

Prologue: The Keeper’s Oath

The Library of Lights had always been Erma’s domain. To most, she seemed older than the shelves themselves, her silver hair bound back in a simple coil, a scarlet ribbon tied always at her throat. It gleamed like blood against the grey of her years, the one vivid color she allowed herself. The people knew her simply as the Keeper, the one constant in a City ever-changing — a woman whose eyes seemed to hold the weight of every story ever written, every secret ever whispered.

But the night the cook came, Erma understood her task would stretch far beyond scrolls and stone. Beyond cataloging, beyond guarding knowledge—this night, her duty would stretch to the very life of the City itself.

The woman’s hands trembled as she set down a bundle on Erma’s polished table. The cloth was simple, rough-spun, yet what it contained was fragile, alive. Within, an infant stirred and let out a sharp, hungry cry that pierced the silence of the Library.

Erma’s gaze flicked from the child to the cook. The woman’s face was pale, lined with worry.

And there, clasped loosely around the baby’s wrist, gleamed a gold bracelet set with tiny scarlet rubies. Erma’s breath caught. She knew it instantly—it had belonged to Anayah, the Library’s ward, the girl she had once guided and guarded within these very halls. The bracelet had always caught the light like living flame, a bright defiance against the gray stones of the Library. Now, on the infant’s wrist, the rubies glimmered as though lit from within.

Erma’s gaze flicked from the child to the cook. The woman’s face was pale, lined with worry.

“Anayah?”

The cook swallowed hard, her lips dry. “Lord Apollyon… his wife… she did not survive the birthing.”

Anayah was gone, but she had left this child—and this mark—to the Library’s keeping.

A silence fell over the room, thick as the dust-laden air that hung among the towering shelves. Even the flames in the wall sconces seemed to hold their breath. Erma drew closer to the bundle, the scarlet ribbon at her throat brushing against the coarse fabric of her robe as she bent to study the child, eyes narrowing as though trying to pierce some hidden truth.

“And he sent her away?” Erma’s voice was low, careful, but steady — a single note that cut through the tension.

The cook’s eyes darted, fearful. “He cannot bear it, Keeper. The girl carries her mother’s face. He said… he said she would be his undoing.”

Erma’s hand hovered above the child for a moment, then touched the infant’s cheek with one careful finger. The baby blinked, unfocused, yet did not cry again. Her small warmth seeped into Erma’s palm, steadying the Keeper’s own resolve.

“Does he know you’ve brought her here?”

“No, my lady,” the cook whispered. “He thinks I gave her to strangers beyond the walls. I could not do it. Not to a child.”

Erma straightened, lifting the bundle so that the child rested against her chest. Her eyes, deep and silvered with age and wisdom, held no answer, only the promise of protection. “Then she will stay. But no word of this leaves these halls. Not to him. Not to anyone.”

The cook bowed her head, relief flooding her features, the tension in her shoulders finally easing. “You’ll raise her, Keeper?”

Erma looked down at the infant, her fingers tracing the delicate curve of her soft curls. “I will guard her as I guard the Library. What is placed in my care endures. Nothing may touch it, nothing may claim it. She will know safety here, under my watch, as long as I draw breath.”

The cook left in silence, her footsteps fading into the darkened corridors. Erma remained, alone, the infant cradled against her heart, warm and fragile. Beyond the walls, the City of Lights slept under its lamps and banners, blind to the choice their rising leader had made that night.

Erma pressed her cheek to the infant’s brow, the weight of the future settling gently onto her shoulders.

“Your name,” she murmured, though no one was there to hear it, “shall be Meira, the giver of light.”

The child cooed softly in answer, and in the highest shelves of the Library, in the silent dark where no eye could see, the shadows seemed to lean closer, listening.





Chapter One: The Walls of Light

The bells tolled six times, low and resonant, rattling the glass panes of the Library’s upper windows. Meira stirred in her small bed, drawing a thin woolen blanket tighter around her shoulders before sitting up and rubbing sleep from her eyes. The room smelled faintly of old parchment and candle smoke, a scent she had long associated with both comfort and expectation.

She dressed quickly, pulling her plain work tunic over her head and braiding her dark hair into a loose knot at the back of her neck. As she tightened the strap of her satchel, her gaze caught on the small, wavy mirror propped against the wall.

A girl with pale skin and green eyes looked back at her. The eyes had always unsettled her — too sharp, too piercing. Strangers often lingered, as though searching for something buried beneath their unusual hue. She tugged her braid tighter, willing herself to appear ordinary, to blend with the countless scribes and scholars who passed through the Library’s halls each day.

From the adjoining chamber, Erma’s voice rang out, brisk and clear. “Meira. Before you sit at the desk, the scriptorium needs more ink. The apothecary mixed a fresh batch yesterday. Fetch it before they start their scratching.”

Meira wrinkled her nose as she pulled on her boots. “Always more ink. Do the scribes ever sleep?”

“Rarely,” Erma answered, stepping into the doorway. The scarlet ribbon tied around her neck caught the sunlight, glinting faintly as it shifted against her robe. Her sharp eyes softened as they met Meira’s. “And neither do words. Go quickly. Don’t loiter.”

Meira smiled faintly. “I’ll be back before the bells strike eight.”

She pushed open the Library’s great bronze doors and stepped into the brightness of morning.

The City was already alive. Merchants barked their wares from crowded stalls; bakers pulled steaming loaves from brick ovens; wagon wheels rattled against the cobblestones as drivers urged their horses forward. The mingled scents of frying bread, salt fish, and fresh fruit filled the air.

Meira slipped into the stream of people, her satchel bumping against her hip. She glanced once toward the towering wall that loomed over the rooftops. Pale stone, seamless and immense, its watchtowers caught the rising sun. Most walked beneath it without a thought, but Meira always felt its presence like a weight at the edge of her vision.

She had grown up in its shadow. As a child, she used to imagine that if she pressed her ear to the stone long enough, she might hear the world on the other side. Sometimes she whispered questions into the cracks — who lived beyond, what skies they saw, whether they laughed the way children here did. The guards on patrol would scold her and send her running, but the wall never stopped calling to her curiosity.

Even in the heart of the City, life had been tightly measured. Children were schooled in order, obedience, and respect. Rules stitched every part of their days — where they could walk, what they could say, how long they could linger in the markets. But Erma had raised her differently. In the Library’s shadowed corridors, Meira had learned that questions could be as powerful as answers, and that words had weight beyond stone.

Her steps slowed as she wandered past the familiar stalls. She traced her fingers along the carved stone edges of fountains, watched a baker knead dough with flour-dusted hands, and listened to a boy calling for coins as he juggled wooden toys. The city was orderly, bright, and loud — but it felt too small, too certain, too constricted for the life she imagined beyond the walls.

There must be more, she thought. Somewhere beyond these streets, beyond the towers and guards and the ever-watchful Council, there must be something… alive.

Her chest tightened with longing. Every day spent in the Library felt like a rehearsal, a small corner of the world meant only to preserve the past, never to touch the future. As much as she loved her quiet life in the dusty halls of the library, she dreamed of places that might not exist. Of narrow escapes, secret paths, and adventures that would test her beyond quills and ink.

A fishmonger’s gruff voice yanked her back to the present. His stall overflowed with gleaming scales and silver tails flopping in buckets of brine.

“Don’t linger, Library girl,” he muttered as she passed. “Eyes like yours get noticed. And noticed gets you hurt.”

Meira froze, her stomach tightening. She lowered her gaze, as Erma taught her to do, and hurried on, her heart hammering with the memory of her own daydreams — wild, impossible, yet undeniably hers.

The apothecary’s shop stood wedged between a spice seller and a cobbler, its wooden sign painted with a crooked quill. She ducked inside, grateful for the cooler air and dim light.

Shelves bowed beneath jars of dried herbs, powders, and bottles of ink in every shade. The apothecary himself leaned over a stone mortar, grinding pigment with a steady hand. His fingers, stained black at the tips, twitched as he looked up.

“Ah. Erma’s girl,” he said, his voice deep, a little gravelly. “Right on time. I was beginning to wonder if the Library had run dry altogether.”

Meira set her coins on the counter. “She says the scribes would drain the river if ink flowed through it.”

The apothecary chuckled at that, the sound rumbling low in his chest. “She’s not wrong. Here — black, rich as tar. Just mind you don’t spill it. It stains worse than blood.”

He pulled several stoppered bottles from beneath the counter, arranging them in a neat row. Meira carefully tucked each one into her satchel, wrapping them in cloth so they wouldn’t clink.

“You’ve grown,” he remarked, watching her. “I remember when you barely reached this counter. Always peering at the jars like they were treasures.”

Meira flushed faintly. “They were treasures. At least, to me.”

“Still are, if you’ve got the eyes to see it,” he said, his gaze lingering on her. There was no sharpness in it, only curiosity, though it made Meira shift uneasily. “Strange, isn’t it? The things that last. Herbs dry. Inks fade. But some things remain.”

Meira nodded, unsure of how to respond.

The apothecary smiled faintly, breaking the silence. “Tell Erma the mixture should hold them for a while. If they burn through this lot faster than usual, I’ll know they’re up to more than copying prayers.”

Relieved by the turn in conversation, Meira gave a small laugh. “I’ll tell her.”

She pushed the door open, the bell above it jangling softly as she stepped back into the bright street.

She lingered a moment longer than usual, weaving through alleys she hadn’t explored before, letting the sounds and smells guide her. The City of Lights was orderly, yes, but even in its predictability, she found cracks — narrow passages that hinted at secrets, shadowed doorways that begged questions. Her pulse quickened at each new corner, each unknown alley, each hint of something waiting just beyond her reach.

The City bustled around her, banners snapping in the breeze, the wall standing silent in the distance. She told herself the fishmonger’s words meant nothing, and the apothecary’s gaze even less. Still, she walked a little faster, eager to return to the Library.

Erma was waiting on the steps, arms folded. “You took your time,” she said.

“I had to wait for the apothecary,” Meira replied, adjusting the strap on her shoulder.

Erma gave only a brief nod and turned toward the towering doors. “Come along, then. The scribes won’t wait for ink.”

Meira hesitated, wanting to share the odd unease she’d felt in the market — the whispers about her eyes, the apothecary’s watchful pause — but the gates creaked open, and the Library loomed, swallowing her questions whole.



Chapter Two: The Council of Light

Across the city, the Council chamber smelled faintly of sea-salt and wax. Morning light poured through the high windows, gilding the polished table at its center. Around it sat the twelve Councilors of the City of Lights, quills and ledgers at the ready.

At the head of the table, in a simple high-backed chair, sat Apollyon. He wore a white tunic, the shoulder fastened with a clasp of gold and rubies. His hands rested easily on the polished wood, long fingers laced, his face composed.

When he spoke, the chamber stilled.

“Reports tell me another shipment has failed to arrive,” he said, his tone even, almost gentle. “Grain from the northern farms. That makes three in as many weeks.”

Councilor Darius leaned forward, frustration cutting through his words. “If this continues, we will face shortages before winter.”

“Bandits, perhaps,” muttered another. “Or smuggling across the river. The Shadows grow bold.”

“No.” Apollyon’s voice was quiet, but it carried. The murmurs died at once. “This is not mere thievery. It is a disruption. Someone seeks to starve the City into weakness.”

The councilors exchanged uneasy looks.

“And what do you propose, Lord Apollyon?” asked Lady Cyrinne, her slender fingers drumming the table.

He leaned forward, calm as a tutor addressing pupils. “We tighten patrols along the routes. Double the guards on caravans. Make clear that anyone who preys upon the City’s lifeblood will be found—and made an example of.”

There were nods, murmurs of assent. A scribe’s quill scratched hurriedly across the ledger.

Councilor Cyrinne cleared her throat softly. “If I may, my lord—the Gala of Lights approaches. A public reaffirmation of unity may ease unrest. Let the people see the Council strong, unshaken.”

Apollyon inclined his head, a faint smile touching his mouth. “Yes. A celebration of peace in uncertain days. We will remind them that their safety endures—under our light.”

“The Library should send a representative,” Darius added. “Tradition, after all.”

Apollyon’s gaze flicked to him, unreadable. “Yes,” he said at last. “Even the Library. Especially them.”

For a heartbeat, silence lingered—thin, taut as glass—before the murmur of quills resumed.

The Lord of Light rose then, the motion smooth, almost serene. “See to it,” he said. “Guards. Invitations. The banners will hang before the new moon. Let the people remember who binds the City together.”

The Councilors rose as one, bowing their heads. When Apollyon’s hands lifted in benediction, his voice was smooth as silk over stone.

“Let there be no shadow in our midst.”


---

When the Councilors had gone and the great doors sealed, silence returned to the chamber. The morning’s light had dimmed, leaving the air cool and hollow.

Apollyon sat motionless at the head of the table, the faint shimmer of the sea beyond the windows tracing the sharp lines of his face. For a long moment, he stared at the polished wood, at the reflection of his own clasped hands.

“Enter,” he said softly.

A hidden door opened behind the dais, and a cloaked figure slipped through. The woman knelt, the hem of her cloak brushing the marble floor.

“My lord.”

“Report,” Apollyon said.

“The northern shipments have been intercepted as ordered,” the woman replied. “The shortages grow. The people whisper, and the Council grows uneasy. You will have their full compliance before winter.”

A faint smile touched his lips. “Fear is the oldest kind of loyalty.”

He rose, pacing slowly toward the window. The city spread before him—white towers rising from the cliffs, gilded domes glinting in the fading sun. To the eye, it was peace itself. To him, it was a cage of obedience and silence.

“And the Shadows?” he asked without turning.

“They are restless,” the messenger said. “A new network stirs beneath the southern walls. Smugglers, perhaps—though their movements seem... organized.”

Apollyon’s reflection hardened in the glass. “No one unites the Shadows without being crushed. Keep your eyes there. I want to know who they answer to.”

The woman inclined her head. “Yes, my lord.”

He turned then, his gaze sharp and distant. “And the Library? The Keeper still guards her secrets?”

“As ever,” said the messenger. “The wards hold. Her archives remain sealed to the Council’s eyes.”

Apollyon’s jaw tightened. “So she clings to her oaths even now.”

“She has no heir,” the woman offered carefully. “When she dies, her secrets die with her.”

