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Prologue

[image: image]





Since the day my memory returned—I have been chasing answers since I stood face-to-face with the Devourers and felt the truth awaken in my blood.

Years have passed, though the scars remain fresh. The nights are quieter now but never silent. Peace, if it can be called that, is fleeting. But in the time we’ve had, I’ve devoted myself to uncovering the history that was kept from us. 

The journals, the tomes, the fragmented scrolls—all relics of the Volcan legacy scattered across centuries like shattered glass. I have read them all. I poured over their words until the ink bled into my dreams.

I was not alone.

The other Knights joined me, drawn by duty, curiosity, or something deeper none of us dared to name. Together, we’ve unearthed truths buried beneath layers of myth and fear. We’ve seen the pieces of who we were before the world forgot us. Before we forgot ourselves.

Our blades have changed. Once forged for battle, they are reborn in fire and carved with sigils older than us. Wards etched along the steel that burn with living flame when drawn. They do more than cut now—they bind, burn, break. Our enemies fear them, and they should.

The mansion—the heart of the Volcan estate—has proven more than a sanctuary. Hidden beneath dust and time, we uncovered layered enchantments carved into its very bones. Sigils. Wards. Seals. Invisible to the eye unless you know how to look. Ancient protections that not even the Devourers can pass. Here, we are safe for now.

Mike and Regan have called it “Volcan witchcraft,” half-mocking, half-awed. With their combined minds—one rooted in science, the other in tactical brilliance—they’ve begun forging something new from something ancient. 

Disorienting vials that flare like lightning and fracture the senses of Devourers, giving us precious seconds to strike. Others, laced with volatile energy, detonate with lethal force, killing those closest and wounding the rest. Last resort, yes—but in the Void, a second can mean survival.

And still, we dig deeper.

The ancient texts whisper of abilities long lost—gifts that haven’t surfaced since the First Reign of the Knights. We’ve found mention of them scattered through old records, barely more than footnotes. No names. No details. Only a single, repeated phrase:

"When the light fades and the veil thins, the hidden shall rise."

No one knows what it means. No one knows what they were. But something in my blood stirs when I read those words.

We’ve also rediscovered the truth about the Volcan Order—those who once governed us. We believed they kept us honest. Made us fight with honour. But now... we question. Were they guardians? Or jailers?

As Knights, we still carry the burden—and the power—of shadow form. A transformation wrought from immense effort and energy, a manifestation of what we are beneath the skin. We rarely use it. It takes too much. Costs too much. But when we do... the Devourers remember why they feared us.

This is the legacy we’ve inherited.

This is the fire we’ve chosen to carry.

And as the darkness stirs once more on the world's edges, we do not run.

We do not kneel.

We prepare.
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Chapter 1 – The Hollow Swing
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The dream always begins in sunlight.

Golden shafts of light pierce through a canopy of towering trees, slicing the morning hush with quiet radiance. High above, the leaves shiver with each whisper of a warm summer breeze, their emerald edges glinting like stained glass. The air hums with stillness, thick with the scent of sun-warmed pine and rusted metal's faint, nostalgic tang.

Below, the playground waits—faded and weathered by time. Woodchip mulch carpets the ground in uneven layers, crushed flat in old paths by long-forgotten footsteps. The jungle gym, a skeleton of peeling paint and crooked bars, groans faintly in the breeze. From a nearby swing set, a rusty creak cuts through the silence—slow, rhythmic, like a lullaby worn thin by memory.

I know this place.

Not just in the way you remember a photo or a scent, but in the marrow of me. I know it like a heartbeat. I haven't set foot here in years, maybe lifetimes, but still... I remember.

I step forward. There's the soft crunch of mulch beneath my feet, but it takes a second to realise—I'm barefoot. My soles press into the warm and forgiving earth, textured with scattered woodchips and the occasional smooth stone. The ground doesn't reject me. It welcomes me back, cradling me with a familiarity that tugs at something old and tender inside.

My heartbeat slows, falling into step with the easy rhythm of the world around me—the slow sway of the swing, the hush of leaves overhead.

She's there.

A little girl. Her curls bounce wildly around her face as she kicks higher into the sky, climbing toward the sun with fearless delight. Each motion is a declaration of joy, and her laughter—gods, her laughter—is music made human. It rises like a bird taking flight, all bright notes and innocent wonder. It's the kind of sound that breaks something open inside you.

I could weep just hearing it.

"Mummy, look!"

Her voice is like sunlight through frosted glass—warm, softened, refracted in a way that makes it feel distant yet painfully familiar. I can hear its shape more than the sound, as though it echoes across time rather than space. I search for her face, but it remains just out of reach. The golden haze thickens around her, cloaking the details in a dream's gentle cruelty. Her features blur, impossible to hold onto, but my heart fills the gaps my eyes cannot. 

I know her with a certainty that lives in my deepest parts—in the curve of her cheek when she smiles, the weight of her sleeping form in my arms, and the lullabies I used to hum when the dark stretched too long. The night wouldn't let her rest.

This is Ellie, my daughter. It's not a question, not a memory—it's a truth etched into my very bones. I try to call out to her, to speak her name aloud and summon her into clarity, but my throat seizes. The words burn at the back of my tongue, dissolving before they find form. I open my mouth, and all that escapes is silence, thick and helpless.

I take a step toward her barefoot. The mulch warms beneath my soles, grounding me in a real and unreal place. The swing answers with another creak, louder now and longer, the sound stretched like an ageing rope under strain. Something shifts.

The sky begins to fracture, not all at once, but in subtle, creeping ways. A wisp of cloud that wasn't there before. A stillness in the trees. The breeze falters. The light that once bathed the world in gold begins to sour, draining slowly into something more brittle. 

The warmth fades, replaced by a sickly sepia that spreads through the scene like spilt ink. Colour leeches from the leaves, the rusted playground equipment, and Ellie's sunlit curls. Everything begins to desaturate as if the dream is losing the will to pretend it's anything but a memory unravelling.

The playground empties. One moment, it's alive with the echoes of laughter and motion; the next, it stands hollow, a stage abandoned mid-performance. The birds that once trilled overhead are gone, their absence louder than their song. The air thickens, heat without warmth, as if the sky is pressing downward. 

My skin prickles and the silence grows heavy enough to crush my breath. Then the swing creaks once more, but now the sound is different—off in a way that scrapes at the edges of sense. It drags low, metallic, and warped, a sound no longer bound to the rhythm of a child's joy. It is drawn out and distorted as if pulled from the throat of something old, something unseen. And beneath the familiar shape of the dream, something begins to stir.

I can hear it clearly now. It isn't metal groaning beneath the weight of memory or the wind playing tricks on old machinery. It's something far more visceral—the snap of bone. Dry and splintering, precise and intimate, like someone slowly cracking their knuckles, each pop deliberate and far too close, as if just behind my ear. 

The sound nestles into my spine, parasitic, wrong in a way that my body understands before my mind can catch up. At the same time, Ellie's laughter begins to change. It twists with the sound, stretching unnaturally, warping into something that no longer resembles a child's joy. It drags into a pitch that shouldn't exist, bending time as it spirals into silence. The swing beneath her slowly begins to slow, the chains swaying with diminished momentum until she hangs suspended in the air, perfectly still.

Then she turns.

Her golden curls remain untouched, bouncing gently with the last of the swing's movement, still catching the light like they always did. But her face—her face is a void. Shadow clings to her skin, thick and clotted, as if the night has fastened to her. 

Where her eyes should be, there are only hollows, impossibly deep, like open wounds carved into her face. They absorb what little light remains, erasing it, devouring it until the world dims around her. The sight strikes something primal inside me, an ancient instinct that demands I run, scream, and do anything to break the spell.

