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Praise for The Ascended


Every once in a while, you read a book that shifts something in you. Where the pages feel like they’re written for you - your soul, your mind, your tastes - and it’s impossible to articulate just how good it is without wildly gesturing and begging people to read it. That was The Ascended for me.
— @SUEGAINZ


This book gave me every single emotion under the sun, if perfection took the form of a book it would be The Ascended!
— @MARISSA.BOOKTOK


The tension. The desire. The heartbreak. All of it bound together in a way that left me undone.
— @THE.BABBLING.BOOKWORM_
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Content Warning


The Ascended is a fantasy narrative set in a world of divine beings, celestial power, and dangerous trials, where mortals with special abilities are forced to compete for godhood. It includes elements depicting graphic violence, execution, blood and bleeding, self-harm (blood rituals), death of loved ones (including parental death), animal death (in the form of hunting), grief, mild self-recrimination, imprisonment, torture, intense and graphic injuries, gore, life-threatening situations, sexual assault (off page, but discussed), forced sedation, suicidal ideation, self-sacrifice, betrayal, psychological manipulation, religious trauma, forced separation from family, political intrigue, power dynamics, sexually explicit scenes shown on the page, sub/dom dynamics, restraints, alcohol consumption, drug use, and graphic language. The story contains scenes of community rejection, public humiliation, and characters being hunted by authority figures. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please be aware.


Listen along to our Ascended

inspired Spotify playlist.
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Most are for the lyrics, some are for the vibes, and others might just predict the future.


For the quiet aftermath,

when the battle ends and we must face

what victory has made of us.


Pronunciation Guide



Thais - THAY-iss

Xül - ZOOL

Thatcher - THATCH-er

Aelix - AY-lix

Aella - AY-el-lah

Aesymar - AY-seh-mar

Asteria - as-TEER-ee-ah

Axora - ax-OR-ah

Bellarium - bell-AIR-ee-um

Chavore - shah-VORE

Davina - dah-VEE-nah

Drakor - DRAY-kor

Draknavor - DRAK-nah-vor

Elysia - eh-LIS-ee-ah

Hydrathis - hy-DRATH-us

Kavik - KAH-vik

Kyren - KYE-ren

Lyralei - LAY-rah-lee

Marx - MARKS

Miria - MEER-ee-ah

Moros - MOR-ros

Morthus - MOR-thus

Morvaren - MOR-vah-ren

Novalie - no-VAH-lee

Nyvora - neh-VOR-ah

Olinthar - OH-lin-thar

Osythe - OH-sigh-thee

Pyralia - pie-RAH-lee-ah

Pyros - PIE-ros

Sev’anarath - SEV-ah-nuh-rath

Sulien - SOO-lee-en

Sundralis - sun-DRAH-lis

Sylphia - SIL-fee-ah

Syrena - sigh-REE-nah

Syrenari - seer-eh-NAR-ee

Terralith - TAIR-ah-lith

Thalor - THAH-lor

Thorne - THORN

Verdara - ver-DAHR-uh

Vesper - VES-per

Vivros - VIV-ros

Vorinar - VOR-ih-nar


Prologue



In the beginning, there were only the Primordials. Beings whose thoughts shaped reality itself, who breathed life into nothingness and painted existence across the Abyss.

From their dreams came oceans and forests, mountains and stars. From their whispers came mortals. From their pride came the Aesymar, divine children who carried fragments of their makers’ power.

But power breeds ambition.

Among the Aesymar, twelve rose above the rest. Their desires reached further, their hungers grew deeper, and they gazed upon Elaren, the mortal realm, not as shepherds but as rulers waiting for their crowns.

What followed is spoken of only in fragments. A rebellion whispered in half-remembered hymns, a war too vast for mortal minds to understand. Some claim the creators simply withered, exhausted by the act of shaping reality. Still others say they sleep, sealed beyond reach, waiting to return.

Whatever the truth, the Primordials were long gone.

In their absence, Olinthar, mightiest of the Twelve, claimed the highest throne as King of Gods. Under his dominion, a new order was born, with the Twelve at the apex, the remaining Aesymar beneath them, and in time, the divine-born children of their unions.

Yet creation had been scarred. Divine power bled into the mortal world like a wound, seeping into flesh and bone. Some mortals changed, touched by sparks too great for ordinary lives. They became dangerous, unpredictable, and precious.

Thus came the Trials of Ascension, a crucible where the power-touched could prove themselves worthy. Those who endured joined the pantheon’s lowest tier, honored as Legends. Those who failed were cast aside, their names left to dust.

And so, for millennia, the order has stood.


Primordials

The first beings, creators of existence and the Aesymarean & mortal races. Extinct.

The Twelve

The most powerful of the Aesymar, now the rulers of the Divine and Mortal realms (Voldaris and Elaren).

The Aesymar

The rest of the original Aesymarean pantheon.

Legends

Those born of the original Aesymarean bloodlines AS WELL AS the blessed mortals who ascended to godhood through the trials.

(All Legends are Aesymar, but not all Aesymar are Legends.)

Blessed Mortals

Mortals who developed gifts or powers.

Mortals

The inhabitants of Elaren, the Mortal realm.
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Chapter 1
Salt and Stars


The oyster knife slipped in my hand, slicing into my thumb instead of between the stubborn shell. "Shit," I muttered, watching blood well up from the cut. My head pounded with the special kind of agony that came from too much ale and too little sleep.

"Thatcher, you absolute ass," I whispered to the empty shed, sucking the blood from my thumb. The metallic taste mingled with the stench of low tide—rotting seaweed, briny muck, and the sharp smell of fish left too long in the sun. It was the kind of smell that would send most people retching.

But the oyster beds waited for no one, not even for those of us suffering the consequences of last night's poor decisions. My twin was undoubtedly still in some bed with company, nursing the same hangover but without the responsibility.

I winced as salt water from the next oyster stung my cut. When had I become the responsible one? It certainly wasn't my natural inclination. The night before flashed through my mind. Dancing on tables at Sandbar, the only tavern in our tiny village. Leading the crowd in bawdy sailing songs so filthy they'd make a captain blush. Challenging three fishermen to a drinking contest and winning while Thatcher cheered and collected bets. I'd matched them drink for drink, slamming down my final cup to thunderous applause while maintaining perfect balance. And somehow, I'd still managed to drag myself out of bed at dawn while my brother slept off his excesses.

The weight of making sure everything ran smoothly had settled onto my shoulders years ago—a mantle I'd never asked for but couldn't seem to put down. Every decision, every choice, required careful consideration of consequences. What if the oysters weren't sorted properly? What if we didn't make enough at market? What if I failed at the one thing Sulien still expected of me—this simple reliability, this quiet competence that seemed to be the only currency I had left to offer him? The constant mental calculations exhausted me more than any physical labor ever could.

I lined up another oyster. This one yielded to my blade, revealing glistening meat within the pearlescent shell.

I tossed it into the basket for market and reached for another from the pile, establishing a rhythm despite the throbbing in my head. Briden always reserved two baskets of pre-shucked for his earlier patrons. We prepared those first thing, packed them in seaweed and ice, and delivered them before the regular market even opened. The rest we'd bring live and shuck to order throughout the day. A pain in the ass, but it kept the oysters at their best and earned us a premium.

Eventually, the shed door creaked open, spilling harsh morning light across the worn wooden floors.

"You look like shit warmed over," I said, not bothering to glance up. "Twice-warmed, actually."

Thatcher laughed, the sound bouncing painfully between my temples. "And you look positively radiant, sister dear. That special glow that comes from pure spite." He swaggered in, an hour late and looking entirely too pleased with himself. The linen shirt he wore was misbuttoned and wrinkled, the deep forest green fabric askew across his broad shoulders, and his hair stuck up in several creative directions, bearing the unmistakable evidence of fingers that weren't his own.

My own clothes were practical and well-worn—a simple, cream-colored blouse tucked into dark brown trousers that had been patched more times than I could count, sturdy leather boots scuffed from years of beach walking, and an old fishing vest that had belonged to Sulien, the pockets still holding bits of net and shell fragments.

I had the same black hair as Thatcher's, though mine fell in salt-stiffened waves past my shoulders while his was cropped short. We both had the same square jaw, dimpled cheeks, and freckles scattered across fair skin tanned from years under the coastal sun. Our indigo eyes were a trait from our mother, much like our stubbornness and affinity for trouble, according to Sulien.

"Nice of you to grace me with your presence," I said, tossing an empty shell into the discard pile and tucking a strand of hair behind the point of my ear. "Did your newest escapade finally kick you out, or did you leave before her father discovered you?"

Thatcher picked up a knife and settled beside me at the sorting table, reaching for an oyster. "The latter," he replied with that infuriating grin. "Keth's daughter says hello, by the way."

"Which one?" I asked, though I already knew. The elder's youngest had been making eyes at my brother all summer, poor fool.

"The pretty one." His grin widened as he effortlessly shucked an oyster. Always frustrating how the work came so naturally to his hands, even half-drunk and barely awake. He had that ease about everything—the kind of charmed existence where things just worked out, where doors opened without pushing, where smiles appeared without effort. “You know I prefer women with fair hair.”

"They're both pretty." I tossed another oyster into the market basket. "And both too good for you. I hope she knows you're just adding her to your collection."

"Oh, she knew exactly what she was going to get." Thatcher wiggled his eyebrows, looking so ridiculous I almost forgave him for leaving me alone all morning. "And what she was getting, repeatedly, until about an hour ago. Although she did most of her talking with other parts."

I elbowed him hard in the ribs.

"Weak constitution," he teased.

I flicked my knife, sending a spray of oyster brine directly into his face. He spluttered, coughing dramatically.

"Trying to drown me now? I thought you’d be in better spirits after your midnight swim with lover boy."

"I walked the cove after leaving the tavern. Alone." I shrugged.

"Alone, huh?" The single word carried a weight of implication.

"Unlike some people, I don't need company every hour of the day."

My brother's shoulder bumped against mine. "Liar. You were with Marel. I can always tell when you've been with him—you get this smug look, like a cat that's found the cream." He leaned closer, dropping his voice. "Also, you have a bite mark just below your ear that you missed when you were getting dressed."

My hand flew to my neck, face burning. Thatcher burst out laughing.

"You self-satisfied jackass," I hissed, flicking more brine at him, but couldn't help the smile tugging at my lips. "Why am I cursed with you for a brother?"

"Because you'd be bored without me," he replied, deftly shucking three oysters in quick succession, showing off. He glanced at me sideways, sincerity creeping into his voice. "When are you finally going to give in and properly let him court you? Marel's been mooning after you for what, two years now?"

I kept my eyes on my work, my rhythm unbroken. "It's not like that."

"It could be."

"It won't be," I said firmly. "You know that."

Thatcher sighed but didn't press further. He knew me too well to argue when my mind was set. Better yet, he was far too aware how I felt about this particular topic. It was better to keep things casual. Better that Marel think of me as nothing more than an occasional pleasure, a wild spirit impossible to tame. Even if he wanted more. Eventually, he’d move on.

Thatcher's hand briefly covered mine, stilling my knife. When I looked up, his expression held no teasing. Just understanding. He might chase every eligible woman in the village, but deep down, he carried the same burden. Me.

For us, some doors would always remain closed.

"I've always got your back, Thais. You know that."

I nodded once, returning to my work. Somehow those simple words from him I never doubted.

We finished the first batch just as the sun crested, painting the water gold beyond the shed windows. We stepped out into the fresh morning air, the village of Saltcrest stretching before us. Fishing boats dotted the harbor, early risers already pulling in the morning catch. Our cottage sat a short walk up from the shore, smoke curling from the chimney.

I paused, taking in the view I'd seen every day of my twenty-six years. Simple wooden houses with their weathered gray boards, the stone temple on the hill, fishing nets hung to dry between posts. Nothing ever changed here, which was exactly how we needed it to be. Perhaps that was why I launched myself into every tavern challenge, every wild swim, every midnight tryst.

Because I’d never been able to escape the feeling that, at some point, all of it was going to end.

The market square was buzzing with the usual morning activity when we arrived with our baskets of fresh oysters. Thatcher immediately began setting up our stall while I hauled the day's catch to the front, arranging the oysters in neat rows across beds of seaweed.

"If it isn't the Morvaren twins," called Dorna, the baker's wife, approaching with a basket of warm rolls. "You two are looking particularly haggard this morning."

"Speak for yourself, Dorna," I replied, flashing a grin. "I've never looked better."

She laughed, her round face crinkling. "Word is you and that brother of yours nearly drank the Sandbar dry last night."

"Only half-dry," Thatcher corrected, appearing at my side and snagging a roll from her basket. "We're saving the rest for tonight."

"Always the considerate ones," Dorna said with a fond shake of her head. "Your father must be so proud." She moved on to the next stall, leaving the smell of fresh bread in her wake.

The morning passed in a pleasant blur of transactions and gossip. A good haul meant good coin, and we'd brought the best of the beds to market. Thatcher had wandered off, predictably, leaving me to manage the remaining customers. I caught sight of him across the square, leaning against a wall and charming a smile from the blacksmith's daughter.

A momentary lull gave me the chance I'd been waiting for. I ducked behind our stall, into the narrow space between buildings where no one could see. Glancing around once more to ensure my privacy, I turned my palms upward and concentrated.

The stars weren't visible in the daylight sky, but that didn't matter. They were always there, always connected to me in ways I couldn't explain. The familiar tingle numbed my fingertips, then the cool rush of power as tiny points of light appeared above my palms, swirling into a miniature constellation.

I shaped the lights with my thoughts, forming them into a small fish that swam through the air above my hands. The light cast blue shadows across my skin, beautiful and forbidden and terrifying all at once. This was the secret that could destroy everything—the power I'd been born with, the reason we could never leave Saltcrest.

A sudden prickle at the back of my neck made me close my fist, extinguishing the lights. I stepped back into view, arranging my face into simple indifference as I straightened the remaining oysters.

Thatcher appeared a moment later, the blacksmith's daughter forgotten. "Practicing again?" he murmured, low enough that only I could hear.

"Just a little," I admitted. "It's been building up."

He nodded. My power was like a well that constantly filled; if I didn't release it in small, controlled ways, it would eventually overflow. And we certainly couldn’t allow that to happen.

"Be careful," was all he said, but I caught the undercurrent of worry. Thatcher had spent our entire lives being careful on my behalf, watching for signs of attention, distracting suspicious eyes, creating cover stories when needed.

"Always am," I replied, bumping his shoulder with mine. "Besides, I've got you to watch my back."

It had been this way for generations now—mortals manifesting powers that once belonged solely to the gods. It began centuries ago, when the veil between the divine and mortal realms thinned, allowing cosmic energy to seep into our world like water through a cracked dam. At first, just a few drops. Small gifts, barely noticeable.

But over time, the leak widened. More mortals began showing signs of divine blessing. The ability to manipulate fire, to speak with animals, to heal wounds with a touch. But that type of power was never meant for mortal hands. And the gods noticed, of course. How could they not?

So they created the Trials of Ascension. Every decade, those with gifts were gathered, tested, broken down, and rebuilt in the gods' image. A few would ascend to join the pantheon. The rest would die, their power reclaimed by the Aesymar.

That was the story spread by the priests—that the gods benevolently allowed worthy mortals to join their ranks. What the stories didn't say was that participation wasn't optional. Those who refused the honor were taken by force. Those who hid their abilities were hunted down, sometimes executed as examples.

By late afternoon, our baskets were empty and our coin pouches satisfyingly heavy. As we packed up our stall, I noticed an unusual level of activity around the harbor. Additional boats were arriving, larger vessels than the everyday fishing skiff. My stomach knotted as I watched the fine ships with their pristine sails. The priests of the Aesymar always arrived in such vessels, beautiful and terrible in their perfection.

They came for the Trials, yes, but also for their quarterly duties—collecting offerings, ensuring coastal shrines were properly maintained. Mortal servants of divine masters, wielding borrowed authority that made them nearly as feared as the gods themselves.

Thatcher followed my gaze, eyes narrowing. "Early arrivals for the festival."

The word sent a chill through me despite the warm afternoon sun. I'd been successfully ignoring the approaching date, pushing it from my mind whenever it surfaced. The festival marking the start of the Trials was still two weeks away.

The cooper's son hurried past, nearly colliding with our stall. "Sorry!" he called over his shoulder, not slowing. "Have to tell Keth, he’ll need to begin preparations!"

"It's fine," Thatcher said quietly, reading my tension through our bond, the one we’d had since birth. When we were close enough, our voices could travel down the string connecting us. Otherwise it was just feelings or ghosts of thoughts.

But it wasn't fine, and we both knew it. The festival was always preceded by priests searching for those with gifts. The blessed, they called them.

Dinner that night was a strained affair. Our father, Sulien, had clearly already heard the news about the priests' arrival. Though he said nothing directly, it showed in the extra drinks he poured, in the lines around his eyes as he glanced between Thatcher and me.

"Good haul today," he commented, pushing food around his plate.

"Sold everything," I confirmed. "Got Breen to pay extra for his wedding order."

Sulien gave a strained smile. "That's my girl. Always driving a hard bargain."

Thatcher kicked me gently under the table, a silent signal passing between us. I gave a tiny shake of my head. I knew what he wanted me to say, but I had no intention of bringing it up. Instead, I launched into a story about Dorna's gossip from the market, drawing a reluctant chuckle from our father.

"So, the Priests…" Thatcher said suddenly, shooting me a look.

Sulien's hand tightened around his cup so hard I thought it might shatter.

"They’re early this year," I added when he said nothing.

"It’s an inevitability." he finally replied, his voice low and tight. He refilled his cup, spilling drops of dark wine that looked like blood against the wooden table. "The festival approaches. They always come."

"Two weeks early though," I pressed, unable to stop myself. "That's unusual."

Sulien drained half his cup in one swallow. "Nothing about them is usual. Nothing about them is right."

The bitterness in his voice silenced us all for a moment. We so rarely spoke directly about the gods, about what had happened to our mother.

"What if we left?" I suggested softly, not for the first time. "Go somewhere else."

"Where?" Sulien laughed without humor. "The cities? Where priests walk every street? The mountains? Where every traveler is scrutinized? At least here we're just oyster farmers—no one looks twice at us." He shook his head. "This tiny village is the closest thing to safety you'll ever have."

His words hung in the air like a death sentence. I stared at my plate, appetite gone. Thatcher's hand found mine under the table, a brief squeeze of solidarity.

"He doesn't deserve to still have this power over us," I whispered, the rage I usually kept carefully banked flaring hot in my chest. "After what he did to her."

Sulien's eyes snapped to mine, but softened at whatever he saw in my face. "No," he agreed quietly. "He doesn't."

She'd traveled inland for the solstice twenty-seven years ago. The grand temple there drew thousands for the God’s descent. She'd gone with other young people from the village, seeking blessings for marriage and healthy children, never imagining she'd catch the attention of a member of the Twelve. Just another faithful worshipper in the crowd when he arrived in all his golden glory—when a young woman could vanish for three days and her traveling companions would be told she'd fallen ill, staying with temple healers.

Sulien said she never spoke of those missing days. Not even to him. But when she returned to Saltcrest hollow-eyed and quiet, when morning sickness came months later, he'd pieced together the truth.

There was only one fate for any mortal woman who carried a half-blood child to term. Death. At least in Elaren.

Only one mother had ever survived the birth, and she had done so in the divine realm.

A heavy silence fell over the table, broken only by the soft crackle of the fire. I could feel the weight of unspoken fears, the same conversation we'd danced around for years finally demanding to be acknowledged.

"You remember what you promised me," Sulien said quietly, his eyes finding mine across the table. It wasn't a question.

My throat tightened. "I remember."

"Never reveal yourself." His voice cracked. "I couldn't survive it. Not after what it cost your mother just to bring you into this world."

I'd made the promise years ago, when my power first manifested. Sulien had made me swear on our mother's memory that I would never seek the priests out, never reveal what I could do. The man who had raised us as his own, who had loved our mother more than anything—I couldn't break his heart.

"I know," I whispered. "I won't."

Thatcher's eyes moved between us, understanding the weight of what bound me even if he couldn't fully share it.

We'd always expected Thatcher to develop gifts too. Divine blood ran through his veins just as surely as mine, and most powers manifested in adolescence alongside the first stirrings of maturity. But years had passed, and while I'd learned to hide constellations between my fingers, Thatcher remained stubbornly, safely normal.

By the time we'd reached our twenties, Sulien had stopped watching him with the same careful anxiety he reserved for me. We'd all quietly accepted that whatever cosmic lottery had granted me abilities had passed Thatcher by.

But that blessing came with its own curse. Thatcher was free to live normally, to make real friends, to build lasting relationships. Yet he didn't. None of us did. My secret had become our family's secret.

We were twenty-six years old and still living like children under Sulien's roof—or rather, in the connected cottages he'd built when we came of age, close enough that we still shared meals every night but far enough apart to maintain some illusion of independence.

Sulien had never remarried, never even courted anyone seriously, though I'd seen the way some of the village women looked at him. How could he risk it? How could he bring someone close enough to notice the careful way we lived? How could he put them in the same danger we faced?

And Thatcher... He laughed and flirted and kept everyone entertained, but I saw the loneliness in his eyes sometimes. The way he pulled back just when things started to get real.

They were both trapped by what I was. Living half-lives because of me.

And neither of them resented me for it. They should have—Gods know I resented myself enough for all three of us. Sometimes I lay awake at night thinking about how different their lives could have been if I just... wasn't. If I volunteered willingly and freed them from the burden.

The thought always brought me back to Sulien's promise, the chain that bound me to this life. But sometimes, in my darkest moments, I wondered if honoring it was actually an act of love or the ultimate selfishness.

“Thais?” Sulien broke through my thoughts. “Do me a favor, go out with Jorik’s crew this week. I know he’s been looking for extra hands. Thatcher and I will handle the beds.”

I nodded slowly. Safer out at sea than on land with the priests looming.

After dinner, I escaped to the beach. The night sky spread above me as twilight deepened to true darkness. I walked along the shoreline until I found a secluded cove, hidden from village eyes by a curve of rocky headland.

Here, I could finally let go. I raised my hands, feeling the connection to celestial energies that pulsed millions of miles away yet somehow lived inside me. Light gathered around my fingers.

I shaped the light into a sphere that hovered before me, casting blue-white illumination across the sand and water. The release was exhilarating, the constant pressure in my chest finally easing.

But even as I reveled in it, the familiar disgust crept in—this gift, this curse, was his. These abilities flowed through my veins alongside his blood, making me both weapon and wound. I was living, breathing proof of tyranny—my very existence the result of violence. Sometimes I wished I'd simply been born blessed like the random mortals who occasionally manifested abilities. At least then my power would have been mine alone instead of a sick, constant reminder of him.

"Impressive," came a voice from behind me.

I didn't startle—I'd felt him through the bond. "Hovering again, are we?" I asked, not turning.

Thatcher moved to stand beside me, his face illuminated by the glow of my light-sphere. "You're getting stronger."

I was. Each year, the power grew more insistent and harder to contain. "Does it scare you?" I asked with a kind of vulnerability that I rarely allowed myself.

"No," he answered. "It's beautiful."

We stood in silence, watching the light dance between my hands. After a while, Thatcher spoke again. "The priests won't find you. We've hidden it this long—two more weeks and they'll be gone again."

I let the lights fade, plunging us back into darkness. "And then another ten years until the next Trials. And then another ten after that. Always hiding, always careful, always afraid."

"Would you rather be taken?" There was no judgment in his voice, just curiosity.

I considered the question, looking up at the night sky. "Sometimes I wonder what it would be like. To be free to use this power. To see what I'm truly capable of."

The truth was, I'd imagined it countless times—standing in some grand arena, drawing down the stars, reshaping their light into weapons of my own. In my fantasies, I was never afraid, never held back by the constraints of secrecy or the limitations of my own understanding. I was simply... free. Powerful. Complete.

My dreams of liberation inevitably soured into self-loathing as I despised myself for even daring to imagine such things.

Sometimes I fantasized about entering the Trials not to ascend, but to destroy. About using what flowed through me not to please the gods, but to hurt them. To make them pay for what they'd done to my mother, to countless others. The darker part of me whispered that it would be fitting justice—to turn the very power he'd forced into existence against him. But that would mean leaving Thatcher behind. Leaving Sulien behind. Betraying Sulien.

"They kill more than they elevate," Thatcher reminded me. "Being taken isn't freedom—it's almost certain death."

"I know." I sighed, feeling our reality settle back onto my shoulders. "It's just... don't you ever wonder what else is out there? Beyond Saltcrest?"

Thatcher was quiet for a moment. "I've never needed to wonder," he finally said. "I've always had everything I needed right here." He bumped his shoulder against mine. "Besides, I'd be bored without you around to keep me in line."

I laughed despite myself. "As if anyone could keep you in line."

Thatcher’s profile was outlined against the night, his expression relaxed and unconcerned. He'd always been the optimist between us, convinced that our luck would hold, that we'd continue our comfortable, if constrained, existence indefinitely. I'd never had the heart to tell him that sometimes I didn't know which I feared more—being discovered or spending my entire life hiding.

"Do you ever think about him?" I asked, the words rushing out of me.

"Who?"

"Him. Olinthar." The name felt strange on my tongue.

It was the first time I'd said his name aloud in years. The King of Gods himself, ruler of the Twelve Aesymar, master of celestial light. The creature who had sired us.

Behind us, a star blazed across the heavens, burning bright before vanishing into darkness. I didn't need to turn to know it had fallen.


Chapter 2
Sea and Soil


The Endeavor sliced through the swells, bleeding white foam in her wake, her hull groaning with the weight of the morning's catch. I hauled another net aboard, muscles burning as the rope bit into my palms and grinned as silver bodies writhed in the mesh. The other fishermen watched with grudging respect as I hefted the load onto the deck.

"Damn, Thais," wheezed Old Henrik, wiping sweat from his weathered brow. "You're making us look like children."

"Maybe you should eat more of what you catch," I shot back, earning a round of laughter from the crew. "Might put some muscle on those scrawny arms."

The captain, Jorik, shook his head with a grin. "Should've known better than to bet against a Morvaren. Your brother warned me you'd clean us out."

We'd been out since before dawn, following the deep currents where the best fish ran. I'd volunteered for the expedition at Sulien’s request—but also because I needed something to do with my hands. Physical work had always been my cure for restless energy.

"One more haul," Jorik called, pointing toward a promising swell of dark water. "Then we head back before the tide turns."

I positioned myself at the net, sea spray cooling my sun-heated skin. The work was brutal, but there was honesty in it—no pretense, no hidden dangers, just muscle against the sea's bounty. For a few hours, I could forget everything else, lose myself in the rhythm of cast and haul.

"You're enjoying this too much," Henrik observed, wiping his brow as he watched me coil rope.

"Better than shucking oysters all day," I replied, testing the weight of the net. "At least out here, the only thing trying to cut me is the rope."

"Aye, but oysters don't fight back when you haul them up," Tam added with a grin. "Fish have more spirit."

"So do I," I shot back, earning another round of laughter.

The final net went down heavy and came up like it wanted to drag us all to the bottom. I grabbed my section of rope and pulled, the familiar burn starting in my shoulders. Around me, the other men were grunting and swearing as they hauled.

Without thinking, I pulled harder. The net crawled up the side of the ship, cutting through the water like it weighed nothing.

"Well, shit," Tam said, staring as we made quick work of what should have been back-breaking labor. "Either we got lucky with the current or⁠—"

Oh, fuck.

I let go so fast I nearly sent Henrik sprawling.

"Careful there!" he barked as the rope jerked in his hands.

"Sorry." I grabbed the rope again, this time letting its full weight hit me. My shoulders screamed in protest—not from the effort, but from suddenly having to pretend it was difficult. Thatcher and I had always been stronger than we had any right to be. Just another consequence of our parentage

"This thing's heavier than it looks," I said.

"No kidding," Henrik grunted, his face red and slick with sweat.

The net finally cleared the water, fish cascading onto the deck. The men looked pleased.

"Good day's work," Jorik said, surveying our catch. "You did well, Thais. Most landlubbers can't handle a full day like this."

The compliment warmed me despite my worry. "It was good to get out on the water," I replied. "Thanks for letting me join the crew."

The harbor buzzed as we tied up at the docks. The priests had indeed arrived, and they'd brought enough attendants to fill the village.

"Thais!" Lira, the village healer, approached with a confident stride, gray-streaked hair braided with small shells. She'd tended every scraped knee and fever in Saltcrest for as long as I could remember.

"Lira," I said, curiosity replacing my unease. "What brings you to the docks? Someone need patching up?"

She laughed, the sound rich and infectious. "Just keeping an eye on our illustrious visitors. Making sure they don't frighten the children too badly." Her expression grew more serious as she glanced toward the priest ships. "They're asking questions, Thais. More than usual."

"Have they..." I swallowed hard. "Have they mentioned anyone specifically?"

Lira's weathered hand found my arm,. "No names yet. But they seem particularly interested in young people. Anyone between twenty and thirty." Her eyes, sharp despite her years, held mine. "Be careful, child. Both of you."

Lira had never asked for details, but she'd been present at our birth—one of the few who'd witnessed our mother's final moments. She'd helped Sulien through those first terrible weeks when we were too small, too fragile, and he was too broken by grief to care properly for us. If anyone suspected anything, it would be her. But she’d never asked.

"We will," I promised, the words feeling inadequate against the scope of the threat.

Lira squeezed my arm once more, then moved away. But her warning echoed in my mind as I shouldered my share of the day's earnings and headed home through the village streets.

I passed the temple on the hill and saw a cluster of figures in pristine white robes speaking with Elder Keth. Even at a distance, they carried themselves with the bearing of those who served the divine realm, Voldaris.

One of them looked up as I passed, and our eyes met across the distance. For a heartbeat, I felt naked—like those vacant eyes could see straight through to the secret burning in my chest. Then the moment passed, the priest turned back to his conversation, and I hurried away on unsteady legs.

Calm down, I told myself. He can't read your mind.

But my hands were shaking as I quickened my pace.

By the time I reached the cottage, Thatcher was sprawled in his usual chair by the fire, whittling a piece of driftwood.

"Let me guess—you beat all the fishermen at their own game and they're still trying to figure out how."

"Something like that." I sank into the chair across from him, accepting the cup of tea Sulien brought from the kitchen.

We sat in comfortable silence for a while, the evening routine settling around us. Sulien read from an old book, Thatcher continued his whittling, and I let the day's tension ease from my shoulders.

"Early night for me," I announced after finishing my tea, standing and stretching. "Tomorrow's another long day on the water if Jorik will have me back."

"He'd be a fool not to," Thatcher said, not looking up from his carving. "You made him more coin today than his usual crew manages in a week."

I moved toward my room. "Don't wait up if I'm late tomorrow night. I might stop by the tavern after work. It’s Jorik’s birthday and if I’m out on the water with them all day, they’re going to expect me to join in on the festivities after."

"Thais." Sulien's voice stopped me cold. There was a warning in his tone I hadn't heard in years—the same authority he'd used when we were children and had pushed too far. "Maybe that's not the best idea right now."

I turned back, eyebrows raised. "What, having a drink? Since when do you care if I go to the tavern?"

"Since you seem to think it's a good idea to drink yourself senseless when you need to be most careful." Sulien set his book aside, his weathered face serious. The years of hauling nets and working the oyster beds had left their mark on him—shoulders permanently stooped from decades of bent labor, hands gnarled and scarred from countless cuts from shells and ropes. His hair had gone completely gray, and the lines around his pale blue eyes spoke of too many years squinting against sun and salt spray.

"Oh, come on." I laughed, but it sounded forced even to my ears. "I can handle my ale just fine. I'm not going to do anything stupid."

Sulien stood slowly, his joints protesting after a long day's work. When he straightened, he seemed taller, more imposing than the gentle man who'd raised us. "Alcohol doesn't make you more careful, Thais. It makes you careless. And careless is the one thing you can't afford to be."

"I'm not going to lose control over a few drinks⁠—"

"That power of yours is getting stronger. I see you rubbing your hands sometimes, like they're burning. You disappear at night more often than you used to." He stepped closer, his pale eyes boring into mine. "What happens when you're drunk at the tavern and someone says something that angers you? What happens when you lose your temper and those stars start pouring out of your hands?"

The words hit like a slap. My cheeks burned. "I wouldn't⁠—"

"You're being reckless." His voice cracked slightly, and desperation flickered across his face. “The walls you've built around that power are starting to crack. And alcohol doesn't strengthen walls, Thais. It tears them down."

"I think that's enough," Thatcher said quietly, but neither of us paid him any attention.

"I've been careful," I protested, hating how defensive I sounded. "All of this time, I've been careful. I've hidden what I am, I've stayed quiet, I've done everything you asked⁠—"

He shook his head, shoulders sagging. "I won't lose you to them. I can't."

"Father," Thatcher said, standing up from his chair. His voice was gentle but firm. "I'll go with her tomorrow night. Keep an eye on things. Make sure she doesn't do anything stupid." He shot me a meaningful look. "Right, Thais?"

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

"You're both good kids," Sulien said finally, settling back into his chair with a weary sigh. "Better than I deserve. I just..." He looked up at us, and I saw the exhaustion there—not just physical, but the bone-deep weariness of a man who'd already buried the woman he loved, who'd spent decades raising children that weren't his blood, living in constant fear that the gods would come to claim what they'd left behind. "I just need you to be smart. Especially now. Can you do that for me?"

"Yeah," I managed, my voice thick. "Yeah, we can do that."

He nodded once, then picked up his book again, but I could see his hands shaking as he turned the pages.

I stood there for a moment, watching him pretend to read. My chest tightened. The cottage was suddenly too small, the walls pressing in on me.

"Where are you going?" Thatcher asked as I headed for the door.

"For a walk," I said. "I need some air."

The evening breeze hit my face as I stepped outside, but it didn't help. I could still feel the weight of Sulien's terror, the way he'd looked at me like I was a loaded weapon about to go off. Maybe I was. Maybe that's all I'd ever be—a danger to everyone I cared about.

I pressed my hands to my eyes, trying to sort through the tangle of feelings. The need to remain vigilant, to keep my powers hidden, to protect our family's secret—it all coiled around my chest like rope pulled too tight.

Sometimes I envied Thatcher's easy freedom, his ability to act without the crushing weight of consequence sitting on his shoulders.

I started walking without thinking about where I was going. I needed... what did I need? Not to be alone with my thoughts, that was certain. Not to go back inside and pretend everything was fine.

I needed to feel normal.
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I found Marel at the carpenter's shop. He was there after hours, bent over a piece of wood. Shavings curled around his feet like pale flowers, and the air smelled of cedar. He looked up as I entered, his face lighting with the kind of uncomplicated pleasure that I’d come to know so well. As selfish as it was, this thing between us, temporary and guarded and filled with lies, brought comfort.

"Thais." My name sounded warm in his voice. He set down his carving knife and looked at me. "You look like you've had a day."

I settled onto a stool beside the workbench, suddenly drained. "Working late then?"

Marel's cheeks colored. "You know I’m not working." He smiled, picking up the piece he'd been carving—a delicate seabird. "Just needed to come here and think."

It was exquisite, every feather detailed, the wings positioned as if the bird were caught mid-flight. "It's beautiful."

"It's nothing," he said, but I could see the pride in his eyes. "Just something to keep my hands busy."

Like me, Marel had grown up here in Saltcrest, working the boats since he was old enough to handle a line. But his true passion had always been this.

"Want to talk about it?" he asked, his hands still for once.

He had always been perceptive—one of the things that both drew me to him and made him dangerous. His sun-bleached blonde hair gleamed in the evening light streaming through the shop windows, and those hazel eyes of his seemed to see straight through whatever mask I was trying to wear.

"I heard you went out with Jorik's crew today," he continued when I didn't answer immediately. "That must have been different from the oyster beds."

"It was good," I said, and I found myself actually smiling. "I may have shown off a little."

Marel laughed, the sound rich and genuine and exactly what I was craving. "I'm sure you did. You never could resist a challenge." He leaned back against his workbench, studying my face. "But something's bothering you. You've got that look you get when you're trying to work out a problem."

Perceptive, I thought again. Too perceptive for his own good.

"Walk with me?" I asked, needing to be somewhere less confined.

He nodded, setting aside his tools without hesitation. "Where to?"

"The cliffs. I need to see the sea."

“A day of fishing didn’t tire you out?” He cocked a sly smile.

“Never.”

We left the village behind, following the winding path that led up the coastal headlands. The sun hung low in the western sky, painting the water gold and purple. We walked in comfortable silence at first, but I could feel Marel watching me.

"Tell me something about yourself," I said suddenly, needing to focus on something other than my own fears.

Marel smiled. "Like what, exactly?"

"I don't know. What did you want to be when you were a child? Before you became a fisherman?"

"A sailor," he said without hesitation. "I wanted to see the world beyond Saltcrest. Explore distant shores, meet strange people."

"What changed your mind?"

His expression grew serious. "My father died. Someone had to take care of my mother, and she needed stability more than I needed adventure. So I kept fishing, learned the trade properly."

"Do you regret it?"

"Sometimes," he admitted. "But then I think about the life I've built here, the people I care about." He glanced at me. "And I think maybe adventure isn't always about going somewhere new. Sometimes it's about finding something worth staying for."

The words made me stall, as they always did. "Marel⁠—"

"I know something's eating at you," he said quietly. "I can see it in the way you hold yourself sometimes. Like you're bracing for the worst."

I stopped walking, turning to face him. "How do you⁠—"

"Because I've felt that way too. After my father died, I spent months waiting for the next disaster. Wondering when the other shoe would drop." He reached out, taking my hand in his. "What has you so worried, Thais? What are you afraid of?"

I tried to divert the conversation.

“Sometimes I dream of leaving this place.”

Marel simply looked at me.

"But my family is complicated. They need me here, and truthfully, I need them. A part of me wants to leave this place and never look back, but I feel so weighed down. I don't know if I truly have a choice," I murmured.

"There are always choices," he said firmly. "Maybe not easy ones, maybe not good ones, but there's always a choice."

We'd reached the cliff overlook—that secluded pocket of grass and wildflowers where I'd spent so many hours alone. Standing stones rose around us, and the endless sea stretched out below, reflecting the fire of the sunset.

"You're right," I said, settling onto the sun-warmed grass. "There's always a choice. But sometimes all the options are terrible."

Marel sat beside me. "Then you choose the least terrible one. And you find ways to live with the consequences."

I looked at him, really looked, taking in the strong line of his jaw. He was beautiful in a quiet, understated way, solid and real and honest. And mine, if I dared.

"What if I told you that being with me was a terrible idea?" I asked, but immediately regretted it. Too much truth.

He was quiet for a moment, considering. "I'd say that sounds like you're trying to scare me away. And I'd wonder why."

"I'm not trying to scare you away," I said, forcing a laugh. "I'm just saying... I don't know. Maybe I’ve seen too many of those traveling theater shows. All those dramatic stories about cursed lovers and tragic endings."

Marel smiled, some of the tension leaving his face. "You're worried about tragedy? Thais, we live in a fishing village. Half the men here don't come back from the deep waters. Life is already dangerous."

"I suppose that’s true."

He reached for my hand. "Look, I know you're worried about something. But whatever it is, you don't have to face it alone."

I reached for him, pulling him closer, and he came willingly, his arms wrapping around me as I buried my face against his neck. When he kissed me, it was with an urgency I’d never seen from him. I gave myself over to the sensation, letting myself forget for a moment about my secrets. There was just this. Marel's mouth on mine, his hands in my hair, the simple connection I'd been craving.

"Are you sure you’re okay with this tonight?" he whispered against my lips, his hazel eyes searching mine in the fading light. “I don’t want to cross a boundary, especially if you’re in a bad state of mind.”

"I need this," I said, and it was the most honest thing I'd said all day.

His hands were gentle as they traced the line of my jaw, down my throat to the hollow where my pulse hammered against my skin. "You're shaking," he observed softly.

"I'm fine," I lied, but we both knew it wasn't true. I was coming apart at the seams, had been since the moment I'd left the cottage.

"No, you're not," Marel said, his thumb brushing across my lower lip. "And that's okay. You don't have to be fine with me."

I pulled him down, kissing him with a desperate hunger, pouring all my fear and need into the contact. He responded with equal fervor, his hands tangling in my hair as he deepened the kiss.

We helped each other out of our clothes, movements eager but familiar. We'd done this before, countless times over the last few years, but tonight felt different. We were teetering on a precipice. A truth I could never reveal, but one he sensed nonetheless.

Marel's hands knew my body well by now, knew exactly where to touch to make me gasp and arch beneath him. But there was a new tenderness in the way he explored, as if he were trying to remember every inch of me.

"How are you so beautiful?" he murmured against my shoulder, and I could hear the wonder in his voice.

I wanted to tell him it wasn't natural, that there was something wrong with me that I couldn't explain. But the words caught in my throat as his mouth found the sensitive spot at the base of my neck.

He paused, reaching for his discarded clothes. "Just a moment," he said, retrieving a small wrapped packet from his pocket. There was an efficiency in his movements as he prepared himself.

The grass was soft, cushioning us as we came together. Above us, the first stars were beginning to emerge in the darkening sky, scattered like diamonds across velvet. I tried to focus on them, tried to keep some part of my mind anchored to something beyond the sensations flooding me.

"Let me," he said softly. "Let me take care of you."

In our previous encounters, I had always been the one in control–the one who set the pace. But tonight I found myself surrendering to his gentle insistence.

His hands were everywhere, worshipping every inch of exposed skin. When his mouth followed the path his hands had traced, I couldn't suppress the soft sounds that escaped my lips, my back arching involuntarily.

"Marel," I whispered.

"I know," he said against my skin. "I know, love. I've got you."

The endearment seeped into me. Love. No one had ever called me that before—not with such tenderness, such certainty. And never during a moment like this, with our bodies tangled together.

For a moment, I let myself imagine what it would be like to be the kind of woman someone could love without reservation. One who didn't carry secrets—who could give her heart freely instead of sharpening it like a weapon.

The fantasy lasted exactly three heartbeats before reality crashed back in. He didn't know what I was. Didn't know that loving me was the most dangerous thing he could possibly do. And I was too selfish—too desperate for the comfort of connection to let him go.

The guilt felt like drowning. Marel deserved someone who loved him completely, not someone who used him as an anchor to feel normal. The hardest truth was that even if I weren't half-divine, even if I could tell him everything—I wasn't certain I would ever feel for him what he clearly felt for me.

The moment we joined, the power that I kept so carefully contained began to stir. I tried to ignore it, tried to focus solely on Marel.

He moved slowly at first, his eyes never leaving mine. But as I responded to his touch, as my body welcomed him deeper, the gentleness gave way to urgency. Desperation. Longing.

"God, Thais," he gasped, his forehead pressed against mine. "You feel..."

I couldn't form words to answer, could only hold him closer. My gaze was drawn upward to those brilliant points of light, and I watched in growing alarm as they began to pulse.

The intensity was building, ripping through my chest. My fingernails dug into Marel's shoulders. Above us, more beads of light began to join the first, their essence growing brighter with each passing moment.

"Look at me," Marel whispered, sensing my distraction. "Stay with me, Thais."

I tried to focus on his face, on the way his blonde hair fell across his forehead, on the desire written clearly in his eyes. But the power inside me was growing stronger and I could feel it beginning to leak out despite my efforts. It was going to consume me.

As the pleasure crested, washing over me in waves that left me gasping and shaking beneath him, I lost all control. The stars above us flared to brilliant life.

Horror flooded me even as my body continued to pulse with aftershocks. The constellations were rearranging themselves, forming spirals and flowing curves that matched the rhythm we'd just shared.

I tried desperately to pull the energy back, to force the stars back into their normal patterns, but it was like trying to stop a river with my bare hands. The more I fought it, the brighter they became, until the entire sky throbbed. Gods, anyone in the village could see this.

Fuck.

I froze.

"Thais?" Marel stilled above me, voice breathless. "What's wrong? Did I hurt you?"

"Nothing," I lied, my voice shaking. "Nothing's wrong."

Marel searched my face, clearly unconvinced by my reassurance. His hand came up to cup my cheek, thumb brushing away tears I hadn't realized were falling.

"I'm sorry," I whispered.

"Don't be," he said firmly. "Stay with me."

"I can’t." I turned my face away.

But I could feel his eyes locked on my face, searching, guessing. Guilt churned through me, and I reached out, pulling him close, suppressing the sob that wanted to form in my throat. Because I wasn’t holding him out of desire, only to stop him from seeing what was happening above us. Gradually, the glow began to fade from the heavens, and when I finally dared to glance upward, the stars were slowly returning to normal.

If he noticed them, he didn’t say it.

"I should go," I murmured.

"I wish I knew what to say. I want to help, Thais. To be here for you in whatever way you need, but I’m flailing," he said, his arms tightening around me. "You know you can tell me anything."

Gods, I couldn't do this at Marel's expense anymore. I couldn't be selfish.

“Thank you for tonight.” I said as I finally pushed away and dressed to leave.

And I walked off, not waiting for his questions or sweet sentiments that would only make the guilt in my chest burn brighter. I let the tears fall, safe and alone and full of regret.


Chapter 3
The Last Light


"You're going to drop that," Thatcher said, watching me wrestle with the wine bottle Sulien had shoved into my arms at the last second.

"I'm not going to—" The bottle slipped, and I caught it against my chest. "Shut up."

He laughed, the bastard. "Want me to carry it?"

"I've got it." I shifted the basket to my other hip, trying to find a grip that didn't make me feel like a pack mule. Around us, other people were making their way down the path toward the caves.

"Jorik's already three sheets to the wind," Thatcher observed, nodding ahead where the fisherman was swaying slightly as he walked.

"Smart man."

The past two weeks had passed in a blur. I'd gone out with Jorik's crew every day the weather allowed, throwing myself into the work and staying as far away from dry land as possible. When the boats couldn't go out, I was shucking oysters and mending nets in our own shed rather than venturing into the village proper. Better to be exhausted than risk being seen.

The path to the caves was packed. It wasn’t just our people. Traders who'd come early for the festival marched along with us.

"There's Marel," Thatcher said, and his tone had me snapping my head up.

"So?"

"So nothing. Just pointing him out."

I caught sight of blonde hair near the front of the group. "Don't start."

"Start what? I'm not starting anything." But he was grinning in that way that meant he was absolutely starting something. "Though he asked about you again."

"When?"

"This morning. Wanted to know if you were coming tonight."

The flush hit me hard and fast. "What did you tell him?"

"That you'd be here. Unless you decided to throw yourself off the cliffs instead."

"Thatcher."

"What? It's accurate." He cocked an eyebrow. "You've been walking around like someone died all week."

"Someone might."

I heard the cold in my words too late, and Thatcher's teasing expression sobered. We walked in silence for a moment, the weight of tomorrow settling between us like fog.

"Hey." His voice was quieter now. "We're going to be fine."

I wanted to believe him. Gods, I wanted to believe him so badly it hurt.

"Yeah," I said. "Okay."

He studied my face for another moment, then nodded. "Good. Now come on, before Lira starts the whole thing without us."

The caves were already half full when we arrived. Someone had lit the torches early. Their flames whipped and sparked, casting flickers of shadow across the cave walls. I loved this place—had since I was a kid. The way the cave curved inward created perfect acoustics, your voice coming back to you changed and richer. This was where the village came to celebrate everything. Births, marriages, good harvests, surviving storms.

"Thais!" Lira waved us over to where she'd claimed a spot near the center. "Perfect timing. I need someone to hang these."

She handed me a string of sea glass. For a moment, I froze, staring at the way the glass seemed to pulse with its own rhythm, wondering for a second if it had come from me. But no. Just a normal trick of the light. Thatcher plucked it from my hands.

"I'll do it," he said easily. "Thais is afraid of heights."

"I am not afraid of⁠—"

"Terrified," he continued, already moving toward the cave wall. And then I realized what he was doing—stepping in to distract from whatever he thought I had done. Always saving me, that one. "Absolutely paralyzed by anything more than three feet off the ground."

"Are you two going to bicker all night?" Lira interrupted, but she was smiling. "Because if so, I need to get more wine."

I settled onto the blanket she'd spread out, finally managing to set down the basket and bottle. The cave was filling up steadily—families finding their usual spots, friends clustering together, kids running between the groups like excited puppies.

"Wine?" Lira offered.

"Gods, yes."

She poured, and I took a grateful sip. It was good stuff—better than what we usually drank at home. "Where did you get this?"

"Trader brought it in yesterday. Said it was from somewhere south." She lowered her voice. "Cost me half a month's pay, but I figured... well. Special occasion."

I nodded, not trusting my voice. Around us, the celebration was starting to take shape. Elder Keth was making his way toward the fire pit with a bundle of kindling while Henrik tuned his fiddle. I readied my ears for what would undoubtedly be a loud evening of these drunken bastards screaming songs out of key.

Keth crouched beside the cold fire pit, his weathered hands steady as he arranged the kindling just so. The flint and steel had belonged to his grandfather, and his grandfather's grandfather before that.

The fire caught, small flames licking upward. In the growing light, faces emerged from the shadows—some I'd known since birth, others newer to Saltcrest but no less welcome for it.

"To those who came before," Keth raised his cup. "And those who'll come after. And to tonight, which is all we get for sure."

"To tonight," everyone echoed, and drank.

That was it. No grand speeches, no elaborate ceremony. Just acknowledgment of time and mortality and the simple fact that we were here together.

"Cards?" Thatcher appeared at my elbow, already eyeing the traders who'd clustered near one of the side alcoves.

"Go fleece them," I said. "Just don't be too obvious about it."

"I'm never obvious. I'm subtle as a passing breeze.” He was already moving away, that easy charm sliding over his features.

"You're subtle as a brick through a window," I called after him, but he just laughed and kept walking.

"He's going to clean them out," Lira observed.

"Probably." I watched him settle into the group, already dealing cards with the practiced ease of someone who'd been running games since he was sixteen. "They look like they can afford it."

Henrik's fiddle cut through the chatter with the opening notes of a song. The first one was always "Fisher's Dawn," and everyone was expected to sing along whether they could carry a tune or not.

The voices rose around me, blending together into something bigger than the sum of its parts. I found myself singing too.

Salt wind and morning tide, Nets cast upon the foam, Every sailor knows the sea will call him home.

It was a working song, something to keep rhythm when you were hauling nets or mending lines. But here in the caves, with voices echoing off the stone walls, it sounded more like solidarity.

"Dance?"

I looked up to find Marel standing over me, hand extended. He was smiling, but there was caution in it.

"I'm comfortable here," I said, which wasn't entirely a lie.

"Come on. It's tradition."

"Since when?"

"Since right now." His smile deepened. "I'm starting a new tradition. Dancing with stubborn women who pretend they don't want to."

"That's oddly specific."

Lira snorted into her wine. "Just go dance with him, Thais. Before I throw up from all this romance."

I shot her a look, but let Marel pull me to my feet. The space near the fire had already been claimed by other couples, and Henrik's fiddle turned slow.

And intimate. Too intimate.

Marel was a good dancer. His hands were sure on my waist, and he led without being pushy about it. We moved through the steps, spinning and stepping around each other in the pattern everyone in Saltcrest learned as children. I found myself watching his face, trying to summon the feelings I should have had after so much time together. There was affection, certainly—even desire—but the deeper current that should have run beneath it was conspicuously absent.

"You've been avoiding me," he said as we came together for the closer portion of the dance.

"I haven't."

"Really? Because I've been to the oyster beds three times this week and somehow never managed to run into you."

I stepped on his foot, probably harder than necessary. "Sorry."

"You know, most people would consider it rude to step on someone's foot and then lie about being sorry."

"Most people would consider it rude to interrogate someone while they're dancing."

"I'm not interrogating. I'm making conversation."

"There's a difference?"

"One involves thumbscrews."

I couldn't help it—I laughed. And once I started, I couldn't seem to stop. Maybe it was the wine, or the stress of the week, or just the sheer absurdity of discussing torture techniques while dancing to Henrik's fiddle. But I found myself laughing until my sides hurt and I had to lean against Marel's chest to stay upright.

"Better?" he asked when I finally got myself under control.

"Better," I admitted.

The song was winding down, other couples beginning to separate and applaud. But Marel's arms stayed around my waist, and I found I didn't want to move away just yet.

"Thais," he said quietly.

"Don't."

"You don't know what I was going to say."

"I know that tone. That's your serious conversation tone, and I'm not drunk enough for serious conversations."

He was quiet for a moment, his hands warm against my back. Around us, the celebration continued—more music, more laughter, more stories being told by the fire. But it felt separate somehow, like we were standing in a bubble of stillness.

"At some point," he said finally. "In the future. Will you talk to me? I mean, are we ever going to have the conversation, Thais? You're twenty-six, I'm nearing thirty. I don't see anyone else the way I see you. Are we going to keep dancing around this forever?"

"Marel—" My throat tightened.

"I know your brother is fine spending his life like this, but is it what you really want?"

I stopped, taking a step back. "We're not talking about this here." Because I couldn't bear to see the hurt in his eyes when he realized the truth—that I cared for him deeply but not in the way he wanted, not in the way he deserved. He sighed, eyes going dim as he pulled me back to him.

"Just promise me you'll talk to me. At some point. That's all."

"I promise," I said, and meant it. Even if I couldn't keep it. Even if the conversation we needed to have wasn't the one he imagined.

"Good. That's good." He smiled then, the real one that made his whole face change. I'd become so accustomed to taking what he offered—comfort, normalcy, affection—while giving back only what I could convincingly fake. And still, he looked at me like I was everything.

The dancing went on for another hour, songs flowing into each other without pause. I danced with Marel, then with Henrik when he handed off his fiddle to someone else, then with Jorik who was drunk enough to be truly entertaining. Thatcher appeared at one point to claim a dance, spinning me around until I was dizzy and laughing.

"How much have you won?" I asked when he set me down.

"Enough." He looked pleased with himself. "The one from Millhaven is terrible at cards but keeps betting anyway. It's like watching someone throw money into the sea."

"Careful."

"I'm being reasonable. Just taking enough to make it interesting."

The music slowed again, and couples began to drift apart. Some headed back to their blankets and wine, others gathered around the fire where Dorna was preparing to tell one of her famous stories.

"Ghost story?" I asked, settling back onto Lira's blanket.

"Something fitting for tonight," Dorna announced, settling herself more comfortably near the fire. "The old story about Morthus and his bride."

A few people groaned good-naturedly. "Again?" someone called out.

My stomach clenched. Not this one. Not tonight.

"It's the best one," Dorna shot back. "Besides, some of you young ones haven't heard it told properly."

I caught Thatcher's eye across the cave and saw my own discomfort reflected there. Sulien had gone very still beside the fire, his knuckles white around his cup.

She cleared her throat and launched into it, her voice taking on the cadence she reserved for the most dramatic stories. "You all know how it began—Morthus, Aesymar of death and King of Draknavor. Cold as winter stone, implacable as the tide. For millennia, he ruled his domain without passion, without mercy, without love."

"But the heart, even the heart of an Aesymar, is not so easily commanded," Dorna continued. "In his great temple stood a mortal priestess named Osythe. Beautiful, yes, but also brilliant. She managed his mortal temple with such reverence that even Morthus himself took notice. A woman who feared neither god nor mortal, who spoke truth even to those who could destroy her with a thought. And he fell in love."

A few appreciative murmurs hummed around the fire.

"Now, when Olinthar learned of this attachment," Dorna said, and my blood ran cold at the casual mention of his name. "The King of Gods reminded Morthus of divine law. No god may lay with a mortal, let alone take one to wife. Such unions are forbidden, an abomination against the natural order."

Hypocrite, I thought bitterly.

"But Morthus had already fallen too deep," Dorna's voice rose dramatically. "He stood before the rest of the Twelve in their great council and declared his intention to marry Osythe properly."

Sulien's jaw tightened, and Thatcher shifted uncomfortably, smoothing the wrinkles in his shirt.

"Axora demanded a trial by combat," Dorna continued. "If Morthus could defeat any champion they chose, then the law would bend to his will. But if he lost, he would abandon this foolishness forever."

"Who did they choose?" one of the children asked.

"Pyralia," Dorna said with relish. "Aesymar of fire and passion. She stepped into the arena wreathed in flames that could melt stone, wielding fire that could burn even gods."

The story rolled on—three days and nights of fire against shadow, passion against death, until finally Morthus emerged victorious.

"The wedding shook both realms," Dorna continued. "Every god was forced to choose a side. And everyone, mortal and god alike suffered for it. Those cracks still run through the heavens to this day."

"But here's the truly remarkable part." Dorna's voice dropped to a whisper that somehow carried through the entire cave. "When it came time for the wedding vows, Osythe refused Morthus's offer of ascension. 'I choose to remain mortal,' she declared. 'For that is what you fell in love with.'"

"So what did he do?" Lira asked, though she knew the answer.

"Something that had never been done before," Dorna said. "As god of death, Morthus had power over the boundary between life and the afterlife. He reached into Osythe's very essence and simply... froze it in time. It wasn’t true immortality, wasn’t godhood. It was suspension. She exists now in the space between life and death—aging slowly, but still fundamentally mortal.”

At least she survived, I thought, anger rising in my chest. At least she got access to divine healers, to magic that could fix anything, heal everything. Unlike my mother, who'd been discarded back to the mortal realm—Elaren—to die.

"Osythe lives with her lover in Draknavor now," Dorna finished. "Their son ascended in the last Trials—Xül, Warden of the Damned. And every day, Morthus proves that even gods can choose love over law, compassion over command–”

"Very romantic," Thatcher called out. "Now tell us one we haven't heard fifty times."

"Ungrateful boy," Dorna huffed, but she was smiling.

I spotted Sulien sitting slightly apart from the chaos, watching the revelry with a soft expression I rarely saw on his weathered face.

"Mind if I sit?" I asked, settling beside him without waiting for an answer.

"Course not." He shifted to make room, his shoulder warm against mine. "Good night, isn't it?"

"It is." I followed his gaze across the cave, taking in the scattered groups, people swaying to the music, Dorna trying to convince a very drunk Tam to sit before he fell down. "Remember when Thatcher and I were too young for wine?"

"You were never too well-behaved to sneak some anyway." His mouth quirked upward. "Used to water down my ale thinking I wouldn't notice."

"We were very subtle about it."

"You once got so drunk that you tried to convince me mermaids were real because you'd seen one in the tide pools."

I groaned. "I stand by that."

"I’m sure you do. You spent an hour describing her in perfect detail." He took a small sip of wine. "Complete with what songs she sang and how her tail sparkled in the moonlight."

"In our defense, we had very active imaginations."

"Oh, absolutely. You once convinced half the village children to play pirates and held Elder Keth's goat for ransom." His voice held that fond tone he got when talking about our childhood. "Made him negotiate for an hour before you'd give poor Buttercup back. Thatcher insisted on being called Captain Dread, if I remember right."

"And you went along with it. Gave us actual treasure maps and everything." I smiled.

He glanced at me sideways. "You were always the brains of the operation, you know. Even then. Thatcher had the charm, but you had the plans."

Around us, the celebration continued at full volume. Someone had started another round of increasingly inappropriate riddles, and I could hear Thatcher's laugh rising above the crowd as he no doubt separated more traders from their coin.

"You know what I remember most about raising you two?" Sulien said suddenly.

"What?"

"The questions. God, the endless questions." He shook his head. "Why is the sky blue? Why do fish live in water? Why can't we fly? And if I didn't know the answer, you'd just ask someone else until you found it."

"Naturally."

"I always loved watching you figure things out." He reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. "You've got a good mind, Thais. Sharp and curious and kind. Don't ever let anyone tell you different."

"Father–"

"And stubborn as a mule. Just like her." His voice grew soft, barely audible over the revelry. "She used to do that same thing you do when you're thinking hard. Bite the corner of her lip and get this little wrinkle right here." He touched the spot between my eyebrows gently. "First time I saw you do it as a baby, thought my heart might stop."

I leaned into his touch, this man who'd raised me as his own. "I love you, you know that?"

"I know." His arm came around my shoulders, pulling me closer. "I love you too, little fish. Both of you. More than all the stars in the sky."

It was something he used to say when we were children, when nightmares woke us or scraped knees needed kissing better. He hadn’t said it in years, and hearing it now made my throat thick.

The weight of it all hit me then. Tomorrow the priests would call upon those of age to step forward. Anyone sixteen or older with gifts was required to present themselves at the festival. Some would come willingly, drawn by dreams of godhood and immortal power. Others would be dragged forward by neighbors eager to curry favor, or by family members who genuinely believed the Trials were an honor their loved ones deserved. Some were simply terrified of those with gifts living amongst them.

We'd been through this before. My powers hadn’t manifested for the festival when I was a child, but at sixteen, I'd spent the entire event barely breathing, terrified that every glance in my direction meant discovery. We'd managed to avoid suspicion this long, but that didn't mean we were safe.

I looked around the cave, trying to memorize everything. Everyone.

They had no idea. None of them knew that one of their own could bring destruction down on all of them. That my very existence was a threat to this—to Saltcrest, to Last Light, to every tradition and person I’d ever cared for.

And Sulien... God, what would they do to him if they discovered the truth?

"I—" The words stuck in my throat. How could I tell him that I was terrified not for myself, but for him? That the thought of him paying the price for my secrets made me feel sick? That I was most afraid of what my discovery might cost him?

"I'm scared," I finally managed.

His arm tightened around me. "About tomorrow?"

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

"Listen to me." He turned me to face him, his hands gentle on my shoulders. "Whatever happens tomorrow, whatever the priests do or don't do, nothing—nothing—will ever change how much you mean to me. Or who you are. Everything else is out of our control."

Tears were threatening now, hot and urgent behind my eyes. "But what if⁠—"

"No what ifs." His voice was firm. "You are my daughter. Mine. In every way that matters. And I am proud of the woman you've become. Proud of your courage, your kindness, your wit." He smiled through his own unshed tears. "Your mother would be proud too. So proud."

Before I could respond, the sound of hooves on stone cut through the drunken singing and off-kilter fiddle. Conversations faltered as people noticed the rhythmic clatter echoing from the cave mouth, heads turning toward the entrance with expressions of growing confusion.

"Probably just someone heading home," a voice called out from the other side of the cave.

The hoofbeats drew closer, accompanied by the soft jingle of harness and the measured tread of horses.

Light appeared at the cave mouth—torchlight. As it drew closer, shapes emerged from the darkness. Riders in white robes.

The singing died completely as the lead rider dismounted, his boots silent on the sandy ground. When he lowered his hood, the firelight revealed features that were beautiful in the way sharp edges were beautiful—perfect and cold and somehow wrong.

"Good evening," he said, his voice carrying easily through the suddenly silent cave. "I do hope we're not interrupting."

Behind him, other figures moved with the same unnatural stillness, arranging themselves around the cave mouth like pieces on a game board.

The priest smiled, white teeth gleaming in the dying firelight.


Chapter 4
The Reckoning


"I must say, Last Light is far more... spirited than I expected from such a simple village."

No one moved. No one spoke.

"We had planned, of course, to wait until tomorrow's official ceremony to conduct our business," the priest said, his tone conversational. "But when we heard the music, the laughter echoing from these caves..." He smiled. "Well, we simply couldn't resist joining your celebration."

The wine in my stomach turned to acid. Around me, I could feel the tension ripple through the crowd.

"You see," the priest continued, his gaze sweeping across the cavern, "we've had such an educational stay in your charming village. Your hospitality has been... adequate." He paused beside Henrik, who was clutching his fiddle like a shield.

"Last week," the priest said, "we witnessed quite the celestial display above your cliffs."

Beside me, Sulien had gone absolutely still. I didn't dare look at him. Didn't dare breathe. Thatcher's spike of panic stabbed me through the bond.

The priest’s smile widened. "A blessed walks among you tonight."

The words crashed into the cave, ripples of fear spreading outward from their impact. Faces I'd known my entire life transformed—neighbors looked at each other with sudden suspicion.

"Now." The priest clasped his hands behind his back, beginning a slow circuit around the fire. "Divine law demands that all blessed present themselves for the sacred Trials of Ascension. It is, as I'm sure you understand, the highest honor that can be bestowed upon a mortal soul."

Liar. The word blazed through my mind with such force I was amazed it didn't burst from my lips.

"However," he continued, his voice taking on a note of false compassion. "We are not unreasonable men. We are not without mercy. We understand that some among the blessed may feel... reluctant to embrace their destiny. Fear is natural." His pale eyes swept the crowd, lingering on face after face. "Therefore, we offer this blessed soul the opportunity to step forward voluntarily. No questions asked."

The silence stretched, thick and suffocating. My heart rattled in my chest. Every breath felt like it might betray me, every movement might draw their attention.

The priest let the silence build, clearly enjoying the fear he was cultivating. He moved past Lira, who had gone pale. Past Elder Keth, whose hands shook around his cup. Past children who pressed themselves against their parents' legs.

"Come now," the priest said. "Surely whoever performed such a magnificent display possesses the courage to claim credit for their artistry?"

Say something, I told myself desperately. Step forward.

But my throat was closed. Terror held me frozen as surely as if I'd been turned to stone.

Move. Say something. Do something.

My mouth opened, but no sound came out. Beside me, Sulien's breathing was shallow and rapid. His hand closed around my wrist.

"A pity." The priest sighed. "I suppose we'll have to do this the unpleasant way after all."

His gaze swept the cave once more, no longer casual. No, now he was hunting.

The priest's eyes stopped, fixed on a point somewhere behind me. His smile returned, cold and satisfied.

"You," he said, pointing. "The young man there. Step forward."

I turned, following his gesture, and my heart stopped.

Marel.

Two of the priests moved past me, seizing him by the arms before he could react. His face went blank with shock and confusion as they dragged him toward the fire, his feet scrambling for purchase on the sandy floor.

"No," he said, the word barely a whisper. "No, I don't—I'm not⁠—"

"Such a shame." The priest clicked his teeth, circling Marel. "You could have made this so much easier for everyone. Instead, you chose deception." He gestured toward the cave mouth, where torchlight flickered against the darkness. "We observed you descending from the cliffs not an hour past. The very cliffs where the disturbance originated."

Oh gods. The blood drained from my face as I understood. They'd seen him coming down from our overlook.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Marel said. "I was just walking. I haven't done anything. I'm not—I don't have any powers!"

Around us, the villagers were backing away, instinctively creating distance between themselves and whatever was about to happen. I saw the fear in their eyes, but that fear wasn’t alone. A terrible, shameful relief hid behind it. Relief that it wasn't them. Wasn't their children being dragged forward.

"Of course you don't," the priest replied. One of the other priests produced a length of rope—but it was not ordinary rope. This rope sucked in all the light around it. "Hold out your hands."

"Please!" Marel's voice cracked, and the sound gnawed through me. "Please, I'm telling the truth. I don't know anything about stars or powers or⁠—"

“This is an honor,” the priest said as they bound his wrists. I watched his face contort with pain as it touched his skin. Whatever that material was, it burned.

Do something.

"It's me."

The words tore from my throat before I could stop them. Before I could think.

Every head in the cave turned toward me. The priest's smile widened.

"It's me," I repeated, louder this time, taking a step forward on unsteady legs. "I'm the one you want. Let him go."

"Thais, no," Sulien whispered beside me, his voice breaking on my name.

But I was already moving, pushing through the crowd toward the fire. Toward Marel and the priests and the end of everything I'd ever known. Behind me, I heard Sulien start to follow, heard Thatcher's shout of alarm from across the cave.

"How noble," the priest murmured as I approached. "But I'm afraid we can't simply take your word for it. We have quite compelling evidence that it is him." His pale eyes glittered as they flicked between Marel and me.

"Then I'll prove it," I said, surprised by how steady my voice sounded.

"Thais, don't," Marel begged. "Whatever this is about, don't⁠—"

"I'll prove it," I repeated, never taking my eyes off the priest.

He cocked his head to the side, curiosity crossing his features. "Excellent. Please, demonstrate this gift of yours."

Behind me, I heard Sulien's sharp intake of breath. Heard Thatcher pushing through the crowd, calling my name. But it was too late for any of that now. Had been too late from the moment the priest pointed at Marel.

I raised my hands toward the cave's opening, toward the night sky beyond.

"Thais, please." Sulien's voice was raw with anguish. "Please don't do this. We can find another way. We can⁠—"

"There is no other way," I whispered, and reached up to touch the heavens.

Power rushed through me. Above us, a single star pulsed brighter than the others. Brighter than should have been possible.

Then it began to move.

Gasps echoed through the cave as the star detached itself from the constellation, blazing like a tiny sun as it descended toward us. I could feel its flicker, its weight, its ancient fire responding to my call.

Stop. Thatcher's voice in my mind, desperate and commanding at once. He'd fought his way to my side, his hands closing over my wrists. Thais, stop. Please.

But I couldn't stop. Wouldn't stop. Not when Marel was about to pay for my cowardice with his life.

The star settled into my cupped palms. Around me, the people of Saltcrest—my people, my neighbors, my family in all but blood—stared at me with expressions of awe and terror and betrayal.

I was no longer one of them. Would never be again.

"Fascinating," the priest breathed, his eyes fixed on the orb of light. "Stellar manipulation. Quite rare. Quite powerful." He gestured dismissively, and the priests released Marel, who stumbled backward with shock written across his face. "You may go, young man. Our apologies for the inconvenience."

I didn't resist as they bound my wrists, even though the rope burned against my skin like acid.

"I'm sorry," I whispered to Sulien as they dragged me toward the cave mouth.

"No!" Sulien lunged forward, reaching for me even as two villagers grabbed his arms to hold him back. "You bastards! Let her go!"

"I'm sorry," I called to Thatcher, who was fighting desperately against the hands trying to restrain him. "I'm sorry for everything."

We were nearly to the cave mouth when the priest spoke again.

"One moment." He studied Thatcher with the same intensity he'd focused on me. "You're twins, aren't you?"

My blood froze. Thatcher said nothing, his face a mask of stubborn defiance.

"Interesting," the priest mused, circling Thatcher. "If one twin is blessed..." He smiled that cold, beautiful smile. "Well. I suppose we'll need to test that theory."

"No," I screamed, struggling against the ropes that held me. "No, he doesn't have any powers! It's just me! Only me!"

"Seize him," the priest ordered.

"He's normal!" I shouted as two priests moved toward my brother. "He's completely normal!”

The priest tilted his head, considering. "I suppose we'll find out during the Proving, won't we?"

They bound Thatcher with the same burning ropes, his face stone as he refused to make a sound. Through our bond, rage simmered.

We’re going to figure this out. The words flew out of my mind and into his. Thatcher. Don’t attack them. You’ll only make things worse!

"And you." The priest had turned to Sulien, who stood alone by the dying fire. "The father who harbored not one but two blessed children. Who helped them evade their sacred duty, who kept them from their destiny."

"I did what any father would do," Sulien said quietly. "I protected my children."

"Yes," the priest agreed pleasantly. "And divine law is quite clear about the penalty for harboring the blessed."

The words slammed into me. "No. No, please, he didn't know⁠—"

"Of course he knew." The priest gestured, and one of the others drew a curved blade that gleamed like silver fire.

"Please," I begged, thrashing against my bonds until the ropes drew blood. "Please, I'll do anything. I'll come willingly, I'll⁠—"

"You'll come regardless," the priest said calmly.

Sulien dropped to his knees by the fire. He looked at Thatcher and me with eyes full of love and pride and terrible, terrible peace.

"I love you both," he said, his voice carrying clearly through the silent cave. "Remember that. Always remember that."

"Father, no!" I screamed. "Don't you dare! Don't you⁠—"

The world tilted sideways. My vision blurred, edges going dark and strange. My ears began to ring, a high whining sound that drowned out everything else.

Through the haze, I saw the blade begin its descent. Saw Sulien's peaceful expression in the firelight. Saw Thatcher struggling against his bonds, his mouth open in a cry I couldn't hear.

I tried to reach for the stars above us, tried to bring them crashing down, but there was no spark of my power left. My sight was failing, the whistling in my ears becoming a roar that swallowed everything.

The last thing I saw was the blade reflecting the firelight as it fell toward the man who had raised me, loved me and protected me for twenty-six years.

Then darkness took me, merciful and complete, stealing away the sight of my father's blood and the sound of my brother's screams.


Chapter 5
The Proving Grounds


The cold crept into my bones first. Then the smell—damp stone and rot.

I doubled over and retched onto the floor, my body rejecting the horror even as my mind couldn't escape it. But there was nothing left in my stomach except bile and the taste of copper.

It's my fault.

The thought crashed through me with such force that I gasped, my forehead striking the cold stone as I curled in on myself. If I'd been more careful. If I hadn't lost control that night. If I'd just stayed home. If I’d allowed them to take Marel.

He's dead. He's dead because of me.

My father is dead.

The words didn't feel real. Couldn't be real. Sulien was supposed to be at home right now, stoking the morning fire, preparing nets for the day's work. He was supposed to grow old and gray.

You should have stepped forward immediately. The voice in my head wouldn't stop. As soon as they asked. You hesitated. You're a coward.

Too late. Always too late.

Sulien's last words echoed in the darkness. I love you both. Remember that. Always remember that.

But what was I supposed to remember? That he'd loved a daughter who got him killed? That his final moments had been spent watching the priests drag away the children he'd died trying to protect? That the last thing he ever saw was his family being torn apart?

I pressed my hands against my eyes until spots danced behind my lids. But even that pain was nothing compared to the image burned into my memory—Sulien, kneeling by the fire. The resolution on his face. The way his blood had looked black against the sand.

The way he'd smiled at us, even then. Even as he died.

Thatcher.

I reached out through our bond, searching desperately for his presence.

There was nothing.

He must be shutting me out. Building walls between us that had never existed before.

And maybe that was for the best. Maybe he finally understood what I'd always known—that I was a poison.

Soon they would come for Thatcher. They would drag him out of whatever hole they'd thrown him into, and they would demand that he demonstrate powers he'd never possessed.

What if he died too?

Because of me.

My stomach dropped and twisted, cramping so hard I doubled over again.

I couldn't save him. Couldn't do anything.

Just like Sulien.

Little was known about the proving, but those selected to participate never returned home. What would happen if he didn’t present any abilities?

He had none to show. Would they simply kill him on the spot?

It would have been better if they'd just killed me in the cave. Better to have died beside Sulien than to live with this.

So I let the tears fall. Let myself curl back into a ball and close my eyes, begging for the sweet mercy of the dark to take me once more.
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I woke to the sound of my own breathing, harsh and ragged in the silence. I had no way to tell how long I’d been locked in this room. It felt like days and weeks all at once.

But this time, instead of the crushing weight of grief, something else rose in my chest. Something hot and vicious and desperate.

Rage.

Thatcher.

"Thatcher!" The scream tore from my throat. I lurched toward the cell door, my body protesting every movement, muscles stiff. "THATCHER!"

My hands found the iron bars, and I shook them with all my strength. "Where is he? Where is my brother?"

The rage was good. Clean. Better than the suffocating despair. This I could use.

"THATCHER!" I screamed again, pulling at the bars until my shoulders burned. "Let me see him! Let me see my brother!"

The cell felt smaller now, the walls pressing in. I needed out. I needed to find him, to get him somewhere safe, to figure out how to save him before⁠—

No. I wouldn't think about that. There was only now, and now I had to act.

I stepped back from the bars and raised my hands, reaching for the stars, for the burning heat that could melt metal and stone alike. Power tingled in my fingertips for a moment, then... nothing.

I tried again, harder this time, pulling with everything I had. But the connection was gone, severed as cleanly as if someone had cut a rope.

The cell. Whatever this place was made of was blocking my abilities.

"No," I whispered. Then louder: "NO!"

I threw myself against the bars, ignoring the pain as metal bruised my ribs. "Let me out! Let me OUT!"

Footsteps echoed in the corridor outside. I pressed my face between the bars.

The guard who appeared was like nothing I'd ever seen before. Tall and broad-shouldered, but his skin had an odd metallic sheen to it, like it had been polished to a mirror shine. Clunky patterns covered his arms and face, shifting and rotating as he moved. And his eyes held spinning clockwork irises that whirred softly.

"Keep it down," he said, his voice resonating with an odd harmonic quality, like metal struck at perfect pitch. "You're disturbing the peace."

I stared at him for a moment, trying to process what I was seeing before the rage took over again.

"Fuck your peace," I snarled, gripping the bars. "Where is my brother? Bring me to him right now!"

The guard's strange eyes clicked as they focused. "That is not up to me."

"Then bring me to someone it is up to!" I shook the bars again. "You're making a mistake. My brother has no powers!"

"You wouldn't be in these cells at all had you offered yourself willingly," the guard replied with infuriating calm. "We only detain those who tried to hide their blessings. The contestants who came forward are waiting in luxury, being pampered as we speak."

I didn't give a damn about the other contestants or how well they were being treated. I needed to save Thatcher. I couldn't save Sulien, but I would save my twin if it was the last thing I did.

"I don't care about them," I spat. "I need to see my brother. He doesn't have any abilities to demonstrate. He’s completely fucking normal. Do you understand that?"

The guard's expression didn't change. "You could be seeing him in a few hours. But do keep it down—you're giving me a headache."

"We don't have a few hours!" I slammed my palm against the bars. "And I don't care about your headache. If you don't have the authority to help me, then bring me to someone who fucking does!"

The guard just huffed like steam from a boiling pot of water, and turned.

"Don't you dare walk away from me!" I threw myself against the bars again, the metal singing with the impact. "I'll kill you when I get out of here! Do you hear me? I'll tear you apart piece by piece!"

I kept screaming until my voice cracked, kept throwing myself against the immovable bars until my body was a collection of bruises.

Finally, exhausted and hoarse, I slumped against the back wall of the cell. My throat stung, and every inch of my body ached. But the rage still burned in my chest, a steady flame that kept me upright.

Thatcher was alive. That was all that mattered. And somehow, I would find a way to save him.

Footsteps echoed in the corridor again, different this time. Lighter. I forced myself to stand, ready to start screaming again if necessary.

Three beings approached my cell, and like the guard, they were clearly servants of the divine realm. Servants of Voldaris. Tiny drops of light moved beneath their skin, their hair floated as if on a phantom wind, and their eyes held depths that made me dizzy to look into, as if I were staring into the night sky itself.

"I understand that you are rather agitated," the leader said, her voice smooth. She was taller than the others, with silver hair that shimmered—tiny stars that winked in and out of existence as she moved. She held up a coil of those burning ropes. "But I would prefer not to use these. What happens next, there is no choice in the matter. If we can work together peacefully, we can avoid having to restrain you again."

I stared at the ropes, remembering the agony they'd caused. But my need to find Thatcher outweighed my fear of pain. I opened my mouth to speak, but she beat me to it.

"My name is Lyralei," she said. "We are Dreamweavers, servants of Syrena, Aesymar of Dreams."

"Where is my brother?"

"I'm not certain of his current location," she replied, which was more honesty than I'd expected. "The contestants are housed in different areas depending on their circumstances."

It was more than the guard had offered. I studied her face, trying to read her intentions. Those eyes were impossible to decipher, but her tone suggested she might actually mean it.

"Where are you taking me?"

"The Aesymar prefer their contestants to be prepared for the ceremony. It would be... unsightly to arrive in your current state." Her gaze traveled over me.

I looked down at myself—torn clothes, blood under my fingernails, bruises blooming across my arms from throwing myself against the bars. I probably looked like I'd been fighting for my life.

"I couldn't care less what the gods think of me."

Her expression grew serious. "You should. They hold your life in their hands. It would be beneficial to have them on your side, rooting for you." She tilted her head, studying me. "I can tell you're quite striking beneath all this... distress."

I tried to calm my anger enough to think clearly. This was my first opportunity to leave this cell. I could use it to find Thatcher, to see if our bond grew clearer once I was out of this cage.

"If I cooperate," I said slowly, "you'll help me find information about my brother?"

"I will do what I can."

It wasn't a promise, but it was something.

"What exactly does this preparation involve?" I asked.

"Bathing, grooming, dressing you appropriately for divine attention," one of the other Dreamweavers said. "We will make you look like you belong among gods."

"I don't want to belong among gods."

"No," Lyralei said softly, "but that doesn’t matter."

The truth of it hit me hard. I was going to have to play their game, follow their rules, make myself into whatever they wanted me to be. All for the chance—the slim, desperate chance—that I might be able to save Thatcher.

"Are we going to be compliant?" Lyralei asked.

I said nothing, but stepped back from the bars. It was answer enough.

The cell door swung open with a soft click, and I followed them out into the corridor.

The transition was jarring. One moment I was in a dank stone prison, the next I was walking through what could only be called a palace. Soaring ceilings supported by columns of crystallized light, floors of polished marble, paintings of the Aesymar in gilded frames the size of buildings.

I lowered my eyes and reached for Thatcher again.

And this time, he reached back.

A relieved sob almost broke from my throat. He was alive. Still alive. And for the first time since waking up in that cell, I could feel him clearly—his terror, his rage, his desperate worry for me.

I'm here, I tried to send through the connection. I'm alive. Hold on.

"My brother is not blessed," I said to Lyralei as we walked through the corridors.

"I understand your concern," she replied, her voice gentler now that we were away from the cells. "But the situation is... complicated."

"How is it complicated? He has no powers. If he’s meant to compete in some way, he will die."

"Those who oversee the Proving are not known for their mercy," one of the other Dreamweavers said quietly.

"But," Lyralei added, raising a hand, "they are also known for their... theatrical nature. They enjoy drama, unexpected turns, displays of power and beauty that capture their attention."

"What does that mean?"

"It means the best way to save your brother is to survive the Proving yourself. Gain their favor, their interest. Make them want to keep you around."

"It will be too late by then." I said desperately.

"The best I might be able to do is request you go early in the proceedings, give you a chance to make your case before..." She didn't finish the sentence.

Before they called Thatcher's name.

The idea of asking those monsters for favors made my skin crawl. "And you think they'll grant it?"

"Perhaps," Lyralei said carefully. "The Legends are unpredictable. Some might find the idea of sparing a powerless twin romantic. Others might see it as amusing. Others might refuse purely for the sport of it."

"So it's chance."

"Most things are, in the end." She looked at me, a soft smile gracing her lips. "But you have advantages. Your story has dramatic appeal. And once we're finished with you..." She paused, tilting her head to the side, really examining me. "You'll be impossible to ignore."

It wasn't much of a plan, but it was better than sitting in that cell.

"What if it doesn't work?" I asked quietly. "What if they refuse?"

Lyralei was quiet for a long moment. "Then at least you'll have tried."

She didn't sound convinced, and neither was I. But it was all I had. And while every instinct screamed at me to sprint in another direction and start searching for Thatcher myself, I could see it would be pointless. Metallic-skinned guards lined every passage and corridor, their strange eyes taking in everything.

The room they led me to was so extravagant it made my eyes water. Everything was gold and silk and crystal, with furniture that looked like it had been carved from single enormous gems.

It might have been impressive under different circumstances.

"Sit," one of the Dreamweavers commanded, gesturing to what looked like a throne.

I sat, and they went to work.

They didn't just clean me—they transformed me. My hair, tangled and dull, was washed with substances that smelled like citrus and combed until it fell in waves down my back. My skin was painted with shimmering pigments that made it glow, and my eyes were outlined with kohl.

The gown they brought was a spectacle all in itself. Deep black fabric that reminded me of velvet, but richer and more luminous. Scattered across it were thousands of tiny crystals that glittered. The cut was unlike anything I'd ever seen in the village, even from the wealthy travelers who spent their summers on the coast—fitted close through the bodice but with sleeves and a skirt that flowed like water.

Through it all, I sat numbly, letting them work. My mind was focused on one thing only. What I would say when I had the chance to plead for Thatcher's life. How I would demonstrate my power in a way that would gain the gods' attention and favor. How I would save him, no matter what it cost me.

Let them dress me up like a doll if it would help. Let them paint me and powder me and make me beautiful for their entertainment. Because when I stood before the Aesymar, I would be the spectacle they were looking for. I would be powerful. I would be everything they wanted and more.

And I would make them spare my brother.


Chapter 6
The Summons


"There," Lyralei said, stepping back to admire her work. "Perfect."

I stared at my reflection, barely recognizing the woman looking back at me. I looked powerful. Dangerous. Beautiful in a way that demanded attention.

Which was exactly what I needed.

But even as I tried to center myself on that single purpose, other thoughts crept in. Sulien would never see me like this. The thought threatened to crack my chest open, and I shoved it down.

Focus, I told myself. This is for Thatcher.

Footsteps echoed in the corridor, and one of the other Dreamweavers slipped back into the room. She seemed younger than Lyralei, with hair that shifted between silver and deep purple.

"Novalie," Lyralei said, turning to her. "Did you tell them that our candidate would like to present early?"

"Yes, the request has been passed on," Novalie sighed.

"And the verdict?"

"It will be... considered."

"Considered," I repeated, my voice flat as I tried to stifle my anger. "What the fuck does that mean?"

"It means they're thinking about it," Lyralei said gently. "Which is better than an outright refusal. The first rounds are typically reserved for those who volunteered. Many have been training for this their entire life. And you…” She trailed off, smiling softly. “Well, you were forced here. They could be less enthusiastic about conceding to your requests.”

I wanted to scream. Wanted to tear off this ridiculous dress and storm out of here to find Thatcher. But I forced myself to take a breath, to remember that this was the only chance I had. The only way I could help him.