Apollyon’s gaze drifted to the horizon. “Perhaps,” he murmured. “Or perhaps she has already passed her burden on. The old woman was always too clever for her own salvation.”

He reached into the folds of his tunic and drew out a pendant—an obsidian shard bound in gold. It pulsed faintly, as though echoing a heartbeat.

“The Chronicle was meant for me,” he said quietly. “It was promised through blood. Selene denied it, and the Cities burned for her defiance. But power cannot be hidden forever.”

He closed his hand over the pendant, the veins in his wrist dark against the pale fire of the lamps.

“Find it,” he whispered. “The Chronicle. The Keeper. Whatever she hides. Find it, before the year is out.”

The messenger bowed low. “And if it cannot be found?”

Apollyon smiled faintly. “Then the City of Lights will learn what true darkness is.”

She withdrew without another word, and the great doors sealed behind her with a muted thud.

Apollyon turned back to the window, the reflection of the sea gleaming like molten glass beneath him.

For a heartbeat, his gaze softened—almost wistful.

“Anayah,” he murmured. “You built this City on truth. But truth is only light until someone learns to bend it.”

The wind from the sea caught his robes, and the faint pulse of the obsidian pendant glowed once, then stilled.

The fire whispered, and he smiled.









Chapter Three: Shadows Between the Shelves

After a brief breakfast, Meira followed Erma into the scriptorium with the bottles of ink balanced carefully in her arms.

“Set them by the east table,” Erma said, already arranging a stack of scrolls. Her movements were practiced, quiet, and steady.

The unease of the market still lingered. 

Why does today feel so different than any other day? Meira wondered at the change she felt.


But Erma was already bent over the parchment, her expression unreadable. If she carried secrets, she would not let them slip here.

“Set them by the east table,” she repeated, her tone brisk, practiced.

Meira swallowed her curiosity and obeyed, placing the bottles in a neat line.

“Good,” Erma said softly. Then, with the faintest smile: “The City is always hungry for its own memory. Best keep the ink flowing.”


---

The scriptorium breathed with quiet industry. Tall windows filtered in pale, salt-hazed light from the sea. The scratch of quills filled the chamber, steady as rainfall, broken only by the rustle of parchment or the low sigh of a turning page. Candles smoked in wrought iron sconces, mixing the tang of tallow with the sharper scent of iron gall ink.

At long tables, scribes bent over their work. They copied tirelessly—law codes, genealogies, maps, sermons, fragments of plays—not for themselves, but for the City. To preserve what storms, fire, and time might otherwise devour. In the Library, nothing was allowed to vanish.

Meira moved among the tables, setting fresh ink before each scribe. Some murmured thanks, others gave distracted nods before dipping their quills. She had grown used to it. The scholars were courteous but distant, speaking more to their parchments than to her.

At the back of the room, her ledger waited. She unrolled manuscripts one by one, brushing away dust, smoothing creases. Names of senators, mapmakers, poets, and merchants rose from the faded ink, their voices carried across centuries. She copied them neatly into the catalog, her script careful, deliberate.

Now and then, a phrase tugged at her, as though whispering directly to her: The light belongs to the City, and the City belongs to the wall.

She mouthed the words, testing their weight. The past felt alive here, pressing in on her shoulders as she wrote.


---

“Talking to yourself again?”

Meira looked up to see Joran balancing a tray of freshly trimmed lamps. A couple of years younger than her, he had grown up in the Library much as she had—though instead of Erma, he had only the kitchens. His small room was tucked just beyond the pantry, close enough that he smelled constantly of woodsmoke and bread. His dark hair refused to lie flat, and his hands were always smudged with ink, ash, or both.

“I wasn’t talking,” Meira said, feigning indignation.

“Sounded like talking.” He set the lamps down with a clatter and leaned over her table. “Let me guess—more dead senators?”

“Dead senators, dead mapmakers, dead poets…” She dipped her quill again. “They built the City.”

“They’re dust now,” Joran countered, grinning. “The Library holds more dead than the graveyard.”

Meira rolled her eyes, though a smile tugged at her lips. “At least here they can still speak.”

“Oh, so now you’re hearing voices? That worries me.”

She swatted at him with the end of her quill, leaving a black smudge on his sleeve.

“Hey!” He laughed, holding up his arm. “Careful—I only own two shirts.”

“Then you should be more careful where you stand.”

Their laughter echoed softly between the shelves before the silence of the scribes swallowed it again.


---

Joran shifted, lowering his voice. “Do you ever think about the tunnels under the Library?”

Meira’s hand froze above the parchment. She followed his glance toward the flagstones beneath their feet, as though the stones themselves might thin and reveal what lay below.

“The tunnels,” she echoed quietly.

He nodded, a glimmer of mischief sparking in his eyes. “Remember when we tried to sneak into them? We were, what—ten? Eleven?”

Heat rose to Meira’s cheeks at the memory. They had found a broken grate near the western wall, wide enough to wriggle through. Joran had dared her to follow, and together they had crept a dozen steps down into the narrow dark before a lantern light had flared behind them.

“Erma,” Meira said, the name soft as a confession.

“She was furious,” Joran finished, though he grinned at the recollection. “Dragged us out by the collars like stray cats.”

Meira remembered the way Erma had looked at them then, her eyes colder than she had ever seen them. The tunnels are not for wandering, she had said. They were built for purposes long forgotten, and some doors must never be opened again.

“I still wonder what she was so afraid of,” Joran whispered.

Meira shook her head, though the same question lingered on her own lips. “Perhaps we’re better off not knowing.”

Joran smirked, leaning back in his chair. “Speak for yourself. Secrets don’t like staying buried.”

Meira bent again over her parchment, but her hand trembled slightly as she dipped her quill. For a moment, she could almost feel the weight of stone pressing from below, the unseen veins of the Library winding into darkness.


---

As the morning drifted toward afternoon, Meira allowed herself a small wander among the Library’s quieter passages. She ran her fingers along cold stone walls and traced the carved edges of forgotten shelves. Each corridor seemed to pulse with its own history, a secret waiting to be uncovered. She imagined the lives of those who had walked here before her: scribes, scholars, even spies who might have once sought forbidden knowledge hidden in the twisting hallways and caverns beneath the Library.

There was unrest in her soul today, it felt like a storm about to break. The air was charged, heavy, as though the stones themselves were holding their breath. Even the silence of the stacks pressed too close, thick with things unsaid.

She paused at a narrow archway, fingertips grazing the iron lock that sealed it shut. For an instant, she thought she felt warmth pulsing through the metal, as if something within stirred at her touch, she pulled her hand back quickly, heart pounding.

“Secrets,” she murmured to herself. “This place is drowning in them.”

---

The hours slipped past. Quills scratched, lamps smoked, gulls cried faintly beyond the high windows. By late afternoon, Meira’s fingers were stained black, her ledger stacked with neat lines of names. She was just setting her pen aside when a sharp knock carried into the chamber.

A man in black and gold stepped through the doorway, his uniform crisp, his bearing formal. His eyes sought her at once.

“Meira of the Library?”

The scratching of quills stopped. Heads turned.

“Yes,” she said, surprised at the steadiness of her own voice.

“You are summoned to the Grand Hall this evening,” the messenger said. His tone was even, detached. “A gala is to be held in honor of the Council and its patrons. Your attendance is requested.”

He stepped forward and placed a folded card in her hand. The parchment was heavy, its edges gilt, its wax seal pressed with the crest of the Hall.

“Dress suitably,” he added with a shallow bow. “The City will be watching.”

Then he was gone, his boots ringing down the stone corridor.

The silence he left behind pressed close. Meira stared at the card, the seal biting into her palm.

Joran leaned close, his voice barely above a whisper. “A gala? You?”

She nodded faintly.

He whistled low. “Why would you be summoned?”

Meira had no answer.

The quiet of the scriptorium was different now—charged, uneasy. Quills moved again, but more slowly, as if the ink itself had thickened. She felt the weight of eyes on her back, quick glances half-hidden behind lowered heads. The scholars had always kept their distance; now their silence seemed sharper, like a blade resting on the table.

She slipped the card into her satchel and rose. Her stool scraped against the flagstone, a small sound that echoed far too loud.

Joran fell into step beside her as she crossed the chamber. His voice was a murmur, meant only for her. “You’ll go, won’t you?”

Meira adjusted the strap on her shoulder, uncertain. “What choice do I have?”

At the doorway, she paused to look back. The scriptorium had already swallowed her absence: bent heads, scratching quills, the steady rhythm of preservation. Yet she could still feel the questions pressing after her, unspoken.

When she and Joran stepped into the corridor, the air felt cooler, carrying the faint salt of the sea through the high stone windows. Evening bells rang in the distance, their notes trembling across the city like ripples on water.

Joran gave her a sideways glance, his ink-stained fingers drumming restlessly against his thigh. “Just… don’t forget to tell me what it’s like,” he said. “The Grand Hall. The gala. All of it.”

“I will,” she promised, though the words came out softer than she intended.

They walked together until the hall forked—his path leading back to the warmth of the kitchens, hers toward the narrow stair up to her rooms above the rotunda. For a moment, she wished she could follow him, slip back into the scent of bread and woodsmoke, pretend the summons had never come.

But the card was still in her satchel. Heavy. Unyielding.

She touched the flap of the bag as though to reassure herself it was real, then turned away.

Tonight, she will stand in the Grand Hall.
And the City would be watching.




Chapter Four: The Chain to the past

Back in her small chamber above the Library, Meira stood before the wavy mirror propped against the wall. The tunic Erma had laid out for her was unlike the plain work clothes she wore each day: a dark weave trimmed with threads of silver that shimmered faintly in the candlelight, like scattered stars across a night sky. The fabric clung differently, heavier, as if it remembered other evenings, other halls.

Her breath caught as Erma fastened the gold bracelet around her wrist. The smooth band gleamed warmly in the light, set with three cabochon rubies that seemed to pulse like embers. Meira had not worn it since she was a child, when Erma had pressed it into her hand with a warning: This is a key to your past, guard it close.

Now it circled her wrist snugly, humming faintly with the weight of memory.

“Stand tall,” Erma said, her hand firm on Meira’s shoulder. “You belong in their halls as much as any of them. Do not let them scent your doubt. And when you are presented to Lord Apollyon—keep your eyes lowered.”

Meira frowned. “Lowered? Why?”

“Because your eyes will betray you,” Erma said quietly.

Meira stiffened. “Betray me? How? The fishmonger said something like that to me this morning. What is it about my eyes?”

Erma’s hand lingered at her sleeve, smoothing the fabric as if the answer lay in its folds. “They are not yours alone,” she murmured.

Meira turned to the mirror, unsettled. The girl gazing back was not the scribe’s apprentice she knew, but someone older, shaped by secrets, her edges sharpened against a light she had not chosen.

Her throat tightened. She squared her shoulders, pulled a steady breath into her lungs, and whispered to the stranger in the glass, “Just for tonight.”

---

At the long tables beneath the painted constellations, platters of roasted pheasant, spiced meats, and bowls of glistening pomegranates crowded the polished wood. Servants moved silently, pouring golden wine into silver cups, their footsteps muted against the marble floor, until the air was thick with sweetness and anticipation.

Meira took her place at the end of a bench, the weight of her satchel and the ruby cuff on her wrist making her feel both grounded and conspicuous. For a time, no one spoke to her, though she caught curious glances sliding toward her dark tunic glimmering with silver threads and the simple band on her wrist. Finally, the older woman seated beside her leaned closer, her gown embroidered with waves of silver thread that caught the candlelight.

“You’re not one of the court,” the woman observed, voice soft but edged with amusement.

Meira shook her head. “No, my lady. I’m of the Library.”

“Ah. The Keeper’s kin.” A ripple of interest passed through the faces nearby. “How rare, to see the scribes’ blood here at the High Table.”

Meira lowered her eyes, uncomfortable under their attention. “I was summoned,” she said simply.

“Then the Council must see something in you,” the woman replied. She offered a faint smile before turning back to her wine. “Curious little thing, though. You carry yourself like you’re meant for more than a desk and ink.”

Meira’s pulse fluttered at the observation. “I… I only follow orders.”

“Orders are one thing,” the woman said, leaning closer, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Destiny is another. Mark my words, child — some are born to change a City.”

Meira blinked, uncertain what to say, and the woman chuckled softly before returning to her cup.


---

The meal pressed on — laughter rising, goblets clinking, and music spilling into the air as couples drifted onto the floor. Meira sat quietly, watching the swirl of silk and velvet, the rhythmic sway of dancers beneath the glittering chandeliers. Every now and then, a server brushed past her, their trays clinking with crystal and silver, leaving behind the warm scent of roasted meats and spiced wine.

From across the hall, she caught glimpses of Apollyon. He stood near the dais, apart from the revelry, his frame tall and broad-shouldered, cloak falling in dark folds over a tunic of deep crimson. A faint scar curved along his jaw, though it did nothing to mar the striking symmetry of his features. His hair, black streaked with silver, brushed his collar, and his eyes — sharp, assessing, alive with command — seemed to miss nothing in the hall.

He did not dance. He did not eat. Yet his presence filled the chamber as surely as the music did. Nobles leaned inward, subtly drawn by some invisible current. When he laughed at a jest, low and commanding, the surrounding circle seemed to glow brighter, as though the light bent to follow him.

“He is the heart of the Council,” someone murmured behind her. “When he speaks, the rest follow.”

Meira forced her gaze down to her plate, Erma’s warning prickling at the back of her mind. Do not meet his eyes. They betray you.

But escape was impossible.

As the dance slowed, a young man approached their table — one of the Council’s stewards, dressed in crisp blue and gold. He bowed slightly.

“Lord Apollyon wishes to meet the Keeper’s kin.”

Meira’s stomach tightened. She rose slowly, knees unsteady, and allowed herself to be led through the press of the crowd. The steward’s hand rested lightly on her elbow, guiding her past swirling skirts and polished shoes.

“Lord Apollyon,” the steward said with a flourish, stopping before the small circle of nobles where Apollyon stood at ease, a glass of dark wine in his hand, “may I present Meira of the Library, ward of Erma, the Keeper.”

Apollyon turned.