I try. I open my mouth, desperate to expel the terror building in my chest, but nothing comes out. Not a breath. Not a sound. My voice is trapped behind the invisible wall that always separates me from her in these dreams. Panic surges, but my body betrays me. I will my legs to move, to carry me backward or forward or anywhere but here, but they remain rooted in place. Heavier than stone, my limbs feel fused to the earth—anchors forged from fear and helplessness. I am trapped in my own skin.

Then the wind returns—not the breeze from before, soft and fragrant, but a violent, keening force that tears through the trees like a living scream. It surges past me in a bitter shriek, snapping branches and hurling leaves in a frenzy, yet the air never touches me. I only hear it, feel it in the pressure on my chest and the pounding in my skull. The swing creaks again, groaning with an unnatural rhythm, and the sound now mirrors the thundering of my heart. Each sway and echo is in sync with the dread pulsing through my veins, a macabre harmony played just for me.

"Why did you leave me?"

The words don't come from her mouth. They come from everywhere—from the ground, the sky, the shadows behind the slide. Her lips move slowly, exaggerated like she's underwater. But the voice is mine.

"Why did you leave me?"

I scream.

Or maybe I don't. Perhaps the scream is just a sound that lives inside me, unending and unheard. I reach for her, fingers stretched, tears stinging, but the dream is already collapsing. The light tears away like paper on fire.

And I'm falling.
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Chapter 2 – After the Dream
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I wake with a sharp, broken gasp, my lungs seizing as if I've surfaced from deep water. Sweat clings to my skin, chilling fast in the cool air, and my heart thunders against my ribs like it's trying to break free. I sit in darkness, disoriented, caught between the fading fragments of the dream and the heavy silence of the room. 

For a long moment, I can't tell whether the scream I hear is still echoing in the air around me or trapped inside my skull, reverberating through the hollows of my mind. Every sound feels distant, every breath too loud, as if the nightmare hasn't quite let go.

The room is dark—our room. The kind of darkness that feels ancient settled deep into the walls. The faint hum of the world beyond the windows tells me the Earth is still turning, indifferent to my terror. The morning hasn't come yet. It feels far away, unreachable, like another life. 

Shadows stretch long across the floorboards, faint outlines of furniture rendered strange and unfamiliar in the gloom. I sit up slowly, my breath ragged and uneven, my chest rising and falling like I've just run for my life. 

The sheets are twisted around my legs, knotted like vines that crawled up while I slept, holding me in place with the same heavy pressure I felt in the dream. I kick free of them, but the weight in my limbs remains. My hands tremble in my lap, sweat-damp and shaking like leaves in the wind I can't feel.

I don't have to look to know he's already awake. I can sense it in the silence beside me—too alert, too still. The stillness that only comes from someone trying not to move, trying not to breathe too loudly, unsure whether to speak or wait. He felt it, too. Maybe not the dream itself, but the shift in me. The aftermath. The ghost of a scream I never got to release.

Sam shifts behind me, and then his arms surround me, strong and grounding. His chest against my back is warm, and his hands find mine without hesitation. I let out a sound—a broken exhale—and let myself lean into him.

"I'm here," he says softly, his voice still rough from sleep. "I've got you."

I nod, though I'm not sure what I'm agreeing to. The dream still clings to me, thick as smoke. Ellie's voice. Her shadowed face. The swing cracked like bone.

"They're getting worse," I whisper.

He says nothing, but I can feel the worry in the tension of his arms, the way his grip tightens briefly before softening again.

I close my eyes. Behind my lids, I see her face again—or the lack of it. Not the real Ellie. Not my baby girl. That thing in the dream... it isn't her. But it wants to be. It knows what she meant to me.

The Devourers don't just steal lives. They consume grief. They wear faces like masks. I know that now. I remember now.

Sam brushes my hair back from my face, his fingers gentle.

"I miss her," I say, barely audible.

"I do, too," he replies. And he means it. He always does.

He was there. Not just when I woke up in the hospital, not just during my recovery, not just during the first fight after I changed, but before. He was there before it all. And even though the pain of it swallows me whole sometimes, I know this: Sam is the only one who remembers what we lost the same way I do.

"I should've protected her."

Sam shifts closer, his warmth brushing against mine like a shield, his arm steady as it draws me in. His voice is low and firm, which cuts through noise without ever needing to rise. “Zera, no. Don’t do that to yourself. Don’t give that to them.” There’s no anger in it, only conviction—steel tempered by grief, by knowing. The kind of knowing that comes from standing too close to the same edge.

I nod, though it’s barely more than a motion. My throat tightens, and tears sting at the corners of my eyes, held back by sheer will. I refuse to let them fall. The Devourers feed on weakness, on the cracks we don’t protect. But they can’t have this—not this memory, not this fragment of who I was, who I still am. They don’t get her laughter. They don’t get the light I keep hidden in the quietest part of me. I won’t give it up. I won’t.

Sam doesn’t speak again. He holds me, solid and certain, until the chaos inside me slows. My heartbeat calms, steadied by his, and the tension in my chest loosens its grip. Around us, the room remains still. The shadows don’t vanish but recede, shrinking back into the corners where they belong. The dream retreats with them, fading into the background of all the others I’ve survived. Another scar, another weight I’ll carry—but no longer alone.

The war isn’t over. The fight hasn’t even started.

But for now, in this sliver of quiet, I am safe.

I spent the morning settling my nerves about returning to duty on the police force. This time is different; I know who I am, what I am, and who Sam is. My stomach was full of nervous energy as I walk into the station with Sam. Mandy stands behind the desk with her wide smile and secret winks. She somehow always pushes me towards Sam even before I regain my memories. 

There's a certain rhythm to the market on a Tuesday morning.

The smell reaches me before anything else—thick and inviting, a blend of fresh bread still steaming beneath linen cloth, roasted coffee with its sharp, earthy bite, and crushed herbs that cling to the air like incense. It paints the morning in warmth and familiarity, grounding the narrow street in something older than the city. 

Tarps stretched between the market stalls flutter with the breeze, patched and sun-faded, flapping overhead like the tattered wings of great, sleeping birds. Vendors call to one another in low, habitual tones. Children dart between strangers' legs, their hands sticky with honey and their laughter trailing behind them like streamers. 

The hum of voices rises and falls, not loud, but constant—a soft, communal rhythm that makes the stones underfoot feel worn smooth by centuries of passing feet.

It should be comforting. This should be part of the day that draws me out of myself and reminds me that the world still turns and that life continues with all its clamour and colour. There's warmth here, a kind of fragile peace stitched together from bread crumbs, idle chatter, and tradition. And yet, beneath it all, the weight in my chest remains—a low, quiet pressure just behind my ribs. 

It's not panic, not fear exactly, but something heavier. Gravity has thickened around me as if I'm being pulled deeper into the Earth with every step. I move forward through the crowd, but I feel like I'm wading through water, each breath a little harder than the last.

The badge pinned to my chest feels heavier today. It's not the metal—it's what it means. The responsibility, the watchful eyes, the way the fabric beneath it always seems too thin, never enough to keep it from pressing into my skin. I keep my pace steady, controlled, and practised. The kind of walk that says, I'm fine, even when I'm not. 

As I pass the olive vendor, I offer a polite nod. He's already seen me, marking my presence with that familiar flick of his gaze—half curiosity, half calculation. He doesn't say anything, but his eyes follow me for a beat too long, and I feel their weight long after I've moved on.

"Officer Zera!" he calls, waving a plump hand. His apron is stained green, and his grin is sincere. "Missed you last week!"

"Caught a case," I lie with a smile. "Glad to see you’re still hoarding the best-marinated olives in the district."

He laughs and scoops a handful into a paper cup for me. "On the house. Keep our streets safe, eh?"

I accept it, murmur my thanks, and move on.

The old me might've stopped to chat and asked about his daughter's exams or his plans for the weekend. But since the change—since the memories returned and my body learned to sprout wings like a myth—I've been more...observant. More distant. Not by choice. It's like I'm looking at the world through a pane of glass now, always half-expecting it to shatter.

I chew the first olive, savour the brine, and scan the crowd.

