ragged.
The boy stepped forward, eyes steady and ancient. “First,” he said. “When you stand in silence, what do you hope no one hears in you?”
Kael swallowed. His throat ached. His head throbbed. He tried to speak—failed—then tried again. “How scared I am,” he whispered. “That I’ll lose control. That I already have.” The boy didn’t blink. His face unreadable.
“Second,” he said. “When there’s no one left to protect, who do you become?” Kael’s jaw tightened. His eyes flicked toward Elron, then to the ground. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t want to find out.” Still, the boy said nothing. “Last,” he said, softer now. “What color was the fire that nearly broke you?” Kael’s eyes closed. A flicker of memory passed across his face—smoke, screaming, a flash of red behind his eyelids. “…Orange,” he said. “No. Blue. It started orange, but it turned blue before it reached me.” The boy studied him a long while—long enough that Kael began to wonder if he’d failed some unspoken test. Then the boy stepped aside. “Enter.” Elron hesitated. The boy didn’t move, but the way he tilted his head felt… wrong. Like a puppet unsure of its strings. "You will not be harmed," he said softly. "Not here. Not yet." Not yet. Elron glanced at Kael, then at the path ahead. The Towers loomed behind the boy—alive with light, humming like old stone remembering war. The air around them shimmered faintly, not with heat, but anticipation.
They stepped through the threshold. Inside was not a corridor—it was a transition. The temperature dropped, but not with cold. The warmth simply left. The walls were smooth and veined with shifting gold, pulsing faintly, like veins beneath thin skin. The halls curved gently in impossible directions—up, down, sideways—yet they were never lost. It was not disorienting, but it should have been. Elron’s boots echoed. Once. Twice. Then silence swallowed the sound. Paintings lined the walls. Dozens. Hundreds. Each framed like memory, vivid from the neck down—detailed garments, jewelry, even scars—but the faces were blank. Not blurred. Not worn. Deliberately removed. Kael paused in front of one. The body was unmistakably his. His clothes. His sword. But his face remained in the image. He reached a hand toward it, fingers trembling. Elron grabbed his wrist. “Don’t look too long.” They moved on. Slowly. Unease clung to the air like thick dust. They passed others—figures in hooded robes, gliding across the stone without sound. Their faces were completely hidden. Not even shadows betrayed them. They did not speak. Did not stop. But Kael felt them watching. From beneath the cloth. From behind the walls. From within the flickering light.
A slow dread coiled in his gut, but his legs obeyed. Eventually, they were led into a chamber—oval, low-ceilinged, the walls made of polished obsidian that reflected warped versions of themselves. Fireglass hung in the air, suspended mid-motion, glowing with an orange-blue light that moved like breathing flame. It wasn’t warm. It was… watching. Kael’s vision swam. His knees gave. A hooded figure emerged from the edge of the room. A woman, though her age and features were unknowable beneath her cowl. She raised both hands, palms facing Kael. The Soulbrand on his chest pulsed in response—once, twice, then flared. “Elron,” Kael whispered, staggering. “I—” She spoke. “Rest now, Veil-born.”
The word cut through Kael like a blade of ice and fire. Veil-born? His mind tried to form a thought—then darkness swept in like a tide. Kael collapsed.
Elron didn’t move at first. His instincts screamed at him to draw steel, to lift Kael and run. But run where? The pain in his shoulder made it clear—they couldn’t fight. Not here. He knelt slowly beside the boy, his hand resting near his weapon, never touching it. The fireglass hummed louder now. Not in volume, but in presence. As if it was aware of what Kael was. What had entered. Another hooded figure stepped from the shadows.“Elron of the Old Iron,” it said, voice as dry as parchment. “You are known. You are permitted.”
“For what?” Elron asked. The figure said nothing. It simply turned and gestured deeper into the halls. The stillness behind them whispered like breath on stone. They were inside now. And whatever this place was—it had no intention of letting go easily.