The hall seemed to hush though the music played on. His eyes, dark and steady, fixed on her sea-glass green ones. For a heartbeat, his composure cracked — his hand stilled on the stem of his glass, his breath caught sharp. Impossible… The word slipped from his lips, too soft for any but her to hear.

Then it was gone.

Apollyon straightened, his expression smoothing back into the effortless command that made the nobles lean toward him. He inclined his head, as if nothing had passed.

“The Library sends us one of its own,” he said, voice warm, threaded with curiosity. “We are honored.”

Meira felt the heat of dozens of eyes pressing against her. She lowered hers, as Erma had warned, though her pulse thundered in her ears.

“I… only do as I am summoned, my lord,” she said softly.

Laughter stirred in the circle, gentle and indulgent.

“And dutiful,” Apollyon added, his gaze lingering a moment longer than courtesy demanded. “The Library raises its keepers well.”

He lifted his glass and sipped, signaling that the moment was over. The nobles turned back to their chatter, but Meira still felt the weight of his eyes, even when they no longer touched her.

She bowed her head, retreating with the steward, yet the echo of his first word — that slip of impossible — clung to her like smoke.


---

When she rejoined the bench, the silver-embroidered woman leaned closer, her eyes bright with curiosity.

“Well,” she murmured, voice dropping as though savoring a secret, “I haven’t seen him stare like that in years. Not since his poor wife died — in childbirth, they say. Both mother and babe, gone in a night.”

Meira froze, fingers tightening on the edge of the bench. The music, the laughter, the swirl of velvet and silk pressed around her, but the woman’s words echoed sharp and cold in her ears.

“Do you think…” she whispered, more to herself than anyone else, “he… ever thought of her?”

The woman gave a small shrug. “Perhaps. Or perhaps he buries her in the depths of memory, where no one can reach. Either way, it shapes him, like stone under a river.”

Meira turned her eyes to the table again, trying to focus on the feast, on the sparkling goblets and jeweled platters, but the thought lingered: that beneath all this grandeur, behind all the smiles and measured gestures, there was history, tragedy, and shadow — and her own presence had stirred something unspoken in the man who ruled them all.

She wondered if, like the City itself, appearances were only ever half of the story.

Her hand brushed the gold bracelet around her wrist, warm and reassuring. The rubies caught the candlelight, pulsing like a heartbeat, and she realized the gift was more than ornamentation. It was Erma’s quiet reminder: she belonged in these halls, even if only tonight. Even if her heart still longed for streets unbounded, for mysteries lurking beyond the walls, the gold band held her tether, her courage, and perhaps, the first hint of her own destiny.





Chapter Five: A Shadow Stirs

The steward’s voice was little more than a murmur. Apollyon barely heard him. All his senses had fixed on the girl.

Her eyes.

Anayah’s eyes.

For a breath, the mask cracked. His hand stilled on the stem of his glass, his chest seized.
“Impossible,” he whispered—too soft for anyone but her to hear.

Then he mastered himself. The moment vanished. A measured smile curved his lips as nobles leaned closer to bask in his ease.

“The Library sends us one of its own,” he said smoothly, lifting his glass. “We are honored.”

Laughter rippled around him. The circle shifted back into its chatter.
But Apollyon’s gaze lingered, sharp as a blade.

Not dead.
Not lost.

Anayah’s child lived.


---

Later, the great hall was empty. Candles guttered in their holders, their flames bowing low under the weight of the night.

In his private chambers above the sea, Apollyon stood alone before the fire. He poured wine but did not drink. Instead, he stared into the flames, watching them twist and writhe as if alive. They leapt and curled, whispering secrets he had longed to hear—flickers of her, of the girl, of the Chronicle.

The heat licked his face, sharp and familiar, as though the fire itself demanded obedience.

Anayah—brilliant, stubborn, Keeper-born. He had bound himself to her only to claim the Chronicle, yet even as his wife she had defied him. She had hidden its secrets, and refused to teach him its language. And when death claimed her, he thought the book would be buried with her forever.

The child she bore him—useless without Anayah’s hand—he had cast away, stripped from his sight, discarded like a pawn that had failed its purpose.

But Erma had interfered. Keeper of the Library, Keeper of Truth—she had raised the girl in secret, hidden her until now.
Once, long ago, Erma had warned him of the cost of power, of what the Chronicle demanded of those who sought to wield it. He had ignored her then, as he had ignored many. Yet she had always been there, watching, guiding, a quiet defiance between him and the book he sought.

The girl walked into his hall tonight with Anayah’s defiant eyes and the blood he had tried to forget.
And the fire roared louder, shadows dancing like the ghosts of all who had died for knowledge and ambition alike.


---

A knock came—soft, deliberate.

“Enter,” he said.

The door opened and a woman stepped inside. She wore Council robes of deep blue, the sigil of the Sun clasped at her shoulder. Her dark hair was pinned with surgical precision; her expression, cool and unreadable.

“Lord Apollyon,” she said, bowing slightly. “You dismissed the court early.”

“I had reason.” His gaze did not leave the fire. “You saw her.”

“I did. The girl from the Library.”

“Her name?”

“Meira,” the woman replied. “She works under the Keeper—Erma.”

Apollyon finally turned to face her. His eyes gleamed, reflecting the firelight. “And you thought nothing of it?”

“I thought,” she said carefully, “that you would tell me if it mattered.”

He smiled faintly. “It matters now.”

The woman hesitated. “Shall I have her followed?”

“No.” He stepped closer, the wine untouched in his hand. “Not yet. If Erma kept her hidden all these years, there is purpose in it. I would know what she intends.”

“And if she intends rebellion?”

Apollyon’s smile deepened, slow and cold. “Then she will learn—Truth bends to power, not the other way around.”

The woman inclined her head, though something uneasy flickered behind her eyes. “And the girl?”

Apollyon turned back to the flames. “Watch her. Quietly. If she carries even a spark of her mother’s defiance, she will show it soon enough.”

The woman bowed again and withdrew, her footsteps fading into silence.

For a long time, Apollyon stood motionless, the wine still trembling in his grasp. The fire shifted, and for a heartbeat, its light formed the faint outline of a face—a woman’s, proud and unyielding.

Anayah.

Then it was gone, swallowed by the dark.

Apollyon whispered into the emptiness,
“You hid her from me. But no wall stands forever, my love. The Chronicle will open again—through her, or over her.”

The sea wind hissed through the open window, and the fire answered, flaring bright.




Chapter Six: The Chase Through Shadows

The night’s finery still clung to her, but Meira could not breathe beneath its weight. She had slipped from the High Hall the moment the doors were unguarded, leaving the hum of music and candlelight behind. The memory of the gala clung tighter than silk, sharper than any jewel.

Apollyon’s gaze had followed her across the chamber, heavy as a chain. Even among the glitter of merchants, envoys, and lords, his eyes had found her—cold, knowing, claiming.

Now, she walked quickly through the market, hoping its clamor might scatter the shadows that still pressed around her.

The square boiled with sound—merchants shouting their wares, children darting underfoot, the scent of spices and roasting meats heavy in the air.

“Fine cloth!”
“Salt from the southern isles!”
“Pomegranates, sweet as honey!”

Meira wove between stalls, clutching her cloak tight, trying to lose herself in the crush of bodies. Each voice rose louder than her own thoughts, a comfort against the silence that had settled inside her since the gala.

Then she felt it—a sharp tug at her wrist.

She spun.

Her bracelet was gone.

A flash of gold-and-ruby flickered in a girl’s hand. The thief grinned, quick as smoke, and vanished into the crowd.

Meira’s breath caught. Before she could think, her feet were moving.

“Stop!” she shouted, pushing through the throng.

The girl darted between merchants and wagons, laughter bright as breaking glass. Meira followed, nearly colliding with a cart of grain. The driver cursed, but she didn’t slow.

The streets narrowed. Stone replaced marble, and the air thickened with the tang of damp and smoke. The laughter echoed ahead of her, luring her deeper into the labyrinth of backstreets.

Meira’s lungs burned. Her slippers slipped on uneven cobbles slick with rain. The lights of the upper streets were gone now—only thin lanterns burned here, their glow weak and trembling.

Still she ran.

The girl slipped down a flight of steps carved into the rock, vanishing beneath an archway where the air grew cold and still.

Meira hesitated only a moment, then followed.

A damp tunnel stretched before her, the air heavy with salt and earth. Stone arched overhead, guiding her downward. Her footsteps echoed, hushed by the weight of the world above. Then the passage sloped upward again, and a pale light spilled from ahead.

Meira emerged onto a crumbling bridge, suspended high above a black chasm. Moonlight shimmered faintly through gaps in the stone, silvering the broken edges. Wind howled through the cracks, carrying the distant roar of the river far below.

For a heartbeat, she froze—caught between the urge to retreat and the pull of what lay beyond.

At the far end of the bridge, the thief paused. The girl’s grin flashed in the pale light before she vanished into the ruins beyond.

Meira’s determination surged. She stepped onto the bridge. Stone groaned under her weight.

Halfway across, the air seemed to change—cooler, thinner, touched with something that hummed against her skin.

Then the bridge gave way to broken streets of darkened stone. Roofs had caved in, ivy tangled over shattered walls, and moss claimed the corners of forgotten steps. Hollow windows stared down like blind eyes.

The City of Shadows.

Meira’s heart hammered as the girl’s laughter faded ahead. But another sound rose to meet it—low voices, rough and sharp as blades.

Two men stepped from the shadow of a collapsed archway. Lean, travel-worn, their eyes glinted like wolves that had already chosen their prey.

“Well, look at this,” the taller one said, licking his teeth. “A little dove from the Lights, wandering too far from her gilded cage.”

“Pretty thing,” the other added, his hand resting on the hilt of a knife. “Bet she doesn’t know what the Shadows do to birds who stray.”

Meira’s throat tightened, but she forced her voice steady. “I—I’m just passing through.”

The tall one barked a laugh, ugly and sharp. “No one passes through here. You stepped across, girl. That makes you ours.”

The shorter one sneered. “The Lights rot everything they touch.”

Meira stumbled back, skirts catching on rubble, her heart pounding.

Then a shadow moved.

Before she could cry out, a figure barreled into the tall man, slamming him against the wall. Steel flashed as the second lunged, but the newcomer caught his wrist, twisted—bone cracked—and the knife clattered to the stones.

“Stay behind me,” the stranger barked, his voice more irritated than concerned.

The fight was swift, brutal. Every motion he made was precise, honed—like a man who’d fought too often to waste effort. Meira froze as the taller thug slashed wildly and missed, blade grazing her sleeve instead.

“Stay still!” the stranger snapped, turning the blow aside. Steel rang against stone, sparks hissing in the dark.

The thugs cursed, backing away. One spat blood at the stranger’s boots. “This isn’t done.”

“Go,” the man growled.

They slunk off into the ruins, muttering threats that melted into silence.

Breathless, Meira’s gaze darted to her rescuer. Broad-shouldered, dark hair falling into eyes pale and sharp as cut glass. His coat was worn, boots scuffed, jaw rough with stubble—but his bearing, the way he moved—marked him as something more than a wanderer. A soldier, or something near enough.

“What in the blazes were you thinking, coming here?” he demanded, voice low and rough, as if her near-death were nothing but an inconvenience.

“I—I was following—” she stammered.

“Doesn’t matter,” he cut her off. “You’ve no business here.”

He caught her arm—not cruel, but firm—and steered her back toward the broken bridge. Meira twisted against his grip, words spilling out. “Who were they? What do they want? Why did they say—”

“Enough,” he snapped, jaw tightening. “Too many questions.”

They moved swiftly, the ruins closing around them. The bridge loomed ahead, its broken stones gleaming in the moonlight. Meira’s breath came ragged, her pulse still racing.

Ahead, through the tunnel, the faint lantern-glow of the City of Lights flickered—distant, fragile, promising safety.

But safety was not enough.

Her voice rose, stubborn, cracking against the dark. “At least tell me your name!”

The man paused just before the tunnel swallowed him in shadow.

The man’s stride didn’t falter. For a long moment, she thought he would ignore her.

Then, without looking back, he spoke.
“Conall.”

He said nothing more, expression stony, his grip unrelenting until the familiar streets returned. The lamps of the upper quarter glimmered faintly through the fog, and the sharp chill of the tunnels gave way to the warm hum of the city.

Finally, they reached the Library kitchens. The scent of woodsmoke and freshly baked bread wrapped around Meira like a blanket—almost enough to steady her racing heart.

The man released her arm at last. “You’ll be safe here,” he muttered.

Meira dared a step back, trying to take in his features in the lamplight. His coat was dark and travel-worn, shadows gathering in its folds. His pale eyes flicked to hers once, unreadable—and in them, something almost like recognition stirred.

Before she could speak, a calm, familiar voice drifted from the far side of the kitchen.

“Well,” Erma said, her tone carrying its usual quiet authority, “it seems you’ve met Conall.”

Meira froze. Her breath caught, her chest rising and falling in uneven rhythm. The man—Conall—stood half in shadow, hands braced against the doorframe as though weighing whether to stay. His gaze met Erma’s briefly, some unspoken understanding passing between them, before he stepped back.

Without another word, he melted away into the dimness beyond the hall, gone as swiftly as he had come.

Meira’s pulse thundered. Who was he? And why did it feel as though he knew more about her than he had said?

Erma approached, her face calm but her eyes intent. “Safe now,” she murmured. “That is what matters.”

Meira sank into a chair, the rough wood grounding her. Her hands still trembled as she reached for the empty space at her wrist. The skin there felt cold, bare. Her mother’s bracelet—gold and rubies, the last piece she had of her—was gone. Stolen by a girl whose laughter still echoed in her ears.

Erma pressed a cup of tea into her shaking hands. “Drink,” she said softly.

Meira obeyed, though her thoughts whirled faster than her pulse. The chase. The bridge. The ruins. The eyes of men who had called her Light-born as though it were an insult. And the stranger—Conall—who had appeared from nowhere, fought like a soldier, and vanished like smoke.

She looked up. “You knew him.”

Erma didn’t answer right away. She moved to stir the fire, sparks leaping to life, casting warm light across the scarlet ribbon tied at her throat.

Finally, she said, “Yes. I’ve known Conall most of his life.”