The market is modest, almost hidden, nestled in a slender corridor between two historic streets at the city's heart. Red brick buildings rise on either side like gentle giants, weathered by rain and memory, their surfaces softened by time. 

Iron-railed balconies perch above, draped in ivy that twists and spills over the edges like green lace. The laundry hangs motionless in the still air, a tapestry of domestic routine. 

Down here, the people move with quiet familiarity. Most are regulars—faces I've come to recognise, names I've catalogued like entries in a mental ledger. There's a rhythm to it all, a gentle cadence in the conversations, the clinking of coins, the rustle of canvas awnings catching the breeze. In its predictability, there's comfort.

But today, something is wrong.

It begins as a subtle twinge—an instinct, not a thought. A whisper at the base of my spine, light as breath, cold as steel. The kind of sensation that seems to press in just behind you, as if someone is watching from a place you haven't yet looked. My body knows before I do. The fine hairs at the nape of my neck rise, my senses tightening like a bowstring. 

The air shifts in a way I can't quite name, but it's there. The sunlight, which had been soft and honey-gold moments ago, now seems pale, stretched thin like ageing parchment. 

The warmth has ebbed. In its place is a cooler edge that doesn't belong—not this early, not under a cloudless sky. Shadows darken, sharpening against cobblestones that suddenly seem too defined, too etched in contrast.

I pause near the flower stall, pretending to be interested in the peonies bunched in their galvanized bucket. The scent of crushed petals rises thick around me—rose, lilac, something green and wet from the soil beneath. It wraps around me like a veil, earthy and sweet, grounding. 

But it doesn't push back the tension coiling beneath my ribs. Mrs. Galley is there, as always, her broad back bent over her work. Her thick, callused hands move with practised precision, tucking stems into fresh water and rearranging blossoms with reverent care. 

She murmurs a greeting—gentle, familiar—but the words barely reach me. They dissolve into the haze of my thoughts, muffled by the low thrum of warning humming in my blood.

Because I feel it again—that pull. It's not the idle curiosity of a passerby or the flicker of someone's gaze lingering too long. This is deeper and colder. It threads into me like a hook beneath the skin, tugging with a silent insistence that has nothing human behind it. I don't need to turn to know. 

Something is watching. Not a person. Something worse. The kind of presence that doesn't breathe, doesn't blink, doesn't obey the rules of flesh and blood. It waits with the patience of rot, of stone. I know the feeling too well by now.

The Devourers haven't shown themselves in days, not since the last exorcism out in the warehouse district—three nights of smoke, blood, and holy salt still burned into my senses. But I've learned the hard way not to mistake silence for safety. They don't vanish. 

They linger, watch, and wait for cracks to widen. The air tastes different when they're near, faintly metallic, like blood on the back of the tongue. And that taste is on the breeze now, carried between the smell of crushed flowers and roasting spice. It's faint, but it's real.

My eyes narrow, and my vision narrows as well, not to focus on the crowd but past it, beneath it, beyond it. I reach without reaching, searching through that second sense the Volcan gifted me—the unnatural instincts tuned not just to threat but to presence. 

It hums low inside me, like wires strung too tight, vibrating under the surface of my skin. My awareness stretches out, brushing against the world like fingertips on water's edge. My feathers twitch in response, subtle but undeniable, even though my wings are still hidden beneath my field jacket, wrapped tight against my back like folded shadows.

The movement is instinctive now. My palm presses to my thigh, fingers spreading wide as I ground myself against the stone beneath the street, anchoring my soul before it drifts too far into the haze. 

The pulse there steadies me—real, physical, alive. My palm pressed against my thigh grounds me in the present and anchors me to something solid while the world tries to slip sideways. It’s enough for now. But the feeling hasn’t passed. That presence, whatever it is, hasn’t left. It lingers like a breath caught in my throat, silent and patient. I can feel it watching. Not openly, not with eyes, but with intent. It’s waiting for me to blink. Waiting for me to turn my head. Waiting for me to look away.

I close my eyes for a heartbeat and breathe in, pulling the world into me piece by piece.

Spices—sharp, warm, and complex—cinnamon, turmeric, and crushed coriander. Coffee, roasted dark, with that bitter tang that clings to the tongue. Fresh soil, still clinging to roots at the flower stand. Sweat, faint but human, life moving through narrow streets. Ordinary things. Normal. Grounding.

But beneath it all, something else.

Ash.

Faint but unmistakable. Dry and bitter. The ghost of fire, clinging where it doesn’t belong. It crawls along the edge of my awareness, coiling like smoke in the back of my mind.

It's faint—just a thread in the back of my throat, like something long extinguished but still smouldering in memory. That's their scent. Not literal, not physical. It's the psychic echo they leave behind like a footprint pressed into your soul.

I shift my weight, boots scuffing against uneven stone, and glance toward the narrow alley between the spice shop and the used bookstore. I might overlook it entirely on any other day—just another gap in the street's rhythm, easily missed. But now, it draws the eye. 

Nothing stirs there. There is no drifting scent of cardamom or dust from sunlit pages. Only the mouth of the alley, cracked stone and yawning shadow, is waiting. It's too quiet—empty but void—the stillness that doesn't invite entry so much as dare it.

I take a few steps toward the entrance, my boots echoing softly in the hush, and lift a hand to tap my comm. The motion is practised and comforting in its familiarity. "Zera to base," I murmur, keeping my voice light and steady. I'm checking a disturbance off Market Street, behind Mulholland Books. Just a sweep." I keep the tone casual and unbothered—standard field check-in protocol. But under the practised calm, every nerve is on alert.

There's a beat of silence. Then, a crackle of static bursts in my ear, followed by a voice that's half boredom, half amusement. Mike. "Copy that. Want backup, or are you just pretending to be a hardass again?" His tone is lazy, but there's an edge of readiness beneath it. He knows better than to ignore the tension in my voice, no matter how well I hide it.

"Just stretching my legs," I say, the smirk audible in my reply. "Keep the seat warm." The banter helps. Grounds me. Reminds me that there's still a world on the other end of the signal—one not swallowed by shadow.

Then I step into the alley.

The change is immediate. It's like walking through a curtain—one I didn't see until I passed through it. Behind me, the market hums with life: vendors shouting prices, children laughing, the rustle of tarps in the wind. But all of that cuts off in an instant. 

The warmth evaporates, stripped away as though the sun has been locked out. The air turns cold, heavy, and unmoving. Light doesn't quite penetrate here, not properly. There's illumination, but it doesn't behave the way it should. It clings to the alley like smoke, a dull smear of grey suspended midair, more suggestion than substance. 

It drapes over the crumbling walls and broken flagstones like the fog that forgot how to drift. Time feels slower here. Or maybe it's just that something doesn't want me to leave.

My boots echo against the stone—one step, then another—each one landing too loudly in the thick hush that blankets the alley. The sound doesn't fade; it reverberates, curling around me like a whisper repeated by unseen mouths. The silence here isn't the absence of noise. It's crowded and tense, as though the air is listening, watching, holding its breath, waiting for mine to catch.

I slow, instinct prickling down my spine like a blade's edge. Something presses inward, a presence without shape, coiled in the dark like it's trying to decide whether to lunge or vanish.

A trash bin crashes over at the far end of the alley, and there is the sound of a sudden explosion in the stillness. The clatter of metal on stone ricochets off the walls, sending a burst of adrenaline through my chest. I spin instantly, my hand not to the pistol holstered on my hip but lower, to the inner sheath of my belt, hidden beneath the folds of my field jacket. My fingers close around the hilt of my other weapon.

It's cool to the touch—smooth obsidian, carved with runes so old even the Volcan won't speak their names aloud. The blade is shaped like something ancient, ritualistic, and wrong by modern standards. It hums faintly under my grip, and I can feel the tension within it, quiet and restrained as if waiting for permission to breathe. 

Now, it waits with me. Ready.

Nothing appears.