When Kael opened his eyes, the pain was gone. Not eased. Gone. He sat up too fast. The air was warm, but not natural. It pressed against his skin like water that forgot how to be wet. He was clothed in a fresh tunic—dark, finely woven, stitched with white thread in curling, unfamiliar patterns along the hem and cuffs. His hands were whole. No burns. No blood. His ribs no longer screamed with each breath. His muscles ached faintly, but only in memory—like pain that had been copied and erased.
Across the room, Elron stood with arms folded. Dressed. Clean. The wound that had shattered his shoulder was gone, as if it had never been there. He looked up when Kael moved.
"Did we die?" Kael asked, voice hoarse but steady. "Not yet," Elron muttered. "Though we passed close enough to be measured." The room was quiet. Too quiet. No wind. No footfall. Just the faint, sterile hush of breathing walls. The smell of ash lingered faintly—but refined, filtered, like incense made from burnt memories. A narrow window high above spilled pale, ember-hued light across the stone floor. Beyond it, the Towers still burned. Not flickering. Not alive. Just… burning. Endlessly.
A soundless knock broke the stillness. The boy from earlier stepped in. His silver eyes were calm, but not distant. They felt placed. Like a puppet holding the illusion of its own will.
“You are healed,” he said. “And awaited.”
He turned before they could speak. They followed.
The new hall was longer. Narrower. Darker. The walls here were not hung with blank paintings but carved in shifting relief—stone etched with story. Some of the carvings were pristine, lifelike: a king on his knees before a flaming gate; a child cradling a wolf made of smoke. Others were mutilated. Faces scratched out. Words carved and re-carved until unreadable. Figures erased by chisel or claw.
Elron’s eyes swept the walls, jaw tight. Something about this place… itching beneath the skin. His instincts stirred, the ones honed by decades of war. The ones that always knew when a blade was close.
And this place was all blade.
They passed figures again—robed like the ones before, but now they acted. Strange rituals. A woman walked a spiral of salt etched into the floor, whispering names in a tongue Kael couldn’t hear but somehow understood. A man knelt by a pool of silver liquid, dipping a single finger again and again, always to the same depth, like testing for something long lost. Another carved invisible symbols into the stone with his eyes closed, mouthing phrases that made Kael’s Soulbrand twitch. None of them looked up.None acknowledged them. Like ghosts caught mid-thought. 
They stopped before a wide stone door. The boy knocked once, then stepped aside without a word. “Enter,” came the voice from within. The door didn’t open. It simply was open now. They stepped inside. The chamber beyond was circular and domed. No windows. No corners. The walls shimmered with moving light—reds, oranges, deep blues—like fire reflected in water. But there was no fire.
At its center stood a figure. Not old. Not young. Not male. Not female. Their features shimmered faintly, as if caught between shapes and truth. They were robed in layers of black and ember-cloth that moved as if wind followed only them. Lines of glowing script curved down their neck and vanished beneath the collar. Kael’s Soulbrand flared—not in warning, not in pain, but something deeper. It recognized the one before him. Not as friend. As power.
Elron shifted his stance behind Kael. Subtle. A half-pivot. One foot back. One hand low. He didn’t draw steel—but he was one heartbeat from it.
This person was dangerous.
The figure stepped forward. “You are the boy who carries the Fractured Veil,” they said. Their voice was soft. Kind. Absolute.
Kael said nothing. Could say nothing. His throat locked. The figure’s eyes met his. They did not pierce. They invited. But beneath that invitation was pressure, like gravity. Like being looked at by something that knew what you would be, not just what you were.
“I am Anai,” they said. “I am of the Elemental Kin.” Elron’s mouth barely moved. “That name’s not meant to be spoken.” Anai smiled. Not cruel. Not kind. Just inevitable. “I will teach you not to burn alone.” The chamber’s walls pulsed once—dimly—as if echoing the words. Kael’s Soulbrand responded, glowing just beneath his shirt. He didn’t remember agreeing. He only knew the truth: He already belonged to something here. And whatever Anai was— They had been waiting a very long time.