Be smart, I told myself. Use the anger. Don't let it use you.

I tried to summon the competitive fire that I'd spent years suppressing in favor of keeping my head down, staying unnoticed. It was strange to let it fully surface now, to embrace that part of myself that had always wanted to prove I was better than anyone expected.

Growing up, I'd beaten every boy in the village at arm wrestling, out-sailed fishermen twice my age, drunk grown men under the table. But I'd always had to be careful about it, make it look like luck or an accident. Never let anyone see how much I craved the moment when I proved I was stronger, faster, smarter than they'd assumed.

Now, finally, I could use all of that.

It should have been liberating.

Instead, it was hollow. Because the person who had sacrificed everything to prevent this exact moment was gone.

Stop it, I commanded myself. Stop thinking about him. I clenched my hands into fists, nails biting into my palms hard enough to draw blood. I could not fall into that spiral of grief again. Not now. I refused to lose someone else.

"What should I expect?" I asked, my voice steadier than I felt. All mortals knew about the Trials, but the details were kept deliberately vague.

"When you enter," Lyralei began, "you will only see a fellow grouping of contestants and the seven presiding Legends, of course."

The Legends. Children of the first generation of Aesymar, born of divinity, along with those who Ascended during the Trials.

"Will it only be them? I thought this was supposed to be more of a spectacle." I couldn’t hide the disdain in my voice.

"Oh, all eyes from every domain will be watching you, dear. But from the luxury of their own palaces." Lyralei gestured gracefully. "You might notice slight shimmers in the air, or something that looks like a wave in reality. Those are viewing portals."

I couldn't decide if I preferred that. It would feel more intimate without the distraction of a roaring crowd, but knowing that countless beings were watching from afar somehow made it worse. Like being a specimen under glass.

"So what happens when I go in there?" I pressed.

"They don't allow us to speak of specifics beforehand."

The frustration must have shown on my face because she held up a hand. "I know it's maddening, but there are rules even we must follow. What I can tell you is that the Proving is designed to test your power, yes, but also your control, your creativity." Her star-filled eyes met mine. "Give them a display they've never witnessed"

"And if I can't?"

"Then you'll join the ranks of those who tried and failed. But I don't think that will be your fate."

I wished I shared her confidence. But confidence wasn't what I needed right now. I needed rage.

They killed him, I thought, letting the anger build. They murdered him in front of everyone I've ever known, and now they want me to perform.

And I’d have to play along.

"What comes after? If I survive?"

"Today you will compete in the Proving, and tomorrow, the Legends will choose who they want to mentor."

It was impossible to escape stories about the Gods, no matter how much I’d tried over the last twenty-six years. The Twelve that ruled, the lesser Aesymar, and the Legends. The hierarchy of the gods.

"How many of the blessed entered the last Proving?" I asked, though I wasn't sure I wanted to know.

"Two hundred. But only fifty made it through to the Trials proper."

My stomach dropped. One hundred and fifty people dead. One hundred and fifty families destroyed, one hundred and fifty futures snuffed out.

"And as you probably know, the Forging ended with five newly ascended."

"And now they'll be mentors," I said, trying to keep the disgust from my voice.

Novalie and the third Dreamweaver—a willowy being who I'd heard called Vesper—exchanged glances.

“Yes,” Lyralei murmured. “But it is not only them—all Legends have the opportunity to mentor. Even those born to divinity.”

"The son of Olinthar will be among them," Lyralei added. "Chavore."

My blood went cold at the mention of Olinthar's name. Of Chavore. My half-brother. Gods. No one here knew who I really was, what connection I had to the King of Gods. And I intended to keep it that way.

“But there's no point in worrying about who you might end up with," Vesper cut in. "The Legends choose their mentees, not the other way around. It's entirely out of your hands."

Just like everything else in this cursed place.

Novalie's expression shifted, her star-filled eyes turning pitiful. "It must be strange, being ripped from Elaren so suddenly."

I tensed. “You could say that.”

"I can't imagine how you're feeling. Being on the precipice of Voldaris now. Never going back to the mortal world unless..." She trailed off, clearly not wanting to say 'unless you ascend.'

"And even then, barely ever," Vesper added quietly.

Lyralei shot them both a warning look before turning back to me. "You'll be traveling between domains for the trials. Each of the Twelve rules their own."

"And they're all... separate places?"

"Think of Voldaris as a realm containing twelve territories," Lyralei explained, her tone careful. "Very different from Elaren, where you lived before."

"Exactly. Your kingdoms are all mushed together. Here, each domain is its separate world," Novalie added softly. "No walking between them. Only portals, only with permission."

I nodded, silence filling the space.

Lyralei studied me for a moment. "You're from the Eastern Coast, aren't you?"

I tensed. "How did you know that?"

"Your accent. Your sun-drenched skin. I've encountered mortals from that region before." She leaned forward slightly. "What was your life like there?"

The question gnawed at me. I could almost feel the salt air hitting my face, that constant wind that made your eyes water and your hair stick to your skin. Saltcrest wasn't pretty—it was rough and weathered and half the buildings needed repairs we couldn't afford. But it was home. A place where the worst thing that could happen was a bad harvest or a storm.

And it was a life that felt like it belonged to someone else. A life I would never get back.

"Quiet," I said finally. "Simple. We worked the oyster beds, sold our catch at market. Nothing special."

"And your family?"

The question hit like a blade between my ribs. For a moment, I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Could only see Sulien kneeling peacefully by the fire, accepting his death with more grace than his killers deserved.

"My father raised us." It was all I could manage.

Lyralei's expression softened. "We don’t have to speak of it."

I nodded, surprised. "I don't understand why you're being so kind."

Lyralei was quiet for a moment, seeming to look right through me. "Perhaps because some of us remember what it's like to hope for something better.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Not all who serve the divine realm agree with every tradition we're asked to uphold."

But before I could ask what she meant, heavy footsteps echoed in the corridor outside. A metallic-skinned guard appeared in the doorway.

"Thais Morvaren," he announced, "you have been summoned."

My heart lurched, but I stood on steady legs. This was it.

I was ready.

I had to be.


Chapter 7
The Proving


The world ripped apart beneath my feet.

The sensation was like being grabbed by invisible claws and hurled through space. My stomach lurched, and my vision shattered into fragments of light and shadow, but before I could even scream, I slammed back into existence.

I stumbled, nearly crashing face-first into white stone. Instead, I collided with warm flesh and expensive fabric. A young man with mousy brown hair.

"Easy," he said, steady hands catching my shoulders before I could fall.

My power hit me like a tidal wave. Days. It had been days since I'd last released it, and whatever magic had been suppressing my abilities in that cursed palace was gone. Now it roared through my veins, demanding release, threatening to pour from my hands.

I gritted my teeth until I tasted blood, forcing the inferno back down. Not now. Not yet.

"Thank you," I managed.

I lifted my head and took in my surroundings, my breath catching in my throat. We stood in an arena that made every grand theater I'd ever imagined look like a child's playhouse. The ground beneath our feet was polished marble so smooth I could almost see my reflection. Crystalline walls spiraled upward, piercing the deep purple dusk above.

But it was the air that made my skin crawl. Shimmers rippled through the space around us. Distortions that bent light in unnatural ways. The viewing portals Lyralei had told me about.

I spun wildly, searching for Thatcher among the handful of figures scattered across the arena floor. My heart hammered against my ribs when I didn't see him.

"Do you know where everyone else is?" I asked the man who'd caught me.

"Well, a lot more were in the waiting area," he replied, brushing imaginary dust from his outfit. "I suppose they're bringing us out in groups."

"Was anyone called from the waiting area before you?"

"No, I think we're first."

I forced myself to look around. Only five other contestants shared the arena floor with me, each dressed in garments that matched the absurdity of my own.

The sky above us deepened, and the first stars began to emerge. But it wasn't the heavens that made my breath catch—it was what waited below them on a platform.

Thrones.

They were arranged in a perfect semicircle. Most were occupied by beings that made every instinct I possessed scream in warning. Only one sat empty.

The moment my eyes scanned over them, a tightness gripped my chest. It wasn’t fear—No, I’d felt fear plenty of times. This was different. A new sensation that made my pulse skip and my mouth go dry. Like facing apex predators head-on.

I'd never been in the presence of a god before, and now, perhaps, I understood why people built temples and offered sacrifices. It wasn't devotion—it was self-preservation.

These were the Legends. The beings I needed to impress. The ones I needed to convince to spare my brother's life.

They were all devastatingly beautiful, but in ways that were wrong. Too perfect. Too sharp. Too utterly divorced from anything resembling mortality. The kind of beauty that made you want to look closer, even as every instinct screamed that doing so would be the last mistake you ever made.

They spoke amongst themselves, voices pitched low in the casual way of people discussing dinner plans. Not one of them was looking at us. One with flowers woven into her gown gestured lazily at something her companion said, covering a laugh with jeweled fingers. Another leaned back in his throne, eyes closed, as if he might actually fall asleep.

Right. We were nothing to them. They couldn't even be bothered to acknowledge we existed.

Charming.

"Aren't they incredible?" The contestant from earlier asked over my shoulder, startling me from my observations. His voice held pure, nauseating awe. "That could be us one day."

I could think of nothing more horrifying than becoming one of those beautiful, soulless creatures. But I couldn't exactly say that out loud.

"Could be," I said instead, letting enough dryness into my voice that anyone with half a brain would catch my meaning.

Unfortunately, this one seemed to be running on a quarter.

"What gift have you been blessed with?" he asked, turning toward me with bright, eager eyes.

But before I could open my mouth, he launched into an enthusiastic monologue about his own abilities—something about poison and plants. His tone took on the particular cadence of someone who'd never met a silence they couldn't fill with the sound of their own voice.

Perfect. One less conversation I'd have to navigate. I let his words fade into background noise.

The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stood on end. Something had changed—the air was charged with a new kind of danger. I turned without thinking, my body reacting before my mind caught up.

He was just... there. One moment empty space, the next moment him, like he'd always been standing on the arena floor and I'd simply failed to notice. Except that was impossible, because everything about him made it impossible to look away.

He was tall and lean, built like a weapon wrapped in divine flesh. Bronze skin stretched over sharp cheekbones and a jaw that could cut glass. His hair was braided and woven with golden beads. But it was his eyes that stole my breath—one burned pure gold, bright and predatory as a hawk's. The other was completely black. And settling over his full lips, hung a golden ring pierced through his nose.

He moved toward the empty throne with unhurried steps, but the moment he appeared, the conversations shifted.

“Well,” one of the Legends said. She had a floral gown and pale blonde hair that flowed down her back. “I was beginning to think you'd decided not to grace us with your presence after all.”

“Nyvora.” His tone was polite. “I wouldn't dream of disappointing you.”

A Legend with black armor huffed a laugh. “Come now, Xül. We both know punctuality was never your strong suit. Remember the last time you kept the Council waiting?”

“I remember you timing it, Drakor. How... thorough of you.” Xül settled into his throne. “I trust you found something to occupy yourself while you waited.”

“Oh, I always do.”

Another voice cut in, cold and distant. “Some of us actually take our responsibilities seriously.”

Xül's mismatched eyes found the owner of the voice with lazy interest. “And some of us are effective enough that we don't need to arrive early to compensate, Chavore.”

Chavore. My half-brother. Fuck. He looked so much like Thatcher. Like me. With his dark hair tied down his back and his structured jawline.

Nyvora's laugh echoed through the arena. “Boys, please. We're all here now, aren't we? That's what matters.” Her gaze lingered on Xül and I recognized the look. If they weren’t already fucking, she sure wished they were–

"Begin."

The voice boomed from everywhere and nowhere, shaking the walls and reverberating through my bones. The six of us looked at each other in confusion, waiting for further instruction that didn't come.

What happens now? Panic fluttered in my chest. Do I just... do it?

The Aesymar finally looked upon us, countless golden eyes studying us like we were insects. Footsteps echoed from my right—a contestant in liquid silver was walking forward. Did I miss something? As if she’d received some instruction the rest of us hadn’t, she raised her hands and drenched the space around us in heat. Just as she cocked her head to the side, fire erupted from her palms.

The fire-wielder's dance weaved past a second contestant that was breathing rapidly, waves of energy leaking off of him, coating his body in shimmers. The mousy-haired man from earlier was making elaborate sculptures rise from the arena floor, vines with sharpened thorns twisting into gnarled masses.

I took a step back—away from them all—and lifted my face to the bleeding dusk above.

Power writhed beneath my skin, begging to get out after days of being leashed. I let it loose with a shuddering breath, feeling that ancient, wild magic spark through my veins. It started as a whisper in my fingertips before roaring up my arms as I reached, reached, reached for that thing that called to me from the infinite dark.

One star flickered in answer. A single pulse against the dying light.

Then another. And another.

Like warriors answering a battle cry, they blazed to life—dozens upon dozens of stars igniting with savage brilliance. The arena drowned in their light as I dragged night into day with nothing but will and that feral thing inside me that had always belonged more to the sky than the earth.

The world went utterly, terrifyingly still.

Every contestant froze. Every breath in that godsdamned arena ceased. I could taste their shock on my tongue, could feel the weight of their stares like brands against my skin. The Legend's attention was a living thing, pressing against me.

I bared my teeth in something that might have been a smile—and pulled.

The power I'd caged for so long detonated from my chest with such ferocity that I nearly screamed. It wasn't enough. I needed more—needed everything the stars could give me. I pulled harder, desperate, until something inside me began to crack.

The sensation was terrifying. My carefully maintained control, the discipline I'd clung to for so long, was fracturing. My instinct screamed to stop, to reinforce those walls, to maintain the boundaries I'd lived within for so long.

Instead, I let them fall.

The moment those internal barriers shattered, power flooded through me in a torrent so overwhelming I couldn't have contained it if I tried. My head fell back, a sound between a laugh and a cry escaping my lips as years of restraint dissolved into nothing. The release was unexpected ecstasy.

My power shredded through whatever flimsy veil separated our world from the heavens, and the stars⁠—

Gods, the stars sang as they fell.

They plummeted toward me, each one a separate heartbeat of raw, undiluted power. High and wild as they slammed into my outstretched palm with enough force to shatter bone. I could taste starfire and eternity, could smell smoke and cosmic dust—ancient and terrible and mine.

The rush of it threatened to tear me apart. To remake me into something other.

And a treacherous, damning thought slithered through my mind as starlight flooded my veins: This is what I was born for. This is what I am.

Every sense sharpened to painful clarity—I could count the reflections of each star on the mirror-bright floor, could hear hearts stuttering in chests, could taste power and possibility on my tongue.

I should have been incinerated. Should have been reduced to ash and memory. Instead, their light poured into me like molten gold, merging with the magic already burning through my veins.

I looked up at the Aesymar and smiled with every ounce of arrogance I possessed.

The silence that followed was absolute. The Legends themselves had gone motionless on their thrones, and for one perfect moment, I let myself believe I had won.

That this would be enough.

Drakor stepped forward and began to clap. Slow, measured applause that somehow managed to sound mocking.

"What a valiant display of power," he called out, his voice carrying the particular tone one might use to praise a child's finger painting.

Drakor's smile widened, and his expression curdled my relief. It was the kind of smile that preceded very bad things.

"However," he said, letting the word hang in the air, "there’s still no blood on the floor."

Understanding hit, and it was like being gutted with a dull knife.

This wasn’t a simple display of our powers.

This was a culling.

And I—arrogant fool that I was—had just painted the biggest target imaginable on my back.

Well. Fuck.

The god gestured flippantly, as if encouraging us to continue with our little slaughter for his amusement. The other contestants stood frozen for a heartbeat, processing what he'd just said. What it meant. Then, slowly, inevitably, several pairs of eyes turned toward me.

The first move came before I'd finished processing the new reality. Vines erupted from the arena floor, wrapping around the legs of the closest contestant, and yanking her down. She screamed once before thorns burst from the vines, tearing through flesh and silencing her forever. Thick black sap leaked from her wounds as blood pooled across the floor, staining the white stone in crimson.

The killer turned toward me next, his face twisted with determination. "Sorry," he said, "but I'm not dying here."

Fuck. Need something. Need⁠—

Power exploded through my palms. Wild. Violent. My bones ached with the force of it. Light poured between my fingers, too bright, too hot. I tried to push it away—shield, blast, anything—but the power gripped back, claiming my hands as its anchor.

It writhed, twisted, condensed, and something solid materialized.

A sword.

Pure starlight given killing form.

Vines shot toward me, these armed with thorns the size of daggers. I stumbled backward, raising my sword instinctively. The blade cut through the plants like they were paper, but more kept coming.

Just as the vines surrounded me, the fire-wielder came at him from the side, flames roaring from her hands. He screamed as the fire consumed him, the smell of burning flesh filling the air.

Screams of agony tore through the arena as one of the other contestants slammed into the marble floor, another scarlet puddle leaking out.

I doubled over, bile rising in my throat. So much blood. So much death. Just like in the cave, just like⁠—

No. I forced myself upright, hands shaking as I gripped my star-sword. The woman blessed with fire was standing over a burning corpse, flames still dancing around her fingers. She turned toward me, her face set with grim determination.

We stared at each other across the blood-soaked arena as she took a step towards me.

The energy blast came from nowhere. A concentrated burst of pure force that slammed into the fire-wielder's chest with a wet, terrible sound. She crumpled instantly, her flames guttering out as she hit the marble floor.

I spun around, star-sword raised, and found myself facing the last contestant. Energy crackled around his hands.

"Nothing personal," he said, already moving.

The first attack came fast. I got my sword up just in time, the blade absorbing the impact, but the force still sent me sliding backward. My arms screamed with the shock of it.

Another blast. Another desperate block.

I was going to die here. Unless I killed him first.

The thought hit me like ice water. I'd never killed anyone. Never even wanted to. But as another energy blast charged between his palms, survival instinct kicked in.

I had to move. Had to⁠—

He hesitated. Maybe rebuilding his attack, maybe just catching his breath. I didn't care. This was my chance.

I lunged forward, star-sword raised, every muscle in my body screaming as I closed the distance between us. He saw me coming. Started to raise his hands. Too late.

The blade was inches from his throat when the horn sounded. Both my opponent and I froze, our eyes snapping towards the Legends.

One of them had raised her hand.

"You have both proven yourselves exceptional," she announced, her voice like honey. "Congratulations, Thais and Vance. Next group."

I was breathing hard, my whole body shaking from adrenaline and terror. The Legends looked vaguely amused but were already losing interest.

No. I couldn't let this opportunity slip away.

"Wait!" I screamed, terrified that the same magic that had brought me here was about to whisk me away. "Please!"

Every gaze snagged back to me.

"Please, I must speak with you!" I begged, walking toward the thrones on unsteady legs, trying to maintain some semblance of dignity despite the bodies I was passing.

Their eyes followed my movement, and I found myself making brief eye contact with Xül. The intensity of his stare sent lightning through my veins—he was the most intimidating presence I'd ever encountered. I couldn't hold his gaze, so I turned toward the one who had stopped the fighting.

She simply raised a perfect eyebrow.

"There has been a mistake in the calling of the blessed," I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. "My brother has been brought here based on assumption, but I must request that you let him go. He has no powers."

Murmurs rippled through them.

"I believe the Aesymar would not allow the murder of someone unable to defend themselves," I continued, letting desperate sincerity bleed into my voice. "Someone who has not been blessed shouldn't be allowed to participate. This has all been a misunderstanding."

"How touching," another of the Legends drawled, examining her nails. "The devoted sister, willing to risk everything for her beloved brother."

"Oh, Elysia," Nyvora said with a laugh. "The sentiment truly does warm my heart. How sweet the love of siblings can be."

Hope fluttered in my chest. If they loved a story, maybe this could actually work. It would only make them look more just and merciful if they spared an innocent life.

"What do you think, Miria?" Drakor asked, his gaze shifting to the woman who had stopped the fight. "Any thoughts on sibling devotion?"

Miria pursed her perfect lips, but she did not answer him.

Drakor trained his eyes on me. And when he smiled, it was like watching a leopard bare its teeth.

"How about we meet this brother of yours?" he said, his voice carrying the bored tone of someone suggesting tea. "Bring him in."


Chapter 8
Blood and Stone


In the blink of an eye, Thatcher materialized beside me.

He stumbled, barely catching his balance mere paces from me. His chest rose and fell too fast, eyes darting wildly, taking in the mess around us—servants scrubbing blood with rags, red stains being smeared across the marble floor, and finally, the corpses, lying about in all their different manners of death.

I didn't think. I slammed into Thatcher, arms wrapping around him so tightly I could have cracked his ribs. He was solid and warm and alive, and in that instant, nothing else mattered. Not the Aesymar. Not the horrors that had taken place only moments ago.

"It's going to be okay," I whispered into his shoulder. "Everything's going to be okay."

When I pulled back, Thatcher was staring up at the thrones. The blood left his face drop by drop, skin going gray as parchment.

He took a step backward.

Several of them smirked.

"How touching," Drakor said. "The devoted siblings, reunited at last."

Elysia leaned forward in her throne. "So this is the brother our star-wielder is so desperate for us to speak with." Her gaze raked over Thatcher.

"Were either of your parents blessed?" Miria asked. Her voice was gentler than the others, but no less pointed.

Thatcher shot me a confused look. The kind that clearly asked what the fuck is going on here?

"No," I said quickly, before he could respond. "Neither of our parents were blessed."

It wasn’t exactly a lie. It’s not like she asked if our parents were gods.

Nyvora's laugh whistled past us, but there was nothing musical about the sound. "That's rather hard to believe, seeing the level of your ability."

Fire crawled up my throat. "Well, I don’t know what to tell you." My voice snapped. Fuck. Steady. I had to stay steady. "I just mean to say, we don’t know much about the blessed."

Xül shifted. Just a slight adjustment, fingers repositioning on his armrest. But my spine turned to ice anyway.

No one else seemed to pay attention. Nyvora had already turned her gaze on Thatcher.

"Your sister is claiming you don't share her gifts."

"That's correct," Thatcher said, his voice calmer than mine had been. "I was not blessed."

Kavik cocked his head to the side. "A shame. Your sister here was quite impressive."

"You're both quite appealing to look at," Elysia observed. “So at least there’s that.”

"Sometimes gifts can lay dormant," Drakor suggested, his voice carrying menace.

I stepped forward, desperation making me reckless. "We're both twenty-six. If he had powers, they would have manifested by now."

"It's not completely unheard of," Drakor replied smoothly, his smile all teeth. "Or do you believe yourself to know more about divine blessing than I do?"

I wanted to spit in his face. Tell him exactly what I thought of his divine blessing. But I bit my tongue.

"Of course not," I managed, the words coming out flat and lifeless.

Drakor rose from his throne with fluid grace, descending the steps like a nightmare given form. He circled us slowly.

"Tell me, boy," he said, stopping directly in front of Thatcher. "Have you ever felt... different? Ever experienced moments where the world seemed to respond to your will?"

"No," Thatcher said firmly. "Nothing like that."

"Curious." Drakor resumed his prowling. "Twins, born of the same blood, raised in the same circumstances—yet so unequally gifted."

"Get on with it, Drakor," Xül's bored voice cut through the arena.

Drakor turned toward him, his expression darkening. "Investigations require proper handling. Something of which you’d know very little."

Xül's shoulders tensed, but he said nothing more.

Drakor moved to stand behind Thatcher, and every instinct I possessed screamed danger. "Sometimes," he said conversationally, "all it takes is the right catalyst."

I opened my mouth to protest, to beg, to do something, but shadows erupted from the arena floor. They wrapped around me, yanking me backward, forcing my hands behind my back as darkness held me immobile.

"No!" The scream tore from my throat as Drakor placed his hand on Thatcher's shoulder. "Don't touch him!"

Pain exploded across Thatcher's face. He collapsed to his knees, his back arching as agony wracked his body.

I fought against the shadows holding me, struggling with everything I had. I reached desperately for my power, but I was empty, drained from my earlier display. The well that usually burned in my chest felt cold and distant.

"Stop!" I screamed.

But Drakor didn't stop. If anything, he was enjoying himself, watching Thatcher writhe on the bloodstained floor with detached interest.

"Enough, Drakor," Miria said. "You've proved your point."

"No," Drakor insisted, crouching down beside Thatcher. "We're not there yet."

Blood dripped from Thatcher's ears and nose. His screams became hoarse, ragged things that tore at my heart with every breath.

"You're killing him!" I threw myself against my bonds until the shadows cut into my wrists, until I could feel blood running down my arms. "Stop it!"

The torture continued. Minutes that felt like hours, watching Thatcher convulse while I stood helpless. His pain was my pain, transmitted through our bond. I could feel it eating away at him, consuming him from the inside out.

"A pity." Drakor finally sighed. A new wave of pain lanced through my brother.

Thatcher's eyes snapped open.

The pressure in the arena changed, like we’d been dragged to the bottom of the ocean. My ears popped. The smell of rain and storms and earth flooded my senses, so thick I could taste it.

Thatcher's head snapped toward Drakor, and I saw a flash of silver cross his eyes. They looked ancient and terrible and utterly feral. A beast wearing my brother's face.

He screamed.

It was fury itself, compressed into a single, devastating note that rang in from all sides.

"What do we have here?" Drakor cocked an eyebrow, his voice feigning intrigue. "Did someone finally decide to play along? I was beginning to–"

And then Drakor’s body caved in on itself.

The sound hit me first—a wet, horrible tearing that echoed through the arena. His body imploded, pieces flying in all directions. Blood sprayed across the white stone in wide arcs, and a metallic smell crawled up my nose.

I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Could only stare at the space where a Legend had been and now wasn't.

The shadows holding me evaporated. I stumbled forward, nearly falling in my haste to reach Thatcher. He was still on his knees, coughing up blood, his body trembling from whatever had just torn through him.

"Thatcher," I whispered, gathering him into my arms. "Thatcher, look at me."

"What did I do?" he croaked.

I didn't have an answer. Couldn't find words for what had just happened.

Instead, I turned toward the thrones, my body shaking with adrenaline and terror and perhaps the darkest form of satisfaction.

Every single one of the Legends was standing now, their expressions ranging from grave to shocked. Even Xül had risen from his throne, his eyes fixed on the spot where Drakor had been standing seconds before.

The god was gone. Completely, utterly gone, as if he had never existed at all.

And my powerless brother had killed him.


Chapter 9
The Pact


The world twisted, and we were somewhere else.

I hit the ground hard. The magical rope bit into my wrists, cutting off the flow of power before I could even think to reach for it. Beside me, Thatcher stumbled.

Gasps. Whispers. Dozens of voices rising in shock and revulsion.

I looked up to find myself in a large room—high ceilings, polished floors, benches filled with other contestants. All of them staring at us with wide eyes and dropped jaws.

Right. We were covered in blood. Head to toe in it. Drakor's blood. I didn’t want to think of what other pieces of him might still be clinging to us. Gods. What had Thatcher done to him?

"Move," the guard behind me grunted, shoving me forward. Another guard grabbed Thatcher's arm, pulling him in the opposite direction.

Absolutely fucking not.

"No." The word tore from my throat. I planted my feet, throwing my weight backward. "You will not separate us."

The guard's grip tightened on my arm, but I thrashed harder. "I will kill everyone here if you take him away from me again."

More murmurs from the crowd of blessed. Good.

"Not with that rope around your wrists," the guard said, yanking me forward.

The rope. Like the palace, it kept my powers locked away, useless. But he was wrong if he thought that made me harmless.

"You think I can't find more creative ways to take you down?" I snarled, throwing my elbow back into his ribs. He grunted, his grip loosening just enough for me to wrench free and stumble toward Thatcher.

"Just put them in a cell together," huffed the guard holding my brother. "It’s not like they can use their powers."

"Yeah, listen to your friend here," I spat toward my guard, who was already reaching for me again.

They yanked us both through a door, and the guard behind me tightened the ropes on my wrists until I cursed before finally releasing me from their hold. Then, finally, the door slammed shut behind us.

I turned to look at Thatcher, and my heart cracked.

He looked... empty. Blood matted his dark hair and streaked down his face in rusty trails. But his eyes. They were blank. Staring at nothing. Like he'd gone somewhere far away and hadn't found his way back yet.

I rubbed my wrists, watching the rope burns fade. This place was nothing like the dungeon I'd originally woken up in. It was clean. Comfortable. Crystal goblets sat on a polished table. Bottles of various liquids lined the shelves above. There was one small sitting area and no escape route except the door that had just locked behind us.

I walked directly to the bottles and popped a cork, inhaling. Alcohol. Strong enough to burn. This would do.

I took a long pull, the liquid fire sliding down my throat, then turned back to Thatcher, extending the bottle.

He didn't take it. Didn't even notice I was there.

"Thatcher." My voice came out rough. "We need to make a plan."

He blinked slowly, like he was trying to force the room into focus.

"Are you not at all concerned?"

I almost laughed. "You could say I'm very concerned. Hence, the drink." I held out the bottle again. "You look like you need one too."

This time he took it, but his hands shook so badly I was afraid he'd drop it. He didn't drink.

"I don't understand what happened," he said finally. "I was in pain and then..." He trailed off, staring at nothing again.

"Well, clearly you're not powerless after all."

"How is this possible? What kind of power does that?"

The alcohol had started burning away some of the sharp edges of panic. "On the bright side, at least it didn't manifest while we were still in Saltcrest. That could have been a mess."

The dark humor felt wrong even as I said it, but I needed something to pull him back from whatever ledge he was standing on.

"Thais."

"And no one will miss that bastard." I shrugged.

"Please be serious right now."

The devastation bleeding through our bond hit me like a whip. I pulled his arm until we were both sitting on the small couch.

"We're going to figure it out," I said quietly. "We're still alive."

"And you don't think they'll kill us for what I did?"

I chewed my lower lip, unable to give him an immediate answer. The truth was, I didn't know. No one knew how the Aesymar would respond to a power like his. A single thought, and Drakor had simply... ceased to exist.

"I think if they were going to kill us, they would have done it out there. Why wait?"

But even as I said it, I knew I was lying to myself. There were no stories of a mortal ever killing a god. Only fully ascended Aesymar had any chance of taking down one of their own, and even then, the stories of gods fighting gods spoke of catastrophic battles that lasted days.

"You never felt anything like that before?" I asked. "You're sure?"

"Never." He stared at the floor. "And I don't feel it now. It's just... gone."

I didn't understand that, but I didn't press. Not yet.

"If you're not going to drink that," I said, taking the bottle back and draining another mouthful.

"I don't know how you're drinking right now. I feel like I could retch at any moment."

I looked at the blood dried on his neck and face, grabbed a cloth from the table, and began cleaning him up.

"We need to figure out what we're doing next," I said, working at a particularly stubborn streak near his temple.

He nodded but continued staring at nothing.

I turned his face toward mine, forcing him to meet my eyes. "Thatcher, I need you to snap out of this. You can fall apart later. Right now, we need to talk."

"There's no plan we can make, Thais." His voice was flat, defeated. "We're at the whims of the Aesymar. At some point, they'll separate us. And then they'll kill us, or we'll die in the Trials."

A grave finality crossed his features, and I realized he'd already given up. Already accepted that we wouldn't make it out of this alive.

I sighed, looking around the sterile room. Because part of me thought he was right.

We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of everything that had happened settling over us like a shroud. The blood, the death, the impossible power that had torn through my brother like an avalanche.

And then, I realized we hadn't even talked about⁠—

"Sulien."

The name fell between us. Through our bond, Thatcher’s pain struck me. His face crumpled, and suddenly he looked young again. Lost.

"He's really gone, isn't he?" he whispered.

The sob that had been building in my throat finally broke free. "Yeah. He's gone."

"I keep thinking I'll wake up." Thatcher’s voice cracked. "That this is all some nightmare, and I'll open my eyes and he'll be there making breakfast. Complaining about us tracking sand through the house."

I wrapped my arms around him, and he leaned into me the way he had when we were children.

"I can't stop seeing it," he whispered against my shoulder. "The way they killed him."

My throat closed. "He didn't fight back."

"He could have. He was strong. He could have tried to run, could have—" Thatcher's voice was a strained, hopeless thing. "But he just knelt there."

"He was protecting us. Even at the end."

"I should have done something. Should have⁠—"

"There was nothing we could do." The words tasted like lies. "They had us bound. We were helpless."

"Were we?" Thatcher pulled back, his eyes red and wild. "You had your power. I had... whatever this is that lives inside me. We could have tried."

"And gotten everyone in that cave killed along with him."

"So what?"

“The Aesymar would have descended on Saltcrest in droves.”

He looked away, shaking his head.

"Thatcher—"

"He raised us. Loved us. And we repaid him by getting him murdered in front of everyone he cared about." Thatcher scrubbed at his face, smearing tears and leftover blood. "Gods." He doubled over like he'd been punched. "Gods, Thais, he's really gone. He's never coming home."

“Neither are we.” My grief swelled.

The words hung in the air, sharp and brutal and true. I’d felt that so deeply over the last few days. Knew down to my bones that it was my fault. That my secrets were the catalyst for his death. But it didn’t feel like the truth anymore. Yes, he died for my secret. But there was no justice in that. It wasn’t right. Nothing about it was right—this brutal thing that sucked us in and spat us out.

“It’s them,” I said, my voice cold and low. "They got him killed. The gods. The priests. This whole twisted system that treats mortals like they’re disposable."

Thatcher looked away, his jaw clenched tight enough I could see the muscle working beneath his skin. "But we're still trapped in it now, aren't we?" His voice was soft enough to disappear. "Die in the Trials or become one of them. Those are our choices."

"I know," I said.

"And if we somehow survive this—" his eyes met mine, haunted and hollow, "—what then? Become like them?" He ran his hands through his hair, a gesture so painfully familiar it made my heart hurt. "Maybe it would be better to just..."

He didn't finish the thought. He didn't need to.

"Is that what Sulien would want? For us to give up?"

"Sulien would want us alive," Thatcher countered, his voice breaking on our father's name. "But at what cost, Thais? To serve in their pantheon? To become monsters ourselves?"

I had no answer for that. We both knew there were no good options left.

Then it occurred to me.

Like a key turning in a lock, everything shifted.

Olinthar.

The name blazed through my mind. The King of Gods. The one who'd set this whole nightmare in motion before we were even born. Every loss, every death, every moment of terror—it all led back to him.

My hands trembled.

We were probably going to die. In the Trials, by execution, by ascension—it didn't matter. Our deaths were already written. But what if⁠—

What if I rewrote the ending?

I had to grip the couch to keep from doubling over. Not just revenge. Not just justice. But balance. He'd created us through violence. It seemed fitting that violence would be what destroyed him.

I saw it then. Purpose. A reason for all this pain that went beyond just enduring it.

I'm going to kill him.

The decision didn't feel like a choice. It felt like gravity—inevitable, inescapable. Like it had been waiting inside me since the moment I first learned what he'd done to our mother.

My whole body went rigid. This wasn't just about us anymore. This was about everything. Every blessed child dragged to their death. Every family torn apart. Every prayer to deaf gods.

Thatcher's eyes sharpened on my face. "What?"

"Nothing." The word came out too quick. I turned away, reaching for the bottle again.

"Thais." His hand caught my wrist. "I know that look."

"There's no look."

He studied me with those eyes that had always seen too much. "What is it?"

I pulled free of his grip. "Drop it, Thatcher."

"No." He moved around me, blocking my escape. "Don't shut me out now."

"Some things are better left unsaid."

"Not between us." His voice went quiet, dangerous. "Tell me what you’re thinking about."

I met his eyes then, letting him see the resolution growing within me. "Justice."

"Justice?" he echoed.

"Yes."

"Thais—"

"I'm going to kill him." I took a deep breath. "Olinthar."

Thatcher went very still. "That's suicide."

"So is everything else." I shrugged, the gesture sharp. "At least this way, my death means something."

"No." He shook his head, backing away. "No. I'm not losing you to some revenge fantasy."

"It's not a fantasy." I kept my voice reasonable.

"What are you hoping to trigger—some sort of revolution?"

"I don’t know." I leaned forward. "But this is my choice. And you don't get a say in it."

"The hell I don't." Anger flared in his eyes, burning away the grief. "You think I'll just let you march off to die alone?"

"I think you'll respect my decision."

"Your decision to get yourself killed?"

"My decision to make him pay." My heart had relaxed to a steady rhythm. "They murdered our father, Thatcher. Butchered him like an animal while we watched. You want me to just... what? Accept it? Move on?"

"I want you to live."

"In their world? By their rules?" I laughed, bitter and sharp. "That's not living. That's just a slower death."

"You're not doing this." Thatcher's voice had gone cold, final. "I won't let you."

"You can't stop me."

We stared at each other, neither willing to back down. The bond thrummed between us, a tangle of fear and fury.

Finally, Thatcher spoke. "Fine."

I blinked. "Fine?"

"If you're set on this suicide mission—" He paused, swallowing hard. "Then I'm doing it with you."

"No."

"Yes." He crossed his arms, and suddenly I could see Sulien in him—that same stubborn set to his jaw. "You don't get to make this choice for both of us and then tell me I can't make my own."

"Thatcher, please⁠—"

"We're twins, Thais. We came into this world together." His voice was low. "If we're going out of it, we do that together too."

"You’re the one who is supposed to survive this, Thatcher."

"Because you say so?" He grabbed my hands, holding tight when I tried to pull away. "If you're going after Olinthar, I'm going with you. We plan together, we fight together, and if we die—" His grip tightened. "We die together."

The protest faded in my throat. Because I knew that look. Had seen it in the mirror often enough.

"You're an idiot," I whispered.

"Must run in the family."

I wanted to argue more, to dissuade him from this path I'd chosen. But when I looked at him, I saw the same fire that burned in me. The same need for something more than just survival.

"For Sulien?" I asked quietly.

"For Sulien," he agreed. "And for us. On our terms."

I nodded slowly. "Then we'd better be smart about it. Make them think we're broken. Make them believe they've won."

"Let them underestimate us."

"Right up until the end."

"We're going to survive the Trials. We're going to learn everything we can about their world, their weaknesses, their fears. We're going to be vigilant and cooperative and perfect students. And when we finally meet Olinthar," I said, his name tasting like rot on my tongue, "we're going to end the force that started this in the first place."

Thatcher let out a slow breath. "And if we somehow manage to pull it off?"

I thought about that—about a world without tyranny, without the Trials, without the constant threat hanging over anyone who showed even a hint of powers they never asked for. "Then maybe other families won't have to go through what we did."

Thatcher nodded slowly. "Worth dying for."

"Worth dying for," I agreed.

The Aesymar thought they'd captured two terrified mortals.

They had no idea what they'd actually unleashed.


Chapter 10
After the Storm


Well, they hadn't killed us. Yet.

"You two certainly caused quite the commotion," Lyralei said, though she sounded amused.

We'd spent the entire night in that sterile room. Neither of us had slept. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Drakor exploding. Thatcher had spent most of the night staring at his hands like they belonged to someone else.

When the guards had finally come for us this morning, I'd been certain they were dragging us off to be slaughtered. My heart had hammered against my ribs as they yanked us through corridor after corridor, their grip tight enough to bruise. I'd tried to catch glimpses of Thatcher, but they'd kept us separated, different guards flanking each of us.

Until we'd arrived at a door I recognized. And there was Lyralei, standing on the other side with a knowing smile.

They'd taken Thatcher to his own dressing room down the hall, and I'd caught a glimpse of ethereal beings with the same star-filled eyes as my team. More Dreamweavers.

I forced myself to take a breath, to center my thoughts around the pact Thatcher and I had made. Play the part. Learn everything we could. Survive long enough to turn their own knowledge against them. If I was going to gather intelligence, I needed these people to see me as cooperative, even grateful.

"Is he—will they take care of him?" I asked, letting genuine worry bleed into my voice.

"Ember's team is excellent," Lyralei assured, guiding me toward the chair.

"Such a shame." Vesper appeared at my side, eyeing my rumpled, blood-stained clothing with obvious distaste. "That dress was one of my favorites."

"I'm sorry," I said, and managed to sound like I meant it. "Everything happened so quickly."

“At least you’re alive.” He shrugged almost flippantly.

"So," I said, settling into the same chair from before. "I take it Voldaris has opinions about yesterday?"

Novalie practically bounced on her toes, eyes sparkling with excitement. "You have no idea. Everyone is talking about you two. The twins from Saltcrest who⁠—"

"Who killed Drakor," Vesper finished dryly, beginning to unlace my ruined dress. "Quite efficiently, I heard. One moment he was there being his usual charming self, the next..." He gestured vaguely. "Splat."

I stared at him. "You don't seem particularly upset about it."

"Upset?" Lyralei laughed. "Half the realm is probably throwing parties."

"But he was one of the Legends⁠—"

"He was a sadistic monster who took pleasure in unnecessary cruelty," Vesper said matter-of-factly, beginning to ease me out of the stained fabric. "If it had been Miria or Kavik, the Aesymar might actually be mourning. As it stands, most are just impressed that someone finally managed to shut him up permanently."

Novalie sighed, applying some sort of cleansing oil to my arms. "He had a tendency to take things too far. Last Trials, he tortured a contestant for three hours just because he found her answers unacceptable.”

My stomach turned. "She survived?"

"Barely. But healers had to spend a good few days putting her mind back together afterward. Drakor thought it was hilarious."

"And the other Legends just... let him?"

"It’s complicated," Vesper said, but there was a warning in his voice. "Mentors have absolute authority over their contestants. What happens in those training sessions is considered private. Even if everyone knows it's wrong. Xül certainly restricted his access in Draknavor afterwards, even though he’s not supposed to retaliate."

I absorbed this information while Vesper stalked over to the wardrobe, pulling out a deep blue mess of sheer fabric. He shot me a look over his shoulder. "Also, the fact that your brother managed to do what fully ascended gods struggle with is causing quite the stir. It’s the most interesting thing to happen in centuries."

"My brother killed someone and it's interesting," I said flatly.

"Your brother killed someone who desperately needed killing," Vesper corrected. "There's a difference. Though I admit, the method was rather spectacular. Very dramatic."

"How are you all so casual about this?" I demanded. "Don't you understand what this means? They'll see Thatcher as a threat now. They'll⁠—"

"They'll be fascinated," Lyralei interrupted gently. "The Aesymar aren't scared, dear. They're intrigued."

That somehow made it worse.

"How many made it through the Proving?" I asked, needing to distract myself from whatever that might mean.

"Thirty-seven," Lyralei answered, pulling a comb through my hair.

"And how many competed?"

"Close to three hundred."

Gods. I'd known it would be bad, but three-hundred? "That's..." I swallowed hard. "That's a lot of people."

"Sometimes it's higher, sometimes lower. Depends on the quality of the candidates and how creative the Legends feel like being." Novalie’s voice had lost its cheerfulness.

“How do the Legends decide how to choose?”

“Well, traditionally, they are encouraged to choose a contestant that will assimilate easily into their domain. Someone whose abilities complement their own.” Lyralei said.

Vesper shrugged. “Sometimes they abide. Sometimes they don’t.”

"What happens after?"

"Your mentor will explain everything," Novalie said, dusting my cheekbones with a golden shimmer. "They'll train you, guide you, hopefully prepare you enough for survival."

"Train us how?"

"Your abilities," Lyralei cut in. "Hone them. Teach you to use them creatively. Try to bring them to their full potential.”

“But there are other things you’ll need to be prepared for as well," Vesper added, lifting the blue gown. "Basic survival skills. Combat. Strategy. Tracking. And how to navigate divine society of course.”

"Seriously?" I held back an eyeroll.

"Politics, alliances, presentation," he explained, helping me into the gown. The fabric whisked across my skin, falling in sheer waves down my frame. "This process isn’t simply about raw power—it’s about proving you can function here if you ascend."

"Lovely." This time, the eyeroll broke free from my restraints.

“And darling, you could certainly use some of that.” Vesper laughed. “Although, feel free to behave as barbaric and uncouth as you like around us. It’s endearing.”

“You think this is barbaric? You don’t know the start of it.” I shrugged, bit back a grin. “Bar crawls, chugging contests, arm-wrestling matches with dirty fishermen⁠—”

“Delightful, truly,” Lyralei cut in, blinking tenderly. “Now, be still so I can figure out what to do with all of this.” I obliged, and she got to work.

I caught my reflection in the mirror as Vesper worked on the gown's final adjustments. The deep blue fabric was structured at the bodice, reinforced with narrow metallic panels that traced down my torso like armor, but the skirt flowed in translucent layers that offered glimpses of my legs through the dark folds.

Soon, I'd be standing before the Legends again, waiting to learn which one would own me for the duration of this nightmare.

Miria seemed like my best option. If I had to be mentored by one of them, at least she appeared to have retained some memory of mortality. The fact that she'd tried to stop Drakor's torture of Thatcher spoke well of her character.

But my preference didn’t matter. It’s not like the decision was in my hands. Even more, there were so many others who had been watching from afar up until now. Thirty-seven mentors would be here today, not just the ones who’d presided over the Proving.

"So," I said, adjusting the flowing sleeves of my gown. "Any predictions on who might want the blood-covered twins as mentees?"

"Oh, come now," Novalie said with obvious delight, "every mentor is going to want you."

"That's what I'm afraid of."

"Please remember, dear, mentorship isn't like mortal teaching," Lyralei explained. "The gods expect absolute obedience and complete dedication. They'll reshape you into whatever they think you need to be to survive, regardless of what you want."

"Well, that sounds completely reasonable."

"I understand your sentiment." Vesper said simply. "But refusing a mentor's guidance is considered tantamount to suicide. Which, to be fair, it usually is."

I stared at my reflection, watching Lyralei wrap my hair around heated coils.

The thought of being owned—by anyone, but especially by one of them—made fear flare in my chest. But I pushed it down, buried it beneath the mask of compliance I was learning to wear.


Chapter 11
The Choosing


So many golden eyes.

The Aesymarean Legends sat before us, divine servants from the various domains lined against the walls, whispering amongst themselves. The air thrummed with power, making my skin prickle with awareness of how very mortal I was in this room full of gods.

The thirty-seven blessed who had made it through the Proving were lined up in front of a table of polished amethyst. An equal number of Legends sat observing us, but their attention kept drifting to one particular spot in our line. Even if I couldn't feel Thatcher through our bond, I would have known where he stood just by watching where those glowing eyes kept landing.

I supposed the Dreamweavers had been right. None of them looked angry, or fearful. They looked utterly and completely intrigued.

I glanced down the row to find a completely different version of the brother I’d left this morning. His team had dressed him in a black suit that emphasized his broad shoulders, slicked his dark hair to perfection, and he met those golden gazes without flinching, the hint of a smirk threatening his lips. He was either playing his part really well, or he was actually enjoying the attention.

Briefly, I had worried that he might change his mind. What if the pact we'd made in blood and grief last night had crumbled under the weight of all this?

But no, through the bond, I felt it—a steel-coated resolution that mirrored my own.

I supposed I could start playing my part as well.

I turned back to face the table, meeting every gaze that fell on me. I forced my lips into what I hoped was a pleasant smile, trying to project confidence instead of the terror clawing at my insides.

A scribe made his way to the front of the room, positioning himself on the opposite side of the amethyst table. His hands shook slightly as he unrolled a scroll, and I didn't blame him—being the focus of this much divine attention would rattle anyone.

"The viewing time is complete," he announced, his voice echoing off the crystal walls. "We may now begin the Choosing. I do hope everyone ends the day with their first choice, but that, of course, is unlikely." A few Legends chuckled at that. "Per tradition, the seven—pardon me—six Legends who presided over the Proving will have the honor of choosing first. The remaining Legends will make their decisions following. Thanks to Aella, Aesymar of Chaos, you will each find a golden token with your number under your seat."

The Legends reached for their tokens, and I tried my best at reading their reactions. Some looked pleased with their numbers, others resigned. And then my eyes fell on him as if he was some kind of unfortunate magnet. Xül. He wore a black suit with red crystal detailing, and the braids from yesterday had been tied back behind his head.

I saw his perfect jaw clench as he tossed his coin on the table dismissively.

"Will number one please stand," the scribe called.

Miria rose gracefully from her chair, dark green robes shimmering around her.

"Miria, congratulations on your placement. It is always an honor to choose first," he said. "Please announce your choice."

I tried desperately to catch Miria's eye, straightening my shoulders and lifting my chin in what I hoped looked like quiet confidence. She was our best hope—the only Legend who'd shown any compassion during yesterday's horror show. Her gaze swept across our line, pausing on several contestants, but never quite landing on me. Never quite landing on Thatcher either.

"Nicolai Themstrom," she finally said, her voice ringing through the hall.

A pale-haired boy stepped forward from somewhere in the middle of our group. He looked young—maybe nineteen or twenty. He moved to stand behind Miria's chair, hands clasped behind his back.

Fuck.

Our best option was gone, and we'd barely started.

"Will number two please stand."

My blood chilled as Chavore rose from his chair.

I assumed Chavore shared the domain of his father, but I wasn’t certain.

If the gods were basing their choices on the type of abilities we'd displayed, he might choose me. The Dreamweavers had said he was just and fair. The star-wielder who'd forged weapons from celestial light was the obvious choice. Gods. He was going to pick me wasn’t he⁠—

"Thatcher Morvaren," Chavore said with a warrior's smile, nodding toward my brother.

My heart stopped. This was too close, too dangerous. How were we supposed to⁠—

The sound of a chair slamming back erupted across the hall before Thatcher could even step out of line. Xül stood, hands pressing down on the table as his gaze grew colder.

"Am I to assume this a joke?" he asked, his voice low and dangerous. Those eyes narrowed at Chavore, who looked utterly unfazed, merely shrugging as if Xül's outburst was nothing more than a minor annoyance.

"Is there a problem, old friend?"

The word friend dripped with sarcasm.

"He doesn't belong in Bellarium, you fool," Xül snapped. "His abilities are far more suited for Draknavor."

I wracked my brain trying to remember the names of the divine domains. Gods, why hadn’t I paid more attention to the stories?

"I'd say he's perfectly suited for the Domain of War," Chavore shot back, his voice remaining maddeningly calm. "Power like that could reshape entire battlefields."

So Chavore didn't share a domain with his father after all. Interesting.

"Power like that," Xül said through gritted teeth, "comes from the same source as mine. Life and death, growth and decay—these belong to my domain alone.”

“Do they?" Chavore tilted his head, genuine curiosity in his voice. "It looked remarkably like warfare to me. Quick, decisive, effective." His smile turned sharp. "Rather like good strategy, actually."

The temperature in the room dropped several degrees. Other Legends watched the exchange with interest, some looking amused, others concerned. The contestants in our line were dead silent, probably terrified of drawing attention while two gods argued over Thatcher like he was a particularly interesting weapon.

"Absurd," Xül said, his voice soft but deadly. "You think because you can move pieces on a board that you understand the forces that drive them."

"And you think because you commune with corpses that you have some monopoly on destructive power." Chavore threw a smug look towards Xül.

Xül's hands clenched into fists on the table. "You arrogant⁠—"

"Gentlemen," a new voice cut through their argument. Elysia. "Perhaps we could save the philosophical debates for after the Choosing? I’m sure many of us have actual criteria beyond petty rivalry."

Chavore's expression didn't change. "Of course, Elysia. How thoughtless of me." He settled back into his chair. "Thatcher Morvaren, if you would."

Thatcher stepped forward, his face carefully neutral. But as he moved to stand behind Chavore's chair, I caught a glimpse of resolve in his expression. He looked determined.

Xül remained standing, fury pouring from him in waves. The scribe looked between them nervously, clearly unsure whether the confrontation was over.

"Will number three please stand?" the scribe nearly whimpered.

Xül sighed, not bothering to move. "Fine," he said, his voice clipped with irritation. "I'll take the other one."

His gaze cut to me. There was nothing warm or welcoming in his face—just cold assessment and irritation simmering. I had to fight not to flinch.

"Apologies, Warden," the scribe said in a shaky voice. "Could you clarify your choice, please?"

"The other Morvaren."

Really? He couldn't even say my name? I stiffened as annoyance slithered through my veins.

"Well," said a woman in white and gold, the colors of the domain of light and order, no doubt. "That's an oddly hypocritical choice, considering you were just arguing that contestants should be sorted into placements that suit them." Her voice was sweetly poisonous. "What will a star-forger do in the depths of Draknavor?"

Xül finally sat, gesturing carelessly for me to join him. "Well, it would seem we're not following proper protocol today, Meriela," he said, sarcasm lacing every word. "I suppose you’ll have to make do with whatever's left."

She pursed her lips but said nothing more. At least I'd avoided her. Because the way she was looking at me now told me everything I needed to know. I had been her number one choice. And where she wanted to take me was the last place I wanted to be. The domain of Olinthar himself.

I walked to stand behind Xül's chair, anger and dread warring in my chest. Being this close to him was overwhelming—whatever energy radiated from him slithered across my skin.

I tried to pay attention to the rest of the selections, but my mind was spinning. This was not good. Not good at all. For me or for Thatcher. We were supposed to be working together, gathering information. I’d hoped we’d at least have mentors that shared some form of connection. Instead, we'd been split between two Legends who clearly despised each other.

I glanced at Thatcher and our eyes met briefly. He didn't look worried at all—if anything, he looked pleased. Satisfied, even. Like this was exactly what he'd wanted.

I narrowed my eyes, not understanding his reaction. Why was he not as concerned as I was?

Then I felt it—a whisper down the bond between us, so faint I almost missed it.

Who knows a father better than his son?


Chapter 12
Draknavor


The last Legend made their choice, and before the blessed contestant had even reached their mentor, Xül was standing. He brushed past me without so much as a glance, his wrist flicking upward in a subtle gesture.

The air... split.

I stumbled backward, my heart slamming against my ribs as reality simply tore open in front of me. Like someone had taken a knife to the fabric of the world itself.

The tear hung there, suspended in empty air. Xül kept walking without looking back, and his servants filed in after him—beings draped in deep crimson and black, their faces hidden beneath hoods.

I supposed I was meant to follow like some obedient pet. But if he couldn't be bothered to speak to me, to acknowledge my existence beyond a dismissive gesture, then I wasn't going to pass up what might be my last chance to see my brother.

We'd never been more than a few miles apart. Not once in twenty-six years. Even when one of us went out on the fishing boats or traveled to neighboring villages for trade, we were always within reach. The longest we'd been separated was maybe a day. I had no idea what kind of strain being domains apart would put on our bond. How was I going to survive without him? He had been my anchor for my entire life. My other half.

Through our connection, I felt the same desperate ache echoing from him.

I moved around the table, dodging servants and gods and the lingering contestants. I saw Chavore out of the corner of my eye, moving to speak with Kavik. Good a time as any. So I moved faster. Straight towards Thatcher.

“Your mentor has a flair for the dramatics,” he said.

“Tell me about it.”

“Just try not to piss him off.” He smiled wearily.

I couldn’t help but smile myself. We both knew that was unlikely. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

I wrapped my arms around Thatcher, and I had to bite back a sob of relief. He was solid and warm—still my brother, still made of salt and sand and rip currents, just like me. Despite the fancy clothes that made him look like he belonged in this realm of gods and monsters.

"I don't know when I'll see you next," I whispered against his shoulder, so quietly that only he could hear. "But I love you. And we’re going to make it through this."

He squeezed me so hard my ribs hurt, like he could somehow press his strength into my bones and make me invincible. "I love you too. Try not to let them break you."

I wanted to laugh at that. Break me? Xül had no idea what he was dealing with. But even through all my bravado, I was terrified. Terrified of being alone, of failing, of whatever awaited in the domain of death.

I soaked in the feeling of safety, of being whole, before the sound of someone clearing their throat cut through our moment.

"Miss Morvaren. You are to come with me now."

One of Xül's servants had stayed behind, fidgeting with the hem of his robes as he looked nervously at the portal. The tear flickered and wavered like it might disappear at any second, leaving us stranded in this glittering prison. I wouldn't have been surprised if it did—abandoning unwanted things seemed exactly like something Xül would do.

Thatcher and I looked at each other one last time. We both nodded solemnly before I forced myself to walk away.

Every step toward that portal felt like tearing away a piece of my soul. Like leaving behind everything that had ever mattered, walking willingly toward my own destruction.

To Draknavor. A place I'd only heard of in whispered stories—the domain where all souls went, where the dead dwelt in eternal darkness.

But as I reached the rip between worlds, I didn’t hesitate. I simply walked through.

The sound of wind whistled past me, carrying a familiar briny scent. And then it snapped shut behind us, and suddenly I was standing in a world that existed beyond the boundaries of everything I'd ever known.

What stretched before me was nothing like the stories I’d been told.

An imposing black castle rose from dark sand, its spires reaching toward a sky the color of fresh blood. Sharp rocks jutted from the shoreline like the teeth of some massive beast, and between them, waves rolled onto a beach in a steady, hypnotic dance, shimmering foam dragging along the sand at their retreat. The sight should have been terrifying—this nightmare of black stone and crimson sky. It called to me instead.

Maybe it was the ocean. Even here, there was still water that moved and breathed and sang the same song I'd grown up hearing. The sand beneath my feet was black as volcanic glass. Still sand. Still a beach. Still somehow reminiscent of home, even painted in these otherworldly hues.

In the distance, already striding past massive iron gates marked with an emblem of a black key crossed with a silver scythe, was my new mentor. The Prince of Draknavor, apparently too important—or too annoyed—to wait for his unwanted mentee.

He couldn’t ignore me that easily. I picked up my pace, the flowing skirts of my gown tangling around my legs, then broke into a full sprint. The servant behind me made a sound of alarm, but I ignored him.

I'd spent my entire life being underestimated, being told to be quiet and careful. Not anymore.

Xül flung open the castle's heavy doors—massive things that looked like they could withstand a siege. My hand slammed against the wood as it began to close. The impact jarred my shoulder, but I shoved the door open anyway, my breathing ragged from the sprint and the thin air of this new domain.

"Excuse me!" I huffed, pushing inside and immediately circling around him to block his path.

The interior of the castle was just as imposing as the exterior—all soaring arches and shadowed alcoves, lit by what looked like floating orbs of pale fire. But I barely had time to take it in before Xül finally deemed it polite to look at me directly.

Up close, his presence was even more overwhelming than it had been in the arena. Those eyes narrowed on me. He was tall enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet his gaze, and handsome in the way that predators were beautiful—lean and powerful and dangerous.

"Um... so—" I started, then immediately cursed myself for the breathless quality in my voice.

"You can get out of my way." His voice was cultured, precise, every word clipped with aristocratic disdain.

The dismissal made my blood simmer, burning away my nerves like vapor. Good. Anger I could work with. Anger made me dangerous too.

"Care to tell me what exactly I'm supposed to do now?" I planted my feet, making it clear I had no intention of moving.

"That's what the servants are for." He began to move around me again, but I stepped back into his path.

"Are the servants going to train me too?"

Xül's sneer was a work of art—beautiful and cutting and utterly without warmth. He leaned down until his breath tickled my ear, and I fought not to shiver at the proximity.

"Not those servants," he murmured, and there was something lethal in the way he said it.

What the fuck does that mean?

My heart stuttered, but I lifted my chin anyway. "You're supposed to train me."

"We'll get around to it." This time he successfully maneuvered past me, already shrugging out of his formal jacket like our conversation was over. The garment hit the floor, followed immediately by his shoes as he kicked them off without breaking stride. “In the meantime, enjoy the many amenities of the Bone Spire.”

Servants appeared from nowhere to collect the discarded clothing, their movements so practiced it was clearly a regular occurrence. I was dealing with a new level of prick.

"What am I supposed to do now?" I called after him, my voice dripping with disdain.

He paused at the base of a sweeping staircase that curved up into shadow, turning back just enough to deliver his parting shot. "I simply couldn't care less."

Then he was gone, and moments later a door slammed somewhere in the upper reaches of the castle, the sound echoing through the cavernous space like a death knell.

Wonderful. Just wonderful.

I stood there in the middle of that vast entrance hall, surrounded by servants who couldn't quite meet my eyes, feeling like I'd been slapped. No—worse than slapped. Erased. Made invisible.

"I can show you to your quarters," one of the Shadowkin servants said meekly, clutching one of Xül's discarded shoes to her chest.

I stared at the empty staircase, rage building in me like a tide. I couldn't believe this. Just because I wasn't his first choice—just because he'd wanted my brother instead of me—didn't mean I wasn't worth his time. I quite literally pulled down the stars and forged them into a gods-damned sword, for fucks sake.

And he was treating me like an inconvenience. Like something he'd been forced to accept against his will.

It didn't matter. If I had to teach myself, I would. If I had to figure out how to survive in this realm on my own, then that's what I'd do. At least here, for the first time in my life, I could use my powers without restraint. There was no need to hide, no reason to hold back. There was no telling what I might be capable of when I wasn't constantly swallowing my own fire.

The gown suddenly felt suffocating—flowing gauze and metallic plating designed to make me look like something I wasn't. Something delicate.

Fuck that.

Ignoring the servant's increasingly frantic offers to escort me to my chambers, I turned on my heel and pushed back through the heavy doors. Enjoy the amenities? Alright. The iron gates were still open, and I walked through them without hesitation, making my way back down to the shore.

I clawed at the fastenings of my gown until the entire thing fell in a pool around my feet. The metallic pieces hit the sand with small, musical sounds, and the gauzy fabric billowed in the strange wind that whistled past me. I stood there in nothing but silk undergarments.

Then I tore those off too.

And I walked straight into the ocean.

The water stung with a bone-deep coldness. It tasted of salt and metal and what might have been magic itself. I embraced the shock of it, the way it drove the breath from my lungs and made my heart race. I dove under the next wave and let the silence underwater soothe the raw edges of my fury.

No voices down here. No expectations or golden eyes judging my worth. No gods deciding my fate without bothering to consult me. Only the muffled sound of my own heartbeat and the pressure of water against my skin, washing away the last traces of perfume and the paint they’d slathered across my face until I was just... me. Thais from Saltcrest, who'd grown up diving for pearls and racing her brother through surf that tried to drag us both under.

I stayed beneath the waves until my lungs burned, surfacing only to dive again. And again.

A wild, dangerous freedom hummed in my chest. I floated on my back, staring up at those distant points of light, and for once, I didn't fight the power humming beneath my skin. I didn't force it down or lock it away. Instead, I reached for it.

The stars answered. They brightened one by one, their light intensifying until the darkened sky paled beneath their brilliance. I spread my arms wide in the water, feeling the connection between me and those distant celestial things.

When I finally made my way back to shore, my hair hanging in dark ropes down my back and droplets clinging to my skin, the distant moon cast silver reflections across the black sand. As I bent to retrieve my discarded garments, movement caught my eye.

A silhouette framed in one of the castle's high windows.

A shiver ran through me. I straightened slowly, water still dripping from my hair, and looked directly up at that window. At him.

Because it was him. Even from this distance, even with shadows obscuring his features, I knew it was Xül.

I could have covered myself. Could have snatched the dress and hidden behind it.

Instead, I stood there and let him look.

Let him see exactly what he'd chosen—not some biddable girl who would bow and scrape and beg for his attention, but someone who would meet his gaze without flinching.

Eventually, I began my walk back toward the castle. My bare feet left prints in the dark sand, and I could feel his eyes tracking my movement with every step.

The servant from before was waiting by the iron gates, wringing her hands. She immediately averted her eyes when she saw my state of undress, her pale cheeks flushing.

"I guess you can show me my room now," I said, surprised by how steady my voice sounded. How utterly unashamed.

She nodded frantically and led me through the castle's winding corridors, past stone statues and doorways that led to rooms full of shadows.

But I didn’t pay attention to any of it. My mind was focused on the road ahead.

I was Thais Morvaren, wielder of stars, and I had come here to learn how to kill a god.

If the Prince thought he could ignore me, he was about to learn exactly how wrong he was.


Chapter 13
Thatcher


It was the blood-drenched dream again. The one where a Legend exploded.

Night still claimed the world beyond my crystal windows. Back in Saltcrest, I'd already be at the docks by now, hauling in nets with muscles burning from honest work, not lying in this too-soft bed waiting for the sun to crest the horizon.

Were the palace servants about to burst in and dress me like they had before the Choosing? The Dreamweavers had fussed over every detail, straightening collars and smoothing wrinkles.

I rolled my eyes and slid from the bed. Twenty-six years of dressing myself would have to suffice.

The wardrobe revealed clothing worth more than our entire village—embroidered tunics in jewel tones, shirts spun from fabric that could feed a family for months. I grabbed the plainest option available, the weight of wealth still unfamiliar against my skin.

Sulien's weathered face flickered through my mind—the crinkles around his eyes when he smiled, the calluses on his hands from years of teaching us to fish. What would he think of me now?

Worth dying for. The promise Thais and I made. If dismantling Olinthar's reign meant playing the eager student, I'd become the best liar in Voldaris.

Bellarium stretched beyond my window—a monstrosity of training yards and judgment halls. A bone-white arena towered in the distance.

A knock interrupted my thoughts.

"Come in," I called, arranging my features into a mask. Shoulders relaxed, eyes wide with appropriate awe.

Chavore’s broad shoulders filled the doorway.

"Morning, sunshine," he grinned, teeth flashing white against tanned skin. "Sleep well?"

I matched his smile. "Like the dead." The lie flowed smooth as honey.

His laugh ricocheted off the high ceiling. "Enjoying your stay in Bellarium? Getting settled these past few days?"

I frowned. "Days? I arrived last night."

He leaned against the doorframe, brow crinkling. "Time blurs when you’re immortal. You'll understand once you've ascended."

The casual assumption that I'd join their ranks grated my nerves. I nodded, tucking the information away—not just his memory lapse, but the certainty with which he spoke of my future.

"Follow me," he said, already turning. "Time to see what you're made of."

Blood and vengeance, I thought but figured it was best I keep that particular one to myself.

The slate gray hallways gleamed with veins of silver. Beings with elongated features, bedecked in blue military garb marched past, heads lowered. Their bodies moved in unison as if controlled by a single mind.

I watched Chavore acknowledge them—a nod here, a half-smile there. Power draped across his shoulders like an invisible cloak, evident in every unhurried step. The world waited for him, not the other way around.

"Who are they?" I asked.

"The Syrenari. Bellarium's elite. Part soldier, part judge—they cannot speak falsehood." His mouth quirked. "Terrible companions at a party."

We descended a spiral staircase that wound around warriors frozen mid-battle, their faces caught between triumph and agony.

"I have to admit," I said, letting confusion leak into my voice, "I'm still surprised you chose me."

Chavore glanced over his shoulder. "Oh? Why's that?"

"This whole situation. One moment I'm awaiting execution for lacking power. The next, I've eliminated Drakor, and instead of punishment, I gain a prince as a mentor."

His face hardened, all previous humor vanishing. "Not many from Draknavor would be missed."

My pulse quickened at the slip. Fault lines existed between the gods, cracks I might exploit later.

We passed through a gallery where battles unfolded on walls. Beauty and destruction interwoven into endless monuments to their own glory.

"What about Thais?" I asked, genuine worry coloring my words. "She's in Draknavor." The bond between us stretched thin across the distance—enough to know she lived, not enough to sense her state.

Chavore's swallowed. "Xül and I were friends once."

"What happened?"

"Reality eclipsed childhood bonds." He shrugged. "Difficult to maintain friendships when raised with opposing values."

"Opposing values?" I pushed, walking the knife's edge of curiosity and caution.

"The Lord of Death and the King of Order have clashed since the beginning of time." Chavore led me past training fields where Syrenari moved through deadly forms.

"Your sister will endure," Chavore added, perhaps noticing my tension. "Xül is smart and makes certain everyone knows it. She'll survive."

Survive. The barest minimum. But survival meant opportunity, and Thais could handle herself better than anyone I knew.

"Here we are," Chavore announced as we reached the forest's edge.

Trees towered overhead, bark gleaming with golden highlights, leaves shimmering between yellow and green. Power vibrated through the air, raising goosebumps along my arms.

"Right," Chavore rolled his shoulders. "So you shattered bone with just a thought. That's..." He paused, eyes going distant for a moment before snapping back with laser focus. "That's fucking incredible, actually."

He started pacing, but it wasn't nervous energy—more like he needed to move while his mind worked. "Walk me through it. The exact moment. What did you experience?"

I hesitated, but his expectant stare demanded an answer. "I... I could see them. The bones. The veins. Through the skin, through everything."

"You could see them." He stopped mid-stride, pivoting to face me. "Not sense them, not feel them—you actually saw the structure?"

I nodded slowly.

"And then?"

"Then I just... wanted it to stop. And they shattered."

His grin widened. "So it's not just destruction—it's perception first, then manipulation. You need to see what you're affecting." He tapped his temple. "That's the key."

He moved closer, spreading his arms. "Which means we need to train your sight before we can train your power. See if you can do it again—look past the surface. But this time, no breaking anything. Just look."

Fear prickled along my spine. "What if I can't control it? What if⁠—"

"Then I'll have some interesting scars," he said with a shrug. "Start with me. Try to see what's underneath."

I simply stared at him.

"Relax," Chavore said. "Drakor wasn’t prepared for what you did to him, but I am. And just because I can't set you on fire with my mind or blind you with celestial light doesn't mean I'm fragile."

He picked up a training sword from the weapons rack and bent it into a perfect circle with his bare hands, the metal groaning in protest.

Curiosity needled me. "What is your power?"

Chavore looked away, then down, clicking his teeth. "Some of us are gifted with abilities that never show outwardly. Less impressive to the eyes, maybe, but oftentimes more useful. I am the Aesymar of strategy, after all. I received that title for a reason." He paused, running a hand through his hair. "But even without that, I could hear your heartbeat from across the training grounds. Could track you through the forest by scent alone if needed. My bones don't break easily, my wounds heal within minutes instead of weeks."

He met my eyes again. "Truthfully, most of us don't have extraordinary offensive powers. That is a rarity among those born in Voldaris. Take Elysia, for instance. She can enchant and glamour, imbue such qualities within others, but that would hardly win in a direct fight. Doesn't matter though—she could still tear someone limb from limb with her bare hands if she chose."

"Good to know," I muttered.

His confidence both reassured and disappointed me. Part of me—the part forged through years of hiding and hatred—wondered if I could end this now. If I could simply choose to lose control once more and take Chavore out. Work my way through the pantheon one dead god at a time until reaching Olinthar himself.

“Alright, enough stalling.” Chavore cracked his neck. “What do you see?”

I focused on him, searching for that connection that had flared to life during Drakor's attack. At first, nothing happened—just him standing before me, waiting expectantly.

Then the world shifted.

His skin became transparent, revealing the network of vessels beneath pulsing with each heartbeat. His organs glowed—familiar shapes I'd only seen in Lira’s anatomical texts.

"I can see you," I whispered, fascination overtaking caution.

Chavore grinned. "Good. Now try that tree."

He pointed toward a massive oak with roots that crawled across the ground like gnarled fingers. I shifted my focus, attempting to pierce bark.

Nothing. Just wood and sap and leaf. The connection that had flowed naturally with flesh refused to extend.

I scowled, pushing harder until sweat beaded across my forehead. The tree remained unchanged, unmoved by my efforts.

"I can't," I admitted, frustration burning my throat.

"Expected," Chavore said, thoughtfulness replacing bravado. "Your power awakened under threat. It manifested to destroy an attacking body. That channel flows open now, but others remain closed to you."

He crouched, fingers brushing the grass beneath our feet. "Begin smaller. Mighty rivers start as springs."

I knelt beside him, pressing my palm against the perfect grass. Each blade stood flawless, untouched by drought or disease. I closed my eyes, reaching for that same connection I'd felt with flesh and blood.

At first, nothing. Then—a spark, tiny but undeniable. A single blade of grass called to me, resonating with the force thrumming in my veins. Unlike the violent storm that had consumed Drakor, this connection whispered.

I traced the flow of nutrients through the single blade, followed water rising from root to tip. Then, with the gentlest thought, I severed it. The blade blackened instantly, curling in on itself like a dying insect.

"Well now," Chavore murmured. "Your talents extend beyond godslaying after all."

I stared at my hands—callused from years of hauling nets and mending sails, now instruments of death.

What else might I accomplish? Where did the boundaries lie?

And how could I wield this against Olinthar?

Possibilities clawed in my mind, dark and potent. If I mastered this power—honed it, strengthened it—I could become the weapon they never expected. Their downfall instead of their pawn.

"We train daily," Chavore declared, slapping my back hard enough to rock me forward. His grin flashed sharp and challenging. "Tomorrow we advance to flowers, then bushes. Eventually trees. Perhaps animals after that. Not my Syrenari, though—I need them functional."

His excitement proved contagious. I found myself returning his smile—genuine, not the calculated mask I'd worn since arriving. For a heartbeat, I almost forgot he was the son of the god who had destroyed everything I loved.

As we walked back toward Bellarium's gleaming towers, I cataloged every detail. Every weakness. Every scrap of information that might prove useful when the time came.

I would master this power. I would learn Bellarium's secrets. I would discover Olinthar's vulnerabilities.

For Thais. For Sulien. For the family we'd lost and the vengeance we'd pledged.

Worth dying for.

Let them teach me. Let them train me. Let them believe I served their purposes.

They would discover, far too late, exactly what they had created.


Chapter 14
Starling


I woke up tangled in silk sheets that probably cost more than our cottage back home.

Light filtered through tall windows, painting everything in shades of red and gold.

The room was massive, all black stone floors and walls covered in dramatic paintings.

The bath had been the real shock last night. Hot springs ran right through the room—actual natural springs, steaming and perfect. I'd stayed in there until my fingers wrinkled.

Now, looking around in daylight, I had to admit the whole setup was impressive. Oils and soaps lined shelves carved into the walls, everything smelling like seafoam and flowers. It was luxury beyond anything I'd ever imagined.

Part of me wanted to feel guilty for enjoying it, but when would I ever get another chance? If I was going to die, I’d certainly take advantage of this situation before then. Why not?

I reached out through the bond with Thatcher, that invisible thread that had connected us since birth. Still there—faint but steady. He was alive, and from what I could sense, he seemed almost... pleased? At least one of us was handling this decently.

Thatcher was probably already charming Chavore. And here I was, alone in a castle with a mentor who'd rather be anywhere else.

Thatcher and I had promised each other—play the part, be perfect students, learn what we could. But how was I supposed to do that when my mentor wouldn't even stay in the same room as me? The plan only worked if I could get close to him, earn some kind of trust or respect. Hard to do when he treated me like furniture.

My stomach chose that moment to growl loudly, interrupting my mental spiral. Right. Food first, figure out how to salvage this mess later.

I forced myself from the sinful comfort of the bed and padded to the wardrobe. Inside, I found an entire collection of clothing in shades of red, black, and charcoal. The fabrics were exquisite—flowing silks, structured velvets, leather so supple it felt like water.

I settled on a lightweight charcoal dress that fell in soft, gathered pleats from a thick, knotted strap over one shoulder. The neckline cut diagonally across my chest, leaving my collarbone bare, while a narrow slit traced down the center—not bold, but enough to catch the eye. The back was completely open and the skirt was split high on one thigh to expose my tanned leg. It was beautiful, impractical, and definitely not designed for whatever passed for training in the domain of death.

The matching strappy shoes looked like instruments of torture. I left them where they were and padded barefoot from my chambers, following the scent of fresh bread and the faint sound of clinking glass through the castle's winding corridors.

The dining area I found was as elegant as everything else in this place—it held a long table of polished dark wood surrounded by high-backed chairs and tall windows offering views of the black sea. The table was set with gold rimmed plates laden with fresh fruit glistening with dew, bread still warm from the ovens, and golden honey in crystal jars.

But it was empty.

A Shadowskin appeared as if from nowhere, bowing low when she saw me approach the table. "Good morning, my lady. His Highness has business to conduct in the capital today. He sends his regrets."

“I’m sure he does,” I murmured under my breath. "The capital?"

"The Eternal City," she clarified, pouring tea into a cup. "He expects to return this evening. You are welcome to explore the estate as you wish, though we ask that you remain within the property boundaries for your safety."

So much for training. I grabbed a roll and settled into one of the chairs, trying not to feel disappointed.

"Is there anything else you require, my lady?" the servant asked.

"No, thank you." I waved her away.

A different perspective occurred to me. He was gone for the entire day, which meant I had free run of his castle.

Perhaps it was time to do some investigating.
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One thing was certain. This palace was vast.

I spent hours wandering through corridors that seemed to stretch on forever, past rooms filled with purposes I couldn't begin to guess. Chambers that hummed with energy so thick it made my head pound.

The isolation was staggering. I'd passed maybe a dozen servants in all my wandering, ghostly figures in deep red and black who bowed when they saw me but never spoke. No other contestants, no other Legends, no one who might serve as distraction or ally. Just me, alone in a castle built for a population ten times its current size.

It was beautiful, certainly. Every room I entered was a masterpiece of architecture and design, flowing lines and organic curves that seemed grown rather than built. But it was also profoundly lonely, in a way that made my chest ache with homesickness for Saltcrest's cramped, chaotic warmth.

The library was on the opposite side of the castle, and I almost missed it in my wanderings. When I finally pushed open the massive oak doors, my eyes trailed across the display in wonder. The space was enormous—books stretching up to a vaulted ceiling painted with constellations I didn't recognize. Floating orbs of pale light drifted between the shelves like lazy fireflies.

A servant was shelving books near one of the massive windows, his movements careful and precise as he placed each volume in its designated spot. He looked up when I entered, bowing slightly.

"My lady," he said softly. "Is there something specific you seek?"

"Just looking around," I replied, wandering closer to examine the titles on the nearest shelf.

The servant continued his work, and I found myself watching him. He was placing books with unusual care. One caught my eye as he lifted it—thick, black leather with silver clasps.

"Quite a collection," I said, trying to sound casual.

"Indeed. King Morthus spent nearly a century gathering these texts from across all the domains. Much of this knowledge exists nowhere else now."

"If these are so precious to Lord Morthus, why are they here instead of... wherever he lives?"

"This was originally a hunting lodge. Given its distance from the capital and its proximity to the Grief Hound territories, it was meant to house important collections in the furthest reaches of Draknavor—the most difficult to access." The servant carefully placed another book on the shelf. "It was never intended as a permanent residence, just a repository for valuable things that needed protection. When Prince Xül ascended, Lord Morthus offered it to him as his own residence."

"Grief Hounds?" I questioned. There were certainly other things I wanted to ask, but those words were completely foreign.

He pressed his lips together and studied the floor. "Large creatures with dark fur and glowing eyes. They're... complicated beings. While they serve to comfort souls struggling with their transition to death, they can be fiercely protective of their dens. Dangerous to mortals and divine alike if they perceive a threat." He gave me a meaningful look. "That's why we insist guests remain within the castle grounds. The hounds don't distinguish between friend and foe when defending what they consider theirs."

That explained a lot. The isolation, the luxury mixed with the feeling of being cut off from everything. This place was essentially a beautiful prison at the edge of the world.

I kept browsing, trying to look uninterested while watching where he placed each book.

"Must be fascinating reading," I said.

"Not for everyone. Rather dark subject matter. But our Prince does have particular interests." He gestured to the section where he'd been working.

"Am I... allowed to read things like that? Being mortal and all?"

The servant turned to look at me directly, pity carved into his face. "Well, we aren't particularly concerned with this knowledge leaving the divine realm."

"Ah, right," I said, the reality hitting me. "Because I either ascend or die."

The servant simply nodded and continued his work.

I waited until he finished before moving to that section. There—the black leather book I'd seen him place.

The Chronicle of the Last Primordial Conflict.

I pulled it down and opened it randomly. The pages were thick parchment, covered in dense text about beings and powers that no longer existed. I'd heard whispers of the Primordials growing up—stories passed down through generations, bits and pieces that never quite fit together. But mortals had no books from that time, just fragments of tales that had been told and retold until truth and legend blurred together.

This was different. This was detailed. Clinical.

Vivros’s power had grown beyond all natural bounds, standing as the final barrier against the corruption plaguing the divine realms. The conflict was so catastrophic that reality itself fractured. What had once been a single existence split into four separate systems, scattered throughout the Abyss, each cut off from what they had once shared.

I set the first book aside and grabbed another from the same section. More scribbles in the margins. I flipped through frantically.

There—a whole passage dedicated to Cataclysm Incarnate.

Vivros possessed the ability to manipulate all living matter at its most fundamental level. Witnesses described the Primordial as capable of turning a warrior's own blood against them, making their bones brittle as glass.

Gods.

I flipped further.

—a force that could bend matter to its will with mere thought. Mountains of flesh became fluid, plants became dust.

Mountains of flesh became fluid.

I stopped breathing.

Drakor's body, caving in on itself. The wet, horrible sound of a god being unmade in an instant. Thatcher's scream of rage and pain, and then... nothing. Drakor had simply been erased from existence.

Just like this. Just like what Vivros could do.

The book slipped in my suddenly sweating hands. I forced myself to keep reading, looking for more marked passages with growing dread.

After Moros was defeated, Vivros was forever changed. No defense existed against the last Primordial’s power, and in the end, it took the combined might of all twelve founding Aesymar to bring about Vivros's end. A great power yes, but one too dangerous to be left unchecked.

Twelve gods. It had taken twelve gods working together to stop this kind of power.

I sank into a nearby chair, trying to process what I was reading. Was this why Xül had really wanted Thatcher? Gods, did the other Legends have the same thought? Did the Twelve?

I slammed the book closed and replaced it on the shelf. I didn't know what to do with this information. I tucked it away, even as it burned through me. Thatcher possessed Primordial power. And Xül knew. And I had no idea what he planned to do with that knowledge, or what it would mean for us.

By the time I made my way back to the living areas, the strange light filtering through the windows had shifted to deeper shades of red. Evening.

Voices echoed through the main hall as I approached—low, masculine laughter and the clink of glass. I followed the sound and found myself staring at a room that perfectly embodied scholarly luxury. Dark wood paneling stretched from floor to ceiling. Leather chairs were arranged around a massive fireplace, while tall windows offered views of the black sea beyond. The air held the rich scent of old parchment and dark liquor.

Xül was there, lounging in one of the leather chairs with a crystal glass in his hand, and I could see him properly for the first time without formal attire.

He wore a simple black shirt that clung to his lean frame, sleeves rolled up to reveal toned forearms. His dark braids were pulled back, beads and rings gleaming in the firelight. In his hair, on his fingers, and piercing his nose. He practically dripped in gold.

I recognized the other man immediately from the Choosing—Aelix, one of the Legends who'd been seated further down the table. He was striking in his own way, with sharp features and pale skin marked by intricate scars that looked deliberately placed. His dark hair was cropped short, and when he laughed at something Xül said, his teeth flashed a brilliant white.

I stepped back from the doorway, unnoticed, and listened. But I couldn’t help but peek inside. Their chairs were turned just enough.

"Well, obviously it would have been extraordinary to secure the god-killer," Aelix was saying, swirling amber liquid in his glass. "He certainly belongs here."

"And now he's with Chavore," Xül replied, his voice carrying that same aristocratic boredom I was beginning to recognize as his default tone. "Which means he'll be currying favor with Olinthar before the month is out."

"Naturally. But surely there were other blessed more suited for Draknavor? Why choose a star-wielder of all things?"

Xül's smile could cut. "You know how I enjoy complicating matters for Sundralis."

Sundralis. Olinthar’s domain.

Aelix laughed. "So I take it you don't plan on shepherding her toward ascension?"

"And provide them with another ally? Hardly. I’d rather rob them of it."

My blood turned to ice in my veins, then began to boil. So that was it. I was nothing more than a political pawn, chosen specifically to deny someone else the advantage of my abilities. Xül had no intention of actually training me, no interest in my survival beyond the satisfaction of thwarting his rivals.

Well. That was about to change.

I prowled into the parlor like I owned it, snatching the crystal decanter from between them, and pouring myself a generous measure of the amber liquid within.

Neither god seemed remotely surprised by my arrival.

"I see someone decided to put clothing on today," Xül purred.

I didn't grant him the satisfaction of my gaze, though I could feel his eyes on me. Just as I'd felt them last night, tracking every inch of exposed flesh. "Yes, well, no show for you today, I'm afraid." My teeth clicked together.

"I was wondering when you'd grace us with your presence," Xül drawled.

"Couldn't let you have all the fun." I dropped into a leather chair, letting my smile turn razor-sharp. "By all means, don't let me interrupt."

Aelix's scarred face shifted as he studied me. "Aelix. Aesymar of cursed blood. I stay on the other side of the Island." His smile was warm now. "A pleasure to finally meet Xül's new protégé."

"Thais Morvaren." I drained my glass in one burning swallow and slid it across the table. "Now, I'd love to hear more about how you plan to let me die.."

"Your odds of survival are laughable," Xül said, tilting his head to examine me like I was some mildly entertaining pet. "Regardless of any training I might provide."

"How reassuring." My voice dripped honey-sweet venom. "But if you're going to watch me die, at least have the balls to admit it's because you're not capable of teaching me. Not because I'm somehow beneath your notice."

Aelix's laugh cracked through the air before he caught Xül's expression and thought better of it.

"Your power isn't in question." Xül swirled his drink with lazy menace. "Ripping stars from the heavens, forging them into weapons? Power like that could turn empires to dust."

"Then what's the fucking problem?"