But the weight in the air doesn't lift.

My fingers twitch. A feather slips loose beneath my jacket, brushing against my back like a nervous breath. I reach down and slide the obsidian blade free, holding it low.

No flames. No heat. Just the cool whisper of the void around me.

I turn in a slow circle.

"Come on," I mutter under my breath. "If you're here, show your face. Or whatever the hell you have instead."

Nothing.

Then, just for a heartbeat, I hear a giggle.

A child's giggle.

It freezes me. It's not Ellie's. It's too high, too wrong. But it wants to sound like her, like something mimicking humanity with just enough distortion to send my stomach crawling into my throat.

I back out of the alley, never turning my back.

Once I'm back in the sunlight, the shift is immediate. The chill lifts. The noise returns—the market's hum, the laughter, the chatter, the world in motion.

Normal.

But I know better.

I scan the crowd again, but no one is watching me. The world continues as if nothing happened.

My blade slides back into its sheath. My heart takes longer to do the same.

There's no sign of them, no apparent threat. But the scent of ash still lingers in my senses. They're close. Hiding.

And they remember me now.

I turn back toward the market, plastering a smile as I approach a group of kids buying cinnamon buns. One of them offers me a sticky-fingered wave.

I raise my hand in return, but the weight on my back never leaves.

Something is coming. I can feel it now, with the certainty that settles in the marrow long before the mind has words for it. This time, I don't think it will bother with shadows. 

Whatever it is and whatever they are, it's bold enough to step into the open. Sharpened by too many close calls and long nights, my instincts won't let the feeling pass. It presses against my ribs like a second heartbeat, steady and wrong.

Behind me, the laughter fades—light, sweet, and dusted with cinnamon, trailing off as I move away from the sticky-handed children and the bright hum of the market. Their joy doesn't reach me. It never really does, but now it feels further away, like something from another lifetime. The sun's warmth still touches my skin but doesn't sink in. 

The tightness in my chest refuses to ease, wrapping around my lungs with a grip that won't let go. Every breath is shallow, measured as if anything deeper might invite whatever is watching to take a step closer.

I shouldn't still feel it—not out here, surrounded by people, under the broad light of day. The market is alive with movement and sound, the city's heart still beating around me. But the sense of wrongness clings. It rides beneath my thoughts, whispering reminders in a voice I can't quite hear. 

The scent of ash still lingers, faint but present, woven into the edges of the air like smoke from a long-dead fire. It curls around me, tracing ghost fingers along my neck and behind my eyes. It doesn't belong here. And neither does whatever followed me out of that alley.

I glance back, my eyes narrowing instinctively. The mouth of the alley stands just as it did—silent, empty, and soaked in shadow. But now it feels like something is standing just beyond the threshold, waiting to see if I'll look away first.

Empty.

And yet—

Something moves.

It's just a flicker at first. A curl of shadow bending in the wrong direction. Not cast by light but coiling against it. I narrow my eyes, stepping forward without thinking. My hand stays near the hidden sheath at my hip, though I don't draw the obsidian blade. Not yet. Not until I'm sure.

The market noise fades behind me as I slip past the vendor stalls and veer toward the back edge of the old quarter. The cobbled streets here grow uneven, edged with crumbling facades and narrow staircases that lead nowhere. The city left this corner to rot decades ago—too expensive to renovate, too much history to destroy.

Perfect cover.

The shadow flickers again—farther now, just a slip of movement at the edge of sight, vanishing deeper into the twisted spine of the old district. I don't hesitate. My pace quickens, the tension coiling tighter in my gut with each step. 

I pass a broken-down fence, its slats weathered and warped, weeds curling high through the gaps like reaching fingers. On the other side lies the forgotten heart of the city—the bones of a block that once held lives, now nothing but ruin and memory.

The derelict buildings rise around me like exhausted sentries, their facades slumped with the weight of abandonment. Rust clings to their metal frames, and years of peeling paint hang in brittle strips like dead skin. Windows gape open, hollow and eyeless, their shattered panes glittering faintly in the muted light. 

It feels like walking through a skeleton—every surface brittle, every shadow long and sharp. The scent shifts here, subtly but unmistakably. The dry burn of ash fades into something heavier—rust and concrete dust, with a sour undercurrent of damp decay that clings to the air and catches at the back of my throat.

My boots crunch over a scatter of broken glass, powdered plaster, and discarded memories too ruined to name. The silence here is thicker, more oppressive. Each breath feels slower and more deliberate like the air resists being drawn into my lungs.

Then I hear it.

The first scream is sharp and raw—male, panicked, the sound torn from someone too stunned to hold it in. It echoes hard off the buildings, bouncing wildly through the hollow spaces. A second cry follows fast behind it, higher-pitched and jagged, slicing through the air like torn metal. 

Not alone. Not one voice. More join in—a chorus of panic, shouts and screams tumbling over one another in rising chaos. Then comes the sound of impact—a dull, heavy thud, unmistakable. Flesh meeting concrete. Or something being thrown. Hard. Against a wall.

And just like that, the hunt becomes a rescue. Or a reckoning.

I sprint, boots pounding over cracked asphalt and scattered debris. My heartbeat kicks into high gear, syncing with the rhythm of my footfalls, each pulse driving me deeper between the district's skeletal remains. The air rushes past my ears, but the screams are still clear, sharp, desperate, and far too close. 

Adrenaline floods my veins, a familiar burn beneath the skin, prickling like static caught in a storm. Every nerve is lit, alert, and tuned to danger. I instinctively reach for my radio, fingers unclipping it, but I don't speak. I'm too close now—no time for words or backup. Whatever's happening, it's happening now.

I draw the blade.

The sound it makes as it leaves the sheath is low and unsettling, not metal against metal but something older, more profound—the whisper of stone unsealing, the sigh of something ancient rising from sleep. It hums faintly in my hand, alive and alert, and the edge gleams with a complete darkness that seems to swallow the light around it. 

There are no reflections, no shine—just a void hungry and waiting. The runes etched along the spine pulse once, faintly red as if the blade has caught the scent of what I've felt all along.

I round the corner.

Ahead of me, a long-abandoned tenement rises in silent decay, leaning crookedly like it's trying to collapse. The brick façade is blackened in places—fire damage, old and forgotten. Its front door hangs by a single rusted hinge, the wood rotted through and swaying with the wind. It creaks open and shut like a mouth trying to speak but is too ruined to form words. 

The screams inside are louder now, ricocheting off the crumbling walls. They're raw—desperate, not just from fear but from the sick understanding that help might be too late.

I don't hesitate. I charge through the doorway, blade in hand, shoulder brushing the splintered frame as I pass. The interior hits me like a punch to the lungs. The air is damp, choked with the stink of mould and smoke that never entirely left. 

The lingering memory of fire clings to everything, embedded in the wood, the walls, the very bones of the building. Wallpaper sloughs off in long, curling strips, yellowed and curling like flesh peeling from bone. Dust clouds rise with my footsteps, stirred into frantic spirals. Every board beneath my boots groans with protest, threatening to collapse under the weight of time and intrusion. But I don't slow. I can't.

I know where it's coming from.

Second floor. I don't need a map, don't need to follow the sound—it's instinct, or maybe something deeper, something older. The Volcan's mark in my blood draws me toward the disturbance like a lodestone. 

I take the stairs two at a time, the wood flexing beneath me with each impact, each step a gamble between speed and structural failure. But the screams are still rising, still human—for now, I'm not about to be too late.

The shadows lead me—no, pull me forward. They are not the ordinary kind that follows the curve of light, but something deeper and more deliberate. The darkness here pulses faintly, like a second heartbeat thrumming just beneath the surface of the walls. 

It breathes. It listens. It waits. This is the wrongness that doesn't come from absence but presence—something that should not be and yet is.