The words were careful, measured—answers that felt more like doors than truths.

Meira leaned forward, unable to stop herself. “Who is he?”

Erma’s eyes lifted to hers, and for the first time that night, Meira thought she saw something flicker there—not surprise, but sorrow.

“A protector,” Erma said simply. “Of things not easily explained.”

The old woman’s gaze softened. “You were never meant to wander that far alone, child. The Shadows are not forgiving.”

Meira’s fingers tightened around her cup. “I didn’t mean to. I just—” She stopped, realizing how foolish the truth sounded aloud. “I was chasing a thief.”

Erma’s lips curved faintly. “And you found much more than that, I think.”

Meira opened her mouth to reply, but the words wouldn’t come. The fire crackled softly. The weight of everything she had seen pressed in—the bridge, the ruins, the men, and the stranger’s voice cutting through it all.

Somewhere beyond the Library’s walls, the City of Lights shimmered with false peace. But beneath its golden streets, something else moved—something dark, vast, and awake.

And Meira, trembling before the kitchen fire, realized she had brushed against it.

She was no longer simply a librarian’s apprentice.

She had crossed into something far deeper.





Chapter Seven: The Keeper’s Secrets

The warmth of the Library kitchens wrapped around Meira, thick with the scent of bread and herbs, but it could not thaw the chill in her bones. Her hands shook as she held the steaming cup Erma pressed into them.

“Sit, child,” Erma said, her voice calm, steady. Around her neck, a scarlet ribbon gleamed in the firelight, its ends disappearing into her robe as though it held something hidden close.

Meira sat, but her spine remained rigid. Her voice broke sharp into the silence. “Who was that man? Why did he save me? And why did those people in the Shadows look at me as though I—belonged to them?”

Erma lowered herself into the chair opposite, folding her hands. Her eyes, pale and deep, did not flinch. “That man is Conall. He is both more—and less—than he appears. He has been watching you far longer than you know.”

“That’s not an answer,” Meira shot back, her breath quick. “I don’t need half-truths. I need the whole of it. What’s going on?”

For a long time, Erma was silent. The only sound was the pop of the fire, the faint hiss of the kettle. Then she said, almost in a whisper:

“I am Keeper of the Library, yes. But that is not the whole of my oath. I am also the Keeper of Truth.”

The words struck Meira like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples through everything she thought she knew.

“Truth?” she echoed. “You mean the room—the one behind the iron door?”

Erma’s gaze sharpened, and for the first time Meira felt the full weight of her authority. “Not a word of that place outside these walls. Do you understand me?”

Meira nodded, though her heart thundered.

“Truth is a group of people who are fighting to bring true light to the Cities. Conall is also part of this group. He was once a soldier for Apollyon but an unfortunate 



Erma rose, the scarlet ribbon trembling faintly against her throat. “You are owed a glimpse of what I guard. But once you step across that threshold, you cannot go back to ignorance. Every question you have asked will lead to more. And some answers will wound more than silence.”

Meira swallowed hard. “Show me.”

Erma studied her for a long moment, then turned toward the darkened corridor. “Bring the lantern.”


---

They passed through the kitchens, into the stone belly of the Library where few but Erma ever walked. The air cooled, the walls damp with the breath of the sea. Steps spiraled downward, each echo swallowed in the dark.

Meira clutched the lantern, its light shaking with her hands. “How long have you kept this?”

“Longer than you have been alive,” Erma said. Her voice softened. “And longer than your mother lived.”

Meira’s chest tightened. “My mother—”

Erma stopped on the stairs. For a long breath, she said nothing. Then, her words came heavy, solemn.

“Her name was Anayah. She was the brightest of us—studied the Chronicle at my side, tended its pages when my hands grew weary. She believed knowledge could heal divisions before they grew. And she believed in Apollyon.”

The name struck Meira like a blade. Her breath faltered. “What?”

Erma’s gaze did not waver. “She married him, child. When he was still a man of the Council, before his hunger for power consumed him. You are their daughter.”

The lantern nearly slipped from Meira’s grasp. Her heart hammered against her ribs, every vein in her body running cold. “No… no, that’s not possible. He—he left me. He—”

“He abandoned you when Anayah died bringing you into this world,” Erma said, her voice edged with steel. “That same night, he seized control of the Council. He turned grief into fury, and fury into lies. He told the City your mother had been poisoned by Shadow hands. The Council split, and the Cities with it.”

Meira staggered back a step, bile rising in her throat. Her hands clenched around the lantern’s handle.

“And you never told me?” Her voice cracked, raw and furious. “You let me grow up not knowing who I was? Not knowing that he—”

Erma reached for her, but Meira pulled away.

“It was to keep you safe,” Erma said firmly. “Apollyon would have used you, paraded you as his heir—or destroyed you outright if he feared what you might become. That is why I taught you to lower your gaze, to hide yourself. You have Anayah’s eyes, child. Anyone who looked too closely would have seen her in you.”

Meira’s anger burned hot and trembling. “So all my life, I’ve been nothing but a secret.”

“No,” Erma whispered. “You have been a hope.”

Meira turned her face away, jaw tight, chest heaving. Silence pressed heavy between them, broken only by the hiss of the lantern’s flame.

At last, Erma straightened, the scarlet ribbon gleaming in the lanternlight. “Come,” she said, her voice carrying the quiet finality of command. “There is more.”


---

At the base of the stair, the tunnel stretched, lined with shelves of stone rather than wood. The air tasted of iron. Ahead loomed the door—massive, iron-banded, the word TRUTH etched into the bronze plaque above it.

Meira froze. The door radiated presence, as though it were not a thing but a sentinel, watching.

Slowly, Erma lifted her hands to the ribbon around her throat. With care, she drew it free from the folds of her robe, revealing what it bore: a bronze key, its teeth jagged like lightning, dangling from the scarlet thread.

She pressed it into the lock. The tumblers groaned. The iron door yielded with a sigh, like something long asleep roused from slumber.

Inside, the chamber glowed faintly, lit not by flame but by a pale light that seemed to breathe from the very walls. Shelves stretched upward, not with scrolls but fragments—stone tablets, shards of pottery, relics older than the City itself.

And on a pedestal in the center rested a single book.

Its cover was black velvet, worn but intact. Around it wound a ribbon of scarlet, gleaming as though freshly dyed.

Meira’s breath caught. The closer she stepped, the more the air seemed to shift. The ribbon stirred, though no hand touched it, and the book exhaled a faint whisper—as though it were not an object but a living thing, breathing in rhythm with her own heart.

She froze. The sound was soft, almost too faint to be real, yet it brushed against her like fire against paper.

The Chronicle.

The word seemed to pulse in the air, not spoken but felt, as though the book itself were calling its own name.

Her chest tightened. “It feels… alive.”

Erma’s voice was low, reverent. “Because it is. This is the Chronicle of Truth. The first record, written when the Cities were still one. It holds their memory, their bond, and the key to uniting them again. To some, it is only a book. To others, it is the very heartbeat of our world.”

Meira reached out, trembling. The ribbon shimmered, its light bending toward her fingers.

“Your mother understood its power,” Erma said softly. “It was why Apollyon desired her. He thought marriage would bring him close to the Chronicle. But Anayah chose to guard it instead. When she died, he believed his path to the book had died with her.”

Meira’s stomach twisted. “But he still looks for it.”

Erma nodded. “Always. Power feeds on hunger, and Apollyon’s hunger is endless. He believes if he holds the Chronicle, he will not only rule the Cities, but bind all things to his will. The Chronicle does not simply record truth, child—it shapes it. To possess it is to possess the power to change what is, and what will be.”

The words stole the breath from Meira’s chest. Her hand hovered just above the scarlet ribbon. For a heartbeat, the book pulsed, as though waiting.

“Stop.” Erma’s voice cracked sharp through the chamber. “The Chronicle chooses when it is read. And who is worthy.”

Meira pulled her hand back, trembling. Anger and awe warred inside her, tangled with the terror of what she had just learned.

“And if it chose me?” she whispered.

Erma’s eyes softened, though her voice carried sorrow. “Then the Cities will never be the same again.”

For a moment, silence held. Then, as if stirred by breath unseen, the scarlet ribbon around the Chronicle trembled. One end unfurled, drifting toward Meira like a living thread, as though the book itself were reaching for her hand.

Meira froze, heart pounding, every part of her torn between recoiling in fear and stepping forward to claim it.

The ribbon quivered once more, then stilled.

But the air did not. It thrummed, alive, as though the Chronicle had already recognized her.



PART TWO


Chapter Eight: Sentinel in the Shadows

The Library seemed different after that night.

Every shelf, every stone, every flicker of lamplight felt alive, as if the Chronicle’s breath lingered in the walls. Meira could not walk the corridors without wondering who knew, who watched, who might be whispering her name. Sometimes she caught herself quickening her pace at the sound of a footstep, or turning too sharply at a shadow.

She had not told Joran everything—she couldn’t. But secrets weighed heavy, and her friend was too keen-eyed to miss the change in her.

“Still thinking about the gala, aren’t you?” Joran’s voice broke her thoughts as he leaned across the long oak table, scattering a pile of ledgers like they weighed nothing. His grin was crooked, but his gaze searched her face with sharper intent.

Meira adjusted the quill in her hand, though she had long since stopped writing. “What makes you think that?”

“Because you’ve been quieter than a shut book ever since,” he said. “And I’ve been hearing things. Whispers about Apollyon—about how he lingered too long at the High Hall, about how his eyes kept tracking the crowd. Some say he was hunting for something. Or someone.”

Meira’s fingers tightened on the quill.

Joran’s grin faded. “If half the rumors are true, you’d better be careful.”

“Careful of what?”

“Of being seen,” Joran said simply. “The City isn’t as safe as it looks, and neither is this Library.”

The words lingered long after Joran left, pressing against her thoughts like stones she couldn’t set down.


It was on the seventh night that she felt it again—the weight of someone’s eyes.

The corridor stretched long and dim, the lamps burning low as she carried her stack of copied texts toward the scriptorium. The hush of parchment and ink had always steadied her, but tonight the silence felt too thick.

At the far end of the hall, something shifted.

Meira froze.

The shadow detached itself from the wall—tall, broad-shouldered, wrapped in a cloak dark as midnight. For a moment he stayed still, letting her nerves twist. Then he stepped into the lamplight.

“Conall,” Meira breathed. 

“You remember my name,” he said quietly.

Meira’s heart jumped, but her voice came out clear. “You saved me. Why?”

Conall’s mouth tugged at the corner, as if her bluntness amused him. “Direct. That’s good. Saves time.” He stopped a few paces away, folding his arms across his chest. “The answer’s simple. You weren’t meant to be wandering unguarded.”

“Erma told me you’ve been watching me,” Meira said, squaring her shoulders. “Protecting me.”

He gave a small nod. “Not always at your side. But near enough.”

She blinked at him, uncertain whether to feel safer or more unnerved. “So what are you to me, then? Some… shadow Erma set on me?”

Conall chuckled, low and brief. “That’s one way of putting it.” His tone softened just a little. “I am sworn to Erma. To the Chronicle. Which means, like it or not, sworn to you. It’s not personal.”

Meira narrowed her eyes. “Not personal? You nearly got torn apart in the Shadows because of me.”

Conall shrugged, as though the memory of blades and snarling voices meant nothing. “I’ve had worse nights.”

Her frown deepened. “Worse nights? What could be worse than that?”

He leaned back against the library’s stone pillar, arms crossing over his chest. For a moment, he seemed to weigh her question as one might weigh a weapon—testing whether it was worth unsheathing. His gaze drifted past her, settling on nothing, a soldier’s eyes turned inward.

“You don’t walk away from battle without earning a few scars,” he said finally. “Some on the skin. Some deeper.”

Meira hesitated, then pressed. “You were a soldier, weren’t you?”

The line of his jaw hardened, and the light caught on the thin scar beneath his ear she hadn’t noticed before. “Once.”

“What kind of soldier?”

“The kind who follows orders.” The words came clipped, sharp enough to cut.

But then, after a silence stretched taut, he went on—lower, as if the memory itself could hear him.

“I marched under Apollyon before he was called that. When he was still councilor-general, still pretending to serve the City. My unit was ordered to cross the river one night, into the Shadow quarter. He told us it was to put down a rebellion. Said they were traitors plotting against the Council.”

His mouth thinned, voice tightening. “But when we kicked down the doors, it wasn’t soldiers we found. It was a family. Children. We were told to make an example. Some followed the order. I didn’t.”

Meira’s breath caught. “So you left.”

“I finished my term,” Conall said bitterly. “Because that was the law. I gave them every day I owed, but not one more. When it was done, I walked away and never looked back.”

His gaze flicked to her then, hard as flint. “That was the night Apollyon stopped being a man to me. He became something else. Something that devours whatever it touches.”

Meira’s stomach churned. She had thought her hatred of Apollyon complete, but hearing the quiet rage in Conall’s voice made it twist sharper.

She forced herself to ask, her voice low. “But why? Why is he so set against the Shadow City? What about them threatens him so much?”

Conall’s eyes darkened, a shadow flickering across his face. “Because he was told something he couldn’t bear to hear. A seer once whispered that one greater than him would rise from the Shadows. Stronger. Brighter. That his reign would not last.”

Meira’s heart stumbled. “Greater than him…”

“Apollyon doesn’t share thrones,” Conall said flatly. “He fears anything that might eclipse him. And fear, in men like him, always turns to violence. That’s why he wages war in whispers, why he burns bridges and poisons truth. He believes if he crushes the Shadows, he can crush prophecy itself.”

Meira shivered, Erma’s words echoing in her memory: The Chronicle does not simply record truth, child—it shapes it.

Now Conall’s voice carried the same weight. Prophecy. Power. The Shadows. Somehow, she felt herself pulled into the center of it all, though she had no idea why.

Her curiosity pricked sharper than her caution. “You knew my mother, didn’t you?”

The faint smile tugging at Conall’s mouth stilled. He tilted his head slightly, as if measuring how much to give away. “I did. But don’t make it sound like some great secret. I was a boy then—smaller, quieter, not nearly as impressive.”

That startled a laugh out of her before she could stop it. “You?”