"The problem is that you held a blade of pure starfire and used it as a shield. The problem is that when the choice came down to kill or die, you hesitated." That golden eye pinned me like a butterfly to glass. "All the power in the world means nothing if you lack the spine to wield it when it counts."

"I survived."

"Barely." He reclined with insufferable grace. "The Trials won't coddle you. They won't pause while you wrestle with your conscience or your pathetic squeamishness about spilling blood."

Aelix shifted. "Perhaps we should⁠—"

"No." My voice had gone lethally soft. "Let him finish. I want to hear exactly what he thinks."

Xül's smile widened. "You have power enough to be dangerous, but lack the stomach to survive. You still think you're the hero of this story." He leaned forward. "Heroes die screaming. Only killers ascend."

Silence stretched between us.

"Then teach me to be a killer," I said, meeting that dual-colored stare without flinching.

"And why would I waste my time trying to forge something from such... soft material?"

Fire ignited in my veins. "Try me. I might surprise you."

Aelix rose with obvious haste.

"I should collect Marx for…" he said, already retreating. "Yes, well, I will hopefully see the both of you very soon."

Neither of us acknowledged his escape.

But self-preservation finally kicked in. I stood abruptly.

"Tomorrow." I didn't look back. "Train me, and decide for yourself how useful I might be."

Three steps. That's all I managed before he materialized in front of me, moving with that impossible Aesymar speed. I stumbled back until stone met my spine, and immediately felt cold, dead hands emerge from the wall, shackling my wrists.

"Your mortal mind can't begin to fathom what awaits you if you truly want my guidance." His voice had gone low, authoritative. Those eyes fixed on mine with cold intensity. "I don't think you're remotely prepared for what I might demand."

The words were a threat, and I felt a chill of uncertainty. This version of him—focused and predatory and utterly lethal—was infinitely more compelling than the dismissive bastard I'd been dealing with.

"I can handle more than you think." My voice remained steady.

A not-quite-smile crossed his face. "Such bravado from someone who's never been truly tested." He took a step forward. "Tell me, Miss Morvaren—what happens when you're pushed past every limit? When every instinct screams at you to submit?"

"I don't submit to anyone." I lifted my chin.

"Everyone submits eventually." He studied the liquid in his glass. "Some require... gentle persuasion. Others need a firmer hand."

"And which am I?" The question escaped before I could cage it.

His eyes narrowed. "Oh, you'd fight me with everything you have. Make me work for every scrap of progress." He slid his glass onto the bookshelf to my left. "You'd push and push until I had no choice but to show you exactly what happens to those who test their limits."

"You think you could break me?"

"Break you?" His laugh was cold. "Breaking would be such a waste. I'd much rather watch you bend."

Dark promise dripped from every syllable.

Fire flooded my cheeks, and his smile turned positively feral.

I wanted to shove him away, to do anything but stand there. But no one had ever spoken to me like this—with such devastating, depraved confidence. It awakened something in me I desperately wanted to bury.

He stood directly before me, his presence commanding the space between us. The black of his eye seemed to devour light, creating shadows that danced across the brutal planes of his face.

"If you eavesdrop on private conversations in my home again," he stated, "you won't survive long enough to see the Trials."

It sounded like another dismissal, but he didn't turn. Instead, he pressed closer. The hands tightened around my wrists as his breath feathered across my lips.

"You have a problem with boundaries." Velvet over steel, that voice. "Perhaps you need a lesson in consequences."

"You're quite observant for someone who claims to have no interest in me," I said.

"You enjoy playing with fire, don't you? Seeing how close you can get before you burn." His thumb brushed the corner of my mouth. "Before I make you burn."

Gods.

A sudden flash of light streaked across the window, followed by a muffled impact that shook dust from the shelves.

Xül's gaze flicked toward the window, one eyebrow lifting with detached curiosity. "Interesting," he murmured before returning his attention to me.

My heart hammered. Had I done that? The heat coursing through me felt wild, untethered, like something trying to claw its way out.

Get it together, Thais.

"Tomorrow," he breathed against my ear.

He held my gaze for one more endless moment before turning away, leaving me still pinned as the hands slowly dissolved.

"Dawn," his voice drifted back. "Don't be late."

I stayed there long after he'd gone, heart trying to claw its way out of my chest, every nerve ending on fire. Finally, I slid down the wall, trying to gather the scattered pieces of my dignity from the floor.


Chapter 15
The Damned


"Again."

Xül's voice cut through the salt-heavy air, bored and dismissive. He hadn't moved from his position against a jutting rock on the black beach. The harsh sun carved sharp shadows beneath the high planes of his cheekbones as he turned a page of whatever he was reading, long fingers gliding across the page. Golden rings caught the light in his dark braids, and his shirt hung open at the collar, revealing bronzed skin and the strong column of his throat.

I paused for a moment, catching my breath. "This isn't exactly what I expected when you said training. How does any of this help me during the Trials? And speaking of which, am I supposed to go into them completely blind?"

Xül glanced up, a flicker of annoyance crossing his perfect features. "The Aesymar prefer their contestants ignorant and afraid. It makes for better entertainment."

"So, there’s no way to prepare then?"

His eyes returned to his book. "We will receive correspondence before each trial detailing the parameters."

“How many trials are there?” I pressed.

With a sigh that suggested I was testing the limits of his patience, Xül marked his place in the book and set it aside. "Four Trials before the forging itself," he continued as if explaining something painfully obvious.

"The Forging?"

"Yes, starling," Xül said. "Where mortality burns away, and what remains—if anything remains—becomes divine."

"Sounds pleasant."

"It isn't," he replied bluntly. "But then, neither is what comes before it."

"That’s a given. Unless there’s some secret meaning behind your riddles?"

"I mean watching the people you've come to care about die." His gaze sharpened on me. "A word of advice—don't make friends with the other contestants. It's not worth it."

"I wasn't planning on it."

"Good. Using people as a means to an end is a different story entirely—that I encourage. Just be cautious of who you trust." His eyes returned to his book, a clear dismissal. "Now, again."

I turned back to the relentless training course he'd set out, my mind processing his warning. Not that I needed it. I hadn't come here to make friends. My brother and our mission had to come first.

My muscles screamed in protest, but I didn't let him see me winded. Didn't let him see the way my lungs burned or how my legs trembled from hours of relentless conditioning—not when he sat there with that infuriating air of elegant composure, angular jaw set. It was midday now, and all morning he'd had me swimming laps in the dark waters, running sprints across the black sand, doing endless exercises that would have broken a lesser person.

Which was only mildly infuriating, considering I was already in excellent shape. This wasn’t exactly the training I’d had in mind. My chest burned with power, begging for release.

"Clearly endurance isn't an issue for me," I growled, wiping sweat from my brow with the back of my hand. "I could do this in my sleep."

"You're not tired yet? That's unfortunate, as I was hoping you'd be exhausted enough to give me a semblance of peace this evening. So I guess we aren't finished."

The subtle cruelty in his voice made my blood simmer. "Why don't you join me then?"

"I'm not competing for my life. You are."

"I bet I could best you in a race." The words tumbled out, and I knew I sounded childish. But it infuriated me, seeing him standing there doing nothing while I'd worked my ass off for hours.

Xül considered this, and slowly, a curious smile spread across his face. "Well, let's test that theory then."

We walked down the beach until he pointed to a distant outcropping of black stone. "There. First one to reach that point wins."

I crouched into a starting position, muscles coiled and ready. When he said go, I took off like a shot, tearing across the black shore as fast as my legs could carry me. Sand flew up in dark clouds, and my heart hammered. I didn't see Xül behind me, didn't even sense his presence, which only made my smile wider with satisfaction.

I reached the outcropping with lungs burning and triumph singing in my veins—only to find Xül already there, leaning languidly against the stone as if he'd been waiting for hours. The air around him still shimmered with the aftereffects of torn reality.

"Well, that's cheating," I panted, hands on my knees.

"And there's the lesson," he said smoothly. "I can do that, but you can't. In the Trials, nothing is fair, and you're a fool if you think you can predict what someone else's next move will be."

I glared at him, fury and grudging understanding warring in my chest. It made sense, but I sure as hell wasn't going to say that out loud.

"So how much longer do I have to run around this beach before you're satisfied?"

Xül studied me for a long moment, his gaze traveling over my sweat-dampened skin. "I suppose we can make it a bit more interesting. But just remember—you asked for it."

"Now we're talking." Relief flooded me as we walked back down the beach to where we'd started.

"Draw down your star," he commanded, settling back against his rock. "Forge your weapon."

I reached up toward the sky, feeling for the familiar pull of celestial energy. It was harder in daylight—the stars were there but distant, their light overwhelmed by this domain's strange sun. But I found one anyway, pulled its essence down into my hands until starlight condensed into something solid. The sword that formed was smaller than the one I'd created in the Proving, less dramatic, but no less deadly.

I looked at Xül expectantly, hefting the star-forged blade. "What, are you fighting with your hands?"

His smile was nothing but a wicked promise. "If I even have to lift a finger, something's gone terribly wrong."

The ground beneath my feet began to tremble.

Then I saw them. Fingers, pale and grasping, breaking through the black sand like grotesque flowers blooming. Arms followed, then shoulders, bodies twisting and morphing as they dragged themselves from the earth.

The faceless beings moved with unnatural grace, each clutching weapons that gleamed with their own dark light. They surrounded me in a perfect circle, at least a dozen of them, their eyeless faces turned toward me.

"What—what is this?" I asked, trying to sound more confident than I felt.

"The damned," Xül said, smiling. And then one lunged towards me.

Starlight met corrupted metal, the impact ringing through my arms and into my shoulders. Where our weapons touched, sparks of white-hot energy crackled and hissed. My feet slid backward in the sand as the thing pressed forward—gods, it was strong. My blade trembled against its dark steel as I fought to keep it from my throat.

Movement to my left. I threw myself sideways just as another blade whistled through the space where my head had been.

Xul cocked his head to the side. "And trust me, you'd rather be fighting these than the corpses buried deep beneath this beach."

I parried a strike, barely. "There's a difference?"

"Oh, starling." He sighed. "The smell alone. These—" he gestured at the soul constructs, "—are far more civilized."

"You're a necromancer!" I gasped between strikes. "Aren't corpses your thing?"

"I'm the Warden of the Damned," he corrected. "Souls are elegant. Refined. Corpses are... messy. I only raise the dead when absolutely necessary. When the situation is truly dire."

"A demonstration in sword-fighting could have been beneficial before this!" I screamed at Xül, barely getting my blade up in time to catch another blow.

"What do you think this is?"

I managed to dodge another strike, then spun to avoid a third. The constructs moved with uncanny coordination, like extensions of a single will rather than individual entities. I slashed at one, my blade cutting through its torso. But instead of falling, the form simply resealed itself, dark energy flowing to repair the damage.

"They can't be killed," I gasped, backing away as they advanced again.

Xül made a small gesture with his hand, and the dark figures froze mid-step. "No. They cannot."

He walked toward me, passing between the motionless figures as if they were merely statues. "What you're facing isn't truly alive, so it cannot truly die."

"Then what are they?" I demanded, still holding my sword at the ready.

"When I say they are the damned, I don't mean wandering spirits or souls as you might imagine them." He reached out and touched one of the figures. Under his fingers, the form rippled like dark water. "When the most corrupt and malevolent souls die, their energy doesn't transition normally through the afterlife. It remains... tainted. That energy becomes trapped in Draknavor's prison."

"So these are... people?" I asked, revolted.

"No." He shook his head firmly. "Not anymore. What you see is death magic in its purest form—the residual energy of what once was a soul, now stripped of consciousness, of identity, of anything resembling personhood." His fingers passed through the construct's chest, and it distorted like smoke. "These are merely vessels I've shaped from that raw energy."

I lowered my sword slightly. "So they're not... aware?"

"No more than the water in a river is aware of flowing downhill," he said. "They are forces of nature, channeled through my will."

And suddenly, they were attacking again.

A soul's blade scraped down mine with a shriek. I stumbled back, my heel catching in the soft sand. Off balance. Vulnerable. The soul pressed forward, its weapon raised⁠—

I swung wildly, putting every ounce of desperation behind the strike. My blade passed through it like a brand through water, sizzling and steaming as it cut, its form dissolving into shadows.

My sword was already moving, muscle memory I didn't know I possessed bringing it around to block the next attack. The clash sent vibrations through my bones and left burning white streaks across my vision.

"Is this a light show, or a fight?"

Fuck him. Fuck his commentary. Two more souls circled me. My lungs burned. Sweat stung my eyes. The star-sword hummed in my grip, eager for more destruction.

The one on my right feinted left then came in low. I saw it coming this time, sidestepped, brought my blade down in a vertical cut that burned through its neck. The head hit the sand and rolled, trailing wisps of smoke, before dissolving.

"Is that all you got?" I panted, awaiting a response that never came.

And then, three bodies were racing towards me simultaneously.

Well, fuck.

I dove left, sand filling my mouth as I rolled. I came up swinging. My blade carved through the first soul's chest, leaving a line of fire.

Steel whistled past my ear. So close I felt the wind of it. I spun⁠—

Fire exploded across my back as a blade found flesh. The pain was immediate, blinding. I pitched forward, hot blood soaking through my shirt. Behind me, I could hear the soul drawing back for another strike.

"That’ll probably leave a scar,” Xül mused.

But there was no time for me to think of something cutting enough to say back.

I threw myself around, my sword slicing through the air. Starlight seared through the thing's neck, cauterizing as it cut. Its head tumbled into the sand even as its body took another step forward before collapsing in a heap of dissolving shadow.

Another was coming for me, black blood streaming from the burning gash across its chest. I stepped inside its clumsy strike, grabbed its wrist, and drove the star-sword's crossguard into where its nose should have been. Light flared on impact, and I smelled burning tar. As it staggered back, I opened its throat with a cut that left a trail of blazing silver in the air.

The last few came faster now. Hungry. My feet found their balance in the shifting sand. The starlight sword moved where I wanted it to go instead of where panic took it. I caught one's thrust, used its momentum to spin it around, and drove my blade through its spine. It arched backward before crumbling to ash.

Another came high. I went low, sweeping its legs and finishing it with a downward thrust that pinned it to the beach.

The final soul circled me, weapon raised.

I didn't wait for it to decide. I rushed forward, my sword coming in at an angle it couldn't quite block. Starlight sliced through shadow and whatever passed for sinew in this place, leaving nothing but the smell of rot clinging to the air. The soul folded in on itself and was gone.

Xül was watching me with those unreadable eyes, his expression searching in a way that made my skin crawl.

"I didn't realize mortal food provided such sustenance," he said slowly.

My blood ran cold. Because I recognized the tilt in his voice. Suspicion. Curiosity. I forced myself to shrug, wiping blood from my blade on my ruined shirt.

"Hard work builds muscle," I said, hoping my voice sounded steadier than I felt. "You should try it sometime."

But I could sense his eyes burning holes right through me. The last thing I needed was for Xül to suspect anything was off about me. He'd been half-divine himself before ascension—he knew exactly what that kind of power felt like, how it moved through mortal flesh.

I'd have to be more careful.

For a moment, I thought he might call it a day. My muscles ached, my back burned where the soul's blade had found its mark, and exhaustion was starting to creep in around the edges. I took the moment to catch my breath.

"I think you can go another round," Xül murmured.

I wasn't so sure, but I wasn't going to say that out loud.

"Bring it on."

His smile made every instinct I possessed scream in warning. There was wickedness in it, a promise that I was not going to like whatever came next.

The ground began to tremble again. I raised my hands, calling starlight back into sword-form as another being clawed its way up through the dark sand. I braced myself for another faceless soul, another mindless opponent to cut down.

Except this time, it wasn't faceless.

This time, it was my brother.

The weapon almost slipped from my fingers. I knew it wasn't him—knew it couldn't be him—but the wrongness of seeing Thatcher standing before me, looking exactly as vibrant and alive as the last time I'd seen him made my blood thicken in my veins. Every detail was perfect. The way his dark hair fell across his forehead. The hint of a smile bringing out his dimples. Even the way he held himself, that easy confidence that had always made people gravitate toward him. But his eyes were empty. Cold. Dead.

"You're disgusting," I spat, the words aimed at Xül like poisoned arrows. The thing wearing my brother's face advanced toward me, and I stumbled backward. My sword trembled in my grip. I couldn't do it. It didn't matter that he wasn't real. I couldn't bring myself to raise my blade against that face.

"Learn to put your attachments—your emotions aside," Xül said conversationally. "It’s the only way to survive."

"If I have to kill Thatcher, then I guess we’ll both die."

"And you've proven me right. This is exactly what I thought of you." His voice was filled with cold satisfaction. "I've wasted my time."

Rage flared in my chest, hot and sudden. "Is every mortal emotion simply drained from you the second you ascend?"

I couldn't understand how someone with a mortal mother, who had been mortal himself, could be capable of such cruelty.

"I'm the better for it."

"Have you never loved anyone? Never cared about anything other than yourself?" I was nearly screaming now, any residual feelings of desire I'd felt the night before completely evaporated. They were monsters. All of them.

Xül stayed quiet, watching me with that same amused detachment.

"How does your mother even look at you?" I hissed.

The smirk dissolved from his face slowly. His eyes went dark. And in an instant, Thatcher was coming at me, no warmth left in those features. Its sword whistled through the air where my head had been a heartbeat before. I threw myself to the side, sand flying as I rolled and came up in a crouch. Thatcher followed, moving with unnatural speed. "Fight me!"

The words didn't come from my brother's voice. Instead, a thousand whispers intertwined, pouring from his mouth like smoke. The sound was wrong—a chorus of souls speaking in unison, their voices layered and discordant, scraping against my ears.

I parried desperately, our blades meeting in a shower of sparks. It was stronger than the other souls had been, faster, more skilled. Every attack came with brutal force.

"I can't," I screamed, even as my sword moved to block another strike. "I can't do this."

"Then die."

Again, that terrible hiss of whispers emerged from my brother's lips. The disconnect between Thatcher's face and that chorus of voices made the situation somehow worse—a perversion of everything he was. Shadow leaked from the corners of his mouth as it spoke, tendrils of darkness that dissipated in the air.

The false Thatcher's blade caught me across the ribs, opening a line of fire along my side. I gasped, stumbling, and it pressed its advantage. Another cut across my thigh. Another along my shoulder.

"Please," I whispered. "Please don't make me do this."

But there was no mercy in those empty eyes. No recognition of our shared past or the bond that had defined my entire existence. This thing might have worn my brother's face, but it was hollow. It raised its sword for a killing blow. I finally snapped.

My star-sword blazed brighter as rage flooded me, white-hot and pure. I caught its descending blade on my crossguard, muscles straining. For a moment we were locked together, face to face. I could smell the dirt that clung to its false skin.

"You're not him," I snarled.

And drove my blade through its heart. Its mouth opened as if to speak, but only shadow poured out, along with a final dying whisper that seemed to come from a thousand tortured throats at once.

The body began to dissolve around my sword, crumbling like ash in the wind. A tear ran down my face as the last traces of it scattered on the strange breeze.

It's not real. It's not real. It's not real.

Slow clapping echoed across the beach. Xül stepped into my field of vision, his face drenched in dark satisfaction.

"Now there's my killer," he said, and his voice held genuine approval for the first time since I'd arrived in this realm. The sound of it—the pleasure he took in what he'd forced me to do hardened my grief. I brushed past him without a word, heading back toward the castle. I couldn't bare to be near him for another fucking second. I reached out through the bond with Thatcher as I walked, feeling for that familiar presence. There—alive, safe, pulsing somewhere in Bellarium. I finally reached a shadowed corridor deep in the castle and collapsed against the wall, sliding down to the floor.

My knees came up to my chest, and I wrapped my arms around them, making myself as small as possible. I slammed my eyes closed, but it didn't help. I only saw my blade sliding through my brother's heart over and over again.
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Tears had dried on my cheeks, leaving behind salt trails that pulled at my skin. My throat burned raw from sobs I'd muffled against my sleeve, refusing to give Xül or his servants the satisfaction of hearing me cry

This hadn't been about preparing me for the Trials. This hadn't been about survival or strength or any of the other justifications Xül had offered. This had been about seeing how much pain I could endure before shattering.

A test. An experiment. Entertainment.

I pushed myself upright, legs unsteady beneath me.

The corridors of black stone seemed to bend around me as I walked, my reflection fragmented in polished surfaces. I barely recognized the woman staring back—eyes too bright, jaw too tight, wildness and danger radiating from within.

Good. Let him see what he's created.

When I reached Xül's study, I didn't knock. I simply pushed the door open.

He sat at his desk, not bothering to look up as I entered. "There are proper protocols for entering my private chambers, starling."

"Look at me." The words escaped through clenched teeth.

His eyes flickered up, assessing me. "You're upset. How predictable."

My composure shattered.

"Is that what you wanted?" I moved closer, my voice low and dangerous. "To tear me down?"

"You confuse necessary preparation with cruelty. The Trials will demand worse of you than anything I've required."

"This wasn't about the Trials." I slammed my palms on his desk, scattering parchment. "This was about you. Your sick need to control, to dominate, to make others suffer."

"You know nothing of me." His voice remained level, but his eyes held a threat.

"Let me take a wild guess, then." I leaned closer, refusing to be intimidated. "You hide behind that cruelty because you're terrified someone might actually see you. You push everyone away before they have a chance to reject you. You treat people like pieces on a game board because it's safer than treating them like people who might matter."

"Careful, starling." Each syllable cut like ice. "You tread dangerously close to insolence I cannot ignore."

"Go ahead." I spread my arms wide. "Punish me. Torture me. Kill me if that's what you need to feel powerful again. But we both know it won't fill that emptiness inside you."

He stood in a fluid motion, power rolling off him in waves. "You forget yourself. You forget who I am."

"No." I met his gaze steadily. "I see exactly who you are. Your perfect mask doesn't fool me because I've worn one my entire life. I know every crack, every seam where the truth bleeds through."

"I am death itself," he hissed, his face inches from mine.

"Perhaps." The words scraped past my lips. "But you’re also afraid."

His fingers twitched momentarily, as if he would grab me. But no. He stepped back as if burned.

He turned away—a gesture so uncharacteristic it momentarily silenced me.

"You think you know me." His voice was different now, stripped of its cold perfection. Raw. "You see fragments and believe you've assembled the whole."

"Tell me I'm wrong." I challenged, circling to face him.

He moved to the window, shoulders set in a rigid line, and for a very long moment, he didn’t say anything at all. "Report at dawn for training. We have work to do."

The dismissal was clear, but as I turned to leave, his voice followed me, carrying an undercurrent I couldn't quite identify.

"You're not what I expected, Thais Morvaren."

I paused at the threshold, not looking back. "Neither are you," I replied, and closed the door behind me.


Chapter 16
Blood and Bargains


Nearly a week had passed since that first brutal lesson on the beach, and my body bore the evidence of every single day. Purple bruises bloomed across my ribs. Fresh cuts layered over half-healed ones, creating a map of pain across my arms and shoulders. My muscles screamed in protest with every movement, yet somehow I kept getting stronger.

Each dawn brought the same ritual—Xül lounging against his rocks while I faced whatever horrors he summoned from the black sand. Soul after soul clawed their way from the earth, weapons drawn. And each day, I cut them down.

He hadn't summoned Thatcher again. Not once since that first lesson. Just the mindless, empty souls.

My skill had improved dramatically—faster than should have been possible. My body learned the deadly dance of combat. Parry, riposte, strike. Duck, roll, thrust. My star-sword moved like an extension of my will.

At least Xül was keeping his promise. I was being forged into something dangerous.

But I hated every minute of it. Hated him for his taunting commentary as I bled. Hated the way he watched my struggles with detached amusement. Hated that yesterday, when a soul's blade had found my throat and I'd dropped my weapon in exhaustion, the creature had simply... stopped. Pulled back instead of finishing me.

It’s not that I wanted to die. But living by the grace of Xül’s mercy wasn’t exactly enticing either.

Now I sat at the far end of the massive dining table, picking at roasted meat, appetite completely gone. Xül occupied the opposite end of the room, long legs propped up on the polished wood, absorbed in whatever book held his attention tonight.

Neither of us bothered to speak.

A servant appeared from the corridor, approaching Xül with a sealed envelope. He accepted it without looking up from his book, but I caught the slight raise of his eyebrow as the servant scurried away.

The sound of tearing parchment cut through the quiet. Xül's golden eye moved across whatever message lay within, his expression unreadable. Then, with casual dismissal, he tossed the letter down the length of the table. It slid across the polished surface, coming to rest just within my reach.

"First trial," he said, not bothering to look at me. "Davina and Thorne."

I stared at the elegant script, trying to make sense of the formal language. "What do you mean?"

Xül's sigh carried the weight of profound irritation. "Must I explain everything to you as if you were a child?"

I bit back the sharp retort that wanted to spill from my lips. I needed information more than I needed the satisfaction of telling him exactly what I thought of his attitude.

"The Trials," he said, words clipped, "are overseen by pairs of The Twelve.” He turned a page with deliberate slowness. "Four pairs, eight gods total for each cycle. Olinthar selects them himself—a privilege he reserves as King of Gods."

"Only eight?" I asked. "Not all twelve?"

"Some sit out each cycle. It's... political." His mouth twisted in distaste. "Those who've fallen from favor are excluded. Those whose powers Olinthar wishes to showcase are included. The combinations shift each time, ensuring that what worked in previous Trials becomes useless knowledge."

"So how do we prepare for something we can't predict?"

"We don't." Another page turned. "We make educated guesses based on the personalities and domains involved, then hope we've anticipated correctly."

I leaned forward, studying the letter more carefully. The formal seal, the precise handwriting, the date that was only seven days away. "We only have a week."

"Your powers of observation are truly remarkable."

The sarcasm made my jaw clench. "What would Davina and Thorne create together?"

Xül closed the book he'd been reading, setting it aside. "Actually, we're lucky with this pairing." Satisfaction dripped from every word. "Nature and alchemy—it's something I can train and prepare you for."

I raised an eyebrow, surprised by his sudden shift in tone. "You sound almost optimistic."

"Don't mistake pragmatism for optimism, starling." He sighed. "I wouldn't be surprised if some of the other trial combinations are too ambiguous to properly teach you anything specific at all. They have a tendency to prefer that."

"So what do we focus on?" I asked.

"Davina values respect for the natural order above all else," he said, his tone suggesting I should already know this. "She despises those who seek to dominate rather than harmonize with nature. Her Trials typically involve survival skills, adaptation, proving you understand your place."

"And Thorne?"

"Artifice. Alchemy. The transformation of base materials into something greater." Xül's fingers drummed against the table. "He appreciates clever use of tools. Innovation. His challenges usually require contestants to modify or combine magical implements in ways they weren't originally designed for." Xül picked up his book again. “Thorne is easy enough to read. He’s Pompous. Obsessed with showing off his intellectual superiority."

“Sounds familiar.” I said under my breath, but I knew he heard me.

"So what do we⁠—"

Voices echoed from the corridor outside, cutting through my question. Xül's eyes flicked toward the doorway with mild annoyance.

Aelix strode into the dining hall, that bright smile already in place. Behind him followed a young woman I recognized from the Choosing—tall and willowy, with sharp features and long black hair pulled into a severe braid. Everything about her radiated controlled menace, from the way she held herself to the cold calculation in her slate-gray eyes as they swept the room. When her gaze landed on me, I felt like prey being sized up.

She didn't speak. Didn't even step into the room. Instead, she leaned against the doorframe.

"I assume you received the correspondence?" Aelix asked, settling into one of the chairs without invitation.

"Unfortunately," Xül replied with elegant disdain.

"Excellent. I thought we might take Thais and Marx tracking tonight."

"How tedious," Xül murmured. "I'm sure you can manage without me."

Aelix's gaze shifted to me, and reluctant pity crawled across his features. "The Grief Hounds are particularly active tonight. Perfect conditions for learning to read signs and move quietly."

"I said no."

The dismissal hit me like a slap. Here was an opportunity to actually learn something useful, and he was refusing it out of what—laziness? Spite? I stood before I could think better of it.

"I'll go," I said, my voice ringing with determination. "Even if he won't."

Xül’s eyes met mine. A subtle smile curved his lips. "Do enjoy yourselves," he said, rising from the table. "Try not to get eaten."

And with that charming encouragement, he walked down the hall, leaving me alone with the two of them.
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The path beneath our feet had turned from manicured stone to packed earth, winding between trees that towered far above our heads. Silver bark caught the moonlight, throwing strange shadows that shifted as we passed.

Behind me, Marx's footsteps made no sound. I turned to check if she was still there and found her watching me with those dark eyes. When I stumbled slightly over a root, she didn't react. When Aelix pointed to a broken branch and explained how the break indicated direction of travel, she gave one sharp nod. That was it. No commentary, no questions.

"Watch the moss pattern here." Aelix knelt beside a fallen log, running his fingers along the bark. "See how it's been scraped away? Something large brushed against this recently."

I dropped down beside him, squinting at what looked like perfectly ordinary wood to me. "I don't—where?"

"Here." He guided my hand to a section of bark. Under my palm, I could feel the difference. A bare patch. "The Grief Hounds den in the deeper groves. They're not necessarily hostile, but they don't appreciate trespassers. And they're large enough to tear a mortal apart without breaking stride."

A chill ran down my spine. "How large?"

Instead of answering, Marx made a sound—barely a whisper of breath, but I figured it was amusement. Or maybe mockery.

"Tracking takes practice," Aelix said, either not hearing her or choosing to ignore her. "You're looking for patterns that break the natural flow."

The next two hours blurred together in a flash of broken twigs and displaced stones that all looked identical to my untrained eyes. Aelix's patience seemed infinite as he pointed out sign after sign that I couldn't see.

We went deeper in the forest, following what Aelix claimed was a game trail. I was on my hands and knees again, staring at marks in the soft earth that could have been made by anything, when the forest went silent.

No bird calls. No whistle of wind. Even the whispering rustle of leaves in the canopy had stopped.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up.

A growl rolled through the trees—low, resonant. Another answered it. Then another.

My blood thickened as glowing eyes appeared in the darkness around us. Not just one pair. Not even a handful. At least a dozen burning gazes materialized from every shadow, surrounding me.

"Don't. Move." Aelix's voice cut through my rising panic. "Don't even breathe."

The largest of the creatures stepped into a patch of moonlight, and my breath caught in my throat. It was enormous—easily the size of a small horse, with midnight fur and eyes like molten gold. When it pulled back its lips, it revealed teeth that could crush.

My heart hammered so hard I was sure it would taunt them further.

The largest one’s burning eyes locked onto mine. It took a step closer. Close enough for me to see the muscles bunching beneath its dark coat.

The creature's ears flattened against its skull.

Suddenly they were all moving.

"Thais," Aelix said, his voice tight with warning. "Stay exactly where you are."

But the largest hound was still advancing, its massive form blocking out the moonlight. I could see intelligence in those glowing eyes, an awareness that made it infinitely more terrifying than any mindless beast.

Fuck. I was going to be ripped apart by wolves before the Trials even started.

My breathing grew ragged despite my efforts to control it. One more step and those teeth would be at my throat.

I started to reach for my power⁠—

Marx stepped forward.

She was at my side instantly, drawing attention to herself. Slowly, she raised her hands. Her fingers curved just slightly, tracing invisible patterns in the air.

The largest hound's head swung toward her, those burning eyes narrowing.

A faint distortion permeated the air around Marx, like heat clinging to a summer road. A pungent, rotten odor wafted off her. Decay.

The hound's growl faltered. Its massive head tilted, nostrils flaring.

Marx's lips curved in the barest hint of a smile. Still silent, still motionless except for those almost-invisible movements of her fingers. But the air thickened around her, charged with a power that felt like spiders crawling over my skin.

The largest hound took a step back.

Whatever she was doing, it was working. The other hounds began to shift restlessly, their aggressive postures wavering into uncertainty. One by one, they started to withdraw, melting back into the forest as silently as they'd appeared.

But I could see the cost. Sweat beaded on Marx's forehead despite the cool night air. Her breathing had grown shallow. Whatever power she was channeling, it was taking everything she had to maintain it.

The largest hound remained for a moment longer, its burning gaze fixed on her face. Then it too turned and padded away into the shadows. And I sucked in a giant breath.

Only when the last of the glowing eyes disappeared did Marx let whatever she'd been holding collapse. She swayed slightly, one hand bracing against a nearby tree. Aelix took a sharp step toward her.

"Marx—"

"I'm fine." Her voice was hoarse but steady. She straightened slowly, wiping the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand.

“Thank you, Marx.” I managed, at a loss for words. “I thought for sure I was…”

I stood in silence for a moment.

"Well," Marx said finally, her voice carrying the faintest hint of humor. "Haven't had that many eyes on me since my last orgy."

A snort escaped me. Then another. Within seconds I was doubled over, shaking with laughter I couldn't control, adrenaline finally finding its release. My sides ached, but I couldn't stop. The absurdity of it. It was insane. She was insane.

Marx's lips twitched in what might have been satisfaction.

"Absolutely reckless," Aelix said, but his tone carried more exasperation than anger. "You could have killed yourself."

Marx agreed with a shrug. "Didn't though. And now we're all still breathing instead of decorating the forest floor."

"You’re not going to make it to the Trials if you continue to behave like this, Marxene."

Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t call me that.” She pushed away from the tree, apparently recovered from whatever toll her magic had taken. "We had a problem. I solved it. Everyone survived. What more do you want?"

Aelix ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident in every line of his body.

Marx started walking back toward the castle, leaving us to follow in her wake. But I caught the way her hand trembled as she brushed a stray lock of hair from her face.

"Is she always like that?" I asked Aelix quietly as we fell into step behind her.

"Unfortunately." His voice carried a hint of admiration. "Marx doesn't just risk her life—she gambles with it."

I watched her moving through the shadows ahead of us, silent and graceful. "What’s her deal?"

Aelix was quiet for a long moment. "Her story to tell," he said finally. "She certainly hasn’t explained any of it to me."

We walked in comfortable silence for a while, the castle's lights growing brighter through the trees.

"Can I ask you something?" I said eventually.

"Depends on the question." He smiled.

"Why do you even know this stuff? Tracking, survival skills. Why would you need to learn how to read animal tracks or move quietly through a forest?"

Aelix's laugh was warm, genuine. "Honestly? Because I enjoy it. It's a hobby of mine—always has been. There's something satisfying about tracking prey, matching wits with creatures that don't want to be found." He gestured to the forest around us. "I could simply feel the location of any animal in this wood, but where's the fun in that? The challenge is in the pursuit. Divine senses be damned."

I frowned, trying to understand. "But you could just... know where everything is. Instantly."

"I could," he agreed, raking his hand across the bark of a tree. "Sometimes the mortal way of doing things is more rewarding than the divine shortcut." He continued on, brushing dirt from his hands. "It has a purity to it, I suppose."

I nodded. "It's strange, thinking of the Aesymar having hobbies."

"We're not so different from mortals in some ways." Aelix glanced toward the castle, where warm light spilled from the dining hall windows. "We have interests, passions, relationships that shape us."

The way he said it made me curious. "You've known Xül a long time?"

"Since we were children, actually." Fondness flickered across his features before disappearing. "We grew up together here in Draknavor. My parents serve as counsel to Morthus, so we became close at a young age."

I waited, sensing there was more he wanted to say.

"Xül wasn't always like this," Aelix said finally. "When we were young, he was... different. Although he was always far more fascinated with research and books than experiencing the world around us."

"Ah, so that’s why he’s such a pompous ass."

He laughed. “I’d be careful speaking so candidly.”

“I’m likely dying either way.” I shrugged. “Why stifle it?”

“I suppose that’s a fair point. And I will admit, it’s refreshing seeing him unnerved by your boldness.”

“He loathes me.” I sighed, kicking a loose rock. “And the feeling is mutual.”

Aelix was quiet for a while—so long, I wondered if the conversation was over. "He hasn’t had the easiest go at it. Growing up a mortal in Voldaris was rather… difficult. At times."

"I’m sure being a prince was very taxing."

"Kids are cruel. Even more so when they’re divine."

"That's why he's so⁠—"

"Bitter? Cynical? Determined to isolate himself from the rest of the Legends despite his father’s desires?" Aelix shrugged.

"And what does Morthus expect of him?"

"I fear I’ve said too much already." Aelix paused at the castle gates, smiling softly. "But you might find you have more in common with the Warden of the Damned than you realize."

“Oh, I highly doubt that.”

“You know, he was forced into the Trials too.” His eyes grew almost wistful. “Olinthar refused his ascension unless he battled it out with the rest of the mortals.”

I said nothing, absorbing his words.

"Now that he’s ascended, the other heirs have started treating him with the respect he was always owed. Of course, that would feel hollow. How could it not?" Aelix's expression grew thoughtful. "He knows why they changed their tune. Now he’s the legitimate heir to the second largest domain in the realm."

I let the words wash over me, but I still couldn’t find it in myself to feel sorry for the god. Not after everything he’d done. "So, what you’re saying is that he’s extremely jaded. Understood."

“You could say that." Aelix smiled sadly, looking over his shoulder. "And this is where I leave you for the night, Miss Morvaren." He turned on his heel, beginning to walk back in the direction we came from.

“Thank you,” I called after him. “For taking me out with you.”

He simply waved a response and disappeared into the darkness with Marx.

The castle corridors felt different in the deep hours of night—shadows longer, my footsteps echoing off stone walls. Exhaustion pulled at my limbs, but my mind buzzed with everything that had happened.

I rounded the corner toward my chambers and stopped short.

Xül lounged against my door, one shoulder pressed to the frame, arms crossed. He'd shed his formal jacket for a simple scarlet shirt that clung to his lean frame, sleeves rolled up to reveal the gold rings adorning his fingers. His eyes bore into me, and that infuriating smirk curved his lips.

"Well, well," he drawled, voice low. "She returns. Tell me, starling, did you learn anything useful tonight, or did you simply provide entertainment for our neighbors?"

I narrowed my eyes. "Far more useful than anything you've bothered to teach me."

"Mm." His smirk slid into a smile. "Such fire. I do hope Aelix didn't coddle you too much."

He seemed far too eager to speak with me.

I stepped closer, close enough to see the way candlelight glimmered off the rings in his braids. "What do you want?"

"Such suspicion." He pushed off from the door. "Can't a mentor check on his devoted protégé?"

"You've never checked on me before."

His golden eye glittered. "Perhaps I'm simply more subtle than you realize."

Before I could process that unsettling implication, he was moving past me down the corridor. "Come along, starling."

"Where—"

"The laboratorium." He glanced back, that wicked smile still playing at his lips. "Unless you'd prefer to stumble through tomorrow's lesson as blindly as you did tonight's tracking expedition."

I stared after him, completely off-balance. How would he even know⁠—

"Are you coming?" His voice drifted through the corridor, rich and all too satisfied. Like he knew with absolution that I’d obey. "Or shall I assume you've learned all you need from playing in the woods?"

Damn him. I followed.


Chapter 17
Alchemy


This wing had been locked during all my previous explorations of the castle. Now, as I followed Xül through the arched passage, I wondered why he'd finally decided to grant me access to whatever lay beyond those heavy doors.

But then we entered the chamber, and my heart skipped.

It was enormous and perfectly circular, dominated by tables covered in glass equipment I'd never seen before. Strange beakers connected by twisting tubes, scales that looked far more delicate than anything we'd used for weighing oysters, and rows of vials filled with various liquids.

But it was the domed ceiling that truly captivated me—intricate panels that looked almost like they could...

"Can you open that?" I asked, my voice betraying my awe.

"This room doubles as an observatory." Xül moved to a lever embedded in the wall, and with a soft grinding of gears, the panels began to retract.

The night sky revealed itself in all its glory—stars scattered, low-hanging clouds drifting past the moon.

I was still staring upward when something soft hit my chest. Leather gloves.

"Have to protect that delicate mortal skin," Xül said, already moving through the room with purposeful strides, collecting supplies.

I slipped on the gloves and moved to stand beside the table. His movements were fluid, confident—utterly different from the bored Aesymar who’d been conducting my combat training. No, he was interested in this, and experienced, if his expression was any indication.

"Are we performing a ritual?" I asked, watching him measure out crystalline powder.

"We're doing alchemy, Thais. Keep up." His tone carried an edge, but there was something else there too. Enthusiasm, maybe. Like he was finally doing something he actually wanted to do.

I remained wary—everything with him was a trap or a test or both—but curiosity won out over caution. It always did with me, unfortunately. "What exactly are we setting up here?"

"I thought we'd start small." He gestured to the array of ingredients spread across the table. "Tonight, we're making a repulsion ward."

"Well, that sounds fun."

Impatience flickered across his features, but he continued organizing his supplies. "Alchemy is based on three fundamental principles," he said. “Sympathetic resonance—like attracts like. Harmonic frequency—all materials vibrate at specific levels that must be matched or complemented for stable reactions. And a living binding agent—a catalyst that creates permanent fusion between ingredients and their user.”

I picked up one of the vials, watching the silver liquid inside swirl. "So it's not just following a recipe."

"Hardly. Any fool can mix ingredients together. True alchemy requires understanding the nature of what you're working with." He took the vial from my hands, our fingers brushing briefly. "Every ingredient serves a purpose."

"Like how different types of bait catch different fish," I said, before really thinking about it.

Xül paused, looking genuinely surprised. "That's... actually quite accurate."

"I'm not completely hopeless, you know." I picked up another vial, this one filled with something that looked like crushed pearls. "We might not have had fancy equipment in Saltcrest, but we understood how things worked together. Which tides brought which fish, how moon phases affected the oyster beds, why certain combinations of salt and smoke preserved meat better than others."

"I hadn't considered that." He studied me with new interest. "Your understanding of natural processes would translate well to alchemical work."

The approval in his voice sent an unexpected warmth through my chest. "So what makes this different from what mortals do?"

"Scale and permanence, mostly. Along with access to magical materials that simply don't exist in Elaren. A mortal might create a healing salve that works for a few days. With proper alchemical techniques, you can create something that lasts indefinitely." He began arranging ingredients. "The more powerful the alchemist, the more dramatic the results."

"You seem to know a lot about this."

"I do." No false modesty there. "I've been studying alchemy since I was a child. My father has extensive texts on the subject."

His tone made me curious. "You sound like you spent a lot of time in those libraries."

"More than was probably healthy." A shadow crossed his face. "But books don't share the judgement of the living."

I remembered what Aelix had told me. "I'd imagine it was difficult for you growing up in Voldaris. Half mortal, half Aesymar."

Xül was quiet for a long moment, his hands stilling over the ingredients. "Too powerful for one world, not powerful enough for the other."

"That sounds lonely," I finally said.

He resumed his preparations. "Knowledge was the one thing I could control."

I wanted to ask more, to understand this glimpse of vulnerability he was showing me. But his rigid stance warned me not to push. Instead, I watched as he began measuring out ingredients into small glass plates.

"Measurement is crucial," he said, apparently deciding we'd shared enough personal history for one moment. "Too little of an ingredient and the reaction won't complete. Too much and you risk blowing yourself up. Let's try and avoid that." He handed me a set of scales that looked far more complex than anything I'd ever used. "The base of any ward is the combination of salt and metal. For this, you should use four parts iron shavings to one part salt.”

I measured carefully, hyper aware of his presence as he guided me through each step.

"This specific iron comes from weapons forged in the Primordial age," Xül explained as I worked. "It holds traces of the energy that flowed through it back then. That's what makes it such an effective conductor."

"And the salt?"

"Each domain has its own variant." He held up a vial of small iridescent crystals. “These are tears. distilled and dried over centuries."

I paused in my measuring. "You're serious?"

"Grief is one of the purest emotions. When crystallized properly, it creates an exceptionally strong alchemical component." He noticed my expression and amusement flickered across his features. "Don't look so disturbed."

"Do you collect them yourself?" I quipped. "I'm sure you're an expert at making people cry."

"I'm not above getting my hands dirty when I need to." He flashed me that wicked grin.

"Noted." I turned around, hiding the smile tugging at my lips. No. I was not doing this again—letting his sharp wit and that infuriating grin chip away at my better judgment. I took a steadying breath and turned back to him.

He reached for two more vials. "The second part of creating a ward is deciding what its purpose is. Natural ingredients—herbs, roots, oils, resins—they all hold certain properties that mirror your intent.” He sat them down in front of me. “These are greystone moss and blackroot."

The first contained what looked like silvery threads, almost metallic in appearance. "The moss grows on cliff faces where birds nest. It feeds on the decay that seeps into the rock. Even approaching it is nauseating. The stench alone keeps most creatures away, which is why it's the strongest repulsion agent in the region.

"And the blackroot?" I asked, examining the second vial filled with dark powder.

"Grows deep in the mountain caves, where the roots can reach the domain's core." He measured out a small portion. "Takes decades to mature properly. The powder acts as a stabilizer—keeps the other components from reacting too violently with each other."

"So it keeps things stable," I said, measuring out my own portion. "Maybe I should sprinkle some on you."

"I'm perfectly stable, thank you. It's everyone else who seems to have issues with volatility."

"Right. Do you practice being this insufferable, or does it come naturally?"

"Natural talent." He moved closer, ostensibly to check my measurements. "And it serves me well. I find you far more entertaining when you're irritated."

"Entertaining," I repeated dryly. "Every girl's dream."

"I could think of other words." His voice dropped lower as he reached around me for another vial, arm brushing against my waist, but then he paused, as if he were waiting, or listening. He didn't step back. Instead, he turned to face me fully, close enough that I had to tilt my head up to meet his eyes.

"You know what I think?" His voice was soft, dangerous. "I think you enjoy this more than you let on."

"The alchemy?"

"You're drawn to the darkness, starling." His gaze swept down, then back up. "Your body always reacts when I get too close."

"That's quite an imagination of yours, princeling." I knew I was blushing, and that made it worse.

"Is it?" He placed his hands down on either side of me, trapping me against the table. "Your pulse says otherwise."

"Perhaps it's responding to being in the presence of a complete jackass." I smiled sweetly, trying to push out of his restraint. He was too close. Far too close.

But he didn't budge, he simply looked down at me with satisfaction.

"Perhaps," he echoed, eyes boring into mine for a beat longer before he moved, returning to his measurements. I let out a quiet, low exhale, trying to cool my flushed cheeks.

“You know, most mortals would cower being that close to me,” he said. “I find your indifference intriguing.”

I opened my mouth to speak but caught myself. Was all of this some kind of test I couldn’t comprehend? Was he baiting me?

Xül picked up the crucible, and I remembered where we were—what we were doing. "Now we heat this." His voice had drifted back to that calculated tone, as if the last few minutes were already forgotten.

“For how long?” I managed, still shaking off nerves.

He gestured to what looked like a miniature forge, its flames burning without any visible fuel. "Until it reaches exactly the right color."

"Which is?" I asked, running my fingers through my hair.

He cocked his head to the side. "You'll know when you see it."

The mixture began to glow as heat built beneath it. First orange, then yellow.

"There." Xül removed the crucible from the flame. "Now we wait for it to cool."

"How long does it take?" I asked.

"Long enough for a drink." Xül moved to a sitting area where leather chairs were arranged around a low table.

He poured two glasses of sparkling, fizzing liquid—handing one to me before settling into his chair.

"So," he said, taking a sip. "Tell me about your life before all this."

The question caught me off guard. In all our interactions, he'd never shown the slightest interest in my past. "What do you want to know?"

"Anything. Everything." He leaned back in his chair, and for once his full attention was focused on me rather than a book or some dismissive comment. "You're from the coast."

"Saltcrest. Oyster-farming village." I sipped my drink—it made my tongue tingle pleasantly. "We fished, dove for pearls, sold whatever we could catch at market. My brother and I worked the beds together most days."

"You and Thatcher are close."

"We're twins. We've never been apart for more than a day or two." The admission made my chest ache. "I worry about him."

"Why? He killed a Legend during the Proving. I'd say he can handle himself."

"That's exactly why I worry." I stared into my glass, watching the bubbles rise to the surface. "That power... it came from nowhere. He'd never shown any abilities before that moment. What if he can't control it?"

Xül was quiet for a moment, tipping his glass back and finishing in one long swig. "I wouldn't worry. Chavore is annoying, but not completely dull. He'll ensure your brother learns control."

"You were forced into the Trials too," I said, the words slipping out before I really knew what I was saying.

"In a manner of speaking." He met my eyes. "Though I suspect my circumstances were considerably more comfortable than yours."

"Probably." I admitted, my heart sinking as I thought back to those final moments in the cave. “How old were you when you entered the Trials?”

He glanced over at me, eyebrow quirking. “Twenty-five.”

I nodded, looking away. Twenty-five. He’d had ten years of immortality since then. "Did you want to ascend?"

"Of course I did." Xül's voice was quiet. "I'd always thought I'd be able to do it on my own terms. Sometimes we don't get to choose our path."

"And sometimes the path chooses us." I finished my drink, feeling my body relax into the chair. "Did you feel like it changed you—like it changed something inside you fundamentally?" I found myself asking, even though I suspected I already knew. He'd shown me what ascension had cost him the day he summoned Thatcher's double—whatever mortality he'd once possessed had been carved away, leaving this cold, calculating shell.

I needed to remember that, especially in moments like this when he almost seemed like a normal person. Was this glimpse of vulnerability real, or was he only being honest because he assumed I wouldn't live long enough to repeat anything he told me?

"Ask me again after you've survived your own Trials," was all he said.

And then we settled into silence.

Xül glanced toward the preparation with satisfaction. "Perfect. Ready for the final step."

We returned to the table, where the amber substance resembled crystallized honey. It was beautiful—and in part, I'd helped create it.

"What do we do with it now?"

"All we need is the binding agent." Xül moved to a nearby drawer, rummaging through its contents. "Apply it to a talisman—usually something small you can wear."

He returned with a silver coin and set it beside our creation. But in his other hand was a slender dagger, its blade catching the light.

I laughed. "What are you doing with that?"

"Only you can provide the binding." He leaned against the table, elbows braced on the surface as he extended the dagger toward me. "It's what will connect the ward to you."

A chill ran down my spine as understanding dawned.

Xül approached slowly. Without breaking eye contact, he reached for my hand, his fingers finding the edge of my leather glove. He peeled it off, his touch lingering against my skin as he replaced it with the dagger's handle.

"Two or three drops should suffice," he said softly.

I stared at him. "Of my blood?"

He blinked, expression utterly innocent. "Clearly. Why else would you need the dagger?"

I raised the blade. "You didn't mention blood when you explained the process earlier."

"I thought it was obvious."

I pricked my finger, watching a bead of crimson well up on my skin. Holding my hand over the amber mixture, I let the drops fall.

"Now stir," he instructed.

I did as he said, watching as the red streaks dissolved into the thick liquid.

"Coat the coin."

I dipped the silver into the glass, watching as it absorbed the substance. The moment the last drop soaked in, the talisman burst into brilliance—a golden hue that bathed the entire room in light.

"Holy gods," I breathed. "That's incredible."

When the glow finally faded, I looked up to find Xül staring at me with an expression I couldn't read. Not triumph. Not satisfaction. No, this was far more terrifying.

"So, tell me, starling," he said slowly, savoring each word like fine wine. "Which one of your parents is divine?"


Chapter 18
Checkmate


My hands wouldn't stop shaking.

I pressed them hard against my thighs, willing the trembling to cease as I stared at the damned coin. It gleamed with that otherworldly light, pulsing in time with the wild, panicked rhythm of my heart.

Xül's eyes locked onto the talisman like a shark scenting blood.

Slowly, his smile turned lethal. "I do so enjoy when my theories prove correct."

Sand filled my throat. "I don't know what you mean."

He stalked closer, that dual-colored gaze never leaving the coin. "Only an Aesymarean can imbue an object to this alchemical level." His voice dropped. "The blessed simply lack the... capacity for such creation."

Then those eyes were on me, dissecting me down to bone and marrow. "Divine blood runs through your veins, starling. As surely as it runs through mine."

I stared at my creation, silently cursing myself for falling into his trap. This—this was what betrayed me. Not my unnatural strength, not the breathtaking things I could do, but this godsdamned piece of metal I'd poured too much of myself into. My mind scrambled desperately for some explanation, some lie that could salvage this.

But I was already caught in his web.

"So," he said, walking a slow circle around me, "who is it then?"

I lifted my chin, trying to summon the same defiance that had rattled him before. "I told you my story."

Xül's laughter had an edge to it. "Well, you clearly left out some rather imperative details."

He began to pace, his hands clasped behind his back as he laid out his evidence. "The Proving was honestly enough to sound the alarm. But more than that, there's your strength." His eyes raked over me appraisingly. "And let's not forget your unnatural beauty. The kind that is so distracting, starling. That flush of divinity.”

I swallowed hard. Could he see the rapid flutter at my neck?

"I'm assuming it's your father," he continued, conversational as discussing the weather. "Hard to hide a pregnancy in Voldaris."

Blood roared in my ears. I pressed my lips together until they ached, fighting every urge to confirm or deny.

"And I know exactly which books you've been devouring in the library." His tone turned mocking. "Fascinating coincidence—I recently borrowed those same texts. But you knew that already, didn't you?" Darkness crept into his expression. "Your brother possesses abilities undocumented since the Primordials walked among us."

"You're wrong." The words came out hollow, pathetic.

Xül stepped forward. Too close. He was always too godsdamned close.

"I don't take kindly to being thought a fool," he whispered, his breath warm against my ear. "And I’m not known for my patience. So tell me now, starling, before I inform the Twelve that someone has been putting their cock where it doesn't belong."

I stumbled backward, the truth of my exposure washing over me. My secrets now lay visible in Xül's unflinching gaze.

I'd spent my life constructing walls around my true self, learning which smiles deflected questions, which words diverted attention. This vigilance had become so much a part of me that it was as easy as breathing.

Now Xül had dismantled those defenses with unsettling ease. He'd found the hidden door I’d never meant anyone to discover and walked through it as if it had always stood open. I felt stripped bare.

The feeling left me dizzy with a mix of dread and dangerous relief.

"I don't know who my father is," I lied desperately. "The man who raised me is mortal."

Xül tilted his head, studying me with those unnervingly perceptive eyes. "And your mother?"

I looked down, tears welling up despite my efforts to remain strong.

"Ah," Xül said softly, as if pieces of a puzzle had just clicked into place.

I couldn't speak past the lump in my throat.

"Let's see now," he mused, tapping his fingers against his thigh in contemplation. "Which Aesymar would spawn both a starwielder and a god killer? Who would break such a sacred, divine law? It couldn’t be one of the Twelve, of course." His eyes glittered. "I know better than most how strictly they enforce such things."

My legs felt weak, and I stumbled back to the sitting area, slumping down onto the cushioned bench. Xül followed, crouching in front of me as he tried to meet my eyes.

"Tell me what you know," he said, his voice gentler now but no less insistent.

I forced myself to look at him. "I know nothing."

"I don't believe you."

I pressed my lips together, refusing to say another word.

"You know," he mused, "there are other alchemical methods to reveal such truths. They require considerably more blood, of course." He leaned closer, voice turning to a coaxing tone. "If you truly don't know, aren't you dying to discover which Aesymar took your mother as a lover? Which one left her to die?"

The words sank under my skin. The weight of my options pressed down on me, robbing me of breath. I could see in Xül's eyes that he wouldn't give up until he got the answers he was looking for.

Finally, speaking so quietly I almost couldn't hear myself, I told him what he wanted to know. That one single name that had plagued me my entire life. The one I rarely spoke aloud. "Olinthar."

Xül froze. His face went utterly still.

I’d never seen the Warden lost for words.

"Surely you jest," he finally managed to say.

"It's him," I admitted. Speaking the truth felt like shedding armor. "It was Olinthar."

I let my head fall back against the bench, staring at the stars scattered above.

Xül rose without warning, his movement so sudden I flinched. He walked to the drinks table, each step controlled. The silence stretched as he selected a glass and poured. He grabbed a second glass, filled it and stalked towards me, pushing it into my numb fingers. I could barely feel it—the cold from the ice, the ridges of the glass. When he finally sat, he pressed his hands to his mouth, but laughter leaked through his fingers anyway—shocked, vengeful, almost drunk with whatever implications were now drifting through his mind.

The sound broke me out of my stupor.

"The King of Order himself," he said, shaking his head in apparent delight. "What a twist indeed."

He took a long sip of his drink, savoring both the alcohol and the moment, before asking with obvious relish, "Did you get yourself dragged into these Trials in order to reunite with your long-lost father?"

The question stole my breath. How dare he make light of this—of everything I'd endured, everything I'd lost? A fracture of rage split through the numbness.

"Olinthar doesn't know we exist," I spat, my voice brittle with anger.

Xül raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. "Are you certain about that? Olinthar isn't exactly known for his... forgetfulness."

"Why would he remember?" The words exploded out of me. "Do you think he keeps careful records of every mortal woman he⁠—"

I couldn't finish the sentence. The words died in my throat.

"Surely he remembers getting a mortal pregnant," Xül pressed, leaning forward, unblinking, waiting—the persistence of a hunter who'd caught the scent of blood. "Even for a god, that's not exactly a forgettable occurrence."

My hands clenched into fists in my lap. "She was back in Elaren before she even knew she was expecting." The words came out hard, thrashing, each one a stone thrown with violent force. "The encounter was not consensual."

Xül froze, his glass halfway to his lips. Neither of us breathed. The laughter that had been dancing in his eyes died as completely as if I'd snuffed out a candle.

He set his drink down, the crystal making a soft clink against the table. When he finally spoke, his voice had dropped to a low growl that seemed to rumble up from deep in his chest.

"I’m sorry."

The word lingered in the air. I turned away, unable to look at him, unable to process the storm of emotions churning inside me. Shame, rage, relief—they all crashed together until I felt like I might drown in them.

The only sound was the soft clink of ice shifting in Xül's abandoned glass. I counted my heartbeats—thirty, forty, fifty. When I finally found the courage to speak, my voice came out small and weak and infuriating.

"What do you plan to do with this information?"

Xül was quiet for a long moment, staring at the wall. "Well," he said eventually, "obviously we can't tell anyone about this discovery. Not yet."

I flashed him a sharp look, my heart stuttering. "Yet?"

"No, no, no. That would be far too boring."

My mind immediately drifted to my true goal—the pact I'd made with Thatcher, the promise I'd given to end Olinthar's reign permanently. My stomach dropped. Had I just handed Xül the weapon to destroy me?

"I don’t understand," I said finally, trying to keep my voice neutral.

"Secrets are much more valuable when they’re kept close to the chest," Xül countered. "Only used when the time arises."

For the briefest moment, I found myself wondering if Xül and I might actually be on the same side in all of this. The enemy of my enemy, and all that. But I quickly reminded myself that there was a world of difference between having leverage over the King of Gods and killing him. Xül wanted to wound Olinthar's pride. I wanted to stop his heart.

A chill ran down my spine. "What does that mean for me?"

Xül leaned back in his chair. His eyes gleamed. It was the look of someone who had just discovered a particularly valuable chess piece.

"It means, starling," he said slowly, the words crashing into the silent room, "that we make absolutely certain you don't die in the Trials. It means we make sure you not only survive—but that you ascend."


Chapter 19
Verdara


Everything changed after that.

If Xül had been distant before, now he was relentless. Dawn after dawn, I met him on that black beach, my muscles screaming protests that went unheard. I knew what I was to him. A pawn. But I'd use him right back—had always planned to.

The week became a blur of exhaustion and adrenaline. Mornings of brutal combat where he forced me to forge new weapons from starlight—throwing knives that whistled through the air, axes that could split stone, bows that shot arrows of pure celestial fire. Now that my secret lay bare between us, I held nothing back. Power blazed through my veins unchecked, and I wondered—gods, I wondered what I might have become if I hadn't spent the last decade choking on my own potential.

Afternoons in that domed laboratorium became their own form of torture. Xül drilled formulas and compounds into my skull until knowledge leaked from my ears. Plant signatures, mineral properties, arcane combinations that could save or damn. Too much, always too much for the time we had. But I devoured what I could.

At night, we hunted and tracked. Xül complained with every step, his fragile sensibilities offended by a simple puddle or muddy path. But Marx—Marx moved through those shadows like she'd been born to them, and when her dry humor cracked through the darkness, even Xül's perpetual sneer couldn't quite hold.

Now, as dawn painted Draknavor's crimson sky in shades of gold, I stood on that black shore and wondered if any of it would be enough.

"These colors are absolutely revolting." Xül tugged at his formal jacket with the kind of disgust reserved for true atrocities.

We'd been dressed in Davina and Thorne's colors—deep forest green accented with gleaming silver. My outfit, delivered by Lyralei's team the night before, was practical but elegant—leather pants that stretched along with my movements, a fitted jacket with silver threading, boots designed for running through rough terrain. Even Xül, despite his complaints, looked striking in his formal suit.

"I've done my part," he said, adjusting his cuffs. "The rest is up to you."

Cold, distant, clinical. I suppressed an eye-roll, biting back the retort that was hiding behind my lips. There was no use in fighting now. Not when every nerve in my body was on edge. I let out a long breath, looking out over the sea, wondering if this would be the last time I ever saw it.

"Have you gone mute?" The question sliced through my silence.

I kept my eyes locked on those wine-dark waves, watching them crash and retreat. My mind spun through every lesson, every technique beaten into my bones, every possible way this could end.

Then his hands were on my shoulders, spinning me to face him. "And here I thought you were incapable of silence. Have you finally run out of sharp words to throw at me?"

I swallowed past the desert in my throat. "I'm fine."

"You're ready." His tone made me focus on his face.

Somewhere, Thatcher was preparing too. Gods, let Chavore have done what he was meant to do.

Xül's hands moved to frame my face. "You're stronger than the others. Faster. Deadlier." His touch ghosted down to my neck, and I hated how my pulse leaped beneath his fingers. "You know how to track, how to hunt. You understand the basics of alchemy. You're going to survive this."

I nodded.

"Don't go soft on me now, starling."

For a moment, the gesture reminded me of someone else—calloused hands gentle against my skin, whispered reassurances in the dark. Marel. Gods, when was the last time I'd even thought of him? I hadn’t. The realization stirred confusion in my chest.

But Xül's hands were still on me. I jerked away before I could do something monumentally stupid.

His sudden gentleness made me want to snarl. I wasn't some fragile thing that needed reassurance, and we both knew these touches meant nothing. He wanted me intact long enough for me to ascend. Fine. I needed him to train me so I could claim my revenge. Simple. Clean. What I didn't need was for him to pretend it was anything more than a simple transaction.

"I'm fine," I repeated, the lie bitter on my tongue.

His expression shuttered instantly, that beautiful mask sliding back into place. "Ready?"

"Yes."

“Verdara awaits.”

He carved reality open and gestured me through.
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We were in a clearing in the middle of the woods.

Portals opened around the clearing in flashes of light. I spotted Marx immediately—she moved with that sinister gait that had surprisingly become familiar to me now. We shared a nod of acknowledgement as Aelix materialized beside her.

And suddenly, my mind was not entirely my own.

The bond blazed to life, and I was moving before thought could catch up. Thatcher. There—across the clearing, dark hair catching the dappled sunlight.

I crashed into him hard enough to steal both our breath, his arms wrapping around me like coming home. But he'd changed. Muscle corded beneath his shirt where softness had been.

"Well, someone's been eating their vegetables," I said against his shoulder, drowning in the scent of him beneath Bellarium's fragrant oils.

His laugh rumbled through his chest as he pulled back, flexing dramatically. "You noticed? Chavore's been working me like a draft horse."

"I can tell." Relief flooded through me.

Footsteps approached, and I looked up to see our half-brother walking toward us. He moved with the same confident grace he’d shown at the Proving as he clapped Thatcher's shoulder.

"Your brother's quite the natural," Chavore said, extending his hand with a smile. "A pleasure to formally meet the infamous sister."

Looking at him was like staring into a warped mirror—same bones, same bearing, same blood singing beneath the skin. My stomach churned as I shook his hand. And my eyes fell back to where the two of them stood. Too close for comfort.

Someone's gotten cozy, I sent through the bond.

You know what they say. Keep your enemies closer, came Thatcher's amused reply, though he added aloud, "I've only told him the good things. Running out of material fast."

"Oh, I'm sure." I watched Chavore's laughter as ice slithered down my spine.

"I'll give you two a moment," Chavore said, squeezing Thatcher's shoulder again. "Good luck in there. Both of you." Then he was gliding away toward Elysia and pulling her against him.

My eyebrow climbed. "Well, that's interesting."

"Yeah..." Thatcher's voice carried layers. "By the amount of time she spends in Bellarium, you'd think she doesn't have a blessed to prepare."

It was then that I felt the eyes on us. Other contestants peaking around their mentors. Thatcher must have felt it too, because he glanced over his shoulder.

Well that’s only mildly concerning, I mused.

Thatcher’s gaze fell back on me. Can’t tell if they’re afraid or sizing us up.

I mean, you did explode a god. Word gets around.

He snorted, but I caught the flicker of pain across his eyes. Shit. I probably didn’t need to remind him of that.

A presence materialized at my shoulder. Xül. And suddenly his hand was sliding down my back, past my waist, fingers grazing the curve of—gods, was he really⁠—

I jerked away from him, heat scorching my cheeks, too flustered to notice anything but the lingering path of his touch.

Speaking of cozy, Thatcher’s mental voice dripped with unholy glee.

I straightened, shooting Xül a look of contempt. "Thatcher, meet the Prince of Draknavor." I drawled flatly.

My brother's eyes widened before he attempted an awkward bow that made me want to sink into the earth. Gods, Thatcher. Really?

"Unnecessary." Xül waved dismissively. "Though your sister could benefit from learning proper deference."

Thatcher laughed at that, but the awkwardness still permeated.

“Well then⁠—”

A horn split the air—deep, primal, seeming to rise from the earth itself.

See you in there. Thatcher's urgent thoughts pressed against mine as he squeezed my hand. We need to talk. I’ll find you.

You better, I replied, watching him return to Chavore's side.

And then I whirled on Xül.

"Someone has wandering hands," I hissed.

His smirk was sin itself. "Maybe I couldn’t help myself."

Light exploded across the clearing—brilliant, divine, unrelenting as a portal ripped open at the meadow's end, sparks crackling around the edges.

Xül leaned close one last time, and I hated how my body responded to his proximity. "Survive, starling," he breathed against my hair before shoving me toward destiny.

The transition was like being pulled through starlight. One heartbeat in the clearing, the next surrounded by the thick brush of an ancient wood. Trees rose impossibly high, their canopy so thick it created a world of emerald shadow and filtered light. Everything pulsed with Davina's power, so different from Draknavor's death-kissed shores.

Paradise. Beautiful enough to die for.

And most of us would.

"Welcome, blessed contestants," a voice rolled through the forest, "to the first Trial of Ascension."

I spun, searching shadows between trunks, but found only endless green stretching into forever. No contestants. No Thatcher, no Marx, no sign of the thirty-seven souls who'd entered alongside me.

I was completely alone.


Chapter 20
The Hunt


Weapons and tools dotted the ground before me.

I dropped to my knees, hands flying over scattered steel and wood. Each bow hummed with life beneath my fingers. My thumb found Thorne's brand burned into every grip.

Move. Fast. Now.

The command roared through my bones. Instinct. My hands obeyed before my mind could catch up, snatching a compact snare from the pile and clipping it to my belt.

The forest spread before me in all directions, but I forced myself to stop and orient. The sun hung low in the west behind me, its light filtering through the canopy. To the north, glimpses of a distinctive triple-peaked mountain showed through gaps in the trees. Eastward, beyond the endless green, came the faint but unmistakable sound of running water—a river or large stream.

Light exploded through the forest.

It poured between the trees in ribbons. Birds fell silent. Insects stilled. And through that blinding brilliance, she came.

Davina.

She stood tall and lean, her presence bending reality around her like ripples through water. Her skin shifted with each heartbeat—warm brown, then moss green, then a shade between them. Flowers bloomed in her hair only to wither and die and bloom again with every breath she took.

And then there were her eyes. Ancient. Golden. Lit from within. When they found mine, it took everything in me not to cower and recoil. If the energy surrounding the Legends had been stifling, this was maddening. It won out in the end, and I fell to my knees.

"Welcome, blessed children." Her voice rolled through the clearing like honey-dipped thunder, sweet and terrifying in equal measure. "Welcome to the first of your Trials, where you shall prove yourselves worthy of the gifts you've been given."

A wreath materialized between her fingers—delicate silver branches twisted and curled into the shape of a crown. She glided toward me, each step making the earth itself shudder with recognition of its mistress.

I couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. Could only kneel there in the dirt like the mortal I was as she placed the tiara upon my head.

"You will hunt for me," Davina continued, and her smile revealed teeth too white, too sharp, too many. "Three creatures sacred to the wild places. One golden stag crowned with crystal. One silver eagle bearing wings of light. One moon-hare with eyes that see too much."

"Hunt well." Her laugh shattered through the wood. "For in my domain, all things must serve their purpose. All things must prove their place in the natural order."

She dissolved back into that hungry light, leaving only the lingering scent of wildflowers and something underneath that smelled like rot. Like death. Like the dark, wet places where things went to decompose.

I glanced down at the rest of the tools laying scattered on the ground before me. I could forge any of them out of starlight, but instinct pulled me to take them. My luck, I’d end up needing them. This all seemed too simple.

Thatcher.

He was tugging on our bond from somewhere across the forest, his intent blazing through me like fire. He was coming to find me.

I grabbed the quiver of arrows and melted into the tree line. Footsteps to my left made me slow. It wasn’t the careful movement of a hunter. Someone was stumbling, trying to find their footing. Another contestant, close but not pursuing. They moved parallel to my path for a few moments before veering away, their breathing ragged.

And then the forest swallowed me whole.

My feet found their rhythm within a dozen steps. Years of scrambling across wet rocks and treacherous tides had carved balance into my bones, and this was easier. Softer.

But I couldn't shake the feeling that I was being watched. That eyes tracked my movement from every shadow, every hollow, every space between leaves.

A rustle to my left⁠—

I pressed against a massive oak, bark rough against my palms, heart hammering so hard I was certain every contestant in a mile radius could hear it. My hand burned as tiny stars formed, power tingling in my fingertips, ready to blaze to life at the first sign of threat.

Liquid dripped onto my forehead. Once. Twice. Warm and viscous.

I looked up to find purple sap oozing from a wound in the tree's bark, thick sickeningly sweet. Ernbrisk tree. Xül's voice echoed in my memory. The sap hardens into a resinous seal when exposed to air. Keeps out disease and insects that would feed on the soft wood beneath.

I wiped it away with the back of my hand, grimacing at the tingling sensation it left behind.

The rustling came again, and this time I saw the source—a fat gray squirrel rooting through fallen leaves, cheeks bulging with acorns.

I let out a breath and pushed away from the tree. Time was wasting, and I had creatures to hunt.

The ground beneath my feet changed—soft moss giving way to packed earth worn smooth. My boots found the depression naturally, following the gentle curve between the trees. Deer tracks pressed deep into the dirt, overlapping with smaller prints from rabbits and foxes. Broken twigs had been pushed to either side, creating natural walls barely knee-high.

A game trail.

It curved northeast, winding gradually upward. Through the trees, I caught glimpses of those triple peaks, closer now but still distant. Still a few miles away at least. The sun had shifted lower.

I crouched beside a narrow point where two logs had fallen. Perfect for a snare. My hands moved without conscious thought, muscle memory from Aelix's lessons taking over. The knots nearly formed themselves.

I settled behind a tree twenty paces away, bow across my knees, and waited. The forest had gone quiet again. Minutes crawled by like hours. A bead of sweat traced down my spine despite the cool shade.

Then a crack.

A foot had snapped a branch somewhere behind me, loud enough to send birds fleeing from the canopy. That particular combination of determination and recklessness could only belong to one person.

"You're going to scare everything away," I hissed as Thatcher emerged from behind a curtain of hanging moss, looking entirely too pleased with himself.

His crown of metal leaves sat crooked on his dark hair, a few twigs caught in the strands. There was a smudge of dirt across his left cheek.

"Sorry," he said, not looking sorry at all. That grin tugged at his lips, the one that had gotten us into and out of trouble our entire lives.

A rustle from the direction of my snare had us both freezing. I pressed a finger to my lips, and both sets of eyes fixed on the trap.

Has everything been going to plan? His mental voice brushed against mine, familiar as breathing.

It was a rough start to say the least. I muted my emotions, not letting him feel the bone-deep exhaustion. But yes. Making progress.

Same. Still don't have full control, but I've been practicing.

I bit back a wince. What did such practice entail? Did I even want to know?

Thatcher narrowed his eyes. Not anything you’re thinking. More like breaking down the structures of other living things. Plants, a few animals. Nothing crazy.

Another rustle had us both stilling, watching the trap. After a few moments, we slumped in disappointment.

Is that how Chavore described it? Breaking down structures?

That's how it looks to me. Visually… Confusion bled through the bond. Chavore is a surprisingly decent teacher. I’ve been trying to keep an eye on him.

Anything to report?

Well, not much, truthfully. Thatcher admitted. But for the Aesymar of Strategy, he's remarkably...

What?

He has the memory of a goldfish.

Well, he was born an Aesymar after all. Never had to actually prove himself. Perhaps he's not that bright. Nepotism and all.

Maybe. He's traveling to Sundralis tonight. I assume he’ll see Olinthar.

Must be strange, I managed, keeping my mental voice steady. Being around Chavore. Knowing what he is to us.

I try not to think about it. But I caught the edges of what he didn't say—the constant awareness of shared features, shared blood.

There's something I need to tell you, I said finally.

His eyes sharpened, giving me his full attention.

I found texts in Xül's library. I kept my thoughts steady. Your power—it hasn't existed since the Primordials.

His face went very still.

There was one called Vivros. Cataclysm Incarnate. He could manipulate living matter at the fundamental level. Turn armies to paste with a thought. Reshape flesh like clay.

Thatcher swallowed hard.

I met his eyes, making sure he understood the gravity of this. And it took all Twelve working together to kill him.

The color drained from his face as the implications hit.

Does Chavore know? His thoughts were laced with sudden fear.

We have to assume he might. We have to assume they all might.

Fuck. He ran a hand through his hair, disturbing his crooked crown.

You have to be careful, Thatcher.

I have been.

Good. I let out a long exhale, because I wasn’t done. There's more.

He looked at me like I'd already stabbed him and was now twisting the knife.

Xül knows about us. About Olinthar.

"What?" The word burst from him aloud, too loud in the quiet forest.

I grabbed his arm, squeezing hard enough to bruise. Quiet. He figured it out. But he's keeping the secret. For now.

Why? Suspicion and hope warred in his mental voice.

I think he's going to use us to humiliate Olinthar in some petty power play. I rolled my eyes. Little does he know, we have other plans.

You didn't tell him about⁠—

Of course not. I squeezed his arm again, gentler this time. I'm not an idiot.

A sharp snap⁠—

My snare triggered, something thrashing in its grip. I was up and moving before thought caught up, starlight already gathering in my palm in case⁠—

A giant moon-hare struggled in my trap, its fur silver-white and its eyes... gods, its eyes were wrong. They reflected not just my face but other things. Other versions of this moment. In one reflection I was dead, throat torn out. In another I was crowned with light. In another I was weeping over Thatcher's body.

I looked away before those visions could root too deeply in my mind, snapping its neck as I winced.

One down, I sent to Thatcher, trying for lightness.

He was already pulling his own catch from his pack—another moon-hare, its dead eyes mercifully reflecting nothing. "Got mine on the way here. Lucky catch."

Lucky. Right. But nothing about this felt like luck.

"This is too easy," I said aloud, unable to keep the words trapped anymore. "Think about it, Thatcher. This is supposed to be deadly."

I saw my own unease reflected in his eyes. "The weapons were just... lying there."

"Exactly."

"So what are we missing?"

"I don’t know."

We need to be ready, I sent through our bond. For anything.

Always am, he replied, but I felt his tension ratchet higher.

We started moving again, keeping an eye out for signs of another game trail. I fell into the rhythm Aelix had beaten into me—silent steps, reading wind direction from the subtle turn of leaves, avoiding the patches where twigs lay like traps for the unwary.

The forest grew denser as we traveled, ancient trees so massive that six people holding hands couldn't wrap around their trunks. The canopy wove together so thickly that we moved through dimmed sunlight, green-tinted and dreamlike.

Then I slipped.

My foot found a patch that looked like ordinary moss but felt like oil-slicked glass. I went down hard, tailbone meeting earth with enough force to send stars across my vision—the painful kind.

"Graceful," Thatcher commented, offering a hand up.

I took it, grimacing at the deep ache that would definitely bruise. The moss clung to my palms—thick, slimy, reeking of rotting fish. Gods it reeked. I inspected it, rubbing it through my fingers then looked down. I scraped away a patch of the moss with my boot, revealing pale threads like spider's silk woven through the dark soil beneath. Hylock moss. Shields fungal veins from the elements.

Two weeks ago, I wouldn't have known that.

Perhaps I’d absorbed more of Xül’s teachings than I thought.

A cry split the air above us. We both looked up to see a flash of silver between the leaves. The eagle. It circled once, its wings trailing light like a comet's tail, before disappearing into the canopy.

Catching that won’t be as easy, I murmured, frustration bleeding through the bond.

Not at all, Thatcher replied.

We pressed on, heading northwest now, the ground beginning to slope upward. After maybe half a mile of steady climbing, a stone mass appeared between two trees. It sat in a natural depression, sheltered by the rising slope behind it—a perfect spot between two of the northern peaks' foothills.

Smoke rose from a chimney. The door was solid and bound with iron, and when I tried the handle, it didn't budge.

"This is strange, Thatcher." My voice came out raspy, jagged with growing panic. "Why is there a building here? Why the smoke?"

He examined it, running his hands along the stone. "I don't know…"

We both stared at it for a moment longer.

Keep moving, Thatcher sent. Whatever this is, we can't afford to get distracted.

And so we did.

A clearing opened ahead, and we decided height would give us an advantage. Thatcher laced his fingers together, and I stepped into the makeshift stirrup, letting him boost me up.

I had to stretch to reach the first solid branch. Once I had my footing, I leaned down to help Thatcher up⁠—

But we weren't alone anymore.

Another contestant perched in a neighboring tree, settled into the crook of two massive branches. His bow was drawn, arrow nocked, aimed at something above us. Everything about his posture screamed competence. Patience. A trained hunter?

When he shifted his grip on the bow, I caught sight of black ink on his wrist—crossed swords beneath a crown. The mark every soldier received upon entering the royal forces. Not a volunteer. Not a hunter. Military.

Our eyes met.

My heart stopped. Started. Stopped again.

He was older than us—maybe thirty, with stoic features and dark hair pulled back in a knot. I recognized him vaguely from the Choosing, though we'd never spoken.

His gaze held mine for one breath. Two. Three.

My hand burned, sparks tingling my skin, but I knew any sudden movement might trigger him to loose that arrow. Behind me, I felt Thatcher go equally still, his power coiling like a spring.

Then, without warning, the other contestant simply... relaxed his draw. Lowered his bow. He held my gaze a moment longer before melting back into the foliage. One moment there, the next gone, as though he'd never existed at all.

Well, I sent to Thatcher, trying to calm my racing heart. Someone didn’t want company.

We should move somewhere else just to be safe. We’re sitting ducks now if he has a change of heart.

We found a different section of forest to continue our hunt.

"Someone else is in this area," Thatcher observed, pointing to boot prints crossing our path. "Recent." I studied the tracks. A dragging left foot. Someone favoring an injury.

A figure darted between distant trees—brown hair, that same nervous gait I'd noticed before. He was maybe fifty yards away, moving carefully but not carefully enough. When he paused to check something in his pack, I saw him pull out what looked like a dead moon-hare.

So he'd had some success. Good for him.

That's when we heard it.

Metal on metal. Sharp.

"I was wondering if this would turn violent," Thatcher muttered. And we shared the sentiment. We hadn’t been charged to hunt each other. Not yet, at least. But it didn’t mean someone wouldn’t take the opportunity.

The sounds came from the east, toward the river. We'd been running parallel to it for the last twenty minutes, the sound of water growing stronger.

"Should have stayed in whatever hole they dragged you from," a man snarled.

"Three against one," came a dry, familiar voice. "How very sporting of you."

Marx.

I was running before the name fully formed in my mind. Branches tore at my jacket, roots tried to trip me, but I pushed through it all. Thatcher crashed through the underbrush beside me, both of us following the sounds of combat.

We dropped behind a thick screen of ferns just as the scene came into view.

Marx stood with her back pressed against a tree, blood painting her arms in scarlet ribbons. Three contestants circled her—two men and a woman whose skin seemed to ripple and flow.

Even bleeding, even outnumbered, Marx looked bored.

"Ivene said to cull the dangerous ones early," the woman purred, her voice distorting as her throat shifted between solid and liquid states. "Can't have wildcards making it to the final rounds."

Marx's blade flashed out, but it passed through the woman's torso like she was made of mist. The woman laughed, reforming instantly.

"Cute trick," Marx commented. "Mine's better."

But even as she spoke, one of the men raised his hand. The air around Marx crystallized into diamond-sharp spikes, pressing toward her.

Behind her, a shadow peeled away from one of the men, rising from the forest floor and taking its own shape. It rose into a mass of darkness that reached for her throat with too many fingers.

She dodged, twisted, slashed—but there were too many attacks from too many angles. Blood bloomed across her shoulder as a crystal spike found flesh. A tendril of shadow wrapped around her ankle, dragging her off balance.

She was going to die.

Marx, who'd saved my life not a week ago. Who'd faced down a pack of Grief Hounds with nothing but wit and will.

I snarled through the bond. We have to help her.

How? Thatcher's mental voice was tight with the same sick realization. We can't just disable them. That makes us their next targets.

The words tasted rotten in my thoughts. I know.

The crystal spikes pressed closer. One was inches from Marx's throat now, and she'd run out of room to dodge.

Starlight blazed to life in my palms before I'd even consciously called it.

For a heartbeat, I was back on Draknavor's black shore, Xül's voice cutting through dawn mist. "A sword of starlight is impressive, but predictable. It needs to be small. Something they won't see coming."

A throwing knife materialized between my fingers.

Thais. Thatcher's urgency pulsed through our connection. Now or never.

I didn't hesitate.

The knife left my hand like a falling star.

I watched the blade spin through shafts of green light, watched the crystal-wielder's eyes go wide as he spotted death blazing towards him. He tried to dodge, but momentum was a cruel mistress.

The knife took him in the chest with a wet, searing thud.

His scream cut off as starlight erupted inside him, burning from the inside out. The smell of charred meat filled the clearing. He looked at me, surprise and fear swirling in his eyes before they went glassy.

And then he fell.

I'd killed someone. Not something, someone.

But there was no time for the horror of it, because the other man’s shadow was already turning. His darkness abandoned Marx, flowing across the ground toward us like spilled oil.

"Shit," I breathed, scrambling to form another blade.

Thatcher descended. No hesitation, no doubt—just terrible purpose. Through our bond, I felt him reach out with that Primordial gift.

The shadow-wielder made it three steps before his own blood turned traitor.

I watched vessels burst beneath his skin in spiderweb patterns, watched his eyes go wide with shock as his body betrayed him from within. He dropped to his knees, hands clawing at his throat as if he could hold his life inside by will alone.

He couldn't. His body hit the ground hard.

The liquid woman backed away, her form wavering between states as panic finally showed on her shifting features. "This wasn't supposed to—you weren't supposed to⁠—"

Marx struck.

I still don't know exactly what she did. Her fingers danced in subtle patterns, her lips moving but no sound coming out. Suddenly the woman's constant flux accelerated.

She screamed—or tried to. Hard to scream when your throat keeps melting and reforming. Her flesh flowed faster and faster, unable to hold any shape at all. In seconds, she dissolved into a steaming puddle.

Silence crashed over the clearing.

Three bodies. Three lives ended in heartbeats. The metallic stench of blood mixed with char and whatever foul essence the liquid woman had become.

"Well," Marx said, examining the blood on her arms. "That was efficient."

She kicked the acidic puddle that had, moments ago, been a person. Her boot left ripples on the surface. "Thanks for the assist. I'll try not to make a habit of needing rescue."

But beneath her casual tone, I caught the slight tremor in her hands. The way she kept glancing at the bodies like she expected them to get back up. She looked at Thatcher. Then at me.

“The brother, I presume?” She drawled, any lingering nerves abandoned.

“Thatcher.” He nodded in her direction.

“Pleasure. I’m Marx. I heard you killed a god.” She smiled, sizing him up with a playful smile.

"We need to move," I interrupted. "That was loud."

"Fine." Marx sheathed her blades. "Lead the way, heroes."

We pushed deeper into the brush, putting distance between us and the carnage. The forest changed as we climbed the gradual slope—thick undergrowth giving way to older trees with little ground cover. The temperature dropped, and our breath began to fog. We were heading toward the mountains, the terrain growing rockier with each step.

My mind kept replaying that moment—the knife leaving my hand, the surprise in his eyes, the wet sound of impact.

Is this what you wanted, Xül? I thought bitterly. Your perfect little killer, forged and ready?

We found another clearing. My nerves were shot, every sound making me reach for weapons, every shadow potentially hiding another ambush.

That's when I saw him again. The same contestant from the trees, bow drawn on a golden stag that grazed peacefully in the meadow beyond. Its crystal antlers caught the light, throwing rainbow patterns across the grass. But it was too far to shoot. He was waiting for it to get closer.