The stairwell groans under my weight, warped by years of weather and neglect. The bannister is half-splintered, trailing frayed threads of spiderweb and ash. I take the stairs two at a time, ignoring the threat of collapse because the screams are rising now—louder, sharper. A crescendo of human panic, wild and unfiltered. They're just above me. I'm almost there.

At the top of the landing, the hallway stretches out like a wound, narrow and buckled. The floor is warped and damp beneath the thin layer of dust, soft in places where the boards have begun to rot. 

Doors hang at crooked angles, some clawed open, others hanging on by rusted hinges. Light doesn't reach far here—just thin, sickly blades slicing through the cracks in the boarded windows, not enough to dispel anything. Only enough to make the dark look deeper.

I move left, drawn to the final door at the end of the hall. It's ajar—just enough to let the sound and the smell through. The air from the room is rancid, thick with the reek of decay and something more immediate: sweat, blood, and the iron tang of raw fear.

Inside, it's chaos.

Five people—three men and two women—are crammed into the space, their panic pressing against the walls like a living force. One man is braced against the door, trying to hold it closed with trembling arms and a face slick with blood. 

His shirt is torn, and one eye is swollen shut. In the far corner, a woman is curled into herself, knees pulled tight to her chest, her hands clamped over her ears as she rocks back and forth, whispering something repeatedly in a voice that barely rises above breath. The others are mid-fracture—screaming, lashing out at the walls, the air, and things that aren't there.

At least... not yet.

Because whatever is attacking them isn't visible. Not at first.

But I can feel it. The pressure. The tremor just beneath reality's skin. It's here. Something is here, and it's pushing its way through.

Then I see it.

The Devourer steps from the ceiling.

It doesn't fall. It doesn't descend like something bound by gravity. Instead, it emerges, slipping through the crumbling plaster-like liquid shadow-given shape. Its body is made of blackened mist, not smoke or vapour but something denser—hungrier. The air distorts around it, bending the light in sick, oily waves. Its shape is never still, shifting in ways that make the eye want to look away. 

Limbs stretch from its core, not arms exactly, but tendrils—long, sinuous, curling like smoke caught in the water. They coil and twitch as it moves, though it never touches the floor. It glides. Hovers. Slithers across space like it's swimming through some current I can't see.

If it has one, its face is a smear of deeper shadow in the mass. No eyes, no mouth. Just a suggestion of depth, a hollow space in the centre of the dark. But from it radiates one overwhelming sensation: hunger. Not the kind that gnaws at the belly, but the kind that devours thought, warmth, memory. A consuming emptiness that wants to pull the world in and leave nothing behind. The people run out of the building, making it easier so I don’t have to worry about them while fighting.

It turns toward me.

And I remember.

The alley. The giggle. The scent of ash.

This is the same one.

I can't wait.

The Devourer hisses—a sick, hollow sound like air escaping a sealed tomb. It's not a cry or a threat, but something ancient and instinctive, the exhale of a thing that doesn't breathe yet lives all the same. The moment stretches thin, and I don't give it time to react. I slam into it mid-air, my momentum driving us backwards with bone-rattling force.

We crash through the window in an explosion of glass and decay. The rotted frame offers no resistance, shattering outward in a spray of jagged shards that catch the dying light. Wind and weight take us, and we tumble down two stories in a violent tangle of limbs and shadow. 

The fall is brutal. We spin in the air, my wings snapping out in reflex to slow the descent. They soften the landing, but not enough. The concrete beneath us is cracked and unforgiving. Pain blooms along my back and ribs as I hit, the jolt stealing my breath for half a second.

The Devourer doesn't pause.

It's on me instantly, tendrils slashing toward my throat like knives made of smoke and malice. I roll, instinct driving me faster than I thought, and the blade is already in motion. I bring it up in a clean, practised arc, obsidian whistling through the air with a sound like breaking stone.

The blade connects.

The Devourer shrieks—a high, piercing wail that shakes the windows of the surrounding ruins. The obsidian edge carves through its torso, and the wound burns with a searing light, smoke gushing from it like steam from cracked Earth. The scent is foul, sharp and acrid, like scorched bone and sulfur. It reels back, limbs thrashing, but only for a breath. Not far. Not enough.

Now it circles.

Low to the ground, coiling in on itself like a predator, limbs twitching at unnatural angles. It watches without eyes and calculates without expression. The air around it warps, trembling with invisible pressure. This thing isn't retreating.

It's hunting.

The air thickens with pressure, heavy and electric, as if the atmosphere itself knows what's coming. It presses against my skin, dense and oppressive, each breath a struggle against the weight of something ancient and wrong. The ground beneath us hums faintly, reacting to the presence of a thing that should not be—and to the rising power within me.

But I don't back down.

I plant my feet, adjusting my stance with practised ease, and feel the shift ripple. My wings flare wide, no longer restrained, their black feathers stretching outward with a sharp snap that cuts the air. The sound echoes like a battle cry. Pain lances through my legs as the transformation takes hold—quick, brutal. 

My boots tear apart at the seams, shredded by the emergence of my Volcan form. Talons burst free from where toes once were, curved and wickedly sharp, burying themselves into the cracked Earth with lethal purpose. I welcome the change. It's not a loss of control—it's a weapon.

My eyes lock onto the Devourer, and I feel the heat building in my chest, the edge of fury sharpening into something crystalline. Its limbs writhe with anticipation, that smear of a face tilting, almost mocking. But it's not just a shadow.

It wore her voice.

"You don't get to wear her voice," I snarl every word a blade. "You don't get to pretend."

The Devourer surges forward, its form unravelling and reforming as it moves, a storm of limbs and darkness hurtling toward me.

And I charge to meet it.
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Chapter 3 – Echoes of the Past
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The scent of scorched ash still lingers, threading through the stagnant air as I step back into the derelict building. It clings to the crumbling walls, woven into the char and dust, a bitter reminder of what passed through here—and what might remain. 

My chest rises and falls in a controlled rhythm, each breath measured deliberately. The blade is steady in my grip, its weight familiar, grounding. With my free hand, I let my fingers brush the cracked plaster beside me, dragging lightly over its jagged surface, reading the space through texture as much as sight.

The interior is worse than I remembered. Graffiti stains the drywall in chaotic slashes—some crude, some so old they've blurred into ghostly shapes. The ceiling above sags in places, heavy with water damage and time, insulation sections spilling down in ragged, yellowed tufts like torn sinew. The floor creaks beneath my steps, the boards warped and brittle, every sound amplified by the silence that followed the screams.

Those screams... they've stopped now.

I already radioed for medical. The civilians will be seen to—if they're still breathing, they'll live. That part of the job is done. Now comes the part that doesn't have protocol. Now comes the question that doesn't leave me alone.

Why did that thing lead me here?

It didn't feel random. Devourers don't run. They feed. They consume until there's nothing left. They hunt, and when they strike, they don't hesitate. But this one didn't finish the job. It pulled back. It withdrew. It chose me—and then retreated. That doesn't fit. That doesn't make sense.

Unless it wanted me to follow.

The thought sinks in like a blade set gently between the ribs—not painful, not yet, but undeniable. I scan the hallway ahead, eyes narrowing, every slow step into deeper shadow and decay confirming the certainty rising in my gut. Something's here. Not just the ghost of violence left behind, the echo of screams—but a presence. Still. Watching. Waiting.

My boots move lightly across the dusty floor, the sound muffled but distinct enough to break the silence with each step. I pass the blackened husk of an old sofa, its fabric scorched to bare springs, the stuffing long since rotted away. 

Smoke stains streak the nearby walls, and something brittle crunches underfoot—plaster crumbling like eggshells, flaking in jagged patterns from the ceiling above. The air grows heavier and thicker with age, with memory, with something deeper that I don't yet have a name for.

At the far end of the hall, a door stands ajar.

Its frame is bowed with water damage, and its surface is warped and blistered. The hinges are rusted, their moan barely audible as the door shifts slightly in the still air, opening just wide enough to reveal a stairwell that drops into deeper darkness. No light seeps up from below—just a long, cold breath of stale air that brushes against my skin, carrying a scent that makes something primal inside me bristle.