“Hard to imagine, I know,” Conall said, deadpan. Then his voice softened. “But yes. I remember her. She laughed often. Walked like she was never afraid of anything. I didn’t understand the weight she carried, but even as a child I could tell she was… more.”

Meira swallowed hard, blinking fast. “And then she died.”

He nodded once, solemn but not heavy-handed. “Too soon. But Erma never let the loss break her. She just grew sharper. Fiercer. When I came of age, she told me where to stand and who to watch. That’s how I became the shadow at your heels.”

Meira stared at him. “So you protect me because Erma told you to.”

Conall’s eyes held hers. “No. Because I saw your mother once. And because, whether you realize it yet or not, I see her still—in you.”

Her breath caught, but before she could answer, he shifted back a step, the edges of humor creeping in again. “But don’t think that means I’ll let you do anything foolish. I’m your protector, not your accomplice.”

Despite herself, Meira’s lips curved. “You don’t get to decide that.”

His grin was quick, fleeting. “We’ll see.” Then his eyes narrowed just slightly, calculating. “You want your gold bracelet back? Meet me at the East Gate tonight.”

The silence that followed no longer pressed like a weight. It felt instead like a thread tying them together—thin, but real.

For the first time, Meira didn’t feel like she was fumbling alone in the dark. Someone else was there. Someone who had seen the past, and believed she might have a future.





Chapter Nine: The First Encounter

The East Gate loomed above her, pale stone catching the last traces of moonlight. The streets here were quieter than the market, but not silent. A cart rattled over cobblestones somewhere in the dark, and a dog barked once, sharp and hollow.

Meira hugged her satchel close, every sound sharpening her nerves. Twice she almost turned back, but the echo of Conall’s voice held her steady: You want your gold bracelet back? Meet me at the East Gate tonight. That, and the simple truth that the bracelet was the only thing she had of her mother.

“You’re punctual.”

She spun. Conall stood in the shadow of the wall as though he had been carved from it, arms crossed, eyes faintly amused.

“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” Meira admitted, trying to summon calm though her voice betrayed the tremor beneath it.

“You’re not the only one,” he said, pushing away from the stone. His gaze flicked past her shoulder, sharp and measuring. “We’re not alone.”

A shadow slipped free of the alley. Slim, long-limbed, with cropped blonde hair that caught the faint glow of lanternlight. Her eyes were a startling, icy blue—sharp and watchful, as though they missed nothing.

Meira stiffened, her breath catching. Recognition struck like a spark. “You!”

The girl grinned, all sharp edges and mischief. “Hello, scribe.”

Meira’s voice rose before she could stop it. “You’re the one who stole from me!” Her hands shot to her wrist, phantom weight aching where the bracelet used to be. “Give it back!”

The girl balanced easily on the balls of her feet, utterly unbothered by the accusation. “If I gave it back right away, what fun would that be?”

“You think this is a game?” Meira’s voice shook with anger.

“Everything’s a game,” the girl replied with a sly tilt of her head. “The difference is knowing how to play.”

“Enough,” Conall cut in, his tone like iron. He gestured between them. “Meira—this is Tamar.”

The name landed with a weight Meira didn’t understand. Tamar dipped into a mocking half-bow, short hair falling across her forehead. “At your service. Sort of.”

Meira glared. “Why should I trust you?”

“You shouldn’t,” Tamar said cheerfully. “Not yet. That’s the point. Trust has to be tested. And so do you.”

Meira’s breath caught. “Tested? For what?”

“For whether you belong outside your walls of parchment and ink,” Tamar said softly, her grin fading into something sharper. “For whether you belong with us.”

Conall’s voice was steady, though his jaw was tight. “Tonight isn’t about answers. It’s about whether you can keep up.”

Meira glanced between them, her pulse hammering. One part of her screamed to turn back, to cling to the safety of the Library’s quiet halls. But the other—the louder, fiercer part—burned with the need to know. About her bracelet. About the Chronicle. About her mother.

Her chin lifted. “Then show me.”

Tamar’s grin returned, quick and bright. She rocked back on her heels as though the words had pleased her, then spun lightly on her toes. “Good. That’s the spirit.” She tilted her head toward the alley, eyes glinting. “Now—let’s play.”

And without another word, she slipped into the shadows, daring Meira to follow.

They wound their way through narrow alleys, the houses pressing in, darkened windows crowding close like watchful eyes. Tamar moved ahead with effortless grace, barely disturbing the ground beneath her feet. She paused at the base of a stone wall, glanced back over her shoulder, and then—without a sound—she leapt, catching the edge of a roof and pulling herself up in one fluid motion.

Meira froze, jaw slack. “You expect me to do that?”

“Unless you want to watch from below,” Tamar called down, her voice teasing but with a hint of encouragement.

Conall stepped closer, his hand firm on Meira’s elbow. “One step at a time,” he murmured. “Don’t think about falling. Just climb.”

Meira swallowed hard, her palms slick with sweat. She planted her feet against the rough stones and hauled herself upward. Her fingers scraped the cold surface, a jolt of pain shooting through her. For a heartbeat she dangled, suspended between fear and momentum, until Tamar’s hand shot down, strong and steady, gripping hers and pulling her the last stretch onto the roof.

She collapsed onto the tiles, chest heaving. Tamar leaned close, eyes sparkling with mischief. “Not bad,” she said, voice light. “You’ve got spirit, scribe.”

Meira brushed dust from her skirts, glaring at her with a mixture of frustration and awe. “I nearly broke my neck.”

“But you didn’t,” Tamar replied, grinning. “That’s the point. Now keep up.”

Conall chuckled under his breath, shaking his head, but his eyes betrayed a hint of pride. “She’s tougher than she looks,” he muttered.

Meira glared at him in return. “I am tougher than I look.”

“Clearly,” Tamar said, hopping lightly onto her feet and motioning forward. “Come on, the night won’t wait.”

The tiles beneath Meira’s feet were uneven, slick with dew, and she fought the urge to grip every ledge and gutter. Tamar moved ahead like she was part of the night itself, silent and sure, shadow merging with shadow.

“Careful,” Conall murmured from just behind her. “One misstep and it’s a long fall.”

“I am being careful!” Meira snapped, though her voice trembled. Her pulse pounded in her ears, loud enough she was sure Tamar could hear it.

“Sure you are,” Tamar called back without looking, a grin in her voice. “Just don’t trip on your own feet. You’ll slow us down.”

Meira clenched her jaw and focused on the next roof. She jumped, barely reaching the edge, scraping a hand along the tiles. For a moment, her stomach lurched, and she had to clutch the roof with both hands to steady herself.

Conall reached out without touching her, voice calm. “Don’t rush it. One step, one jump at a time. Eyes forward, not down.”

Meira’s gaze followed Tamar, noting the rhythm and flow of her movements, trying to mirror it. Slowly, she found her stride, leaping from roof to roof, heart racing but exhilarated. The wind caught her hair, tugged at her skirts, and for the first time she felt alive in a way the library’s quiet halls had never offered.

Tamar paused at a chimney, perched like a cat. “Not bad, scribe,” she said again, but this time there was something almost approving in her tone. “You might actually survive the night.”

Meira blinked at her, breath coming in ragged bursts. “Might? That’s… encouraging.”

Conall let out a low laugh, but it didn’t reach his eyes, which were scanning the streets below. “Eyes open. We’re not just racing for fun. Watch the streets, watch the shadows. Not everything in the dark is empty.”

Meira swallowed, suddenly aware of how quiet the city had become. The distant hum of lamps and carts was muffled here above the rooftops, leaving only the occasional clink of metal or a hushed murmur from below. It was both eerie and thrilling.

Tamar turned her head briefly, a smirk tugging at her lips. “Keep up, scribe. Adventure waits for no one.”

Conall crouched behind the roofline, motioning for quiet, while Tamar stayed close, her eyes scanning the street below.

Two merchants, leaning against a stall that had long since closed, whispered to each other, voices low but urgent.

“Did you hear? Apollyon’s at it again,” one said, tugging nervously at his coat. “Takes another shipload of spice and leaves half the city starving.”

The other merchant shook his head, worry etched in the lines of his face. “It’s more than that. They say he’s buying loyalty from the Council, buying silence from the guards. The man wants everything. The city, the wealth… even the people. He’s not content with power—he wants to own the story.”

Meira stiffened. The words hit harder than any sword could. Own the story… Could that be why the Chronicle mattered so much? Her pulse jumped as she remembered Erma’s warnings.

The first merchant spat into the gutter. “And he won’t stop. Not until every scrap of trade, every coin in the market, every secret—he’s got them in his pocket. You mark my words, the City of Lights will bend entirely to him if no one stands in his way.”

The second merchant nodded grimly. “Better to whisper than to be seen talking too loud. He’s got eyes everywhere.”

Their footsteps faded, leaving a tense silence.

Tamar’s blue eyes sparkled in the moonlight. “See, scribe? Power isn’t just swords and guards. It’s whispers, coins, favors. And Apollyon… he’s got it all.”

Meira swallowed hard, heart hammering. “And you expect me to just ignore all that?”

Tamar’s grin was quick, sharp. “Not ignore. Outmaneuver. That’s the trick.”

Conall’s voice cut in, low and firm. “If you want the truth, Meira, you’ll have to see it for yourself. Tonight is only the beginning.”

Tamar shot a quick glance at Meira. “Eyes sharp, scribe. Don’t let the night swallow you.”

Meira’s hands clenched the strap of her satchel as they moved, one careful step after another, from rooftop to rooftop. The city below slept uneasily, lamps flickering like hesitant stars. Her pulse thrummed in rhythm with the clatter of loose tiles beneath Tamar’s nimble boots.

“You’re slower than I expected,” Tamar teased over her shoulder. “You’re going to have to keep up if you want to survive out here.”

“I’m trying!” Meira snapped, breath catching. Her skirts brushed against the roof’s edge, and for a heartbeat she feared a misstep would send her tumbling into the alley below.

Conall followed silently, his presence steady and reassuring. “One step at a time,” he murmured, as if reading her thoughts. “Keep your focus, not your fear.”

Minutes later, they slipped through a narrow passage between two crumbling buildings, landing quietly on a shadowed balcony that overlooked the library courtyard. Tamar dropped to her feet with a flourish, turning to Meira with a grin.

“See? Nothing to it.”

Meira’s knees shook. “Nothing to it? My heart is going to explode.”

Conall’s jaw twitched in the faintest smirk. “You did well.”

Tamar held out her hand. “And as promised…” Her fingers curled around the delicate gold bracelet that had once felt lost forever. She handed it to Meira with a flourish. “Back where it belongs. Though you’ll have to earn it next time.”

Tamar’s grin turned sly, catching the lantern’s fading light. “Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “Consider it part of your first lesson. Survive the night, and the bracelet stays.”

Before Meira could answer, the thief had already stepped backward, melting into the shadows as if the darkness itself had claimed her. A whisper of motion, a glint of pale hair—and she was gone.

For a long moment, Meira stared after her, the bracelet cool against her wrist, the faint scent of rain and stone hanging in the air.

Conall’s voice broke the silence, low and steady. “She’s quick, but don’t let her fool you. Tamar rarely does anything without a reason.”

Meira’s fingers traced the bracelet’s edge. “I gathered that.”

He gave a brief nod, then turned toward the dimly lit street. “Come on. It’s late.”

They moved through the sleeping city in silence, the night wind tugging at their cloaks, lanterns guttering in doorways. By the time the familiar walls of the Library came into view, the pulse in Meira’s veins had steadied—but only just.

Inside, the hush of parchment and ink greeted them like an old friend. Conall barred the door behind them, his expression unreadable.

Meira looked down at the bracelet, its golden curve catching the flicker of lamplight. It no longer felt like just an heirloom—it pulsed faintly, as though it had a heartbeat of its own.

She closed her fingers around it and whispered, half to herself, “I’m not the same anymore, am I?”

Conall’s gaze met hers, something like understanding glinting behind it. “No,” he said quietly. “And you shouldn’t be.”



Chapter Ten: Shadows and Lessons

Inside, the Library smelled of old parchment and damp stone, but Meira hardly noticed. She followed Conall through the spiraling stairwell that led to a section few dared enter. Their footsteps echoed against the stone, each step a muted drum in the quiet.

“You’ve been thinking too much,” Conall said suddenly, his tone flat—more an observation than advice.

“I—” Meira hesitated. “I can’t stop thinking about the Chronicle. About what Erma showed me. About… everything. About him.”

“Him?” Conall raised a brow. “Apollyon. You mean the man who abandoned you before you even knew his face?”

Meira’s jaw tightened. “I can’t stop wondering why he cares about the Chronicle. Why does it matter so much?”

Conall let out a low sigh, leaning against the wall. “It matters because it’s the source. The Chronicle holds knowledge older than either city, written by the first Keepers—a record of truth no ruler should ever possess alone. And Apollyon? He believes power is something that can be owned. The Chronicle doesn’t just record history—it shapes how people remember it. Whoever controls it can control belief itself.”

Meira’s hands clenched in her lap. “So that’s why he married my mother?”

Conall’s gaze darkened. “Anayah—your mother—was brilliant, fearless, one of the few who understood the book’s burden. Apollyon wanted what she guarded. When she died bringing you into this world, he thought his path to the Chronicle had died with her. That’s why he left you—and why he still hunts for it.”

Meira’s chest tightened. “And the prophecy?” she asked, her voice trembling.

Conall’s eyes softened slightly. “It speaks of the Pure One — a child born of both light and blood. One who will restore what was divided and bring unity to the Cities. The Chronicle, and the order that protects it—Truth—exist to keep that legacy alive until the time comes. Erma believes that time may be now.”

He paused, watching her face. “And that you might be the one it speaks of.”

Meira’s breath caught. “Me? But… I’m not anyone special.”

Conall’s expression didn’t waver. “You are, even if you don’t see it yet. You question what others accept. You notice what the Council hides. You feel the wrongs most people have learned to ignore. That’s why Erma trusts you. Why did she bring you into this at all?”

Meira’s hands tightened into fists. “Trust me? She’s lied to me. My whole life. About my mother. About Apollyon. About what I am. How is that trust?”

“Because those secrets could have killed you,” Conall said quietly. “Apollyon has eyes everywhere. If he’d known who you were before you were ready…” He paused, jaw tightening. “He would have done what he’s always done to threats.”