There, I sent to Thatcher, pointing.

He followed my gaze. The golden stag stood maybe thirty yards away.

What if there aren't enough prey to go around? Thatcher's mental voice carried an edge. If resources are limited and he gets that stag...

Gods. Is that the catch?

Could be.

Thatcher's expression darkened. We should take him out. Quick strike before he knows we're here.

"No,” I said. "He could have killed me earlier when I was climbing. He didn't."

Marx's eyes flicked between us. "Are you two having some kind of silent conversation right now?"

I met her gaze briefly. "I'll explain later."

"Twins are strange," Marx remarked, spinning a dagger through her fingers. "Whatever you're debating, decide fast. Contestants are already forming hunting parties. Turning on each other. If you don't take what you can now..."

She didn't need to finish. We both knew what she meant.

"He's not threatening us right now. We're not executioners." I locked eyes with Thatcher. "We find another way."

That was before three people tried to murder Marx. Before we added to the body count. Thatcher's jaw tightened. The rules are changing.

Marx sighed. “Some of us prefer our conversations audible."

"We're debating whether to kill him," I said bluntly.

Thais, don't forget we have a goal at the end of this. We have to become ruthless. Become people that we're not. We made a pact, remember?

Marx's laugh was sharp. "Debate faster. He's about to take the shot."

She was right. The contestant had drawn his bow to full extension, muscles steady. A heartbeat from loosing.

“I'm not above stealing that stag.” My voice was steel. “But we’re not killing him.”

I can try to lock his muscles, Thatcher sent. Make it so he can't release. Can't move at all.

"Do it," I whispered aloud.

I watched Thatcher work, though there was nothing visible to see. No grand gestures or glowing effects. Just intense focus as he reached out with senses that shouldn't have existed anymore.

The change was instant.

The contestant's bow string went slack.

"Go," Thatcher gritted out, sweat beading on his forehead. "Can't hold him forever."

I was already moving, Marx beside me, both of us sprinting for the stag. The creature's head came up at our approach, crystal antlers chiming softly as it moved. For a moment, it just looked at us.

Then it ran.

"Shit!" I pushed harder, legs burning as I tried to match its speed.

Marx’s hand went to her belt, came back with a glittering blade, and she threw.

The knife took the stag in the haunch.

It screamed—a sound no deer should make, high and keening and almost rabid. Golden blood sprayed across the grass as it stumbled, crystal antlers ringing as they struck the ground.

I reached it first, star-sword already forming in my hand. The stag looked up at me.

"I'm sorry," I whispered, and drove the blade home.

The stag convulsed once, twice, then went still. Its antlers dimmed, cracked, and fell from its head.

“You take them,” I told Marx. “You’re the one who slowed it.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” she said, stuffing the antlers into her sack.

One down. Two to go.

I looked back to see Thatcher releasing his hold on the contestant. The man collapsed to his knees, gasping, hands shaking as control returned. He looked up at us—at me standing over the dead stag, at Marx cleaning her blade, at Thatcher swaying.

Understanding dawned in his eyes. We could have killed him. And we'd chosen not to.

He gave us a single nod.

"Well," Marx said, nudging the dead stag with her boot. "So what's next on our mystical scavenger hunt?"

A horn sounded.

Every muscle in my body locked tight. Beside me, Thatcher went rigid as stone. Even Marx's nonchalance cracked, her face going pale.

"Is it over?" she breathed. "No. It's too soon. We haven't⁠—"

A voice boomed through the forest. Not Davina's honeyed tones, but a deep thunderous voice of a man. Thorne.

"Time is up. The forest has turned, and you are marked for the chase. Run as the deer runs. Hide as the rabbit hides. Your weapons will not save you, but they may yet serve."

What the fuck does that mean? Panic threaded through Thatcher’s mental voice

I never got to answer.

Agony erupted across my scalp—white-hot, blinding, absolute. I screamed, hands flying to my head as the metal crown came alive. The silver wasn't just heating; it was moving. Flowing like quicksilver, reshaping itself with my skull as the mold.

I dropped to my knees, fingers scrabbling uselessly at metal that had become liquid fire. Warm wetness ran down my face—blood, so much blood—as the crown reformed.

Something burst through my temples.

The pain transcended anything I'd ever experienced. Bone parted like water. Skin split with wet tearing sounds. And through those wounds, they grew.

I could feel every inch, every branching point, every moment as they thickened and spread.

Antlers.

The weight was staggering. My neck muscles screamed as they tried to support this new appendage of metal and bone.

"Thais!" Thatcher's voice cracked with his own agony.

I forced my eyes open to see him doubled over, hands pressed to his temples where his own crown was reshaping. His spiraled into thick ram's horns, curving back along his skull in brutal arcs.

Marx fared no better. She stayed on her feet through what must have been sheer will, but her hands shook as she touched the new growths—silver antlers like mine.

"This is bad," she said, and the understatement would have been funny if we weren't all bleeding and changed and terrified. "This is very, very bad."

The ground began to shake.

It was rhythmic. Like footsteps, if feet were the size of houses.

A silver shape dove from the sky—the eagle we'd been hunting, its wings trailing through the mist. But instead of landing, it slammed into the stag's corpse.

The stag's body convulsed, twisted, changed. Its golden hide rippled as silver feathers pushed through from within. Wings erupted from its sides in fountains of golden blood. And then it grew. And grew.

The stag's legs stretched and warped, hooves splitting into talons that gouged deep furrows in the earth. Its neck elongated, thickened, metallic scales replacing fur as the eagle's head merged with the deer's skull. The resulting face was a raptor's beak lined with flat grinding teeth, and eyes that burned with amber fire.

The abomination stood, testing wings that spanned twenty feet.

"We need to run," I whispered.

The contestant from earlier—the one we'd spared—emerged from the treeline. His own metal horns curved from his temples, blood matting his dark hair. He hadn't run. He’d stayed to watch, maybe to help, or maybe he was just too stunned to move.

Now he raised his bow with shaking hands.

The arrow flew true—a perfect shot that would have dropped any mortal beast. It struck the abomination's eye dead center, sinking deep into amber fire.

And dissolved.

The contestant's face went slack as the beast turned its full attention on him. But he didn't run. Instead, frost began gathering around his hands. Ice erupted from his palms in jagged spikes, each one roaring towards the monstrosity.

The creature staggered as the cold bit deep. Frost spread across its wings, weighing them down. Ice crystals formed in the joints of its legs.

The contestant pressed his advantage, and his breath came in desperate clouds. Ice formed beneath his feet, spreading outward in fractal patterns. Massive frozen spears materialized in the air above him, then launched forward.

The abomination screamed again.

"He might actually—" Thatcher began.

The contestant froze mid-cast.

His eyes went wide, hands clawing at his throat.

His skin split, peeling back like old paint, revealing darkness beneath. Wood.

Branches burst from his mouth with such violence that teeth scattered like broken pearls. More erupted from his ears, his nose, the corners of his eyes. They grew, reaching toward the sky as if desperate for light.

His scream cut off as wood filled his throat from the inside.

In seconds, where a person had stood, there was only a tree. Young and healthy and fed by the blood of its birth.

"Davina," Marx breathed, and in her voice I heard something I'd never expected from her—fear. "We’re no longer the hunters. We’re⁠—"

The abomination turned those burning eyes toward us.

"We’re the prey." I finished, scrambling to my feet.

"Run," Thatcher said.

We ran.

Behind us, the creature's scream devoured the quiet whole.


Chapter 21
The Hunted


The abomination's wings pummeled the air above us, each beat sending trees crashing down like matchsticks. I threw myself over a root, my new antlers snagging on a branch that nearly snapped my neck backward. Stars exploded across my vision. The weight of them—gods, the weight threatened to bring me to my knees with every step.

"This way!" Marx's shout cut through the creature's screams.

A massive trunk exploded to my left. Splinters and golden sap sprayed across my face, burning wherever it touched skin. The creature's talons—swords, they were basically swords—had shredded through bark and wood like paper.

"Faster!" The word tore from my burning lungs.

We vaulted over a fallen log. Behind us, another earth-shaking crash—the creature had landed exactly where we'd been standing.

The ground trembled. Again. Again. It pursued us on foot now, each step sending shockwaves through the forest floor.

A flicker of movement between the trees—someone else running, parallel to our path. The same stumbling gait I'd heard earlier when I’d first arrived in the forest.

A ravine gaped before us—six feet across, black water rushing far below. Marx didn't hesitate. She launched herself across the gap with the spirit of someone who'd spent her life outrunning death. She hit the far side hard, rolling with the impact.

Thatcher followed, his longer legs carrying him across easily despite his horns throwing off his balance.

I backed up three steps, took a running start⁠—

Wet leaves betrayed me at the edge. My foot slipped. For one terrible moment, I plummeted toward the black water, my antlers dragging me down like anchors. Then Thatcher's hand locked around my wrist, his face straining as he hauled me up onto solid ground.

"I've got you," he panted. "Always got you."

The abomination's beak appeared at the ravine's edge. We stared at each other across the gap—predator and prey, locked in a moment of terrible understanding.

Then it spread those massive wings and leaped.

"Move!" Marx's scream jolted us into motion.

We plunged deeper into the forest, racing west away from the river's sound, where trees grew so thick their trunks kissed. The triple peaks had vanished behind the canopy, leaving us directionless except for the need to flee. Here, the creature couldn't follow—its wingspan too massive, its bulk too great for the narrow spaces.

But I heard it circling overhead, screaming its rage and frustration. A talon punched through the canopy, groping blindly for prey it could sense but not see. We pressed ourselves against tree trunks, holding our breath as death reached mere inches away.

Finally, blessed silence. The creature's cries faded, then vanished.

We collapsed in a hollow formed by three massive trees. We'd covered at least a mile of rough terrain. The sound of the river was gone now, replaced by the eerie silence of deep forest. Without the peaks or sun to guide us—darkness was falling fast—I had no idea which direction we faced.

Godsdamn it.

Every muscle in my body screamed for mercy.

"Well." Marx wiped blood from her temple where her antlers had carved fresh wounds. "That was invigorating."

Thatcher slumped beside me, his breathing ragged. "Are we even safe here?"

"For now." I touched my scalp gingerly, wincing at the wetness. "But those things still hunt out there. And night's coming."

Through our bond, exhaustion mirrored between us. But despair lurked underneath.

"We can't fight them," Thatcher said quietly. "Did you see what happened to that contestant?"

The image burned behind my eyelids—branches erupting from his mouth, his desperate hands clawing at his face as bark consumed him from within.

"He used his abilities and became a tree," Marx stated flatly. "So powers are off the table."

"And weapons don't work either." His arrows had simply dissolved against the creature's hide. "So what do we do? How do we survive until dawn?"

"Wait." Thatcher's voice sharpened with sudden understanding. "Think about what Davina said. About the natural order. About everything serving its purpose."

I watched realization dawn in his eyes.

"We're not the hunters anymore," he continued. "The moment those crowns transformed, we became something else."

"Prey," Marx breathed, touching her antlers.

"Exactly. Davina forces us to follow nature's balance,” Thatcher said. "Prey runs. Hides. Survives by being smarter, faster, more clever than their hunters."

"So we can't fight back." The full weight of our situation crashed over me. "That's why weapons dissolve. Why powers turn you into a tree. Prey doesn't attack—it adapts."

Thatcher took a deep breath.

"But one thing bothers me," I pressed on. "This entire trial screams Davina. The hunt, the transformation, the natural order—it's all her. But where's Thorne?"

"His voice announced the change," Thatcher pointed out. "After the horn."

Marx stayed quiet for a moment. "Maybe we're thinking about it wrong."

"How so?"

"I don't know. But if both oversee this trial, there has to be more than just running and hiding."

Silence settled over our shelter. Outside, the forest had gone quiet—no birdsong, no rustling creatures.

Footsteps broke the stillness.

Someone approached our hiding place, trying and failing to move silently.

I gripped a knife from my pack, its weight steadying my nerves.

The footsteps stopped just outside.

"I know you're in there." A male voice, young and nervous. "I'm not here to fight. I just... I need help."

Marx's blade materialized in her hand. Through our bond, Thatcher coiled to spring.

"Show yourself," I commanded.

The air shimmered. A figure materialized—a young man, maybe a year younger than us, with brown hair matted to his forehead with sweat. He raised empty hands, wavering slightly as weight shifted off his left foot.

I vaguely recognized him.

“I’m alone. No need to attack," he said. "We never met, but I've been watching you three. My name is Kyren."

"Why should we trust you?" Marx's blade stayed ready.

"Because those things will kill me without allies."

Thatcher studied him with razor-sharp attention. "What's your power?"

"Illusions. I can camouflage us. Though the creatures will still track our scent."

"Use your power and you die," Thatcher warned grimly.

"I just used it outside." Kyren's brow furrowed. "And I'm still breathing."

We absorbed this new information in stunned silence.

"It's defensive." Understanding bloomed across Thatcher's face. "Only offensive powers trigger punishment."

"Of course." Marx rolled her eyes.

"Can you run?" I studied his wrapped foot, noting how he kept shifting weight to his right side. "I mean really run. This won't work if you collapse on us."

Kyren's jaw tightened. "I can run." He tested his weight on the injured foot, barely suppressing a wince. "Might not be pretty by the end, but I'll keep up."

"How did it happen?" Thatcher asked.

"Stepped in a snare during the first few minutes." Kyren shook his head. "Was so busy watching the sky for eagles, I didn't watch the ground. Wire snare—went off right at the ankle, tore through the boot leather." He gestured at his foot. "Got free, but the damage was done."

"Could've been worse," Marx observed.

"That's what I keep telling myself. Another few inches and I'd have lost the foot. Mother always said I had the merchant's luck—bad enough to find trouble, good enough to survive it."

I exchanged a look with Thatcher. He'll slow us down.

Maybe. But he's been surviving this long on one good foot.

"Show me," I said finally.

Kyren hesitated, then unwound the silk. The gash was ugly but clean—the wire had cut deep but straight. He'd packed it with leaves.

"Thornwick," he explained at my questioning look. "We used it back home to pack delicate items. Absorbs moisture, stays soft. Not medicinal, but better than nothing."

"When you can't run anymore?" Thatcher pressed. "What then?"

Kyren met his eyes steadily. "Then I make myself useful however I can. I'm not asking you to die for me. Just to let me help while I'm still able."

"Fine," I said. "We’ll pace ourselves to keep you functional as long as possible."

"Deal." He rewrapped his foot. "But there’s something else," he continued. "My moon-hare transformed into these amber-colored rocks."

My heart stopped. “Rocks?”

"Yeah."

With trembling hands, I reached into my pack and pulled out what remained of our hunt.

The moon-hare's corpse had vanished. In its place sat a pouch. I poured the contents into my palm.

“Resin,” I breathed.

Marx checked her pack, pulling out what had once been crystal antlers. Now only yellow crystals remained.

"Sulfur," she said, wonder coloring her voice.

"These are ingredients." My mind raced. "For Alchemical ink.”

"The eagle," Marx said suddenly. "I bet it carried mercury. We're supposed to draw sigils.”

But despair chased understanding. "The eagles are gone. They're all monsters now."

Think, Thais. There’s got to be another way out of here.

Then I remembered the moss that had sent me sprawling, how it shielded fungal networks beneath. The protective tree sap.

The three base ingredients for alchemical ink were a liquid metal base, sulfur and resin. We were supposed to use those along with the natural ingredients to draw some kind of sigil that would allow us to bypass the creatures. And we only had two.

Your weapons will not save you, but they may yet serve.

I pulled a hammer from my bag, one of many scattered through the forest after I'd arrived. Dark splotches marked its surface.

Iron.

There’s another way out of this.

"What if we don't need the ink?” Ideas clicked together in my mind. "What if we make a different preparation?”

"Like what?" Marx asked.

"Wards." I hefted the hammer. "The tools are iron. I saw moss and sap that could serve as protective elements."

Thatcher's eyes widened. "The building. Smoke rose from its chimney."

"A forge,” I said. Excitement built despite our circumstances. "We need to get back there."

"But wards need salt," Marx pointed out.

"I spotted white mineral deposits earlier," Kyren offered. "Could be salt, at least partially. We could grind some down."

Hope flared again. "You could find it?"

"It wasn't far off the path. Near the river."

"The ingredients won't be pure," Marx warned.

"They'll be enough." They had to be.

Hope flickered in Kyren's eyes. "You know how to forge wards?"

"I know the theory. And theory's all we've got."

We gathered ourselves, checking weapons and supplies. My antlers caught another root as I stood, sending fresh agony through my skull. I gritted my teeth and pushed through.

"We head for the forge," I decided. "Gather ingredients along the way."

We emerged carefully, scanning for hunting creatures. The forest felt different now. It was beyond quiet. Malevolent.

"This way," Thatcher pointed.

We moved single file, Kyren's illusions blurring our outlines and muffling footsteps. Not perfect—I still saw him when I looked directly—but maybe enough to hide from aerial searches.

The forest shifted around us, paths appearing and vanishing like mirages. More than once we found ourselves back where we'd started, forced to try new routes.

"The trial fights us," Marx said grimly. "The woods want us dead."

My hands worked automatically, collecting hylock moss and ernbrisk sap as we passed. Kyren's illusions concealed our foraging, but every snapping twig froze us in place.

We'd covered a few miles from where we'd hidden when Kyren suddenly stopped, nostrils flaring.

"Smoke."

I caught it too—acrid coal and heated metal. We followed the scent until the building appeared between two giant trees.

But what rose in the distance stole my breath.

A pillar of golden light shot skyward from beyond the treeline, bright as a beacon against darkening heavens. It rose from the east, far past where the river must have run—at least half an hour's hard run through the forest, maybe more. The complete opposite direction from where we stood.

"That's where we go," I breathed. "That has to be it."

"How do you know?" Marx asked.

"What else could it be?" Hope crept into Thatcher's voice, though it seemed presumptuous. The light rose impossibly far away. On the opposite side of the wood.

"Inside first," I decided. "Make the wards, then run for that light."

But as we approached, a sound froze my blood.

A low, rumbling growl. Close. Too close.

I spun, searching the shadows. There—red eyes watching from the undergrowth. Then another pair. Another.

Moon-hares had found us. But these weren't the harmless creatures we'd hunted. They were wolf-sized now, their silver fur matted with blood, unnatural intelligence burning in their eyes. And more were emerging with each heartbeat.

"Inside. Now."

We rushed the locked door. Thatcher threw his shoulder against it with desperate strength. Iron hinges groaned, held, then gave way with a crash that sent us tumbling inside.

I slammed the door as the first hare struck. Claws raked wood while the pack circled, seeking another entrance.

Safe. For now.

The forge exceeded my hopes—a proper alchemical setup with crucibles and distillation equipment, grinding tools and measuring scales. Someone had worked here recently. The fire still blazed hot, tools warm to the touch.

I glanced up, noting a ripple in the air. A viewing portal.

"Kyren, grind the salt," I commanded, already moving. "Marx, help sort moss and sap. Thatcher⁠—"

"I know." He headed for the tool bench. "I'll file the iron."

"How long?" Kyren's voice stretched tight.

"Not long," I lied. I'd only made one ward before, under perfect conditions. This was desperate improvisation.

But Xül's lessons burned in my memory. Proportions. Process. How magical energy flowed through prepared materials. My hands moved with growing confidence as muscle memory took over.

Four parts iron to one part salt. Ernbrisk sap. Hylock moss.

Heat.

The mixture glowed as fire built beneath. Deep green to neon yellow.

"It's working," Marx breathed over my shoulder.

The crucible's contents looked different from my creation with Xül—rougher, less refined, but right. Gods. We might actually survive.

Now for the binding agent.

Marx stepped forward without hesitation, drawing her blade across her palm. Blood welled bright and warm, dripping into the small vial.

The moment her blood touched the cooling mixture, light erupted—brilliant blue that painted the forge in sapphire.

But as Thatcher stepped forward, panic lanced through our bond. From me. Realization hit like a physical blow. I looked up at the viewing portal above.

The Aesymar are watching.

I caught Thatcher's wrist hard enough to bruise. We can't. Our blood will betray us. They'll know.

I jerked my chin upward, gesturing at the reality ripples overhead.

His eyes widened.

But we'd come too far to stop. Every divine eye watched, expecting us to bind these wards.

Think, Thais. Think.

"Marx," I whispered, pulling her aside, out of the portal's view. "I need your blood for mine."

She stared like I'd lost my mind. "The talisman won't bond to you."

"I know." My voice barely carried. "But trust me. I can't explain now."

She studied my face for a long moment, filing questions away for later. Finally, she nodded.

"We stick together," she whispered. "If the wards won't bond to you, we cover you with ours."

"Thank you."

She drew her blade again, filling an empty vial. I took the knife and returned to the cooling wards, using my body to hide the deception as I passed the vial to Thatcher. Both wards flared with brilliant blue before settling into protective radiance.

Kyren added his blood to the final ward, and then we all carried talismans pulsing with sapphire light.

"It’s night," Thatcher observed at the window.

Darkness had swallowed the last traces of daylight, painting the world in shadow and dread. And with it came new sounds—things that made the hares seem tame.

A roar pummeled through the wood, deep and primal and wrong. Another answered, then another, until the forest rang with nightmare voices.

"The light," Kyren pressed his face to the window. "It's still there."

The golden beacon pierced the sky, steady and bright.

Everyone looked to me for the next move, the next decision, the path forward. As they always did. As Thatcher always had. The responsibility of their lives pressed against my chest until breathing became an act of will. In that moment, I longed for someone else to step forward, to take this burden from my hands. To exist in a space where every choice, every consequence, didn't rest solely on my judgment.

But no one did. No one ever did. And so I straightened my spine and pointed toward the beacon, burying the exhaustion beneath determination as I'd done my entire life.

"We go now," I decided. "Together."

I threw open the door and we burst into chaos.

The forest exploded around us. Creatures poured from shadows. Too many legs and flame-bright eyes. Writhing masses that reached with grasping fingers. Flying beasts shrieked as they dove.

We ran for the light. East, always east, using the beacon as our only guide. The terrain dropped as we left the foothills behind, plunging back into the dense lowland forest. Ten minutes of hard running. Twenty. My legs burned, and still the beacon seemed impossibly distant.

The wards seemed to work—creatures fell back from the blue radiance.

But they didn't stop hunting.

They kept trying to circle us. More converged on our position with every heartbeat.

"They're not after you." Horror dawned on me. "They're after us."

"Our wards aren’t covering you," Marx said desperately. "Fuck."

The creatures grew bolder, pressing closer.

"We have to split up," Thatcher's resignation echoed through our bond.

"No," Kyren protested. "We stick together."

A massive beast burst from the undergrowth—bear-like but wrong, its fur made of thorns. It swiped at Marx, but its claws stopped inches from her skin, repelled by ward-light.

Then it turned its burning eyes toward me.

"Go," I grabbed Thatcher's hand. "Run for the light. Don't look back."

"Thais—" Marx started.

"GO!"

We veered from their path. Behind us, Marx and Kyren crashed toward the beacon. The pack followed us instead.

"This way," Thatcher gasped, pulling me deeper into darkness.

Branches whipped across my face, drawing blood. Behind us, something massive burst through the underbrush—close enough I felt its hot breath on my neck. I ducked as claws whistled through the air where my head had been, taking a chunk of bark from a tree instead.

The ground dropped suddenly. We half-fell, half-slid down a steep embankment, rocks tearing at our clothes. The creature leaped after us, its bulk slamming into the earth inches from Thatcher's legs.

We scrambled up, sprinting through a maze of roots. My antlers tangled in low-hanging vines. I ripped free, leaving strands of hair behind. The pack split, trying to flank us. Glowing eyes appeared on our left—I yanked Thatcher right just as jaws snapped shut on empty air.

A fallen tree blocked our path. We vaulted over, but my landing went wrong. My ankle caught on a jagged piece of metal and twisted violently. The rusted edge sliced deep through my leather pants and into the meat of my calf.

Pain exploded up my leg. I stumbled, nearly going down, but Thatcher's hand on my elbow kept me upright.

"You're hurt⁠—"

"Keep moving!"

Blood soaked into my boot with each desperate stride, the wet squelch growing louder. Something with too many legs dropped from the canopy—Thatcher shoved me sideways as its stinger stabbed the ground where I'd been. The sudden movement sent white-hot agony through my calf, and I tasted copper as I bit through my lip to keep from screaming.

The creature shrieked, yanking its barb free for another strike.

We burst through thorns that tore through our clothes. My left leg had gone numb below the knee, each footfall throwing off my balance.

Stone rose before us, cutting off escape. We spun, seeking another route, but the creatures had already surrounded us. The world tilted sickeningly as I turned too fast. Only Thatcher's grip on my arm kept me upright.

"Thais?" His voice sounded distant, muffled, like he was speaking through water.

Circling. Closing in. Why were there two of each creature? No—my vision was doubling, sliding in and out of focus.

My good leg buckled first, muscles simply refusing to hold my weight anymore. I dropped to one knee, hand pressed against my calf. Wetness spread beneath my palm—blood, so much blood. The edges of my vision went gray, then black, creeping inward like closing curtains.

"Can't—" The word came out slurred. My tongue felt thick and clumsy. Cold spread from my extremities inward, the kind of bone-deep chill that came with shock.

The largest beast stepped forward—the thorn-bear, its form rippling with tiny daggers. It opened a mouth full of razor teeth, and I knew we'd reached the end.

"I'm sorry, Thatcher." My voice cracked.

"Me too." We held each other as death approached.

The beast pressed its nose against my hair, nudging my antler as its face traveled down, coating my shirt with hot breath and mucus. My head lolled back, too heavy to hold up anymore.

Then it reached my hip.

A growl rumbled from its throat—or was that the rushing sound in my ears? Everything sounded like ocean waves now.

The creature's burning eyes widened. It stepped back, nostrils flaring. A confused whine escaped its throat.

Another beast approached—some writhing thing of vine and thorn. But it too stopped short, retreating as if burned. Their forms blurred into smears of color and shadow.

One by one, the creatures backed away.

"What—" Thatcher's voice, sharp with panic. His face swam above me—when had I fallen? "Thais! Your leg—gods, there's so much⁠—"

But his words faded into static as the gray closed in.


Chapter 22
Bloodloss


Consciousness returned to me in fragments—the whisper of silk against bare skin, the sharp tang of citrus and dark wood, the bone-deep ache that meant I'd danced too closely with death.

My skull felt as if someone had taken a war hammer to it and decided a few extra swings couldn't hurt. When I dared crack my eyes open, the world tilted and spun like a ship in a storm.

Surroundings slowly came into focus—my quarters in the Bone Spire, with their dark elegance and that ever-present view of the Black Sea through tall windows. But something was different.

"Don't move." Xül's voice cut through from somewhere across the room. "You lost a lot of blood."

Through the haze, I found him sprawled in a chair he must have brought from his own chambers. One ankle crossed over his knee with lazy elegance and a book balanced in those long fingers, firelight turning his bronze skin to a warm gold. His braids hung loose, each bead and ring glimmering.

"Why are you in my room?" I croaked.

"Someone had to ensure you didn't die in your sleep." He turned a page without looking up. "You've been unconscious for two days."

Memory crashed back in waves. The trial. The creatures. The beacon. My hand flew to my forehead, finding thick bandages where the metal horns had erupted from my skull. My ankle throbbed like a second heartbeat, wrapped tight enough to cut off circulation.

"Thatcher," I managed, trying to sit up.

"Alive. In Bellarium. Recovering from his own collection of holes." He still didn't look up from his book. "He dragged you to the beacon. Very heroic."

Relief flooded me so suddenly I nearly sobbed. "How many survived?"

"Twenty-five." His voice carried no emotion. "Down from thirty-seven. Quite the bloodbath."

Twenty-five. Gods. Twelve people had died in that forest. And I had killed one of them.

I'd wondered how I'd react the first time I took someone's life—what would drive me to it, and whether I'd be consumed by guilt or find some way to justify it. The truth, it turned out, was far more complicated than I'd imagined.

He'd been a person. Someone with a life before this nightmare. The trial had trapped him just as surely as it had trapped me—volunteer or not, none of us had truly chosen this horror. In another world, we might have been allies. We might have helped each other survive.

But in this world, he'd made a choice. Instead of competing, he'd chosen to kill Marx when the trial didn't demand it. He could have focused on the hunt, could have done a dozen things that didn't involve murdering someone who'd never threatened him. Instead, he'd looked at her and decided she was an obstacle to eliminate.

So I'd made my own choice. The knife had left my hand before I'd fully processed the decision, driven by instinct and desperation and the absolute certainty that I couldn't watch her die. Not when I had the power to stop it.

I wasn't sorry I saved her. But that also meant I wasn't sorry he was dead, and I'd have to find a way to carry that somehow.

"Marx?" My throat felt like I'd been swallowing glass.

"Survived. The boy as well." He closed his book with a soft snap. "Your little alliance served you well."

I tried to swing my legs over the side of the bed, but Xül was there in an instant, hands firm on my shoulders, pushing me back down.

"I said don't move." His voice brooked no argument. "You have a rather nasty wound on that leg. Move too soon and you'll do permanent damage."

"Who changed my clothes?" I was wearing a loose, red shirt that clung to me.

Smugness radiated off of him. "Who do you think?"

My face flared red, betraying me "You⁠—"

"Relax. I was perfectly gentle." His eyes glittered. "And I took my time."

I pulled the sheet higher, which only made his smile widen.

"I don't understand how we survived." I said quickly, desperate to change the subject. "The creatures had us surrounded. They were going to kill us, and then they just... stopped."

Xül's smile turned sharp. He walked to where my trial clothes lay in a torn, bloody heap on a side table. Without ceremony, he picked up my leather pants and reached into the back pocket.

A small golden coin caught the firelight as he held it up.

The evasion ward. The one we'd made over a week ago. The one I hadn't seen since⁠—

"You," I breathed.

His smirk was pure wickedness. "Me."

Warmth rushed in as I remembered—his hands on my waist before the trial, his body pressing close, that deliberate touch.

"You grabbed my ass," I accused, narrowing my eyes.

"I prefer to think of it as strategic placement." He let out a laugh. "Though I won't deny enjoying the process."

"You—" I spluttered, torn between gratitude and mortification. "You could have just told me!"

"Where's the fun in that?" He tossed the coin in the air, catching it with unnatural ease.

"Oh, I see. So my near-death experience was worth it for your moment of clever reveal?" I shot back. "How very princely of you."

For just a second, irritation flickered across his face—but he masked it quickly. "You survived, didn't you?"

"Barely. But I suppose that's all that matters to your grand plans."

"The power had dulled over the week," he said, examining the coin, but I noticed he didn't deny my accusation. “Still strong enough to give the creatures pause when they got close. Long enough for your brother to get you away, at least. It seems your binding covered Thatcher as well.”

"How long was I bleeding?" I asked, suddenly aware of how weak I felt.

"Too long," he murmured. "Another few minutes and you wouldn't have woken up at all."

The weight of that settled over me. I'd come that close to dying. If Xül hadn't slipped that ward into my pocket…

"Thank you." The words came out quiet and hoarse.

Xül's eyebrows climbed. "Don't get sentimental on me now, starling. I have a reputation to maintain."

"Right. Can't have people thinking the Prince of Draknavor has a heart."

"Precisely."

I shifted on the bed, trying to find a position that didn't make my calf scream in protest. The movement made my head spin again, and I gripped the sheets to keep from falling over.

"How bad is it?" I asked, nodding toward my bandaged leg.

"You'll live." He moved to stand at the edge of the bed. "Miria will be here later today to properly tend to it. She's been dealing with the other wounded contestants—there were several who needed immediate attention. Otherwise, she would have been here sooner."

I nodded, though everything still felt fragile and distant. "Why did you stay here?"

"Because I wanted to keep a personal eye on you." He crossed his arms. "The servants are well-meaning idiots who might have let my investment bleed out while they debated whether to disturb me."

"Your investment."

"Can't have you dying before you've served your purpose." But his eyes suggested his reasons weren't quite so clinical. "We'll have quite the show to put on at the end of all this."

"You sound a little too pleased about that."

"I'm pleased you survived." He leaned back in his chair, studying me with those unsettling eyes. "And I'm particularly pleased with your performance. That throwing knife was a work of art."

"You were watching."

"Of course I was watching. Did you think I'd miss my star pupil's debut?" He cocked his head to the side.

Color bloomed where I hoped it wouldn’t. Shame. Anger. Something else that I didn't want to acknowledge. "Then you saw they were going to kill Marx."

He tilted his head, studying me. "The way you moved, the precision of the throw—absolutely devastating. I was quite... impressed."

My instincts flared in warning at the relish in his voice. "You're enjoying this."

"Immensely." His eyes gleamed with satisfaction. "Finally, you revealed yourself."

I squinted. "What?"

"The real you. The one who doesn't flinch." He leaned forward. "Tell me—how did it feel? That moment when you let the blade fly?"

"Necessary."

"And?"

I met his gaze. Held it. "Right."

His smile was slow. Pleased. "Good girl."

A wicked satisfaction coiled in my stomach at those words. I hated it. Hated him. Hated how my body responded to that particular tone like I was programmed for it.

"Don't," I said.

"Don't what?"

"Whatever this is. Whatever game you're playing."

"No game." He moved closer. "Just observation."

"Observe from farther away."

But he was already at the bedside, looking down at me. "You seem on edge, starling."

"I nearly died. Distress is normal."

"Is that what we're calling it?" He ran his eyes over me. "Interesting."

I stayed quiet, staring right back at him.

"There," he said softly. "Wasn't that easier? No arguing with me. Just acceptance."

"Fuck you."

"Such language." He raised an eyebrow. "And here I thought we were having a moment."

"The only moment we're having is the one where you leave."

“Don’t say that.” His hand grazed the edge of the bed. “You don’t mean it.”

“Oh, but I really do.”

"Is it the praise that bothers you? Or maybe you don't like it at all. You've always seemed to respond better when I'm... less kind."

"I do not⁠—"

"You do." His gaze swept over me. "The most compliant I've ever seen you was when I had you pressed against that wall."

"Don't flatter yourself." I snorted, shifting in my bed. "I couldn't⁠—"

"Couldn't move? Or couldn't bring yourself to want to?" His smile was a taunting thing.

"You're sick."

"And you're a little twisted.” His eyes glittered. I simply stared at him, unable to form words. The fucking nerve of this man.

His gaze narrowed. "Such a fascinating contradiction. The killer who melts when someone shows her exactly how powerless she can be."

I managed a scoff.

"There's nothing to be ashamed of, Miss Morvaren. Some find such dynamics liberating."

"You're insufferable."

"And you're trembling," he observed.

"I'm furious," I managed.

His hand circled my wrist. "Your body doesn't lie as prettily as your mouth does."

The silence that followed was suffocating. I hated myself. Hated the way I melted under his touch.

“Careful now.” His voice turned mocking. “I’d hate for you to bring the sky down on my Bone Spire.”

I wanted to scream.

“That racing heart of yours isn't conducive to healing." He rose, straightening his vest. "Rest well, starling. I'm quite looking forward to seeing what else you're capable of."

And then he was gone, leaving me alone with silk sheets and a pulse that wouldn't slow down.
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The door opened without a knock, pulling me from sleep.

"Sepsis," Miria announced, her voice sweeping through the room. "Another day and you'd have lost the leg, possibly your life."

I opened my eyes to find her at the foot of the bed, golden hair seeming to hold its own light. Her skin carried that faint luminescence that marked the divine.

"I'm fine," I lied, my body feeling hollow.

"Of course you are." She moved to my injured leg. "That's why the wound is weeping pus and your fever spiked high enough to have Xül demand I come immediately."

She knelt beside the bed, her fingers never quite touching the bandage as it unraveled at her will. "This will hurt," she informed me, voice matter-of-fact.

The cloth pulled away from flesh that had tried to heal around it. I bit down hard enough to taste blood, refusing to scream. The wound ran from mid-calf to ankle, edges livid red, weeping yellow fluid.

Pearl-white light emanated from her palms. The healing felt like being unmade and remade—fire pouring through my veins as tissue knit itself together at an impossible speed. Every nerve ending in my body ignited at once.

"Your brother wasn't quite so terribly afflicted," Miria said conversationally. "A few scratches here and there."

Through the haze of pain, I registered her words. "You've seen Thatcher?"

"In Bellarium. This morning." The light intensified.

"Thank you for healing us both."

"It's what I do."

"I do have a question if you wouldn't mind..." I said, gesturing around vaguely. "It's rather isolated here, so I have a hard time finding more... nuanced answers to things."

She settled into the chair Xül had vacated, light spilling around her. "Go on."

"The animosity towards Xül," I said, choosing my words carefully. "Why do Olinthar and other members of the Twelve despise his existence so much? If he's proven himself by ascending⁠—"

"I avoid divine politics as much as possible, so I can only give you my opinion," she said, weighing her response. "But I think some of the Aesymar believe his existence is a symbol of rebellion. Mortals and the divine are supposed to exist separately."

"Right," I said bitterly. "Because we're essentially insects to you all."

Miria's expression shifted. "Just a decade ago, I was very much like you. Some of us remember our mortal lives quite vividly."

The gentle rebuke landed with unexpected force. I looked away.

"During my Trials, there was one contestant the others were explicitly told to eliminate. They were promised rewards if they succeeded, divine favor if they removed the... aberration."

Xül.

"By the third challenge, he'd raised those who'd tried to kill him after he slaughtered them. They became his undead army for the remainder of the trial. Quite poetic, really."

"You sound like you admire him."

"I respect him," she corrected. "Once, I was bleeding out from a spear wound. The contestant who’d done it mentioned hunting the abomination next." She made a small gesture, fingers closing into a fist. "Hands dragged her into the earth itself."

"He saved you?"

"He removed an annoyance. The fact that he stayed by my side after was... unexpected."

"I assume that's an experience that bonds you for life."

"No. Xül isn't close with anyone. We survived together. That's all."

She rose, moving toward the door. At the threshold, she paused. "The Aesymarean pantheon shares many qualities with the mortal realm. It's not as black and white as it sometimes seems." Her fingers closed around the handle. "A valid thing to consider."

And then she was gone.


Chapter 23
Spilled Truths


A sudden mental tug had my heart stopping. Faint but unmistakable. Thatcher.

The distance between Draknavor and Bellarium made our bond feel stretched thin, like a thread pulled taut to the point of nearly breaking. We couldn't share thoughts or feelings across such vast distance, but this—this simple pull—was our way of checking on each other. A question with only one meaning: Are you alive?

I closed my eyes. The tug came again, a little stronger this time. More insistent. He was worried.

I reached back along that invisible tether, giving a single, firm pull in response. I'm here.

That was all we could manage—this most basic form of communication, reduced to the simplest binary. Alive or not. Safe or not.

The bond went still for a moment, then I felt one last gentle tug. Acknowledgment. Relief, perhaps. Then nothing. The connection receded to its usual background presence, barely perceptible but always there.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood, testing my weight on the newly healed limb. It held without pain, without weakness. I walked to the window. Beyond the glass, Draknavor stretched in all its terrible beauty—black sand beaches meeting the sea, obsidian cliffs rising against the scarlet sky.

You killed someone.

The memory played with perfect clarity—the star-blade leaving my fingers, its arc through forest air, the impact as it struck his chest. His wide eyes as he realized he was about to die.

I pressed my palm against the cool glass, anchoring myself against the strange hollowness inside. Where was the guilt? The horror? The part of me that should have been shattered by taking a life? Instead, I found only emptiness.

"What am I becoming?" I whispered to my reflection, half-expecting it to answer with a voice not my own. The mirror revealed a woman I both recognized and didn't—eyes hollowed by fever and resolve, skin bearing the lingering flush of Miria's healing magic, jaw set with determination.

Twenty-six years of identity had eroded in mere weeks, revealing a harder core—like the tide stripping away sand to expose the bedrock that had always existed underneath.

I stood in borrowed clothes, remade by divine magic, questioning which version of myself was real—the villager who had laughed with friends by firelight, or the killer who now wore her skin.

Xül's shirt fell to mid-thigh, reminding me of my current state of undress. Someone had left clothes on the table—soft, more practical than anything in my wardrobe. I grabbed the trousers, slipping them on. Too long, too loose. I rolled the cuffs and cinched a belt tight around my waist.

Barefoot, I padded through the palace corridors. I followed the scent of salt and sea until I emerged through the front gates. The sun hung low on the horizon, bloated and red, casting long shadows across the black sand. In the distance, I could see Marx’s distinctive prowl unmistakable even from here, her silhouette sharp against the bleeding sky.

"Interesting fashion choice," Marx said as I approached. "Did you mug a scarecrow on your way here?"

I snorted.

She finally looked at me properly, taking in my borrowed clothes with a raised eyebrow. "So. You finally decided to rejoin the land of the living."

"Disappointed?" I challenged.

"Devastated. I had plans for your room." Her tone was dry as dust, but relief crept into her eyes.

We started walking along the waterline, waves lapping at our feet, filling the momentary depressions in the obsidian sand.

"The trial," I said eventually. "After the beacon. Tell me what happened."

Marx kicked at a piece of driftwood, sending it tumbling into the surf. "Not much to tell. Kyren and I made it through, then waited. And waited." Her voice took on an edge. "The domain was coming apart—sky cracking like an egg, ground trying to swallow itself. Real end-of-the-world shit."

"How long did you wait?" I asked, conscious of the debt I owed them.

"Long enough to assume you were both dead." Her voice was carefully neutral. "Then your brother appeared, dragging you like a sack of grain. You looked..." She paused, searching for words. "Bad. Really bad."

"But we made it." I felt for the ragged edges of memory, finding only darkness.

"Barely. Last ones through. The portal was already collapsing when—" She stopped abruptly, shooting me a sideways glance. "When Xül showed up."

My stomach tightened. "And?"

"He took one look at you, tore reality a new hole back to Draknavor, and summoned those soul things to carry you through." She paused, watching my face. "Funny thing, though. The second we were back here, he dismissed them. Grabbed you himself. Didn't say a word to anyone, just stormed off toward the palace with you in his arms. Very dramatic."

I frowned, uncertain how to process this information. "I'm his mentee. If I die, it reflects poorly on him."

"Uh-huh." Marx's tone suggested she wasn't buying it. "Is that why you're wearing his clothes?"

"I woke up like this. End of story."

"Right. And the fact that you smell like him?" Her gaze was merciless.

I hadn't noticed until she mentioned it, but she was right. The deep wood scent with its hint of citrus clung to the fabric, to my skin. "It's his shirt."

"Look, I'm all for dangerous liaisons. Gods know I've had my share. But this? This is suicide with extra steps."

"Nothing is happening between us." I met her gaze directly, willing her to believe me.

"Yet."

"Ever." The word came out harsh. "He's arrogant, controlling, and being around him makes me want to commit violence."

"Sounds like foreplay to me."

"Marx."

"I'm serious." Her dark eyes held mine, no trace of humor in them now. "He's your mentor, you're mortal, and oh yes, the entire divine realm would literally kill you both for violating divine law."

"You're being dramatic."

"Is that so?" She resumed walking. "You're keeping enough secrets without adding 'fucking a deity' to the list."

The reminder of my other secrets made me wince. "Speaking of which..."

"Your blood. The wards." She didn't look at me, focusing instead on the horizon.

It wasn't a question. I stopped walking, trying to find words that weren't lies but weren't the truth either. "Marx⁠—"

"Save it." She held up a hand. "That thing nearly killed us because you couldn't—wouldn't—use your blood for the wards."

"I know." The admission was like swallowing glass.

"It looked like you'd rather die than bleed. If so, that's your prerogative, I suppose." Her voice was careful, controlled.

"It won't happen again," I promised, meaning it.

"How can you guarantee that?"

I met her gaze directly. "Because I'll make sure it doesn't."

She studied me for a long moment, eyes narrowing. "That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I can give you." I held my ground, refusing to look away.

The waves filled the silence between us, their rhythm hypnotic. Finally, Marx sighed, the sound almost lost beneath the surf. "Fine. But if we die because of whatever you're hiding, I'm cursing your ghost. Extensively. Creatively. For eternity."

"Fair."

"It's not like I'm a stranger to secrets myself," she said, resuming our walk along the shoreline.

I studied her profile as we moved—the sharp angles of her face, the curve of her jaw, the perpetual tension in her shoulders. "Yeah?"

She kicked at a shell, sending it skittering across the sand. "My parents were... devoted. Obsessively devoted." She laughed, but there was no humor in it, only a brittle edge that spoke of old wounds. "Our whole village was, actually. One of those places where the priests reside year-round."

"Sounds suffocating."

"That's a kind word for it." She shrugged. "My mother would wake us at dawn for prayers. First light was for Olinthar, of course. Then offerings to Davina before breakfast. Midday devotions to Pyralia. Evening songs for Syrena." Her fingers tightened on the wood until I heard it crack. "Every moment of every day, scheduled around worship."

"When did you realize you had powers?" I asked, genuinely curious about the woman who had saved my life.

"I didn't. Not at first. I was maybe seven when things started happening. Little things. The neighbor's dog that always barked at me got sick. The boy who pulled my hair fell down the temple steps. My father's favorite prayer beads snapped during morning devotions."

"Creepy."

"I thought they were coincidences. Until they started adding up." She stopped walking. "My mother was the first to put it together. Found me crying after I'd gotten angry at my younger brother and he'd broken out in boils. She locked me in the cellar."

My chest tightened. "Marx⁠—"

"Three days," she continued, voice flat, drained of emotion. "To 'pray the corruption out of me.' When that didn't work, they tried other methods. Holy water burns, by the way, when they force you to drink enough of it." Her smile was a terrible thing. "They didn't think I'd been blessed. They thought I'd been cursed. And you know, I suppose they weren't wrong."

I felt sick. "They tortured you."

"They tried to save me. At least, that's what they told themselves. That's not the type of gift anyone would want for their child."

"What did you do?"

"I ran." She resumed walking, her stride aggressive, kicking up sand with each step. "I was eleven. Middle of the night, stole food from the temple kitchens."

"Eleven. Gods, Marx."

"I learned fast. How to hide, how to steal, how to make people leave me alone." She glanced at me, a shadow passing over her face. "That last one was easiest. Turns out, when you can make someone's teeth fall out just by glaring at them, they tend to give you space."

"Where did you go?"

"Everywhere. Nowhere." She shrugged. "Spent a few months in the capital, living in abandoned buildings. Made it to the coast, worked on fishing boats where they didn't ask questions about a child traveling alone. Turns out there are worse things than a curse."

I couldn’t find words. I had known something terrible must have plagued her past, but I’d never imagined it was this bad.

"Got worse as I got older. And harder to control." She looked past me, her gaze distant. "I'd settle somewhere, try to build something like a life. Get a job at an inn, or apprentice with someone desperate enough to overlook my reputation. It would be good for a while. Weeks, sometimes months."

"So what happened?"

"I'd get angry. Or scared. Or sometimes just tired." She sighed, the sound heavy with resignation. "And something would happen. The inn would burn down. Or my employer would have an accident."

"That's not entirely your fault. I mean, it's not exactly like you could control it." I reached for her arm, but she stepped away.

"Maybe not directly. But I was the common denominator. Every place I touched turned to shit eventually." Her voice held no self-pity, only a hard-won acceptance. “So I made it my mission to learn to control it." She looked past me, her gaze distant. "Eventually, I realized it wasn't just tied to my emotions. It was tied to my thoughts."

"So it was mental?"

"Exactly. I started paying attention. Really paying attention." She tapped her temple. "There was this... moment. Right before a curse would manifest. Like a switch flipping in my mind. Took me months to even notice it was there."

"How did you learn how to control the switch?"

"Trial and error. Lots of error." A wry smile crossed her face. "I'd sit alone for hours, thinking horrible things about rocks, trees, my own boots—anything that couldn't suffer. Trying to catch that moment, that switch, and hold it. Stop it from flipping."

"That sounds exhausting."

"It was. But I finally learned to flip the switch on purpose instead of by accident." She flexed her fingers, studying them. "Then came the hard part—learning to aim. To be specific. Instead of just thinking 'I hate you,' I had to think 'I want your left bootlace to snap.' Precise intentions, precise results."

"That's... actually brilliant."

"Had to be." She kicked at the sand. "By the time I was sixteen, I could curse a single thread in a piece of cloth. Make it unravel without touching anything else. All because I learned to control that switch in my mind, to direct my thoughts like arrows instead of letting them explode like wildfire."

We walked in silence for a moment before she spoke again. “Before that, I’d actually started to believe I really was cursed. Or maybe that I was the curse. That maybe my parents had been right, and I was some kind of abomination that needed to be purged."

"That's ridiculous⁠—"

She cut me off. "I know that now. These powers—it's just another kind of gift. A shitty, inconvenient, occasionally homicidal gift, but still." She looked at me directly, challenge in every line of her body.

“How did you get discovered?” I asked. “Or did you volunteer?”

"Of course I didn’t volunteer. I was nineteen. Working at a bakery in a port town called Greywich. The owner was half-blind and desperate for help, didn't care about what I did or who I was as long as I showed up on time." She peered out across the black sea. "That's where I met Finn."

The name came out soft, careful, like she was afraid it might break.

"He worked at the lumberyard. Used to come in every morning for bread, always with some terrible joke." Her lips twitched. "First person in years who didn't flinch when I looked at him. Found out later his sister had been blessed—taken to the Trials when he was twelve. He recognized the look in my eyes."

"He knew what you were?"

"Figured it out quick enough. Caught me one night practicing my control in the alley behind the bakery. I was ready to run, had my bag half-packed before he said—" She paused, swallowing hard. "'You must be so tired of running.'"

Her gaze clouded.

"We were... careful. He never asked about the curse, never pushed. Just accepted it as part of me. For two years, I had something almost like normal. We even talked about leaving together, finding a remote place where priests rarely went."

"What happened?"

"Someone saw me. Late one night, lost control for just a second—cursed a drunk who grabbed me. Nothing fatal, just boils. But it was enough." Her voice went flat again, emotionless. "The priests came at dawn. Finn tried to stop them. Stood in front of the door to my room, told them I wasn't there."

My heart sank. I already knew how this ended.

"They cut him down where he stood.” She turned away from me. "His last words were telling me to run. So I did. Right into their trap—they had the whole block surrounded."

"Marx..."

"The thing is," she continued, not acknowledging my sympathy, "I could have saved him. Could have cursed every one of those priests before they touched him. But I hesitated. Didn't want to prove them right about what I was. And he died for that hesitation."

She paused, staring out at the horizon. "You know what the real kicker was? The Trials weren't for another year. A whole year they kept me in that cell where we did the proving. Just... waiting. Counting down the days until they could murder me."

"A year?" I couldn't hide my horror. "Alone?"

"Oh, I had company. The screams from other cells. The knowledge that Finn died for nothing—I was caught anyway." Her voice went hard as flint. "Plenty of time to think about every mistake I'd made. Every moment I'd chosen restraint."

The parallel slammed into me. Restraint only worked for so long in this world.

"That's why you fought so hard," I said quietly. "You're not hesitating anymore."

"Never." She met my eyes, and I saw the steel there, forged in loss and tempered by rage. "They want a monster? I'll give them one. But on my terms."

We stood there in silence for a few moments. A part of me wanted to hug her, or tell her how sorry I was for the life she endured. But I couldn’t find the words.

"Your turn,” she said casually, turning back to me.

I blinked, caught off guard. "What?"

"I just spilled my tragic backstory all over this beach. Least you can do is return the favor." She crossed her arms, waiting.

I considered lying, deflecting. But she'd given me truth, raw and painful. I owed her at least a version of the same. "I grew up on an oyster farm."

"Thrilling start."

"Shut up." I let a grin escape. "My brother and I, we were raised by..." I paused, choosing my words carefully. "By our father, Sulien. Our mother—she died when we were born."

"I'm sorry," Marx said, surprising me with her softer tone.

"Yeah." I bent to pick up a stone, worn smooth by the tide. It felt heavy in my palm. "Sulien tried to keep us safe. Small village, quiet life. It worked for a while."

"Until?"

"Until I manifested." I opened my palm, letting tiny points of light dance across my skin for just a moment before closing my fist. "Sixteen years old, nearly an adult, and suddenly I'm pulling stars from the sky during a nightmare."

"Bet that went over well."

"Sulien nearly had a heart attack. Made me swear never to do it again, never to tell anyone, never to even think about it." The memory burned through me. "He was terrified. Not of me, but for me."

"Understandable."

"I practiced in secret. Late at night, down by the coves where no one went. Learned to shape the light, to transform it. We lived twenty-six years in that village. I worked the oyster beds, had distant friends, even had..." I thought of Marel, pushed the ache away. "Had a semblance of normal life."

"Until the priests came."

"Until the priests came," I echoed, thinking of Sulien's blood on the sand, his final words.

"So," Marx said eventually. "We're both fucked up mortals with dangerous powers and tragic backstories. No wonder we get along."

I laughed, surprising myself with the sound. "Is that what we're doing? Getting along?"

"Well, I haven't cursed you yet, and you haven't stabbed me with any stars. I'd call that friendship."

"High bar."

"The highest." She glanced at me sideways, a smirk curving her lips.


Chapter 24
The Waiting Game


The next two weeks flew by in a mix of training and nights spent alone. Xül traveled often to the Eternal City, muttering about administrative inconveniences whenever he returned, shadows gathering beneath his eyes with each passing day.

We settled into a strange rhythm—mornings on the black sand beach, where I fought his summoned souls until my limbs trembled with exhaustion, afternoons in his library, where he filled my head with knowledge of the pantheon until I felt my brain might burst.

"Again," Xül commanded, his voice carrying across the sand as another damned soul materialized before me, twisted by whatever sins had condemned it.

I raised my star-blade, ignoring the protest of muscles that had been pushed beyond their limits hours ago. "You realize normal mentors give their students breaks, right?"

"You're hardly a normal student," he replied, unmoved by my exhaustion.

The soul lunged with unnatural speed. I pivoted, bringing my blade up in an arc that sliced through its torso. It dissolved with a wail that sent shivers down my spine.

Xül stepped closer, his expression critical. "Your left side is still open. If that had been a real opponent⁠—"

"I'd be dead. Yes. So you've mentioned." I wiped sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. "Repeatedly."

His lips twitched, the closest thing to a smile I'd seen in days. "At least you're listening."

Without knowing which two of the twelve Aesymar would combine their domains for the next trial, we couldn't prepare for specific challenges. So instead, we prepared for everything.

"The waiting is part of the game," Xül explained one evening as I collapsed into a chair in his library, every muscle screaming. "It's deliberate. The anticipation of pain is often worse than pain itself."

"Spoken like someone who's never been stabbed," I muttered, reaching for the book he'd assigned—a tedious tome on the twelve domains.

"On the contrary," he replied, his voice oddly distant. "I've experienced both. The waiting is worse."

I looked up, surprised by the admission, but he had already turned away.

On the fourteenth day, as we finished our afternoon studies, Xül paused, his head tilting slightly as if hearing voices I couldn't.

"What is it?" I asked, closing the volume I'd been studying.

"We've received correspondence," he said, his expression unreadable. "Two, actually."

My heart slammed against my ribs. "The next trial?"

"Not exactly." He materialized an envelope between his fingers—thick parchment sealed with wax the color of dried blood. "An invitation."

"To what?"

"A banquet celebrating the surviving contestants." His tone suggested he found the entire concept tedious. "A tradition after the first trial."

"And the second?"

His expression darkened. "My presence is requested in the Eternal City. Again."

"When is the banquet?" I asked, eyeing the envelope with trepidation.

"Tomorrow evening," he replied, breaking the seal with a flick of his thumb. "Which means we need to prepare you."

I groaned. "More training?"

"Of a different sort." His smile held no warmth. "The Dreamweavers will return tomorrow to assist with your... presentation."

My heart gave a small leap at the thought of seeing Lyralei and her team again. They’d been so kind to me before the choosing, and that sounded like the exact thing I needed now. Kindness in the face of the unknown.

"Don't look so pleased," Xül admonished, though amusement flickered in his eyes. "Divine gatherings can be as dangerous as the Trials themselves."

"You certainly know how to make a girl look forward to a party," I muttered.

"It's not a party, starling." He leaned forward, suddenly serious. "It's a performance."

"So I smile and nod and try not to get myself killed. Sounds familiar."

"Indeed." He rose, tucking the invitation into his coat. “Now, off to bed. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

When morning came, I awoke to a flurry of activity outside my chambers. Voices carried through the stone corridors—excited, nervous, distinctly out of place in the somber atmosphere of the Bone Spire.

The Dreamweavers had arrived.

I barely had time to dress before my door burst open, revealing Lyralei in all her silver-haired glory, flanked by Novalie and Vesper. Their expressions as they took in my chambers were comical—a mixture of fascination and thinly-veiled horror.

"Well, don't you look... alive," Lyralei quipped, her eyes sweeping over me.

"Lovely to see you again, dear," Novalie clarified, already unpacking various containers and implements from a bag that seemed to contain far more than its size should allow.

"What they mean," Vesper cut in, pushing past them both to grasp my shoulders, "is that we're thrilled you survived." His eyes narrowed as he examined my face. "Though I could do without the whole death domain chic aesthetic you've adopted. Those shadows under your eyes are tragic, darling."

I laughed, surprised by how much I'd missed their chaotic energy. "Good to see you too."

"So," Lyralei said, taking charge as she always did, "we have approximately six hours to transform you from 'recently escaped death' to 'divine vision of perfection.' Novalie, start with her hair—it looks like it's been cut with a dull knife."

"It has," I admitted, earning horrified gasps from all three. "What? Practical trumps pretty when you're training twelve hours a day."

"Barbaric," Vesper muttered, already rifling through my wardrobe.

Lyralei snapped her fingers, and a fourth Dreamweaver I hadn't noticed before hurried forward with what appeared to be a garment bag. "Fortunately for you, we came prepared with an entirely new collection of gowns to choose from."

What followed was hours of pampering that felt surreal after weeks of brutal training. They washed my hair with scented oils, massaged creams into my battle-worn skin, and applied glittering cosmetics.

"The banquet will be held at the palace where the Proving was conducted," Lyralei explained as she worked on my hair. "It's neutral territory between Elaren and Voldaris."

My stomach tightened at the thought of returning to that place. "Lovely."

"All the Legends will be there with their contestants," Novalie added as she applied some shimmering substance to my skin. "Though none of the Twelve will attend."

That, at least, was a relief.

"So it'll just be us lesser beings, then," I said, earning a laugh from Vesper.

"I don’t know if I’d call you a lesser being, Thais Morvaren," he said. "Your performance in the trial has everyone talking, you know."

"I saw you learned quite a bit about alchemy during your time in Draknavor," Lyralei interjected, her voice carefully neutral.

"Xül stuffed my brain with so much information I'm surprised it hasn't leaked out my ears."

"Those wards you created during the Hunt were quite impressive," Novalie said, her eyes wide and earnest. "Though it looked as if they didn't work properly?"

I tensed, remembering the way the creatures had ignored my friends' protection to focus on Thatcher and me. "Just didn't make the distillation strong enough," I lied smoothly. "First attempt and all that."

Lyralei's gaze lingered on me a moment too long.

"And how is it, working with the Prince of Draknavor?" Vesper asked, not bothering to hide his curiosity. "He’s known to be... difficult."

"That's one word for it," I replied, unable to suppress a smile. "He's a decent teacher when he's not being an insufferable ass."

They laughed, the sound brightening the gloomy chamber.

"The Choosing certainly didn't go as anyone expected," Lyralei remarked, her fingers nimble as she wove small jewels into my hair. "Many thought Xül would select your brother after that display with Drakor."

"So did he," I admitted. "But at this point, I can't imagine being paired with anyone else. Despite his... techniques and sharp tongue, I don't think any of the other Legends have his breadth of knowledge. The years he spent in libraries clearly paid off."

"We're proud of you," Novalie said suddenly, her expression turning serious. "Surviving the first trial is no small feat."

A heavy silence fell over the room, tension creeping in where lighthearted banter had been moments before. We all knew the truth. This was just the beginning. There would be more Trials. More death. More pain.

I saw it in Lyralei's eyes as she finished my hair—a sadness that couldn't be masked by her professional demeanor. She had prepared countless contestants over the years. How many had returned?

"There," she said finally, stepping back to admire her work. "Let's show you."

They turned me toward a full-length mirror.

My black hair was swept up in an intricate style that left my neck bare, small blue-black gems woven through the braids like droplets of night. The dress they'd chosen was neither black nor blue but somewhere in between, the fabric shifting shades with every movement. It draped over one shoulder, leaving the other bare, and fell to the floor in a cascade of melting darkness.

The cosmetics they'd applied hadn't masked my features but enhanced them, turning my eyes into indigo pools deep enough to drown in, my lips stained the color of bruised plums.

I looked dangerous. Beautiful, yes, but in the way of finely honed blades—something to admire from a distance, never to touch.

"What do you think?" Novalie asked.

Before I could answer, a deep voice came from the doorway.

"Adequate."

The Dreamweavers scattered like startled birds, turning to find Xül leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest. He wore formal attire—a coat that fell to his knees, its fabric as black as a starless night. Beneath it, a vest of deep crimson, and at his throat, a single ruby that caught the light like a drop of blood.

"My lord," Lyralei managed, dipping into a hasty bow. "We were just finishing."

His eyes never left mine. "So I see."

The Dreamweavers gathered their things with impressive speed, murmuring goodbyes and good lucks as they filed past Xül. He stepped aside to let them pass, his presence filling the room like a toxin.

Lyralei was the last to leave, pausing briefly to squeeze my hand. "Remember what I told you before the Proving," she whispered. "Eyes up. Back straight. You belong there as much as any of them."

Then she was gone, leaving me alone with Xül.

I stood, smoothing the fabric of my dress. "Well? Is adequate the best compliment you can manage, or are you saving your charm for the banquet?"

His lips curved in that almost-smile I'd come to recognize. "You clean up well, starling. Though perhaps I preferred you covered in blood and victory after the Hunt."

"You would," I muttered.

I brushed past him, stepping into the corridor. He followed, his footsteps soundless against the stone floor. "So what kind of fuckery awaits at this divine gathering?" I asked as I walked toward the entrance hall.

He pursed his lips as he caught up with me, matching my stride. "A feast, of course. Socializing. The usual tedium... and the proper greetings, naturally."

I stopped abruptly, turning to face him. "Excuse me?"

Xül looked as if he was fighting back a smile. "When greeting your assigned Legend in such official capacity, there's a protocol that must be observed. Most critical among them is kneeling."

I felt the blood drain from my face. "Kneeling? To you? I'd rather eat glass."

"I recall your vehement resistance to any form of obedience," he replied, his eyes glinting with mischief. "But by all means, starling—" he stepped closer, a playful smirk tugging at his lips "—allow me to give you a quick lesson so you don't embarrass us both when you inevitably kneel before me."

I glared at him, crossing my arms. "That's never going to happen."

"Oh, but it is," he insisted. "First, you must approach with appropriate reverence." He gestured to the space between us. "Three steps forward, eyes lowered—but not too low. I still want you to see my face when I accept your devotion."

"My what?"

"Your devotion," he repeated. "Next, you slowly lower yourself to both knees." He made a graceful downward motion. "Hands placed on your thighs, palms up—symbolizing your willingness to offer your service to me."

"I'll offer you something, all right," I muttered, "and it won't be service."

He chuckled. "Then comes the declaration."

"The what now?"

"The declaration of my magnificence," he explained, as if it were perfectly reasonable. "Something along the lines of 'Great Warden Xül, I am humbled by your presence and acknowledge your superiority in all matters.'"

"You've lost your mind."

"What about 'I kneel before you, Warden, because no one else has ever looked quite so good in black'?"

Despite myself, I smiled. "Slightly better."

He reached for my hand unexpectedly, and I let him take it, curiosity momentarily overriding my better judgment.

"You know," he said, his voice dropping lower, "it's easy to joke about, but I'm beginning to think you have no idea how to properly kneel at all."

"Oh, I’ve found myself on my knees more than a few times,” I shot back. "But I have standards when it comes to those I deem worthy of such devotion.”

"Is that so?" he asked softly, his grip tightening just enough. "Then indulge me."

Something twisted inside me sparked at the insistence. Maybe it was the way he looked at me, or the absurdity of the entire conversation, or just the fact that I was tired of him thinking he could unsettle me.

"Fine," I said, pulling my hand from his. "If it will shut you up."

Before I could overthink it, I sank to my knees before him, maintaining eye contact the entire way down. The cool stone pressed against my knees through the fabric of my dress.

Xül went completely still. For a moment, he seemed genuinely caught off guard.

I placed my hands on my thighs, palms up in exaggerated submission. "Oh insufferable lord of the afterlife," I drawled, with an exaggerated flutter of my hand, "how truly special it feels to bruise my knees for you."

His eyes darkened, fixed on me. He stepped closer. I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact.

"Is this what you wanted?" I asked.

Danger flickered in his expression. He reached down, his fingers brushing my cheek. The gentle pressure there made my breath catch.

"The view is certainly... satisfying," he murmured.

We held there, suspended in a moment that had started playfully but had somehow transformed into something else. Our eyes remained locked in a way that made it suddenly difficult to breathe. I couldn't remember the last time we'd been this close without the buffer of hostility between us.

Then, as if remembering himself, he withdrew his hand and stepped back. I rose quickly to my feet, brushing off my dress.

"There is no kneeling protocol at divine gatherings, Miss Morvaren," he said, his voice carefully controlled again. "But I must say, you're a remarkably quick study."

I stepped away, my body still humming with the ghost of his touch.

"Well played," I said, the words cool and precise. "I'd applaud, but I wouldn't want to feed that monstrous ego of yours any further."

I turned away from him and moved toward the entrance. "But next time you invent elaborate excuses to get your hands on me, at least make them believable."

The silence that followed felt like its own kind of triumph—brief but satisfying, before he collected himself and followed. I didn't look back, but I sensed his presence like a shadow at my heels, his momentary discomposure a small revenge.

I pushed through the massive doors and into the cool evening air. "Are you going to open one of your death portals, or shall we swim to this wretched banquet?"

He joined me, amusement lingering in the set of his mouth. "Patience, starling. The night has only just begun."

With a flick of the wrist, he tore reality open before us, revealing the swirling darkness. He offered his arm, suddenly formal. "Shall we?"

I hesitated, then placed my hand on his forearm. "Let's get this over with."


Chapter 25
The Banquet


The palace from the Proving loomed above us, its alabaster spires cutting into the night sky like teeth. Lanterns floated overhead, seemingly untethered to anything physical, their golden light casting strange shadows across the gathering crowd. Servants moved gracefully, their forms blurring at the edges.

"Remember," Xül murmured, his hand resting lightly on my lower back, "everything is a performance. How you present yourself tonight affects not just the trials, but your potential place in the pantheon should you ascend. The divine have long memories."

I nodded, my mouth suddenly dry. I hated being back in the place where so many contestants had died screaming, where I'd first glimpsed the true cruelty of the Trials.

Ahead of us, Legends and their contestants formed a loose line, awaiting entrance into the grand hall. I scanned the crowd, searching for Thatcher but couldn't spot him among the sea of finely dressed strangers.

"He'll be here," Xül said, reading my thoughts. "Chavore never misses an opportunity to peacock."

I started to respond, but the words died in my throat as I noticed the viewing portals—dozens of them, shimmering like heat distortions in the air around the entrance. Invisible eyes watched from across Voldaris.

"A larger audience than I expected," I said quietly.

"The domains are hungry for entertainment." Xül guided me forward as the line began to move. "They want to see who thrives, who might pose a threat, who shows promise."

"And who stumbles over themselves tonight?"

His lips curved. "Precisely."

We reached the entrance, where a herald stood beside a massive ledger. With meticulous care, he inscribed something in the book.

"Xül, Warden of the Damned, Prince of Draknavor," the herald announced, his voice carrying unnaturally far. "And his chosen, Thais Morvaren of Saltcrest."

We stepped into the grand hall. Crystal chandeliers hung from impossibly high ceilings, their light fracturing through prisms that sent rainbows dancing across marble floors. Long tables arranged in a crescent occupied one half of the space, while the other remained open.

"Where do we—" I began, but Xül's sudden tension cut me off.

Following his gaze, I saw the source of his discomfort. A woman approached—tall and lithe, with wild beauty that seemed barely contained by her formal attire. Her eyes locked on Xül.

Nyvora.

"Prince Xül," she purred, reaching us in a few graceful strides. "What a pleasant surprise. I was beginning to think you'd forgotten how to leave your little island."

"Nyvora." He inclined his head. "I see you've managed to escape your mother's watchful eye for the evening."

Her laughter was like venom, beautiful but with a sharp edge. "Mother understands the importance of social connections." Her gaze shifted to me, assessing and dismissive in the span of a heartbeat. "And your little star-wielder, how adorable."

Before Xül could answer, I met her gaze directly and smiled, saying nothing.

Surprise flickered in Nyvora's eyes—I hadn't taken her bait. She turned back to Xül. "She's well-trained, at least."

"Thais," Xül said, deliberate emphasis on my name, "may I present Nyvora, daughter of Davina and Aesymar of Fauna."

I inclined my head. "A pleasure to meet you, Lady Nyvora."

Her eyes narrowed fractionally, assessing my response for any hint of mockery. Finding none she could openly object to, she smiled. It wasn’t a warm thing. "How delightful to meet a contestant with manners. So many of them forget themselves."

A clear warning, wrapped in pleasantry.

"I'm fortunate to have an excellent mentor," I replied, the words balanced carefully between genuine and ambiguous.

"Yes, well." She placed her hand on Xül's arm. "I'm sure we'll have time to become better acquainted throughout the evening."

Before either of us could respond, a new arrival was announced—Chavore and his chosen, Thatcher Morvaren.

My heart leaped at the sound of my brother's name. I turned to see him enter the hall, looking almost unrecognizable in formal attire of the deepest blue, silver embroidery at his collar. Beside him, Chavore cut an imposing figure—tall and broad-shouldered, golden eyes taking in the surroundings.

Thatcher's eyes found mine across the crowded hall, and the bond between us surged with relief and concern.

You're okay, he sent, the thought tinged with worry.

I'm fine, I assured him. You?

Surviving.

Nyvora's voice pulled me back to the immediate moment. "...dinner soon, I expect. Come, Xül, I’ve arranged for you to sit with us." She tugged his arm.

"Actually," Xül said smoothly, disengaging himself from her grip, "I've already requested a table for my contestant and I. Training never ends, as I’m sure you’re aware. Perhaps another time, Nyvora."

Her smile froze, a crack appearing in her perfect composure. "Of course. But I will find you later. Don’t think I’ll allow this evening to end without a proper conversation."

With a final glance at me—one that seemed restrained—she glided away, rejoining a group of Legends near one of the viewing portals.

"That," Xül murmured once she was out of earshot, "was well handled."

"She’s not exactly subtle," I observed.

"Few are." His hand returned to the small of my back, guiding me toward the tables. "Come. We need to establish our position before the real games begin."

As we crossed the hall, I noticed the careful arrangement of the tables. Near the center, where the arc of the crescent reached its apex, sat a table with Morthus's emblem—a black key crossed with a silver scythe.

Xül pulled out a chair for me, the gesture oddly formal. I sat, expecting him to take a seat across from me, but instead, he settled into the chair at my side. The table was set for four, two places still empty across from us.

"I thought the Legends would sit together," I said, arranging the folds of my dress. "Away from their... charges."

"Some will," he replied, signaling a servant who immediately appeared with glasses of wine that glowed faintly blue. "But tonight is about perception as much as celebration. Who sits with whom sends messages to everyone watching."

"And what message are we sending?"

He handed me one of the glasses, his fingers brushing mine. "That you are worth my personal attention."

Before I could process the implications of that statement, a familiar voice cut through the ambient noise.

"Well, well. I thought you might wait for us."

I looked up to see Aelix approaching, Marx at his side. She looked stunning in a dress of deep scarlet, her expression one of studied boredom, though I caught the gleam of interest in her eyes as she took in the gathering.

"Aelix," Xül greeted him. "I was beginning to think you'd found a more interesting engagement."

"And miss this spectacle of divine excess?" Aelix grinned, pulling out a chair for Marx before taking his own. "Never."

"Miss Morvaren," Aelix said, turning his attention to me. "You’re looking remarkably intact."

"I'm difficult to kill," I replied, taking a sip of the luminous drink that tasted like summer berries and sparkling wine.

"So I've heard."

Marx rolled her eyes. "Can we skip the cryptic posturing? I'm starving, and whatever that is—" she nodded toward a servant carrying a platter, "—smells incredible."

As if her words had been a signal, servants appeared around the hall, bearing plates of food that defied description. One was placed at the center of our table. It resembled fish but with colors no natural creature should possess, arranged in a spiral pattern.

As I ate, I let my gaze wander across the hall. Thatcher sat at a table with Chavore, Kavik, and several Legends I recognized from the Choosing. He seemed engaged in conversation.

"Have you noticed our audience has grown?” Aelix asked. “More viewing portals now than at the beginning of the evening."

I looked around and saw he was right. The shimmering distortions had multiplied, positioned strategically throughout the hall. One hung directly above our table, I realized with a jolt.

"The others may not attend in person," Xül said quietly, "but they're watching. Everyone is watching."

"Delightful," Marx muttered. "Nothing like having your meal observed by immortal voyeurs."

As dinner progressed, I became increasingly aware of the complex web of interactions around us. Every movement seemed choreographed, every conversation layered with hidden meanings. Across the hall, I noticed a contestant speaking animatedly to a Legend. The Legend smiled, but predation lurked in the corners of his eyes. Nearby, a viewing portal shifted position, angling to better capture the exchange.

"Darian from the Teranta Mountains," Aelix murmured, following my gaze. "Kavik's chosen. He's been trying to curry favor with other Legends. Dangerous game."

"Why?" I asked, keeping my voice low. "Isn't rapport part of this... spectacle?"

"Rapport, yes. Appearing desperate and disloyal, no." Xül's fingers brushed my wrist beneath the table. "Watch."

The Legend leaned closer to Darian, asking something that made the young man's face light up with enthusiasm. With each word, the Legend's smile grew.

"He's quite the talker," I murmured.

"And everyone is listening," Xül agreed.

Sure enough, across the hall, Kavik had noticed the exchange. His expression remained pleasant, but a cold fury radiated from him. When Darian returned to his table, Kavik leaned close, whispering something that made all color drain from the young man's face.

"What will happen to him?" I asked.

"Best case? Kavik merely withdraws support, leaving him to navigate the next trial alone." Aelix shrugged. "Worst case... well, accidents happen during training."

The cruelty of it twisted my stomach. Music began to filter through the hall—a strange, haunting melody played on elaborate harps. The first couple moved to the center of the floor—Chavore and Elysia.

"They're definitely fucking," Marx observed bluntly. "Rather enthusiastically, from the looks of it."

Aelix choked on his drink. "Your tact is, as always, remarkable."

"Am I wrong?" she challenged.

"Not at all," Xül replied, amusement coloring his tone.

More couples joined the dance floor, each moving with that grace that followed all the Legends.

"Xül." A feminine voice broke into our conversation. Nyvora had returned, her expression set in determined charm. "Surely you won't deny me a dance now that the formalities of dinner have concluded?"

I felt rather than saw Xül's hesitation. But he rose, perfect courtesy masking whatever reluctance he might have felt. "How could I refuse such a gracious invitation?"

Nyvora's smile was triumph itself as she took his hand and led him toward the dance floor. I watched them go, telling myself the tightness in my chest was simply concern.

They moved together with sultry cadence, her body pressed against his like she knew every piece of him. And he was leading her with confidence. His expression remained carefully neutral as she spoke into his ear.

"Well, that's nauseating," Marx remarked, following my gaze.

I forced myself to look away, focusing on my now-empty glass. "Seems like some kind of political maneuvering."

"Mmm." She studied me with unnerving intensity. "Is that what we're calling it?"

I narrowed my eyes at her, a silent warning she completely ignored.

"Careful, Thais," she continued, her voice pitched low enough that only our table could hear. "Your face gives away more than you think."

"I have no idea what you're talking about," I replied coolly.

She kicked me under the table, hard enough to make me jerk in surprise. "Liar."

"Ladies," Aelix interrupted, looking between us with growing suspicion. "Is there something I should know?"

"Absolutely not," we replied in unison, which only deepened his frown.

"Marx is delusional," I added for good measure.

Aelix sighed, reaching for his drink. "I believe I'll tune out of this particular conversation before it becomes any more perilous."

"Wise choice," Marx remarked, raising her glass in mock salute.

Across the hall, I spotted Kyren seated at a table with his mentor. He caught my eye and offered a subtle nod of recognition.

I glanced toward the dance floor again, where Xül and Nyvora were concluding their waltz. His expression remained carefully neutral, but his posture suggested relief as he escorted her off the floor. His eyes found mine across the hall, a silent question in them.

I'm fine, I tried to convey without words. And then he was headed back towards our table, narrowly avoiding interception from another beautiful Legend.

"Nyvora sends her regards," he said dryly, reclaiming his seat.

"I'm sure she does," Marx muttered, earning a sharp look from Aelix.

The rest of the evening passed in careful conversation and watchful observation. I learned to read the subtle dynamics of divine politics in the tilt of a head, the placement of a hand, the careful distance maintained or deliberately breached. Each interaction was a lesson—in what to say, what to avoid, how to deflect uncomfortable questions without giving offense.

By the time the banquet began to wind down, exhaustion pulled at my limbs, the constant vigilance taking its toll. Across the hall, other contestants showed similar signs of fatigue, while the Legends remained as fresh and alert as when the evening began.

"Another advantage of divinity," Xül noted, seeing my observation. "Endless endurance for tedious social obligations."

"Something to look forward to," I replied dryly.

He rose, offering his hand. "It's time we took our leave. We've made the required appearances, formed the necessary impressions."

I accepted his hand, allowing him to help me to my feet. "And what impression have we made, exactly?"

"As I said earlier, that you are worth watching," he whispered, his eyes holding mine.

The weight of his words settled over me like a cloak—part protection, part burden. To be exceptional in the divine realms meant to be noticed. To be noticed meant to be targeted.

We bid farewell to Marx and Aelix, then turned toward the entrance. The atmosphere had softened around us, the night winding to its inevitable conclusion. Divine servants glided between tables, collecting abandoned glasses.

Near the center of the hall, I noticed Darian again. He'd been drinking steadily since Kavik's rebuke. A cluster of Legends had gathered nearby, deep in animated discussion.

"—the integration is proceeding smoothly across all territories," one was saying. "Having priests stationed permanently within encampments has already yielded results."

"Three new blessed discovered among the soldiers just in time for the Trials," another added.

Then Darian moved closer, swaying slightly, taking a step into their circle. “One wonders why the King of Gods thinks the divinely blessed are more likely to be found among those who kill for a living."

The Legends turned to him with expressions of mild surprise.

"You question Olinthar's methods?" one asked carefully.

A flicker of awareness crossed Darian's flushed face. "Not questioning. I simply wonder⁠—”

"You're suggesting the King of Gods prepares for war?" Kavik's voice cut through the room. He'd approached silently.

"My lord, I simply meant⁠—"

"You believe yourself qualified to assume the King's intentions?" Kavik moved closer, each step measured.

"I think I’ve had too much to drink—" Darian started.

"The wine revealed what sobriety hid." Kavik hissed. "Tell me, what other insights about the Twelve does your evolved wisdom offer?"

The hall had gone silent, all eyes on the unfolding drama. Viewing portals shifted position, drinking in every moment.

"None, my lord. I misspoke. I only wanted⁠—"

"To impress. To seem clever. To distinguish yourself." Kavik's fingers grazed Darian's cheek. "Congratulations. You've succeeded."

The space between them vanished. Kavik’s hand rose as if to offer a lover’s touch. His fingers grazed Darian’s cheek, and flesh sizzled beneath them.

The boy convulsed. A shuddering breath caught in his throat, then broke into a soundless scream. Smoke curled from his skin in fine, whispering threads. The scent of burning filled the air.

Darian’s eyes locked on Kavik’s, wide and wet, blistering at the edges. His body arched, muscles seizing as fire consumed him from the inside out.

Then stillness. Darian’s blackened fingers curled uselessly toward the ceiling. His body collapsed, more ash than man, sagging to the floor.

The silence that followed was absolute. No one moved. No one spoke. Even the viewing portals seemed to hold their breath, drinking in this unexpected execution.

Then Kavik turned, his gaze sweeping the gathered contestants. "Respect is valued above all else in Voldaris," he said, his voice carrying to every corner of the hall. "Remember this."

With that, he stepped over Darian's body and rejoined the other Legends, accepting a fresh glass of wine as if nothing of consequence had occurred. Divine servants materialized to remove the remains of his former contestant.

The spell broke. Conversation resumed, though more subdued than before. Legends and contestants alike continued their preparations for departure as if a life hadn't just been extinguished for a moment of drunken idiocy.

"Come," Xül murmured, his fingers closing around my wrist with gentle insistence. "We need to go."

I moved in a daze, my mind replaying the image of Darian's final expression—that moment of horrified comprehension.

Outside, the night air was cool against my skin, but inside, I was still on fire.

"That was—" I started, unable to find words adequate to the horror I'd witnessed.

"That was divine justice," Xül finished for me, his expression unreadable. "Swift and absolute."

"He was trying to impress them," I said, my voice sounding distant even to my own ears. "He just wanted to belong."

"And that desperation killed him," Xül replied, his eyes holding mine with uncomfortable intensity. "In Voldaris, the obvious need for approval is a weakness that will be exploited. Remember that, starling."

A tremor ran through me at the implications—at how close Thatcher and I danced to similar destruction with every breath we took.

"This is the world you're fighting to join." Xül's hand found my shoulder, forcing me to meet his gaze. "This is what awaits at the end of your path."

"No," I whispered, the denial automatic. "I wouldn't⁠—"

"You would," he said, his voice gentle but unyielding. "Or you would die. Those are the only options divinity allows."

Before I could respond, he raised his hand, tearing open the fabric between domains. The portal yawned before us, darkness beckoning like an old friend.

"Is that what happened to you?" I asked, unable to stop myself.

Irritation flashed across his eyes.

“I didn’t sacrifice all of my empathy, starling,” he said finally, extending his hand. "But enough that I survive."

I placed my palm in his, the contact sending an unwelcome spark through my veins. Together, we stepped into the portal, leaving behind the glittering facade of divine society and all its terrible games.

Darian's empty eyes following me into the darkness. As we emerged on the other side, the obsidian halls of the Bone Spire welcomed us with their cold embrace. But even here, in the heart of Xül's domain, I couldn't escape the chill that had settled in my bones.

"We leave for the Eternal City at dawn," Xül said quietly, his voice breaking through my thoughts. "There are matters I must attend to, and you..." He paused, studying my face. "You need to see more than just the glittering surfaces."

"Haven't I seen enough?" The words escaped before I could stop them.

His eyes softened. "What you witnessed tonight was merely the performance. Tomorrow, we glimpse behind the curtain."


Chapter 26
Thatcher


“We’re going to Pyros,” Chavore announced, slinging an arm around my shoulders. “Time you saw how gods celebrate.”

I’d spent the entire banquet playing my part—laughing at the right moments, asking the right questions, watching alliances form and fracture over glasses of wine that cost more than most mortals would see in a lifetime. My mind was full, processing everything I’d learned. All I wanted was a moment of quiet to sort through it all, a moment to reach for Thais through our bond to make sure she was surviving Draknavor. We hadn’t gotten to speak much during the festivities.

Instead, I found myself being herded toward a gleaming portal by Chavore, Kavik, Nyvora, and Elysia.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, mustering enthusiasm I didn’t feel. My hand found the small token Sulien had carved for me years ago, still hidden in my pocket. A reminder of why I was here, playing this exhausting game.

The portal spat us onto a steep mountainside, its black rock warm beneath my feet. Above us, a volcano crowned the mountain, smoke and sparks erupting from its summit at regular intervals. Ahead, a narrow path wound upward to a waterfall of lava.

“Welcome to the most coveted revel-hall in all of Voldaris,” Kavik declared, sweeping his arms wide.

I forced a laugh, though there was nothing funny about standing next to the god who had executed his contestant just minutes earlier. And now Kavik wanted to party.

The volcanic path burned against the soles of my boots as we climbed higher. This was Pyralia’s domain. Fire and passion. Sweat trickled down my spine, but none of the gods showed any discomfort. I couldn’t help but think of Saltcrest summers, how the whole village would move slower, the fishermen setting out before dawn to avoid the worst heat. We’d suffered together.

“Watch this,” Kavik said as we reached the lava curtain. He stepped forward, raised both hands, and the molten flow parted like water, revealing a tunnel beyond. “Security system. All are welcome, but only if escorted by a resident of Pyros.”

“Impressive,” I said, maintaining that lie of a smile I’d learned to wear.

We passed through the opening, and the roar of celebration hit me like a wave. Inside, the volcanic cavern had been transformed into a sprawling pleasure-den. Pools of lava pulsed with light in rhythm to music that seemed to come from the mountain itself. Divine beings danced across platforms suspended above magma, their movements fluid and uninhibited. Beings completely forged in fire crafted drinks that spit sparks and smoke alike.