I pause at the threshold, blade still drawn, the obsidian edge catching no light, only the depth of shadow. I take one breath—slow, quiet—and then descend, each step deliberate, silent, and controlled.

Whatever led me here hasn't finished what it started.

The air grows denser with every step, thick with mildew and old stone. A faint breeze whispers through the corridor, too low and steady to come from outside. I follow it, careful not to disturb the silence too much. There's something ancient in this stillness—like a secret buried too long.

The basement is dark—not the kind that waits for light but that settles in deep and doesn't want to leave. My flashlight clicks on with a soft snap, its beam slicing a narrow cone through the gloom. The light bounces off concrete walls and support beams, catching flashes of rusted piping along the ceiling like veins in a long-dead beast. 

The air is damp and heavy with mildew and the metallic tang of corroded metal. Water drips somewhere above in a slow, deliberate rhythm—sharp against the silence, each drop echoing louder than it should.

I sweep the beam across the room methodically, watching for movement and for the wrong shape in the shadows. For a moment, there's nothing. Just rot and ruin and the hollow ache of an abandoned space. Then the light catches on something farther back, carved into the far wall.

I step closer, the floor gritty under my boots, the silence crowding tighter around me, the deeper I go.

Symbols.

Dozens of them.

Etched directly into the concrete, they sprawl across the surface like the scars of a ritual long since abandoned—but not forgotten. The lines are bold and sweeping, made by a hand that moved with purpose. Some are nearly faded, worn down by time or weather, while others are carved deep, so the concrete is fractured around their edges. They overlap, layer on layer, as though someone came back repeatedly to add more—refining, repeating, obsessing.

The symbols aren't random. They weren't meant to be seen, not by accident. They wanted to be found.

And I recognise them.

Not in detail, not completely—but they echo something deep in me. Something that came alive when my wings first tore free. The flowing symmetry, the spiral patterns, the sharp angular flourishes—Volcan. Or at least, something like it.

My pulse quickens.

I kneel, brushing years of grime from the nearest etching. The symbol is almost identical to the one branded into the hilt of my blade. That same spiral at the centre, those same winglike curves stretching outward.

Why would something like this be here?

I don't speak. I just stare.

The deeper I look, the more symbols I see—some broken, others repeating in complex sequences. They're not just decorative. They're positioned with intention, almost like...

Instructions?

I reach out toward the wall, hesitating for a heartbeat before my fingers make contact. The surface is cool beneath my touch, textured with decades of dust and time-worn grit. The hairs on my arm rise, sharp and unbidden, as if my body senses what my mind can't yet grasp. I'm not imagining this.

I step back slowly, my eyes scanning the chamber's expanse. The symbols stretch wider than I'd first seen, covering nearly the entire rear wall and creeping beyond it, reaching around corners and disappearing into the shadows like tendrils. 

Some are so crude they look scraped in desperation, while others are surgically clean, edges sharp enough to draw blood. One set of curves in a spiral that splits across two beams is too precise to be a coincidence. They look almost machine-cut. But that's impossible. There hasn't been power in this building for over twenty years. Nothing here should be this deliberate.

And yet, it is.

There's something beneath this place—beneath the rot and ruin, beneath the stone and silence—a story buried in layers of dust and ritual. A connection older than the structure itself—the kind of connection that binds through blood, memory, and fire.

My fingers twitch around the hilt of the blade. If these symbols are Volcan—if they match the ones etched into my training hall, dreams, and scars—then someone's been here. Long before us. Long before we even knew to look.

I turn off the flashlight for a moment.

Darkness wraps around me like a shroud. I let it sit, listening.

And just for a moment, I think I hear something distant. Not a sound. A feeling.

Like wings, I slowly reach the exit, carefully surveying around me for any further shadows. 

I crouch low, knees creaking against the cold concrete, as I line up the final shot. My phone's camera clicks softly, capturing another angle of the deep-cut markings on the foundation wall. The symbols are weathered, fractured in places, but undeniably deliberate—each stroke part of a pattern I don't fully understand yet. They remind me of the ones I've seen in the old Volcan texts. Not identical. But close enough to twist something uneasy in my gut.

I pull back and scroll through the framed, documented, and timestamped images. My fingers hesitate over the screen momentarily before I swipe to my contacts.

Sam. Mike. Ethan. Regan.

I hit "Send All."

A chill scrapes up the back of my neck—not from the cold, but from the sense that I've just disturbed something that wanted to be forgotten. I slide my phone into my pocket and look at the wall. The symbols sit in silence, unmoved but not benign.

I rise to my feet, blade still in hand, as I back out of the basement.

The building groans faintly around me as if responding to my presence. Water drips steadily in the stairwell, echoing in the stillness. Light bleeds through the cracks in the thin and pale boards above, filtering down in shafts that don't quite reach the floor. I retrace my steps, and every footfall is quiet and deliberate. The silence feels heavier now, thicker. It hums at the edges of my hearing, like something unsaid pressing to be heard—the kind of silence that waits.

When I push open the front door, daylight greets me like a slap—bright, unfiltered, and jarring after the deep dark below. I squint into it for a moment, blinking against the sharp contrast. 

The market's earlier clamour is gone, fading into the city's ambient hum beyond. Sirens have fallen silent. Emergency crews have moved on. Mike's cruiser is no longer parked by the alley. The air out here is cooler and thinner, as if the building behind me is holding its breath.

Just beyond the edge of the street, I spot them—the survivors.

They're gathered near a battered city bench and the trunk of a first-response van. Some sit, others lie on makeshift cots or lean against the cool metal of the vehicle. Medics move between them with quiet efficiency, checking vitals, murmuring reassurances, and laying fresh gauze against bloodied brows. 

One of the women clutches a foil blanket tightly around her shoulders, her eyes fixed on a point far beyond the city skyline. Another rocks gently, still whispering under her breath, lips moving in time with a rhythm only she hears. 

The man who held the door upstairs is slumped on the pavement, breathing through clenched teeth, his arm freshly bandaged and streaked with grime.

They're alive. Bruised, shaken, fractured—but alive.

I exhale slowly, the tension in my shoulders easing by degrees, though it doesn't leave entirely. The Devourer didn't finish them. It lets them live, which makes this worse, not better.

No one ever believes the stories. Shadows are trying to kill them? Whispering things in the dark? Most people twist it into panic, shock, or trauma. Easier to blame hysteria than face what's real. So I don't waste time wondering if the survivors will say a word about what they saw. I wouldn't, in their place. And since I never released my wings, there's no risk of the Volcan Knights appearing in any official report. We'll stay shadows, too. That's how it works.

I step into the street, blade lowered but still in hand, and let the door swing shut behind me with a hollow, echoing thud.

I walk away from the building, back straight, pulse steady.

My phone buzzes in my jacket pocket.

I don't check it immediately.

I already know what they'll say. The symbols I found aren't random. And the others will want answers.

The city murmurs softly around me as I leave the building behind, its windows blank and unblinking. Whatever lived inside them is long gone, or maybe just changed. My footsteps echo across the cracked pavement before fading into the hush of early afternoon. 

Above, the sky has dimmed slightly, grey clouds gathering low and slow. They roll in with quiet intent, heavy with the promise of rain.

A fitting backdrop for what I just uncovered.

My phone buzzes again. This time, I checked it.

Sam: Meet us at the house. Now.

By the time I reached the mansion, the clouds had thickened overhead. I take the side path hidden between the hedge wall and the old wrought iron fence. The air changes as I cross the threshold of the outer wards—subtle but unmistakable. The weight in my chest lightens, and my hearing sharpens. I've always felt safer here but never more aware of its necessity than I am now.

The others are already waiting in the drawing room.

Sam stands near the hearth, arms crossed over his chest, his gaze fixed on the flames, but his expression gives nothing away. The firelight flickers against his jawline, casting shadows that make him look carved from something older than time. Ethan is perched casually on the arm of a worn leather chair, tablet in hand, already flipping through the photos I sent ahead. 