“That’s not your choice to make!” Meira’s voice rose, sharp enough to echo through the shelves. “Not Erma’s, not yours. You talk about truth, but all I’ve had are riddles and half-answers. You decided what I should know, what I should be. You talk about prophecies like I’m supposed to fit into one, but I’m not some symbol. I’m me.”

Conall didn’t flinch. “And who is that, Meira? Who are you if not the one the Chronicle calls to?”

“I don’t know!” she snapped. “Because no one ever gave me the chance to find out.”

Silence stretched between them. The lamplight wavered, shadows shifting over Conall’s face — softening the edges of his usual composure. Something unspoken moved between them, something neither quite trusted nor could look away from.

Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. His gaze held hers, steady, unreadable — and yet there was something in it that made the air between them hum. For the first time, she realized how close he was. How his voice, when it dropped, carried warmth beneath the roughness.

“Then find out,” he said at last, quiet but certain. “No one’s stopping you.”

Meira swallowed, her anger cooling into something else she couldn’t name. “You say that like it’s simple.”

“It isn’t,” Conall said. His mouth curved faintly, a trace of a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “But you’ll figure it out. You’ve got her fire.”

“Whose?”

“Your mother’s.”

The words lingered like smoke. Meira didn’t look away this time — and for a heartbeat, the space between them seemed to narrow, heavy with the weight of everything neither of them said.

A soft voice broke through the stillness.

“Meira.”

Erma stood in the doorway, her expression calm but her eyes sharp with meaning.

Conall straightened immediately, his jaw set. Meira felt the warmth in her chest flicker out, replaced by the familiar pull of guilt and uncertainty.

Erma’s gaze shifted between them. “Come,” she said quietly. “There is something you must see.”

Her tone left no room for questions. She turned, her steps sure and quiet as she moved toward the lower corridors. Meira hesitated only a moment before following. Conall came last, his boots soundless on the stone.

They descended deep into the Library’s belly, where the air grew colder and the walls slick with sea mist. The familiar spiral stairs gave way to the long corridor of carved stone, lit only by the single lantern Erma carried.

When they reached the iron-banded door, Meira froze. She had stood here before — felt the hum beneath her skin, the weight of what waited beyond. But tonight… Something was different.

Erma stopped before the door. The key — still strung on the scarlet ribbon at her throat — glinted as she drew it free. She turned it slowly in the lock.

The sound echoed through the hall like thunder underwater.

When the door opened, a pulse of faint light spilled out, washing the stone in gold and red.

The Chronicle chamber was not as still as Meira remembered. The air was alive, stirring the edges of parchment and fabric. The book on the pedestal no longer lay sealed — the scarlet ribbon had unwound, trailing across the stone like a living thing.

The pages were open.

Meira felt the pull immediately — not sight or sound, but presence. The light from the pages was not constant but breathing, as though the Chronicle itself drew breath. The air thrummed with quiet energy, deep and rhythmic, like the pulse of the sea.

“What… happened?” she whispered.

Erma’s voice came low, threaded with awe and unease. “I do not know. No one but the Keeper has ever opened it without a summons. Not in all my years.”

Conall stepped forward warily, his hand instinctively near the hilt of his blade. “It shouldn’t be open. You said—”

“I know what I said,” Erma cut him off gently. “The Chronicle chooses. And it has been chosen now.”

Meira stared at the glowing pages. Words shimmered faintly across the parchment — not written in ink, but in light, twisting and rearranging as though they were alive. Her hand trembled at her side. “It’s… calling.”

Erma turned to her, eyes soft but fierce. “Then listen, child. Whatever the Chronicle wishes to show, it is meant for you.”

Conall’s brow furrowed. “Erma—”

“She must see,” Erma said, her tone like iron. “The Chronicle does not awaken without reason.”

The lantern flame guttered. Shadows shifted, and for a heartbeat, Meira thought she saw shapes move within the light of the pages — two cities, bound by a bridge of fire. A figure standing between them, haloed in scarlet.

Her pulse matched the book’s rhythm — one breath, one heartbeat, one truth.

“Go on,” Erma whispered. “Touch the page.”

Meira stepped forward, the glow deepening around her. The moment her fingertips brushed the paper, the light surged, swallowing the room in a flare of gold and crimson.

The moment Meira’s fingertips brushed the page, the air thickened. The ink on the Chronicle rippled like water — and the world fell away.

She stood on a vast plain of stone. The sky above her churned with clouds, streaked red and silver as though torn between light and shadow. Wind howled through ruins that might once have been towers — jagged remnants of both Cities, their banners tattered, their bridges gone.

A bell tolled somewhere far away.

This is what will come, a voice whispered — not Erma’s, not Conall’s, but something older. Unless the bond is restored.

Before Meira, figures moved through the mist — soldiers in fractured armor, faces hidden behind mirrored masks. The insignia of Apollyon’s line glowed faintly on their chests. They marched across the barren land where the bridge once stood, their weapons trailing fire.

Above them, the sky split open.
From the rift, light poured out — searing, cold, merciless.

And in its center stood a throne.

Apollyon sat upon it, ageless, cloaked in gold and shadow. His eyes burned like twin suns, and around his neck hung a shard of scarlet — a broken piece of the Chronicle’s seal.

Behind him, the cities burned. The sea itself had turned to ash.

Then — a flicker.
A single figure stood at the edge of the destruction. Small against the storm.

Meira felt her breath catch.
It was her.

Her hair whipped in the wind, her eyes bright with something fierce and unbroken. In her hands, the Chronicle blazed — not as a book, but as a living flame. The scarlet ribbon had become a line of fire that reached between her and the two ruined cities, pulsing like a heartbeat.

As she raised the book, the light spread — slow, unstoppable. It touched the towers, the sea, the throne. The flame of unity burned through gold and shadow alike.

Apollyon rose, his face twisting in fury and something like fear. “You cannot undo what I have made!”

Meira’s echoing voice — her own voice — answered:
I was made to.

The light surged forward — and the vision shattered.

Meira gasped, stumbling back. Conall caught her just before she hit the ground. The Chronicle lay open still, the ribbon curled tightly around the spine as though hiding its own secret.

“What did you see?” Erma’s voice was low, careful.

Meira stared at the book, trembling. “The Cities — burning. Him on a throne. But then… me. I was—” She swallowed hard. “I was holding this book, and everything was on fire. But it wasn’t destruction. It felt like—like choice.”

Erma’s expression tightened, though her eyes softened with something almost like pride.
“Then the Chronicle has chosen to show you what could be.”

Conall looked between them, uneasy. “Could be? Or will be?”

“That depends,” Erma said quietly. “On whether Meira accepts what she is.”

The silence that followed was deep and living, broken only by the faint whisper of pages shifting in a wind that wasn’t there.

Outside, the bells began to toll again — this time closer.

The future had already begun.






---

Chapter 11: Beginning of the End

By morning, the visions of the Chronicle had not faded. They clung to Meira’s thoughts like smoke — impossible to brush away.

She found herself in the courtyard behind the Library, where the stones still held the night’s chill and the air smelled faintly of salt and metal. The weak light of dawn spilled through the arches, pale and uncertain.

Meira stood at the center, breath misting, wrapped in the borrowed training leathers Conall had tossed her before dawn. The straps were too big, the boots too stiff. She looked and felt like a child playing at soldier.

Conall, of course, looked like he’d been born for it — calm, balanced, every movement deliberate.
He circled her now, wooden blade in hand.

“You’re holding it wrong,” he said.

Meira scowled and adjusted her grip. “I’m holding it the way you showed me.”

“I showed you how to not drop it. That’s not the same as being ready to fight.”

He moved behind her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath as he adjusted her stance. “Here. Shoulders relaxed. Weight forward. Don’t think about strength — think about balance.”

She did as he said, though her heart thudded louder than it should have.
The air still felt charged, as if some whisper from the Chronicle had followed her into the light.

“Good,” he murmured. “Now — defend yourself.”

He struck.

The wooden blades cracked together. Meira stumbled back, barely keeping her footing. Her palms burned.

Conall didn’t stop. Another strike. Then another. Each one faster, sharper, until frustration boiled up inside her.

“Stop!” she snapped, blocking one blow, then missing the next. “You said you’d teach me, not break my arms!”

“This is teaching,” he said evenly. “You want to survive beyond these walls? You’ll need more than words and curiosity.”

“I survived the Shadows!”

“Barely.”

That stung — because it was true.

They stood facing each other, breathing hard. Then, to her surprise, Conall’s tone softened.
“You’re strong, Meira. But strength means nothing if you don’t know when to use it.”

He lowered his blade, gesturing for her to try again. “This time, use your instincts. Stop thinking about what I’d do — or what Erma would expect. Just move.”

Meira swallowed, pulse quickening. Every strike, every stumble made her wonder whose strength ran in her blood — her mother’s courage or her father’s hunger.

Conall raised his blade. “Ready?”

This time, when he swung, she didn’t think.

She moved.

She exhaled, reset her stance, and waited.
The next time he swung, she didn’t think. She ducked low, pivoted, and caught his wrist with her free hand. The movement surprised them both — especially when she used his momentum to knock him off balance.

He hit the ground with a grunt. For a heartbeat, silence hung between them — then Meira laughed, breathless and disbelieving.

“You cheated,” Conall said, half-grinning as he propped himself up on an elbow.

“You told me to move,” she shot back, trying and failing to hide her grin.

“And you took that personally,” he said, retrieving his weapon and rising. “Remind me never to underestimate you again.”

They stood in the middle of the courtyard, the echo of their last clash still ringing between the stone walls. The morning mist had begun to lift, and faint shafts of gold light spilled through the arches. Conall dusted off his hands, smirking. “Not bad for your first morning.”

Meira wiped sweat from her brow, her pulse finally slowing. “You nearly took my head off.”

“That’s the point,” he said. “If you can block me, you can block anyone.”

“Except you,” she muttered.

He gave a short laugh. “Give it time.”

The breeze picked up, cool and sharp, carrying the distant toll of the harbor bells. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Meira leaned on her wooden blade, feeling the ache in her arms but also — strangely — satisfaction.

“Do you ever stop training?” she asked.

Conall tilted his head, thinking. “When I forget why I started.”

She frowned. “And why did you?”

His answer came quietly. “To protect what’s left of the good in this city. To protect people who still believe it’s worth saving.”

Meira looked up at him. “You mean Erma.”

He hesitated — then met her eyes. “I meant you.”

The words landed heavier than either expected. Meira’s throat tightened, and she turned away, pretending to adjust her blade. Somewhere above, a gull cried — distant, lonely.

“You don’t have to protect me,” she said softly. “Not if it means losing yourself in the process.”

Conall’s smile was small, almost weary. “That’s not how it works. You’re part of this now. Whether you asked to be or not.”

Before she could answer, the sound of hurried footsteps broke through the quiet.
Tamar appeared at the archway, hair wind-tossed and eyes bright with urgency.

“There you are,” she said, striding forward. “Erma’s looking for both of you.”

Conall frowned. “Why?”

Tamar’s grin faltered. “Because something’s happening at the Council Hall. And you’ll want to see it for yourselves.”

The morning light sharpened, glinting off the stone, and Meira felt it again — that quiet pull beneath her ribs, the whisper of something vast and inevitable stirring awake.

Whatever the Chronicle had shown her, it was beginning.

And this time, there would be no turning back.



Chapter 12: Threads of Truth

Late morning sunlight spilled into the narrow streets of the City of Lights, glinting off polished cobblestones and gilded rooftops. Meira, Conall, and Tamar moved quickly, keeping to side alleys where the bustle of merchants and chatter of hawkers hid their presence.

Tamar’s short blonde hair caught the light, her blue eyes scanning every corner. “Stay alert,” she whispered. “Eyes open. Ears sharper.”

Meira adjusted the strap of her satchel, trying to steady the pulse fluttering in her throat. She had followed Tamar into dark places before, but today was different. Today, they weren’t sneaking through the Shadows — they were moving straight into the heart of the City itself.

“Why are we here?” Meira murmured.

“To see power up close,” Tamar replied. “And what fear looks like when it wears a crown.”

Up ahead, the street opened into the broad square before the Council Hall. The building rose like a blade of marble and glass, sunlight burning against its high golden crest. A crowd had gathered — merchants, workers, students — all pressing forward to see the man dragged up the steps in chains.

Guards flanked him, spears gleaming. His face was drawn, but his eyes burned with defiance.

At the top of the marble dais sat the Council in their tiered seats, robes heavy with gold embroidery. And at the center — cloaked in black and silver — stood Apollyon.

He did not need to speak for the crowd to fall silent. His presence alone commanded obedience.

“Look,” Tamar whispered. “He’s presiding himself.”

Conall’s jaw tightened. “Then this is no trial. It's a theater.”

Meira’s heart clenched. “Who is that man?”

“A merchant,” Tamar said. “One of ours. He diverted a shipment from the harbor to feed the lower wards.”

Meira’s stomach turned cold. “He’s being punished for helping people?”

Tamar nodded grimly. “That’s how Apollyon keeps the Lights bright — by snuffing out anyone who remembers the dark.”

A councilor’s voice rang out, harsh and practiced. “You are accused of diverting the Council’s goods. Speak your defense.”

The prisoner raised his chin, sweat glistening on his brow. “My defense?” he shouted. “That I fed you is forgotten! That I gave bread to the hungry children of the wards you won’t even name!”

A ripple of shock moved through the crowd. The councilor blanched — but before he could reply, Apollyon lifted his hand.

The square fell into instant silence.

His voice carried clear and cold across the plaza. “Mercy without order breeds chaos,” he said softly. “And chaos devours all.”

A few in the crowd nodded, fearful, obedient. But Meira felt something twist inside her — a slow, burning anger. The words echoed too closely to the ones she had read in the Chronicle: “Truth bends when spoken by those who fear its light.”

The prisoner’s voice cracked. “Then call me chaos, if that’s what feeds your starving!”

A guard struck him across the face. The sound cracked through the air.

Meira’s heart lurched. Without thinking, she stepped forward. “Stop!” Her voice rang, thin but sharp.

Every head turned.

Conall hissed under his breath, “Meira—”

But she stood her ground. “He’s not a criminal! He saved lives!”