“This,” Chavore said with a grin, “is where gods let loose.”

Kavik led us to a private alcove overlooking the main floor, where plush seating surrounded a table carved from volcanic glass. Servants appeared with drinks that smoldered.

I took a cautious sip. I needed to stay sharp, but refusing would draw attention. It tasted like liquid fire and cinnamon.

“So,” Chavore said once we’d settled, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, his voice dropping to a tone that reminded me of the military commanders who’d sometimes visit Saltcrest. “Level with me, Kav. Was killing your contestant really necessary?”

The casual question nearly made me choke on my drink.

Kavik’s easy smile hardened. “You trying to tell me you’d have let that insult to your father slide? Come on, Chav.”

“Obviously not,” Chavore replied, raking a hand through his dark hair. “But there’s discipline, and then there’s overkill.”

Kavik barked a laugh and shoved Chavore’s shoulder hard enough to send a mortal flying. “What can I say?” He spread his arms wide, nearly knocking over his drink. “I’m extreme, baby! Life’s too long to be boring.” His golden eyes caught the lava light, turning them blood-red. “Besides, not all of us lucked into mentees who know how to behave. Your boy here—” he jerked his chin toward me, “—knows when to bow and when to speak. Darian thought his pretty face would save him from consequences.”

I smiled into my drink, letting them see only polite amusement. The contradiction wasn’t lost on me—how easily I’d slipped into the role of the respectful mentee while nurturing very different intentions. People had called me two-faced when I’d charm the village elders by day and slip into taverns by night. Sulien had always defended me: “He’s not two-faced—he just knows how to navigate different worlds.” If only he could see me now, navigating the most dangerous world of all.

I glanced at Nyvora and Elysia. Both had their own contestants, yet neither had brought them along. I was the only mortal invited on this excursion, and I couldn’t help but wonder why.

“Speaking of mentees and their keepers,” Kavik drawled, his attention shifting to Nyvora. “What’s this I hear about you circling around Xül like a hawk these days?”

Nyvora’s laugh was musical, though brittleness edged it. She adjusted the diamonds at her throat. “A woman can change her mind, darling. If our sweet Elysia gets to claim a prince—” she gestured toward Chavore, “—why shouldn’t I set my sights just as high?” She paused, swirling her drink with more force than necessary. “Besides, Mother’s reached new heights of unbearable. I’d rather bed Death himself than spend another year as Mother’s errand girl.”

The table went quiet for a moment, the crude honesty catching even these gods off guard.

“You know I had to lie to her about where I am right now?” Nyvora continued. “Told her I was reviewing fertility reports. Because apparently tracking which mortals fuck during fall equinox is a better use of my time than this.”

Elysia’s eyes widened, while Kavik let out a low whistle.

“Damn, Nyv,” Kavik said, raising his glass. “Tell us how you really feel.”

“I’m simply being practical,” Nyvora said. “I’ll have him wrapped around my finger soon enough.”

“Good luck with that,” Kavik snorted. “The Prince of Death isn’t exactly known for his warm heart.”

“You learn to handle difficult personalities when you’re raised by one,” Nyvora replied, rolling her eyes.

Chavore studied her with new interest. “And here I thought you enjoyed being Davina’s right hand.”

“Oh yes,” Nyvora’s voice dripped sarcasm. “Nothing brings me more joy than organizing harvest celebrations. It’s exactly what I dreamed of when I was young—being Mother’s glorified event planner for eternity.”

“Prince or not,” Kavik said, seeming eager to shift the conversation back to safer ground, “Xül’s still the most insufferable bastard in the whole bloody universe. Struts around Voldaris like he owns it. We get it. You’re special, you ascended, congratulations. Now shut up about it.”

Chavore’s jaw twitched.

“You know what, Kav?” Chavore’s voice was quiet but carried an undercurrent of steel. “He’s the only one of us who actually had to work for his position. The rest of us?” He gestured around the table. “Born into power, never questioned, never tested.”

The comment dropped into the conversation like a stone, creating ripples of tension that even I could feel.

Elysia’s fingers fluttered to Chavore’s arm, her touch light but possessive. “My darling,” she purred, her voice honey-sweet but with an edge of warning, “we can’t help the circumstances of our birth, can we? Divinity is a gift, not a burden to apologize for.” Her smile was radiant but calculated. “And your father showed exceptional grace in allowing Xül to ascend at all, especially after Morthus’s... disappointing choices.” She turned to address the table, her voice taking on a reverent quality. “Our king truly embodies restraint.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. The word “restraint” applied to Olinthar made my chest twist—a complex knot of grief, rage, and the terrible knowledge of what he truly was.

“Yes,” Chavore said, his voice oddly flat as he drained his glass. “My father is nothing if not merciful.”

I glanced over, caught off guard by his tone, and was shocked to see him rolling his eyes. The gesture was so quick I almost missed it, but it was unmistakable.

Before I could process what I’d seen, Kavik stood, pointing toward a group of dancers. A woman with bright red hair moved at the center, her body gleaming copper in the volcanic light.

“Alright, time for the prince of Voldaris to be my wingman,” Kavik announced, nudging Chavore. “I see Teanna over there.”

Chavore scratched his head, hesitating, but finally nodded. “Fine.”

“Don’t be gone long, my heart,” Elysia called, her voice a musical command rather than a request. “I want to dance beneath the eruption at midnight.”

Chavore returned to plant a lingering kiss on her lips, his hand curving around her waist. “Save your best moves for me,” he murmured against her mouth before following Kavik into the crowd.

Nyvora stretched like a satisfied cat, then stood. “Well,” she sighed, adjusting her already perfect gown, “some of us require actual sleep to maintain perfection.” Her gaze swept over Elysia. “Not everyone was blessed with inevitable beauty, after all.” She gathered her things. “I’m expected at dawn for the Awakening Ritual. Gods forbid I’m late.”

The bitterness in those last words was impossible to miss. Even Elysia seemed to catch it, her perfect brow furrowing slightly.

“Wait,” Elysia said, rising gracefully. She skipped towards Nyvora, reaching out to touch her fingertips to Nyvora’s cheek. A soft golden glow emanated from the contact, spreading across Nyvora’s skin.

I watched as the subtle signs of exhaustion—the barely visible shadows under her eyes, the tiniest droop to her shoulders—simply vanished. Nyvora’s entire being seemed to brighten, her skin becoming somehow more luminous, more perfect than it had been seconds before.

“There,” Elysia said, stepping back to admire her work. “That should last through tomorrow’s tedious rituals. We can’t have Davina finding fault with your appearance on top of everything else.”

Nyvora touched her cheek briefly. “How generous,” she said, her tone perfectly neutral. “Though I’m sure Mother will find something else to criticize.”

“Well, give her my regards,” Elysia said, settling back into her seat.

“Always,” Nyvora replied with a brittle smile as she swept away toward the exit.

And suddenly, I was alone with Elysia.

She turned to me with a dangerous smile, her eyes reflecting the dancing flames around us. “So, Thatcher Morvaren.” The way she said my name made it clear she’d been studying me. “How are you finding life among the divine?”

“Educational,” I replied, choosing my words with care.

“I imagine it must be overwhelming.” She shifted closer. “All these new wonders to experience.” Her fingers traced the rim of her glass, just inches from my hand. “New... pleasures to discover.”

Her meaning was unmistakable as her gaze swept over me with frank appreciation. I maintained my easy smile, though inwardly I tensed. I was used to attention from women in port taverns, but this was different—calculated, entitled. And she was with Chavore, who despite everything, seemed genuinely attached to her.

“See anything that interests you?” she asked, gesturing toward the revel with one perfectly manicured hand while her eyes remained fixed on mine. “The divine domains offer endless delights. And once you ascend—” she said it with absolute certainty,“—you’ll have eternity to sample them all. It never hurts to start looking now.”

“And if a mortal were to... sample... before ascending? What are the consequences for that?”

A strange smile crept up her lips. “Severe,” she said. “Mortals who forget their place learn quickly where the boundaries lie.”

“Such as?” I prompted, allowing myself to appear naively curious.

“When I was still a child,” Elysia said, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, her lips nearly brushing my ear, “there was an incident—a Legend took interest in a mortal woman. Before anyone knew if she was with child, the Aesymar intervened. Both were killed.” She shook her head, sending cascades of golden light across her perfect features. “They simply couldn’t risk more half-bloods entering the world. The blessed already strain our resources with their endless needs. No offense, of course.” She sipped her drink, the liquid casting a glow across her throat. “Besides, I’ve heard the power in divine blood tears mortal women apart from the inside. Almost none survive the birthing.” Her perfect shoulders lifted in an elegant shrug. “It’s simply cruel all around. Some boundaries exist for a reason.”

I buried the rage that threatened to flare.

I forced my thoughts back to the present, leaning closer to Elysia. This was an opportunity to gather information, nothing more. I pulled out the smile that had charmed secrets from harbor mistresses and merchants’ daughters. “So, what’s it like sharing the arm of a prince? You must be the envy of every lady in Voldaris.”

Her eyes lit with pleasure at the question.

“The King himself selected me for his son,” she said, practically glowing with pride. “Can you imagine? Neither of my parents are among the Twelve. Yet Olinthar personally approved our match.” She leaned closer as if sharing the greatest of secrets. “He told Chavore that I embody the perfect balance of beauty and ambition.”

I nodded, encouraging her to continue while my mind worked through the implications. The worship of Olinthar ran deeper than I’d realized. Even those who suffered at his hands seemed to crave his approval.

Her smile turned triumphant. “Most said I could never aspire to the royal family, yet here I am.”

As Elysia continued her whispered confidences about Olinthar’s grand plans for her future, I found myself studying her—beyond her obvious beauty to the subtle tells that revealed her insecurities, her ambitions. Everyone had weaknesses, even gods. Finding them was just a matter of patience and observation.


Chapter 27
The Eternal City


“You’re late,” Xül said without turning. He stood silhouetted against the crimson sky, power coiling around him like a restless serpent.

“By three minutes.” I shrugged, stepping down onto the sand.

Instead of answering, he extended his hand. The air before him shimmered, then tore, creating a jagged wound in reality.

“This is different,” I said, eyeing the unstable edges of the portal.

“Different destination, different tear.” He gestured impatiently.

I hesitated at the threshold. “Why can’t you just tell me⁠—”

“Starling.” His voice carried that dangerous edge. “Either step through willingly, or I’ll carry you through myself. Your choice.”

With a final glare, I stepped through. Cold engulfed me, a thousand invisible fingers trailing across my skin as darkness consumed my vision.

Then, solid ground materialized beneath my feet, and I staggered forward, gasping for breath that suddenly seemed too thin.

We stood on dark wooden docks. Massive ships with black sails lined the piers, while smaller vessels dotted the harbor. The air smelled of brine and a metallic tang that coated the back of my throat.

Xül emerged behind me, the portal sealing shut.

“The Outer Docks,” he announced, already striding forward. “Five hours by land from the Bone Spire.”

I hurried after him, irritation building with each step. “Why are we here? Why not portal directly into the city?”

“All twelve domains have specific protections in their capitals,” he explained, his tone suggesting I should already know this. “Only Morthus can create portals directly into the Eternal City.”

He gestured toward a sleek obsidian vessel at the farthest pier. “We’ll take my ship the rest of the way.”

“Your ship.” I blinked. “You have a ship.”

“Did you think I walked everywhere?” A hint of amusement colored his voice.

“I thought you just... appeared. Dramatically. With unnecessary flair.”

“Only when the situation calls for it.” The almost-smile that touched his lips disappeared quickly. “The journey takes about an hour. Try not to fall overboard.”

I rolled my eyes, following him down the pier. “You still haven’t told me why we’re going to the city. Or why I had to come with you.”

“I’ve been spending so much time away. From you. From training. I figured it might be a lesson in itself if you joined me this time.” He nodded to a group of Shadowkin servants who materialized from below deck, their shadowy forms solidifying.

“Besides.” He strode up the gangplank, his coat billowing behind him in the salty breeze. “We have business in the city that can’t wait.”

“What business?”

“Starling.” He paused, looking back at me. “Has anyone ever told you that you ask too many questions?”

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re insufferably cryptic?”

His lips twitched at the corner. “Perhaps a few times.”

Then he stalked off towards the wheel, hurling commands at the Shadowkin crew, leaving me alone with my frustration and the unsettling certainty that something far worse than a simple trip to the city awaited me at our destination.

The ship cut through the waves, its hull barely leaving a wake in the blood-dark waters. I stood at the railing, watching strange phosphorescent creatures drift beneath the surface—beings that resembled jellyfish but moved with disturbing purpose, trailing tendrils that glowed.

“They’re soul fragments,” Xül said from behind me, materializing as silently as the creatures below. “Pieces that break off during difficult transitions.”

I didn’t turn. “That’s horrifying.”

“They reintegrate eventually. Nothing is truly lost in Draknavor.” He moved beside me, his hands gripping the railing.

The ship banked slightly, responding to Xül’s commands.

“You seem surprised,” Xül called over to me, watching me watch his crew.

“I didn’t take you for a sailor.”

“There’s much you don’t know about me, starling.”

“Whose fault is that?”

“Fair point.” He sighed.

We lapsed into silence as he surveyed the horizon, his profile sharp against the crimson sky. He was different here, wearing a confidence that went beyond his usual arrogance. On his ship, surrounded by his element, he seemed almost at peace.

“Where did you learn to sail?” I asked, surprising myself with the question.

He didn’t answer immediately, his gaze fixed on some distant point. “During my mortal years,” he said finally. “Before the Trials. One of the few skills from that time I still value.”

I stared at him, caught off guard by this rare reference to his past. “You never talk about that.”

“There’s nothing to say.” His tone suggested otherwise. “It was a different life.”

“But you were mortal once. Like me,” I pressed, seizing this rare opening.

“I was never like you.” The words held no malice, just simple conviction. “Even as a child, I knew what I was meant to become.”

“The Warden of the Damned?”

“My father’s son.” He adjusted our course with a slight gesture to the helmsman. “The mortal part was... a complication.”

“What about your mother?” I ventured carefully, remembering Miria’s oblique references to Xül’s past. “Was she a complication too?”

A storm gathered in his gaze, and for a moment I thought I’d pushed too far. But instead of anger, his expression settled into a mixture of pain and respect.

“No,” he said quietly. “She is exceptional.” He turned away, effectively ending that line of conversation. “You worked on ships in your village, didn’t you? Oyster boats?”

The sudden shift caught me off-balance. “Yes. Though nothing like this.”

“The principles are the same.” He gestured toward the bow. “Come. Take the helm.”

“What?”

“Unless you're afraid?”

The challenge in his voice was impossible to ignore. I followed him to the raised platform where a Shadowkin stood at the massive wheel. With a nod from Xül, the creature melted away, leaving the helm unattended.

“Here.” Xül positioned me before the wheel. “Feel the current beneath us.”

I had to force myself not to tense as his hands moved my shoulders, my hips. His touch was impersonal, clinical even, but my body responded anyway, a traitorous warmth spreading through me. 

What would Thatcher say if he could see me now? If he could feel the confused tangle of emotions that surged whenever Xül was near? Disgust, probably. Horror that I could feel anything but hatred for one of them. 

And yet, I was beginning to wonder if Xül was truly one of them. At times, he seemed to exist in some complicated middle ground.

“You’re distracted,” he observed, breaking into my thoughts. I was. But not in the way he assumed.

For a strange, suspended moment, we stood together, guiding the vessel through waters that lapped too calmly against the ship. I could almost forget who we were—mentor and mentee, death god and mortal, captor and captive. And that was a problem I wasn’t ready to confront.

“There,” he said suddenly, breaking the spell. His arm extended past mine, pointing toward the horizon.

At first, I saw nothing but crimson mist. Then the fog parted.

The Eternal City rose from the sea—towers of onyx and silver spiraling impossibly high, carved directly into cliffs of black stone. Thousands of lights glimmered across its surface, from the harbor at its base to the palace that crowned its peak.

“Welcome to where I grew up,” Xül said quietly. His expression had shifted once more, his features settling into the cold mask of authority he wore like armor. The brief connection we’d shared evaporated as quickly as it had formed. “Remember your place here, starling.”

The reminder stung more than it should have. “As if I could forget.”

His eyes met mine, a weariness flickering in their depths. “Good. Because neither will anyone else.”

As we approached the private dock reserved for Xül’s vessel, I noticed the attention we were already drawing—Shadowkin paused in their duties, other lesser divine beings gathering at the harbor’s edge, all watching our arrival with undisguised interest.

“Ready yourself,” he murmured as the ship glided toward its berth. “The Eternal City remembers everything—and forgives nothing.”

With those comforting words, he stepped away, leaving me alone at the helm as we drifted into the shadow of death’s domain.
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The Harbor Tier was chaos—a symphony of sounds, scents, and sensations that made the Bone Spire seem peaceful by comparison. Shadowkin dockworkers moved quickly, securing vessels and unloading cargo.

But it was the gaps that caught my attention. The strange pauses in movement, the way Shadowkin would occasionally stop to interact with... nothing. Empty air.

“Souls,” Xül explained, following my gaze. “They exist in a different state—perceivable by those that walk the thin line between life and death, but invisible to the living.”

A chill ran through me despite the warmth of the day. “They’re here? Right now?”

“Everywhere. All souls who have departed life.” His voice softened. “Draknavor exists as a threshold between states. What you see is merely one layer of reality.”

I stared at the spaces between people. How many souls passed by us even now, caught in that liminal space between life and whatever came after?

The question rose unbidden to my lips. “Could I—if someone I knew had died⁠—”

“No.” His rejection was gentle but absolute. “Even here, some separations cannot be bridged. The living cannot reach the transitioning, no matter how desperately they might wish to.”

The unexpected kindness in his tone made it worse somehow. I swallowed hard, forcing back the image of Sulien that threatened to overwhelm me. “Right. Of course.”

Xül’s expression suggested he understood more than I wanted him to. Without further comment, he turned and began walking, expecting me to follow.

We’d barely begun our ascent from the Harbor when Xül abruptly changed direction, veering away from the main thoroughfare toward a narrow side street.

“Where are we going?” I asked, lengthening my stride to keep pace with him.

“A necessary detour,” was all he offered, his eyes scanning the storefronts lining the cramped alley.

The street was a stark contrast to the grand avenues we’d just left behind—buildings leaned into one another as if sharing secrets, their foundations so ancient they seemed to have grown from the bedrock rather than being built upon it. Cramped shops with faded signs lined both sides, most appearing to have stood unchanged for centuries.

Without warning, Xül stopped before a small, unassuming establishment wedged between a bookbinder and what appeared to be an apothecary. The shop’s facade was worn smooth by time, its single window revealing a dim interior where glass jars lined the shelves. No sign announced its purpose, just a simple etching in the stone above the door: a spiral.

“A moment,” Xül said.

He pushed open the door, releasing a cloud of sweet-spiced air that wrapped around us like a warm embrace. Inside, the shop was even smaller than it appeared from the street—barely large enough for a counter, a few shelves lined with jars, and a modest workbench where something bubbled in a copper pot.

“Well, well.” A booming voice shattered the shop’s tranquil atmosphere. “The prodigal prince returns! Still looking too serious for your own good, I see.”

The speaker emerged from a back room, and I found myself facing the strangest being I’d yet encountered in this realm. She appeared almost like a Shadowkin but far more substantial; her form settled into that of an elderly woman with deep silver skin. Her eyes were completely black, and her hair moved independently of air currents, weaving itself into patterns above her head.

“Nyxis,” Xül replied, and I nearly stumbled at the sound of his voice—all the cold authority, all the arrogant distance, had vanished, replaced by something that sounded suspiciously like warmth. “You’re still inflicting your concoctions on unsuspecting customers, I see.”

“Inflicting?” She laughed. “The day you refuse one of my ‘concoctions’ is the day the Black Sea runs clear.” She bustled around the counter with surprising agility, reaching up to pat his cheek as if he were a child. “How many years must pass before you visit your old Nyxis without being forced to by some crisis or another, hmm?”

To my absolute astonishment, Xül submitted to this treatment without protest. The corner of his mouth tugged upward in what might have actually been a smile.

“I’ve been occupied.”

“Occupied! Listen to him!” She turned to me conspiratorially. “As if ascending to godhood and becoming Warden of the Damned were reasonable excuses for neglecting the old woman who used to wipe tears from his cheeks.”

Xül’s almost-smile faltered. “Nyxis⁠—”

“And who is this?” She cut him off, peering at me with those strange eyes. “Don’t tell me you’ve finally found someone willing to tolerate that prickly personality of yours?”

“My mentee,” Xül corrected quickly. “For the Trials.”

“Ah!” She extended a hand toward me, and I found myself taking it without hesitation. Her skin felt like warm velvet. “I’m Nyxis, dear. I’ve known this one since he was small enough to hide beneath my counter.”

“Thais,” I replied, finding myself oddly at ease despite the strangeness of the situation. “And I wasn’t aware Xül was ever small enough to hide anywhere.”

Her laughter filled the tiny shop again. “Oh, you’d be surprised! This shop has seen him at all sizes—including the time he was no taller than my elbow and tried to steal an entire jar of taffy.”

“I was six,” Xül interjected, a hint of embarrassment coloring his voice. “And I intended to pay.”

“With what? The buttons from your coat?” Nyxis teased, moving behind the counter. “You hadn’t yet mastered that imperious glare you now use to get your way.” She reached for a glass jar filled with small amber-colored candies. “Still the same, I assume?”

Xül nodded once, and she tipped several of them into a small paper twist, handling them with practiced care.

“Wait,” I said, realization dawning. “You dragged me all the way to the capital of death for candy?”

Xül shot me a look that might have been deadly if not for the slight twitch at the corner of his mouth. “It’s not just candy.”

“It’s certainly not,” Nyxis agreed with mock severity. “These are my specialty, perfected over centuries.” She winked at me.

“How did you find this place?” I asked Xül, genuinely curious about this unexpected glimpse into his past.

“I was exploring the lower city—against direct orders, of course. I’d managed to slip away from my tutors.”

“Escaped from them, more like,” Nyxis corrected, sealing the package with a deft twist. “Came barreling through my door with three guards right behind him, wild-eyed and desperate for somewhere to hide.”

“I chose randomly,” Xül continued, accepting the package from her.

“This shop became his sanctuary,” Nyxis said, her voice softening. “Somewhere even the Prince of Draknavor could simply be a child for a while.”

A silent understanding passed between them—a look laden with history I couldn’t begin to understand. For a brief moment, I could almost see the shadow of who Xül might have been in another life, one where duty and darkness hadn’t shaped him.

“It was just a convenient location,” Xül said, though the excuse sounded hollow even to my ears. “And the confections were acceptable.”

“Acceptable!” Nyxis pretended to be outraged. “This from the boy who once ate so many he made himself ill and had to be carried home to his mother?”

Xül winced visibly at that, and I filed away this unexpected weakness—his apparent sweet tooth—for future reference.

“That only happened once,” he muttered.

“Once was enough for poor Osythe.” Nyxis turned to me again. “He was sheet-white and moaning about dying.”

I couldn’t help myself. “You ate yourself sick on candy?”

“I was a child,” he replied stiffly. “I hadn’t yet learned the concept of moderation.”

“Some might argue you still haven’t,” Nyxis remarked with a raised eyebrow. “Now, tell me how the Trials are going. You know I can never bring myself to watch.”

Xül sighed, but there was no real irritation in it. “Well, she survived the first one, clearly.”

Nyxis studied me with new interest. “That’s quite an achievement. Davina’s Trials have always been particularly nasty. Throw Thorne into the mix…” She shuddered.

“It was... educational,” I managed.

“She’s a feisty one, I’ll give her that,” Xül added with a smirk. “Tossed a knife of starlight straight through someone’s heart.”

“She can wield the stars?” Nyxis asked, delight crossing her features. “No wonder you chose her.” She leaned across the counter toward me, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “He used to watch the sky for hours as a child, you know. Even in a domain like this, he always loved the stars.”

Xül cleared his throat. “We should be going. There are matters requiring my attention.”

“There always are.” Nyxis’s expression sobered. “But remember, little prince, even the Warden of the Damned needs sweetness in his life occasionally.” She patted my hand. “Perhaps this one will remind you of that.”

“Unlikely,” I said dryly. “I’m not particularly sweet.”

“The best ones never think they are.” She winked at me before turning back to Xül. “Don’t be a stranger, my boy. Eternity is too long to spend entirely in shadows.”

“That was interesting,” I remarked as we stepped back into the narrow street.

“It was a waste of time,” he replied, though he slipped the package of sweets into an inner pocket. “But traditions have their place.”

“You actually smiled in there. I didn’t think your face could make that shape.”

His eyes locked on mine—all edge, no burn. “Don’t get used to it.”

“Too late. I’ve seen it now. I can’t unsee it.” I matched his stride. “The fearsome Death Prince has a sweet tooth and a surrogate grandmother who calls him ‘little prince.’ My world is forever changed.”

“If you mention this to anyone⁠—”

“You’ll what? Feed me taffy until I’m ill?” I couldn’t resist needling him, not when I’d finally found a crack in his impenetrable facade. “Does Morthus know his terrifying son once hid under a candy shop counter?”

“He was the one who found me there,” Xül replied unexpectedly. “He wasn’t angry, as I’d expected. He simply sat beside me, tried one of Nyxis’s confections, and told me I was quite an impressive criminal.”

I laughed. I hadn’t expected him to share anything genuine.

I felt so conflicted in these rare moments with him.

He was everything I’d sworn to destroy—a god, an executioner, a being who represented the system that had taken everything from me. And yet. I couldn’t deny the way my pulse quickened when he was near, the way his rare smiles made something twist in my chest. This wasn’t part of the plan. This was dangerous—not just because of what he was, but because of what it meant about me. What kind of person was drawn to darkness?

“But that was a different time,” Xül continued, his voice hardening. “Before I understood my true purpose.” He straightened his shoulders, lengthened his stride, and just like that, the brief glimpse of mortality vanished, my inner troubles along with it.

“We have things to do,” he said, effectively ending this unexpected detour into his past.

We continued our ascent through the city, passing through what appeared to be some kind of market district. Stalls lined the winding streets, selling strange artifacts I couldn’t begin to identify.

A sudden gasp from the crowd ahead made me look up. Suspended above the square hung an enormous viewing portal, easily the size of a building. Through its shimmering surface, scenes played out in rapid succession.

A woman with intricate tattoos—frozen spears of ice pinning her to a tree. Her mouth opened in a silent scream.

Two people setting traps. One triggered his partner’s wire—leg gone at the knee. His partner took his supplies and ran.

These weren’t just any scenes. They were events from the last Trial. My heart stilled.

Five contestants turned on each other over a single golden stag corpse. Bodies in the dirt.

Then, my own face filled the screen. I watched myself forge a star-blade and send it spinning through the air. It struck the man square in the chest, his eyes widening before he crumpled.

I looked away, stomach churning.

“They broadcast all the Trials,” Xül said, noticing my reaction. “Every domain can watch. The viewing portals are everywhere—markets, pleasure houses, residences.”

“Lovely.” I muttered.

“Come,” Xül said, his hand finding my elbow. “We have an appointment to keep.”

As we reached a juncture between tiers, a Shadowkin attendant materialized beside us, bowing deeply to Xül.

“My lord,” the creature intoned. “The prisoner continues to resist standard questioning. Your presence is urgently requested.”

“Of course it is,” Xül muttered. “Incompetence surrounds me.” He turned to the attendant, his voice hardening. “Tell Vareth I’ll be there shortly.”

The Shadowkin bowed again before dissolving into the shadows.

“Prisoner?” I asked, seizing the opportunity to finally get some answers. “Is that why we’re here?”

“If your brother hadn’t eliminated Drakor, I wouldn’t be dealing with such mundane matters,” Xül replied, irritation clear in his tone. “His absence has... redistributed certain responsibilities that I, as Warden, should not have to subject myself to. But we have yet to find a replacement, so here I find myself.”

“Where exactly are we going?”

He stopped walking, turning to face me directly. “The Prison of the Damned.”

My stomach dropped. “What?”

“Did you think the name was metaphorical?” His expression suggested mild amusement at my discomfort.

“And why exactly am I coming along on this delightful excursion?”

“Consider it educational.” He resumed walking, forcing me to hurry after him. “The Trials aren’t merely about combat or survival, starling. They’re about understanding the divine domains in all their aspects—even the unpleasant ones.”

We crested a final rise, and I saw it. Unlike the elegant towers of the main city, the Prison was a jagged mass of dark stone. No windows pierced its walls, no ornamentation softened its brutal lines. It stood separate from the city proper, as if even death wanted distance from what lay within.

“It’s... not what I expected,” I managed, fighting the urge to back away.

“Few things are.” Xül’s expression changed, hardening. The mentor I knew—irritating, arrogant, occasionally almost mortal—disappeared, replaced by the Warden of the Damned in truth rather than just title.

For the first time since arriving in Draknavor, I felt truly afraid of him.

We approached the Prison’s single entrance—a towering arch inscribed with warnings: Abandon hope. Abandon memory. Abandon self.

“Stay close,” Xül commanded, his voice dropping to a register that seemed to vibrate in my bones.

The massive doors swung open at his approach, revealing darkness so complete it seemed solid. Xül stepped forward without hesitation, and after a moment’s paralyzing doubt, I followed him.

Shadowkin guards stood at attention, their forms more substantial here than in the city proper. They bowed as Xül entered, the movement rippling through their ranks.

“My lord.” A Shadowkin separated from the others. “The prisoner awaits in the third interrogation chamber.”

“Vareth.” Xül acknowledged him with a nod. “What do we know?”

“A Lightbringer, my lord. Captured in the lower archives. Claims to be a diplomatic messenger.” Vareth’s tone made it clear what he thought of this explanation. “We’ve confirmed he carries no official credentials.”

“A spy, then.” Xül sounded almost bored. “How unimaginative.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Xül turned to me, his expression unreadable. “You may observe from the alcove. But you will remain silent and out of sight. Understood?”

I nodded.

Vareth led us down a darkened corridor. The occasional moan or distant scream filtered through the stone, raising the hair on the back of my neck. I fought to keep my expression neutral, unwilling to give Xül the satisfaction of seeing my discomfort.

The interrogation chamber was stark and utilitarian—a single chair in the center surrounded by markings etched into the floor. Vareth directed me to a small observation alcove set into the wall, where I could watch without being immediately visible.

Chained to a chair was a being of pure light who didn’t even turn to look at Xül when he entered.

“Let’s not waste time,” Xül said. “We both know why you’re here.”

“I am a diplomatic messenger,” the Lightbringer insisted. “This detention violates all protocols between domains.”

“Diplomatic messengers carry credentials.” Xül circled the chair slowly. “They announce themselves at proper entry points. They don’t skulk in restricted archives.”

“A misunderstanding⁠—”

“Lying to me is pointless.” Xül cocked his head, and the chains tightened.

“I’ve already told you. I made a wrong turn.”

Xül didn’t bother responding to the obvious lie. Instead, he made a subtle gesture with his left hand. The binding chains pulsed and tightened even further. The being’s radiance flickered.

My stomach twisted. I wanted to look away but forced myself to watch.

“Let’s try another topic then,” Xül said quietly. “I find it interesting that Sundralis has reduced its external operations in recent months. Resources diverted elsewhere. Why?”

My heart began to pound, and I leaned forward, suddenly desperate not to miss a single word.

“Your intelligence is flawed.”

“Is it?”

Xül raised his hand again, and the summoned soul resumed its torture.

I bit my lip to keep from making a sound. The Lightbringer’s pain was palpable, filling the chamber with a high-pitched whine just at the edge of hearing. I wanted to feel only disgust at Xül’s methods, but a treacherous part of me wondered. If this being had information about something happening in Sundralis, something that Olinthar was doing, didn’t I want that information extracted by any means necessary?

The moral compromise in that thought sickened me.

“Temporary adjustments,” he gasped when the death magic receded. “For increased security during the Trials, adjustments in our infrastructure, meetings⁠—”

“Meetings?” Xül’s posture shifted, his attention sharpening. “What meetings?”

He didn’t answer.

This time, Xül didn’t call forth his damned servants. Instead, he placed his hand directly on the Lightbringer’s form, and I watched in horror as he became a conduit himself. Dark tendrils of energy flowed through him, into the Lightbringer, their screams merging with the prisoner’s as they invaded.

“Who attends these meetings?” Xül demanded.

“No one of consequence,” the Lightbringer managed.

“How do they access the Palace?”

“Standard protocols.”

Xül’s grip tightened. The Lightbringer flickered erratically as energy pulsed through its form. “No standard protocol allows direct access to the capital without passing through multiple security checkpoints. And we have both eyes and ears there. Try again.”

“Special arrangements,” he gasped. “For efficiency.”

“What kind of arrangements?”

The Lightbringer refused to answer. Xül’s expression hardened, and he made a complex gesture with his free hand. The chamber darkened as he summoned what looked like dozens of damned souls, each one more twisted and tortured than the last. They converged on the prisoner in a horrifying wave.

“Portals!” the being screamed, voice distorted in pain.

Xül released him, and he collapsed in the bindings, his light barely visible, patches of his form extinguished.

He leaned closer to the weakened prisoner. “Who?”

The Lightbringer remained silent, but when Xül raised his hand again, spectral servants already readied for another onslaught. The being flinched.

“We’re well beyond the point of secrets,” Xül said coldly. “Who is creating these portals?”

“Not your concern,” the Lightbringer croaked.

“Terralith? Aella?” Xül pressed. “Thorne? Axora?”

The Lightbringer’s posture changed at the mention of the last name—a subtle tension I might have missed had I not been watching so closely.

“Axora,” Xül breathed. “Axora is creating direct portals into the Capital.”

The Lightbringer’s silence confirmed his guess.

“Since when?”

“A few weeks—maybe a month.”

“This is unprecedented,” Xül said, true shock evident in his voice. “No one can create passageways into the seat of another domain. Divine law forbids it.”

“I’ve said nothing,” the Lightbringer insisted weakly.

“You’ve said everything,” Xül replied, death magic coiling around his fingers like black frost. “And you will continue.”

“I—I misspoke.”

“No.” Xül moved closer, the damned souls hovering just behind him. “You didn’t. They’re merging aren’t they? War and Order? Becoming one?”

I froze.

Bellarium. The domain of War. The domain where Thatcher was.

When the Lightbringer didn’t speak, the souls converged again. Screams cracked through the chamber and echoed off the walls.

The being finally gasped, “I don’t know for certain! That is above my knowledge.”

My breath caught.

The Lightbringer’s form wavered, becoming increasingly unstable. “If Olinthar discovers I revealed any of this, he’ll unmake my very essence. No afterlife, no transition—just oblivion.”

“He won’t get the chance.” Xül’s voice was cold as the grave. “You’ve served your purpose.”

Before I could process what was happening, he made a sharp gesture. “Consume,” he commanded, and every damned soul in the chamber descended upon the Lightbringer in a horrifying frenzy. The being’s form contracted violently as the souls tore his essence apart piece by piece, each taking a fragment of light until nothing remained but a fading spark that winked out of existence.

I staggered back, a silent scream trapped in my throat. This wasn’t death—this was obliteration. Complete annihilation. The Lightbringer hadn’t just been killed, he had been unmade.

Without another word, Xül strode from the chamber, the souls of the damned disappearing from view, returning to whatever terrible place they occupied in this prison. I followed, legs trembling. Olinthar was secretly merging domains, consolidating power beyond what the divine balance permitted…

“We need to see my father immediately.”

“Morthus?” My stomach dropped. “Why?”

He didn’t answer. He simply stormed down the corridor.

“My brother is there,” I said finally as I caught up with him. “In Bellarium.”

He gave a terse nod. “They’re not going to hurt your brother.”

“What does that mean, Xül?”

“It means he’s at least safe for now.” His clipped response held an edge of irritation.

“Will this affect Elaren?” I pressed before coming to a sobering realization. The conversation from the banquet. The one that had gotten Darian killed.

“Olinthar stationing his Priests at mortal military encampments—” I rushed to Xül’s side. “Do you think this has anything to do with that?”

He turned on me then, and I had to brace myself to avoid colliding with his chest.

“You were never here.” His voice had dropped to a whisper. “You never heard any of this conversation. You never saw that prison.”

He stepped forward, forcing me back until my shoulders hit cold stone. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move as the surrounding air grew thick with his power.

“Do you understand me, Thais? If anyone—anyone—suspects you have this knowledge, the consequences will reach far beyond your insignificant life.”

His hand shot out, gripping my jaw with fingers that felt like iron bands. “Your brother. Your village. Every soul you’ve ever cared about. I can make eternity very, very long for all of them.”

I tried to swallow, but his grip made it impossible. Cold terror slithered down my spine as I realized I was seeing the side of him that the damned witnessed—merciless, absolute, a law unto himself.

“This isn’t a game.” His face was inches from mine now, his breath ghosting across my skin. “This isn’t one of our little sparring matches where you get to push back. This is me telling you that there are forces at work that would obliterate you without thought if they knew you’d heard even a whisper of what was said today.”

He released my jaw but didn’t step back. “So, I’ll ask you once more, with perfect clarity: Do. You. Understand.”

It wasn’t a question. Not really. It was a command, a binding, a leash pulled tight.

“Yes,” I managed, hating how small my voice sounded.

“Good.” He straightened, adjusting his cuffs. “Then we’ll speak no more of it.”

He turned and continued walking as if nothing had happened, as if he hadn’t just threatened everything I cared about. As if he hadn’t just shown me exactly who he was.

The hand of death itself.

And I followed, because what choice did I have?

A lift deposited us to the highest tier of the city, where a dark palace dominated the skyline—its spires twisting toward crimson.

I followed him inside, my jaw still burning from where his fingers had gripped it. My heart hammered against my ribs.

This was the pattern, wasn’t it? Every single time I thought I glimpsed a trace of compassion beneath that cold exterior, he would reveal his true nature. The predator. The god. The monster.

On his ship, he’d been almost gentle, sharing glimpses of his mortal years, guiding my hands on the wheel with unexpected patience. In Nyxis’s shop, I’d seen genuine warmth transform his face, watched him submit to her affection without protest. For those few moments, I’d almost believed there was something more to him than the callous deity.

What a fool I was.

Every crack in his armor, every glimpse of vulnerability—they were just echoes of who he might have once been. The ghost of a person who died a decade ago when he ascended.

And somehow, despite knowing better, I kept reaching for that ghost.

I touched my throat where his grip had burned through me, remembering how his eyes had gone cold. That was the real Xül. And I needed to remember that.

No more, I promised myself, straightening my shoulders as I followed him through a dimly lit corridor. No more hoping for redemption. No more letting those brief moments of connection matter.

He was death itself, and I was just a pawn he’d somehow stumbled upon.

Massive obsidian doors swung open before us, requiring multiple attendants to move their immense weight. Beyond lay a massive dark hall with shadows that seemed alive, and a ceiling so high it disappeared into darkness.

And at the end, two thrones.

Through my lashes, I saw the Aesymar of Death and his mortal wife. Breath clogged in my throat as I noticed their gaze shift from their son to me.

“So,” Morthus said finally, his voice carrying through the chamber like distant thunder. “The wielder of stars has come to the city of shadows.”


Chapter 28
The Court of Death


The dining hall was nothing like I had imagined. Instead of the macabre spectacle I’d half-expected, the space was elegant in its restraint. No skulls for goblets or chairs made of bones. Dark walls rose to meet a ceiling covered in silver-gilded appliqués, while the table was carved from a single slab of dark wood, polished to a mirror shine. White candles burned in bronze holders, casting just enough light to see the faces of those gathered.

I sat opposite Xül, with Morthus and Osythe at either end of the table. The God of Death was even more imposing up close—handsome with black hair and pale skin that seemed almost luminous in contrast to his completely black eyes. When he looked at me, it felt like being examined by the universe itself.

And then there was Osythe. Though clearly mortal, she possessed a presence that rivaled her divine husband’s. Her rich dark brown skin held the vibrancy of youth; she appeared no older than her early thirties despite the centuries she had lived. She had sage-green eyes and wore her hair in intricate braids that flowed all the way down her back, the ends transitioning into soft curls. Unlike the gods, who seemed to exist slightly apart from reality, she was vibrantly, definitively present.

The silence stretched as servants moved soundlessly around us, placing plates of food I couldn’t identify before each person.

“You are the star-wielder my son has chosen to mentor.” Morthus said finally, his voice a low rumble.

I straightened, feeling the weight of his gaze. “Yes, my lord.”

“Tell me,” he continued, lifting a goblet to his perfect lips, “what do you make of our Xül as a teacher?”

Xül shifted in his seat, his discomfort almost palpable. He hadn’t touched his food.

“He’s...” I paused, considering my words carefully. “Effective, even if not particularly patient.”

“That sounds like our son.” A low, rich laugh escaped Osythe. “Always rushing ahead, expecting everyone to keep up—a trait he inherited from me, I’m afraid,” she said with a look toward Morthus that held such affection it momentarily transformed the God of Death into something almost soft.

Morthus’s lips twitched. “Indeed,” he conceded, turning his attention back to me. “I’m the one blessed with restraint. Immortality tends to make one forget how quickly time passes for others.”

“You survived the trial of Davina and Thorne,” Osythe observed, changing the subject with graceful ease. “No small feat. What was it like?”

I felt Xül’s eyes on me. Warning me. The memory of his earlier threat still burned beneath my skin.

“Terrifying,” I answered truthfully.

“As the best Trials often are,” Morthus said, cutting into his dinner. “What have you learned about yourself in the process?”

The question caught me off guard. I had expected interrogation about my abilities, my strategy, perhaps even my background. Not this probing into my soul.

“That I’m capable of more than I thought,” I said finally. “For better or worse.”

Morthus nodded as if I’d confirmed something he already knew. “And what do you hope to gain from these Trials, beyond mere survival?”

Vengeance. Justice. The downfall of your entire corrupt pantheon.

“The opportunity to become more than what I was,” I said instead. “To transcend my limits.”

“A diplomatic answer,” Morthus observed, the faintest hint of amusement coloring his tone.

Xül cleared his throat. “Father⁠—”

“Oh, let the poor girl eat, both of you,” Osythe interrupted, shooting a quelling look at her husband and son. “She’s been through quite enough without enduring an interrogation over dinner.”

To my surprise, both men acquiesced immediately.

“My apologies.” Morthus inclined his head toward me. “Osythe is right, as usual. Please, enjoy your meal. There will be time enough for questions later.”

The food before me smelled delicious. It was some kind of roasted meat in a wine reduction, accompanied by colorful root vegetables browned to perfection. I took a bite, and flavor burst across my tongue—tangy and sultry and warm.

“This is incredible,” I said, leashing my desire to devour everything on my plate with unseemly haste.

“You’re too kind.” Osythe smiled. “Though I can take no credit for the preparation. That belongs to our chef.”

Throughout dinner, Xül remained uncharacteristically silent, offering only brief responses when directly addressed.

I’d never seen him so subdued. Here, in his family home, surrounded by the trappings of his birth, he seemed almost uncomfortable. As if he were wearing clothes that didn’t quite fit.

“You’ve hardly spoken all evening, my son,” Morthus said, his black eyes narrowing. “Is something troubling you?”

“Nothing worth discussing at dinner,” Xül replied.

A wordless exchange passed between father and son then—a tension I couldn’t quite decipher.

“I see.” Morthus set down his utensils. “Well, perhaps we can continue this conversation in my study afterward.”

“As you wish, Father.” Xül’s voice was cold as ice.

Osythe sighed. “Perhaps I’ll show Thais the gardens while you two... talk.” The emphasis she placed on the last word made it clear she knew exactly what kind of talking would occur.

“A wonderful idea,” Morthus agreed, his gaze softening as it returned to his wife. The transformation was remarkable—from intimidating deity to devoted husband in the space of a heartbeat. “The foliage is particularly fine this season.”

As the meal concluded, servants appeared to clear the table.

“Shall we?” Morthus rose, nodding to Xül.

Without waiting for a response, he strode from the room, his form seeming to pull shadows along in his wake. Xül lingered just long enough to cast me a warning glance before following his father.

Osythe watched them go with a slight shake of her head. “Men,” she said, gesturing lazily.

She turned to me with a warm smile. “Come, dear. The gardens are much more pleasant than listening to those two batter against each other’s stubbornness.”

I rose to follow her, casting one last glance at the doorway where Xül had disappeared. Something told me that whatever conversation awaited him would not be pleasant.

* * *

Dark flowering vines climbed the gates of the garden, their blooms deep crimson and ivory. Twisted trees bore fruit that gleamed like garnets, dew speckling their surface. A small stream wound through the grounds, its water clear and reflective, mirroring the darkening sky above.

“My contribution,” Osythe said, noticing my interest in a cluster of plants whose flowers resembled red spiders. “When I first came here, there were no gardens. Just empty space.” She ran her fingers along a petal with obvious affection. “Morthus didn’t understand the point at first.”

“What did you tell him?” I found myself genuinely curious.

“That death is meaningless without life,” she replied simply. “That one defines the other.” She smiled at the memory. “He stood silent for a long time after that, but he ordered the creation of this entire space the very next day.”

We walked in companionable silence for a moment, following the path as it wound deeper into the garden. A gentle draft slid across my arms, crisp enough to raise gooseflesh. It carried hints of spice and damp earth

“You must have questions,” Osythe said finally, her tone gentle. “About this place. About us.”

“A few,” I admitted. Thousands, in truth, but most were too dangerous to voice.

“Everyone knows the tale,” she said with a small smile. “The God of Death falling for his mortal priestess. It’s become quite the romantic fable in Elaren, I’ve heard.”

“There’s often a difference between fable and truth,” I ventured.

“Indeed.” She paused beside a small pond where strange fish with scales like black pearls swam in lazy circles. “Mortals do love their dramatic tales.”

“You came here willingly,” I said, not sure if it was a question or not.

“I did.” Her green eyes held mine. “I was thirty-two years old, unmarried. My life was the temple. And I was... curious.”

“Were you afraid?”

“Terrified,” she admitted. “But sometimes terror and exhilaration are separated by the thinnest of margins. I think you understand that, given your current circumstances.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Osythe paused, her fingers trailing over a dark blossom. “The Winter Solstice was always my favorite time at the temple. When the Gods walked among us, accepting our offerings and renewing their bonds with Elaren. I’d been High Priestess for five years.” Her eyes softened. “Morthus attended every one after that first meeting. He claimed it was to ensure the cemeteries were properly maintained, but...” She shrugged elegantly. “Even gods can be transparent in their affections.”

“We never attended any solstice celebrations,” I admitted. “Too many people, too many eyes. I used to wonder what it would be like to see a god in person.” I gave a hollow laugh. “Careful what you wish for.”

Osythe’s expression held understanding. “The divine rarely matches our mortal imaginings. I expected Morthus to be cold, terrifying. And maybe he was—on the outside. But not truly. The farthest thing from it.” She bent to examine a cluster of pale flowers that glowed in the dim light. “Though the differences between us became apparent soon enough.”

Osythe looked up to the bleeding sky and let out a deep sigh.

“The hardest part was adjusting to the divine perspective of time,” she continued, resuming our walk. “Mortals measure life in days, weeks, years. The Aesymar think in centuries, millennia. It creates challenges.”

“Such as?”

“Patience, on my part, at least,” she said with a wry laugh. “Conversely, teaching a being who has existed for eons that waiting three days for an answer feels like an eternity to a mortal.” She eyed me. “My son has not learned such lessons yet either.”

I thought of Xül’s irritation when I couldn’t master something immediately and understood exactly what she meant.

“Is that why he seems so...” I searched for the right word, one that wouldn’t offend his mother.

“Disconnected?” she supplied. “Part of it, certainly. He was raised between worlds—too divine for mortals, too mortal for the divine. It creates a particular kind of isolation.” She gave me a sidelong glance. “I suspect you understand something of that feeling as well.”

The observation struck too close to home. I looked away, focusing on a nearby tree.

“My apologies,” she said gently. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

“It’s alright,” I managed, though my chest felt tight. “It’s just... complicated.”

“Life always is.” She touched my arm briefly, her hand warm and solid and undeniably mortal. “Especially when the divine decide to involve themselves in it.”

We reached a small clearing where a bench of polished stone provided a view of the garden’s central feature—a fountain carved from dark marble with gargoyles perched in mid-flight.

“Morthus created that for our five-hundredth anniversary,” Osythe said, her voice soft. “He always had a more brutalist taste in decor. I pretend to enjoy it.” She laughed.

Osythe vibrated with life, her skin smooth and glowing, betraying no sign of the vast time she had experienced.

“Extended life is one of the few gifts he could give me that I would accept,” she explained. “I age, but incredibly slowly. I remain mortal—I can still die relatively easily—but time’s effect on me has been... diluted. Enough time to love him properly, but with mortality still defining my existence.”

“Is that why you never ascended?” I asked, the question slipping out before I could consider its implications. Instead of offense, her expression showed approval.

“Ascension would have been an entirely new battle amongst the domains of Voldaris. And I’d already grown tired of war.”  She sighed, looking toward the palace where her husband and son were engaged in their mysterious discussion. “Besides, to become divine is to become other. And I never wanted to lose that part of myself.”

She traced her fingers along the edge of the bench, her expression thoughtful. “There are other ways to bind yourself to a divine being.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, curiosity piqued.

“Morthus and I swore the Sev’anarath,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper.

“What is that exactly?”

“It’s ancient—older than the Twelve themselves,” she explained. “A ritual that binds two souls together across time, distance, even the barriers between life and death.” Her hand absently moved to rest over her heart. “We become... extensions of each other. I feel his pain, his joy. He feels mine.”

“That sounds...” I searched for the right word, “intense.”

She laughed softly. “That’s one way to put it. It’s considered... extreme, even among the divine. Most Aesymar would never consider such a binding. It’s too intimate, too permanent.” Her eyes took on a faraway look. “Once done, it can never be undone. Not even by death.”

“Why tell me this?” I asked, suddenly aware of how personal this revelation was.

“Because stories are how we preserve truth, even when others would see it forgotten.” She gazed toward the palace again. “The history of the divine is often sanitized, rewritten. This—what Morthus and I share—is a truth many would prefer remained buried.”

She looked back at me, respect in her eyes. “And you strike me as someone who values truth, no matter how uncomfortable.”

We sat in silence for a moment. I thought of my own circumstances—the Trials, the path to ascension I’d never wanted, the divine blood already flowing through my veins against my will.

“He cares for you, you know,” she said suddenly.

I startled. “Who?”

“My son.” Her eyes, warm and knowing, met mine. “He tries very hard not to, but he does.”

“As far as he can throw me, maybe.” My palms were already damp.

“If that were true, he wouldn’t have brought you here,” she pointed out with a smile. “Xül doesn’t introduce us to anyone. He never has. You’re the first.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that.

“You don’t have to say anything,” she assured me. “I just thought you should know. My son builds walls like others build temples—with dedication, precision, and absolute commitment. The fact that you’ve glimpsed what lies behind them is... significant.”

Before I could formulate a response, she rose gracefully from the bench. “I should show you to your quarters. It’s getting late, and I suspect tomorrow will bring its own challenges.”

As we entered the main hall, voices drifted from a nearby chamber—raised in what sounded like an argument. I recognized Xül’s immediately; his tone was colder than I’d ever heard it.

“—not your decision to make,” he was saying, his cadence clipped and cutting.

Osythe sighed, placing a gentle hand on my arm to guide me toward a different corridor. “Family discussions,” she explained, though her expression suggested the euphemism didn’t begin to cover whatever was happening behind those closed doors.

“Is everything alright?” I asked, glancing back toward the source of the voices.

“It will be,” she said with the resignation of someone who had witnessed similar scenes countless times before. “My husband and son are more alike than either would care to admit. It makes their disagreements... particularly intense.”

We climbed a spiraling staircase, its steps wider at the edges than the center, creating the unsettling impression of ascending through the interior of a massive shell. At the top, a corridor stretched in both directions, lined with doors of dark wood inlaid with silver.

“Your chambers,” Osythe said, opening one of the doors to reveal a spacious room beyond. “I hope you’ll be comfortable.”

The room was elegant but not ostentatious—a large bed with dark crimson coverings, a writing desk beside tall windows that looked out over the gardens, a sitting area with comfortable chairs arranged around a small hearth where flames burned.

“This is more than comfortable,” I admitted, running my fingers along the smooth wood of the desk.

“What did you expect?” Genuine curiosity tainted her voice.

“Something less...” I gestured vaguely. “Inviting.”

She laughed. “Death isn’t cruel, my dear. It simply is. The same applies to its domain.”

I glanced around, noticing a smaller door that presumably led to bathing facilities, and another that might be a closet. “It’s strange, having the queen herself show me to my room instead of servants.”

“Queen.” She smiled, amused by the title. “I suppose that’s accurate, though no one calls me that.” She moved to the window, looking out at the deep crimson horizon. “As for servants—I find I prefer handling certain matters personally.”

“I’ll leave you to rest,” she said, moving toward the door. “If you need anything, simply pull the cord beside the bed. Someone will attend you.” She paused, her hand on the doorframe. “Though I would suggest remaining in your chambers until morning. The palace can be confusing to navigate at night.”

With that gentle warning, she departed, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

I moved to the window, looking out over the gardens where Osythe and I had walked. From this height, I could see how the paths formed an intricate pattern, like veins through a heart. Beyond, the Eternal City sprawled toward the horizon, its lights gleaming against the darkness.

The formal attire felt stifling after such a long day. I slipped out of it, relief washing over me as the heavy fabric fell away. In the wardrobe, I found a nightgown that seemed almost too delicate to touch—silver-white and impossibly thin, made of some expensive fabric I couldn’t identify.

I pulled it over my head, the material cool against my skin. The gown clung to my form, the fabric so sheer that it concealed almost nothing. The chill of the room made this fact even more apparent.

I climbed into the vast bed, sinking into a softness that enveloped me like a cloud. Sleep should have come easily after such an eventful day, but my mind refused to quiet. The fragments of conversation I’d overheard between Xül and his father kept replaying.

I tossed and turned, the sheets twisting around my legs as minutes stretched by. What had they been arguing about?

Finally, I couldn’t bear it any longer. The need to know overpowered caution. I slid from the bed, snatching the matching robe and slipping it on, tying it loosely at my waist. It didn’t hide much of me. But then again, I didn’t intend on being seen.

I knew I should stay put. Knew that wandering the palace of the God of Death uninvited was the very definition of foolishness.

But I couldn’t allow Thatcher to do all the heavy-lifting. I needed to investigate too. If their conversation had anything to do with what we’d learned at the prison—if I could figure out exactly what this meant for Sundralis and Bellarium, I wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. Consequences be damned.

I waited long enough to be reasonably certain Osythe had retired to her own chambers, then cracked open the door, peering into the dimly lit corridor beyond. Empty.

Slipping out, I retraced our steps down the spiral staircase, moving as silently as possible. The nightgown whispered against my skin with each step.

At the bottom of the stairs, I paused, listening. The palace was eerily quiet now, with only the occasional distant sound of movement to suggest it wasn’t completely deserted.

I followed the corridor toward where I thought the voices had originated, passing several closed doors before stopping at one that stood slightly ajar, a thin line of light spilling out onto the dark floor.

“—cannot continue to delay,” Morthus was saying, his voice tightly controlled but edged with frustration. “The time for childhood rebellion has long passed.”

“Is that what you think this is?” Xül’s response was coated in ice. “Rebellion?”

“What would you call it? You reject every suggestion, every candidate put before you. You hide on that island of yours rather than taking your place here. You shirk responsibilities that have been yours since birth.”

“I fulfill my duties as Warden,” Xül replied. “I maintain the Prison. I interrogate those who threaten our domain. What more would you have of me?”

“A successor,” Morthus said bluntly. “An heir. A wife who can stand beside you when you eventually take my place.”

My breath caught in my throat. This was not a conversation I should have been hearing.

“Nyvora is a suitable match,” Morthus insisted. “And Davina supports the union.”

“Then perhaps Davina should marry her,” Xül replied scathingly.

“You speak like a child,” Morthus’s voice lowered. “This isn’t about what you want. It’s about what must be. Sacrifice⁠—”

“Don’t presume to lecture me about sacrifice, Father,” Xül shot back.

“You have responsibilities,” Morthus continued, implacable. “Responsibilities you’ve ignored for too long.”

“Is that what mother was to you? A responsibility?” The question hung in the air. “A suitable match?”

Silence stretched so taut I could almost hear it humming.

“You know better than that,” Morthus said finally, his voice quieter but no less intense. “What your mother and I share has nothing to do with this discussion.”

Xül’s laugh was bitter. “You chose a mortal woman against all tradition, all expectation, all divine law. You nearly started a war.”

“The circumstances were different,” Morthus replied. “You’re well aware of that.”

“Right.” I could hear the sneer in Xül’s voice. “This is my fate—after ascending on my own merit, not through accident of birth like so many of the others.”

“There’s that self-pity once again.”

Footsteps approached the door. Xül. “This discussion is over, Father.”

I barely had time to duck behind a nearby column before the door was thrown open. Xül emerged, his face a mask of cold fury. He strode past my hiding place without a glance, heading toward the gardens.

I pressed myself against the column, hardly daring to breathe until he had disappeared from sight. From within the study came the sound of a heavy object being slammed—Morthus venting his frustration on some unfortunate object.

I should return to my room. I’d already heard far more than I should have, far more than was safe. And I certainly didn’t want to be caught in the middle of his family drama.

And yet.

Don’t do this, a sensible voice whispered in my mind. Remember what he did today. Remember he threatened you. Remember the coldness in his eyes.

I did remember. Of course I did.

But my feet carried me forward, out into the misty evening air where Xül’s silhouette stood against the crimson horizon.

Curse the gods.

I was reaching for ghosts again.


Chapter 29
Ghosts in the Garden


I found him by the fountain—the one Osythe had shown me earlier with its gargoyles frozen mid-flight. The crimson sky had deepened to the color of old blood, casting long shadows across the garden's winding paths. Xül stood with his back to me, silhouetted against the darkening horizon, his shoulders rigid.

This is madness, whispered the voice of reason in my head. Turn back. Return to your chambers. Remember who he is.

"I told you to never eavesdrop on my conversations again, starling."

He didn't turn as he spoke, his voice carrying on the night air. The words lacked their usual edge—no trace of that cold authority that had made my blood freeze in the prison. Instead, he sounded hollow, almost defeated.

"You weren't exactly quiet," I said, stepping into the open, my guard firmly raised. "Half the palace probably heard you."

He exhaled, a sound too normal for comfort. "And yet you're the only one foolish enough to follow me."

I moved closer, deliberately keeping the fountain between us. "I prefer curious to foolish."

"A meaningless distinction when the outcome is the same." He finally turned, and I almost faltered at the sight of him.

"That's quite the attire for midnight espionage." The words came low and slow, his tone curling under my skin in all the wrong ways. "Were you planning to distract the palace guards with what that gown fails to conceal?"

My gaze crept down. The robe had fallen open during my descent through the palace, revealing the sheer nightgown beneath.

"I was trying to sleep when I heard you arguing," I lied. "I didn't exactly have time to consider appropriate attire for eavesdropping."

His eyes lingered, taking in the way the thin fabric clung to my body. A muscle in his jaw tightened.

"This is..." he began, his voice dropping lower, "dangerous territory, starling. I'm not in the right state of mind to see you like this—with nothing but that flimsy excuse for clothing between you and the night."

His gaze dropped to where the cold had made its presence known beneath the sheer fabric, the corner of his mouth curving slightly. "The garden air seems to agree with you."

"If you're quite finished," I said, forcing the words through a blush I couldn’t stop.

"Not remotely," he replied. Xül had always seemed untouchable—cold and perfect and removed. But now, that immaculate cover had a fault line tearing through it. His eyes held a weariness I'd never witnessed before, an emptiness he was trying to cloak.

"Come to gloat?" he asked, finally averting his eyes. "The fearsome Prince of Death, brought low by family politics? I'm sure it makes for quite the spectacle."

"If I wanted to gloat, I'd have brought wine," I retorted. "Maybe some cake. Made a proper celebration of it."

The words slipped out, and for a heartbeat, I thought I'd overstepped. Then his lips twitched—not quite a smile, but close enough to make my chest loosen with relief.

"Always so quick with that tongue," he murmured. "One day it will be the death of you."

"Plenty of things are likely to be the death of me in this realm. I'll take my chances with sarcasm."

I became acutely aware of the garden around us—the soft rustling of strange plants, the scent of flowers, the distant call of creatures. Everything in Draknavor seemed to exist on the knife-edge between beauty and terror.

Much like its Prince.

"Nyvora," I said finally, testing the name carefully. "That's who your father wants you to marry?"

His expression shuttered once more, jaw tightening. "A divine match made in absolute paradise."

"You don't want to marry her." It wasn't a question.

"How perceptive." He moved to a stone bench nearby, sinking onto it. "My preferences have never been particularly relevant."

I hesitated, then joined him, keeping distance between us. The memory of his cold threats in the Prison still burned beneath my skin. That was the real Xül—not this brooding figure beside me.

Wasn't it?

Remember what he is, I thought fiercely. Death incarnate. Cruelty with a beautiful face. He threatened everything you love without a moment's hesitation.

But another voice whispered beneath: Then why are you here?

"What makes her so unsuitable?” I asked, genuinely curious despite myself. “Besides the arranged marriage part, I mean."

"Beyond her personality?" His fingers drummed against the stone. "She represents everything I find suffocating about divine society."

"There are other options, surely," I pressed. "Other matches."

"Several." His voice scraped against his throat. "A dozen others who see my position rather than my person."

"Your position as heir to Draknavor?"

His eyes flashed. "My position as a useful tool in their endless games."

The vehemence in his voice startled me. I'd never heard him speak with such unguarded resentment. The Xül I knew—or thought I knew—kept everything locked beneath layers of ice and indifference.

"Have you ever felt like your entire existence was predetermined?" The question came suddenly, startling. "Every choice already made for you by hands not your own?"

A tide of memories surged through me—being forced to hide my powers, watching Sulien die for a secret that wasn't even his, being dragged to the Proving against my will. My entire life had been shaped by forces beyond my control, by divine whims that cared nothing for what I wanted.

"Yes," I admitted, my tone dipping without my permission.

He nodded. "Then perhaps you understand more than most."

"Understand what?"

"I have never," he said, each word deliberate, "felt like my life belonged to me." He looked up at the sky. "I was born a pawn in a game larger than myself." He trailed off, his expression darkening. "I remain as bound as any prisoner in my cells."

The admission seeped into me. At least I'd had twenty-six years of relative freedom. What would it be like to have never known even that?

I pressed my palms against my eyes, trying to sort through the tangle of feelings. It wasn't just physical attraction I felt towards him, though that part was rather distracting. No, it was something even more unsettling. Recognition, perhaps. The sense that Xül understood what it meant to belong nowhere completely, to feel as though he wasn’t his own person.

Was that why I felt drawn to him? Even when he did things I hated? Was it this shared experience of otherness? Or was it simpler than that? The thrill of danger, the forbidden nature of it all? The way he looked at me sometimes, like he was seeing straight through to parts of myself I barely acknowledged?

"We're not so different, you and I," I said finally.

His gaze returned to mine. "No," he agreed. "I suppose we're not."

"So, what’s so rotten with Nyvora’s personality?" I asked, unable to let it go. "What's the history there?"

His expression darkened, and he looked away again. "The tables turned quite dramatically once I ascended. The same woman who once mocked my tainted blood now seeks my hand in marriage." Bitterness traced the edges of his voice, measured but undeniable.

"Oh."

"There was a gathering," he continued. "A celebration of some kind. I was perhaps ten years old, newly allowed to attend such functions. Nyvora was there with several other young Legends."

He fell silent for a moment, his expression hardening. "She led them in a game. Well, I suppose it was more of a hunt. They chased me through the halls of Sundralis, hurling insults and worse. I guess one swiped a blade from somewhere."

His hand moved unconsciously to his neck, where a jagged silver scar traced across his bronze skin.

"Divine children can be quite creative in their cruelty," he said with forced lightness. "Especially when they believe their actions have no consequences."

Horror bloomed in my chest. "They hurt you."

"They taught me," he corrected, his voice cold. "They taught me that power is the only language the divine truly respect. That weakness will always be exploited."

I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry. "So you made yourself untouchable."

"I did more than that, starling." His voice dropped lower, almost confessional. "I collected knowledge. Leverage. My father collects souls; I collect secrets."

The admission illuminated so much about him—his library, his observation, his careful attention to details others might miss. Even the way he had extracted information from the Lightbringer.

"When I entered the Trials, I knew every weakness, every fear, every secret shame of those who had tormented me—now mentors for a new batch of mortals." Dark satisfaction flickered across his face.

"That's why they tried to have you killed during the Trials," I realized. "Miria told me about it."

He nodded once. "They feared what I knew. What I might do with that knowledge."

"Oh, I’d imagine."

"Secrets," he continued, speaking more to himself than to me now. "Are the only currency I've ever truly controlled."

"Is that what I am to you?" I asked, the question burning in my throat. "My secret—just another item in your collection? Another weapon?"

His gaze fluttered to meet mine. “It was supposed to be," he admitted. "That was the plan."

The honesty stung more than a lie would have. At least he wasn't pretending.

"And now?" I pressed, unable to stop myself.

He didn't answer immediately. When he did, his voice had changed, carrying an undercurrent of sadness. "Now I find myself in the unprecedented position of wanting to protect your secret rather than exploit it."

"You didn't seem particularly protective earlier today," I said, unable to keep the edge from my voice. "When you threatened everything I care about."

He rubbed at the back of his neck, a crease pulling between his brows. "I was afraid."

"You?" The disbelief in my voice was evident. "The Prince of Death, afraid?"

"Yes, me." He stood in a single fluid motion, moving to the fountain's edge. Water rippled as he dipped his fingers into its dark surface, disturbing the perfect reflection of the night sky. "What I learned today—what you overheard—it changes… things. Things you can’t begin to understand." He trailed off, shoulders tensing. "I reacted poorly."

"You threatened everyone I love," I repeated, the memory still raw. "You made me feel..."

Helpless. Terrified.

"I did." He faced me directly, no evasion in his gaze. "And I'm sorry for that. It’s become an instinctual reaction for me, I think."

The apology stunned me into silence. I’m sorry. Two simple words that were exceedingly rare coming from those beautiful lips.

Don't trust this, the wary part of me insisted. It's another manipulation. Another trick.

But the raw sincerity in his expression made that warning harder to believe.

"Everything I've done has been to keep you alive, starling."

"Is that how you justify it?" I asked, rising to my feet. "All the walls, all the threats, all the coldness? As necessary evils?"

"I don't justify it," he replied, his voice dropping. "I live with it. As I've lived with everything else."

"So your solution is to become as cruel as those who hurt you?" I challenged, moving closer despite myself. "To build walls so high even you can't see past them anymore? To threaten and manipulate anyone who might actually care about you?"

The words escaped before I could consider their implications. I froze, realizing too late what I'd revealed.

His eyes widened fractionally—the only indication that my slip had registered. He didn't mention it, didn't press the advantage as he might have once done.

"I built walls not just to keep others out," he said after a moment, his voice so low I had to lean closer to hear it, "but to keep something of myself in. Something they couldn't take or change or control."

The confession resonated in places I didn't want to acknowledge. How much of myself had I locked away over the years? How much had I sacrificed to keep my powers hidden, to protect those I loved, to maintain the illusion of normalcy? The walls I'd built around my own heart weren't so different from his—just newer, less tested by time.

I could see the fine lines of tension around Xül's eyes, the careful way he held himself even now. As if he'd revealed too much, given too much away.

As if he regretted letting me see behind the mask, even for a moment.

"I understand," I said simply.

He looked at me then. The guardedness in his expression softened, just for a heartbeat. "I believe you do."

He took a step closer. "Do you know why I find myself so intrigued by you, starling?" His voice was low, almost reluctant.

“My never-ending wit?” I guessed with a smirk. “Or maybe my deep-rooted intellectualism?”

"You see me," he continued, ignoring my attempt at playfulness. His eyes bore into mine. "Not the Prince of Draknavor to be feared, not the divine heir to be obtained, not the calculated death god that others worship or covet." His jaw tightened momentarily. "You look past all of that and see what's beneath. And then—" he took a step closer, “you have the audacity to give the truth right back to me, unvarnished and unafraid."

I swallowed, unsure how to respond to this unexpected revelation.

"Do you have any idea how rare that is?" he asked, his voice dropping even lower. "I've never met someone who didn't want something from me—power, protection, status, alliance. Someone who wouldn’t lie to my face just to please me." His fingers flexed at his sides, as if physically restraining himself. "Everyone sees what I represent, what I can provide. But you... you just see me. The good and the terrible alike."

"I don't know if that's a compliment," I managed.

A ghost of a smile touched his lips.

"Neither do I. But it's the truth."

He moved toward me with deliberate slowness, giving me time to retreat if I wished. Every instinct screamed at me to back away, to maintain distance, to remember what he was capable of.

I remained motionless, caught between warring impulses that left me frozen in place.

When he reached me, his touch was nothing like the cruel grip from earlier. His fingers traced the edge of my face, brushing a strand of hair back. The contact sent a shiver through me.

"I can't believe I'm telling you any of this," he murmured, his voice low and rough. "What kind of spell have you cast, starling?"

I met his gaze, finding myself unable to look away. Something raw and dangerous and wounded looked back at me. "I was wondering the same about you."

The admission cost me—chipping away at a piece of the armor I'd built around my heart. I had every reason to hate this man, to fear him, to use him only as a means to an end.

And yet.

He pulled me toward him, an embrace that started awkward and stiff before settling into warmth. My head rested against his chest, where I could hear the steady rhythm of his heartbeat—so mundane, so mortal, despite everything he was.

I should pull away. I should remember who he is, what he's done. I should remember my purpose—vengeance against the gods who destroyed my life.

But in that moment, with his arms around me, those reasons seemed to fade like mist.

"I meant what I said about secrecy," he said, his voice rumbling against my ear. "What you heard today must be forgotten."

"I know." The words were muffled against his chest.

"But I should never have threatened you." His arms tightened fractionally. "Not you."

The distinction lingered between us.

I closed my eyes, letting myself exist in this impossible moment—safe in the arms of death itself.

A discreet cough shattered the moment.

We jolted apart.

A Shadowkin servant stood at a respectful distance, bowing deeply.

"Forgive the intrusion, my Prince," the servant said. "Lord Morthus requests your immediate presence in his study. The mortal is to accompany you."

Xül's expression hardened. "At this hour?"

"A message has arrived, my Prince. Lord Morthus deemed it urgent."

The servant's gaze lingered on me longer than they should have.

Xül noticed immediately. "Eyes elsewhere," he snapped, shrugging out of his formal coat—an elegant garment of dark fabric adorned with silver threading. He draped it over my shoulders in a single fluid motion, completely enveloping me in the heavy fabric. The weight of it was surprisingly comforting, the collar still warm from his body, carrying that distinctive scent of citrus and dark wood.

"There," he murmured, so quietly only I could hear. "No need to give the servants a show."

Fear twisted in my stomach. Nothing good ever came from urgent messages in the middle of the night.

"We'll come at once," Xül said, all traces of the man I'd glimpsed in the garden now completely vanished beneath the mantle of the Prince of Death.

We followed the servant through silent corridors, the distant sound of the Black Sea fading with each step deeper into the palace. Xül walked with precise, measured strides, tension evident in every line of his body.

Morthus's study was a vast chamber lined with weathered texts, dominated by a massive obsidian desk. The God of Death stood examining a heavy parchment sealed with twin marks—one blue, one silver.

He looked up as we entered, dismissing the servant with a gesture.

"Father," Xül acknowledged, loosening the collar at his throat.

"A message has arrived," Morthus said without preamble, holding up the parchment. "Bearing the seals of Thalor and Sylphia."

Xül went completely still.

Morthus broke the seal with a twist of his wrist, unfolding the heavy parchment. His expression darkened as he read.

"The second trial begins tomorrow at dawn," he announced. "All surviving contestants must present themselves at the Western Lake of Hydrathis, where Thalor and Sylphia will oversee a trial by water and wind."

"Tomorrow?" The word escaped me before I could contain it, horror crawling up my spine. My body still remembered the trauma of the hunt.

"This is unprecedented," Xül said, his voice tight with controlled anger. "This acceleration serves no purpose except to increase casualties."

"Perhaps that's the intent," Morthus replied quietly.

My legs suddenly felt weak, and I gripped the edge of a nearby bookshelf to steady myself. Another trial. Tomorrow. We were being thrown back into danger with no time to prepare, no time to heal.

"We need to leave immediately," Xül said, turning to me with an urgency I'd never seen in him before.

"I'll open a portal to the Bone Spire," Morthus said, his expression grim.

Xül nodded, the tension in his shoulders visible. "Thank you, Father."

The simple exchange felt weighted after their argument earlier that night. Morthus inclined his head in acknowledgment, then turned to me.

"Good fortune in the trial, Thais Morvaren. It was a pleasure to have you in our home."

I nodded—the only movement I could manage. Morthus extended his hands, fingers tracing complex patterns in the air. Reality shimmered, then parted like a curtain, revealing a glimpse of Xül's chambers at the Bone Spire beyond.

"Go quickly," Morthus instructed. "These connections should not remain open long."

Xül's hand closed around mine, his grip firm as he pulled me toward the portal. We stepped through together, the transition so smooth I barely felt it.

As soon as the portal sealed behind us, Xül released my hand and began pacing the length of his chamber.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered, more to himself than to me.

"What does it mean?" I asked. "Thalor and Sylphia together?"

He stopped pacing abruptly, turning to face me. "It means danger. Water and wind. Emotion and secrets." His hands clenched at his sides. "Nothing good comes from that combination, especially not for someone with secrets like yours."

"How am I supposed to survive this?"

His expression was a storm of frustration.

"There's no time to prepare. No useful techniques I can teach you in a single night that would make a difference."

"Then what do we do?" I asked, keeping my voice level.

"You rest," he replied simply. "You'll need every ounce of strength."

I laughed, the sound sharp. "Rest? How exactly am I supposed to rest knowing that tomorrow I'll be thrown into another death trap?"

Xül moved closer. "Stay here tonight," he said, his voice softer than I'd ever heard it.

The offer hung between us, heavy with implications. After what had happened in the garden—that moment of vulnerability—staying would have been crossing a line I wasn't prepared to cross. I'd already shown him too much tonight. And he’d shown me things that confused me even more.

"As thrilling as watching me sleep must be for you," I said, "I'll spare you the tedium and return to my own quarters."

A ghost of his usual smirk flickered across his face. "Your sleeping habits are hardly that fascinating, starling."

"My thoughts exactly." I moved toward the door.

"Thais." His voice stopped me at the threshold. When I glanced back, his gaze was sharp, pinning me in place. "If you want to stay here—if you don’t want to be alone, I can sleep in the chair."

"Don’t be ridiculous." I met his gaze steadily. "I’m perfectly capable of getting through the night."

He studied me for a long moment, and I could see him weighing whether to press further. Whatever resolution he saw in my eyes must have convinced him otherwise.

"Very well," he said finally. "Rest where you choose."

I left without another word, walking through the dark corridors back to my own chambers. Each step felt like both a victory and a loss. I’d maintained my boundaries, kept my pride intact, but the cold emptiness of my room felt oppressive after the warmth of his presence.

As I lay in my bed, staring at the ceiling, I couldn't shake the feeling that I'd made the right choice for all the wrong reasons. Or perhaps the wrong choice for all the right ones.


Chapter 30
Hydrathis


The heat bore down on us as we gathered at the edge of a vast lake. A shimmering expanse of water stretched to the horizon, too still to be natural.

"This is insane," I muttered, squinting.

Marx stood beside me, arms crossed over her chest. "Worried already, Morvaren? And here I thought you were getting comfortable with near-death experiences."

"I'm concerned with whatever lives in that lake."

She scanned the crowd, her eyes narrowing. "Where's your brother?"

Thatcher caught my eye from where he stood at the water's edge, his expression grim but determined. He made his way over to us, nodding briefly to Marx. "Everyone's tense. Whatever this trial is, it's got people scared."

"Good," Marx said. "Fear makes people stupid. Gives us an advantage."

I was about to respond when someone approached our small group. Kyren. His face was drawn with exhaustion, but his eyes were alert.

"Any idea what we're in for?" he asked, his posture tense.

I exchanged a quick glance with Thatcher. We barely knew Kyren, but he'd proven himself capable in the Hunt.

"Probably as good an idea as you." Thatcher responded. "There was no time to prepare, but at least we're all at the same disadvantage."

The center of the lake erupted—a geyser of water twisting upward in a violent column. It rose nearly sky-high before coalescing into a vaguely recognizable form. Thalor hung suspended above the water's surface. His skin rippled like a disturbed pond, blue-green scales flashing beneath translucent flesh. Water dripped from his fingertips, but never reached the lake below—each droplet freezing in midair before shooting back up to rejoin his body.

"Welcome, survivors." His voice crashed over us, resonating in my chest cavity until I could barely breathe.

The air beside him shimmered, distorting the crystal sky before materializing into another figure that must have been her. Sylphia. She hovered beside Thalor, her silver hair whipping around her face though no breeze touched us on the shore. Where he seemed solid despite his liquid nature, she appeared insubstantial—more suggestion than physical form, edges constantly blurring.

"The city of Memorica awaits," she said. "Ancient and patient in its depths."

"Each contestant must find three keys to unlock the Siren's Archive," Thalor continued.

Light coalesced in his palm, forming a crystalline teardrop that rotated slowly.

"Memory keys," he said, "which preserve the final moments of those who came before."

The first key dissolved as a second formed—this one shaped like a conch shell.

"Echo Keys, which carry the sounds of consequence."

The third key materialized—a perfect sphere that emitted streams of tiny silver bubbles.

"Whisper Keys, which hold the confessions of the drowned."

"Not all will find what they seek," Sylphia's cold voice sliced through my thoughts. "The keys are limited. Fewer than those who stand before us."

A ripple of tension swept through the gathered contestants. Limited keys meant some wouldn't survive—maybe many wouldn't.

Beside me, Kyren swore under his breath. "We need to move fast," he whispered. "We’ll each require our own set. That's twelve keys between the four of us."

I nodded grimly. The math was simple and brutal.

"You'll need these," Thalor said as shadowy attendants moved among us, distributing waterproof packs.

I opened mine to find three crystal containers, each with an intricate locking mechanism. They looked fragile, though I suspected they were anything but. Running my thumb along the smooth surface of one, I watched iridescent patterns ripple across its depths.

"Place each key within its container," Thalor instructed.

And then the water around him began to churn.

"The lake knows what lies beneath your masks," he said, his voice dropping to a register that vibrated in my bones. "Just as it knew the truth of those who came before."

Sylphia drifted closer. "What you've kept inside may become your greatest threat."

"Find the three keys, reach the Archive," Thalor concluded, "but remember—the waters of Memorica do not merely reflect what you are. They release it. And Memorica does not forgive those who hide their nature."

The words hung in the air with an ominous weight I couldn't quite place.

"Approach," Sylphia commanded, gesturing toward the water's edge.

I hesitated, but all around me, contestants moved forward as if pulled by invisible threads. Knees trembling, I forced myself to join the line forming at the shore.

One by one, we waded into the shallows. The water felt wrong against my skin—too thick, almost gelatinous, and far colder than it should have been under the harsh sun.

When my turn came, Thalor descended until he hovered just above the water before me. Without warning, he pressed his thumb against my throat.

Pain exploded outward from the point of contact—a cold fire that spread through my neck and into my lungs. I gasped, clawing at my throat, but the sensation had already faded, leaving behind a strange weight in my chest, as if my lungs had been filled with something denser than air.

"The breathing enchantment will activate once you're fully submerged," Thalor explained, his massive face uncomfortably close to mine. I could see my own reflection in his pupils, distorted and tiny. "Resist, and you drown."

"What happens if the enchantment fails?" someone asked—a tall woman whose name I'd never bothered to learn.

Sylphia's smile was a knife-slash across her face. "Then you join Memorica's permanent residents."

"And how long do we have?" asked another contestant.

"Until the depths become too much to bear," Thalor replied, drifting back to the center of the lake.

The pressure in my lungs increased, making each breath slightly painful. Whatever they'd done to us was already working.

I found Thatcher in the crowd. He reached for my hand, and I grabbed his, drawing strength from his solid presence.

"Together?" he asked.

"Always," I replied, and I felt the certainty of our connection. Whatever came next, we would face it as we had everything else—side by side.

The roaring grew louder, and I realized it wasn't just in my head. The lake was moving.

Thalor raised his arms, and the water before us began to rise. A wall of it towered twenty, thirty, fifty feet above us, suspended by divine will. A tsunami frozen in the moment before destruction.

My throat closed. I couldn't breathe, couldn't move, couldn't even scream as the massive wave hung over us.

"This city drowned," Thalor said, his voice booming across the expanse. "But why?"

And then the wave fell.

It raged against me, crushing the air from my lungs as it swept me off my feet. The world disappeared into churning darkness. Water filled my nose, my mouth, my eyes. I tumbled end over end, unable to tell up from down as the current dragged me deeper.

The pressure against my eardrums intensified until I was certain they would burst. My lungs burned, desperate for air, but there was only water around me, invading every sense.

Don't breathe, I ordered myself, fighting against primal instinct. The enchantment. Wait for the enchantment.

But panic won. My lungs seized, and I inhaled reflexively, expecting the searing pain of drowning.

Instead, the mark on my throat flared with cold fire, and the water changed into something my body could process. The burning in my lungs subsided.

I forced myself to take another breath. The sensation was strange—like breathing liquid silk that somehow didn't kill me. It felt wrong on every level, but it was keeping me alive.

Gradually, the violent currents subsided. I oriented myself. Above, the surface was a distant, rippling ceiling of light. Below, the drowned city spread out in all its impossible architecture.

I twisted in the water, searching desperately. The city stretched in every direction, a labyrinth of coral and crystal and pearl. Other contestants were visible as distant specks, all dispersed above the city like me. I looked for any sign of my allies but no one was close enough to recognize.

The breathing enchantment kept me alive, but it didn't stop the rising tide of terror. Had the enchantment failed them? Were they⁠—

Here.

Thatcher's voice sliced through my panic.

Where? I demanded, still spinning in place.

Look up. To your right.

I twisted again and finally spotted him—a dark figure silhouetted against the surface, maybe a hundred yards away.

Relief crashed through me with such force that I nearly blacked out. I stayed in place, watching as he swam toward me with powerful strokes. Growing up in Saltcrest had made us both strong swimmers, but underwater movement was still different from navigating shallow ocean waves. Thatcher adapted quickly. He eventually reached me, colliding with me in a tangle of limbs before we sorted ourselves out.

His hair floated around his head like dark seaweed, and the breathing enchantment on his throat pulsed with blue light.

Any sign of Marx or Kyren? He asked as we examined our surroundings.

Nothing yet, I replied. But we need to start looking for keys. Remember what they said—limited supply. We can try to find the others while we search.

If they survived the plunge, he thought grimly.

Marx did. She's too stubborn to die, I sent.

At least we have an advantage—not many contestants grew up hauling fishing nets and diving for oysters.

Right.

Memorica was a vast underwater metropolis that had clearly drowned ages ago. Towers covered in living coral spiraled upward, their surfaces embedded with pearls that glowed and shimmered.

Schools of fish darted between structures, their movements synchronized as if they shared a single mind. In the distance, what looked like a massive amphitheater rose from the seabed.

Thatcher pointed toward the far edge of the city, where the structures ended abruptly at what appeared to be an underwater cliff. Beyond it, the water darkened to impenetrable blackness. Perched at the very edge stood a building unlike the others—a massive structure that was far more decorated than the rest.

The Archive, I realized. Our ultimate destination.

But first, we needed the keys. I scanned our surroundings, trying to formulate a plan.

There, Thatcher pointed to a large plaza between two temple-like structures. That looks like somewhere important things would be kept.

Worth a try.

And we began racing toward it, letting instinct take over. Our bodies knew how to cut through water efficiently, how to conserve energy, how to read the subtle shifts in pressure that signaled changes in the environment.

We'd covered about half the distance to the plaza when movement caught my eye—a flash of silver darting behind a coral column. I grabbed Thatcher's arm, pointing.

What was that?

Something huge. And something we do not have time to deal with, he sent down the bond.

Keep moving. Just be alert.

We approached the plaza more cautiously now. It was circular, surrounded by towering columns of crystal that cast prismatic light across the open space. In the center, floating about six feet off the ground, were two crystalline teardrops—identical to the memory keys Thalor had shown us.

Two of them! I sent, unable to believe our luck. That's too easy.

Maybe, Thatcher replied. But we need them regardless.

Could be a trap.

Most definitely. Question is—what kind?

We circled the plaza, staying close to the columns as we looked for any sign of danger—guardian creatures, trigger mechanisms, other contestants lying in wait. But there was nothing. Just the keys, rotating slowly in the center.

I'll go, I decided, pulling one of the containers from my pack. Cover me.

Be careful, Thatcher warned, positioning himself to watch all approaches.

I swam toward the keys, every muscle tensed for an attack that didn't come. As I drew closer, I noticed something strange—images flickering within the crystals' depths, too fast to identify. They created a hypnotic effect, almost pulling me forward against my will.