Chapter 9 – What Remains After Fire
The chamber had no center, but Anai stood in it anyway. No fireglass floated here. No murals shimmered. Just polished stone—so black it swallowed light, so smooth it blurred the line between walls and floor. The room breathed, somehow. Not with air, but with attention. Like something was watching from beneath the skin of the stone.
Kael sat cross-legged near the middle, back straight, arms tense. Not defiant. Just bracing. His body still remembered the agony of the last few days. His Soulbrand pulsed faintly beneath the tunic they’d dressed him in—an unfamiliar fabric stitched with white threads that curled like roots or runes.
Elron remained behind him. Not seated. Not relaxed. One hand hovered near his belt, though his blades were gone. Taken? Borrowed? It didn’t matter. The old soldier’s posture told the truth: if anything moved wrong, he’d find a weapon fast enough.
Anai didn’t move. Their ember-colored robes rippled in a wind that wasn’t there. Their features still flickered at the edges, too fluid to pin down, too solid to ignore. When they spoke, it wasn’t loud—but the chamber seemed to deepen around their words.
"This is the place between burning and becoming. You were brought here by fire. But fire is only the gate."
Kael’s mouth opened. Closed. He had questions, dozens—but no idea where to start.
Elron found his voice first. Rough. Distrust sharpening each word.
"You saved our lives. For that, fine. But if this is some cult or trial, we’ll leave. The boy’s not some chosen piece in your game." Anai turned. Not dramatically. Just enough for their attention to land fully on Elron. "You will not leave," they said calmly. "Not until the Towers permit it." Elron’s hand twitched. "You speak like this place owns us." 
"It doesn’t," Anai said. "But it knows what you carry. What he carries." Their gaze shifted back to Kael. "The Soulbrand is not a blessing. It is a debt. Magic was stripped from the world by fire and betrayal. Those who bear the mark are either part of its return... or its ruin." Kael swallowed. "What if I don’t want either?" Anai’s eyes softened, almost human. Almost. "You think wanting matters to the flame?" Kael didn’t answer.
Elron stepped forward. "What do you want from him?"
"To teach him control. And to test whether he survives it."
Elron spat. "Sounds a lot like using him."
Anai tilted their head, robe rustling like coals shifting in a dying hearth. "If he cannot withstand a test, he cannot survive the world beyond this place. What comes for him—what hunts those like him—will not show kindness."
Kael’s jaw tightened. "Like the creature in the forest?" Anai nodded. "One of many. The world does not forget magic. It resents it." A silence settled. Deep. Not awkward—measured. Like the Towers themselves were listening. "You are not prisoners," Anai finally said. "You are... claimed. Every soulbrand awakens the Towers. Every bearer is offered trial, not comfort. Those who endure leave stronger. Those who fail... become memory."
As they reached the threshold of the hall, Anai paused beside a curving wall of deep stone. Not a door. Not a barrier. Just stillness—like the air itself had chosen to hold its breath.
“You saw them, I assume,” Anai said, voice low. “The portraits.”
Kael stopped behind them. “The ones without faces?”
Elron’s brow furrowed. “We didn’t stop to admire them.”
Anai turned their head—not quite looking back, but letting the words hang between them like something sacred.
“They were Soulbrand bearers,” Anai said. “Each one stood where you stand now. Each one chose to walk forward. Some for glory. Some for survival. Others… simply because there was nowhere else to go.”
Kael’s voice cracked through the quiet. “Why don’t they have faces?”
Anai didn’t speak right away. Their fingers traced a symbol carved into the wall—an old mark, worn by time but still deep with intent.
“Because they lost who they were,” they said finally. “The Brand asks everything. Not all who bear it remember what they’re fighting to keep.”
Kael looked back the way they’d come, as if he could feel the faceless stares even now. “But they didn’t all die?”
Anai nodded slowly. “No. Some simply disappeared. Some broke. Others… twisted.”
Elron’s hand drifted toward his side, instinct still alive. “Twisted how?”
Anai’s voice was gentler now—but not soft. “You’ve already seen one.”
Kael turned sharply. “The creature,” he whispered. “In the forest. With the child’s face.”
Anai finally faced them fully. Their expression didn’t change—but something in the air did. Like a curtain falling away. Like truth stepping out of shadow.
“It was once a boy,” they said. “Not unlike you. Not ready. Not grounded. The Brand fed on fear. What remained... became hunger.”
Kael’s stomach turned. Not with fear. With grief. “It smiled. It laughed.”
“It remembered joy,” Anai said. “But only in fragments. The rest of it was pain.”
Elron’s mouth tightened. “And you let it live?”
“We keep them where they cannot leave,” Anai replied. “Not out of mercy. Out of warning. They are the voices in the walls. The heat behind your back when you dream. They remind us what the Towers do not tolerate.” A silence settled between them. Kael stared at the wall again. At its seamless, ancient stone. “You said others survived.”
Anai nodded. “There is another gallery. Hidden. Their faces remain. Their names still echo. We only show it to those who might join them. 
Kael’s voice was barely a whisper. “You think I can?”
“I think you haven’t failed yet.”
Elron shifted beside him. “Not exactly a vote of confidence.”
Here's the revised section with improved flow around the lines “Hope is not given here” and “You will not attend today’s training”, while keeping everything else exactly the same:

Elron shifted beside him. “Not exactly a vote of confidence.”

Anai’s smile was faint, unreadable. “Hope isn't something we offer here. It’s something you earn. Piece by painful piece.”

They turned slightly, eyes settling on Elron with quiet finality.

“And today, you won’t be at his side.”

Elron stiffened. “Say that again.”

“You’ve served as Kael’s anchor. His protection. That has kept him alive—but it will not help him grow.”

Kael turned to Anai. “Why not? He’s the only reason I’ve made it this far.”

“And if he falls?” Anai asked, eyes still locked on Elron. “What happens when the storm comes, and your shelter isn’t there?”

Kael’s voice sharpened. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s the only fair thing I’ve said,” Anai replied. “You need strength that does not borrow from his. Your Soulbrand cannot root itself in another man’s shadow.”

Elron stepped forward. Not threatening—just unwilling. “He’s a kid. You think throwing him into fire without a hand to catch him is wisdom?”

“I think the hand has to let go before it becomes a cage.”

Kael looked between them. His chest tightened. “So what? You’re just sending him away?”

“No,” Anai said. “He may walk the halls. He may breathe the Tower’s air. But not here. Not now. Not where your will is being forged.”

Elron’s fists clenched. “You’re asking me to trust this place.”

“I’m not asking,” Anai said. “I’m telling you what the Towers demand.”

The silence grew thick.

Kael spoke again, quieter now. “I don’t want him to go.”

Anai nodded slowly. “And that is why he must.”

Elron looked at Kael, and for the first time in days, something in his face cracked. Just a flicker of doubt. A breath of fear. Then he swallowed it.

“I’ll walk,” he said. “But if he doesn’t come back in one piece—”

“You’ll find me,” Anai finished.

They didn’t smile this time.

Anai gestured toward the open hall. “You may go where you wish. But there are places in the Tower that do not welcome even watchers. If you pass a room and the air feels too still, or your ears ring like a blade’s edge—turn away. There are doors that remember war, and walls that resent being seen.”

Elron held Kael’s gaze a moment longer.

“You sure about this, boy?”

Kael didn’t answer right away. Then, with effort: “No. But I think I need to be.”

Elron gave a sharp breath through his nose. “That’s the worst reason to do something.”

Kael’s mouth twitched. Almost a smile. “It’s the only one I’ve got.”