Apollyon’s head tilted slightly, his pale eyes finding her in the crowd. For a heartbeat, something like curiosity flickered there — and then recognition.

“And who dares speak against my judgment?” he asked, descending a single step, the hem of his robe whispering across the stone.

Meira’s knees threatened to give, but her voice held steady. “I am Meira. And what you call crime is courage.”

The faintest curve touched his mouth — not warmth, but something colder. “Bold words,” he murmured, “from the daughter of Selene.”

Gasps rippled through the crowd like a wave. Tamar’s hand froze halfway to her dagger. Conall’s body shifted subtly, placing himself between Meira and the dais.

Meira’s throat tightened. “You knew.”

“I always know,” Apollyon said softly. “You have her eyes. I wondered how long you would hide them.”

Her heart hammered. “And you have her blood on your hands.”

The words struck like a thrown stone — clean and final. For an instant, the mask slipped; something raw and wounded passed through his gaze. Then it was gone, replaced by polished calm.

“Your mother believed in unity,” he said. “But unity without rule is ruin. She never understood that. Perhaps you will.”

.
“I understand enough,” Meira said, voice low but fierce. “You divided the Cities. You built walls where there were bridges. You call it peace, but it’s built on silence.”

A ripple went through the crowd—shock, disbelief, fear. Apollyon’s expression did not change, but the stillness that followed was more dangerous than any outburst.

Then, slowly, he descended one step toward her.

“Peace,” he said, the word curling from his lips like smoke, “is never built without sacrifice. Your mother understood that. Once.”

Meira’s breath caught. Once.

He studied her face, his gaze moving like a blade drawn across glass. “You have her eyes,” he murmured. “And her defiance. Both will destroy you if you’re not careful.”

His hand lifted—almost tenderly—but stopped just shy of her cheek. Then he smiled, all warmth stripped away.

“Take care, child. You are my blood, and that means this City will watch you more closely than ever before.”

He turned to the guards. “Release the prisoner. Let all see the mercy of their Council.”

The square erupted in murmurs. The guards hesitated, confused, before obeying. The shackled man collapsed to his knees as Apollyon pivoted back to the dais.

Meira stood frozen, her pulse a thunder in her ears. He had spared the prisoner not out of kindness—but to make her defiance meaningless. A demonstration of his power disguised as grace.

Apollyon glanced over his shoulder one last time. “Next time you raise your voice, Meira,” he said softly, “make sure it’s worth the echo.”

Then he strode away, robes cutting a path through the trembling silence.

Conall exhaled hard beside her. “That was the bravest—and most foolish—thing you’ve ever done.”

Tamar’s grin flashed, half pride, half disbelief. “I’d say she’s officially one of us now.”

Meira’s heart still thundered, but the fear that had once ruled her felt… thinner now. The Chronicle’s words echoed faintly in her mind:
Truth does not whisper—it demands to be heard.

As they melted back into the crowd, Meira looked once more toward the marble steps where Apollyon had stood.

For the first time, she thought she saw a crack in his perfection — a shadow behind the light.




Chapter Eleven: The Weight of Names

The Library’s doors closed behind them with a groan that echoed through Meira’s bones. The noise of the square—its whispers, its trembling awe—still clung to her like smoke.

She hadn’t realized how hard she was shaking until the warmth of the Library’s hearth hit her face.

Erma was waiting.

She stood in the center of the great hall, a ledger open on the table before her, but her eyes were not on the page. They fixed on Meira with the kind of still fury that could silence storms.

“Tell me,” Erma said quietly, “that you did not just speak to him in front of the entire Council Square.”

Meira swallowed, words snagging in her throat. “He—he spoke to me first.”

“That is not an answer.”

Conall winced. “In her defense, he left her little choice. The man announced her parentage before half the city.”

Erma’s gaze snapped to him. “And you let him?”

“I tried to stop it,” he said, a flash of guilt breaking through the steadiness in his voice. “He already knew who she was.”

Silence pressed in. The fire hissed in the grate.

Erma turned back to Meira, and for a moment her anger wavered—replaced by something older, heavier. “You cannot imagine what you’ve done, child. Apollyon has watched this city for twenty years with eyes that miss nothing. And now those eyes are fixed on you.”

Meira’s fists clenched. “I won’t hide forever. I won’t pretend I’m no one.”

Erma’s shoulders fell, the lines in her face deepening. “You are not no one, Meira. But you are not ready to be who you are either.”

The words stung more than any scolding.

Tamar leaned against the pillar, arms folded. “She handled herself better than half the Council would have. You should’ve seen it—stood right up to him, chin high, not a flicker of fear.”

“Fear,” Erma murmured, “is not the enemy. It’s what keeps the brave from becoming the foolish.”

Meira’s voice shook, but she didn’t back down. “You kept his name from me all my life. Did you think I wouldn’t find out?”

“I prayed you wouldn’t need to,” Erma said softly. “Your mother believed she could love him into gentleness. She was wrong. When she died, he turned her memory into a weapon. That is the man you spoke to today.”

The fire popped. Tamar’s smirk faded.

Meira drew a sharp breath. “Then what now? Do I just pretend none of this happened?”


Erma studied her for a long moment, then closed the ledger with a sound like a door sealing shut. “You’ve learned all I can teach you,” she said softly. “The rest… you must learn to hear.”

The firelight caught the scarlet ribbon at her throat, and for an instant it seemed to pulse, as if the very air around them held its breath.

Meira turned toward the shelves, her gaze drawn—not to Erma, nor to Conall lingering in the doorway—but to the passage that led below. The faintest tremor stirred the edges of her thoughts, a whisper threading through the stillness.

Meira…

She froze.

The word wasn’t sound, not truly—it brushed through her mind like a sigh against glass.

Again, quieter: Light born of shadow. The time draws near.

Her heart hammered, though the air remained calm, unmoved. She looked to Erma, but the Keeper only watched her with knowing eyes.

“You hear it,” Erma murmured. Not a question.

Meira nodded slowly, the weight of understanding pressing into her bones.

“The Chronicle calls,” Erma said. “And once it calls a name, it will not be silent again.”

Outside, the bells of the City began to toll the hour, distant and hollow. But beneath their sound, Meira could still feel it—the faint pulse of the book, alive in the dark below, whispering to her alone.

And for the first time, she did not feel afraid.




Chapter: Ashes of Obedience

The chamber was silent, save for the low hum of the wards that circled its walls. The faint blue light from the sigils cast long shadows across the floor, pooling beneath the great window that overlooked the City of Lights. From here, the streets below looked orderly—perfect—like veins of gold running through stone.

Apollyon stood with his hands clasped behind his back, watching the city breathe. Order, control, devotion—so easily shattered by a single spark.

Meira’s voice still echoed in his mind. The defiance in it had been sharp, untempered by fear. The daughter of Selene. The words had rippled through the crowd, through the Council, through the very bones of the City.

He could still feel the tremor that had gone through the people. A single moment of courage could undo years of careful silence.

He turned slightly toward the empty chamber. “Enter.”

The great doors opened with a whisper, and a cloaked woman stepped inside. She moved with quiet precision, kneeling at the center of the floor. The hem of her cloak brushed the marble as she bowed her head.

“My lord.”

Apollyon didn’t turn right away. His reflection lingered in the glass—tall, pale, and patient. When he spoke, his voice carried with an almost gentle weight.

“Find me the Chronicle.”

The messenger’s head tilted. “The Library, my lord?”

“Yes.” He faced her now, eyes glinting coldly in the light of the wards. “It must be hidden somewhere within Erma’s domain. Search every level, every passage, every locked vault if you must.”

The woman nodded once. “And the girl?”

Apollyon regarded her in silence for a heartbeat, then said, “Bring her with it. She may know more than she realizes. Alive, if possible.”

He let the pause stretch—long enough to chill the air between them.

“But if she stands in your way,” he finished softly, “the Chronicle takes precedence.”

The messenger inclined her head in acknowledgment, neither disturbed nor surprised.

“When you have it,” Apollyon continued, his tone turning faintly edged, “burn the Library. Reduce it to ash and memory. The only book that must remain is the Chronicle.”

“It will be done, my lord.”

He studied her for a moment—her poise, her obedience, her usefulness. Then he nodded once, dismissing her.

The woman rose without another word and turned to go, her footsteps barely audible against the stone. The great doors closed behind her with a resonant, final sound.

Apollyon remained at the window, staring down at the city once more. From this height, the plazas and bridges gleamed like a network of stars.

“Soon,” he murmured, tracing one pale finger along the glass, “even truth will serve me.”

The wards pulsed faintly in response, their hum deepening into the quiet rhythm of power contained.

Outside, the city lights flickered—steady, obedient, unaware.



PART 3



Part III — Threads in Motion

Chapter One: The Weight of Eyes

The first thing Meira noticed was how people looked at her now.
Not directly — never directly — but with sidelong glances, whispers half-swallowed as she passed. Market vendors paused mid-gesture, their smiles thinning. Apprentices who once nodded politely now turned away too quickly. Even within the Library, where silence was sacred, she felt it: the subtle shift of air when conversations stopped as she entered a room.

Her name was spreading.
Her face — her defiance in the square — had marked her.

Over the next few weeks, Meira’s days blurred into a rhythm of observation, study, and training. Dawn found her perched on narrow rooftops, the city stretching beneath her like a map written in cobblestones and rooftops, lanterns flickering against polished stone. She followed Tamar through alleyways and across bustling markets, learning how to move without drawing notice, how to listen to conversations without speaking a word, and how to spot patterns in the mundane that others overlooked.

“Remember,” Tamar said one evening, crouched behind a stack of crates near the harbor, “most people are predictable. You watch, you note, you move. You never assume loyalty.” Her short blonde hair caught the last light of the sun, her blue eyes scanning for any movement beyond their hiding spot.

Meira nodded, trying to keep her breathing steady. Her fingers itched to reach out, to touch the crates, to interfere—but she restrained herself. Observation first, patience always.

By day, she returned to the Library. Conall waited in the training hall, arms folded, eyes like steel. Sword strikes, parries, defensive movements — he pushed her hard, correcting posture, pointing out weaknesses in her stance.

“You hesitate too long,” he scolded one morning, catching her wrist mid-swing. “In the streets, hesitation will get you killed. Do it fast, do it right, or don’t do it at all.”

Meira’s muscles burned, but she welcomed it. The city outside demanded precision, and Conall’s discipline was teaching her the cost of mistakes.

At night, she followed Tamar to the harbor, watching the flow of ships arriving from distant ports, the guards tallying goods, the merchants shouting their inventories. Slowly, patterns began to emerge. Some shipments always arrived late. Some never left the docks. Some guards lingered too long, their gazes scanning empty alleyways, eyes sharp with suspicion.

“This one,” Tamar whispered, pointing to a crate labeled with the city’s emblem, “doesn’t go where it should. Watch who handles it. Memorize their faces. Details matter.”

Meira nodded, scribbling small notes into a hidden notebook. Each movement, each delivery, each casual glance held significance she had once overlooked.


One evening, as the lanterns along the harbor flickered, Conall appeared beside her without warning, his presence quiet but commanding.

“You’re improving,” he said, voice low. “Faster in observation, steadier in your stance. But the city has eyes. Don’t forget that.”

“I won’t,” Meira replied. Her chest tightened at the reminder, but her determination was sharper now, forged in shadowed streets and the hum of the docks.

“And Meira,” Conall added, his gaze locking with hers, “you’re still the daughter of Selene. That doesn’t just make you his child — it makes you a symbol. For those who suffer here, for those who’ve been forgotten. Don’t lose sight of that.”

She swallowed, the weight of it pressing, but not crushing. The Chronicle had chosen her. The Shadows and the Lights were threads in a web, and she was learning how to move along them without breaking under their tension.

The two of them lingered there a moment longer, the sounds of the harbor muffled by the night breeze.

“Conall,” she said finally, her voice soft, “do you ever wish things were simpler? Before the Divide, before… all of this?”

He gave a quiet laugh — brief, tired. “Simplicity’s a myth. Even before the Divide, people found ways to break what was whole.” He looked out over the water, where the lanterns swayed like distant stars. “But peace — peace was real once. I remember that much.”

Meira studied him, tracing the faint lines of exhaustion beneath his eyes, the scar that cut across his jaw. “You sound like someone who’s lost it before.”

“I have,” he said, without looking at her. “And I’d rather not lose it again.”

She hesitated. “That’s why you stay close to Erma?”

“That’s why I stay close to you,” he said simply. Then, quieter: “You remind me that not everything worth protecting is already gone.”

Her breath caught, the words sinking deeper than she expected. For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. The air between them felt charged — not with fear this time, but something quieter, steadier.

He broke the silence first, his tone shifting back to familiar ground. “Tomorrow, you’ll shadow Tamar to the north markets. Watch the guards near the grain stores. They’ve been too alert lately.”

Meira nodded, grateful for the return of focus — and for the warmth still lingering beneath his calm exterior. “I’ll be careful.”

“I know you will,” he said, allowing a faint smile. “But careful doesn’t mean invisible. Let them see you when it matters. That’s what makes them remember you.”

She tilted her head. “And you? Do you remember everyone who stands up to you?”

His smile widened, barely. “Only the ones who win.”

Meira laughed under her breath. “Then I guess I’ll have to.”

“Good,” he said, turning to leave. “Because you’re getting close.”

“To what?”

He looked back over his shoulder, eyes glinting in the lamplight. “Becoming someone they can’t ignore.”

And then he was gone, his silhouette swallowed by the shadows between the docks, leaving Meira alone with the sea’s rhythm and the faint echo of his words — a promise, or perhaps a warning.

She pulled her cloak tighter, feeling the pulse of the city beneath her feet, and whispered to the night, “I won’t be.”



Chapter Two: The Call Beneath

Meira awoke with a start.

The candle on her bedside table flickered violently, its flame bowing to a wind that wasn’t there. The Library was silent, the kind of silence that hums when something vast stirs beneath it.

She sat up, heart pounding. The air felt charged — alive — as though the stone itself had drawn breath.

Then came the sound. Faint, rhythmic. Not quite a voice, not quite a heartbeat — but both. It thrummed low in her bones, a pull from somewhere far below.

The Chronicle.