My fingers closed around the first key, and the world exploded.

Not in fire. Not in destruction. In memory—though clearly not my own.

Young hands. Trembling, ink-stained fingers. Watching an older man in deep turquoise robes accept a heavy purse from a hooded figure. A sealed scroll changed hands.

Reality twisted. A new scene. The same ink-stained hands frantically burning parchment as bells tolled overhead. Water seeping under the door. Rising. Rising too fast. A final prayer to Thalor dying on drowning lips.

The sensory assault was so unexpected, so visceral, that I gasped, water rushing into my mouth and being processed by the enchantment. I had lived someone's death.

Thais! Thatcher's mental voice cut through the flood of images. What's wrong?

I couldn't answer, couldn't form coherent thoughts as the memories continued to assault me.

The key, Thais.

The key. Right. With tremendous effort, I wrenched my focus back to the present. The key was still clutched in my hand, its surface now pulsing with light.

It shows memories, I managed, my mental voice shaking. Memorica's memories. Its death.

Put it in the container, Thatcher urged. I'll get mine now.

My hands trembled as I placed the key in its crystal sphere. Even contained, the key continued to pulse, images still visible within its depths but no longer overwhelming my senses.

Be careful, I said, securing the container in my pack. It's... intense.

Thatcher nodded and began swimming toward the second key, moving with deliberate caution. I watched as he approached, noting how his movements slowed the closer he got, as if pushing through invisible resistance.

When his fingers finally brushed the surface, his body went rigid. His eyes widened, then glazed over.

But something was wrong.

Thatcher's expression transformed into one of pure horror. His mouth opened in a silent scream, bubbles escaping from between his lips. His body convulsed as if trying to pull away from whatever visions the key was showing him, but his hand remained locked onto its surface.

Thatcher! I called through our bond. It's not real. Whatever you're seeing, it's not real!

He gave no indication he'd heard me. His face contorted further, agony etched into every line. What was he seeing? What memories had the key chosen to show him?

That's when I noticed it—a dark shape forming in the water behind him, coalescing from nothing. At first, it was just a shadow, a distortion in the water. But with each passing second, it took on a more defined form—sleek, predatory, with fins and teeth and malice.

I started swimming toward him, intending to break his connection to the key, when something moved in my peripheral vision. I turned to find a creature materializing beside me—a shark with scales like black metal. What froze me in place weren't its rows of teeth or powerful form, but its eyes—indigo eyes identical to my own.

Thatcher, I tried again, fighting to keep my voice steady. You need to let go of the key. NOW.

This time, something got through. He blinked once, twice, then wrenched his hand away as if it had burned him. The key bobbed in the water, momentarily forgotten as he spun around, coming face to face with the creature that had formed behind him.

Don't. Move, I sent, freezing in place myself. We're being circled.

Both creatures were swimming in slow, deliberate patterns around us. They maintained perfect distance, their movements synchronized like a carefully choreographed dance. The one close to Thatcher was different from mine—larger, with armored plates running down its spine, but the eyes were the same. Indigo.

They came from nowhere, Thatcher sent, his mental voice tight. One second nothing, then...

A scream tore through the water—distorted but unmistakable in its agony. I inched my head in the direction. There was a contestant maybe fifty yards away, surrounded by a different monster. A massive, slime-green serpent with a spine-covered back had wrapped itself around him.

The contestant thrashed wildly, his terror evident even at this distance. With each panicked movement, with each bubbled scream, the serpent grew larger, its spines elongating and sharpening.

Then, with horrifying suddenness, those spines plunged inward.

The water clouded with blood.

The contestant's struggles weakened, then stopped altogether. The serpent began to lose definition. Its form wavered, edges blurring, until it simply dissolved back into the water. Like it had never been real at all.

Gods, I breathed. It was his fear. His panic made it stronger until...

Until it killed him, Thatcher finished grimly.

The realization crashed over me. Thatcher, your creature—it only formed after you touched the key. After you saw whatever memory it showed you.

Understanding dawned in his eyes. "The waters of Memorica do not merely reflect what you are. They release it." He quoted Thalor's warning. They're manifestations of our emotions. And they're feeding on them.

So if we control our emotions...

We control the manifestations.

We both closed our eyes, hand in hand. I pictured the calm waters of Saltcrest at dawn, the rhythmic sound of waves against the shore, the familiar weight of an oar in my hands. Gradually, deliberately, I slowed my breathing, my heartbeat, pushing away the panic that threatened to consume me.

When I opened my eyes again, the creatures were fading—becoming transparent, then translucent, then nothing more than ripples in the water.

It worked, Thatcher sent, relief evident in his mental voice.

For now, I cautioned. But we need to be careful. Any strong emotion could bring them back.

I have a feeling it won't be the last time we see those, he said, reaching for the memory key again—this time prepared for its effects.

With swift, efficient movements, he placed it in his container and sealed it tight.

What did you see? I asked, noting the lingering horror in his eyes.

Thatcher's face was ashen, his hands trembling slightly. I was... I was a mother. I felt everything she felt. She was putting her children to bed, singing them a lullaby. Then the walls began to crack. Water exploded through the windows.

He had to stop, closing his eyes against the memory.

She tried to reach them, but the current was too strong. I felt her lungs fill with water as she watched her children swept away. Her last thought was asking Thalor why he'd forsaken them. His voice cracked. I felt her die, Thais. Felt her heart break before it stopped beating.

Gods, I breathed. I saw a priest conducting some shady deal. And then my hands were burning scrolls as water came crashing in. I felt him die too.

Whatever happened here, Thatcher said, his voice hollow, everyone paid the price.

Two memory keys secured, but the true horror of Memorica was only beginning to reveal itself.

Suddenly, a commotion erupted from the direction of the amphitheater. We could see figures swimming frantically.

That's Marx! I recognized her distinctive silhouette, even at this distance. She was fighting, surrounded by swirling shapes. One massive, rage-red creature seemed to be attacking her.

Wait, Thatcher grabbed my arm. We need a plan. Those manifestations⁠—

No time, I cut him off, pulling free.

I propelled myself forward, pushing through the water with newfound urgency.

I swam hard, my focus entirely on reaching Marx. I didn't notice the subtle change in the water current—a powerful undertow suddenly caught me, pulling me sideways.

Thais, watch out! Thatcher's warning came too late.

I spun to see a swirling vortex of water and air—a cyclone that had formed without warning. It towered from the seabed to the distant surface, a spinning column of destruction that was already drawing me into its orbit.

I fought against the current, arms and legs working desperately, but the pull was too strong. Within seconds, I was caught in its outer edge, being dragged inexorably toward its center.

THAIS! Thatcher's scream tore through our bond as the vortex swallowed me.

The last thing I saw was his face, contorted in horror, his hand reaching for mine across an impossible distance. Then everything dissolved into chaos as the cyclone claimed me, ripping me away from my brother and dragging me deeper into the unknown heart of Memorica.


Chapter 31
Currents of Memory


Violent currents tore at my limbs, threatening to rip them from their sockets. My body twisted in directions it was never meant to bend, pressure crushing my chest until I couldn't remember what breathing felt like. The enchantment on my throat burned with freezing fire, struggling to process the water churning around me.

Then came the visions.

The cyclone's eye trapped me in unnatural stillness, a pocket of impossible calm surrounded by raging chaos. The water shimmered, and suddenly I was surrounded by translucent figures—people in elaborate clothing walking through markets, living their lives in a city not yet claimed by the sea.

A girl chased a boy through what must have been a plaza, both laughing silently. Merchants haggled over glowing crystals and bottles filled with shimmering concoctions. Priests in ceremonial robes processed toward a temple.

Thalor appeared above the city, massive beyond comprehension, water swirling around him in impossible patterns. His form blocked out the evening sunset, casting the entire city in shadow. Below, priests scrambled in panic, some falling to their knees in prayer while others ran for the temples.

Without warning, he raised his arms. Water materialized from nothing—walls of it, torrents beyond imagining. The deluge crashed down on Memorica with divine fury. Buildings crumbled under the impact. Streets became rivers, then rapids, then deadly currents that swept away everything in their path. People ran, screamed, prayed—but there was nowhere to escape.

A voice whispered through the water, through my bones: The city remembers its death.

The vision shifted to a map—pulsing light showing three distinct locations within the ruins. Temple. City center. Amphitheater. Each marked with different keys.

Every truth costs something. The question is what you'll pay.

My fear, which had been simmering just beneath the surface, suddenly exploded—primal and overwhelming. It clawed up my throat and squeezed my lungs until I couldn't breathe. The cyclone wasn't just showing me visions, it was feeding on my terror, amplifying it a thousandfold.

The eye of the storm collapsed.

I was ejected with violent force, tumbling through water until I slammed against stone. Pain blossomed across my shoulder, but the physical hurt was nothing compared to the paralysis of absolute terror gripping my limbs.

A beast loomed above me—no longer the shark-like shadow from before, but an ancient monstrosity the size of a ship. Its skin was obsidian scales layered over each other like armor, its teeth longer than my forearm and sharp as knives.

My fear given flesh and purpose, grown to nightmarish proportions.

I couldn't move. Couldn't think. Could barely process that I was still alive as the creature circled above, its massive tail creating currents that pushed me against the ruined wall at my back. Every instinct screamed to flee, but my body refused to obey.

The beast dove.

Survival instinct finally broke through my paralysis. Starlight exploded from my fingertips, coalescing into a shield just as those terrible jaws snapped closed. Teeth scraped against light, the impact sending me tumbling backward through the water.

The monster circled for another pass, faster this time.

I forced myself to breathe, to think past the blind terror flooding my system. The shield wouldn't hold against another direct hit. I needed to fight back.

The starlight shifted in my hands, flowing like liquid until it hardened into a massive blade that gleamed with cold brilliance. The water around me seemed to constrict, every inch of my skin alive and screaming with awareness of the danger.

The beast charged again, jaws wide enough to swallow me whole.

I met it head-on.

My blade sliced through scales that should have been impenetrable, opening a massive gash along the creature's side. It thrashed in pain, black blood spilling from the wound and dissolving into the water. I felt a strange echo of that pain in my own side, a phantom burning that made me gasp.

The balance tipped inside me—paralyzing terror receding just enough to let rage take its place. This thing had tried to kill me. This manifestation of my own fear thought it could consume me.

"You came from me," I snarled, the words distorted by water but charged nonetheless. "You are mine to control!"

The beast recovered, circling again but more cautiously now. Its wound left a trail of dissolving darkness in its wake. I could feel the connection between us—a tether that grew stronger as my understanding deepened.

It attacked again, coming at me from below. I twisted aside, my blade carving another gash through its hide. The phantom pain flared in my abdomen, but I pushed through it, riding the rush of battle-clarity.

When it came at me a third time, I met it with vengeance. My star-blade sliced clean through its massive body, the wound searing with celestial fire. The beast convulsed, thrashing wildly as light consumed it from within.

Then it stilled, hanging in the water for one suspended moment before dissolving completely. Not a single scale remained to mark its existence.

Victory surged through me, fierce and triumphant. I'd defeated my own fear, conquered the monster the trial had created from my weakest emotion. I felt lighter, clearer, as if a weight I'd carried my entire life had suddenly been lifted.

Thatcher.

I reached for our bond, immediately feeling his relieved response.

Thais! Where are you? Are you hurt?

I'm fine, I sent back. Better than fine, actually. The cyclone showed me where to find the keys—whisper keys at the temple, memory keys at the city center, echo keys at the amphitheater. And Thatcher, I saw what happened to Memorica.

What do you mean?

It was Thalor. He drowned it.

A pause. But why?

I don’t know.

We've been searching for you, Thatcher continued. Marx's with me. We'll find you and go together.

No time, I responded, already swimming with purpose. Meet me at the temple. I'm going ahead.

Thais, wait! It's dangerous to go alone⁠—

I'll be fine, I cut him off, impatient. See you there.

I ignored his continued protests, pushing forward with single-minded determination. Why wait when I could be collecting keys?

The temple rose before me—a massive stepped pyramid with carved figures adorning its sides. Unlike the rest of Memorica's coral and crystal architecture, this structure was darker, older, built from volcanic stone.

I swam inside without hesitation, entering a vast hall supported by columns carved to resemble ancient sea creatures. Pale green light filtered through gaps in the ceiling, creating dappled patterns across the stone floor. Whispers surrounded me, coming from everywhere and nowhere—some in languages I recognized, others in sounds no normal throat could make.

The disorienting mass of voices made it difficult to concentrate, but I pressed on, searching for the keys. Corridors branched in multiple directions, each leading deeper into the temple's shadowy interior. I chose one at random, following it until it opened into a circular chamber dominated by a stone altar.

There—hovering above the altar—a whisper key rotated slowly in the current. Its opalescent surface constantly shifted between solid form and streams of tiny silver bubbles that dissolved before escaping its influence.

I smiled, swimming forward with confident strokes.

Just as my fingers were about to close around it, movement flashed in my peripheral vision. I twisted aside just in time to avoid the spear of translucent matter that shot through the water where I'd been moments before.

A contestant hung in the doorway. I recognized him instantly. Vance. The energy-wielder from the Proving. The one whose power had erupted in deadly bursts. The one I'd nearly killed before Miria stopped us. His hands pulsed, spheres of purple-white energy swirling around his fingers.

"Well," he said, voice distorted but clearly pleased. "If it isn't the star girl. Miria isn't here to save you this time."

I laughed. "I don't need saving. But you might."

"That’s mine," he said, nodding toward the whisper key. "Leave now, and I might let you live."

"You're welcome to try and take it."

He attacked without warning, launching three energy bursts in rapid succession. The orbs streaked through the water, leaving trails of superheated bubbles in their wake. I called starlight to my hands, forming a shield that the projectiles slammed against. The impact sent shock waves through the water, but my shield held.

Before he could form more, I counterattacked, hurling a sphere of compressed starlight toward him.

Vance dodged, but barely—the sphere clipped his shoulder, spinning him through the water. His face contorted with pain and rage as he steadied himself.

"You'll regret that," he snarled, spreading his arms wide. Power surged from his hands in a concentrated beam that caught me directly in the chest, sending me tumbling backward. Every nerve in my body fired at once, muscles contorting in agony as shocks coursed through me. My limbs refused to obey, temporarily paralyzed by the overload.

"Not so confident now, are you?" Vance taunted, gathering a spear of energy between his palms. "I've wanted to finish this since the Proving." I struggled against the paralyzing effect, my muscles twitching uselessly as he approached. "I've been looking forward to this," he said, positioning the spear directly over my chest.

Suddenly, the water around us churned violently. Massive jaws snapped shut inches from where Vance hovered, barely missing him. His concentration broke, and the paralyzing effect caging me shattered instantly. Vance's eyes widened in shock as an enormous leviathan emerged from the depths, its ancient scales gleaming in the murky water.

"Damn it!" Vance snarled, the energy spear dissipating as he twisted away from a second attack. The leviathan's massive tail whipped through the water, creating a current that sent Vance tumbling backward. He regained his balance quickly, eyes darting between me and the beast before making his decision. "This isn't over," he hissed, then propelled himself upward with a burst of energy, disappearing into the darkness above.

I raised my blade, ready to face the leviathan, when a figure swam into view. "Put that down before you hurt yourself," Marx said, her voice distorted through the water. Her expression was unimpressed.

The leviathan circled back to hover protectively behind her. Its spine-covered back rippled as it moved, eyes burning like embers in its massive head.

"I had it under control," I replied, though even I knew that was a lie.

"Clearly." Marx's sarcasm was in full force. "What the hell were you thinking, coming here alone?"

Before I could answer, Thatcher arrived, his face a storm of worry and anger. "Thais! What were you—" He stopped abruptly, taking in the blood-clouded water and the remains of the fight. "Gods. What happened?"

"Your sister decided to get herself killed," Marx said flatly. "I intervened."

Thatcher grabbed my shoulders, his eyes searching mine. "What's wrong with you? Why would you rush off alone like that?"

"We need the keys," I said, confused. "I knew where to find them. Why wait?"

"Because it's dangerous!" he exploded. "Because you could have died! Don't you understand that?"

I blinked.

Marx narrowed her eyes, studying me. "How did you know where to find the keys?"

"The cyclone showed me," I explained. "While I was trapped inside."

"It just gave you this information?" Marx asked, suspicion edging her voice.

I frowned, considering. "Well, it certainly didn't come for free. My fear was magnified while I was inside. Made it almost unbearable. When it finally ejected me, the shark from earlier was waiting—but so much larger this time. Massive, the size of a ship. I suppose it fed on all of that fear while I was inside."

"And where is this monster now?" Marx asked, looking around as if expecting to see it lurking nearby.

"I destroyed it," I said with a small smile. "Cut it clean through. It dissolved into nothing."

Marx's eyes widened. "You killed your own fear manifestation?"

"What else was I supposed to do?"

Marx and Thatcher exchanged a look.

"Thais," Thatcher said carefully, "just now, during the fight—were you scared at all?"

I considered the question. "No. Why?"

"He nearly killed you," Thatcher pointed out. "Most people would find that frightening."

Marx's face shifted with sudden understanding. "You killed your fear."

The realization dawned on me slowly. "Is that possible?"

"Not just your fear," Thatcher said grimly. "Your sense of self-preservation. That's why you charged in here alone, why you fought so recklessly." He ran a hand through his hair in frustration. "You're not just fearless—you're incapable of recognizing danger."

"Is that such a bad thing?" I argued. "Fear holds us back."

"Fear keeps you alive," Thatcher countered. "It stops you from taking stupid risks—like attacking a man who could disable you completely without backup."

"Good thing I was following her," Marx interjected dryly. "Well, me and Bertha here." She patted the massive leviathan's side, and it rumbled in response. "Turns out when you've seen the worst the world has to offer, rage becomes just another tool. No emotion needed."

"So you feel nothing?" Thatcher asked.

Marx shrugged. "I feel plenty. I just don't let it control me. In turn, I can control Bertha." She gestured to the whisper key still hovering above the altar. "Now, are we going to claim that or keep chatting about our feelings?"

I swam to the altar and reached for the key. The whispers intensified as my fingers approached, though no specific words were discernible. But when I touched its surface, I heard them—fragmented confessions in different voices:

"We sold what should never be sold..." "The gold was worth more than faith..." "Forgive us, we have corrupted sacred trust..." "Divine knowledge for mortal coin..."

The voices faded as I placed the key in its container and sealed it tight. One whisper key secured.

"There has to be more," Thatcher said, already moving deeper into the temple.

We followed him through winding corridors, the whispers growing louder with each turn. Thatcher's movements were cautious, checking corners before proceeding.

"I'm not letting you out of my sight," he informed me as we swam. "Not until we find a way to restore your fear."

"If we can," Marx muttered, low enough that only I heard.

The temple descended into darker depths, corridors leading downward until we reached a section that appeared partially buried in sand. The whispers here were different—intertwined with what sounded like cries for help.

"Something's wrong," Thatcher said, pausing at the entrance to a large chamber.

I peered past him and saw the reason for his concern. Kyren was backed against a far wall, facing off against a massive crocodile-like beast with too many teeth and scales that shifted color. Kyren himself was flickering between different forms—sometimes solid, sometimes transparent, sometimes appearing to be in multiple places at once.

"Illusions," Marx said, watching the display with narrowed eyes. "He's trying to confuse it."

The whispers in the chamber were deafening, making it almost impossible to hear our own thoughts. I spotted what we'd come for—keys floating in alcoves around the room's perimeter, their surfaces rippling with escaping bubbles.

Thatcher grabbed my arm before I could move. "Thais, flank position, but do not move until I give the signal." His eyes bored into mine. "I mean it."

I wanted to argue, but the intensity of his gaze stopped me. "Fine."

"Marx, distraction. Your beast should draw its attention."

Marx nodded, already directing her leviathan forward. "On it."

"And Kyren?" I asked.

"I'll get to him," Thatcher replied. "He needs to calm down—that's his own manifestation attacking him. The more he panics, the worse it gets."

We moved into position, Marx's beast charging forward to engage the crocodile while I circled to the side, keeping to the shadows. Thatcher swam directly toward Kyren, avoiding the clashing manifestation carefully.

He reached Kyren, grabbing the man's shoulders and speaking directly into his face. Though I couldn't hear the words, I could see the effect—Kyren's frantic illusions began to slow, his form solidifying as he focused on Thatcher's voice.

The crocodile responded immediately, its attacks becoming less coordinated, its massive body beginning to lose definition at the edges. Marx's leviathan drove it back further, giving Thatcher and Kyren space to retreat to safety.

Within minutes, the crocodile had dissolved completely, leaving only swirling currents where it had been. Kyren slumped against Thatcher, exhaustion evident in every line of his body.

"What happened?" I asked as we regrouped.

"Panic spiral," Kyren said wearily. "I’m absolutely terrified of open water."

"You weren't supposed to be the weak link," Marx said, but the edge didn't quite reach her tone.

Kyren straightened, indignation momentarily overriding his exhaustion. "Weak link? I've already got all three keys."

"What?" Thatcher stared at him in disbelief.

"Yeah, started in the amphitheater where I swiped an echo key off another contestant—never even knew I was there. Then the city center. Then my manifestation followed me here, where I grabbed the whisper key." He patted a pouch at his side. "All three, secure and ready."

"You got them all on your own?" I couldn't hide my surprise.

"Don't sound so shocked," Kyren replied with a weak smile. "I'm good at what I do."

"Which is what, exactly?" Marx asked, suspicious.

"Surviving." His smile faded. "The echo keys were the worst. They radiate such loud sounds when you get close—it's like your head is going to explode. My ears were bleeding by the time I shoved it into the container. Thought I'd never hear again."

"And yet here you are, complaining at full, albeit muffled, volume," Marx observed.

Thatcher intervened. "We still need echo keys. We should head to the Amphitheater next."

"Grab your whisper keys," I said, gesturing to the ones still floating in their alcoves.

They all grabbed one, pressing the keys against their ears to listen before sealing them safely in our containers.

"Each key shows something different about Memorica. We need to piece together what happened here." I looked at each of them. "The memory keys show moments from citizens' lives as the city drowned. The echo keys⁠—"

"Consequences, I think," Kyren interrupted.

"The whisper keys have confessions," Marx added. "Something about selling things that shouldn't be sold."

"And I saw Thalor," I said, watching their reactions. "In the cyclone. He appeared above the city. Then he drowned them all."

Kyren's face paled. "But why?"

"Whatever was sold was clearly dangerous," Thatcher said grimly. "Enough to warrant this."

"The memory I experienced," I said slowly, "was from someone with ink-stained fingers. I watched someone in turquoise robes—a priest, I think. He was handing over a scroll in exchange for gold.”

"So they were trafficking divine information," Marx said.

"But we still don't know what exactly," Kyren pointed out, gesturing to the drowned city around us. "The keys show the selling, show the consequences, but not the actual secrets."

"Maybe that's the point," I said, thinking it through. "Maybe we're not meant to know the specifics. Just that some knowledge shouldn't be sold."

"The echo keys will tell us more," Thatcher said.

"Only one way to find out." Marx adjusted her pack. "To the amphitheater. Stay together."

We left the temple and swam through Memorica's ruins, keeping to shadowed pathways and hidden corridors. Twice we had to hide as other contestants passed by—once when we spotted a pair waiting in ambush for an unsuspecting victim.

I wanted to intervene, to stop the ambush before it happened, but Thatcher held me back.

"We don't have time for heroism," he hissed. "We need to get to the echo keys before they're all gone."

"But they're going to kill that person," I argued.

"And that's terrible, but we can't save everyone. Focus on our objective."

I followed Thatcher's lead, swimming past. The sick feeling in my stomach remained, though I couldn't identify it as guilt or shame or something else entirely.

The amphitheater rose before us, its tiered seating surrounding a central stage area. Blood clouded the water near the entrance, turning the crystal-clear sea into a murky red. At least three bodies floated among the ruins.

"It didn't look like this last time," Kyren whispered. "What happened?"

"Everyone coming for the same limited resource," Marx guessed.

We entered cautiously, Thatcher leading with Marx and her beast close behind. I brought up the rear with Kyren, watching for any sign of ambush from behind. The interior was eerily quiet, no music, no sound at all except the subtle current moving through the massive space.

"Where are the keys?" I asked, scanning the tiered seating and central stage area. "I don't see any."

"They've got to be here somewhere," Thatcher insisted. "Spread out, but stay within sight of each other."

We searched methodically, checking alcoves and hidden spaces throughout the structure. Nothing. No sign of the echo keys, no singing crystals, no conch-shaped objects.

"We're too late," Marx finally said. "They're gone."

"We have to keep looking," Thatcher argued.

A sudden scream cut through the water. We spun toward the source—one of the upper tiers where we hadn't yet searched. A contestant thrashed wildly, blood pouring from wounds that appeared out of nowhere. Invisible blades seemed to slice through his body from every direction until he finally went still, his lifeless form drifting slowly downward.

"What the hell was that?" Kyren breathed.

"An echo," Marx said slowly, her eyes narrowing. "Look—there!"

She pointed to a shimmer in the water, barely visible.

"The keys are hiding," I realized. "Camouflaged."

"That explains why they're so hard to find," Thatcher said. "And why that contestant died—he must have stumbled into one without realizing what it was. The sound must have defensive properties."

"Which means we need to approach carefully," Marx concluded.

"Kyren, you said they emit painful sounds when you get close," I said. "Can you hear anything now? Like what you heard earlier? We don’t know what it’s supposed to sound like."

He concentrated, closing his eyes. "Yes... very faint, but it's there. This way."

We followed him toward another tier, moving slowly and carefully. As we approached, a high-pitched whine began to build, starting just at the edge of hearing but quickly becoming painfully loud. Kyren winced, pressing his hands to his ears.

"It's close," he gasped.

I moved forward, focusing on the shimmering distortion ahead. The sound intensified until it felt like my skull might crack, blood trickling from my ears and dissolving into the water around me. But I pressed on.

Within the sound, I could hear things. The clash of steel on steel, thousands of blades meeting in battle. Horses screaming. The wet sound of spears finding flesh. The roar of fire consuming buildings. Mass prayers turning to mass screams. Marching feet, endless marching feet. And beneath it all, a broken voice: "One deal made in darkness... ten thousand graves..."

My fingers brushed against something solid. The echo key suddenly materialized—a conch-shaped crystal that pulsed with inner light. The sound changed into a thousand voices screaming directly into my brain.

Fighting through the pain, I managed to get the key into its container and seal it tight. Immediately, the sound cut off, leaving blessed silence in its wake.

"One down," I gasped, wiping blood from my ears.

Thatcher went next, following Kyren's directions to another hidden key. He struggled more than I had, the pain visibly affecting him as he reached for the invisible crystal. When he finally secured it, his face was pale.

"Last one," Marx said grimly, already tracking the third key's location.

She had only taken a few strokes when a massive shadow passed overhead. We looked up to see another contestant swimming above us, accompanied by a beast twice the size of Marx's leviathan. Before any of us could react, the creature dove, jaws wide and teeth gleaming.

Marx's beast intercepted it, the two manifestations colliding in an explosion of red and violet. The impact sent shock waves through the water, knocking us back against the amphitheater's stone seats.

"Go!" Marx shouted, tossing me her last container. "Get my last key!" And then she moved to direct her Leviathan.

Kyren led me toward the final echo key while Thatcher moved to help Marx. The sound was already building, making my vision blur and my stomach churn. Kyren pointed to a specific spot, unable to approach any closer as the sound threatened to overwhelm him again.

I swam forward, focusing through the pain as blood once more began to trickle from my ears. The key materialized as my fingers touched it, its song so intense I could feel my consciousness slipping. More echoes—more violent deaths.

With the last of my strength, I secured it in its container, silencing the terrible noise.

When I turned back, I saw Thatcher locked in combat with the other contestant—a woman with tentacles of living darkness extending from her hands. One of those tendrils had wrapped around his knee, the skin beneath it turning gray and lifeless. To the left, the massive violet beast clamped down on Marx's leg.

I shot forward without hesitation, star-blade forming in my hand. The woman saw me coming and redirected some of her darkness toward me, but I was too fast, too committed to my attack. Kill her, and the manifestation goes with her. My blade severed the tendril holding Thatcher, then continued through to slice across her arm.

She screamed, dark blood clouding the water between us. Her manifestation disengaged from Marx's beast, returning to defend its creator as she retreated, clutching her wounded frame.

"We've got what we came for," Thatcher gasped, his leg still partially gray where the tendril had touched him. "Let's go!"

We regrouped quickly, swimming as fast as we could out of the amphitheatre. All four of us now had complete sets of keys—one memory, one echo, one whisper. The final stage of the trial awaited.

"The echo keys showed wars, right?" Thatcher said quietly, his voice heavy. "It sounded brutal."

"Whatever divine secrets Memorica sold, it had major repercussions." Kyren said.

"The voice I heard..." I paused, remembering. "One deal made in darkness... ten thousand graves."

"No wonder Thalor drowned them," Thatcher concluded grimly. "How many people died because priests wanted gold?"

Kyren concluded. "Had to be information that mortals shouldn't have had."

"But we still don't know exactly what kind of secrets," I pointed out. "What could be valuable enough to risk divine wrath?"

"Whatever it was," Thatcher said darkly, "Thalor found out. And his response was to drown every man, woman, and child in the city."

We swam in silence for a moment, the weight of Memorica's tragedy settling over us.

The Archive loomed in the distance, a massive structure perched at the edge of the shelf break. As we approached, a beam of golden light shot from its apex toward the surface, creating a shimmering pathway through the water.

"It's opening," Kyren said, a mixture of fear and excitement in his voice.

"Whatever's in there," Marx said, "we face it together."

"Together," Thatcher agreed, though his worried gaze lingered on me.

As one, we swam into the Archive, leaving the chaos of Memorica behind. The second I entered, anxiety prickled my neck. Well, so much for being fearless. The archive had clearly returned it to me in all its glory.

Before us was a vast circular chamber descending toward the drop-off. And then they began to appear. Beings that shared our features, but had the tails of fish. Sirens, ancient and powerful and all-knowing, if the fables were to be believed.

"Welcome, survivors," one of them intoned, its voice perfectly clear. "You have reached the Archive, but your journey is not complete."

In the center of the chamber, receptacles for the keys were arranged on a circular platform.

The lead siren glided forward, its movements unnaturally fluid. "But first, you must prove you understand why you swim through these ruins. What truth do the keys reveal?"

I exchanged glances with the others. This was it.

"Memorica was a city of Thalor's faithful," Kyren began slowly. "They served as his priests and record-keepers."

"But they betrayed that trust," Thatcher continued. "They sold divine secrets for gold."

"And those secrets sparked wars," Marx added, her voice grim.

"So when Thalor discovered their betrayal," I finished, "he drowned the entire city. Everyone paid for the priests' greed—even the innocent."

The sirens' bioluminescent patterns pulsed in what might have been approval. "You understand the price of betrayal. Memorica sold truth for gold, and gold became their grave."

“But what were the secrets? What was sold?” Kyren asked, looking between the ethereal beings.

The lead siren's expression grew even more severe. “If mortal ears were not ready for them a century ago, what makes you believe yours are now?”

Another slithered past us, blocking us inside the archive. “This Trial was not about discovering secrets. It was about understanding the weight of them. And that everything comes with a price. Just as the priests learned.”

"Now you face the inverse of their test." The lead siren inched closer. "You must do what they could not. Give freely what they would have sold. Sacrifice your most guarded truth."

The sirens circled us, their movements hypnotic. "Prove you can abandon mortal corruption for divine purpose."

"Speak the secret that costs you everything," another intoned. "Only then may you ascend."

We need a plan, Thatcher sent urgently through our bond.

But for once, I had none to offer.


Chapter 32
Archives of Truth


Their rippled with glowing patterns that pulsed in rhythm with one another—almost like a silent language passing between them. The Archive chamber seemed to contract around us, the darkness below pulling at our feet, the weight of the ocean pressing down from above.

"Who will go first?" the leader asked, its voice reverberating through water and bone alike.

Shit. Panic surged through our twin bond, Thatcher's thoughts crashing into mine.

We’ll figure something out. My own fear matched his, though I fought to keep it contained.

The siren glided forward, its movements unnaturally fluid. "Place your keys in the receptacles. Speak your hidden shame. The path will open, but only truth will grant you passage." Its mouth curved in what might have been a smile, revealing jagged teeth. "And we will know if you lie."

"I'll go first," Marx said, stepping forward before any of us could respond.

She swam towards the platform, placing each key in its corresponding slot. Marx's keys began to glow, their light spreading through the water in rippling waves. A section of the chamber wall dissolved, revealing a tunnel that led upward, toward the surface. But the sirens moved to block her path.

"Speak your truth," the leader commanded. “And you may proceed.”

Marx's face contorted, as if fighting against invisible bonds. When she finally spoke, her voice was stripped of all of her usual sarcasm, raw and unguarded.

"I cursed my family," she said, the words dragged from somewhere deep inside her. "I didn't just run away. I made sure they would suffer. And when I heard they had all died—painfully, horribly—I felt... glad."

The confession hung in the water around us, stark and terrible. She had told me her story, but the deliberate vengeance was something she had never revealed.

The sirens conferred silently, their glowing patterns flashing in complex sequences. Then the leader nodded.

"Truth."

Marx turned, her eyes finding mine. For a brief moment, I saw uncertainty there—a rare display of vulnerability from someone who kept herself so carefully guarded.

"Go," I told her, my voice steady despite the dread building in my stomach. "We’ll see you up there."

She nodded once, a gesture of farewell. Without another word, she swam into the tunnel, her form quickly disappearing as she ascended toward the surface.

"The next contestant," the mer-being intoned, its eerie gaze sweeping over those who remained.

Kyren looked between Thatcher and I before clearing his throat, a strange sound underwater. "I'll go."

He approached the platform slowly, his hands trembling slightly as he placed his keys in their slots. The same burst of light, the same tunnel opening in the wall, the same beings moving to block his path.

"Speak your truth," came the command.

Kyren's face contorted with something beyond fear—shame, deep and visceral. He closed his eyes, unable to look at us as he spoke.

"I'm the reason my family lost everything," he said, his voice tight and low. "My mother was a respected merchant, built her business from nothing. Our family name meant something in the trade routes from Easthold to the Coast."

His hands trembled as he continued. "When my powers first manifested, I was fifteen. I could create these perfect illusions—make worthless metals look like gold, cheap stones sparkle like diamonds." His eyes closed briefly, pain etched across his features. "I convinced myself it was harmless. Just a way to help the family business during a difficult season."

Tears leaked from his eyes, dissolving instantly into the surrounding water. "At first, it was small deceptions. Then larger ones. My mother never knew—she thought we'd simply found better suppliers. The pride in her eyes when our profits doubled..." His voice cracked. "I kept going, creating illusory goods for bigger and bigger contracts."

He looked up, his expression raw with self-loathing. "When the deception was discovered, the Guild didn't just punish me. They seized everything—our home, our trading ships, every coin we had. My mother was publicly disgraced, my father imprisoned for fraud."

The sirens conferred in their silent language of light, patterns flashing across their skin.

"Truth," the leader finally declared.

Kyren didn't look back as he swam into his tunnel, disappearing as Marx had before him. His shame seemed to linger in the water, a heaviness that wouldn't dissipate.

What do we do? Thatcher's thoughts rushed through our bond, desperate and searching.

We have to try something, I responded. Some truth that's dark but not... that.

"Which of you is next?" the mer-being asked, its eyes seeming to look through us rather than at us.

I squeezed Thatcher's hand briefly, then moved forward. "I am."

I swam to the platform and placed my keys in their slots, one by one. The memory key, the echo key, the whisper key—each settling with a soft click. Light erupted from the receptacles.

The wall dissolved, revealing my pathway to the surface. Three sirens immediately took position before it, their forms solid and immovable.

"Speak your truth," the leader commanded.

I swallowed hard, searching for words that would satisfy them. "My darkest truth," I began, hoping my voice sounded steadier than it felt, "is that I enjoyed killing. When I took that contestant's life during the first trial, I felt a rush of power unlike anything I've experienced. It wasn't just survival—it was pleasure. And part of me wants to feel it again."

It wasn't entirely a lie. There had been a terrible satisfaction in that moment—a sense of rightness that disturbed me when I allowed myself to think about it.

The beings went still, their patterns freezing mid-pulse. Then, without warning, pain exploded through my mind—white-hot and absolute, as if fire was being injected straight into me. I screamed, the sound distorted by the water.

"Lies carry consequences," the leader said, its voice cold. "Speak your true darkness."

“But that is⁠—”

The pain returned tenfold, radiating outward from my core until I couldn't tell where it ended and I began. My vision fractured, darkness creeping in from the edges. I was dimly aware of Thatcher shouting, of movement behind me, but I couldn't focus through the agony.

"She refuses truth," the leader announced. "She cannot pass."

Then there was only pain again. Only white, hot lava blasting through me.

"Stop!" Thatcher's voice pierced through the haze. "Let her go!"

The sirens ignored him. I couldn't see, couldn't think, couldn’t breathe.

I screamed.

Then came a sound like nothing I'd ever heard—a deep, resonant tearing that seemed to vibrate through water and bone alike. Pressure waves slammed through the chamber, followed by something hot and viscous washing over me. The pain stopped abruptly.

When my vision cleared, horror wracked me.

The sirens were... everywhere. In pieces. Fragments of what had once been bodies floated in the water around me, already beginning to dissolve. Blood inked through the water, thick and dark, obscuring parts of the chamber. All of them. All of them were dead.

Thatcher was beside me, his face a mask of concern and something darker. Something I'd seen only once before, when Drakor had threatened him in the Proving.

"What did you do?" I whispered.

"They were killing you," he said simply, his voice hollow. "I couldn't let them."

Before I could respond, the chamber shuddered violently. Cracks appeared in the walls, spreading like lightning across the stone. Pieces of ceiling began to fall, crashing into the platform and sending shock waves through the water.

"The Archive is collapsing," Thatcher said urgently.

"My tunnel," I realized, looking toward the opening that had formed when I'd placed my keys. To my relief, it remained intact, the pathway still glowing with silvery light. "It's still open!"

"I need to use my keys," Thatcher said, already moving back to the platform.

I followed, fighting against the increasing turbulence as the Archive continued to shake itself apart. The chamber shuddered violently, chunks of ceiling crashing down around us.

Thatcher reached the platform first, quickly placing his three keys into their respective slots. For a moment, nothing happened, and panic clawed at my chest. Then the keys began to glow, their light intensifying until it was almost blinding.

A second opening appeared in the wall beside mine—his escape route forming just as the others had.

"Let's go!" I shouted over the growing roar of destruction, grabbing his arm and pulling him toward our escape routes.

We swam into our separate tunnels, racing against the destruction that pursued us. The passages ran parallel at first, close enough that I could see Thatcher through the crystalline barrier. Each tunnel twisted upward, occasionally branching in multiple directions.

The water pressure decreased as we ascended, but the danger only seemed to increase, the passages narrowing and debris beginning to fall more frequently.

Almost there, he sent through the bond, pointing to a patch of brighter water ahead where our paths appeared to converge.

A final violent tremor shook the tunnel. The structure around us groaned, stone grinding against stone. Then, with a sound like thunder, the ceiling gave way completely. Thatcher grabbed me, pulling me forward with desperate strength as tons of ancient masonry crashed down behind us.

We burst into open water just as the tunnel collapsed entirely, the force of the destruction propelling us upward. Above us, the surface shimmered with sunlight, tantalizingly close.

What happens when we get up there? I sent through our bond, the question encompassing all that had occurred below.

Thatcher's response carried a grim certainty. We’re fucked.

No matter what, we’re in this together, I promised, though fear churned in my stomach.

Because I knew. We weren’t getting out of this.


Chapter 33
The King of Gods


The shocking transition from liquid to air burned my lungs, a violent reminder that we had survived—for now. Before I could even take a proper breath, hands seized my arms, yanking me toward the shore.

I didn't resist. What would be the point?

Guards dragged us through the shallows. Their faces were expressionless masks, but their grips carried threat. Through our bond, I could feel Thatcher's rage building like a storm, his muscles tensing beneath their hold.

Don't, I warned silently.

My gaze swept across the beach where other contestants stood watching our approach. Some wore expressions of confusion, others thinly veiled satisfaction. Marx and Kyren stood together near the tree line, their faces tight with concern. Marx mouthed something I couldn't make out, shaking her head slightly.

At the center of the gathering, Thalor and Sylphia stood in deep discussion, their divine forms shimmering at the edges. Even from a distance, their anger was palpable—a pressure in the air that made my skin prickle and my heart race.

"They have fundamentally violated the sacred purpose of this trial!" Sylphia's voice carried across the water, sharp as a blade, her ethereal form rippling with indignation. "The Archive has stood for millennia, and in a single act of defiance, they've destroyed it."

"We cannot allow such a precedent to stand," Thalor responded, the water around his feet churning.

Of course they were furious. The trial wasn't just about survival or collecting keys—it was about secrets. About truths that could be weaponized. The gods wanted to know what potential threats lurked in the hearts of those who might join their ranks.

But they would have to kill us before we spoke our truth. Because our truth was a death sentence either way.

Shouts erupted from the far end of the beach—angry, demanding voices. I turned to see Legends pushing forward, their faces contorted with rage as they approached Thalor and Sylphia.

"I demand immediate disqualification!" called a god.

"My blessed never had the opportunity to pass because of what they did!" A second Legend thrust an accusing finger toward us, his golden eyes burning. "They've murdered my contestant just as surely as if they'd wielded the blade themselves!"

The realization settled over me. We hadn't just refused the truth. We'd sealed a tomb. When Thatcher destroyed the sirens and the Archive collapsed, we'd blocked all other contestants from completing the trial. How many had we trapped below? How many had we condemned to watery graves?

Thatcher stood rigid beside me, jaw clenched tight enough to crack teeth, eyes fixed straight ahead.

They watched other contestants use their powers. They encouraged it. But when Thatcher used his—when he saved my life—suddenly it was misconduct? What did they expect? That he would only use his abilities when it aligned with their plans?

Well, I suppose that’s exactly what they expected.

I surveyed the beach again, counting the blessed who'd made it through. Eighteen, including us. Down from twenty-five.

Thalor and Sylphia grew more agitated by the minute as Legends pressed in from all sides, voices raised. I searched the crowd, instinct drawing my gaze to a figure parting the masses.

Xül.

He walked with lethal grace, darkness clawing at his feet. The crowd instinctively withdrew as he passed. When he reached the center of the gathering, he positioned himself directly between us and the furious gods, his shoulders squared in silent challenge.

"The Warden of the Damned graces us with his presence," Thalor remarked. "Have you come to collect these lost souls for your prison, Xül?"

"I've come to enforce the rules of your own trial," Xül replied, his voice carrying the chill of the grave. "The Morvaren twins survived your challenge. They collected the keys. They reached the Archive."

"They refused the final task," Sylphia countered, wisps of her form elongating like fingers reaching for his throat. "And destroyed sacred guardians in the process."

Xül's jaw twitched. "Your guardians were torturing my mentee. Did you expect her to simply endure it?"

The accusation sent ripples of unease through the gathered Legends.

"You overstep, Prince of Draknavor," warned another Legend, stepping forward. "This is not your domain to question."

"And yet I question it." Xül's eyes flashed, a slice of white cutting through the gold. "I know you all love your riddles, but perhaps, you should question whether your true intention comes across clear enough to be understood. To some ears, it’s simply bad poetry."

His gaze swept the assembly, challenging each Legend in turn. Most looked away.

“You have always shown such disrespect for tradition, young Prince.” Thalor raised his chin.

"Once, you understood the necessity of overriding tradition, if I remember correctly." Xül almost smiled.

"Your father made that same argument once, as I recall," Sylphia said quietly, her voice intended only for Xül though it carried on the breeze.

"Then honor that understanding now," Xül replied, his voice equally low. "You recognized exceptions exist for good reason."

Thalor's expression softened infinitesimally. "This is different, son of Morthus. The Trials demand⁠—"

"The Trials demand adherence to stated rules," Xül interrupted, "not convenient interpretations crafted after the fact."

"The judgment belongs to Thalor and Sylphia alone," insisted a Legend I didn't recognize, though her voice lacked conviction.

"Then let them judge fairly," Xül responded.

The tension crackled between the three of them. I could feel the pressure building in the air, the distinct sensation that preceded violence.

Then the world changed.

It wasn't gradual—it was instant, absolute. Sound vanished. Colors intensified to painful brilliance. The very air became too dense to breathe, pressing against my skin like an invisible weight that threatened to crush me to nothing.

For one terrible moment, I thought it. This is how we die.

Then a perfect circle of golden light tore through reality—elegant, controlled, singing with power that made my bones vibrate in response.

Through this golden portal stepped Chavore, his armor gleaming. His eyes locked immediately on Thatcher, his expression a complex mixture of triumph and concern.

And behind him⁠—

My heart forgot how to beat.

Olinthar.

The King of Gods stepped through the portal with a grace that belied the crushing weight of his presence. Reality seemed to bend around him, accommodating his existence as if apologizing for its imperfection.

The angry shouts died instantly. The challenges, the accusations—all forgotten now. Even Thalor and Sylphia stilled, their argument with Xül evaporating under the sun's full strength.

I had thought myself prepared for this moment. Had imagined it countless times. But nothing could have readied me for what it would feel like.

My lungs seized. No air would come, no matter how desperately I tried to draw breath. The world tilted, edges going white, then red, then white again. My knees locked to keep from buckling as every nightmare, every whispered prayer for vengeance, every tear shed in darkness crashed into this singular reality: him. Here. Close enough to touch. Close enough to kill.

"Quite the performance," Olinthar said, his voice filling the entirety of Western Hydrathis. The sound resonated in my chest, an echo that threatened to replace my own heartbeat with his rhythm.

When his eyes fell on us—on me—I schooled my features into a mask of neutrality, fighting the urge to spit in his direction.

The resemblance was undeniable up close. I saw it in the shape of his jaw, the set of his shoulders—the same lines I'd traced in Thatcher's face a thousand times. I saw it in Chavore too, standing proudly at his father's side.

Would anyone ever look closely enough to notice? To suspect? Or was Olinthar so untouchable that the thought would never even cross anyone's mind?

Xül shifted position, moving to stand at an angle that created a perfect triangle. His earlier defiance had given way to restraint. His posture was relaxed, but I could read the tension in his shoulders, the alertness in his eyes. He was waiting, watching, preparing for whatever might unfold.

"What seems to be the issue?" Olinthar asked, directing his attention to Thalor and Sylphia with casual authority that made their earlier rage seem childish by comparison.

Sylphia straightened, her ethereal form solidifying. "The actions these two took went against the fundamental aspects of our trial," she said, voice carrying despite its softness. "They refused to speak their truths, then destroyed our sirens and collapsed the Archive. It would be unfair for other blessed to have to speak their deepest shame while these two refused."

I opened my mouth to argue, but Xül caught my eye, a jarring warning in his gaze. I clamped my jaw shut, the words dying in my throat.

Olinthar looked between the two gods, his expression mildly curious. "Tell me again the precise rules of your trial," he said.

Thalor stepped forward. "Contestants must find three keys, reach the Archive, and speak their darkest truth to pass."

"Interesting." Olinthar tilted his head, sunlight catching on the gold threads woven through his dark hair. "Were these exact requirements communicated to the contestants before they entered the water?"

The water around Thalor’s feet stilled. "We instructed them to find the keys and reach the Archive."

"And the truth requirement?" Olinthar pressed, his voice deceptively gentle. "Was that stated explicitly as a rule?"

A tense silence fell over the gathering. Sylphia and Thalor exchanged quick glances.

"The contestants were told that the waters of Memorica release what lies beneath their masks," Sylphia answered carefully. "That what they've kept inside may become their greatest threat."

"Poetic," Olinthar observed, a dangerous smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "But not, I think, a clear statement of rules. You spoke of emotions, of reflections. Not once did you mention a requirement to confess one's darkest secrets to pass."

"It was clearly understood—" Thalor began.

"Understood is not the same as declared," Olinthar cut him off, his voice hardening. "If you did not state explicitly that confession was required, then refusing to confess cannot be grounds for execution."

"And was it explicitly stated that they could not kill your sirens?" Olinthar continued, a note of amusement coloring his voice.

Sylphia seemed at a loss for words. The balance of power had shifted the moment Olinthar appeared, and they all knew it.

"In fact," Olinthar continued, "I believe such a display should be celebrated instead of scorned." His gaze fixed on Thatcher, and I felt my twin bristle through our bond. "Creativity in the face of impossible choices is precisely what we should value in potential ascendants."

Has he done this before? I wondered, watching the uncomfortable stillness that had fallen over the gathering. Had Olinthar ever intervened in the Trials on behalf of a contestant? The reaction of the other Legends suggested not. This was unprecedented—and it made abundantly clear that Thatcher had captured our father's attention in a way that set off warning bells in my mind.

Thais, there’s something I need to tell you. Don’t panic.

More than I’m currently doing?

I’ve been in Sundralis. Chavore has taken me there on several occasions now.

My heart stilled. What? Is this your first time meeting Olinthar?

His mental voice surged with sudden intensity, a cascade of surprise and revulsion coursing through our connection. Yes. Gods, yes. I've never— His thoughts fractured. I've only glimpsed him from afar, through windows and across courtyards.

Thatcher, there's something I found out. The domains of War and Order are merging.

His eyes widened fractionally before he controlled his reaction. That explains all the activity in Sundralis.

Don't tell anyone. Don't act like you know, I cautioned, my mental voice tight.

What does it mean? Why keep it secret?

I don't know, but it can't be good.

His eyes flicked to mine, indigo irises darkening with concern. How did you find this out?

I hesitated, then admitted, In the Eternal City. I watched Xül interrogate a Lightbringer spy.

A moment of silence stretched between us as the implications settled. Then my curiosity got the better of me.

What's it like? I asked through our bond. Sundralis.

Thatcher's expression flickered, a shadow crossing his features before he caught himself. Strange, honestly.

Strange how?

He shifted his weight, eyes darting briefly toward Olinthar before returning to me. For a place that's supposed to be all about light and order, it feels... off. Heavy. Like there's this weight pressing down on everything.

What do you mean?

The light there— His thoughts came in bursts. It's everywhere, right? Blinding. Perfect. But it doesn't actually feel warm. A flash of memory leaked through our bond—Thatcher standing alone in a golden hallway, shivering despite being bathed in brilliance. Sometimes I'd be standing in direct sunlight and feel cold right down to my bones. Like the light's just for show, you know?

A chill traced my spine despite the heat of the day. And nobody notices?

If they do, they don't talk about it. Thatcher's face remained carefully blank as Olinthar continued speaking with Thalor.

They're preparing for something.

And now we have to find out exactly what that is.

"No rules have been broken," Thalor’s voice cut through our conversation, dripping with contempt. "You have both passed."

Chavore grinned triumphantly at his father's side. Xül's expression remained unchanged, but I noticed a slight easing of tension in his shoulders.

"Then this trial is concluded," Olinthar declared, his voice carrying across the beach. "Those who have passed will prepare for the next challenge."

Every Legend and blessed contestant looked at us now, their gazes burning with a mixture of fear, resentment, and calculation. We had made enemies today—powerful ones. Even if we made it to ascension, we would forever have targets on our backs.

But as my eyes locked on Olinthar's perfect face, I found that I didn't care. Let them come for me—whenever, however they chose. As long as I had the chance to end the life of the monster standing before us. I saw it all then. Sulien's blood on sand. My mother's fading portrait. The taste of ash and loss and twenty-six years of hiding—it all erupted through my veins.

I bit down on my tongue hard enough to taste copper, using pain to anchor myself. Each beat of my heart seemed to pulse with starlight and vengeance, the twin forces now indistinguishable from each other.

I would see Olinthar dead if it was the last thing I ever did.

As the Aesymar began portaling back to their respective domains, Xül’s hand wrapped around my wrist.

“It’s time to go, Thais.” His voice was stern. “There’s something I need to show you.”

“Where are we going?”

“A place that doesn’t exist on any maps.”


Chapter 34
Thatcher


I'd been to Sundralis before, but never escorted by Olinthar himself. I’d never even been in the same room with him.

The portal deposited us at the grand entrance to the Palace of Light, its crystal spires reaching impossibly high into a sky so perfectly blue it hurt to look at. Sundralis existed in perpetual golden daylight, every surface reflecting the never-setting sun. Not a single shadow existed here.

My jaw ached from forcing a smile, from burying the raw hatred that threatened to swallow me whole. This mask was the hardest I'd ever had to wear.

Olinthar walked ahead of Chavore and me, golden light cascading from his shoulders like a cloak. From behind, he looked almost normal—if you ignored the subtle glow that emanated from beneath his skin.

My heart still pounded. He’d intervened. Negotiated with Sylphia and Thalor after what I did in the archives.

Why? What game was he playing? Mercy didn't seem like the right answer.

"Thatcher Morvaren," he said, turning suddenly. His voice carried across the breeze. "Would you join me for a turn about the gardens? I find the spring blossoms particularly restorative."

Chavore stepped forward automatically.

"Not this time, my son." Olinthar placed a hand on Chavore's shoulder. "I'd like to speak with your mentee privately. There are matters I wish to discuss."

Matters. The word was acid in my gut. Did he know who I really was? Who we were? The King of Gods certainly wouldn't want that secret getting out—the great and perfect Olinthar, father to half-blood abominations born of a mortal woman he'd violated and abandoned. It would undermine everything he'd built, the perfect order he so valued.

Was that why he wanted me alone? To confirm his suspicions? To eliminate the evidence of his crime?

Chavore's expression shifted, eagerness transforming into restraint. "Of course, Father. I'll wait at the pavilion."

And just like that, I was alone with the architect of my nightmares.

What was I supposed to do? Refuse the King of Gods? Tell him I'd rather swallow a blade than walk beside him through his perfect gardens?

Instead, I bowed. "I'd be honored, my lord."

We walked in silence at first, following a path of white stone that wound between flowering trees. Everything in Sundralis was controlled, ordered, immaculate.

The sun pressed down from directly overhead, a weight rather than a warmth. I was no stranger to sunlight, I'd spent entire days on fishing boats under its glare. But this was different. Oppressive.

"You've performed impressively during the Trials," Olinthar said finally, his voice carrying that strange musical quality that made my skin crawl. "Chavore speaks highly of your progress."

I molded my features into grateful humility. "Thank you, my lord. I'm fortunate to have been chosen by him."

"Fortunate indeed." He gestured toward a giant fountain where water gleamed. "What do you think of Sundralis, Thatcher?"

"It's beautiful," I said, the lie sliding easily from my lips. In truth, I found it sterile, cold in its perfection. Nothing here felt real or earned—just conjured into existence by divine whim. "Unlike anything I've ever seen."

Olinthar nodded, seeming pleased. "I've been considering what comes after the Trials. After your ascension." He said it with such certainty. "Have you given thought to where you might belong?"

After we kill you?

Another lie, then. "Honestly, it’s difficult to see past the Trials."

"I imagine that must be difficult, yes." Olinthar stopped beside a perfect rose bush, its blooms so red they appeared to bleed. "Although I did wonder if you might find your place here, in Sundralis."

My stomach twisted at the thought.

"Here, my lord?" I kept my voice level, interested but not overeager. "I'm... surprised."

His eyes fixed on mine. "I don't wish to pressure you. It's merely a thought, an option to consider. In the end, the choice is yours alone."

"I appreciate that, my lord." The words tasted like ash in my mouth.

Olinthar grew thoughtful, his gaze drifting beyond me toward the distant crystal spires. "Thatcher, I'm going to confide in you. I wouldn't normally do this—I'm usually more tight-lipped about the inner workings of the pantheon and the things that came before."

My skin prickled at those words. The things that came before.

"But I feel this situation deserves clarity," he continued. "You deserve to know what exactly you are."

Gods. He knew.

"You might have heard whispers about the Primordials," Olinthar said, his voice dropping. "Our creators."

I nodded carefully. "Only a little. Just fragments of information that circulate in Elaren. That they were the precursors, but not much more."

A smile ghosted across his perfect features. "Sharp. Yes, those from whom we all descended. Beings of unimaginable power who shaped reality itself." He began walking again, slower now. "We assumed their power died with them."

"My lord?" I infused my voice with respectful confusion. "I'm not sure I understand your meaning."

Olinthar turned abruptly to face me fully. The sun behind him created a halo effect.

"I believe the heavens have blessed you with a drop of Primordial power, Thatcher Morvaren. Your abilities—they mirror those of Vivros." His eyes glittered as he spoke. "But with that kind of power comes great responsibility."

Responsibility to fucking end you, I thought, the hatred I'd been suppressing flaring white-hot beneath my facade.

Outwardly, I widened my eyes in surprise. "Really? Is that even possible?"

"I would never have believed it could happen," Olinthar admitted. "But now that it has, we can only move forward and make the best of it."

We passed beneath an archway of intertwined silver and gold, its metallic leaves chiming softly in a breeze that seemed to exist only for that purpose.

"It's a blessing of the greatest magnitude," he continued. “A gift that makes you truly exceptional."

We had circled back toward the palace, the massive structure gleaming in the eternal daylight.

"I tell you this, Thatcher, because power like that is also a vulnerability." His hand settled on my shoulder, and I fought not to flinch away. "You must be careful not to be influenced by the wrong people."

Like you?

I nodded.

"Just food for thought," Olinthar said, his tone lightening as he removed his hand. "I'm afraid I have matters to attend to. But I did so enjoy our conversation, and I hope to have another soon. Do not be a stranger—you are always welcome in Sundralis."

I bowed deeply, partly to hide the hatred that might have shown on my face. "Thank you for your wisdom, my lord. I'm honored by your trust."

As he walked away, golden light trailing in his wake, I straightened and let out a heavy breath. My hands trembled with rage or fear, I couldn't tell.

I found a stone bench nestled among flowering bushes and sank onto it, needing a moment to process what had happened. My heart still pounded against my ribs, adrenaline coursing through my system.

I reached for Thais through our bond. The connection felt stretched thin across the distance between domains, but I could sense her. I'm alright, I sent, not knowing if the words would reach her, but hoping the sentiment might.


Chapter 35
The Ruins of the Primordial


The portal tore through reality with the sound of shattering glass, bleeding maroon light that cast our shadows in grotesque, elongated shapes across the sand.

"Where are you taking me?" I asked, watching as the tear stabilized.

Xül's golden eyes gleamed in the unnatural light. "To the ruins of the last Primordial War. Few still travel there. It is forgotten by most, and for good reason."

His voice carried a strange cadence I hadn't heard before—neither the cold command of the Warden nor the calculated charm he occasionally employed. Reverence vibrated beneath the words, and it sent a shiver down my spine.

"Why now?"

"Because of what just happened here. There are things you need to see," he replied, his expression unreadable. "Things that words alone cannot convey."

He extended his hand, not quite touching me but close enough. An invitation, not a command.

I stepped through.

We emerged onto a shoreline. The crimson sky had deepened to the color of spilled blood, edging toward black at the horizon. Even the air felt wrong—too thick, reluctant to fill my lungs.

"We'll need to travel by water from here," he said, gesturing toward a small boat tethered to a decaying dock.

I followed him to the boat—sleek and unadorned. "No grand vessel today?" I settled myself on the narrow bench.

"Some knowledge is best sought quietly." He took his position at the oars. “And I want you to understand what’s happening with your brother.”

"I know what flows through Thatcher's veins," I said, the words edged with defensiveness. "I've seen what he can do."

"You've seen a fraction." His eyes met mine, all pretense gone. "What your brother did to Drakor was barely scratching the surface of what's possible. Especially once he ascends."

"And that interests you." I studied the tension in his jaw, the intensity in his eyes.

"It fascinates me," he admitted. "And it should terrify you.”

The boat sliced through dark waters, leaving barely a ripple in its wake. As we moved farther from shore, the landscape transformed. The water beneath us changed, becoming sluggish and resistant.

I trailed my fingers along the surface, feeling its strange viscosity. "The water doesn't want us here."

"Nothing wants anyone here." Xül's gaze fixed on a point beyond me, somewhere on the distant shore.

I turned to follow his line of sight, and my breath caught in my throat.

On the horizon rose a vast crater surrounded by twisted mountains, their peaks bent and melted like candle wax left too close to flame. Colossal fragments of what might once have been structures jutted from the earth, half-buried in black soil. Strange crystalline formations grew from the destruction, clear shards with glimmers of violet energy pulsing faintly within.

My power responded before my mind could process what I was seeing. Stars erupted across my skin unbidden, constellations forming and dissolving in rapid succession. The light they cast was wrong—warped, the usual golden glow taking on an unsettling blue tinge.

"What is this place doing to my power?" I extinguished the stars with effort, unnerved by the alteration.

"Primordial resonance." Xül beached the boat on black sand that crunched beneath our feet like pulverized bone. "Even after millennia, the power signatures linger."

He led me deeper into the devastation, past formations that bent and twisted. As we walked, he pointed out features that told a story too terrible to fully comprehend—areas where reality seemed permanently damaged, places where nothing had grown in thousands of years, craters that seemed bottomless.

At the center of it all, he stopped.

"What you're seeing," Xül said quietly, "isn't just destruction. It's the aftermath of salvation."

I surveyed the desolation surrounding us. "This doesn't look like salvation to me."

"That depends entirely on what was prevented, and who you ask." He knelt, placing his palm against the barren earth. "This was the final battle between the last living Primordials. Moros was killed here."

"Moros?" I repeated the name.

"His power had nothing to do with death, which has purpose in the natural order. " Xül's voice took on the cadence of a scholar. "While other Primordials represented aspects of reality—time, space, creation—Moros was a corruption of himself. He could hollow beings from within. Use them as vessels for his influence."

“Who killed him?”

“Vivros, of course.” Xül stood again. “Cataclysm incarnate.”

I followed, watching as he traced the crystal's edge with a careful finger. "Vivros was too powerful for Moros to take as a vessel, but as he destroyed the corruption, he absorbed traces of Moros's essence. Over time, it changed him."

The parallels to Thatcher were impossible to ignore. My brother, with his identical power, his gentle nature now joined with the ability to unmake matter with a thought.

"After Moros was destroyed, the Twelve united against Vivros," Xül continued, "His power had grown too great, too dangerous. By the time they confronted him, he had already destroyed thousands of corrupted beings. In his mind, he was saving reality. In theirs, he had become the very threat he sought to eliminate."

I tried to find the words, but my mind was racing too fast for my lips to catch up.

"What you see in the divine realm today," Xül said, gesturing broadly, "is the aftermath of this conflict. The pantheon fractured along fault lines that never truly healed."

"What does that mean?" I finally managed.

"Some wanted to understand what had happened to Vivros—my father among them. He believed Vivros could be saved, that the corruption could be separated from the being." His voice softened. "Others, like Axora and Terralith, saw only threat and demanded destruction. Those divisions created the first political factions among the Twelve—traditionalists versus reformists. Those who would destroy what they fear versus those who would understand it."

I processed this new information, connecting it to what I'd observed in my limited interactions with the divine realm. "And now? What's happening in the pantheon now?"

Xül's expression darkened. "Power dynamics are shifting in concerning ways." His eyes fixed on mine. "When gods who have maintained separate domains for eons suddenly seek unity, ask yourself what threat they perceive that requires such cooperation."

"Thatcher," I whispered.

Xül didn't confirm or deny, but his silence spoke volumes.

I took in the devastation around us. "Why are you telling me any of this?"

"Primordial power is fundamentally different from the power of the Twelve.” Xül picked up a fragment of black stone, turning it in his long fingers. "Gods manipulate existing elements of reality. Primordials could reshape fundamental nature."

"That doesn't answer my question," I pressed.

He gestured to the ruins around us. "This place shaped my understanding of power. I believe understanding history is crucial to surviving the present." His voice dropped, almost gentle in its intensity. "I bring you here not just as a warning, starling, but as a gesture of trust."

"Trust?" The word felt strange on my tongue after everything we'd been through. But I couldn't deny the subtle shift between us since our moment in the garden. "If you want me to trust you, you need to tell me exactly what all of this means. Plainly."

Xül held my gaze for a long moment. Finally, he let out a slow breath.

"Your brother is the Twelve's greatest threat," he said, each word measured and deliberate. "But he's also potentially their greatest weapon."

I frowned. "I don't understand."

"The mistake they made with Vivros," he continued, gesturing to the devastation around us, "wasn't confronting him. It was confronting him too late." He dropped the black stone fragment, watching it shatter on impact. "By the time they united against him, he was already too far gone, too corrupted by the power he'd absorbed."

"And Thatcher…" My voice caught on my brother's name.

"Is a second chance." Xül's eyes burned.

Understanding dawned, cold and terrible." But Thatcher would never—" I stopped, the denial bursting from me with such force that Xül actually took a half-step back. "No. You don't know my brother."

"Thais—"

"No." I met his gaze, steel in my voice. "You don't understand what we've been through together. What we've survived. Thatcher won’t be controlled by any of the Twelve."

"That might just get him killed, then, Thais. That’s what I need you to understand," he said.

For a heartbeat, I teetered on the edge of full disclosure. The truth pressed against my lips, demanding release. I almost told him everything—our plan to kill Olinthar, our strategy of playing along until the moment was right, the vengeance that drove our every breath. That if this journey brought our death, at least we would go together.

But I couldn’t tell him that. This trust we’d started building would always have its limitations. Lines I would never cross.

Xül looked at me for a long moment. Words hovered on his lips, but whatever it was seemed to evaporate.

“We must resume training tomorrow, starling. I won’t allow time to get away from us again.”


Chapter 36
Burning Skin


Dawn crept across Draknavor. I stood at the edge of the black sand, watching as the last of the stars faded. A breeze swept in from the obsidian sea, carrying the tang of salt.

My muscles still ached from yesterday's expeditions—first to Memorica, and then to the ruins.

I rolled my shoulders, trying to ease the tension that had settled there. Sleep had eluded me most of the night, my mind too full of terrible possibilities. Of Thatcher, transformed into a weapon. Of his power being used to reshape reality. And of the way Xül had looked at me in those ruins, his expression unreadable as I'd defended my brother, as I'd stepped back from the edge of confession.

"You're early, starling."

The voice slid down my spine. I didn't turn.

"Couldn't sleep."

Xül moved to stand beside me.

"I imagine not," he said, studying me with those mismatched eyes. “Don’t think our brief excursion to the ruins somehow made me forget how you performed in the trial.”

"I got the keys, didn't I?" I turned to face him fully, crossing my arms over my chest.

"Yes," he agreed, the corner of his mouth lifting. "Though if you're going to be foolish enough to get rid of your self-preservation again, your powers better be strong enough to get you through it. That contestant nearly had you. If Marx hadn't shown up..." He clicked his tongue.

"I'd still be there in the depths," I finished for him, unable to deny the truth of it. The memory sent a shiver through me. "Lucky for me, she did."

"Luck," Xül scoffed. "Luck is for those without skill or power. And you harbor both of those, so you shouldn’t need luck."

I raised an eyebrow. "Is that concern I hear, Warden?"

Xül sighed, breaking the tension. "You have all the potential in the world, Thais, but you still haven’t reached your peak."

"Then teach me," I demanded, turning back to him. "That's what you're supposed to be doing, isn't it? Not lecturing me about my near-death experiences."

His eyes darkened as he studied my face, a slow smile spreading across his lips. "Very well. Let's see if we can channel some of that restless energy into something productive."

“Let’s.”

Xül stepped back, gesturing toward the sky. "Show me your sword, starling."

I raised my hand, reaching for the fading stars above. The familiar thread of power hummed through me as I connected to the distant celestial bodies. One star pulsed in response, its light intensifying as I pulled.

The starlight streamed down, hot and bright, coalescing in my palm before extending outward. The sword formed—a blade of pure, brilliant light.

Xül circled me. I felt his gaze like an iron dragging across my skin.

"Good," he said, the word dropping between us.

"High praise indeed," I muttered.

He came to stand before me, arms crossed. The fabric of his shirt strained against his shoulders as he moved. I dragged my eyes back to his face.

"You've mastered the basics," he said. "Drawing a single star, forming a weapon."

"I sense a 'but' coming."

His smile widened. "But it's time you learned to do more."

"Where are your souls, Xül?" I braced myself for battle, for the faceless damned he'd conjured before. “Let’s get on with it.”

But Xül merely shook his head. "It's time to grow." He gestured to my sword, then to my empty hand. "Pull down another star. Form a second weapon."

I blinked. "Two at once?"

"Don’t think you could handle it?" His eyes flashed wickedly, and I realized we weren’t talking about swords anymore.

“Hilarious.” I shot back.

He gave me a knowing look. “Do as I said.”

I turned my attention skyward again, raising my arms. The sword of starlight hummed in my right hand as I reached with my left, searching for another connection.

A distant star pulsed in response. I pulled, feeling its light begin to stream toward me—a silver thread stretching across the crimson sky. For a heartbeat, it seemed to be working. Then the light wavered and dissolved among the morning clouds, like smoke carried away on a breeze.

"Shit," I hissed through clenched teeth.

Xül clicked his tongue. "Try again."

I did, muscles tightening with the effort. Another star responded, but again, the light dissipated before fully forming.

"Why isn't it working?" Frustration clawed up my throat.

Xül moved closer, his head tilted in consideration. "Why do you think?"

I glared at him. "If I knew, I wouldn't be asking you."

"Think, starling. When have you successfully pulled multiple stars before?"

I opened my mouth to say I’d never tried, but stopped as memory crashed into me. That evening so many weeks ago, when I'd flooded the arena with starlight, turning night into day.

"During the Proving," I admitted reluctantly. "When I was trying to save Thatcher."

Satisfaction flared in Xül’s eyes. "And what was different then?"

I frowned, trying to put it into words. "I was desperate. I wasn't thinking about it—I just needed the power."

"Precisely." Xül began to circle me again, his voice dropping lower. "You've spent your entire life containing your power. Keeping it hidden. Keeping it leashed."

My throat tightened. "I had to."

"And now that control is holding you back." He stopped behind me, close enough that the hairs on my neck rose in response. His breath ghosted over my skin when he spoke. "You need to let go, starling."

I turned to face him, refusing to let him intimidate me. "Easy for you to say. You've never had to hide what you are."

His eyes darkened as he studied my face. "No, but once again, I’m not the one competing for my life. If you’re going to survive—to withstand the scrutiny of Olinthar’s forge, you’re going to have to find some middle ground. You cannot keep suppressing your power."

“I’m not doing it on purpose,” I said. “I simply don’t know how.”

“Then I suppose we’ll need to create a situation in which you must.”

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means," he said, voice dropping to almost a whisper, "that you’ve only given up that perfect control under a few circumstances. At the Proving, yes. Out of desperation and fear. But the other times you’ve surrendered have been much more fun, wouldn’t you agree?"

Heat hit like a punch to the gut when his eyes dipped to my mouth. Something wild and molten twisted to life inside me.

"I suppose it’s time for me to deliver on my threats." His voice was rough.

I couldn't look away. Couldn't move. Couldn't breathe.

"Do I have permission, starling?" He leaned closer, his scent filling my lungs. "Can I make you burn?"

Gods help me, I nodded.

He smiled and began walking toward me with slow, deliberate steps. Instinct had me backing away, my heart slamming against my ribs so hard I was sure he could hear it. One step, then another, until my back hit something solid—the rock he always leaned against.

Before I could move, Xül lifted a hand. I gasped as fingers emerged from the stone behind me, wrapping around my wrists and ankles. Another ghostly hand tangled in my hair, pulling my head back.

"What are you doing?" The words came out breathless.

Xül's eyes raked over me. "Magnificent," he said, voice like gravel. "The restraints suit you."

It flooded me then—heat, hunger, something dangerously close to surrender.

"You like being held down, don't you?" Xül murmured, taking a step closer.

Above us, the stars pulsed brighter, responding to the surge of whatever betrayal was coursing through me.

"You don't need that control, starling," Xül continued, his voice a dark caress. "Give it to me."

Then a crack—that wall I'd built around my power, around my desires. The stars burned against my skin, calling to me, begging to be used. Every nerve ending in my body was alight, aware of him, of the diminishing space between us.

Xül moved closer still, until his body pressed against mine, pinning me to the stone. He was fire wrapped in flesh. The full weight of his presence—the dominance and overbearing aura of a fully ascended Aesymar holding me in place was maddening. Absolutely fucking maddening.

And gods help me, it felt like freedom.

One hand came up to grip my waist, fingers digging into my flesh through my thin shirt.

"You feel that?" he whispered, his lips a breath away from my ear. "Cling to it. Then lose yourself in it."

His thumb traced a slow path along my jawline. The simple touch sent fire racing across my skin, and my breath hitched. The corner of his mouth lifted in satisfaction.

"I’m curious," he murmured, his voice dropping to a register that vibrated through me. His fingers slid into my hair, tightening just enough to send shivers cascading down my spine. "What sounds you'd make if I touched you... here."

His other hand drifted down my side, tracing the curve of my waist, my hip, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. I bit my lip to keep from whimpering, but he noticed—of course he noticed—and his eyes darkened further.

"Don't hold back," he commanded, his face lowering until our noses almost touched. His breath mingled with mine. "I want to hear you."

The hand in my hair tugged gently, exposing my throat. The ghost fingers holding my wrists tightened in response, and a moan escaped me.

"There it is," he growled, his lips now hovering just above mine. The anticipation was unbearable, a physical ache that spread through my entire body. "Give me more."

His thumb brushed across my lower lip, catching on the sensitive flesh. My eyes fluttered closed at the sensation, my lips parting involuntarily.

"Look at me, starling," he demanded.

I forced my eyes open to find his gaze burning into mine—gold and black, night and day, fixed on me. The hand at my hip slid to the small of my back, pressing me closer. Every point where our bodies touched was a brand on my skin.

"I can feel your power," he whispered against my lips, not quite touching.

I felt it too. It simmered just beneath my skin, fire racing through my veins like liquid starlight. But just as it began to crest, it slammed against an invisible barrier. My magic crashed against it, hissing and spitting like waves against a cliff face. But it wouldn’t splash over.

"Xül," I breathed, my voice cracking.

“You’re such a stubborn little thing,” he growled.

And then his lips claimed mine.

The kiss shattered every expectation, every experience that had come before. This wasn't the tentative exploration of the boys in Saltcrest. This was possession, pure and primal. His lips were firm and demanding, coaxing mine open. When his tongue swept into my mouth, tasting me, a sound escaped my throat—half gasp, half moan.

My body pulled against the restraints. I wanted him closer. To feel more of him. His hand tightened on my waist, pulling me harder against him as the kiss deepened, grew more desperate. His teeth grazed my lower lip, sending sparks roaring through my veins.

I was drowning in sensation. The hard press of his body against mine. The way his hand slid from my waist to my hip, fingers digging in possessively.

As I surrendered to the kiss, to him, my power swelled, threatening to burst from my skin. The stars above us pulsed in time with my racing heart, responding to my hunger—to my desire.

Xül smiled against my mouth, his hips pushing forward against mine. The hard length of him pressed into my stomach, sending a shock of need through me.

"That's it," he growled against my lips, his voice rougher than I'd ever heard it, "now be a good girl and let go."

Images flashed in my mind—his body over mine, under mine, his hands on my bare skin, his mouth everywhere. I moaned, unable to stop myself, and his kiss grew fiercer in response.

I was burning from the inside out, ready to combust, to surrender everything⁠—

And then he pulled away.

His sudden absence left me cold. I sagged against my restraints, chest heaving, mind reeling, body screaming for his touch.

Xül stood a few feet away as if nothing had happened. If it weren't for his swollen lips, I would have thought I'd imagined the whole thing.

"Now," he said, his voice unnervingly steady. "Use that power."

The hands released me, and I stumbled forward, flustered and embarrassed and annoyed and oddly bereft. But beneath all that churned the power he'd awakened. It was a torrent now. I reached for it, no longer grasping but surrendering to that wild energy that threatened to consume me.

The wall caved in on itself—a barrier I'd reinforced with every fearful moment, every time I'd pulled back instead of pushing forward. It shattered like glass, and power surged through the breach, flooding every cell, every nerve ending, every corner of my being.

I threw my head back and screamed as the energy ripped through me. My skin glowed from within, light seeping through my pores like I'd swallowed the sun.

I lifted both hands toward the sky and pulled the heavens down.

But no swords formed. Instead, seven motes of starlight descended, each blazing, scorching the air as they spiraled downward to circle my head.

The ground shook. Wind whipped around us in a frenzy, carrying my hair upward as if gravity no longer applied. I felt weightless, boundless, untethered from everything but this moment and this power.

"Fascinating," Xül breathed, the words almost reverent as he shielded his eyes from my radiance. "I've never seen anything like that."

I stood there, heart pounding, body still thrumming as the stars danced around my head, as the earth trembled beneath me, as the very air seemed to bow to my will. I had done more than access my power—I had unleashed it, embraced it fully.

But at what cost?

"How does it feel?" Xül asked, his voice gentler now.

I took a deep breath, assessing the sensation. Power coursed through me, different from the focused energy of my sword. This was wilder, singing through me violently.

"Different," I managed. "More... everything."

He nodded, as if my incoherent response made perfect sense. "You've been containing your power for so long, you've never fully experienced what you're capable of."

I raised a hand, feeling the starlight respond to my movement. The motes shifted, dancing around my fingers now. "What are they?"

"Pure celestial energy," Xül explained. "Not formed into a weapon, but simply manifested. More versatile than a sword, if you learn to control them."

"I thought the point was to lose control," I said, raising an eyebrow.

His lips quirked. "The point was to break through your self-imposed limitations. Now that you have, you can learn to work with your true potential, not against it."

I nodded, trying to absorb the lesson beneath the lingering ghost of his kiss. "So what now?"

"Now we practice." He gestured to the stars circling my head. "But I believe that’s enough for today," he said. "You've done well, and I don't want you to burn out. Besides, I’m needed in the Eternal City."

“Again?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Unfortunately.” He sighed, walking towards me. “But I’ll be back tonight,” he said as he reached up to brush a strand of hair behind my ear. “If you need me.”

"I should... I should go clean up," I said, gesturing vaguely to my sweat-dampened clothes.

Xül nodded. "We'll continue tomorrow." He turned to leave, then paused. "Oh, and Thais?"

"Yes?"

His eyes held mine, intense and unreadable. "What happened today—the power you accessed—that's just the beginning."

With that, he strode away, leaving me standing alone on the black sand.

I made my way back to my chambers, mind reeling. I shed my clothes and slipped into the hot spring tub inside my quarters. The steaming water welcomed me as I sank into it, hoping to wash away my confusion along with the sweat and sand.

But as I soaked, my thoughts kept returning to Xül. To his hands, his mouth, the weight of his body against mine. To the way he'd looked at me when the stars had formed their crown around my head.

I closed my eyes, letting the water envelop me, and unbidden, my mind conjured his image. His stare pinning me in place, gaze igniting a flush I couldn’t hide. The hard lines of his jaw, the curve of his mouth when he almost smiled.

My breathing quickened as I imagined those hands—hands that could command death itself—moving over my skin. Gentle, then not so gentle. I sank deeper into the water, the warmth surrounding me transforming in my mind to the wildfire of his touch.

I pictured him here, in this room, watching me with that predatory stillness. What would he do if he saw me like this? Would he turn away? Or would he finally surrender to whatever smoldered between us?

In my mind, he chose the latter. I imagined him approaching the bath. His hands on my shoulders, sliding down my arms, leaving trails of fire in their wake. His lips at my neck, my collarbone, lower.

My fingers drifted across my skin, tracing paths I imagined his would take. The water rippled around me as I moved, my breath coming faster now. I bit my lip to keep silent.

It had been weeks now since we'd begun this dance, this flirtation that walked the edge of destruction. At first, it had been a game, a welcome distraction from grief. Something to occupy my mind when darker thoughts threatened to drag me under.

But today felt like a turning point. And that terrified me more than any trial could. Because I was starting to want things I couldn't have. Starting to feel things I shouldn't feel.

You can’t fall for him, Thais.

It was impossible, of course. Whatever attraction he felt toward me was physical, perhaps tinged with some kind of sick satisfaction or lust for the forbidden. Even more, he wasn’t mine, could never be.

I rose from the bath and dried myself, pulling on clean clothes. This was foolishness. Dangerous foolishness. I needed to focus on survival, on the goal, on everything I‘d learned and everything I had yet to.

Not on sultry eyes and wicked smiles. Not on the way my body and power both responded to his touch. Not on the dangerous spark that had ignited in my chest.

I braided my wet hair with sharp, angry movements. Tomorrow, I would be better. Tomorrow, I would remember my purpose.


Chapter 37
Fire Beasts


Remembering my purpose proved easier than expected. Xül was not simply away for the rest of the afternoon. It had been days since he vanished into the Eternal City—five, to be exact.

The letter arrived on the second day. Back soon. Aelix will oversee your training. That was all. No explanation. No warmth. Just orders.

I hated—hated—how his absence hollowed out the Bone Spire. How shadows felt wrong without him stepping out of them. How silence pressed against my ears where his voice should have been. Without his constant presence pulling my focus, I was left to drown in my own thoughts. And gods, they were vicious things.

Memories hunted me through the darkness. Sulien's blood painting sandy cave floors; the exact second they tore me from everything I'd ever known; how the world compressed to a single point of pure terror before exploding outward into chaos. Those trial monsters with their unnatural joints.

Sleep had become my enemy. I'd wake gasping, sheets soaked through with cold sweat, the taste of copper and fear thick on my tongue. Sometimes I'd reach for a presence that wasn't there, forgetting in those hazy moments between sleep and waking that I was alone.

Aelix had been charged with training me in Xül's absence.

Poor bastard.

Whatever chaos Marx and I generated seemed to multiply in Aelix's presence. He tried—gods knew he tried—but he wielded authority the way a child wielded an oversized sword. Where Xül could end rebellions with a single glance, Aelix's commands fell flat. His desperation grew more visible each day, carving new lines into his face.

He'd been instructed to work on my crown of stars. I managed to summon it without any external motivation from Aelix—thank every god listening. I couldn't imagine Xül had shared what it took to unlock that power the first time.

His mouth on mine. Heat that swam through my veins. The world narrowing until only his hands existed, his lips, the dangerous promises his body made against mine⁠—

I slammed that door shut before the memory could form, but my traitorous body remembered. It always remembered. I wasn't even sure how much of a line Xül and I had crossed. Mortals and Immortals couldn't be together, but what did that entail? Kissing? More than kissing? I'd assumed the latter, considering he did it right out in the open, daring the world to stop him.

By day four, Marx had driven Aelix to madness.

When I was alone with Marx, I avoided the subjects that simmered in the air between us. Her parents. What she'd been forced to reveal in the archives while I'd escaped with my secrets intact. The words to ask died in my throat whenever I glimpsed that haunted shadow that sometimes crossed her features. She hadn't chosen to bare that wound. The least I could do was not pick at it.

But Marx had no such restraint. Her suspicious glances struck, each one saying: I know you're hiding something. Because everyone knew. Everyone had seen me walk out of those archives without paying the price. I was living on borrowed time before her questions came knocking again.

Where Xül preferred the brutal honesty of the shore—Aelix favored the forest clearings. So that's where we trained.

Today was no different. The clearing was dappled with morning light, the sun filtering through the dense canopy. The trees here were different than those in Elaren—darker, more sentient, with bark that seemed to pulse with a life of its own. Sometimes I swore I could hear them breathing. I'd grown accustomed to the strangeness of this domain, but sometimes, in quiet moments, the otherness of it all struck me anew, leaving me homesick for a place I could no longer return to.

"Again," Aelix demanded. Sweat beaded on his brow despite the morning chill. "And this time, Marx, try not to curse the entire clearing into decay."

Marx flashed him a grin that was all teeth and threat. "Where's the fun in that?"

I suppressed a smile, gathering my power once more. It surged through me, pooling in my palms before shooting up to frame my head—first as sparks, then pulsing spheres of light. Across the clearing, Marx flexed her fingers, readying herself.

"The point of this exercise," Aelix said, his patience wearing thin enough to see through, "is control, not destruction."

"Boring," Marx muttered, but she squared her shoulders anyway.

We'd been at this for hours. He'd begun each session by drawing a blade across his palm, letting crimson droplets fall to the earth where they sank in and waited for his command. His curses were born from blood—his own given with purpose, ours when we bled in combat. Despite his exasperation, he was an excellent teacher. Patient in a way Xül never was, explaining the mechanics of combat rather than expecting us to learn through pain and failure.

"Ready?" he asked, his golden eyes narrowing as he shifted into a combat stance, weight balanced on the balls of his feet.

We nodded, and then he was moving.

Aelix pressed his bloodied palm to the ground, and the earth responded. Crimson veins spider-webbed across the dirt, pulsing with malevolent life. Where they touched, the blood rose—vapor that coalesced into horrid shapes. Serpents made of clotted gore, hands that grasped with liquid fingers, thorns that wept red tears.

I threw myself sideways, feeling the heat of corrupted blood pass inches from my face. My hands came up, pulling down a star from my crown and forging a shield of starlight that materialized just as the second attack struck. A whip of blood lashed against my shield. The impact sent vibrations up my arms, rattling my teeth. Where blood met light, steam rose with the scent of iron and stardust.