His posture is relaxed, but his eyes move with clinical focus, sharp and calculating. Against the far wall, Mike leans back with one shoulder pressed to the brick, chewing on a toothpick. His wings are half-shifted in unconscious tension—shadowed arcs just visible beneath his jacket, twitching at the edges. 

Regan stands by the tall windows, spine straight, hands folded behind his back like he's waiting for a verdict. The city skyline stretches behind him, glass and steel filtered through storm clouds.

No one speaks right away.

I move toward the long table at the centre of the room, my steps echoing softly on the hardwood floor. The stillness here isn't peace—it's anticipation, braced like a battlefield just before the first clash of steel.

I take my place and let the silence stretch just a beat longer.

"They're real," I say, my voice steady. "They're deep. Older than the foundation, maybe older than the building itself."

Ethan tilts the tablet toward Sam, pausing on one of the clearer shots. His fingers tap the screen lightly. "These curves. They're not decorative. They're structured. Intentional. There's symmetry here—ancient geometry. Not just marks. They're mapped. Aligned to something." He flicks to another image and narrows his eyes. "This one—this is near-perfect radial construction. Volcan symbology layered with pre-convergence etchings. Someone knew what they were doing."

"Do you recognise any of it?" Sam asks his eyes on me now.

"No," I admit. "But they felt... familiar."

"Familiar how?" Mike asks, brow furrowed.

"Like something half-remembered. Like seeing a dream, you forgot you had."

The room falls silent again.

Sam takes the tablet from Ethan and zooms in on one of the spiral formations. "There are similarities to the old Volcan sigils. Especially the arc patterns here... and here." He points carefully. "But nothing exact. If this is our language, it's from a time we don't even have records for."

At last, Regan speaks, his voice low and deliberate: "Which means it's either been buried... or deliberately erased." He doesn't look away from the window; his reflection ghosts in the glass as the storm gathers beyond it.

Ethan sits up straighter, the earlier nonchalance gone from his posture. "Either way, it's not random graffiti. And it's not just art. This was meant to be found." He pauses, tapping the tablet's edge against his knee. "Or protected."

Sam lowers the tablet and lets it rest on the table between us. His gaze sweeps the room, pausing on each of us, a silent measure of readiness. "We need to know more. We don't move blindly. Not with this." Now, there's an edge to his voice—a quiet weight beneath the calm. He knows what's at stake. We all do.

"We start with the archives," Regan says, already turning, his coat rustling as he steps toward the hall. "Compare every known Volcan relic. Cross-reference anything with spirals, radial structures, inverted glyphs—anything close."

"I'll check the old field reports," Ethan says, tapping notes into the tablet. "We've missed patterns before. This might connect to other sightings. Ghosts we didn't know how to name at the time."

Mike finally pushes off the wall, the toothpick discarded with a flick of his fingers. His wings fold back into his frame with a faint shimmer of tension, vanishing beneath his coat like smoke being swallowed. "I'll sweep the area again tonight. Quiet. No wings. Just eyes and boots. If someone else has been poking around, I'll find them."

The room settles into motion, the stillness giving way to quiet momentum. Purpose hums just beneath the surface, unspoken but understood. We're no longer reacting. We're hunting.

Sam turns to me last, his expression unreadable but his voice steady. "You started this, Zera. Stay with it. Track down anything you feel. Follow your instinct."

I nod once, firmly. "I will."

He holds my gaze for a breath longer, eyes searching mine—not for doubt, but for resolve. When he finds it, he speaks with the calm finality of a command, but it lands like something older. A vow.

"We need to find out what those symbols mean. And why have they been hidden?"

No one argues.

There's no need.

The room begins to disperse, each of us drawn to our task like blades returning to their sheaths—focused, ready, tempered by what we don't yet understand. We move without ceremony, without fanfare. Just the steady rhythm of trained steps and the silent weight of the unknown settling across our shoulders like cloaks.

Something old is surfacing.

And none of us are turning away.

The drawing room begins to empty as the quiet urgency sends us to our tasks. The air still holds the weight of what was said, but now it hums with motion—intent turned action. Ethan stretches, arms overhead with an exaggerated groan, then glances down at his phone. A low whistle escapes him.

"That's my cue," he says, flashing a grin of mischief and charm. "Got a date. Real one this time."

Mike snorts from across the room, one brow arched. "Is she human or another one of your hobbyist witches?"

Ethan just winks, completely unbothered. "Bit of mystery keeps it interesting."

He shrugs into his jacket, and as he heads for the door, he pauses just long enough to reach out and ruffle Regan's hair in passing. The gesture earns him a rare, tight-lipped scowl—one Regan doesn't bother to hide—but Ethan just laughs and vanishes down the side corridor, boots muffled on the old stone steps.

The rest of us linger in the mansion's settling quiet, shadows lengthening across the wooden floor as the storm outside builds.

Mike stretches next, rolling his shoulders with a low groan. "Library in ten?"

Regan gives a short nod. "I'll bring the field reports. You take the relic logs."

Without another word, the two head off together, their footsteps tapping in tandem down the long hall—measured and familiar, the rhythm of men who've fought beside each other too many times to need small talk. The sound fades into the house's old bones as they disappear, leaving me alone in the soft, humming silence of what comes next.

That leaves Sam and me alone in the kitchen.

It's a vast, stone-floored space with a massive hearth at one end and open shelving stacked with jars of dried herbs and bundles of preserved fruit. The scent of thyme and roasted garlic lingers faintly from some earlier meal.

I pull a bundle of vegetables from the counter basket and set them on the worn chopping board. Sam opens the pantry and glares back at me over his shoulder.

"You think they'll find anything?"

"I think if it's buried in those records, Regan will find it," I say, pulling a knife from the drawer. "Eventually. He's like a bloodhound when he's curious."

Sam chuckles, setting out rice and a pan. "And Mike'll pretend he's bored the entire time."

"Until he finds something interesting, he'll act like it's no big deal."

We work side by side in the kitchen, chopping and sautéing in easy silence, falling into the rhythm we've always had—one born not from recipes but from years of missions, long nights, and the kind of unspoken trust that doesn't need explanation. 

The motions come without thought: the angle of the knife, the sizzle of onions in oil, the instinctive way we pass tools back and forth without looking. It's simple. Familiar. Comforting in a way that feels almost dangerous.

There's laughter, too—light and low. Jokes about Ethan's so-called "mystery woman" and Regan's inevitable scowl when the dust from the old archive books sets off his allergies. The kind of small talk that keeps us tethered to something human. We move like we've done this a hundred times before—because we have. It's a ritual. Normalcy is a shield, and tonight, we let it hold.

Dinner is humble but solid: rice tossed with garlic and seared vegetables, pan-fried trout seasoned as Sam always does, with smoked salt and a whisper of dried lemon peel. The scent fills the kitchen, warm and grounding, and for a while, nothing feels haunted.

When we brought the food into the dining room, Regan and Mike were already there, books stacked in uneven towers beside their plates. They don't look up right away—their eyes are slightly glazed, the edges of their focus worn down by hours of cross-referencing glyphs and forgotten names. The room is filled with the quiet rustle of paper and the scrape of ceramic against wood.

Sam sets the platter down and takes his seat, glancing toward them with the weight of someone already expecting the answer.

"Anything?" he asks as I lower into my chair.

"Patterns," Regan replies, picking up his fork. "Some of the symbols overlap with earlier Volcan sites. But not fully. It's like they've evolved."

"Or corrupted," Mike adds around a mouthful of trout. "Still digging."

We eat in thoughtful silence for a while, the only sounds being the gentle clinking of cutlery against ceramic and the soft crackling of the fire in the hearth. It's not tense—not exactly—but the weight of unspoken questions hovers just beneath the surface, pressing in with every bite.