Her fingers tightened on the blanket. She could almost sense it, far beneath the Library’s foundations — awake, whispering through the halls like blood through a vein.

Without thinking, she threw on her cloak and stepped into the corridor. The lamps along the stairwell guttered as she passed, one by one, shadows bowing to her movement.

By the time she reached the lower levels, the air had grown colder, damp with the scent of the tunnels. The hum grew stronger, guiding her feet as surely as a thread in the dark.

When she turned the final corner, she froze.

The iron-banded door to the chamber of Truth stood ajar. A faint red shimmer leaked through the seam, pulsing like breath.

Meira hesitated at the threshold. The red shimmer traced the edges of the door like veins of light, and the air vibrated faintly against her skin. She could feel it—the same presence she had sensed before, but stronger now. Awake. Watching.

“Erma?” she whispered. No answer came.

The silence deepened, heavy with breath and memory.

She pushed the door open.

The chamber beyond glowed with a dull, inner fire. Shelves of relics flickered in the light, their shadows stretching like ghosts. At the center, the Chronicle waited—its black cover rising and falling as though it breathed, the scarlet ribbon shifting in slow, deliberate waves.

Meira stepped closer, drawn by something she couldn’t name. The air thickened. The floor beneath her seemed to hum with low, resonant energy.

The ribbon lifted, curling toward her hand. And when her fingers brushed its edge—

The world fell away.


---

She stood upon a vast bridge, suspended high above a river of light.
Below her, two Cities shimmered in opposite directions—one blazing gold, the other cloaked in blue flame. Voices filled the air, rising in a chorus that was not joy, but warning.

Then—screams. The light fractured. Towers split and tumbled into darkness. From between them rose a shadow crowned in iron, and beneath his hand, the bridge cracked apart.

Meira’s breath tore from her lungs. She staggered, reaching for something solid, but her hand met only air. The bridge gave way. She fell—

And then—

A woman’s face. Pale hair, eyes like the first hint of dawn. She reached forward, her palm pressed to Meira’s chest.

Find what was divided, the woman whispered. Before he binds it to himself.


---

Meira gasped. The room rushed back around her—the walls, the relics, the soft red pulse of the Chronicle. Her knees struck the cold stone.

“Meira!”

Erma’s voice cut through the haze. She hurried in, her cloak half-drawn over her shoulders, and knelt beside her, steadying her with both hands.

“I didn’t mean to,” Meira stammered, her chest heaving. “It showed me—something. The Cities, breaking apart. A shadow—him.”

Erma’s face went still. “Apollyon.”

Meira nodded, trembling. “There was a woman, too. She looked at me like she knew me.”

Erma exhaled slowly, her grip firming around Meira’s shoulders. “The Chronicle shows only what must be remembered. What must be mended.”

“What does it mean?” Meira whispered.

“It means,” Erma said softly, helping her to her feet, “that its memory is waking—and that it has chosen you to see what comes next.”

Meira turned toward the pedestal. The Chronicle lay still now, its glow fading back into silence. But for one breathless instant, she thought she saw the faint outline of a handprint gleaming on its cover—exactly where hers had touched.

The chamber dimmed. A whisper rippled through her mind, like pages turning themselves.

“Meira?” Erma’s voice felt far away. “What’s wrong?”

Her throat tightened. A face flickered in her vision—cold eyes, a crown of light burning like flame.

She drew a sharp breath, her voice trembling but certain.

“He’s coming.”




Chapter Ten: Embers of Purpose

Morning came earlier than it used to — not because the sun had changed, but because Meira had.

She was already awake when the first light spilled over the rooftops of the City. Her body ached from training, her palms were raw, but she couldn’t help the small smile tugging at her lips. For the first time in her life, she wanted to be ready for what the day would bring.

Conall was waiting in the courtyard behind the Library, arms crossed, boots planted firm as stone.

“You’re late,” he said without turning.

“I’m early,” she countered, stepping into the circle of dawn light.

He finally looked over, one brow raised. “Early is when you beat me here.”

Meira rolled her eyes. “Then I’ll aim for impossible next time.”

“Good,” Conall said, and tossed her a practice staff. “You’ll fit right in.”

The first crack of wood against wood echoed through the courtyard. Meira stumbled, found her footing, lunged again. Conall moved like water — effortless, unyielding — but for every failed strike she learned a rhythm, a new kind of strength.

“You’re improving,” he said at last, voice unreadable.

“Really?” she asked, panting.

He nodded. “You didn’t fall on your face this time.”

Meira huffed, swinging again. “Remind me why I don’t hit you harder?”

“Because you’d miss.”

She laughed despite herself, and for once, he smiled — a real one.


---

By midafternoon, she was with Tamar. If Conall’s lessons were about discipline, Tamar’s were about improvisation.

“Rule one,” Tamar whispered, crouched behind a low wall overlooking the bustling lower markets. “If you blend in, no one questions you.”

Meira glanced down at her own plain cloak. “So that’s why you wear half the color of the market on your belt?”

Tamar grinned, her blue eyes glinting. “Distraction. Works every time.”

They slipped between carts and stalls, ducking through alleys where guards lingered and deals were made. Tamar seemed to know every corner of the city — every watch pattern, every loose brick.

“You’ve done this a lot,” Meira whispered as they paused near a guard post.

“Since I was twelve,” Tamar said easily. “Our dear brother thought he was hiding his adventures. I was just better at following him than he was at sneaking out.”

“I heard that,” came Conall’s voice from the alley behind them.

Tamar grinned. “He always does.”

“Focus,” Conall said, joining them with a low glance toward the street. “The guards are shifting routes early. Someone’s nervous.”

Below, two guards spoke in hushed tones near a shipment wagon.

“Shipment’s late again,” one grumbled. “Council’s getting jumpy.”

“Because of the Shadows?”

“Because of him,” the other said, voice dropping. “Apollyon doesn’t like being kept waiting. He says the Shadows are plotting again, stealing from his stores.”

“Or maybe he’s stealing from them,” the first muttered. “Either way, he’ll make someone pay for it.”

Tamar frowned. “He’s starving both cities and blaming the other side. It’s how he keeps the fires burning.”

Meira’s stomach tightened. “Then someone has to stop him.”

Conall looked at her, measuring. “That someone isn’t you. Not yet.”

“Then when?” she snapped.

“When you’re ready,” he said simply. “When you can walk through both cities and not lose yourself in either.”

Tamar elbowed him lightly. “You mean when she learns not to trip over her own cloak.”

Meira shot her a glare. “I only did that once.”

“Twice,” Conall corrected.

“Fine,” she said, but the heat in her voice had turned to laughter. “Next time, I’ll let you both trip instead.”


---

Back at the Library, the smell of stew drifted through the corridors. Erma was waiting for them in the kitchens, her hands folded, eyes bright with that same knowing calm.

“Home before dark,” she said. “Good. I was beginning to think you’d taken up permanent residence in the rooftops.”

Tamar dropped into a chair. “We were educating her.”

“On what?” Erma asked.

“Gravity,” Conall said.

Meira groaned. “You’re both impossible.”

Erma’s smile softened. “Impossible people make history, child. Sit.”

They obeyed, the clatter of spoons and the warmth of the fire chasing away the night’s chill.

After a while, Meira looked up. “Grandmother… what was it like? Before the Divide?”

Erma’s gaze went distant. “Beautiful. Imperfect, but whole. Light and Shadow weren’t enemies then—they were balance. Trade, music, families crossing the bridge without fear. The Council served both sides equally.”

“So what changed?”

“A man who wanted power,” Erma said quietly. “And people too afraid to stop him.”

Silence settled for a moment. Then Meira said, “Then maybe it’s time someone wasn’t afraid.”

Conall met her eyes, half proud, half wary. “Bravery’s easy when you don’t know the cost.”

Tamar leaned forward, grinning. “Then we’ll make sure she learns the cost—and how to pay it smart.”

Erma chuckled softly. “Then it seems the Chronicle chose well. Three sparks in a world that’s forgotten how to burn.”

Meira smiled faintly, the golden cuff at her wrist catching the firelight. “Maybe. But sparks can start something, can’t they?”

Erma’s gaze warmed. “Oh, child. They always do.”


---

The night deepened outside, stars catching on the sea air.
And for the first time, Meira didn’t feel like she was chasing her purpose — she was living it.












Chapter Eleven: The Gathering of Truth

The sky over the City of Lights was dark with rain when Erma called them to the library’s lower hall. A single candle burned between them, its flame steady despite the draft.

Erma’s gaze moved over each of them in turn—Meira, Conall, Tamar—before settling on Meira.
“It’s time,” she said simply.

“Time for what?” Meira asked, though she already felt the answer in her bones.

Erma drew a folded parchment from her sleeve. Its seal was black wax stamped with the sigil of the Library—an open eye surrounded by flame. “The Chronicle has spoken. Its visions stir the past, but they also shape what comes next. We can no longer wait for the Council’s permission to act.”

Tamar leaned forward, her eyes bright. “You mean—Truth is moving.”

Erma nodded. “The Council believes the Shadows are beyond redemption. Apollyon ensures they remain desperate and divided. But we know better. There are still those in the dark who remember what unity meant. Tonight, you’ll meet them.”

Meira frowned. “Meet them? In the City of Shadows?”

“Yes,” Erma said. “You’ll see the rest of Truth.”

Conall’s expression tightened. “Erma, that’s reckless. The Council’s eyes are everywhere. Even one wrong word could expose us.”

“Which is why we move carefully,” Erma replied. “But we must move. The balance of the cities depends on it.”

Tamar smirked, already half-standing. “I’ve been waiting for this for weeks.”

Conall gave her a look. “You’ve been waiting to get caught.”

“Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “If anyone’s getting caught, it won’t be me.”

Erma’s faint smile flickered. “Enough. Take what you need. We leave before dawn.”


---

The bridge between the Cities stretched like a scar through the mist, its stones slick from the rain. The wards that once shimmered between the Lights and Shadows pulsed faintly, blue veins in the air.

Tamar walked ahead, light-footed and quiet despite the weight of her cloak. Conall followed close behind, eyes sweeping the horizon. Meira lingered near the edge, her lantern casting a halo on the wet stone.

“Feels different at night,” she murmured.

“It always does,” Tamar replied. “The Shadows breathe after dark. The city comes alive.”

“It’s listening,” Meira said softly.

Conall’s voice rumbled low behind her. “Everything listens here. Especially the things you don’t want to hear.”

They passed through the archway, where the light of the upper city faded behind them. The world grew tighter, filled with murmurs, the clatter of distant metal, and the faint scent of smoke.

Meira paused halfway across the bridge. Her pulse quickened as memories surged—the first time she’d crossed this path, chasing Tamar in fury and fear. The frantic pounding of her heart, the way Conall had appeared out of the dark like a shadow given shape.

That night, she had been a frightened girl running from questions.
Now, she crossed again—not to flee, but to understand.

“I never thought I’d come back here willingly,” she said, half to herself.

Conall’s expression softened. “And yet you have.”

She met his eyes briefly. “I think I finally know why.”

Tamar grinned over her shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Just don’t trip this time.”

Meira couldn’t help a small laugh. “No promises.”


---

The Shadow City opened before them like another world. Narrow streets spiraled inward, lanterns strung above the alleys in uneven rows, their light golden and flickering. Despite the late hour, people moved through the mist—traders with bundles, children darting between stalls, music humming from somewhere deep in the maze.

“It’s not what I expected,” Meira murmured. “I thought it would be… darker.”

Tamar’s gaze softened. “There’s light here too. Just hidden.”

Conall nodded. “That’s why we fight—to bring it back.”

At the far end of the street, a figure stepped from the shadows. Tall, wrapped in a deep blue cloak, with a smile that carried both wisdom and weariness.

“Erma,” the woman greeted. “You brought the girl.”

“Lirien,” Erma said, her tone warm. “Still dramatic as ever.”

Lirien gave a faint laugh. “Someone has to keep the legend alive. Come. The others are waiting.”


---

They followed her through winding tunnels lit by oil lamps. The path sloped downward until they entered a vast chamber carved into the stone—part temple, part refuge. Maps covered the walls, inked with red and gold lines tracing the boundaries of both cities. Around a long table sat a dozen figures—men and women of every age, each bearing the same mark on their wrist: the sigil of Truth.

Erma gestured for Meira to step forward.
“Friends,” she said, her voice echoing softly. “You’ve heard the rumors of the Chronicle awakening. They are true. And this—” she placed a hand on Meira’s shoulder “—is the one it chose.”

A murmur rippled through the room. Meira felt her throat tighten.

“I’m not…” She hesitated, glancing around. “I’m not sure what that means.”

An older man with a scar across his cheek leaned forward. “It means the Chronicle believes you can do what none of us have managed—to see the Cities whole again.”

“But how?” Meira asked. “What can I do that you can’t?”

“Hope,” Tamar said simply. “You still have it.”

Meira looked at her, startled. “And you don’t?”

Tamar’s smile was faint but real. “I used to. Maybe you’ll remind me.”

Erma set the parchment on the table. “Your first mission will test that hope. The Council is tightening its control over food and medicine in the lower wards. Apollyon’s guard will strike the Shadows within the week, claiming ‘order.’ We can’t allow it.”

Meira’s pulse quickened. “So what do we do?”

“We stop them,” Conall said, arms crossed. “Quietly. Before they light the first torch.”

Erma nodded. “You’ll go with Tamar and Conall. There’s a contact within the guard—a man named Kalen. He’ll have information on the raid’s location. Find him. Protect the innocent. And remember—Truth works in silence, not spectacle.”

Lirien’s eyes met Meira’s. “You understand now, don’t you? The Chronicle didn’t just wake to tell old stories. It woke to remind us that unity can still be born of broken things.”

Meira took a slow breath, her fear steadied by something new—resolve. “Then we’ll start there.”

Tamar grinned. “Welcome to the fight, little light.”

Conall gave a quiet nod, almost proud. “Let’s make it count.”

Erma’s voice, soft but firm, carried through the hall.
“The Chronicle has chosen its keeper. The Cities will test her. But perhaps, this time, Truth will not be silenced.”

The candlelight flickered, catching on the scarlet ribbon still looped around Erma’s neck.
And for one heartbeat, Meira could have sworn it glowed.