Marx dodged and weaved, her fingers dancing in subtle patterns. I couldn't see her curses, but I saw their effects. Aelix stumbled mid-strike, his ankle twisting as if he'd stepped wrong. He corrected with practice, but Marx was already moving, fingers flicking in a new pattern.

This time Aelix's arm spasmed. He switched his blade from one hand to another, but I caught the flash of irritation in his eyes. Another gesture from Marx, and angry red welts bloomed across the back of his neck where her curse found flesh.

"Better," Aelix acknowledged, even as he scratched at the welts. "But predictable."

He touched two fingers to a small cut on his cheek, and the droplet of blood expanded, becoming a crimson mist that hung in the air. Marx inhaled before she could stop herself, and I watched her eyes go wide as the blood curse took hold. Her movements turned syrup-slow.

More red rose from the ground in droplets, each one hardening into a crimson needle that hung suspended in the air, pointed at me.

"And that," Aelix said with calm steps, "is why you're still students and I am a Legend."

With a flick of his wrist, the curses dissolved. The blood sank back into the earth, leaving only rust-colored stains on our clothes and skin. I collapsed to my knees, gasping. My blood still felt wrong, sluggish and foreign in my veins.

"Show-off," Marx muttered, bent over with her hands on her knees. Her breath came in ragged pants.

"There are no rules in combat except survival," Aelix corrected, not even winded. "I'm sure Xül has taught you that, Thais."

I straightened, wincing at the ache in my shoulder where his curse had invaded. "Oh, he has. Usually while beating the lesson into me with the blunt end of a training sword."

Aelix laughed. "That does sound familiar." He glanced up at the position of the sun, calculating. "I think we've earned a break. I'll fetch some food from the kitchens."

"I could eat an entire boar," Marx declared, collapsing onto the ground with her arms spread wide.

"Please don't," Aelix said, already turning toward the path that led back to the Bone Spire. "The last time you tried that, the kitchen staff refused to serve you for a week."

"Worth it," Marx called after him as he disappeared into the trees.

We sat in silence for a few minutes, catching our breath. The forest around us was alive with sounds—birds calling to each other in strange whistles, the rustling of creatures moving through the underbrush on too many legs. It was peaceful, in its own wild way.

"You've been avoiding me," Marx said, her voice serious.

I glanced at her, feigning innocence. "What are you talking about? We train together every day."

"You know what I mean." She picked at a blade of grass, shredding it between her fingers. "Ever since the archives. Ever since I... revealed what I did."

"I haven't been avoiding you. I just... didn't want to press. It seemed painful to discuss."

"Don't feel different about me now that you know I'm a kin-killer?" She raised an eyebrow.

I studied her for a moment, trying to decide which Marx I would get today—the sarcastic brute who blew everything off, or the understanding girl who seemed lost to her own darkness sometimes. "After hearing what they did to you, I could never judge you for retaliating."

"Well, I suppose I appreciate that." She said, looking away.

"I know there are things you probably want to ask me as well." I sucked in a deep breath.

"You mean, why you and your brother can never follow the rules?" She asked, turning towards me with wide eyes.

"Yeah, something like that."

"Sure, I'd love to know why it's necessary."

"Can I trust you?" I asked with quiet words.

Marx snorted. "What kind of question is that?"

"A serious one." I turned to face her and let her see the certainty in my eyes. "Marx, I need to know. Can I trust you?"

My tone must have gotten through. The sarcasm faded from her expression.

"Yes," she said with simplicity. "You can trust me, Morvaren."

My hands trembled as I steeled myself. "I can't tell you everything. Not because I don't want to, but because I can't. There are secrets that aren't mine alone to tell. Secrets that would put everyone in danger who knew them."

Her eyes narrowed, mind working behind them. "Does this have something to do with your blood?"

My hesitation was answer enough. I nodded, the movement feeling wrong.

"I suspected as much," she said, leaning closer. Her voice lowered. "No ordinary blessed has power comparable to yours. Or your brother's." She trailed off, studying my face.

I remained silent, my heart hammering so hard I was sure she could hear it. How much had she guessed? How much was safe to confirm? One wrong word and everything could unravel.

"You're right," I said.

Marx squinted at me, those keen eyes missing nothing. "Your mother..."

I tensed, then nodded. Just the barest movement, but enough.

Marx simply blinked, understanding filling her eyes. She didn't have all the pieces yet, but she was assembling the puzzle faster than I'd anticipated.

"Well, shit," she said, leaning back on her hands.

Despite everything, I laughed. It burst out of me, surprising us both.

"That's one way to put it."

She shook her head, a strand of dark hair falling across her face. "No wonder Xül is so... invested in your training. Does he know?"

"Yes." The admission felt dangerous. "He figured it out."

"And he's keeping your secret." It wasn't a question. "Interesting."

Before I could respond, the sound of leaves crunching underfoot echoed through the clearing. But the stride was too heavy.

Marx heard it too. She was on her feet in an instant.

"Aelix?" I called, rising with care.

Silence.

"Something's wrong," Marx whispered, her eyes scanning the treeline.

We stood back to back, turning in a slow circle, watching for any movement.

"Aelix!" I called again, louder this time.

Nothing.

And then⁠—

The trees at the edge of the clearing didn't part so much as recoil. They bent away from what emerged, their trunks groaning in protest. It was Kavik.

Behind him, Aelix stumbled into view. His hands were bound behind his back with chains that glowed with sickly light. His face was a ruin of bruises and blood, one eye swollen shut.

And flanking Kavik on all sides were beings I'd never seen before.

Their bodies were composed of flame. They shifted and reformed, no two moments the same, leaving scorched footprints that went deeper than they should. The grass didn't just burn where they stepped, it melted, leaving wounds in the earth.

"Thais," Marx breathed, horror bleeding through her voice. "Those are fire elementals."

Kavik's lips curved into a cruel smile. His face might have been carved from stone for all the mortality it showed. "Ladies," he greeted us, his voice pleasant. "What a fortuitous encounter."

"What the fuck is this?" Marx demanded, her stance shifting to full combat readiness. Every muscle coiled, ready to explode into violence. "What have you done to Aelix?"

"A temporary inconvenience," Kavik replied with dismissal. "Don't worry, Marx. You're not the one I'm here for." His gaze shifted to me, and I saw nothing behind those eyes. No recognition, no emotion, just emptiness. "I've come for the star-wielder."

Aelix's good eye went wide with alarm. He thrashed against his bonds, the chains cutting deeper into his wrists. "Run!" he shouted, the word torn from his throat.

One of the fire elementals pressed a burning hand to his shoulder. The smell of charred flesh filled the air as Aelix screamed.

"Stop!" I shouted, sparks dancing through my fingers. "What do you want with me?"

Kavik tilted his head at an odd angle. That terrible smile never wavered. "Classified information, I'm afraid."

"I'm not going with you alive," I told him.

His smile widened more. "Alive was never part of the plan."

The fire elementals surged forward as one—a wave of flame that turned the air around us into an oven. The heat hit hard, soaking me in sweat and burning my lungs.

Marx and I moved together, our powers colliding in a defensive wall that screamed where light met curse. The barrier held for three heartbeats before the first elemental struck it, and I felt the impact in my bones.

They were strong. Stronger than anything we'd faced.

I dodged, throwing a blade of light towards the fire beast. It struck its core and the thing shrieked before collapsing into embers that burned holes in reality before fading.

Beside me, Marx's curses had taken on a life of their own, wrapping around another elemental. Where they touched, the creature's flames evaporated. Its form began to collapse, the very essence that held it together corrupted by her power until it shattered into smoking fragments.

Through the chaos, I glimpsed Aelix breaking free of his bonds. Blood poured from his wrists where the chains had cut to bone, but he launched himself at Kavik with a roar that shook the clearing. Blood spiraled from his fingertips.

Kavik deflected without looking, his attention never leaving me.

"What are you doing?" Aelix demanded, circling his opponent. His movements were desperate, sloppy. "Have you lost your mind? She's under Xül's protection!"

"She is a threat," Kavik responded, his voice flat. "The girl is a threat. She must be eliminated."

"What are you talking about?" Aelix dodged a blast of wildfire that left a crater where he'd been standing. The edge of it caught him anyway, sending him spinning. He kept his feet with effort. "What the fuck is wrong with you?"

"The girl is a threat," Kavik repeated. "She must be eliminated."

Another fire beast lunged for me—its form towered twice my height. I threw up a shield of starlight, pouring everything I had into it.

The creature's burning fist smashed through my defense.

I lurched sideways, feeling the heat of its strike pass inches from my face.

"Thais!" Marx shouted, fighting to reach me. Three elementals moved to intercept her, forcing her back with walls of flame that filled the air with smoke.

I pushed myself to my feet, muscles screaming in protest. Deep inside, I felt it—that well of power Xül had helped me find. I reached for it, pulling harder than ever before.

Stars answered.

Light streamed down from the heavens, wrapping around my arms, my torso, my legs—a second skin of celestial brilliance that made the beasts recoil. For a moment, I felt invincible.

The massive elemental charged again. This time I didn't dodge.

I met it head-on, my star-wrapped fist colliding with its core. The impact sent shockwaves through the clearing, shattering nearby trees. The creature exploded in a shower of sparks and ash that fell across scorched earth.

Victory lasted two seconds. Three more took its place, and these were learning. They moved with caution, testing my defenses.

And I was weakening. The well of power wasn't endless—I could feel its limits now, feel myself approaching them with terrifying speed. Each draw took more effort, each manifestation cost more than the last.

Across the clearing, Aelix was losing. Kavik's attacks had taken on a frenzied quality, wildfire lashing out. Aelix's blood ran from a dozen wounds. Would Kavik actually kill him—another Legend? What the fuck was happening?

"The girl is a threat," Kavik continued to chant, each repetition driving him to greater violence. "She must be eliminated. The girl is a threat. She must be eliminated."

My vision blurred at the edges. Black spots danced across my sight as I pushed harder, demanding more power.

Marx screamed somewhere to my left. I turned to see her overwhelmed, her curse-forms flickering and losing cohesion as exhaustion took its toll. She managed one last desperate manifestation—a writhing mass that made the elemental's arm wither and combust—before her knees buckled.

No.

I reached deeper, pulling on reserves I didn't know existed. The pain was immediate and absolute—being turned inside out. My skin felt too tight, ready to split apart. But power came, raw and terrible.

The starlight that erupted from me wasn't beautiful. It was violent, uncontrolled, a nova of pure destruction that sent elementals flying. Marx's attacker disintegrated.

But the cost⁠—

I fell to my knees, screaming. My vision went white, then red, then started to fade. My skin was on fire—no, not my skin. Underneath my skin. I was overheating.

Through the haze of agony, I saw Kavik break free from his battle with Aelix, and he turned his eyes on me—terrible, empty, glazed over eyes. The Aesymar crossed the clearing in seconds. His hand was reaching for my throat, and I had nothing left to stop him.

"The threat must be eliminated," he said, and his fingers were inches from my skin when⁠—

The world stopped.

Flames froze mid-flicker. The wind died. Every sound vanished.

The ground... was it moving? Breaking?

Everything was sliding in and out of focus, doubling, tripling. Sounds reached me distorted—wet tearing that might have been fabric or might have been something worse. Then cracks.

Things were coming up. Dark shapes that moved wrong, too many joints bending in directions that made my poisoned mind reel. The smell hit me—rot and earth and putrid sweetness.

The shapes kept rising, kept moving toward the fire beasts.

Then there were screams. Everything was muffled now, underwater sounds that meant nothing.

Kavik's face swam above me, his mouth moving. Angry words I couldn't process. His hand closed around my throat with crushing force. His fingers were iron bands, cutting off air, crushing my windpipe. I clawed at his wrists, but my strength was gone. My lungs screamed for air that wouldn't come.

A dark figure stepped from the shadows, bringing the cold with it. My vision was going gray at the edges, but I felt the temperature drop, saw frost spreading across Kavik’s cheek.

Words. That voice. His voice. "Release her."

Kavik's grip tightened. More words I couldn't catch.

The earth beneath me rumbled. Something clawing its way out. Pale in the darkness. Rot crawled up my nostrils.

The thing rose, towering over us—cracking sounds splintering my ears.

Then it all came into perfect view.

A corpse. Inches from Kavik’s face. Half its flesh had rotted away, revealing a grinning skull beneath. Dirt was compacted in an empty socket where an eye should have been. Its jaw hung loose on one side, connected only by strips of blackened sinew.

The dead.

Xül had raised the dead.

A maggot dropped from its throat onto Kavik's shoulder.

The corpse's hands shot forward, rotting fingers sinking into Kavik's arms. More of them erupted from the ground—a circle of decay closing in. They grabbed his legs, his torso, their decomposing hands finding purchase despite his struggles.

Kavik's hands left my throat as he fought against them. But there were too many.

They dragged him backward, toward the center of the clearing where the earth had split wide. I watched him claw at the ground, leaving furrows in the dirt. Watched the corpses pull him down into that dark fissure, their bodies following him into the earth. His screams grew muffled as soil began to close over them.

My vision blurred again. The sounds were wrong—sucking, tearing, earth moving in ways earth shouldn't move.

Then silence. The ground sealed shut as if it had never opened.

I collapsed forward, gasping. My throat felt crushed, ruined. The world spun sick circles, and I couldn't tell if I was falling or if the ground was rising to meet me. And the pain. It was still there, poison in my veins.

Strong arms caught me before I hit the ground. Xül gathered me against him, and his skin felt cool against mine.

"Starling," he said, and his voice cracked on the word. His hands checked my throat, my pulse. His hand came away bloody. "Thais, look at me."

I tried, but my vision was fading fast. The edges crept in, and fighting it was fighting the sea.

"No." His voice turned sharp. "You don't get to leave. Do you hear me? You stay here. You stay with me."

He sounded scared, I realized through the haze of pain. The Prince of Death—he was afraid.

"Aelix!" he shouted, never taking his eyes from my face. "Water! Now!"

"Already on it." Aelix's voice came from somewhere far away. Then blessed cold cascaded over me, soaking through my clothes, my hair. Steam rose from my skin as water fought the unnatural heat. The relief was immediate but insufficient—my insides were still on fire.

"She's burning out," Aelix said, his voice tight. "She⁠—"

"I can see that," Xül snapped. His arms tightened around me, pulling me closer. One hand came up to cup my face, his thumb brushing over my cheekbone. "Thais, stay with us. That's an order."

I wanted to laugh at that—giving orders to someone who might be dying—but all that came out was a wet cough. Blood spattered his shirt.

"Too much," I managed to whisper. "Too much light."

"I know.” His other hand pressed against my chest, and I felt his power—cold and deadly and vast—trying to contain the stellar fire eating me alive. "I know, starling. Just hold on. Stay with me."

More water. More cold. But the darkness was inviting now, promising an end to the agony. Each heartbeat sent new waves of pain through me. Each breath was harder than the last. My eyes fluttered closed.

"Don't you dare," Xül growled. "You don't get to die here, not this way. Not on my watch."

But my body had other ideas. The power had scorched channels through me that weren't meant to exist, burned pathways that mortal flesh couldn't sustain. I was coming apart, unraveling.

"Please," Xül whispered, and that single word held more emotion than I'd ever heard from him. "Please, Thais. Stay."

The last thing I saw was his face above mine, eyes bright with something that might have been tears. The last thing I felt was his hand in mine, anchoring me to a world that was fading fast.

Then darkness claimed me, and I fell into a silence deeper than death.


Chapter 38
Wretched Vulnerabilities


The screams tore from my throat before I was fully conscious. My body convulsed, fighting against invisible restraints as the nightmare's tendrils still clutched at my mind. I thrashed wildly, my skin slick with cold sweat despite the inferno raging inside me.

"Thais." A cool hand pressed against my forehead.

I lashed out blindly, my fist connecting with something solid. There was a soft grunt, but the hand remained steady on my skin.

"Starling, you're safe."

The voice penetrated the fog. Reality slowly reassembled itself around me. The silk sheets beneath my body, damp with my sweat. The dim glow of crystals embedded in the dark walls, casting long shadows across the ceiling. The familiar scent of cedar and oranges and old books. This was his room, I realized with a jolt.

I forced my eyes open, blinking away the remnants of terror. He sat on the edge of the bed, watching me. His expression was neutral, but I could see the tension in the line of his jaw, the slight furrow between his brows. A shadow of stubble darkened his immaculate face, and faint circles beneath his eyes suggested he hadn't slept.

"There you are," he said quietly.

My breathing was still too fast, too shallow. Each inhalation felt like someone had poured molten metal down my throat and into my chest. I struggled to sit up, and his hand moved to my shoulder, steadying me.

"You're always just… staring at me when I wake up," I managed, my voice a ragged whisper. "It's unnerving."

The corner of his mouth twitched upward. "Well, you keep getting yourself mortally injured. It's becoming something of a habit."

"Not intentionally," I muttered, pressing a hand to my chest. The pain there was deep, bone-deep.

Xül watched me, raising an eyebrow "How do you feel?"

"Like I swallowed fire." I winced, shifting against the pillows. "My lungs are⁠—"

"Damaged," he finished for me. "You channeled more power than your body could safely contain."

I remembered now—the desperate pull for more as the elementals closed in, the searing heat that had built inside me until I thought I would explode from it. The stars answering my call, pouring too much light into me. And then… nothing.

"You almost died," Xül said matter-of-factly. "Again."

"How long was I unconscious?" I asked.

"Three days." He reached for a glass of water on the bedside table, offering it to me. "You've been drifting in and out. This is the first time you've been truly lucid."

Three days. The knowledge settled heavily in my stomach as I took the glass with trembling fingers. The water, cool and sweetened with mint, soothed my raw throat. I hadn't realized how thirsty I was until the first drop touched my lips.

"Careful," Xül warned. "Small sips."

I obeyed, though it took all my willpower not to drain the entire glass.

"What were you dreaming about?" he asked finally, his voice uncharacteristically gentle.

I took a deep breath, wincing at the pain it caused. "Sulien," I whispered.

Xül's expression didn't change, but I sensed a shift in his attention—a sharpening of focus. He didn't push, didn't rush me. He simply waited.

"My father," I clarified.

"When the priests came to Saltcrest." My fingers twisted in the sheets until my knuckles turned white. "They took me and Thatcher both. But Sulien—" My voice broke on his name. "Sulien had hidden us all those years."

Xül stilled. I’d never told him about what had happened that night.

"They executed him," I said, the words painful to speak aloud. "In front of everyone. In front of us. The punishment for harboring the blessed."

The memory was so vivid I could almost smell the smoke from the bonfire, hear the shocked gasps of the villagers. I closed my eyes against it, but that only made the images more intense.

"He didn't fight," I said, my voice cracking. "He just knelt there, dignified until the end. And his last words—" My voice failed me, and I had to take another painful breath before continuing. "Love. For the children who got him killed."

A single tear escaped, trailing down my cheek. I wiped it away roughly.

I looked up at Xül, expecting to see indifference or perhaps that cold, analytical interest he often displayed. Instead, I found raw anger, a darkness that seemed to pull the shadows closer around him.

"The priests," he said, his voice dangerously soft, "have always hidden their cruelty behind righteousness."

"I wanted to die," I admitted. "After Sulien was gone, I just… gave up. When I woke up in that cell, I’d wished they'd killed me too. I think I would have faded away if it weren't for Thatcher—for knowing he needed me."

Xül was silent for a long moment, his eyes distant, as if seeing beyond the walls of the chamber.

"The priests serve gods who’ve forgotten what justice truly means," he said, each word precise and heavy.

I froze, the air leaving my lungs in a rush. Had I heard him correctly? The Prince of Death—condemning not just the priests but the gods themselves?

My eyes widened as I stared at him, searching his face for any sign that I'd misunderstood. But his expression remained grave, resolute.

"You—" I started, then stopped, afraid to voice the implication of his words. The room suddenly felt too small, too close. "Do you really believe that?"

"Of course I do.” He leaned closer. “But a word of warning—be careful who you share your grief with, starling," he said, his voice returning to its measured tone. "Not everyone who wears a crown deserves your trust."

"Right," I said softly.

He nodded once, the shadows around him gradually receding. His eyes focused on me again, studying my face. I met his gaze, letting him see all the broken pieces I usually kept hidden.

"Why didn't you call Miria this time?" I asked after a moment, changing the subject. "To heal me?"

"This was an unprecedented attack," he said carefully. "Kavik entering my domain uninvited, targeting my chosen contestant..." He paused. "It raises questions."

Then I remembered. Kavik's strange behavior, the unnatural emptiness in his eyes. The way he'd spoken like a puppet with someone else pulling the strings.

"He seemed… wrong," I said slowly.

"He was," Xül agreed. "Aelix and I have been trying to make sense of it since it happened. Kavik is many things—impulsive, hot-headed, occasionally insufferable—but this isn't in his nature. Not his character."

"He killed his own contestant," I pointed out.

"That's different." Xül’s brow furrowed. "Legends eliminate their own contestants all the time. If a blessed proves unworthy or becomes a liability, they're removed." His tone was a reminder of the brutal reality of the Trials. "But coming to a domain in which he has no authority and targeting another Legend's contestant?" He shook his head. "Unheard of."

"The timing was interesting."

His lips curved. "That he chose to attack while I was away? Almost as if someone knew I would be absent."

"Do you think they did?" I asked, watching his face carefully.

He considered this, his mismatched eyes narrowing slightly. "It's possible. Any number of beings could have known I would be gone."

"Kavik was trying to kill me. Not Marx, not Aelix. Me." I met his gaze directly. “Why?”

Xül paused, and in that hesitation, I read the truth—he didn't know. For all his power, all his knowledge, he was as much in the dark as I was. He shifted closer to me, the mattress dipping slightly under his weight.

"Kavik has been committed to the domain of Pyros nearly his entire life," he said slowly. "It makes no sense for him to target you. I don't know what Pyralia would gain by your death."

"He kept repeating the same phrases over and over," I recalled, remembering flashes of the attack. "Like he was stuck in a loop."

"Yes. ‘The girl is a threat. She must be eliminated.' Over and over, like he was⁠—“

"Brainwashed," I finished.

Our eyes met. Whatever happened with Kavik, it wasn't natural. Someone or something influenced him, used him as a weapon aimed directly at me.

"When I arrived," Xül said, his voice dropping lower, "he didn't even acknowledge me at first. Just kept trying to kill you, even with me standing right there." A shadow crossed his face. "Kavik may be reckless, but he's not suicidal. He knows better than to challenge me in my own domain."

"So someone powerful enough to make him forget that," I concluded.

"Yes."

A thought occurred to me, one I had been afraid to voice. "Could he have been sent by Olinthar?"

Xül's brow furrowed as he considered this. "If Olinthar wanted you eliminated, he would have sent Lightbringers," he said after a moment. "They're his personal guardians, completely loyal and far more efficient."

"Unless he didn't want it traced back to him," I countered.

Xül's eyes narrowed. "I can't be certain," he admitted. "But Pyralia typically remains neutral when it comes to divine agendas. She prefers to stay out of political machinations." He shook his head slightly. "I see no reason why Olinthar could convince her to be complicit in this. Not without him revealing why he might want you dead. Which we both know is unlikely."

"What happened to him?" I asked. "To Kavik, I mean."

A shadow flickered across Xül's face. "He's dead."

"You killed him?" I whispered.

"When I arrived and saw him with his hands around your throat..." He paused, a muscle twitching in his jaw. "The dead tore him apart."

"I don't remember much," I admitted. "Just the cold, and the souls appearing, and then... darkness."

"Kavik was a Legend," Xül said, his voice low and tense. “His absence isn't something that will go unnoticed. When Pyralia discovers one of her Legends is gone..." He trailed off, his expression grim.

"You think there will be consequences," I surmised.

"I know there will be," he corrected. "The question is what form they'll take, and who will bear them."

"We don't know what's happening," Xül continued, his voice softening, "but for now, we need to keep this quiet. If Kavik was sent by Pyralia and he never returns..."

"Then there are few who know what actually happened here," I realized.

He nodded. "Staying silent might tell us more than demanding answers. I want to see how this unfolds—who reacts, who doesn't." His eyes met mine, searching. "Can I trust you to keep this between us?"

"Of course," I said without hesitation.

"Thank you," he said quietly.

"And in the meantime?" I asked. "What do we do?"

"In the meantime," he repeated. "I won't leave you like that again. I promise."

Warmth bloomed in my chest at his words—something dangerously close to trust. I pushed it down, focusing instead on the practical.

"Why were you in the city so long?" I asked, trying to keep my tone casual.

Xül hesitated before rising.

“I wasn’t in the city, starling.” His voice was low. “At least, not the past few days.”

“Then where were you?”

"Verdara," he said finally, his back to me. "With my father."

Verdara. Davina’s domain.

He sighed, a soft sound barely audible. "And Nyvora," he said, the name hanging in the air between us.

I tried to ignore the pang in my chest at the mention of the beautiful goddess who had made her interest in Xül abundantly clear at the Banquet. It was stupid, this jealousy—unfounded and unjustified. I had no claim on him, no right to feel anything about who he spent his time with.

"Why?" I asked, keeping my voice neutral despite the sudden tightness in my throat.

When he finally spoke, his voice was flat, resigned.

"My father has come to a decision," he said, each word carefully measured. "About who I will marry.”

"So it's her—Nyvora," I whispered, hating how my voice betrayed me by cracking on her name.

He nodded once, a sharp, tense movement. "I don't know when, but yes. Eventually. We were in Verdara accepting the terms."

Pain twisted in my chest—an irrational pain that I had no right to feel. I tried to keep my expression neutral, but I must have failed because his brow furrowed.

"That's wrong." I hadn't meant to sound so harsh, but the words were already out. "You don't have to do that. Not after what she did to you. Not after how she treated you."

Xül turned fully toward me. "There are things you don't understand, Thais." His jaw clenched. "I have to do this. I have no choice."

"You could stand up to your father," I argued, pushing myself straighter despite the pain it caused. The sheet fell away, revealing one of Xül’s black shirts hugging my frame. "Tell him you won't go through with it."

His irritation hardened. "Stand up to him?" He laughed, a bitter sound. His power pulsed around him, an aura of darkness that made the shadows in the room lengthen and writhe.

"There is nothing to stand up against," he said, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "I am doing this to help my father, because it must be. This is my duty to my family, to my domain. To the future of Voldaris."

I stared up at him, refusing to be intimidated. "So you'll just marry someone you don't love? Someone who hurt you?"

He stepped back, and for a moment, the anger seemed to drain out of him, replaced by a hollowness.

"Love was never part of the equation, Thais," he said. "Not for someone like me."

His gaze drifted to the window, to the scarlet beyond. "I've always expected a loveless marriage. I accepted that a long time ago."

He looked back at me. "It's why I don't... allow myself to form attachments that could deepen. There's no point in opening yourself to that kind of vulnerability when you know how the story ends."

His tone made me wonder if he was speaking from experience—if there had been someone, once, who had slipped past those walls.

"That sounds... lonely," I said quietly.

A small smile touched his lips. "You get used to it."

But I could see in his eyes that he hadn't—not really. Behind the cold mask of the Death Prince was someone who had spent his entire life holding everyone at arm's length.

"What I want is irrelevant." His eyes met mine and I caught a fleeting expression—too quick to identify, gone before I could understand it. "It always has been."

I refused to flinch at his words. They hit too close to the thoughts I'd been battling since that moment on the shore—that traitorous warmth that surged through me every time I recalled the press of his mouth on mine, the way my power had surged in response to his touch. I'd spent every day since forcing those memories into the darkest corners of my mind. That kiss had been a means to an end for him. It meant nothing. Could mean nothing. And yet it lingered like a brand on my memory.

I forced a nod, averting my gaze. It was too much—that stare of his. Too intense. Too knowing. And in this moment, I was terrified he’d see right through me.

"But no matter what," he finally said, each word deliberate, "I will be here for you. I will get you through the Trials, Thais." He hesitated, then added, "that much I can promise."

I reached out, not entirely sure what I intended, and he caught my hand. His skin was cool against mine, his fingers wrapping around my own. His thumb traced over my knuckles. For some reason, the simple contact made my throat tighten.

"Rest," he said, and he released my hand.

I watched him move toward the door, his shoulders set in that perfect, regal posture that gave nothing away.

"Xül," I called, just as he reached the threshold.

He paused without turning.

"Thank you," I said softly. "For saving my life. Again."

He looked back over his shoulder, and for the briefest moment, his expression softened. His face changed—a slight relaxation around the eyes, a subtle curve of his lips.

"Always, starling," he replied, the nickname sending an unexpected warmth through me. "Always."


Chapter 39
Echoes of the Forgotten


I woke to silence and empty chambers. The covers on the other side of the bed were disturbed, pulled back as if someone had quietly slipped out of them. I blinked in surprise, taking in the implication. He had slept here? Next to me?

Dawn was beginning to filter through the high windows, casting the room in a pale light that made the dark furnishings seem less imposing.

For a moment, I remained still, cataloging the sensations in my body. The burning in my lungs had subsided to a dull ache. My throat felt raw but functional. The fever that had consumed me for the last few days had broken, leaving me wrung out but clear-headed.

Moving to the edge of the bed, I tested my legs. They trembled but held my weight as I stood. A silk robe had been draped over a nearby chair—black, of course, embroidered with silver thread. I pulled it over his shirt.

I walked to the window, looking out over the bleak landscape of Draknavor. The blood-red sky was just beginning to lighten, revealing the twisted shapes of the forest and the dark shore beyond. It was beautiful in its way—stark and honest about its nature.

Where had he gone? Had there been a summons from the Eternal City again? Some divine crisis that required the Prince of Death's attention? Or had he simply grown tired of playing nursemaid?

When I tried the door, it was locked.

"You've got to be kidding me," I muttered, rattling the handle.

Kneeling, I extracted one of the long pins from my hair and bent it into the shape I needed. The lock gave way with a satisfying click, and I allowed myself a small smile of triumph. Take that, Death Prince.

The corridor outside was empty, silent save for the soft whisper of the draft that seemed to permeate the Bone Spire. I padded barefoot down the hall, following the route I'd memorized during my explorations. The fortress was always quiet at this hour.

A thin line of light beneath a door halfway down the eastern corridor drew me like a beacon. Xül's study door stood partially open, spilling warm amber light into the hallway.

He stood with his back to me, examining something held carefully between his long fingers. It looked like a shard of crystal, similar to those we'd seen at the ruins. The sight of it sparked memories of that day—the ancient battlefield, the remnants of a war between beings beyond comprehension. Questions I'd been too cautious to ask then still burned in my mind.

His confession about the priests had emboldened me.

I stepped into the room, deliberately making enough noise to announce my presence, though I suspected he'd known I was there all along.

"You’re up early." I said, trying to keep my tone balanced.

Xül didn't turn, but I saw the slight rise and fall of his shoulders as he drew breath. "Immortals don't require much sleep."

"Convenient excuse."

That earned me a glance over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised. "Feeling better, I see. Your temperament has certainly recovered."

I moved further into the room, drawn to the crystal in his hand. "What is that?"

"Arcanite," he said, turning it so the light caught its facets.

I hesitated, weighing the risk of my next question. Days ago, he'd shared one dangerous truth with me. Today I would push for more.

"Those ruins we visited," I began, watching his face carefully. "How did it happen? Before Moros and Vivros were the last ones standing? You showed me their battlefield, but what preceded it?"

He finally turned, setting the crystal down on his desk. His expression shifted, a flicker of surprise—either at my question or my audacity in asking it.

"The Sundering," he said, testing the words. "That's a dangerous topic, starling."

"Seems like a natural progression to me." I shrugged, leaning against the side of his desk.

He smirked, but it seemed more curious than mocking. "I suppose that's true."

His eyes stayed on me a beat longer before he sighed and moved to a chest tucked against the far wall, unlocking it with a key he withdrew from inside his coat. From within, he retrieved a round case that was cracked and stained.

"The Primordials numbered thirteen originally," he continued, carefully extracting a scroll made of yellowed parchment. "They existed in a state of perfect equilibrium. Until they didn't, of course."

He unrolled the scroll on his desk, revealing diagrams and script in a language I'd never seen. At the center was an illustration of thirteen interconnected symbols arranged in a perfect circle.

"The Sundering wasn't a single battle," Xül continued, his voice lowering. "It was a slow death. A centuries-long decay."

"Sounds riveting."

"For some." He tilted his head. Observing me. "For others, something to be forgotten."

"Well, I'm intrigued now. Continue, please."

"How polite you're being this morning," he teased, hand tracing delicate lines over the parchment.

"You haven't pissed me off yet." I smiled sweetly.

“It’s important to understand the dynamics of the Primordials to grasp how everything ultimately occurred.”

“I’m listening.” I said, biting my lip.

“While most Primordials existed in communion, Moros and Vivros had long ago separated themselves from the collective. Moros lurked in shadows. Vivros..." He paused. "Well, none of the texts pinpoint any specific location for Vivros. He simply couldn't be found. So most stopped looking."

“Why did they separate themselves?”

“Vivros was never particularly interested in ruling, or being a part of something bigger than himself. He preferred isolation,” Xül leaned against the desk. “At least, that is what I’ve gathered.”

“And Moros?”

Xül simply shook his head and drew a deep breath. "Moros was the weakest of the Primordials," he said, indicating a symbol that appeared darker than those surrounding it. A circle with a crack splitting it. "He isolated himself not because he preferred it, but because the darkest deeds are most efficiently enacted from the shadows. He had a thirst for power. For strength. A hunger that was never satisfied."

A chill traced its way down my spine.

"Do you know what Moros consumed most voraciously, starling?" He asked, eyes flickering up to meet mine.

I shook my head, unable to look away from his penetrating gaze.

"Memories," he said. "The very essence of experience, of identity. Of self."

"Memories?" I repeated, trying to force my mind to understand. "He... fed on them?"

"Like you might consume bread or wine," Xül confirmed. "But for Moros, it wasn't sustenance—it was power. The more he consumed, the more he became."

He gestured to different areas of the scroll, where the symbols seemed arranged in a hierarchy.

"Over centuries, Moros fed on the memories of the other Primordials. So subtle at first that they didn't notice what was happening. A missing moment here, a blurred recollection there. By the time they realized, it was too late—their minds were already half-devoured, their powers diminished by forgetting what they once were."

"He wanted to be the only one," I breathed. "To consume everything until nothing remained to challenge him."

"Yes. And in their weakened state, the Primordials turned to their descendants for help. But they had miscalculated."

The scroll showed smaller symbols clustered around the original thirteen.

"The Twelve saw opportunity where their creators saw salvation. And they struck—not against Moros, but against the rest of them."

I stared at him, my mouth dry. "You mean…the Twelve killed them?" The words felt impossible, yet they left my lips all the same.

"The war was devastating beyond comprehension," Xül said, his voice quiet but clear. "Even now, millennia later, the consequences of that betrayal ripple through the cosmos."

"Gods." It was all I could say.

"When most had fallen," he continued, rolling the scroll closed with careful hands, "only the two outliers remained. Moros and Vivros."

"Outliers," I repeated, catching the word.

"Brothers, if some legends are to be believed," Xül said. “Born from the same cosmic event.”

"So when the Twelve moved against the Primordials⁠—”

"Vivros wasn't present. Moros didn't care. Perhaps he'd even been counting on it." His smile was cold. "Vivros was unaware of the slaughter until it was over. It was only after the cosmic balance cracked that Moros turned his hunger toward his brother. The last source of primordial power left to consume."

"And Vivros emerged from his isolation to face him," I said, understanding dawning.

"Not by choice. Moros forced the confrontation. He was now stronger than he’d ever been before."

“But Vivros killed Moros, in the end.”

“Yes. He was the last living Primordial until the Twelve decided it was time to finish what they started. So they descended upon him when he was still weak.” Xül paused, tilting his head as his gaze dragged across the room. “They had to act fast, I suppose. It was once believed that all descendants, even working together, could never defeat him. So the Twelve couldn’t exactly miss the opportunity for an upper hand.”

His phrasing caught my attention. "All descendants?" I asked. "You mean the Aesymar?"

Xül's eyes flickered with surprise, whether at my perception or his own slip, I couldn't tell. He moved to a drawer in his desk, withdrawing a different scroll, this one bound with four distinct colors of thread: gold, silver, black, and a strange greenish-blue.

"The Aesymar as you know them now," he said, his voice dropping even lower, "were not the only divine beings to rise against the Primordials in the Sundering."

He unrolled the scroll, revealing a map unlike any I had seen before—not of land or sea, but of realms, connected by pathways that formed a complex network. Four distinct worlds, each rendered in one of the thread colors, arranged in a perfect quatrefoil pattern.

"Before the first primordials were slain, four pantheons existed in harmony, all descendants of the Primordials in their various aspects." His finger traced the golden section. "The Aesymareans." Then the silver. "The Esprithe." The greenish-blue. "The Ehlistrea." Finally, the black section. "And the Vaerhuun."

I leaned over him.

"Each ruled their own mortal realms according to their nature," Xül continued. "The Aesymar with order and hierarchy, the Esprithe through harmony and balance, the Ehlistrea through passion and transformation." His finger lingered on the black section. "And the Vaerhuun through fear and domination.”

My eyes remained fixed on that shadowed quadrant. "The Vaerhuun—that seems like a party."

"Not a party I'd recommend," he said. "While all pantheons descended from multiple Primordials, the Vaerhuun shared Moros's affinity for the darker aspects of existence."

"And they all agreed to stand against the Primordials?"

"All four pantheons united, yes," Xül confirmed. "Despite their differences, their thirst for power connected them. I suppose Vaerhuun joined because Moros wasn't the intended target of this particular coup."

I stared at the map, at the four realms connected by those pathways. "But now there's only the Aesymareans," I said slowly. "What happened to the others?"

Xül cleared his throat. "When the Primordials fell, something... fractured. The very foundations of reality cracked. Then, with the final confrontation between Moros and Vivros, the pathways between realms collapsed." He traced one of the lines connecting the realms. "Some believe the other pantheons were destroyed in the cataclysm. Others," he added, his voice falling low, "believe they're simply waiting to be found, adrift in the Abyss."

“The Abyss?”

“The fabric of nothingness beyond the realms of Elaren and Voldaris. Inaccessible to all.”

When he fell silent, I found myself gripping the edge of his desk, steadying myself against the implications of what he'd revealed. The gods I'd been raised to fear had risen through treachery and opportunism, not divine right. And their greed had ripped the universe apart.

“How do you know all of this?” I asked.

“My father’s collection of texts from that period is extensive. You’ve seen the library. He never sheltered me from that knowledge—only taught me about the consequences of knowing it.”

"Why tell me?" I finally asked, meeting his gaze directly. "I assume this information could be considered treasonous."

"Consider it a gesture of faith."

"Faith in what, exactly?"

"In your ability to understand implications beyond what most would grasp." He began methodically reorganizing the materials on his desk. "Most ascension candidates are taught only what they need to know. Enough to function within the divine realm, but not enough to question it."

Xül was testing boundaries. "The Aesymar don't exactly advertise their origins. The overthrow of the Primordials."

"The Aesymar want the Primordials forgotten." Cynicism edged his voice. "They want history rewritten to suggest they themselves have always been. Unchanging. All-powerful."

"A convenient narrative."

"Most successful mythologies are." He smiled. "The truth remains buried in places like those ruins, in texts like these—kept from mortals and divine beings alike."

I traced the edge of his desk. "Why are they so determined to keep all of this a secret?”

His eyes flashed with silent warning, reminding me that for all our sudden alignment, Xül remained the Prince of Draknavor, heir to Death itself.

"The Aesymar fear what all rulers fear—the realization that their power is neither absolute nor eternal. That they too ascended and thus could theoretically be replaced." He paused, watching me. "Think of what would happen if mortals truly understood that divinity isn't an inherent state, but one that can be achieved. Or stolen."

I met his gaze, recognition burning between us. "The Trials are containment," I said simply, not bothering to phrase it as a question. "They always have been."

"Most contestants cling to the delusion of divine benevolence," he said, his voice dropping to match mine.

A bitter sigh escaped me before I could contain it. "I've known it for a long time. That they don't elevate mortals out of generosity," I continued, the words falling from my lips like a dark secret. "They do it because the alternative is worse. Divine power bleeds into Elaren whether they will it or not. Better to gather up those who manifest it and control them than allow potential rivals to develop unchecked.”

Especially," Xül added quietly, "when so few of the Aesymar possess true gifts themselves. Imagine their terror—immortal but essentially powerless beyond their extraordinary senses and strength, watching mortals manifest abilities they themselves lack.

“And those that cannot be controlled are eliminated before they become true threats. Every contestant who dies in the Trials is just another loose end tied off. Another potential usurper neutralized."

The brutal economy of it had always been clear to me. I had grown up in the shadow of this understanding, had breathed it in with my father's fear and exhaled it with my own cautious restraint.

What struck me now was not the revelation. It was the audacity of its scale. The systematic way the divine realm had maintained its dominance over eons.

"And mortals never see it," I said, a new thread of anger weaving through my words. "Generation after generation, we worship the very beings who cull us. They present the Trials as divine blessing while they're really just... pest control."

Xül's eyes gleamed. "The greatest triumph of the Aesymar was convincing mortals to revere the very system designed to keep them in their place."

Understanding wove itself between us. To hear such thoughts acknowledged by one of their own, to have confirmation of what had always been shadow and suspicion, kindled a dangerous fire in my blood.

He turned away first, breaking the moment. "The sun rises. The Bone Spire will soon awaken."

Indeed, the quality of light had changed, dawn's silver giving way to the scarlet hue of early morning.

"I should go," I said, already walking from his desk. "Before someone notices I picked your lock."

A look of mild amusement crossed his face. "So that's how you got out. I should have known."

"You shouldn't have locked me in," I countered.

"I was trying to ensure you rested." There was no apology in his voice.

"A wise decision." I mimicked his usual tone with a small smile.

"Thais."

“Yes?”

"What you've learned here—it cannot leave this room." His expression was deadly serious. "There are ears everywhere in Voldaris. And it seems you’ve already painted a rather large target on your back."

I nodded, understanding the warning beneath his words.


Chapter 40
Dancing with Death


The rising sun painted the dining hall in bloody hues, light spilling through the tall windows. I picked at the assortment of exotic fruits on my plate, not truly tasting any of it. Xül sat beside me.

I wasn't sure when he'd started sitting next to me rather than across the table. Perhaps it was after Kavik's attack—his silent way of keeping me within arm's reach. My hand unconsciously rose to my throat, where the bruises had finally faded. The memory was still fresh.

If Xül hadn't arrived when he did… I shuddered. Someone had controlled a Legend—made him try to kill me. And that someone was still out there, perhaps planning their next attempt.

"You should try the blue one," he said, nodding toward a cerulean fruit on my plate. "It's sweeter than it looks."

I speared it with my fork, examining the strange flesh. "It looks poisonous."

"If I wanted to poison you, I'd be far more subtle," he replied dryly.

I rolled my eyes but took a bite, surprised by the burst of sweetness. "It's good."

A servant materialized at Xül's elbow, presenting a sealed envelope on a silver tray. The paper was pale lavender, edged with gilded silver, sealed with an intricate wax design of intertwined moons.

Xül's expression darkened as he broke the seal, eyes scanning the flowing script. "Fantastic," he muttered, the word dripping with sarcasm.

"What is it?"

"They give us longer to prepare for these frivolous events than for the Trials themselves," he said, passing me the invitation.

The silver script shimmered on the page:

The Divine Syrena, Aesymar of Illusions and Desires, requests the honor of your presence at the Midnight Revelry, a celebration of those blessed contestants who have survived the first two Trials. All Legends and Divine Beings of appropriate standing are welcome to attend. Three nights hence, in the Crystal Palace of Lunadaire. Attendance is mandatory for all mentors and their charges.

"A ball?" I looked up, finding Xül's expression carefully blank.

"More like an elaborate evaluation," he said, taking a deliberate sip from his goblet.

"Wonderful," I muttered. "So I'm to be paraded around like prized livestock."

"More or less," he agreed, not bothering to soften the truth. "Though with considerably more expensive clothing."

I dropped the invitation on the table. "What exactly will this entail?"

"Conversation. Dancing. Navigating the shark-infested waters of divine politics without getting yourself killed." He set down his goblet. "Speaking of which—you'll need to learn to dance."

"I can dance."

"No," he said. "Court dances are specific, formal. They have rules, patterns."

"I assume you'll teach me?" I asked, pushing my plate away.

"Of course," he said, the words touched with that aristocratic arrogance that used to infuriate me. "Then I suppose we should begin lessons immediately," I said, rising from the table. "I wouldn't want to embarrass you in front of your illustrious peers."

His eyes narrowed slightly at my tone, but he nodded, standing. "We can use the east wing ballroom."

I followed him through the labyrinth of corridors. Each step deeper into this palace felt like another step away from the person I'd been. The Thais of Saltcrest would never recognize the woman I had become—someone who walked beside Death without flinching, who'd survived two brutal Trials, who felt her power growing with each passing day. Was this transformation freedom or corruption? Was I finding my true self or losing it entirely? And why did it feel so natural to follow him, to trust him, when every instinct I'd cultivated over years of survival screamed that he was the most dangerous being I'd ever encountered?

Xül stopped before a set of double doors and pushed them open, revealing a vast chamber with polished stone floors and mirrored walls. The ceiling arched high above, decorated with intricate frescoes.

"This entire room just for dancing?" I asked, unable to hide my cynicism.

"This is actually one of the smaller ballrooms," he said, removing his coat and draping it over a nearby chair. He rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, revealing the strong lines of his forearms. "The one in the Eternal City could hold three hundred couples."

I shook my head, still struggling to comprehend the scale of luxury. "In Saltcrest, our entire house could fit in this room. When we danced, we pushed furniture against the walls to make space."

"Show me," he said unexpectedly.

"What?"

"Show me how you dance in Saltcrest." His expression held genuine curiosity.

I laughed. "Here? Now? There's no music."

"Imagine it," he suggested, his eyes intent on my face.

I closed my eyes, thinking back to the Last Light celebration—the last time I had danced freely, before everything changed. I could almost hear the fiddle, the stamp of feet on packed earth.

I began to move, letting my body remember the rhythms of home. I spun, arms outstretched, feeling the weight of my hair as it swung around me.

When I opened my eyes, Xül was watching me with an expression beyond his usual calculation or amusement.

"That's not dancing," he finally said, though there was no judgment in his tone. "That's freedom."

I stilled, suddenly aware of how I must have looked to him. "Well, it won't do me much good at Syrena's ball, will it?"

"No," he agreed, stepping closer. "There's only one dance you need to learn for that."

He positioned himself before me, one hand extended. I placed my hand in his, trying to ignore the warmth that spread through me at the contact. His other hand settled at my waist, firm but light.

"Your hand goes on my shoulder," he instructed.

I complied, acutely aware of the solid muscle beneath my palm.

"Now, follow my lead. It's three steps and a pause, repeated in a pattern."

He began to move, guiding me. I stumbled almost immediately, my foot catching on his.

"Sorry," I muttered, frustration building.

"Try again," he said, his patience surprising me. "Keep your back straight, chin up."

I met his gaze and we began again. This time, I managed several steps before faltering.

"Better," he murmured. "Keep your focus on me, not on your feet. The body follows the eyes."

I looked up, finding myself caught in his mismatched gaze. The contrast had unnerved me once. Now, I found it oddly mesmerizing.

"What was the first thing you ever stole?" he asked suddenly.

The question caught me so off guard I nearly tripped again. "What?"

"You heard me." There was a hint of amusement in his voice. "I'm curious."

I narrowed my eyes at him. "What makes you think I've stolen anything?"

"You’re a rather talented locksmith," he said smoothly. "One does not acquire such skills for no reason."

I flushed. "A fisherman's knife," I admitted. "I was eleven. It had a handle carved like a leaping dolphin." I concentrated on the steps, remembering. "The fisherman was cruel to his children. Used to beat them with a strap when they didn't clean the catch fast enough."

"So it was vengeance?"

"Not exactly." I shrugged. "I just wanted him to feel what it was like to lose something he valued."

"Did it work? Did he change?"

"No," I said. "If anything, he got worse. I didn't understand then that some people just... break something else when they're broken."

Xül guided me through a turn, his hand steady at my waist. "An early lesson, then."

"I suppose," I said. "What about you? What's the first rule you ever broke?"

His lips curved into the ghost of a smile. "Who says I've broken any rules?"

I gave him a flat look. "Please."

He considered for a moment. "I was seven. There was a library section I wasn't permitted to enter until I was older."

"Let me guess," I said. "You found a way in."

"Of course. I spent months observing the patterns of the guards, learning which books the scholars requested, mapping the layout from glimpses through the door."

"All that just to read some books?"

"Forbidden knowledge is always the most tempting," he said. "Eventually I discovered a hidden passage—a maintenance tunnel."

"What did you find?"

"Disappointment, mostly," he admitted. "Most of the 'forbidden' texts were just tedious political histories and diplomatic records. Though there was one shelf of love poetry that proved educational in other ways."

I couldn't help but laugh at the image of a serious child-Xül sneaking around to read poetry. "Did you get caught?"

"Eventually," he said. "Though not before I'd memorized several of the more explicit verses. My tutor was rather scandalized when I recited them during a lesson."

"I bet," I said, finding it easier now to follow his steps. "Did you get punished?"

"Three days in isolation," he said matter-of-factly. "Though I considered it worth the price."

As we continued to dance, Xül adjusted his hold slightly, drawing me into a closer position.

"This section requires more precision," he explained. "And trust."

"Trust is in short supply these days," I remarked.

"Indeed," he agreed. "Tell me something you've never told anyone else."

I eyed him curiously. "Why?"

"Because it's easier to tell secrets to someone you're not looking at." He spun me so my back pressed against his chest, one arm wrapped around my waist. His lips nearly touched my ear as he spoke. "And because I want to know."

"I almost ran away once," I admitted quietly. "When I was sixteen."

His steps never faltered, but I felt a subtle shift in his attention, a new focus. "From Saltcrest?"

"Yes. I had everything planned. I'd saved money from odd jobs around the village, packed a bag with essentials, mapped out a route inland." The memory was sharp, sudden—the desperate need to escape after my powers manifested. "I was going to leave the night of the autumn harvest."

"What stopped you?"

I swallowed, remembering the night clearly. "Thatcher got sick. Really sick. Some kind of fever that the village healer couldn't break. I couldn't leave him, not when he might..." I trailed off. "He recovered, eventually. But by then, something had changed. I realized I couldn't just abandon the people I loved."

"You stayed out of duty," Xül observed. "Even then."

"Love," I corrected. "I stayed out of love. There's a difference."

"Is there?" His voice was contemplative. "They often feel the same."

"Your turn," I said. "Tell me something you've never told anyone."

He didn't answer immediately, leading me through several more steps before speaking. "I once saved a mortal child's life."

There it was again—that glimpse of a softness beneath the hardened exterior. Every revelation made him more real to me, less the untouchable deity and more a being capable of compassion. And that made him more dangerous.

Of all the possible confessions, this wasn't what I'd expected. "And that's a secret because...?"

"Because I wasn't supposed to interfere," he explained. "My mother used to take me to the village in which she grew up, where her distant family still remains. I saw a girl fall into a canal. The current was too strong, carrying her toward a waterfall."

"So you saved her."

"I did," he confirmed. "Though not openly. I manipulated souls beneath the water to push her toward the shore, made it appear as though a fallen tree had diverted her course." His voice was carefully neutral. "My father would have considered it inappropriate interference in mortal affairs."

"You risked his disapproval to save a child," I said softly.

"The paperwork would have been tedious."

I couldn't help but smile. "Of course. Purely practical."

The dance ended, but neither of us moved away. I loved hearing about his past, these small glimpses of what he’d been like in a different time—a different world. When he was a different Xül. But a part of me couldn't help but feel he was simply filling the silences we didn't want to replace with other things—harder things.

His hand lingered at my waist a moment longer than necessary before he finally stepped back. I watched him cross to the window, his profile outlined against the blood-red sky of Draknavor.

"You know, Thais," he said suddenly, still gazing out the window, "you never ask me about what happens after."

I stilled, uncertain what he meant. "After?"

"After the Trials." He turned to face me. "You've never once asked what becomes of you if you ascend."

The question caught me off guard. I'd never seriously considered it—a future beyond all of this. Those possibilities had never seemed real enough to contemplate. The truth was, there was no after. Not for me. Not for Thatcher. We knew what we’d signed up for when we made that pact. Killing the King of Gods was not something we ever expected to survive.

"I..." I hesitated, suddenly unable to meet his gaze. "I never thought that far ahead."

He studied me with that penetrating gaze that always made me feel exposed. "I find that difficult to believe."

I crossed to the opposite window, needing distance from his scrutiny. The black sands stretched out below, meeting the dark ocean like two realms of shadow colliding. My reflection stared back at me from the glass, a stranger with my face.

"I suppose I never planned to make it out of this alive," I admitted.

I heard Xül's sharp intake of breath. "That's the first time you've ever said something like that."

"I try not to think about it." I kept my eyes on the horizon.

"And does your brother share your pessimism?" His voice had taken on a careful edge.

"Thatcher has always been the optimist," I said, offering a version of the truth that concealed its heart.

"But you’ve always seemed so confident, so sure of yourself," he pressed. “People who expect to die in the Trials don’t have those qualities—not normally.”

"It’s simply the truth, Xül." I turned towards him finally, offering a knowing smile. “You said it yourself, when we first met. The likelihood of me surviving is laughable.”

"Don’t do that." His voice had gone dangerously low.

“Do what?” I asked, shrugging. “Your words, not mine.”

Xül closed the distance between us in three swift strides. "This isn’t a game to me, Thais. Perhaps it was in the beginning. Before I knew you—before I knew who you really were. But it's not anymore. And you’re perfectly aware of that."

"Just because I impressed you doesn’t mean anything has changed," I countered, lifting my chin. "There are still two Trials to go, and then the forging."

He simply stared at me, mouth opening and then closing. He dragged his hand down his face.

“Relax, it’s not like I have some death wish,” I added, realizing how serious the conversation had become. “I’m just trying to be realistic.”

"And what about those who care about you?" he demanded. "Have you considered what your death would mean to them?"

"There are few left that do," I said simply. “The rest are dead because of me.”

Xül's jaw tightened. "So what? You view this as some kind of atonement?"

"In a way, I suppose that’s right." I turned back to the window, avoiding his gaze. He was dragging something out of me I’d been pushing down. A truth I’d been too weak to face. That perhaps the idea of death had settled over me so easily because in some twisted way, it felt like justice for everything my existence had led to. My mother’s death. Sulien’s death. Thatcher getting taken and forced into the Trials alongside me.

He was silent for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice was tempered. "Don’t be absurd."

His tone made me turn back to him, and the glare on his face sent a chill down my spine. "Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Because you’re being ridiculous,” he nearly snarled. “I don’t even recognize you right now.”

"Then what picture have you painted in your head of me?"

His eyes flashed.

"I see someone who looks gods in the eye without flinching," he said, his voice taut. "Someone who calls out every lie, who slices through pretense effortlessly. The woman who stood on that beach her first night here, utterly exposed and completely unashamed. Defiant."

His words left me momentarily speechless.

"That woman doesn't cower behind fatalism," he continued. "She doesn't hide behind martyrdom. She fights—not because she expects to win, but because surrendering isn't in her nature."

"That's not fair," I said, finding my voice at last. "Acknowledging reality isn't surrendering to it."

"Isn't it?" He took another step closer. "The Thais I know would spit in the face of inevitability. She wouldn't accept death as a foregone conclusion—she'd rage against it, challenge it, find a way to beat it through sheer stubborn will."

"Maybe you don't know me as well as you think," I countered, crossing my arms.

"Or maybe I see you more clearly than you see yourself." His voice softened, though the intensity in his eyes remained. "This defeatism—it's beneath you, Thais. It's not who you are."

"And who am I, exactly?" I demanded, anger flaring. "Since you seem to have it all figured out."

"You're the woman who stood in this very room and showed me what freedom looks like," he said without hesitation. "The one who refuses to play by rules she didn't make. You're..." He paused, seeming to search for the right words. "You're the most honest person I've ever met. Even when it costs you. Especially then."

I swallowed, suddenly finding it difficult to meet his gaze. "You've built quite an impressive image of me."

"Not built. Observed." He moved closer, his voice dropping. "And that's why I cannot accept this. It doesn't fit the woman I've come to know."

I turned away, unable to bear the weight of his gaze.

"Fine," I said finally. "You're right. I don't want to die. Is that what you want to hear?"

"I want to hear the truth."

"The truth?" I laughed, the sound brittle even to my own ears. "The truth is that I'm terrified. The truth is that even if I dreamed of surviving this, of finding some way through, dreams don't change reality, Xül. And the reality is that people like me don't get happy endings."

He was silent for a long moment.

"Endings aren't written in stone, Thais."

My restraint might has well have been nonexistent. Because the hypocrisy of his words burned like acid, and I couldn’t hold my tongue for another moment.

"Really?" I spat. "That's rich coming from you."

His brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"You stand there talking about hope, when you've already resigned yourself to a hollow, empty life." The words spilled out. "You've already accepted that your father will broker your future to the highest bidder. So don't lecture me about hope when you've abandoned it for yourself."

His expression stilled, and for a moment I thought I'd gone too far.

"We're not talking about me," he said quietly. "We're talking about you."

"Convenient deflection."

"No," he countered. "It's not the same. I've accepted certain realities of my position, yes. The political necessities of being Morthus's heir. But that's different from surrendering to death."

"Is it?" I challenged. "You're giving up your chance at happiness, at a life you actually want. How is that any different?"

He stepped closer. "Because I'm still fighting for something bigger than myself. For change that I hope will outlive me. What are you fighting for, Thais? If you've already decided you're going to die, what's the point of any of this?"

I was fighting for something, just something I couldn’t tell him. But his words resonated deeper than I wanted to admit. I'd spent so long believing my death was inevitable—the only possible conclusion to the path I'd chosen. What would it mean to challenge that belief? To fight not just for vengeance, but for a future beyond it?

"I should warn you," I said, attempting to steer the conversation away from the cliff we were nearing, "I'm not very good at hope. It's never served me well in the past."

"Hope isn't something you're good or bad at," he said. "It's a choice you make every day. Sometimes every hour."

I studied him, trying to reconcile this Xül with all the other versions he had shown me. "You’re quite complex, Warden," I observed.

The ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Perhaps. Or maybe you're finally seeing what I’ve always been."

He reached out slowly, giving me time to pull away, and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. The gesture was achingly gentle, at odds with the deadly power I knew those hands possessed.

"For what it's worth," he said quietly, "I think the world would be poorer without Thais Morvaren in it."

I didn't know how to respond. Every retort or deflection died on my lips, leaving only raw truth.

"My father used to say that," I admitted.

"Wise man," he said, his eyes never leaving mine. "And I assure you, Thais—I am very rarely wrong."

A small laugh escaped me, part disbelief, part something dangerously close to that hope he'd spoken of. "Your humility continues to astound me."

His lips curved into a genuine smile that made him look so young. "One of my many virtues."

"We should continue practicing," I said finally, needing to return to safer ground. "I still have much to learn before this ridiculous ball."

He extended his hand once more, and I took it, allowing him to guide me back into the proper position. For the first time since we’d been forced into these Trials, I found myself wondering what it might be like to survive. To actually live beyond what was to come. It was a dangerous thought.

Yet as Xül guided me through the steps, his hand warm and steady at my waist, I couldn't quite banish it from my mind.


Chapter 41
Asteria


I woke with a start, my heart hammering against my ribs as my eyes flew open. Golden light poured through towering arched windows that stretched from floor to ceiling, bathing the room in a warm glow. For a moment, I couldn't breathe, couldn't think as I took in the opulent space around me.

Every surface gleamed with intricate gold trim and ornate carvings. The bed beneath me was massive, draped in silks that shimmered like pearls in the light, so soft against my skin that it felt like sleeping on a cloud.

I bolted upright, flinging the covers aside as I scrambled out of bed. My bare feet hit polished wooden floors. I raced to the nearest window, my breath catching in my throat as I pressed my palms against the cool glass.

Below me, billowing clouds breathed across the endless expanse, their white forms sighing and shifting.

"What?" I whispered, my breath fogging the glass.

I spun around, and spotted a massive door carved with intricate patterns. Without hesitation, I sprinted across the room and yanked it open, only to freeze at the sight of Lyralei and her team of Dreamweavers waiting in the hallway, their expressions a mixture of amusement and expectation.

"Welcome to Asteria," Lyralei said with a formal nod, extending a shimmering silk robe toward me. Her tone was professional, but her eyes seemed tight, almost weary.

I took the robe with trembling fingers, wrapping it around my nightgown-clad body. "Asteria? As in⁠—"

"Syrena's home," she confirmed. "The Domain of Dreams.”

The Dreamweavers beckoned me to follow them, and with little choice, I did. We moved through winding corridors where mist from the surrounding clouds seemed to seep through the walls themselves. The hallways were a soft, blushing pink, adorned with gilded appliques. It was like walking through the inside of a seashell, beautiful and disorienting all at once.

Finally, we emerged into a vast space. One side was completely open to the air, with slender columns of polished ivory supporting a domed ceiling painted with constellations that seemed to move if you looked at them too long.

Massive crystal formations rose from the smooth marble floor, reflecting prismatic light across every surface. Pools of water in varying sizes were scattered throughout the stone floor, some steaming gently, others crystal clear and still as glass. The scent of jasmine and some other sweet herb hung in the air.

Across the room, other contestants milled about, looking just as confused as I felt, each accompanied by their own entourage of stylists. My eyes immediately found Thatcher, his tall frame easy to spot among the crowd. When our gazes locked, I saw my own questions mirrored in his expression.

What are we doing here?

I have no idea, I tried to convey with a slight shake of my head.

Are you okay?

Fine. You?

Before our silent conversation could continue, a figure materialized in the center of the room, seemingly stepping out of thin air. Elysia stood before us.

"Welcome, contestants," she said, her melodic voice carrying effortlessly through the vast space. "You stand within the sacred Crystal Cascades of Asteria.” She gestured gracefully to the pools around us, each ripple seeming to follow the movement of her fingers. "Today, your mortal vessels will be transformed by ancient rituals that have adorned gods and goddesses since the dawn of creation." Her smile was radiant enough to rival the crystals surrounding us. "Tonight, you shall enter Lunadaire not as mere contestants, but as living works of art, worthy of walking among the divine."

Her eyes fell on me, a small smile playing at her lips before she vanished as suddenly as she'd appeared. I glanced back at Thatcher, who was already being pulled away by his own team.

I guess I'll see you tonight, I sent through the bond.

Don't do anything I wouldn't do.

My own team was already guiding me down a different corridor. The end opened to a large pool overlooking the clouds beyond. The water within glowed a soft pink, as if it contained its own light source. The bath was carved entirely from what appeared to be some dusty rose crystal, the sides rough and natural while the interior was polished to a glassy smoothness.

"The water comes from a spring deep within the crystal mountains. It's infused with rare minerals that give it luminescent properties. It clarifies both mind and body," Novalie explained, her slender fingers testing the water.

"It’s incredible," I said, eyeing tiny motes of light that swirled beneath the surface of the water, like dust caught in sunbeams.

"Everything in Asteria exists in the space between reality and dreams," Vesper said, helping me out of my robe. "It's what makes our domain unique."

"Your domain?" I asked, stepping carefully into the bath. The water was the perfect temperature, enveloping my body in silken warmth that seeped into my bones.

"We're all from Asteria," Lyralei said. "All Dreamweavers are born here, in the domain of Syrena."

As I sank deeper into the glowing water, Novalie began adding various oils and essences from crystal vials, each releasing a different scent and changing the color of the light beneath the surface.

"How did you survive the second trial?" Vesper asked, his fingers expertly working through my hair, applying some kind of fragrant paste to my scalp. "We were all certain you were done for."

I closed my eyes, allowing myself a moment of indulgence before answering. "I guess we weren’t exactly clear on the rules…" I trailed off, hoping my lie was believable.

"And then you pulled through," Lyralei finished for me, her voice soft. "Like you always do."

I cracked one eye open to look at her. The weariness I'd noticed earlier seemed more pronounced now. There were shadows beneath her eyes that hadn't been there before.

"Are you alright?" I asked her.

"Of course," she said quickly. "Just tired. Preparing for tonight's ball has been... demanding."

The next few hours passed in a blur of luxurious treatments. After the bath, I was led to a lounge carved from the same pink stone, where my skin was exfoliated with a scrub that smelled of crushed herbs and salt. Then came a massage with oils that shimmered with subtle iridescence, followed by a mask that Novalie claimed was made from rare clays found only in Asteria's highest peaks.

Throughout it all, the Dreamweavers chatted about Asteria, their voices growing more animated as they described their home.

"The Cascades are the most beautiful landmark in all the domains," Vesper insisted as he applied some kind of sparkling powder to my shoulders. "The reflections change every night to mirror the stars above."

"And the Dream Pools," Novalie added. "The minerals in the water can induce the most vivid, pleasant dreams, tailored to your deepest desires."

"What about Lunadaire?" I asked, remembering the invitation Xül had received just days before.

"Syrena's personal palace," Lyralei explained, her fingers working methodically through my hair, braiding sections with nimble precision. "Tonight, it will host the most elite gathering of the celestial season."

"Thrilling," I murmured, a knot of anxiety forming in my stomach.

"Tonight is merely celebration, no need to worry yourself, dear," Novalie assured me, though her eyes darted to Lyralei.

"Look," Vesper said suddenly, moving to the window. "The sky has started to clear."

I joined him at the window, and my breath caught as I followed his pointing finger. In the distance, where the clouds had parted like a gauzy curtain, a magnificent structure seemed to float in midair. Its spires and domes gleamed silver in the fading light, delicate bridges connecting various sections that hovered independently. It looked as though someone had captured the essence of moonlight and sculpted it into a palace.

"Lunadaire," Novalie whispered reverently.

I stared at the distant palace, unable to look away. "It's beautiful," I admitted.

"Wait until you see it up close," Vesper said. "The interior chambers are breathtaking. And tonight, with the full moon and clear view of the stars—the palace will be at its most magnificent."

“—Speaking of," he continued, his eyes lighting up. "We've been told that each contestant is to wear a garment inspired by their individual gift."

He straightened, practically vibrating with pride. "I've been working on your gown for weeks. It's the proudest I've ever been of one of my designs."

Vesper unfastened a garment bag, pulling out what looked like liquid starlight draped over his arms. I gasped despite myself, smiling softly. For all my reluctance to these events, I had to admit, the attire was certainly starting to grow on me, even if just from the wild artistry alone.

The gown was sheer fabric that disappeared against my skin, covered in intricate silver embellishments arranged in flowing patterns that highlighted every curve of my body. The crystals were concentrated along the bodice and cascaded down the length of the dress like rivers of stars, reflecting the light with every slight movement.

The neckline was structured and off-the-shoulder, emphasizing my collarbones. Delicate beaded sleeves draped off my shoulders, adding movement when I shifted.

"It's..." I struggled to find words.

"As stunning as you are," Vesper said, adjusting the crystal-covered straps. "Like the night sky itself is woven into your skin."

I stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror they'd positioned before me. Indigo eyes beaming between dark lashes, eyelids painted with silver shimmer. Half of my hair fell in waves down my back, the other half braided into designs on top of my head, woven with pearlescent crystals. The woman looking back was regal, dangerous, powerful—barely recognizable.

A soft knock at the door interrupted the moment. Another Dreamweaver in formal attire entered with a silver tray bearing a flute filled with sparkling liquid with tiny beads of light dancing throughout.

"A celebratory beverage before the ball," he announced with a deep bow.

My Dreamweavers began gathering their supplies, preparing to leave. I accepted the drink with a nod of thanks, the crystal cool against my fingers.

"Enjoy your night, darling," Vesper said, kissing both my cheeks before heading toward the door. Novalie followed with an excited wave. Outside, the sky had deepened to a velvety black scattered with more stars than I'd ever seen in my life.

Lyralei lingered behind, watching me with an odd intensity as the others filed out. I raised the glass to my lips and took a sip. The liquid was surprisingly sweet with a hint of bitterness underneath.

Just as the door clicked shut, Lyralei lunged forward, her hand striking mine. The flute tumbled to the ground, spilling the remainder of the liquid onto the floor.

"Don't drink any more of that," she hissed, her face inches from mine, eyes wide with urgency.

I stood frozen, staring at her intense expression.

"What? Why⁠—"

She gripped my arm, fingers digging in almost painfully. "Nothing is what it seems. Remember that."

Before I could demand more information, she released me and hurried toward the door, disappearing into the hallway without another word.

I was left alone, the taste of the drink still lingering on my tongue, and my heart thundering in my chest.


Chapter 42
Desire Consumes


"Introducing, Thais Morvaren."

My name danced through the chamber, lingering in the air long after the syllables had been spoken. I stood at the precipice of the grand staircase, the world below me a dizzying jumble of excess and beauty. My fingers traced the gilded railing.

The ballroom sprawled beneath me. Crystal chandeliers hung from nothing. The ceiling arched impossibly high, painted with constellations I'd never seen in any mortal sky—stars that shifted and rearranged themselves. Surrounding the ballroom were massive gilded windows and terraces that opened up to the star-speckled sky.

All through the space, fire pits burned. They flickered between bright yellow and molten red, reaching high, flames licking the mist that permeated the room. They almost looked out of place, intense hues amongst all of the pastels.

The warmth that had been steadily blooming in me since I'd taken that sip intensified with each heartbeat. It prowled through my bloodstream, softening the edges of reality and heightening every sensation until even breathing sent shivers across my skin. Then I remembered—Lyralei's urgent warning. The bitter tang that had lingered on my tongue. Had it been poison? No, this feeling wasn't death. And if it was, it was pleasantly masked by pleasure.

As I descended the staircase, I felt the weight of countless immortal gazes—assessing, calculating, perhaps even admiring. The wisps of my gown whispered against my skin with each step, the sheer fabric somehow making me feel more exposed than if I wore nothing at all.

I scanned the crowd below, searching for a mismatched pair of eyes that remained frustratingly absent. Instead, my gaze found Marx standing near the base of the stairs, and the sight of her nearly stopped my descent.

She was transformed, a vision in a gown that seemed woven from the very essence of midnight. Deep maroon that bordered on black twisted up her form, revealing glimpses of skin through artful tears that suggested both violence and sensuality.

Even the servants glided through the crowd in attire that would bankrupt lesser kingdoms, their garments molded to their forms with each graceful movement. Syrena had spared no detail in creating this night of revelry.

I prepared myself for Marx's usual sardonic commentary about the stifling nature of such events, but when she spoke, her words carried a subtle slur that caught me off guard.

"You look unreal," she breathed, her eyes wide. "Have you ever seen such a beautiful place?" she asked.

The warmth pulsed through my veins again, and I found myself unable to stop from mirroring her wonder as I took in our surroundings. The ballroom truly was a marvel—a testament to the extravagance that eternity afforded. I had to actively remind myself to remain vigilant, to not surrender completely to the grandeur that surrounded us. Somewhere beneath the euphoria blooming in my chest, a kernel of wariness remained—a whisper of caution I couldn't quite silence.

"Introducing, Thatcher Morvaren."

I turned so quickly the world blurred at its edges before refocusing on the figure of my twin as he descended the same stairs I had just navigated. He moved with the easy confidence that had always been natural to him, a subtle smile playing at the corners of his mouth. There was a mischievous glint in his eyes I hadn't seen since our youthful exploits in Saltcrest, when we'd raced stolen skiffs through the harbor while merchants shouted curses from the docks. What had awakened that particular devil in him tonight?

"Fuck. Me." Marx whispered beside me, the crude words at odds with the reverent tone in which she delivered them. A servant materialized beside us, bearing a tray of crystalline flutes. Marx reached out without hesitation, claiming two.

"No, Marx!" I whispered as my memory came flooding back. My fingers closed around her wrist. "Don't drink."

I struggled to articulate why—only that Lyralei wouldn't have warned me without cause. The memory of her urgency felt distant now.

"You're right, I already had a few before you arrived," she replied, though her tone suggested annoyance at the thought of relinquishing the drink.

I knew I should have been worried for Marx, but she looked so beautiful, so vividly alive. I would keep a close watch on her, I promised myself.

Where worry should have clawed at my chest, I instead felt a flutter of anticipation. My thoughts scattered whenever I tried to focus on them, leaving only sensations in their wake—the brush of silk against my skin, the press of air in my lungs, the rhythm of blood in my veins.

"Sister dear," Thatcher drawled as he approached. “I gotta say, we clean up well, don't we?"

"Thatcher Morvaren," Marx purred, tracing a finger along the lapel of Thatcher’s coat. "You’re looking particularly delicious this evening."

Thatcher's eyes gleamed with mischief. "I could say the same about you, Marx."

“Gods. Please stop.” I managed to croak out.

There was something important we should have been discussing, wasn't there? Some danger or strategy? The thought slipped away like water through cupped hands, impossible to hold.

What I did know was that it was a welcome sight to see my brother looking so relaxed, so much like himself again after everything we'd endured. The weight that had settled on his shoulders since we'd begun this deadly game seemed temporarily lifted, allowing glimpses of the carefree boy he'd once been.

"Are you drinking that?" Thatcher inclined his head toward one of the flutes in Marx's hand. She offered it to him, her eyes fluttering up.

"No, don’t," I said again, the words fumbling from my lips as though my tongue had forgotten their shape.

“Why?” Thatcher eyed the liquid.

I struggled to remember the reason. In fact, I was having trouble remembering much of anything beyond the exquisite pleasure of existing in this moment.

He gave me an odd look before taking a sip anyway, his throat working as he swallowed. I watched, waiting for... something. What was I expecting to happen?

I looked around at the beings in attendance—servants from across the domains, other Aesymar, and Legends socializing in clusters. If the banquet had been stiff and formal, this ball was its wild counterpoint. Guests moved with languid grace—hands drifting where they shouldn’t.

"Is this normal?" I asked, gesturing subtly toward the various displays of affection around the room. "Everyone seems less... restrained than I expected."

Thatcher chuckled, his eyes scanning the room with practiced ease. "I suppose divinity comes with certain liberties, sister. When you've lived for centuries, societal constraints begin to feel rather tedious."

"Besides," Marx added, "why pretend to be proper when everyone knows what happens after these events? The domains are rife with stories of divine liaisons. Half the pantheon has slept with the other half at some point."

"You seem well-informed on divine gossip," Thatcher remarked, raising an eyebrow.

Marx shrugged, her eyes glittering with mischief. "Yes, well, I torture such things out of Aelix."

A voice boomed through the space.

We turned toward the staircase just as Chavore and Elysia were announced. They descended hand in hand. Elysia's gown seemed woven from flame, shifting between shades of gold and sienna with each step, while Chavore wore golden armor so finely crafted it moved like second skin.

"They're disgustingly pretty together," Marx muttered, her eyes narrowed in appreciation.

As they reached the ground floor, Chavore's hand dropped far too low on Elysia's back to be considered proper. Marx raised an eyebrow, but Thatcher merely chuckled.

"This is tame for them," he commented knowingly.

"And finally, presenting Xül, Warden of the Damned, and Nyvora, Aesymar of Fauna. The Divine Court extends its congratulations on your recent engagement."

The words sliced through our conversation. My glass nearly slipped from my fingers as every muscle in my body tensed at once. The room tilted beneath my feet, forcing me to steady myself against a nearby column.

My heart stilled in my chest.

I looked up to see Xül, arm in arm with Nyvora as they made their way down the stairs. He was breathtaking in a suit of the deepest black, fitted so perfectly the fabric seemed to worship his form. A cloak draped from his broad shoulder. His angular features were somehow even more devastating in the ethereal light, his presence commanding every ounce of air in the room.

Beside him, Nyvora was beaming—a ridiculous smirk slashed across her face. Her gown shifted between shades of emerald and forest green. Leaves and vines appeared to grow and move across the fabric, revealing glimpses of tanned skin beneath. Her wild blonde hair was partially tamed, adorned with flowers that bloomed and closed. She was undeniably beautiful, elemental in a way that made my mortality feel like a weight around my neck.

And then only hurt. Oppressive. So intense I felt I might drown in it. The reaction confused me—I had known they were engaged. But hearing it announced to divine society made it feel so much more real, so much more final.

Marx glanced at me. "You look like you need this," she said, pressing a flute into my hand.

I accepted it wearily, taking a small sip and noting that it lacked the strange bitterness of the drink at the Cascades. Before I could reconsider, I tilted my head back and drained the glass, welcoming the rush of warmth that followed.

The voice came over the room again, inviting Xül and Nyvora to share the first dance.

I watched as his arms wrapped around her waist, and my body nearly felt the phantom sensation of his touch—the way he had held me during our dance lessons, his fingers pressing into the small of my back, guiding me. It was a memory that lived in my muscles, an imprint I couldn't explain away.

The sight was too much to bear. I turned and walked a few paces away, my eyes fixing on a message written on the wall in flowing silver letters: Desire Consumes.

I agreed silently with the ominous sentiment, feeling its truth in the hollow ache beneath my ribs. Yes, I thought. It truly fucking does.

Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself before returning to Thatcher and Marx, who seemed completely entranced by their surroundings. Several couples had joined Xül and Nyvora on the dance floor in a whirl of divine beauty. For an instant, Xül’s eyes landed on mine, and his jaw tensed as his gaze raked over me. He looked absolutely livid.

Thatcher glanced at Marx, then at me. "Should I ask her to dance?" he asked me, though his eyes never left her.

Marx laughed, the sound more like a cackle. "You know, I'm standing right here." She gave me a knowing smile before pulling him onto the dance floor by his coat. He followed eagerly. It seemed my brother had his fair share of dance lessons as well. Marx, on the other hand, was trying to lead him—a battle of wills set to music that had them both laughing.

Something brushed against my arm, and shivers raced up my spine at the contact. I turned to see a man with silver hair and eyes of molten gold—not a man, an Aesymar. A Legend. One that must not have been part of the Trials because I didn’t recognize him.

He smiled at me.

I couldn't help but smile back. I didn't know what had gotten into me, but I felt like I might combust at the interaction, my skin buzzing with awareness.

"The infamous Thais Morvaren," he said, his voice curling around my name. "I’m Axel. I've watched your progress through the Trials with great interest."

The warmth in my veins made colors more vibrant, sensations more acute. His pupils contracted to thin slits.

"Should I be flattered or concerned by your attention?" I asked, the words flowing easier than they should have.

His smile revealed teeth too white, too perfect. "Both, perhaps. We don't often see mortals with your... resilience." His fingers brushed against my wrist, lingering over my pulse. "Most break long before they reach this stage."

"I'm not most mortals," I countered, aware of how his body had subtly moved closer to mine.

"Clearly." His gaze traveled over my face. "One might wonder what makes you different."

"Perhaps I'm just stubborn," I said.

Axel laughed. "Elaren is filled with the stubborn. Their bones litter the paths to ascension." His hand moved to toy with a loose strand of my hair. "No, there's something else that burns in you—something that refuses to be extinguished."

"You speak as though you've seen many Trials," I observed, trying to reclaim some control of the conversation.

"I've watched countless mortals reach for divinity," he replied, his voice dropping lower. "Some sought power, others immortality." His fingers traced the edge of my jaw, feather-light. "What do you seek, Thais Morvaren?"

The question hung between us. I wasn't sure I remembered the answer myself.

"Survival," I finally managed.

"An honest answer. Most lie, even to themselves." He stepped closer, until I could feel the chill emanating from his skin. "Survival is the most primal instinct—the one that outlasts all others. It's a worthy foundation."

The music shifted around us, its rhythm becoming more insistent, more commanding. The other guests moved with increasing abandon, as though the notes themselves were pulling away their inhibitions.

"They're all watching you," he murmured, his breath cool against my ear. "The Legends, the other contestants. They wonder how far you'll go, what limits you'll test." His fingers traced patterns on my bare shoulder, leaving trails of ice rather than heat. "I wonder too."

"And what about you?" I challenged, emboldened by whatever substance flowed through my veins. "What do Legends seek when they've already achieved immortality?"

Something hungry flashed in his eyes. "Diversion," he said simply. "When you've lived centuries, novelty becomes the most precious commodity of all."

He extended his hand, palm up—an invitation. "Would you honor me with a dance, Thais Morvaren?"

I hesitated for a moment, but finally agreed. And then he was pulling me toward the center of the floor, his hands sliding right into place—the same places that Xül had touched only days ago. The comparison was involuntary, immediate. Where Xül's touch had burned, Axel's chilled.

Dancing was exhilarating. I felt weightless, untethered. Axel spun me wildly, and I leaned my head back, feeling my hair cascade around me. Joy bubbled up inside me, threatening to overflow into laughter I could barely contain. When he pulled me back against his chest, the contact was electric—a current of sensation that rippled through my entire being.

His hands gripped me tighter as we moved through the steps.

"You’re so beautiful." he murmured, his lips close to my ear. "It would be such a waste if you don't make it to ascension."

I felt like this should worry me—speaking about my mortality so openly—but in this moment, I couldn't seem to care. Death seemed like a distant concern, a problem for another version of myself. I merely nodded, agreeing with his assessment.

From the corner of my eye, a dark mass pushed through the crowd. Before I could turn my head, I was being pulled into someone else's arms. The scent of cedar and citrus overwhelmed my senses, so familiar it made my heart stutter. I nearly pressed myself against him without thinking, my body recognizing his presence before my mind could catch up.

"Dance with my fiancée for a moment, will you? I need to speak with my contestant." Xül's voice was cold, but his touch branded my skin.

I blinked several times, trying to clear the pleasant haze from my mind as I looked back toward Axel, who was now spinning Nyvora around. Both glared at us with confusion, perhaps irritation. In a few strides, they disappeared behind other dancers.

"What do you think you're doing, starling?" he asked, no humor in his tone.

I looked up at him, confused by his anger. "What are you doing, Warden?" I struck back. "Why aren't you dancing with your fiancée?"

I couldn't fight the petulance in my voice, nor did I try.

His eyes darkened. "I'm going to have to speak to those stylists of yours. You're practically naked," he said, pointedly not looking at me now.

"That's rich coming from you," I retorted. "Your betrothed's gown leaves even less to the imagination. At least my vital organs are covered."

"That's different," he growled.

"How so?" I challenged. "Divine privilege?"

His grip tightened on my waist. "You know nothing of divine privilege, starling"

"I know enough to recognize hypocrisy when I see it," I said. "What's the matter, Warden?"

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I don’t appreciate how he was looking at you.”

"And how was he looking at me?"

"Like you were something to be devoured," he hissed, finally meeting my gaze. "Like you were his for the taking."

"Perhaps I am," I said, the words slipping out. "Perhaps that's what I want."

Xül went silent, studying me with an intensity that made me feel utterly exposed despite the fabric covering me. "You're not yourself tonight," he finally said, his voice softer. "What did you drink?"

I laughed, the sound brittle. "Why do you care?"

"Thais." My name on his lips was a warning, a plea.

"Go find your fiancé, Warden," I said. "If you'll excuse me, I'd like to return to my partner."

His hand caught mine, refusing to let go. "He's not your partner."

I glared at him. "Neither are you."

Frustration flashed across his eyes before his mask slipped back into place. His fingers loosened their grip on mine, and I seized the opportunity to pull away from him, my skin singing from where he'd touched me.

I needed distance. Space to breathe. The press of bodies, the heat of the room, the weight of his gaze—it was all too much. The sensations that had seemed so delicious moments ago now threatened to drown me.

I pushed through the crowd, threading my way between bodies. Some part of me registered their beauty—the luminous skin, the too-perfect features, the golden eyes that trailed after me—but I couldn't bear to look at any of them. I needed solitude to clear my mind, to douse the fire that still burned in my veins despite my best efforts to suppress it.

A servant glided past, bearing a tray of empty glasses. I reached out, my fingers catching the sleeve of their silvery attire.

"Is there a powder room?" I asked, my voice sounding distant to my own ears. "Somewhere quiet?"

The servant inclined their head, gesturing toward a doorway nearly hidden behind a statue draped in cascading wisteria.

"Through there, my lady," they murmured.

I nodded my thanks and hurried away, slipping behind the statue and through the doorway. The moment the door closed behind me, blessed silence enveloped me like a balm. The room was small but exquisite—walls of pale crystal that fractured light into prismatic rainbows, a basin that appeared to be carved from a single massive diamond, mirrors that reflected my image with unsettling clarity.

I moved toward them, my reflection wavering and uncertain, as though it might dissolve if I looked too closely. My skin gleamed with an inner light that hadn't been there before the ball, my eyes too bright, pupils too wide.

Breathe, I commanded silently. Just breathe.

I dipped my hands into the cool water, the sensation shocking against my overheated skin. Without hesitation, I brought the water to my face, letting it cascade over my flushed cheeks and closed eyes. The cold clarity of it cut through the haze that had enveloped me since I'd taken that first sip from that damned flute.

Again and again I splashed the water against my skin, each icy shock pulling me further from the dreamy euphoria that had clouded my judgment.

As my mind cleared, anxiety unfurled in my chest, a single claw latching onto my thoughts. There was something I should have been worried about, something beyond Xül and his betrothed.

Think, Thais.