Then I break the silence. "You really think the Devourer led me to that building?"

Mike leans back slightly, fork still in hand, and nods with deliberate slowness. "Doesn't add up otherwise. They don't run from a fight unless something's forcing them." He pauses, eyes narrowing. "Or calling them."

Regan shifts in his seat, fingers still resting on a page he stopped reading minutes ago. "And the timing," he says. "Right after your dreams started again."

The mention of them twists something cold and unwelcome in my gut. I lower my eyes and push my fork through the rice, my appetite draining fast. The dreams—those golden edges, that laughter turned wrong, the scent of ash—have always been more than dreams.

Sam doesn't look away. He's been observing me and waiting for the right moment. When he speaks, his voice is low and steady. Not unkind—just certain.

"You know you're the only female Volcan."

I meet his gaze. "I know."

His expression doesn't change. "It's your bloodline the Devourers are after. We've always suspected it. Whatever power they think they can take—it starts with you."

The words settle into the room like a stone dropped into deep water.

No one speaks. Even Mike, ever ready with a barb or half-smile, stays quiet. The fire crackles on. Outside, thunder rolls in the distance, soft and slow, like something old beginning to stir.

I nod once, not trusting myself to speak. My appetite fades with its weight.

Later, we say our goodnights, voices softened by the hush that settles over the mansion like a blanket. The halls are dim now, shadows stretching long along the panelled walls. Regan and Mike peel off toward the library, already half-deep in their research again, the quiet echo of their boots fading into the house's old bones. Sam and I climb the stairs in silence. He doesn't speak, but he walks just a little closer than usual—shoulder nearly brushing mine, steps unconsciously matched. It's not protection, exactly. Its presence.

We reach my door first. He stops with me, hands in his pockets, his eyes calm but searching. He doesn't need to say much.

"You're safe here," he says. "We'll figure it out."

I nod, quiet but firm. "Goodnight, Sam."

He hesitates, just for a breath, then reaches out. His fingers graze mine—light, fleeting, but grounding. A moment passes between us, unspoken but not unnoticed. Then he turns and walks down the hall, his footsteps carrying him into the dark.

I enter my room and close the door behind me.

The fireplace is already lit, flames crackling softly in the grate, their warm light dancing across the tall ceiling and carved wooden beams. Shadows ripple gently along the stone walls, flickering like memories that won't settle. I undress slowly, carefully setting my weapons down as if the stillness might shatter if I move too quickly. The silence here is heavier than the dark outside—thick with thought, with the echo of truths I'm still unpacking.

Sleep doesn't come easily anymore. Not since the dreams returned.

But I lie down. I close my eyes. And I wait.

Eventually, it comes.

But it brings no peace.

The dream returns with sharp, merciless clarity.

Ellie is on the swing, her curls catching the sunlight, her laughter rising in the warm air—until it twists. The sound bends and elongates, its joy warping into something unnatural. Her face remains hidden, swallowed by shadow, the golden light dimming around her like it's being consumed.

The swing creaks—slow at first, then sharper, sharper still—until the sound shifts into something else entirely. Bones snapping. Dry and deliberate, like someone breaking twigs just behind my ear.

Then, her voice cuts through the silence like a blade.

"Why did you leave me?"

It pierces clean through me, too clear, too close. A child's voice, but wrong now—too heavy with grief, too knowing. I try to speak, to reach her, but this time, when I run, the ground beneath my feet turns to sludge. Thick and black, it pulls at my legs like hands, dragging me down with every frantic step. I sink past my ankles, knees, hips—fighting, clawing at the air, but there's no traction. No escape.

Shadowy figures begin to loom on all sides.

They rise out of the mire like smoke, solidifying into a nightmare—limbs too long, spines bent at impossible angles, mouths stretching far wider than any human ever could. They don't move like people. They slither. They hang in the air like marionettes suspended on strings made of darkness.

And they whisper her name.

Over and over. A thousand voices. A thousand mouths.

Ellie.

They whisper mine.

I wake with a gasp, drenched in sweat, sheets twisted tight around my legs like bindings. My chest heaves, lungs working overtime, but the air feels wrong—too thick, too heavy, like a dream hasn't let go of me yet.

The darkness in the room feels deeper than it should. It's not just the absence of light, but something else: watching. Waiting.

And I know, with a clarity that's no longer deniable—the dreams aren't just dreams anymore.

A soft knock at the door pulls me from the haze. The remnants of the nightmare still coil around my chest like smoke—tight, suffocating. My skin is clammy, the sheets half-soaked beneath me. I sit up slowly, blinking into the dim, the fire in the hearth reduced to a low, pulsing glow. Ember light flickers weakly across the stone, too faint to chase away what lingers in the corners.

Another knock. Then the door creaks open.

Sam steps inside.

He doesn't speak at first. His eyes find mine in the low light, and whatever he sees there—whatever's still written across my face—stops him cold. Concern tightens his jaw and softens his gaze. He closes the door behind him without a word, his presence filling the room like something solid, steady.

"I heard you," he says quietly. "You cried out."

I look away, trying to shake the dream from my skin, my breath, and the place in my chest where her voice still echoes. But he doesn't wait for an answer. He crosses to me, kneels by the edge of the bed, and rests a hand gently over mine.

Then, softly but with a firmness that leaves no room for argument, he says, "No more sleeping separately. I don't care how many nightmares you have or how much sleep I miss. I hate leaving you like this."

The words crack something open in me—not pain, not fear, but relief so sharp it feels like breaking.

I nod slowly.

And I don't feel entirely alone in the dark for the first time in days.

I shake my head, wiping at my face, unsure if it's tears or just the sweat. "I didn't mean to wake you."

"That's not what I'm worried about." He takes a step closer. "Zera... what did you see?"

I open my mouth to deflect, downplay it like I always do, and make it smaller and manageable. But the words don't come. My throat tightens, locking shut, like it did in the dream when Ellie turned to me, her eyes like empty wells carved into her shadowed face.

Sam sits on the edge of the bed, close enough that I can feel the warmth radiating from him but not so close that it feels like pressure. He's just there—solid, grounding, waiting.

"You don't have to carry it alone," he says, his voice gentler now as if anything louder might shatter the space between us. "Whatever this is... let me in."

I stare at my hands in my lap, fingers curled against the twisted sheets, jaw tight. For a long moment, I say nothing. Then, slowly, I find my voice.

"It's always her. Ellie." Her name tastes like ash. "But she's... wrong somehow. It's not just memories. It's like something's using her image. Warping it."

Sam doesn't interrupt. He doesn't offer platitudes. He just listens.

"She asks why I left her," I whisper, the words cracking on the edge of my breath. "She looks at me like I betrayed her. Like it's my fault. And the shadows—they're always there. Closer every time. I can feel them watching. I can hear them whispering her name."

My hand shakes slightly, and that's when Sam reaches for it. He covers mine with his—warm, steady, real. No words this time. Just that quiet touch, an anchor in the dark.

And in the hush that follows, something in me—just a little—starts to breathe again.

"I think something's trying to break me," I admit. "Using her to do it."

He nods slowly, squeezing my hand. "And that's why you can't go through this alone."

"I'm trying to be strong."

"Strong doesn't mean silent," he says. "We're not meant to fight this war apart. Especially not you."

His gaze holds mine—firm, steady, unshakable. There's no demand in it, no force. Just quiet resolve.

"Let me carry some of it," he says.

I don't answer—not with words. But I don't pull my hand away either. My fingers remain curled beneath his, held in the warmth of his touch like a tether. And in the silence that follows, something settles between us. Not the familiar ease we once shared as partners. Not the quiet, magnetic pull of fate growing between us for years.

Something more immediate.

A raw, human truth.

He stays with me as the fire fades low until the tremble in my chest stills and my breathing evens. He doesn't speak again and doesn't move to leave. Just stays.

And when sleep comes again, it's lighter.

Not dreamless.

But this time, I don't face it alone.-
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