Elron turned, but before he stepped away, he rested a hand on Kael’s shoulder. Solid. Familiar. Then he was gone.
Anai said nothing more. Only waited. Once Elron was out of sight, Anai looked into the deepest parts of kael, almost like his soul was being watched. He gesture to a hallway, in silence they both walked the full length to a passage. Kael still unsure of what this place truly was, but his soulbrand felt warm being here, it knew he had to be here. 
The passage opened like a mouth into a circular pit. No stairs, no grand arch—just a threshold of shadow that swallowed sound. The floor below was carved from black stone, scorched and pitted, as if something had burned here too many times to clean. Ancient sigils had been etched into the surface—some cracked, others charred past recognition—forming a wide, silent ring. There was no crowd. No judges. Just the scent of iron sweat, cooled blood, and something older… like memory left too long in the dark.
And him.
The boy didn’t enter the ring. He was already there.
He stood barefoot at the center—still as a statue, but too alive to be mistaken for stone. His skin was pale and stretched over lean muscle, wiry and hard, like he’d been carved by hunger, not shaped by training. Scars cut across his chest in patterns too purposeful to be accidental, but too erratic to be ceremonial. His ribs moved slowly with each breath. Controlled. Measured. Like he didn’t need much air to kill you.
But it was his eyes that stopped Kael cold.
Silver—not gleaming, but matte, like moonlight on bone. They didn’t reflect light. They absorbed it. And when they landed on Kael, they didn’t search. They recognized. Not like a stranger sizing up a threat. Like a mirror recognizing a flaw in its own reflection.
Stretching from his right shoulder down across his ribs and disappearing beneath his abdomen, the skin was spiderwebbed with jagged, glass-like fractures. Like a living wound that had never closed. Beneath the surface, a violet-blue glow pulsed faintly in time with his breath, leaking through the cracks like starlight bleeding from broken stone. The Soulbrand wasn’t just embedded in him. It looked like it was trying to escape.
He didn’t speak. Didn’t move. Just watched.
Then—he smiled.
It wasn’t wide. It wasn’t cruel.
It was worse.
It was pity.
Not the pity of someone who felt superior.
The pity of someone who had already buried the version of you that might have mattered.
Kael took a step forward. The Soulbrand beneath his skin rippled, pulling toward the ring like a hound scenting fire. He gritted his teeth, forcing the pulse back into stillness.
Elron’s voice cut the silence, low and tight. “You don’t have to prove anything to them.”
Kael didn’t look back. Didn’t speak.
Because part of him wanted to.
He wanted to step into that ring and see what the world thought he couldn’t survive.
The boy moved. A single step. No threat. No preparation.
But Kael flinched anyway.
The boy’s smile deepened—barely.
“That brand,” he said, voice quiet and even. “It’s loud.”
His head tilted just enough to unsettle.
“Sloppy.”
Kael’s jaw clenched. “And you’re quiet, I suppose?”
The boy didn’t blink, didn't say a word. Anai’s voice came from the edge, more command than invitation. “Begin when ready.”
Kael exhaled slowly, steadying his breath. As Elron had taught him long ago, “The blade is calm, even when you are not.” He could feel the stone beneath him—warm not from fire, but from use. Like pain itself had soaked into the ground, staining it forever.
He forced his body still. Mind quiet. Hands loose. He opened his eyes. Rehn waited, silent. His stance held no tension, just quiet anticipation. The veins of his Soulbrand glowed deep violet seeping through cracks in his pale skin like lightning frozen beneath glass. Kael moved first, closing the gap with fluid precision. His strikes were clean—shoulder, ribs, sternum. Testing. Sharp. Fast. Rehn didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. Just watched him with those cold, silver eyes. Kael reset. Tried again—sharper angles, faster execution. Still nothing. He backed away, breath catching. Frustration flared. Just a flicker.
He spoke through clenched teeth. “Fight me.”
Rehn’s gaze shifted, barely. Then: “You rush.” 
Kael’s jaw tensed. He struck again—harder now. A spinning elbow, a rising knee. One landed squarely against Rehn’s chest. Kael felt it—dense, like striking something submerged in oil and stone. Off. Then Rehn moved. One hand lifted—almost gently—tapping Kael’s sternum with open fingers. Kael gasped. Pain exploded. Not sharp, not focused—just everywhere, a flood of burning pressure in his ribs and spine. His legs gave way. He stumbled back, teeth clenched hard enough to ache. “What... did you—”
Rehn stepped back into place. Silent again. His words, when they came, were quiet. “Unanchored.” 
Kael’s breathing grew shallow. His body remembered the pain, even as it faded. 
He steadied. “Shut up.” 
Rehn tilted his head. “Worse than wild.”
Kael lunged—too fast, too angry. His fists became blades. He aimed low, then high, feints and misdirection layered over instinct. His foot swept wide, striking clean against Rehn’s calf. Still—nothing. Rehn lifted his palm again. Didn’t strike—just held it up. Kael froze, anticipating pain. But none came. Rehn didn’t move. Just stared. “Afraid of the air now?” 
Kael growled and launched another volley. He began with crisp, exact strikes—form perfect. But they grew looser, heavier. Each hit carried more emotion, less discipline. His movements turned ragged, fierce—less fighter, more fury. His precision gave way to rage. Now he was throwing everything—knees, elbows, wild hooks, even shoulder drives. Each hit was real—his technique flawless, his footwork crisp. But every contact was swallowed. Diminished. As though the pit itself was eating his strength. Kael slowed, sweat stinging his eyes. Every breath was a curse. Rehn didn’t attack. Just absorbed. Then—quick as breaking glass—Rehn stepped in. One palm to Kael’s ribs. A breathless tap. Kael dropped. His whole body folded around the pain—silent, bright, obliterating. His back slammed against the stone. He gasped for air that wouldn’t come. Rehn stood over him, gaze empty. “Fall quieter.”
Kael blinked through tears. He wasn’t done. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself up. Blood on his lip. Chest trembling. His Soulbrand lit—blue-silver veins igniting in fits and sparks. The air bent. Three futures cracked into view. One: A low sweep, baiting Rehn forward for a reversal. Two: A feint into his blind side, aiming for a break. Three: Distance. Breath. Recenter. In all three, Rehn moved before Kael did. In all three, the pain hit before the strike even landed.
The futures shattered like glass. Kael swayed, sick with it. His Soulbrand flared out of sync—spasming down his arm. He screamed, not in pain, but fury. Raw. Guttural. “Why can’t I—!” He charged anyway. Rehn turned. Silent. One hand raised, palm glowing faintly violet. But this time, the strike wasn’t measured. The strike came higher. Not to stun. Not to teach. To end. Kael’s head snapped sideways, knees buckling as darkness rushed in. And then Rehn stepped forward again. Kael was unconscious, but Rehn moved to strike once more—no hesitation in the follow-through. A final blow. No restraint. Anai’s hand caught his wrist mid-motion. Rehn froze. Looked up. Said nothing. Anai’s expression didn’t change. Their voice didn’t rise. “That’s enough.”
Rehn stepped back. Kael lay crumpled on the floor, body twitching faintly, Soulbrand flickering in weak pulses. His thoughts broke like thread in water, unraveling into nothing.I’m not ready. Elron, I—Darkness. 
Anai did not comfort him. Did not speak. Only turned, and walked away.




 