Nothing is what it seems. Lyralei's warning echoed in my memory, crisp and urgent now.

What had she meant? The drink wasn't poison, It was something designed to lower inhibitions, to make us vulnerable. But why warn me about that specifically? What wasn't I seeing?

I touched my reflection in the mirror, feeling the warm skin beneath my palm. My hands fell to grip the edges of the basin, knuckles whitening with the force of my grasp. I shook my head, trying to steady myself further.

Just sober up. Keep your head on straight. Survive this night.

Otherwise, I'd only humiliate myself. My mind flickered to the exchange with Xül and I winced. I'd come across as childish, jealous, ridiculous.

But what had been his problem? Why pull me away from Axel with such obvious displeasure? If I didn't know better, I'd say he looked... jealous.

No.

I needed to stop being a bloody idiot.

I took several deep breaths, centering myself in my body, in this moment. The room around me swam into focus, the colors less overwhelming, the sensations more manageable. Whatever had been in that drink hadn't fully dissipated, but I could think clearly now, could navigate the remainder of this evening without making a complete fool of myself.

Gods, I’d only taken one sip. What would I be doing if I’d downed the entire thing?

As I turned to leave, a message caught my eye, etched into the back of the door in letters that pulsed: Give In And Burn.

I stared at it for a long moment. Another warning? Or an invitation to surrender to whatever this night held? I couldn't be sure, but the sight of it sent a chill down my spine.

When I opened the door, the sounds of revelry crashed back over me—laughter, music, a racket of conversations blending together. I stepped back into the corridor.

As I passed an open doorway, movement caught my eye, forcing me to pause. Through the entrance, I saw two Legends—a pale-skinned man and a woman with hair that cascaded down her back in waves of midnight blue. They moved together on a chaise of dark velvet, their bodies slick with sweat, golden eyes half-lidded in pleasure.

His hands gripped her hips with bruising force as she arched against him, her nails raking crimson paths down his chest. There was nothing divine or ethereal about their coupling—it was raw, primal, animalistic in its intensity. Her head fell back, exposing the column of her throat, which he claimed with teeth and tongue. The sounds they made were wild, deep growls and breathless moans that seemed to vibrate in the air.

I stood there a beat too long before awareness crashed back into me. My face went hot in an instant—body responding to the scene before I could stop it. I tore my gaze away, moving quickly down the corridor.

I nearly stumbled in my haste, passing other entwined bodies in alcoves and open chambers. Divine society had abandoned all pretense of restraint, it seemed. Suddenly, I felt a pulse down the bond and my eyes shot left. Thatcher grinned lazily as he was led down another hallway by a woman with silver-white tresses that seemed to float around her shoulders.

I rolled my eyes.

I needed to find Marx, to make sure she was alright. The effects of whatever we'd consumed seemed to have hit her harder than me, and I wouldn't forgive myself if something happened to her while I was busy licking my wounds over Xül.

When I burst back into the main ballroom, my eyes scanned the crowd. I found Kyren lounging against a pillar, deep in conversation with another contestant. We made eye contact, and I waved, relieved to see a friendly face. He smiled and returned the gesture, beckoning me over.

As I made my way toward him, I hesitantly looked around for Xül, but didn't find him in the crowd. Nyvora was similarly absent. The implications of that sent a fresh spike of pain through my chest, and I pushed the thought away. I knew he didn’t feel that way about her—that perhaps he even hated her, but the evening had devolved into a hedonistic whirlwind, and I wasn’t sure if that would stop them. Hate sex, after all, was quite thrilling, or so I’d heard. Gods. I didn't need to torture myself with imagining what they might have been doing in some private corner of this palace.

"Have you seen Marx?" I asked Kyren when I reached him, not bothering with pleasantries.

He looked around, dark eyes scanning the crowd. "Last I saw, she was standing over there, gawking at Chavore and Elysia—they were… well, putting on quite a performance." He pointed toward a far corner of the ballroom.

We both looked, but there was no sign of Marx, Chavore, or Elysia. Only more dancers, more drinkers, more immortals losing themselves in the moment.

"Do you need help finding her?" he asked, concern creasing his brow.

"No," I said, shaking my head. "You should enjoy yourself. I'll keep looking."

He smiled and nodded.

I reached out to Thatcher through our bond—which was hazy now. Where did Marx go?

His response came immediately, tinged with irritation. She started dancing with someone else. Now would you politely leave me alone? I'm in the middle of something.

He slammed the bond closed with more force than necessary. Of course my brother would be enjoying divine favors while I worried about our friend. Typical.

I continued pushing through the crowd, growing more anxious with each passing moment, until finally—finally—I spotted Marx. She was dancing with two other contestants, a man and a woman I vaguely recognized from the earlier Trials. Her movements were fluid, uninhibited, her laughter bright enough to cut through the general din. She looked perfectly fine, lost in the moment but in no apparent danger.

As though sensing my gaze, she turned, catching my eye. She shot me a devilish look, one that clearly said she was exactly where she wanted to be. I nodded, relieved that she was alright and didn't need my intervention.

I sighed, suddenly exhausted. Making my way to the fringes of the party, I leaned against a cool crystal wall and tried to steady myself. I felt more in control than before, but that electric sensation still lingered under my skin, humming in sequence with the music.

"There you are."

Xül's voice came from beside me, smooth as shadow and just as inescapable. I turned to find him leaning against the wall too. When had he gotten there? The silver accents in his attire shimmered in the light, momentarily dazzling me.

"I've been looking for you," he continued. There was no anger in his voice now, no concern—just a velvety darkness.

"Well, you found me," I said, looking away from him, afraid of what he might read in my eyes.

"What's wrong?" he asked, his voice dropping lower.

I shot him a look before remembering myself.

"Nothing," I lied. "Just needed a moment away from the chaos."

His eyes traveled over me slowly, deliberately. "You look ethereal tonight," he said, the words falling between us. "Like you've already ascended."

I sighed, unable to help myself. "I thought you found it too revealing?"

He leaned in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear as he whispered.

"Just because I don't want the eyes of the entire pantheon devouring what's before me doesn't mean I don't enjoy seeing it."

His words sent liquid heat coursing through me, a rush of desire so potent it nearly made my knees buckle. But with it came a jagged ache, the knowledge that this—whatever this was—could never be more than a fleeting moment.

"Don't," I hissed. "Don't play this game with me tonight."

"I must play games, yes," he acknowledged, his fingers finding a lock of my hair, twining it absently. "But not tonight. Not with you."

I took a deep breath, searching his face for deception.

He extended his hand, palm up. "Why don't we find somewhere more private to talk?"

Against every dictate of reason, against my own better judgment, I placed my hand in his.

And then he was dragging me into the unknown.


Chapter 43
Give In & Burn


The corridor twisted into darkness as Xül guided me through the labyrinth of Lunadaire. His hand remained firmly clasped around mine, the heat of his skin a counterpoint to the cool air that whispered around us. We moved in silence, the sounds of revelry fading with each step until there was only the sound of our footsteps on marble.

Finally, he paused before a door, clasping the handle and pushing it open.

"After you," he murmured.

I hesitated at the threshold, suddenly aware of the uncertainty of what lay beyond. "Xül⁠—"

"Just to talk," he said, gesturing for me to enter.

My heart threw itself against my ribs, a frantic captive battering its cage. A stupid, reckless captive. Despite my misgivings, curiosity drew me across the threshold.

The door sealed shut behind us with a soft click, and the chamber unfolded before me—mist and moonlight dancing across gilded walls, a massive bed draped in golden silks. A mirror stretched along one wall, floor to ceiling, framed in twisted pearls that resembled living vines frozen in time. And a dresser stood beside me, laden with oils and perfumes and other shimmering liquids captured in crystal bottles.

"Why did you bring me here?" I asked.

He turned, slipping off his overcoat. "Because I'm tired of pretending,"

My eyes fell on the way his black shirt stretched against the width of his back. "Pretending what?"

"That I don't want you."

Five words. Five simple words that I had craved so badly.

"You just announced your engagement, Xül," I reminded him, the sentence sour on my tongue. "To all of divine society."

"Politics," he said dismissively, unfastening his cufflinks. "Nothing more."

"And this?" I gestured to the space between us, to the chamber that had clearly been designed with one purpose in mind. "What is this, then?"

He stalked toward me, each step reducing the distance between us. He didn't touch me, though every nerve ending in my skin screamed for him to.

"This," he said, his voice dropping to a register that vibrated through my bones, "is the only honest thing in this entire realm."

His scent enveloped me—but it was different from the dark wood and citrus. No this was richer. Like herbs and smoke and honey. It was almost too sweet.

"Do you know what it's like," he murmured, "to want something you shouldn't?"

Yes, I thought. You.

His hand rose, hovering near my face. The absence of his touch was more maddening than any caress could have been.

"Every time you enter a room," he said, his voice dropping lower as he finally touched my throat, "I feel it like a physical force. Every time you speak, I find myself leaning toward your voice like it's the only sound that matters."

His other hand found my waist, his touch tentative at first, then firmer as I didn't pull away. "I've tried to fight it. Tried to bury it."

"And yet here we are," I whispered, my own voice unrecognizable to my ears.

"Here we are," he agreed.

He guided me backward until I could see our reflection in the massive mirror—my eyes wide and dark with desire, my skin flushed, my lips parted. His larger frame engulfed mine.

"Tell me you don't feel it too," he said, his breath warm against my ear. "Tell me you don't lie awake thinking of my hands on your skin, my mouth on yours."

Heat stirred low and deep, unfolding through me. "I can't," I admitted, the truth torn from me. "I can't tell you that."

His fingers threaded through my hair, tilting my head back to meet his gaze directly. "Then stop fighting it," he urged. "Stop pretending this isn't exactly where you're meant to be."

"I’m still mortal, Xül," I reminded him. A last feeble protest. "This is forbidden."

"Not tonight," he said. "Tonight, we can have whatever we want."

"How—"

Both hands cupped my face. "I want you, Thais." His thumbs traced the curve of my cheekbones. "Now."

The admission undid me. I raised my hands to his chest, feeling the solid strength of him beneath the formal attire. The steady rhythm of his heart. "Why are you telling me this?"

"When I saw you with Axel…" His eyes turned savage. "Saw his hands on you, his mouth at your ear. Saw you smile at him the way you smile at me." His fingers tightened in my hair. "I realized I couldn't bear it. Couldn't stand the thought of him—of anyone—touching you."

"You have no right to be jealous," I said, though the knowledge that he was sent a thrill through me.

"None whatsoever," he agreed, his lips curving into a predatory smile. "And yet here I am, burning with it."

His mouth hovered above mine, not quite touching. "Tell me to stop," he challenged, his voice rough with restraint. "Tell me to take you back to the ball, and we'll never speak of this again."

I should have. Should have remembered my pride, my purpose, the deadly game of which I was still a part.

Instead, I curled my fingers into the fabric of his shirt and whispered, "don't you dare stop."

A growl tore from his throat as he moved, all pretense of restraint shattered. His hands seized my waist, spinning me so quickly my vision blurred. The impact of my back against the ornate dresser sent crystal bottles scattering. Quicksilver abandoned the glasses, racing in molten paths across the marble.

”I’m going to burn you alive, Thais" he growled, his voice scraped raw. "To make up for all the time wasted."

His mouth claimed mine, teeth catching my lower lip hard enough to draw blood. The metallic tang mixed with the taste of him—spearmint and liquor. My body responded with matching savagery, nails raking down his back, tearing at the fine fabric of his shirt until buttons scattered across the floor.

It began as a flicker in my belly, then spread—hot, aching, and utterly consuming. The warmth was more intense than it should have been. Gods, he truly was going to burn me alive. A distant warning drifted through my mind, but the sensation of his hands on my body snuffed it out.

The sound of ripping fabric sliced through the air as his hands fisted in my gown, tearing it from my waist to my feet. Cool air kissed my exposed skin, a momentary relief from the fever building within me, but his mouth followed immediately, scorching a path along my collarbone that left me gasping.

"This is what you wanted, isn't it?" he demanded, lifting me onto the dresser's edge. His hands forced my thighs apart, claiming the space between them as his territory. "Tell me, Thais. Tell me that little mortal body of yours has been wet for me since I pulled you from that dance."

"Yes," I gasped, beyond pride, beyond pretense. My hands clutched at his shoulders, feeling the coiled power beneath his skin. The heat intensified, beads of sweat forming along my hairline, between my breasts. Too hot.

“Gods–” I whimpered.

His laugh was dark, almost cruel. "I’m right here." His fingers skimmed up my inner thighs, stopping just short of where I ached for him most. "No need to call out."

He dropped to his knees before me. His hands gripped my thighs hard enough to mark, spreading me wider, exposing me completely to his hungry gaze. The mirror caught our reflection—my disheveled form perched on the edge of the dresser, his kneeling before me like a worshiper at an altar of flesh.

"Look," he murmured, breath hot against my most sensitive skin. "Look how badly your body betrays you."

The heat beneath my skin spiked suddenly, painfully. A whimper. Something was wrong. The room was an oven.

Xül didn't seem to notice, his focus entirely on the space between my thighs. "Beg me," he commanded, mouth hovering just above where I wanted him most. "Beg me to taste you."

The inferno raged hotter, my skin prickling with discomfort bordering on pain. I leaned my head back against the cool surface of the mirror, seeking relief from the fire that seemed determined to consume me from within. Was I burning out again?

As my skull met the wall, a breath ghosted across my ear.

"This is an illusion." The voice was graveled stone and ancient dust. A voice I had heard plenty of times before. On the shore of Draknavor. In the prison. In the clearing.

The voice belonged to the damned. And it only had one master.

"This is the third trial, Thais. Get out of there NOW."

Ice replaced the fire in my veins, understanding roaring through me. My eyes flew open, gaze instinctively drawn upward—where a shimmering viewing portal hung suspended in the air above us, its edges rippling.

I looked down to find Xül—no, not Xül—staring up at me with anticipation, his mouth poised to claim the most intimate part of me. But his eyes held none of the depth, none of the ancient sorrow that defined the real Warden. They were flat, empty, like painted glass.

Horror crashed through me, followed by understanding. Desire Consumes. Give In And Burn. Not warnings—rules.

Nothing is what it seems.

I scrambled backward, nearly falling from the dresser in my haste to put distance between myself and the thing that wore Xül's face. It reached for me, confusion replacing hunger in those empty eyes.

"Thais?" it questioned, the perfect mimicry of his voice sending fresh shivers down my spine. "What's wrong?"

"You're not real," I said. "None of this is real."

The illusion's lips curved into an evil grin.

"Clever girl," it purred, rising to its feet with unnatural grace. "Most don't realize until they're already on fire."

With a cry that was half rage, half despair, I lunged for the door. My fingers closed around the handle, and for one terrifying moment, I feared it would be locked. But the door swung open, and I burst through it into the corridor beyond, not daring to look back.

And I ran, the remnants of my gown clutched to my chest, the sound of ghostly laughter echoing in my wake.

Thatcher. I had to find Thatcher.


Chapter 44
When Heaven Falls


My heart thundered against my ribs as I raced back through the corridor, the elegant architecture that had seemed so enchanting mere moments ago now a labyrinth of death. Sweat slicked my brow, remnants of heat still clinging to my skin.

"Thatcher," I whispered. I reached through our twin bond, only to find it clouded, as though shrouded in the same smoke that now curled through the hallways.

Which door? Which godsdamned door had he disappeared behind? They all looked identical now. I tried to remember the flash of silver-white hair, the direction they'd turned, anything that might guide me to my brother before⁠—

Before he burned.

A scent hit me then, so visceral and wrong that my stomach heaved.

Burning meat.

I stumbled toward an open doorway, drawn by some morbid instinct I couldn't name. What I saw branded itself into my memory.

A contestant writhed on a bed of silk sheets that were rapidly turning to ash. Their back arched in what might have been mistaken for ecstasy, except their skin was melting, sloughing off in blackened chunks that hissed and bubbled. Flames licked up their limbs, consuming everything they touched. Beneath them, an illusion flickered and faded—a perfect replica of some divine being, dissolving into nothingness as its victim burned alive.

The contestant's mouth opened in a silent scream, lips already charred beyond recognition. Their eyes—gods, their eyes were still intact—bulged from their sockets.

Bile scorched my throat as I tore my gaze away and staggered backward. My heel caught, and I nearly fell, catching myself against the wall with trembling hands.

I looked down.

My heart stopped.

Olinthar lay sprawled on the marble floor, his handsome face frozen. A starblade—my starblade—protruded from his chest, buried to the hilt in the exact spot I'd pictured driving it countless times. His blood pooled black and viscous around the wound, spreading in a perfect circle that was far too symmetrical.

The scream building in my throat died as a terrible understanding bloomed. This wasn't real. This was my illusion—crafted from the secret I guarded most fiercely. The revenge I'd dreamed of.

My hidden desire, made manifest.

Cold horror drenched me, dousing the panic with something far worse. The viewing portals. If they could see the illusions—if all of Voldaris was watching right now—then everyone knew. My most carefully protected secret, the darkness I'd managed to conceal through the first two Trials, was now laid bare for all to witness.

They could see what I truly was. What I truly wanted.

My legs gave out, and I crashed to my knees beside the phantom corpse, more bile rising in my throat.

Shame. Guilt. Pain.

I was exposed.

The air around me compressed, squeezing my lungs until I couldn't breathe. I dragged myself to my feet, forcing leaden limbs to move, to carry me away from the evidence of my darkest desire. None of it mattered now. Not the trial, not the divine court. Nothing mattered except⁠—

"Thatcher!" I screamed, both aloud and down our bond. I pushed forward, forcing my legs to carry me past the horror of Olinthar's body, past rooms where more screams erupted, more flesh burned.

The smell was overwhelming now, a miasma of cooked meat and scorched hair that coated my tongue, my nostrils, seeping into my very pores. I tried not to gag, tried not to think about what—who—I was smelling.

Door after door yielded nothing but empty chambers or scenes too ghastly to comprehend. I slammed each one shut, moving faster now, desperation lending speed.

"Thatcher, godsdamnit, answer me!" I couldn't feel him anymore, couldn't sense that familiar presence that had been with me since before birth.

I threw open another door, expecting more death, more fire.

Instead, I found my brother.

Thatcher sat in an ornate chair, shirtless, his pale skin gleaming with sweat that steamed in the air around him. Straddling his lap was the silver-haired woman I'd glimpsed earlier, her back to me as she moved against him. His hands gripped her hips, his head tipped back in abandon.

But his skin. It glowed from within, a red light building beneath the surface. Steam rose from every point of contact between them. Veins of fire carved themselves through his eyes.

"Thatcher!" I screamed, lurching forward.

He turned toward me, movements sluggish, expression dazed. Recognition flickered across his features as he struggled to push through whatever spell had taken hold.

"This is the third trial," I gasped, stumbling toward him, my hand outstretched. “She’s not real!"

I grabbed his arm and nearly screamed at the contact. His skin burned like a forge, searing my palm. But I refused to let go, dragging him bodily from the chair, away from the phantom lover who was already beginning to dissolve, her perfect features melting like wax, revealing the nothingness beneath.

"Thais?" His voice was rough, confused. "What's happening?"

"Later," I panted, pulling him toward the door. "We need to run. Now."

The corridor outside had transformed in the short time I'd been searching. What had once been elegant hallways were now channeling heat, flames licking up the walls, consuming everything in their wake. The ceiling groaned ominously above us.

As we staggered through the growing inferno, words caught my eye—golden script that seemed to float above the flames:

WHEN HEAVEN FALLS, ONLY THE SKY REMAINS

The messages—I had to make sense of them. To find the rules hidden within the cryptic poetry. We needed to escape this burning palace—that much was clear. But how? We were suspended in the fucking clouds.

Thatcher's clarity seemed to be returning with each step, the unnatural fire in his eyes receding. "The ballroom," he croaked, voice raw from smoke. "We need to find the others."

We navigated the crumbling architecture, ducking beneath falling beams and leaping over patches of floor that had given way to reveal the endless drop below. The grand ballroom, when we finally reached it, was unrecognizable from the place of revelry it had been. The firepits that had seemed so decorative earlier leaped beyond their confines to consume everything within reach.

The space was empty of people but filled with destruction. Chandeliers had crashed to the floor, their crystals shattered across the marble. The elegant draperies had become conduits for flames that crawled and ripped across the vaulted space.

"This way," I urged, spotting a corridor that seemed less consumed than the others. We had taken only a few steps when Thatcher froze, his entire body going rigid beside me.

"Thatcher?" I turned, following his gaze.

There, untouched by the flames, stood two figures that made my heart stop. A woman with dark hair and the same indigo eyes as ours. And beside her, Sulien.

"Thais, no," Thatcher whispered, his voice breaking. "They're telling us to go this way." He pointed down a corridor engulfed in flames, where the two figures gestured urgently, their expressions concerned, loving.

For one heartbeat, I wavered. The woman's face—my mother's face—was everything I'd imagined in my darkest nights. They were offering the family that had been ripped from us, the life we should have had.

A beam crashed nearby, sending sparks skittering across the floor between us, and with it, my momentary weakness shattered.

"Thatcher, it's not real," I said, smoke burning my lungs. "They're illusions, just like the others."

He took a step toward them anyway, his face a portrait of naked longing that cut me deeper than any blade could have. I seized his arm, physically dragging him away from the phantom family that had never been ours to keep.

"It's not real," I repeated, this time letting my own grief seep into the words. "I wish it was. Gods, I wish it was."

Something in my voice reached him where logic couldn't. His expression crumpled, then became carefully blank, the vulnerability sealed away behind walls I recognized too well.

"If they're trying to lead us that way," I said, nodding toward the flame-engulfed corridor, "then we need to go in the opposite direction."

He nodded, and followed me.

We pushed forward, away from our ghosts, into a passageway that seemed marginally safer. The smoke was thickening, making each breath a struggle. I pulled the torn remnants of my gown up to cover my nose and mouth.

Then, cutting through the roar of the flames, I heard a voice.

"Marx! Listen to me, dammit!" The tone was unmistakable even through the chaos.

"Kyren," I gasped, changing course toward the sound. We rounded a corner to find him kneeling beside a huddled form, his normally stoic face creased.

Marx was curled into a tight ball, her beautiful gown now torn and soot-stained, her body racked with sobs.

"They’re dead because of me," she was saying, over and over. "The two contestants—I cursed them, Kyren. I just wanted to watch—they went up in flames because of me. It’s been so long since I lost control like that!"

"No, Marx, you didn't," Kyren insisted, trying to pull her to her feet. "Get up now. We have to go."

I rushed to them, dropping to my knees. "Marx," I said, taking her face between my hands, forcing her to look at me. "This is the third trial—it's testing our desires, our weaknesses." I glanced at Kyren. "We need to find an exit."

His eyes met mine with grim understanding. "I knew something was wrong the moment the illusions appeared," he said. "I can always distinguish reality from falsehood. I've been searching for you three since the fires started spreading."

Together, we managed to get Marx on her feet. Thatcher kept glancing back the way we'd come, as though the illusions of our mother and father might still be there, waiting for him to return.

Marx suddenly jerked to a stop, her head whipping around. I followed her gaze and saw him—a young man standing in the smoke, his face gentle despite the chaos around us. He had dark hair and kind eyes, one hand extended toward us.

"Finn?" The name tore from Marx's throat.

She wrenched free of my grip, stumbling toward the figure. The man—Finn—smiled at her, that same gentle expression never wavering as he beckoned her closer. He was moving backward, toward where the flames burned brightest.

"Marx, no!" I lunged after her, catching her arm just as she reached for him. "He's not real!"

"Let me go!" She fought against my hold, her voice breaking. "He's right there—Finn, wait!"

The illusion kept beckoning, kept smiling, kept drawing her toward the fire.

"Marx, look at me." I grabbed her face with both hands, forcing her to meet my eyes. "Finn is dead. You told me yourself—the priests killed him. This isn't him."

"No." Tears streamed down her face, cutting tracks through the ash and grime. "No, he's—he's right there. He came back for me. He always said he would⁠—"

"The Trial is using your memories against you." My voice cracked as I held her tighter, feeling her shake apart in my hands. "Just like it showed me and Thatcher our parents. Just like it's showing everyone what they want most. It's not real."

Marx's legs gave out. I caught her as she crumpled, her hands fisting in my shirt as sobs wracked her body.

"I couldn't save him," she whispered against my shoulder. "I just stood there and let them⁠—"

"You were trying to survive." I held her tighter, my own eyes burning. "There's no shame in that."

The illusion of Finn stood patient in the smoke, still smiling, still waiting.

"He's not talking," she said, her voice hollow. "Finn never could shut up. Always had some terrible joke..."

"Because it's not him," I said gently.

Marx pulled back, wiping her face with shaking hands. She looked at the illusion one more time, and I saw her eyes harden with the same determination that had kept her alive all these years.

"Fuck you," she told the false Finn.

The illusion flickered, its smile faltering for just a moment before resuming its beckoning gesture.

"We need to go," Kyren urged from behind us. "The fire's spreading."

Marx nodded. She let me pull her away, but her eyes kept drifting back to where Finn stood in the smoke.

"Don't look back," I murmured. "It only makes it worse."

"Speaking from experience?" she asked, her attempt at humor falling flat.

"Yeah," I admitted. "Yeah, I am."

Kyren and I each took one of our companions by the wrist and pushed forward, seeking any path that might lead to safety.

"There!" Kyren pointed toward a massive doorway ahead, smoke billowing from it in thick plumes. "That has to be an exit."

We were nearly there when a desperate cry stopped us.

"Help! Please, someone help me!"

A contestant I vaguely recognized stood before a woman pinned beneath a fallen beam, her hand outstretched. Her face was a mask of pain and terror.

“She’s another illusion,” Kyren murmured.

"Don't worry, I'll save you," the man sobbed, straining against the beam. He spotted us approaching and his expression lit up. "Help me lift this! She's dying!"

Kyren released Marx's arm and lunged forward, but not to help with the beam. Instead, he grabbed the contestant by his shirt and yanked him backward just as another section of ceiling crashed down, missing them by inches.

"Let go of me!" the man howled, thrashing against Kyren's hold. "She needs me!"

"It's not real," Kyren insisted, struggling to maintain his grip on the larger man. "She's an illusion."

"We need to go," I urged, my eyes fixed on the exit ahead, beyond which I could see nothing but stars and clouds. "Now!"

But Kyren wouldn't relent. "I'm not leaving him," he grunted, still wrestling with the increasingly violent contestant. "He'll die if we do."

Despite every instinct screaming at me to run, to save myself and those I loved, I found myself grabbing the man's other arm. Together, we dragged him toward the exit, his screams of protest mingling with the roar of the flames and the groaning of the palace as it tore itself apart around us.

We burst through the doorway just as an explosion rocked the structure behind us, the force of it propelling us forward onto a wide terrace. The contestant collapsed to his knees, all fight draining from him as he crumpled to the ground in sobs.

For a moment, we all simply gasped for breath, the clean air a blessing after the smoke-filled corridors. Then, slowly, I looked around.

The terrace hung suspended in the sky, surrounded on all sides by nothing but clouds and the distant sparkle of stars. Behind us, the palace continued to burn, flames reaching higher with each passing second. Before us lay... emptiness. Endless, infinite emptiness.

"The rules," I panted, my mind racing back to the gilded script I'd seen. "They were written on the walls inside. When heaven falls, only the sky remains.” I recited the cryptic phrase.

Kyren's eyes widened. "We have to jump," he said, his voice oddly calm given the madness of the suggestion. "It's the only way forward."

"Jump?" Marx echoed. "Into what?"

"It's either jump or burn," Thatcher said quietly, his gaze fixed on the encroaching flames. "Not much of a choice, is it?"

A sliver of panic wedged itself between my ribs. If we were wrong, we'd all plummet to our deaths, contestants and trial both concluded in a single, fatal mistake. But Kyren's certainty was contagious, and as the heat at our backs intensified, the options dwindled to none.

I turned to include the other contestant in our desperate plan, but the space where he'd been kneeling was empty.

"Where did he—" I began, whirling around.

The world seemed to slow as I caught sight of him, his face contorted with grief and rage, a jagged shard of metal floating just ahead of him. It was pointed straight at Kyren. I lunged, but it was too late.

The shard struck Kyren's temple with a sickening thud. His eyes widened in surprise, a small, confused sound escaping his lips before he crumpled backward, blood already streaming from the wound.

"No!" I screamed, diving toward him, my hands finding his face, his neck, searching desperately for a pulse that wasn't there. His eyes stared sightlessly at the star-strewn sky.

Fury erupted within me, molten and all-consuming. I rose in one fluid movement, drawing down a starblade. I launched myself at the contestant.

I tackled him to the ground, the blade pressed against his throat, hard enough to draw a thin line of blood but not yet deep enough to kill. "He saved your life, you fucking idiot," I snarled, my voice barely recognizable to my own ears. "He dragged you out of there when he could have left you to burn."

The man's eyes were red-rimmed from crying, but there was no remorse in them, only a hollow anger. "He stopped me," he choked out. "My wife... she's dead now because of him."

I pressed the blade harder, feeling his pulse flutter beneath the edge. It would be so easy. One quick slice and he would pay for what he'd done. Kyren would be avenged.

But even through my rage, I could see the man was too far gone to reason with, lost in a grief that consumed him as surely as the flames had consumed others.

"Thais!" Thatcher's voice cut through my murderous haze. "The fire—it's coming. It's now or never!"

I looked back to see flames licking at the terrace's edge. The choice had been made for me.

With a final, disgusted look at the broken man beneath me, I shoved myself to my feet and ran to join Thatcher and Marx. Behind us, the man made no move to follow, still lying where I'd left him, as though waiting for the flames to claim him too.

We stood at the precipice, the three of us, looking down at nothing but stars and clouds stretching endlessly below. Thatcher took my hand in his right, Marx's in his left, binding us together.

"If this doesn't work," Marx said, her voice steadier than it had been since I'd found her, "I just want you both to know⁠—"

"Save it," Thatcher interrupted. "You can tell us when we survive this."

We shared one last look.

Then, together, we stepped off the edge of the world and into the oblivion below.


Chapter 45
The Landing


Falling.

True freefall. The wind tore at my clothes, my hair, screaming past my ears as our bodies cut through cloud and sky.

I kept my eyes open at first, watching the burning palace grow smaller above us, its golden flames a funeral pyre against the night. My hand remained locked with Thatcher's. Marx's scream had faded to shocked silence, her body a blur of movement on Thatcher's other side.

Time stretched and compressed, impossible to measure. Seconds? Minutes? There was no reference point in the endless blue-black, just the rushing air growing colder, the pressure building against my skin as we plummeted faster.

I wondered if we had misunderstood the rules—if instead of a test of restraint, this had been a test of sacrifice. Perhaps there was no salvation waiting, only the inevitability of impact.

Or perhaps we’d fall forever.

I closed my eyes then, seeking some shred of peace in what might have been my final moments. My thoughts scattered like the clouds we tore through—fragments of memory, of regret, of things left unsaid and undone.

But if this was death, at least I was not alone.

The air around us shifted, pressure building against my back, slowing our descent with such abruptness that my body jerked against the resistance. For one wild moment, I thought we'd hit ground—but there was no impact, no shattering pain, just a strange sensation of being cradled by the air.

Our fall gentled. My stomach lurched as we drifted and finally touched down on solid ground with unexpected gentleness.

My legs buckled immediately, muscles unprepared for the sudden stability. I climbed to my knees, dragging in ragged breaths as my body remembered how to exist in a world with boundaries again.

"What the—" Thatcher's voice broke through the ringing in my ears. "Thais, look."

I raised my head, blinking away the moisture the wind had whipped into my eyes—and froze.

We stood on the same terrace we'd just leapt from, except there were no flames, no destruction, no evidence of the inferno that had consumed the palace moments ago. The elegant architecture gleamed pristine and perfect in the starlight.

More shocking still were the figures that lined the terrace, watching us. The Legends and Aesymar from the ball—all of them untouched, unharmed, dressed in their finery as though they'd been waiting for our arrival as some perverse welcoming committee.

My gaze darted frantically from face to face, searching for guards, for some sign that I was about to be seized. Every muscle in my body tensed, ready to flee, though there was nowhere to go. They must have seen it—the illusion of Olinthar's body, my starblade buried in his chest, the evidence of my darkest desire for vengeance. If the viewing portals had shown my shame to the masses in Voldaris, then surely justice would be swift and merciless.

"It wasn't real," Marx whispered beside me, her voice cracking. "None of it was real."

But that wasn't entirely true. The terror had been real. The choices had been real. And my desire to plunge a blade into Olinthar's heart—that had been real too.

Yet no one approached. No accusatory fingers pointed in my direction. The Legends continued their conversations, hardly sparing us a glance.

I scanned the faces of the other contestants who had made it through the trial before us. Nine heads, including myself, Marx, and Thatcher.

Kyren should have been ten. My chest constricted at the thought. He'd nearly made it.

At the far end of the terrace, elevated above the rest of the gathering, sat two thrones. The beings who occupied them couldn't have been more different from one another, yet they shared the same aura of ancient, terrible power. Two of the Twelve.

The one to the left was ethereal beauty incarnate—pale skin that shimmered in swirling patterns, hair so white it beamed with opalescent hues, and those intense, golden eyes. Her gown shifted between states, parts of it becoming nearly transparent before solidifying once more. Syrena, Aesymar of Dreams and Illusions. It had to be.

Beside her sat Pyralia, Aesymar of Fire and Passion. Where Syrena was ethereal, Pyralia was a wild, raging force—skin the rich bronze of sun-baked earth, hair that seemed to shift between shades of flame with each subtle movement. Her gown appeared to be made from magma itself, rolling down her curves.

Of course. Illusions and passion. The perfect combination to craft a trial based on burning desires.

"Contestants," Syrena's voice cut through the murmured conversations, silencing them instantly. "You stand before us as survivors of the third trial—the trial of restraint."

"Some of you burned," Pyralia continued. "Consumed by desires you could not master, by illusions you chose to believe despite our warnings."

"Others fled," Syrena added, "but found no escape from the flames of your own making."

"Only those who recognized the truth—that desire unchecked becomes destruction—found salvation in trusting the unknown." Pyralia's gaze swept over us.

"The freefall," Syrena concluded. "The willingness to face the ether rather than burn."

I should have been listening, absorbing every word for potential advantage in whatever Trials remained.

Instead, my mind spiraled into panic.

They had seen. They had all seen my desires made manifest.

My skin burned hotter as humiliation crashed through me. I kept my eyes fixed on the marble floor. When I finally gathered the courage to glance up, I found myself instinctively searching for one particular face in the crowd.

But it wasn’t Xül’s eyes who found me. It was Nyvora’s. Xül stood at the edge of the gathering, his expression unreadable. Nyvora clung to his arm like some beautiful parasite, her gaze narrowed on me. But Xül—Xül wouldn't look at me at all. His gaze remained determinedly fixed elsewhere.

He had seen everything—had witnessed my weakness, my desire, my shame—and now he couldn't even bear to look at me.

"You are dismissed," Syrena's voice broke through my spiraling thoughts. "Rest. Recover. Prepare. The final trial awaits."

The crowd dispersed, Legends collecting their remaining contestants, conversations resuming in hushed tones. Thatcher gave me a quick, fierce hug.

"Chavore is waiting for me," he said, his voice still rough from smoke. "We'll talk next time?"

Gods. There was so much I'd needed to discuss with Thatcher—Kavik, Lyralei's warning, everything that had happened since we'd last truly spoken. But the drugged wine and the chaos of the trial had stolen that opportunity from us. And now, it was too late.

I simply nodded, watching as he crossed to where his mentor waited. As he approached, I caught fragments of their conversation.

"...Kavik?" Thatcher was asking.

Chavore shrugged, unconcerned. "Without a contestant, he likely didn't see the point in attending tonight."

I frowned.

Either Chavore was an exceptional actor, or Bellarium wasn’t aware of Kavik's fate.

"Come on," Marx murmured, linking her arm through mine. "Let's go."

I let her lead me across the terrace to where Xül, Aelix, and Nyvora stood in conversation. Xül still refused to look at me, his gaze fixed resolutely on some distant point over my head. The pain of his rejection twisted deeper.

Aelix, at least, seemed genuinely pleased to see us. He stepped forward, clasping Marx's free hand warmly.

"Well done, both of you," he said, his golden eyes crinkling at the corners. "They even deceived us. It wasn’t until we were swept here that any of the Legends realized this was the third trial. The last time I saw you, Marx, you didn’t look so great. Good thing you two have each other."

A laugh nearly escaped me at that. If he only knew how close I'd come to surrendering completely, how the illusion had nearly consumed me before the warning came.

"Marx," Aelix continued, "might I have a word?"

Marx squeezed my arm once before releasing me and allowing Aelix to lead her away, leaving me standing awkwardly before Xül and Nyvora. The silence stretched.

"I should create a portal," Xül finally said, still not meeting my eyes. "The hour grows late."

He turned to go, and I moved instinctively to follow him.

I had taken only one step when vice-like fingers clamped around my elbow, nails digging into my skin. Nyvora leaned close, her breath hot against my ear.

"You pathetic, delusional little mortal," she hissed, her voice pitched low enough that only I could hear. "Did you truly believe he would want you? That you could compete with me? You’re repulsive to him.”

I tried to pull away, but her grip only tightened, those thorn-like nails breaking skin.

"I might not have been able to see you throwing yourself at my fiancé," she continued, "but I heard every word you said to him. Every desperate, shameful plea. We all did."

My heart stuttered, her words penetrating the haze of humiliation that clouded my thoughts. She couldn't see...?

"The illusions were private," she confirmed, reading the question in my expression. "But sound carries across the viewing portals. We heard everything, even if we could only see you writhing against thin air like a cat in heat."

Relief crashed through me so powerfully my knees nearly buckled. They hadn't seen Olinthar's body. Hadn't seen me standing over his corpse with a bloodied starblade.

"If you ever approach him again," Nyvora was saying, "I will ensure you fail the final trial in ways so spectacular they'll tell stories of your humiliation for centuries."

A cold clarity replaced my fear.

I twisted in her grip, breaking her hold. My own hand shot out, fingers wrapping around her wrist.

"Careful, Nyvora," I said, my voice steady despite the rapid beating of my heart.

Her eyes widened, surprise flickering across her perfect features before hardening into contempt.

I released her with a small shove, "If Xül truly found me as repulsive as you claim, why would you need to threaten me at all?"

The barb struck home. Fury bloomed across her face, color rising beneath her golden skin.

"You know nothing," she spat.

"Perhaps," I agreed, a reckless smile touching my lips. "But I know fear when I smell it. And right now, Nyvora, you reek."

I turned away to end the conversation but she was at my back in a second.

“The only reason I haven't killed you myself is because it would be unsightly to take out the contestant of my future betrothed.”

I ignored her, following the path Xül had taken toward the edge of the terrace. My heart hammered against my ribs, adrenaline singing through my veins. I had likely just made another powerful enemy even more determined to see me fail.

Xül waited at the portal. Without hesitation, I stepped through.

And then I was back at the Bone Spire. I headed straight for my room, my gaze fixed on the stone floor ahead, afraid that looking back at him would shatter what little composure I had left. The familiar staircase seemed endless tonight, each step requiring more effort than the last, until finally my chamber door materialized at the corridor's end. I slipped inside, turning the lock with trembling fingers before my legs gave out completely. As I slid down against the cold wood, the tears I'd been holding back broke free at last, falling silently in the darkness of a room that had never felt so empty.


Chapter 46
Thatcher


I couldn't force a smile. Not even the manufactured one I'd perfected since arriving in this godsforsaken realm. My body felt hollowed out, scraped clean of everything but the raw, festering shame that had taken root during the trial.

Bellarium's quarters, usually too opulent for my taste, now felt claustrophobic. The walls wore judgment in every quiver of their carvings. Like they could sense my weakness.

And Kyren. I could still see his body crumpling.

He'd died a hero. And I'd given in to base desires conjured from my deepest vulnerabilities.

The perfect woman. She'd been beautiful, yes. Yet what haunted me was how completely I'd forgotten everything in those moments. Forgotten Thais, forgotten our mission. Forgotten myself.

And then... our parents. Standing there, whole and alive and smiling at me, like they were waiting for me to come home. The illusion had been so perfect, so real. Sulien's weathered hands. My mother's kind smile and indigo eyes—my eyes.

I'd known it wasn't real. Somewhere, buried beneath the desperate longing, I'd known. But I'd wanted it to be. Gods, how I'd wanted it.

"That was intense."

I startled. Chavore stood in the doorway, his usual bravado dimmed. His hair was disheveled, his eyes shadowed.

"We didn't know it was happening," he added, stepping into the room without waiting for an invitation. "That this would be the third trial."

I could only nod, not trusting my voice. My throat felt raw, as if I'd been screaming, though I couldn't remember doing so. Maybe I had.

The viewing portals had shown our shame to everyone, our deepest longings laid bare.

Chavore sank into a chair across from me, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. "Do you want to talk about it? What you saw in there?"

I considered refusing. But his expression seemed genuine, and the weight of what I'd experienced threatened to crush me if I kept it contained any longer.

"At first it was just a woman," I said finally, my voice sounding distant even to my own ears. "Mind you, she was the most perfect woman I’ve ever encountered."

Chavore huffed a laugh. "Yeah. You seemed into that."

Heat crawled up my neck. It was humiliating to know they'd all watched me succumb so easily, so completely, to such a basic temptation. Thank the gods Thais had broken through before it had gone too far.

"And then it was my parents," I said, the shame giving way to a deeper ache that felt like it might never heal.

Chavore nodded, giving me his full attention. "Were you all close?"

I stared out the window into the moon-lit sky. How much could I safely reveal? "My mother died when I was a child. But Sulien, my father..." My voice caught. "He was great."

"I've never really been around my mother either," Chavore said after a moment. He reached for a crystal decanter on a nearby table and poured two glasses of something amber. "We've met, but it was very awkward and formal. When given the chance to meet her again, I decided against it."

He handed me a glass, and I took it, surprised by the personal revelation. I'd never considered Olinthar's romantic entanglements, or lack thereof. Looking around at the pantheon, I realized that while most of the Twelve had heirs, none seemed to have partners aside from Morthus.

"Is that common among the Twelve?" I asked, taking a sip of the drink. It tasted like liquid fire and honey, warming my chest. "To be... solitary?"

Chavore swirled his drink. "The concept of an heir doesn't naturally occur to those who never die." He said it matter-of-factly. "Once one of the Twelve had an heir, the rest basically followed suit. Creating contracts with lesser Aesymar with powers they wanted their offspring to have."

"Contracts?" I echoed.

"Creating the perfect chess pieces," he clarified with a humorless smile. “That would grow into pawns for strategic alliances, powerful combinations."

The revelation made my skin crawl. Divine heirs, bred to be useful. I thought of Thais and myself, accidents of Olinthar's lust rather than strategy, yet still caught in the game.

"It's hard to wrap my head around all of that," I said honestly. "The strategy and planning." I hesitated, then decided to push further. "Where does Elysia fit into all of that?"

Chavore's laugh was surprisingly resentful. "Well, I suppose I didn’t turn out to be the best bargaining chip in the end. No thunderclap army at my heels, no world-breaking blade, no flaming wings of judgment. Just… insight. Not something Olinthar would find a much worthy tool for negotiations."

"When we were in Pyros, Elysia told me that Olinthar really supported your relationship," I said, remembering her bragging about the King's approval.

Chavore's brow furrowed. "When were you in Pyros with Elysia?"

I scrunched my eyebrows, confused. "What do you mean? You brought me there after the banquet."

He stared at me blankly, as if struggling to recall something just beyond his grasp. He shook his head slowly. "Gods, I feel like I'm losing my mind sometimes."

He stood abruptly, moving to the window. How could he not remember? We'd spent hours there.

Had it been some kind of test? Or was something wrong with Chavore?

"I know it may seem unfair for a prince to complain about much," he said after a long silence, his back still to me. "But my father and I have a unique relationship." He turned, his expression oddly vulnerable. "You have your father and your sister. And sure, I've never been alone, but I don't think it's anywhere near the kind of relationship you have with them."

The raw honesty in his voice caught me off guard. I found myself responding in kind before I could think better of it.

"When Thais and I were brought to the Trials, the priests killed our father," I said, the admission burning my throat. "Because he was housing us."

Chavore's face crumpled slightly. "I'm so sorry. That is such a tragedy." He crossed back to his chair, leaning forward earnestly. "I do wish there were better ways to go about it. But it's dangerous for the blessed to be around the masses."

The words came out sounding rehearsed, as if they'd been drilled into him since childhood. Anger bubbled up in my chest—not just at him, but at the entire system that had cost Sulien his life. When I looked at Chavore, at the sincere distress in his eyes, I realized with a jolt that this was just how he'd been raised. What he'd been taught to believe.

And I couldn't risk showing too much of how I actually felt.

"My father never once told me he wanted me to stay in Sundralis with him," Chavore said quietly, staring into his glass. "It was decided I would pledge to Bellarium from the start. It's not like I even had another sibling to compete with, but I still always felt second best. Like I was never enough."

He’d never asked his legitimate heir. But he’d asked me.

We fell into silence. I found myself understanding that feeling more than I wanted to admit. Not to the same degree, perhaps. Thais was a cherished piece of me, my twin, my other half. But there had been times when I felt second best to her. Her powers presenting early had shifted both Sulien's and my existence around her, reorganizing our lives to protect her. It was no one's fault, but Sulien and Thais had always been closer in some ways.

Still, I couldn't imagine feeling second best to someone who wasn't even there—to a realm, to a throne, to expectations that could never be fulfilled.

I looked over at Chavore, my brother who didn't know we were brothers, and for some reason, I felt hurt for him.

Maybe in another life we could have acknowledged each other in that way. In another world.

But not this one. In this one, I would have to remember that no matter how genuine his pain seemed, he was still Olinthar's son. Still part of the system that had destroyed everything I loved.

And no amount of shared understanding could change that.


Chapter 47
Inevitabilities


I allowed myself one night to wallow. One night to lie curled beneath my blankets, replaying every humiliating moment of the trial, every shameful confession the phantom Xül had drawn from me. One night to feel the burn of mortification as I remembered Voldaris watching me.

But when dawn broke, I forced myself out of bed.

I took extra care with my appearance that morning, crafting an image of perfect indifference. My hands barely trembled as I combed my long black waves, practicing the mask I would wear—slightly bored, mildly amused, utterly unconcerned with whatever anyone might have heard.

I stared at my reflection, forcing my jaw to unclench. "Just get through today," I whispered to myself.

What did it matter if everyone had heard my pathetic desires? What did it matter if Xül knew I wanted him? I was here to kill Olinthar. Everything else was secondary.

By the time I'd finished preparing, I had my emotions firmly under control. But instead of heading to the dining hall as I normally would, I found myself drawn to the eastern exit of the Bone Spire. I needed air. Space. And perhaps most of all, I needed someone who wouldn't look at me with pity. Judgement, sure. But never pity.

I slipped through the lesser-used corridors, avoiding the main hallways where I might encounter any servants or, worse, Xül himself. The morning air kissed my skin as I emerged from the Spire.

The walk to the other side of the island wasn’t long—it wound through groves of bone-white trees whose branches rattled in the constant wind. By the time I reached the smaller spire, my cheeks were flushed from the brisk air.

I found Marx in one of the small training yards behind the building, practicing forms with a throwing knife. A cursed one, evident from the swirls of black energy that circled it. She moved with such feline grace, each strike lethal and on target. For a moment, I simply watched, admiring her control.

"Are you going to stand there all day, or did you actually want something?" Marx called without breaking her rhythm.

A smile tugged at my lips. "How did you know it was me?"

"Please," she scoffed, finally pausing to turn toward me. "You're the only one who would stand there silently instead of announcing yourself like a normal person." She sheathed the blade with a flick of her wrist. "Besides, I could feel you brooding from across the yard."

"I don't brood," I protested half-heartedly.

"Of course not." She rolled her eyes, but there was that tiny crack of concern behind the sarcasm. The way her forehead wrinkled slightly—Marx’s only tell.

"Charming as always."

"It's part of my appeal." She gestured toward a stone bench at the edge of the yard. "Sit. Tell me why you're hiding here instead of following your Warden around like a lovesick puppy."

I felt my face go hot. "I don't⁠—"

"Save it," she cut me off. "The entire realm knows what happened in your trial. Well, not the details, but enough." She dropped onto the bench beside me, suddenly serious. "How are you, really?"

I stared at my hands, unsure how to answer. "I've been better."

"I can imagine." She nudged my shoulder with hers. "Though if it helps, you’re still here to fight another day."

"I nearly gave in."

"But you didn't," she said firmly. "You pulled back. That counts for something."

We sat in silence for a moment, the wind rustling through the bone trees around us. I only pulled back because Xül interrupted the illusion and warned me. I was alive because of him, not because of me.

"Anything you want to say about it?" she asked finally. "About the illusion. About Xül."

I tensed. "It was just physical. The trial was designed to exploit our weaknesses. Mine happened to be an inconvenient attraction to my mentor."

Marx studied me, her dark eyes piercing. "Just physical?"

"Of course," I snapped, perhaps too quickly. “I have eyes. He’s nice to look at. Nothing more.”

A knowing smile played at the corners of her mouth. "I didn't say it was anything else."

"Good." I looked away, uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation. "Because it's not."

She stayed silent, but I could feel her eyes on me.

I glanced at her, suddenly curious. "Do you want to talk about what you saw?"

A shadow crossed her face. "It’s far less salacious than yours."

"We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to," I said quickly.

"I don’t really want to talk about Finn." She exhaled slowly. "But before that… Well, you only saw the aftermath. Apparently, my deepest desire isn't for power or love or any of that noble shit. It's to watch."

"Watch?"

"Yes. Watch." Her lips twisted in a wounded smile. "Because mine wasn’t an illusion at all. They were real—two of the contestants that died. We’d gotten on pretty well earlier in the evening, and when they suggested we take it somewhere more private…."

I kept my expression neutral.

"Well," she continued, her voice dropping lower, "they started to burn. Right in front of me. Their skin blackening, peeling away as they screamed. And I couldn't look away. I thought—I was so convinced that I had cursed them somehow." Her hands trembled slightly. "The flames were spreading toward me and my skin was steaming when Kyren found me."

"Kyren." My heart sank.

Marx looked away. "He was the one who realized something was wrong. Pulled me out before the flames could reach me." Sadness filled her eyes.

“He didn’t deserve to die like that,” I murmured.

“No,” Marx agreed. “He was an annoying little shit but useful when it mattered.”

“We’re alive because of him, in some way or another.”

“Don’t get all sentimental on me, now.” Marx huffed. “It’s too early in the morning for all that.”

“I can’t help but feel that something strange is happening,” I let the admission slip out. “Beyond the Trials. Like something else is happening in the background.”

“Well, it doesn’t take a scholar to see that.”

I thought about Lyralei's warnings, about all the strange occurrences since I'd arrived at Draknavor.

There were things I still couldn’t tell her. Things that weren’t my secrets, but Xüls, And for some reason, that made them worth keeping.

"And then there’s the other thing," Marx continued, lowering her voice further. "The Kavik of it all."

"I still don’t know what that was. Has Aelix said anything to you about it?"

She glanced around, then leaned closer. "Clearly someone or something was controlling him. Aelix has been investigating, trying to figure out who could have that kind of power over a Legend."

“It would have to be one of the Twelve.”

"Perhaps." She rubbed her arms as if suddenly cold. "Whatever it was, it was powerful enough to completely override his will."

"But why me?" I asked. "What threat could I possibly pose?"

Marx raised an eyebrow. "You're joking, right? Thais, your power is insane. And then there's the matter of your blood..."

I tensed. We'd skirted this topic before.

"Right," I acknowledged quietly.

Marx leaned closer. "Whoever was controlling Kavik must know what you are. And they're afraid of it."

“It has to be Olinthar, then.” I said slowly, eyeing her to make sure she understood the implications of what I was saying. I trusted Marx and no longer wanted to hide things from her.

Marx stilled, eyes going wide. “Light and order. Starlight.” She sighed, leaning back against the stone wall. “Well shit. It makes sense. I just never really thought about it, I guess.”

“He’s the one who has something to lose if the others discover who Thatcher and I really are,” I whispered, leaning in close. “He wants Thatcher alive, and he wants me dead.”

“Why do you think he wants Thatcher alive?” She questioned.

Shit.

“Another secret I’ll ask you to keep.”

“I’ve got quite the collection at this point. What’s another going to do?” She clicked her tongue.

“Thatcher’s powers haven’t been seen since the Primordials. He’s essentially the second coming of one called Vivros.”

Marx looked around, processing. After a moment, she finally spoke. “But why do you think that means Olinthar wants to keep him alive?”

“Chavore picked him even though his domain didn’t suit Thatcher at all. And how many times do you think Olinthar has stepped into the Trials and negotiated on behalf of a contestant's life?”

Marx cocked her chin. “Fair point.” She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “But he saved both of you.”

“He didn’t save me. He just couldn’t get to Thatcher without dragging me along.”

“I understand your logic,” Marx murmured. She furrowed her brow. “Does Olinthar have the ability to take over a mind like that? To make someone like Kavik completely lose himself?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. "Have you told anyone else about this?" I asked urgently. "About me?"

Marx looked offended. "Of course not. Who would I tell?"

Relief flooded me. "Thank you."

“Listen, we don’t need to get distracted by these things.” Marx took a deep breath. “You’re safe in Draknavor. After Kavik didn’t return, that sent a clear message that you could not be harmed here. And in the next trial, you have Thatcher and I. Between us and Xül, no one’s going to touch you.”

“I am also capable.” I nudged her. “I can hold my own in a fight.”

She merely raised an eyebrow and shook her head. “That you can.”

We fell silent again, both lost in our own thoughts.

"It's going to be a good day. I've decided," I said lightly. "Despite everything."

She raised an eyebrow. "How terribly optimistic of you."

"Don't worry, I'm sure it won't last." I stood, brushing off my clothes. "Are you coming?"

"Are you seriously pretending we didn't just have this entire conversation?" She looked incredulous.

"What conversation?" I asked innocently. "I only remember two friends agreeing to have lunch."

Marx stared at me for a moment before a reluctant smile tugged at her lips. "You're impossible."

"I prefer resilient."

"Stubborn as a mule, more like." But she fell into step beside me.

As we walked together toward the dining hall, my chest finally settled. The shame and humiliation of the trial still lingered, but somehow, Marx's blunt acceptance made it easier to bear.

"Thank you," I said quietly.

She glanced at me sideways. "For what?"

"For being you. I mean, I truly hate it most of the time. But you have your moments."

"Please," she scoffed, but I could see the pleased surprise in her eyes. “You’re just lucky I didn’t decide to dive deeper into your little obsession with the Prince of Death.”

"Gods forbid."

"Exactly." She bumped her shoulder against mine. "Besides, we both know Xül is irritatingly attractive. Anyone with functioning eyes would be tempted."

I reluctantly laughed at her bluntness. "Is that so?"

"Objectively speaking," she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. "Not my type, obviously. Too brooding and complicated."

When we entered the dining hall, Aelix was already there, seated at a table laden with enough food for at least five people. His eyes showed a flicker of surprise when he saw me, but he recovered quickly, rising to his feet with a warm smile.

"Thais," he greeted me. "It's good to see you… up and about."

The concern in his voice made my neck burn. "Thank you," I managed. "For everything."

He nodded, understanding passing between us. "Sit. Eat. There’s plenty to go around."

As I took my seat, beside these unexpected allies, I felt the first buds of hope stirring beneath the weight of everything else. Soon, I would have to face Xül. I couldn’t avoid him forever. And I didn’t want to. I just wanted to move past this and refocus on my goals.

I would seek him out on my own. Tonight.


Chapter 48
The Snap


Xül’s study looked the same as it always had—the massive desk of polished ebony, the shelves lined with weathered books, the fireplace casting a warm glow over everything. Xül stood with his back to the door, pouring amber liquid into two crystal glasses.

"I was wondering if you’d make an appearance," he observed without turning around. "Close the door."

I did as he asked, then stood awkwardly just inside the threshold, suddenly unsure of myself.

He turned, offering me one of the glasses. "You look like you need this."

I took it, careful not to let our fingers brush. "Is this your standard approach to trial preparation? Get your contestant drunk?"

He raised an eyebrow. "Only the difficult ones."

I sipped the liquor, welcoming the burn as it traveled down my throat. "And am I difficult, Warden?"

"Beyond measure," he said, grinning. He settled into one of the high-backed chairs near the fire. "Do you remember the first time you entered this room?"

I took another sip before answering. "I remember."

"You were such a brat," he said, almost smiling. "So convinced of your own importance. Looking for special treatment."

"If you equate the bare minimum with special treatment, I suppose you're right," I countered.

The liquor began to work its magic, dulling the edges of my shame and loosening my tongue. Before I could think better of it, I blurted out the words that had been haunting me.

"I'm sorry for what happened in the trial," I said, forcing myself to meet his eyes.

He set his glass down with deliberate care. "You have nothing to apologize for."

"Don't lie to me," I said. "I saw your face afterward."

"That’s why you’re so angry with me? Physical desire is natural, Thais," he said after a long pause. "But it's harmless in the end. Nothing to worry over."

Harmless. The word nearly stabbed me in the heart.

"You wouldn't even look at me," I said, unable to keep the accusation from my voice.

"That's not true."

I rose from my chair, propelled by a sudden surge of anger. I crossed to where he sat, standing over him in a rare reversal of our usual positions.

"Don't lie," I said, the words rushing out now, unstoppable. "You couldn't even acknowledge me."

Irritation gave way to a darker expression.

"I couldn't look at you," he admitted, his voice so low I had to strain to hear it.

"I know," I bit out. "You were embarrassed. Ashamed⁠—"

"You have it all wrong."

"Then correct me."

He shook his head, looking away again in that dismissive gesture that made me want to scream.

"That's what I thought," I whispered, turning to go.

His hand shot out, catching my wrist. He rose to his feet in one fluid movement, suddenly looming over me, his eyes blazing.

"You have no idea what you're talking about," he said, each word precise, controlled. "I don't feel shame about anything. I was worried."

I stared at him, trying to read the truth in his eyes.

"Worried," I repeated, the word flat.

"I nearly watched you die because of something pretending to be me," he said, his grip on my wrist tightening. "Do you have any idea what that was like? Watching you seconds away from death, believing it was me who put you there?"

I was stunned into silence, my mind struggling to process his words.

"But I didn't," I said finally. "You saved me."

"You didn’t give me much of a choice." His voice was clipped.

“Because I almost slept with an illusion of you?” I raised an eyebrow.

"Yes, Thais. I did this. I put you in danger.," he continued, his grip on my wrist tightening. "All of this is my fault. If I hadn't done all these things—flirted, kissed you—you wouldn't feel this desire for me."

“It is absolutely your fault—” I started to agree, but he cut me off.

"When I watched you, Thais, I so badly wished it was me." The words seemed torn from him, a confession that cost him dearly. "And then I hated that I wished it was me."

He stared down at me, conflict raging in his eyes.

“Why?”

His eyes darkened. "Why isn’t relevant."

"Of course," I snapped. "Everything about you is irrelevant, isn't it? Your thoughts, your feelings—if you even have any."

"And what would you have me say?" he demanded, a sudden heat in his voice. "That I've noticed your body? That I'm not blind to the way you move, the way you look at me? What good would that do either of us?"

The admission, sparse as it was, sent a jolt through me. "At least it would be honest," I challenged.

"Honesty," he scoffed. "Would that make it easier for you, somehow?"

“I don’t know, but I still want it.”

He laughed, a harsh sound. "Fine. I kissed you on that beach because I wanted to. Is that what you want to hear?"

I wasn’t ready for how his words hit me—sharp, real, and warm all at once. "Yes," I whispered. "That's a start."

For a moment, we stood frozen, the confession hanging in the air between us. Then, driven by impulse and the reckless courage his words had sparked, I pressed my lips to his.

He went rigid beneath my touch, his breath catching. Then he tore himself away, putting distance between us with such speed it left me reeling.

"Damn it, Thais," he said, his voice hoarse as he turned. "This can't happen."

Xül stood with his back to me, hands braced against the window that overlooked the black sea. His shoulders were rigid beneath his shirt. I could see the tension radiating from every line of his body.

"You need to leave, Thais. Now." His voice was low.

"No."

Now he did turn, and the look on his face sent a thrill of danger through me. His eyes were wild, almost feral.

"You cannot do things like that," he nearly snarled.

"You started this." I reminded him. "Outside this very castle, where everyone could see."

"That was different." He glared at me. "What you just did... we both know where that kiss was going."

"And where is that?"

"Somewhere it can't go," he said firmly. "You're still a contestant. I'm to be married."

"I don't care about any of that."

"You should." His expression went deadly serious. "These are not trivial matters, Thais."

"What, are you going to turn me in to the Twelve?" I countered.

"Don’t be ridiculous." He stared down at me for a long moment.

“I’m trying to figure you out. You said you wanted to kiss me, yet you’re acting like this.”

"Because I can't have you," he said through gritted teeth. "Because every time I look at you, I want to—" He stopped mid-sentence, dragging his hand down his face. "You have no idea what you're playing with," he finally said.

"Enlighten me."

And then he was moving towards me. "You threw yourself at me like some desperate thing, and I had the sense to walk away, yet you continue to test me."

Heat flashed through me—part embarrassment, part fury at his dismissive tone. "I think you're angry because for once, you actually want something more than your precious political games."

He snapped. Before I could react, he had me backed against his desk, hands braced on either side of me, caging me in. His fingers slid across my jaw, tilting my face up to his.

"You want to know what I am?" His voice dropped to a whisper that caressed my every nerve ending. "I'm a man who's been hard for you since the moment I laid eyes on you. I'm a man who's spent every night since then stroking myself to thoughts of you."

A tremor stole my breath as fire curled low and deep.

"I'm a man who dreams about having you spread out beneath me, begging me to fill you, to claim you, to make you mine in every filthy way I can imagine." His eyes burned into mine. "So tell me—do you still think I'm hiding from what I want?"

"Then take it," I whispered, my voice barely steady. "Take what you want."

"Stop talking." But his grip tightened, and I could see the war raging behind his eyes.

"Make me," I challenged.

His hand fisted in my hair, tilting my head back as he leaned down until his mouth was a breath away from mine.

"Tell me what you want me to do to you," he commanded.

"Fuck me," I whispered, the admission sending a thrill through me. "Right here."

He grabbed my thighs and yanked me up, slamming me down onto the desk as he forced his way between my legs. My hands moved without conscious thought, fingers finding the fastenings of his pants and working them open with fumbling urgency. I needed to touch him, needed to feel him, needed to drive him as mad with want as he was driving me.

The moment my fingers brushed against him, he went completely still.

His hand shot down to catch my wrist, stopping me mid-motion. "No."

"Why not?" I challenged.

"I will not touch you, and you will not touch me," he murmured, his voice dropping to that dangerous silk that made my skin prickle. Before I could react, he guided my hand to my thigh, sliding it upward.

"But I will watch you touch yourself," he whispered, his lips a breath away from my ear.

He stepped back just enough to give me space, his eyes never leaving mine. "Right here, on my desk."

My heart hammered in my chest. This was madness—pure, delicious madness. But the hunger in his eyes, the way he looked at me made me want to be reckless.

I couldn't deny the thrill that shot through me at the thought of him watching me, of riling him. And maybe there was power in it too—in making the Warden lose that insufferable composure without even touching him.

Fuck it. If this was what we could have—these stolen moments, these fragments of what could be—I'd take it. And I'd make him remember it.

"Tell me what to do," I whispered.

“Under one condition.”

“And what is that?” I asked.

“This will only happen once. And we will never speak of it again.”

I hesitated, biting my lip. “Fine.”

His eyes darkened further. "Unlace your bodice," he commanded softly as he moved back to his chair and sat, facing me. "Slowly."

My fingers trembled as I began working at the laces, my eyes never leaving his. The air between us hummed as each movement revealed more of my skin to his gaze.

"Tell me something," he said, his voice dropping even lower as he watched me. "How often do you think of me when you're alone?"

Heat rushed to my face at the intimate question, but his gaze made me want to answer honestly.

"Too often," I admitted.

A flash of satisfaction crossed his features. "And what do you imagine me doing to you in these fantasies?"

I hesitated, my fingers stilling on the laces.

"Don't stop," he commanded. "And don't lie. I want to hear every filthy thought you've had about me."

"I imagine your hands on me," I confessed, resuming my task with the laces. "Your mouth..."

"Where?" he pressed, his voice a caress. "Show me."

I tugged on the final knot, my bodice opening and the cold air rushing onto my exposed skin making my nipples harden into peaks.

I brought my fingers up to the swells and let my thumbs slide down the pebbled skin, causing a sharp jolt to ring through my body. His darkening eyes only made my chest feel heavier and I pinched the flesh, my lips parting as the feeling sent a throbbing heat between my thighs.

"Good," he murmured. "Go on."

I swallowed hard, head dizzy as my fingers traced lower until they reached my skirt. I bunched the ruffles over my thighs, parting my legs for him. The thin material of my undergarments were the only barrier now. My fingers brushed over the dampened fabric, a small whimper escaping my lips.

It wasn't enough.

I tugged the lace down my hips in one quick motion, meaning to toss them to the side but Xül's outstretched hand halted me.

Through my haze I dropped them into his waiting palm, tracking his movement as he tucked them into his front pocket. My eyes snagged on the bulge straining against his pants.

He adjusted himself, fisting that mouth watering length. My legs parted again without much coherent thought, fingers quickly finding the throbbing bundle of nerves that so desperately needed attention.

The intensity of his gaze was like a physical touch, making every sensation more acute. He remained perfectly still except for the rapid rise and fall of his chest, his control evident in the white-knuckled grip.

"Tell me what you're thinking," I whispered, emboldened by the raw desire I saw in his eyes.

"I'm thinking," he said, his voice strained, "that I'll never be able to concentrate at my desk ever again."

I couldn't fight back the smile that curved my lips. "Is that all?"

"So eager," he purred. "But since you asked so nicely, I'm also thinking about my mouth on every inch of your skin, tasting you until you're sobbing with need," he continued, his voice dropping low. "About watching you fall apart on my tongue, my fingers, my cock, until you're nothing but a trembling mess begging for more."

I circled my clit slowly, my eyelids getting heavier with every dirty whisper.

"I'm imagining how you'd feel wrapped around me," he said, each word deliberate. "How tight you'd be, how wet, how perfect."

I moaned, my movements growing more urgent.

"That's it," he encouraged. "Show me how you'd move if I were inside you."

My hand moved down, fingers curving, hitting the spot that made me see stars. I panted, back arching until my shoulders hit the wood of his desk. I was laid out for him, my hips rocking forward, grinding onto my palm.

My eyes were fluttering closed in ecstasy when a shadow appeared behind my eyelids.

"Look at me," he commanded. His voice was right above me.

I did as he asked, locking my gaze with his as waves of pleasure began to build within me.

His arms framed my body.

My heartbeat felt like it would choke me. I arched up towards him, desperate for contact, but he was positioned just far enough. I wanted his elongated fingers to replace my own, reaching places I couldn't. I wanted his searing mouth to steal away my last vestiges of control. For my moans, which had turned all but pleading, to break his control.

"Is this what you want to see, Warden?" I asked, my voice low and challenging. "Me desperate for you while you just stand there? Or would you rather feel how wet I am thinking about you?"

His eyes darkened dangerously.

"You're torturing yourself as much as me," I continued, emboldened by the hunger in his gaze. "We both know you want to be the one making me scream."

"And deprive myself of this view?" he murmured. "No, I intend to watch you lose yourself."

I bit back a snarl at his refusal⁠—

"Say my name," he ordered. "I want to hear my name on your lips when you come."

My fingers had found an intoxicating rhythm, the sounds of my need filling the room. My breathing caught in my throat, every muscle vibrating, aching as I climbed higher and higher.

My eyes rolled back, and I felt his presence shift from above, lowering as his breath ghosted against my inner thigh. His position had my hips lifting desperately before he exhaled sharply against my core, that feeling alone becoming my undoing as I spiraled into a world-shattering orgasm. One that took away every coherent thought.

"Xül," I gasped, the single syllable a prayer and a curse combined.

My back flattened across the desk as the waves receded. Xül looked utterly wrecked. His chest rose and fell rapidly, and though he hadn't moved from his position, hadn't touched me once, naked desire flared behind his eyes.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke, the only sound in the room our ragged breathing gradually slowing.

Finally, Xül reached for my hand.

Slowly, he lifted my fingers to his mouth. His eyes never left mine as his lips parted. I gasped as I felt his tongue swirl around them, tasting what remained of my pleasure, his eyes closing briefly.

He pressed the gentlest of kisses to my fingertip before releasing my hand.

"Sweet dreams, starling," he murmured. Without another word, he turned and walked toward the door, leaving me breathless and trembling on his desk.


Chapter 49
The Blind Seer


The midday sun hung high in Draknavor's blood-red sky. Xül walked beside me, his long strides measured to match my own as we made our way back to the Bone Spire. Five days had passed since that night in his study, and neither of us had brought it up—what happened on his desk, the way he'd watched me, the promises whispered in darkness.

"Your crown is growing," Xül said, his voice casual as his gaze flicked to the motes of starlight that now hovered above my head—three more than when I'd first summoned them.

"Ten points now," I replied, unable to keep the pride from my voice.

His lips curved into that not-quite-smile. "You’ve certainly improved."

"Such high praise," I said dryly. "Should I faint from the honor?"

"Save your theatrics," he drawled, but there was no real bite to his tone. When his arm brushed against mine as we navigated a narrow part of the path, neither of us pulled away.

"Your hair's grown longer," he observed, his voice dropping to that low timbre that sent shivers down my spine.

"An unfortunate side effect of not dying yet," I replied, forcing lightness into my tone.

His laugh was soft and genuine. "Ever the optimist, Morvaren."

The Bone Spire rose before us in all its terrible majesty. A figure waited at the gates—one of the Shadowkin servants, his form rippling in the crimson daylight.

Xül's posture changed, all ease vanishing as he straightened to his full, imposing height. “Yes?” he called as we approached.

The servant bowed low. "My lord. A message has arrived." He extended a sealed letter.

Xül took it, examining the wax seal.

"What is it?" I asked, moving closer to see.

"We received this one in time, at least," he murmured, more to himself than to me.

I leaned against the obsidian gate, studying the symbols on the letterhead. Two emblems intertwined—one a spiral, the other a complex knot.

"Whose symbols are those?" I asked, though I sensed the answer would be unpleasant.

"Fate and Chaos," Xül replied, his eyes still on the seal. "Vorinar and Aella will host the next trial."

I straightened, unease crawling up my spine. "That doesn't sound like a promising combination."

"No, it doesn’t." A troubled expression flitted across his features before he masked it. He broke the seal and scanned the contents quickly, his brow furrowing.

"Is it bad?" I asked, not entirely sure I wanted the answer.

“Not necessarily,” he said, turning back to the servant. "You may go. Prepare for Miss Morvaren and myself to be absent this evening."

The servant nodded and disappeared into the shadows.

Xül folded the letter and tucked it inside his jacket. "Come. We need to get you cleaned up and ready."

"Ready for what exactly?"

He began walking toward the Bone Spire's entrance, his pace brisk. "We're going to the only place where a master of fate resides outside of Voldaris."

I hurried to catch up with him. "I’m confused."

He paused, turning to meet my gaze. "This man lives in Elaren, Starling."

"What?”

"Yes." He resumed walking. "Go clean up. We leave in an hour."

I wanted to press for more information, but the set of his shoulders told me I'd get nothing further—not yet. So, I headed to my chambers, my mind whirling with possibilities. The mortal realm. After everything that had happened since the Trials began, I was going back to where it all started.
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When I emerged an hour later, Xül was waiting in the entrance hall. He'd changed as well, foregoing his usual elaborate attire for something far less flashy—though he still looked every inch the divine prince he was.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Can you at least tell me what region we’re visiting?"

"In time." He extended his hand, and I took it without hesitation. "Close your eyes."

I did as he asked, feeling the now-familiar pull of portal magic wrap around us. The air crackled with power, and then⁠—

Heat. Dry, searing heat against my skin. And air that tasted different—cleaner, lighter.

I opened my eyes to find myself standing in an endless expanse of desert, golden sands stretching toward the horizon in every direction. The sky above was a brilliant, painful blue.

I inhaled deeply, savoring the familiar quality of the air. It had been so long since I'd breathed it that I'd almost forgotten how it felt in my lungs.

Xül was already striding forward across the dunes, his boots leaving barely a trace in the sand. I hurried to catch up with him.

"When exactly are you going to explain any of this?" I demanded.

"All will be revealed in due time," he replied, not slowing his pace.

I scowled at his back. "That's the most insufferably mysterious thing I've ever heard."

"Then my reputation remains intact."

"Who is this master of fate? Why isn't he in Voldaris? Why are we trudging through a desert to find him?" The questions tumbled out of me as I matched his stride.

"She asks, as if I would suddenly change my mind about revealing everything just because she demands it with increasing volume," Xül mused to no one in particular.

"You’re infuriating," I hissed.

"And you’re observant, starling."

As we crested a dune, a small village appeared in the distance, shimmering. Mud-brick buildings in warm ochre tones clustered around what appeared to be a central well. Palms provided patches of shade, and colorful awnings stretched between buildings to shelter the narrow streets from the punishing sun.

As we approached, people came into view—women carrying clay jugs, children playing in the sparse shadows, merchants calling out their wares.

As we entered the village proper, I noticed how the residents reacted to Xül. They didn't scream or bow, but they definitely recognized him as something other. They gave him a wide berth, eyes cast downward, bodies angled away.

Xül, for his part, seemed to enjoy their discomfort, a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth.

"They’re afraid of you," I said quietly.

"Of course they are," he replied. "All mortals fear death."

We finally reached what appeared to be a temple at the far edge of the village. Unlike the simple mud-brick structures of the homes, this building was made of pale sandstone, its façade carved with swirling designs. Robed figures moved in and out of its arched entrance, their garments a soft gray.

I stopped dead in my tracks.

Priests. Even if they weren't the white-robed followers of Olinthar, they were still priests—servants of the divine, enforcers of the gods' will among mortals. My heart began to race, my palms suddenly slick with sweat that had nothing to do with the desert heat.

Xül turned, one eyebrow raised in question before understanding dawned on his face. He moved closer, his voice pitched low so only I could hear.

"These are not like the priests you knew," he said. "They serve Vorinar, and they harm no one. Their purpose is to observe and record, not to hunt or capture."

I watched as one of the robed figures walked past us, head bowed in quiet acknowledgment of Xül. Unlike Olinthar's priests with their cold, searching eyes, this one's face was serene, almost contemplative.

"I'm not going in there," I said, my voice distant.

"This is the best I can offer," Xül replied, his expression unusually serious. "If it's even possible to prepare for what Vorinar and Aella have planned."

"I'll take my chances," I said, stepping back. "I'd rather wing it."

Xül's eyes narrowed as he studied my face. "Don’t be ridiculous." He glanced meaningfully at another priest who walked past us. "You can’t actually expect me to believe you’re afraid of these people."

I stiffened. "Fear and hatred are two very different things."

"Yes," he agreed. "And you can use either to fuel your stars if you feel threatened."

“So I have your permission then?” I eyed him.

“I suppose, though you won’t need it.” He smiled. “Everyone in there would simply shatter if you brought the sky down. These aren’t warriors or strategists. They’re peaceful.”

I watched the priests moving about their business.

"So I shouldn’t expect any violence then?" I asked, hating the vulnerability in my voice.

Xül’s expression shifted. "I promise. And if they tried, they would not survive the attempt."

The fierce certainty in his voice steadied me. I took a deep breath and nodded. "Fine. But if anything feels wrong⁠—"

"We leave immediately," he finished. "You have my word."

He extended his hand again, and after a moment's hesitation, I took it. His fingers closed around mine.

The interior of the temple was cool and dim after the harsh desert sun, lit by oil lamps that cast dancing shadows on the sand-colored walls. The air smelled of incense and old parchment. Priests moved about quietly, some transcribing scrolls, others lounging in alcoves carved into the walls.

Xül led me through the main chamber and up a spiraling staircase. The higher we climbed, the fewer people we encountered, until finally we stood before a simple wooden door.

He turned to me, taking a deep breath. "What I am about to show you can never be repeated to anyone. Do you understand?"

The seriousness of his tone made me hesitate. "Why show me at all, then?"

"Because you need every advantage you can get," he replied.

Before I could respond, he continued. "Promise me, Thais."

I nodded slowly. "Fine."

He held my gaze for a moment longer, then rapped his knuckles against the handle. Without waiting for a response, he pushed it open and gestured for me to follow him inside.

The room beyond was small and sparsely furnished—a few cushions on the floor, a low table with a tea service, and shelves lining the walls, filled with scrolls and strange objects I couldn't identify. Sitting cross-legged on a cushion was an elderly man, his back straight despite his age, his eyes closed.

His skin—the color of parchment—was deeply streaked with wrinkles. His hair was a pure, luminous white that curled up at his shoulders. He wore simple robes of shifting gray, but unlike the other priests, an aura of golden light surrounded him.

As I stepped inside, the old man opened his eyes, and I had to stifle a gasp. They were milky white. He turned his face directly toward us.

"Prince Xül," he said, his voice deep and melodious.

Xül inclined his head—something I'd never seen him offer anyone, not even his own father. "Heron."

The man's attention shifted to me. "And you've brought a guest. One with a most interesting lineage."

I froze, my heart hammering against my ribs. I shot Xül a panicked glance.

"Indeed," Xül confirmed, closing the door behind us with a soft click.

Heron merely smiled, the expression transforming his weathered face into something almost boyish. "I won’t pry. Some secrets aren't mine to tell." He gestured to the cushions across from him. "Please, sit."

I sank down, my mind reeling. "You... you can tell I'm—? Just by looking at me?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

"Child," Heron said, his voice gentle, "I can see the threads of fate that bind you to the heavens and the earth." He reached for a teapot on the low table before him, pouring the steaming liquid into a cup. "Your divine nature shines to me as clearly as sunlight—a bright, golden thread."

"Heron is the son of Vorinar," Xül explained, settling beside me. "Mortal."

The revelation crawled across my skin. Another half-divine child. Like me. Like Thatcher. But older—far older.

"That's—" I struggled to find words. "But then why aren't you⁠—"

"In Voldaris?" Heron finished for me, a sad smile playing at his lips. "Well, that was my father’s decision. As I’m sure you’re all too familiar with, the only way to live in Voldaris is to ascend, and there is only one way to do so. I was born blind, my dear. These eyes have never seen the physical world." He waved a hand vaguely toward his milky eyes. "And while blindness is no impediment to seeing the paths of fate—indeed, it perhaps sharpened that particular gift—it would have been a death sentence considering the physicality of the Trials.”

I processed this, the implications sinking in. "So your father hid you."

“Yes,” was all he said.

A new, terrible thought struck me. "But your mother... did she...?" I couldn't finish the question, the memory of my own mother's fate choking the words in my throat.

Heron's expression softened. "My mother survived my birth," he said gently. "With my father's help. She lived a long and full life—nearly eighty years."

I couldn't stop the small, strangled sound that escaped me.

"How?" I managed, my voice raw.

"Vorinar wove her fate differently," Heron explained. "He bound her life thread to mine in a way that sustained her through the birth. It required considerable power and... sacrifice on his part." He paused, seeming to consider his next words carefully. "Not all Aesymar are equally callous with mortal lives, Thais Morvaren."

I looked down, nodding.

“My mother was a temple scribe during the Autumn Solstice," he continued. "Recording the prophecies that came when the veil thinned. My father noticed her because she was the only one who didn't cower when he manifested. She looked him in the eye and corrected his pronunciation of an ancient word." A sad smile crossed his face. "He returned the next solstice just to debate linguistics with her."

Xül shifted beside me. "Heron's existence has been one of the most carefully guarded secrets in the divine realm for centuries. Vorinar hid him here, under his protection, knowing what would happen if the wrong Aesymar discovered his existence."

Heron nodded, handing me a steaming cup of tea. "My father concealed me in this remote corner of Elaren, where I've lived in relative peace, serving as his eyes and ears."

He took a contemplative sip from his own cup. "I have lived here for nearly three hundred years, watching the threads of fate unfold from a distance."

The cup nearly slipped from my suddenly numb fingers. "Three hundred..."

"Divine blood grants longevity," Heron explained, his voice gentle. "Though not true immortality."

I stared at him, truly seeing him now—not as an old man, but as a being who had watched empires rise and fall, who had lived through centuries. Who had existed in hiding all this time, a living rebuke to the cruelty of the system.

"You've outlived everyone you ever knew from your early life," I whispered, the personal horror of such an existence washing over me.

"Except my father," Heron acknowledged with a small nod. "And those few divine beings who know of my existence." He reached across the table, his hand finding mine with unerring accuracy. His skin felt impossibly warm. "It is both a blessing and a burden, Thais. One you may come to know yourself, if you survive what lies ahead."

His words sent a shiver down my spine—not just for the reminder of the deadly trial still to come, but for the lonely centuries that might stretch beyond anyone who succeeded. They would watch everyone they’d ever known grow old and die while remaining unchanged.

"You've come about the trial," Heron said, turning to Xül. "Vorinar and Aella's creation. A particularly... unpredictable combination."

"Any advice you can offer would be greatly appreciated," Xül said. “This doesn’t exactly fall under my domain of expertise.”

Heron sipped his tea thoughtfully. "You know I cannot speak directly of what awaits. For that knowledge is hidden even to me." His face turned toward me. "But I can speak in principles. The first one, and perhaps the most important, is to remember that chaos and fate are opposing forces by nature. Where one creates pattern, the other disrupts it."

"That's hardly helpful," I said, unable to keep the disappointment from my voice.

A small smile touched Heron's lips. "The useful is rarely obvious, young one." He set his cup down. "Consider this: what is uniquely yours that cannot be taken or corrupted? What connects you to your past and your future simultaneously?"

I frowned, uncertain what he meant. "My power?"

"Power can be stripped away," Heron said, shaking his head. "Think deeper."

Xül leaned forward. "Identity," he suggested.

Heron tilted his head, neither confirming nor denying. "In a realm where nothing is as it seems, the self remains constant—though even that can become... entangled."

The cryptic nature of his advice was beginning to frustrate me. "I appreciate the philosophy lesson, but I was hoping for something more concrete. Like how not to die."

"Death is merely one possible thread among many," Heron replied, unmoved by my frustration.

I resisted the urge to sigh. Apparently, direct answers weren't part of fate's domain.

"Another word of advice, if you will," Heron added, his voice dropping lower. "Never trust what seems to be a clear path. The most obvious route often leads to the greatest danger."

"So, I should deliberately choose difficult paths?" I asked, trying to make sense of his riddles.

"I'm saying that in a trial designed by the mistress of chaos, nothing is accidental. Not even what appears to be luck or chance." He turned back toward Xül. "You understand what I mean, Prince of Death."

Xül nodded slowly. "Aella doesn't create true randomness. She creates the illusion of it. There's always a pattern if you know how to look."

"Precisely," Heron said with approval. "Find the pattern within the chaos."

I filed this advice away, unsure how it would help but grateful for anything that might give me an edge. "Is there anything else I should know?"

Heron took a deep breath. "Some rooms in the house of fate are not meant to be entered. Heed the warnings you encounter, or you may learn truths you're not prepared to bear."

"That sounds ominous," I said.

“Truths direct our paths of fate. Discovering the wrong one can be detrimental. So, if that sounds ominous, my dear, that’s because it is.”

As if summoned, Xül turned away from the two of us, rising to his feet. “There’s something I must take care of. Please excuse me.” And he was out the door before I could protest.

Silence fell between Heron and me. The old man seemed content with it, sipping his tea with a serene expression. But questions burned in my mind.

"You've been here for three centuries," I finally said. "Watching the world change while you remain hidden away."

Heron nodded. "It has been lonely at times. But I have had my purpose."

"And what's that?"

"To witness. To record. To occasionally nudge a thread or two when the tapestry allows it." His sightless eyes turned toward the window. "I have lived a life of observation rather than participation. It has its compensations."

"But you never had a choice," I said, unable to keep the spite from my voice. "The Trials, the Twelve—they stole any other possibility from you."

"Yes," he agreed simply. "As they have from many others."

I looked down at my hands, remembering the simple life I'd once had in Saltcrest. The feel of the ocean breeze, the weight of oysters in my palms, Marel's smile in the firelight. All gone now.

"You have a brother," Heron said suddenly, his voice dropping.

I glanced toward the door. Xül was still nowhere to be found. "Yes."

Heron leaned forward, his face grave. "I can see your line of fate, how it twists and turns through the coming centuries." He paused, seeming to weigh his words. "But his... his is cut short."

The blood froze in my veins. "What?"

“The end of the Trials…" He trailed off. “I can’t see his line beyond it.”

Panic seized me, my heart hammering against my ribs. This couldn't be right.

"That's not possible," I said, my voice shaking. If we kill Olinthar, we'll both die. That's the plan. That's always been the plan. We'd accepted that cost together. I had never once considered a future where I lived, and he didn't.

"Plans and fate are seldom aligned," Heron said gently. "But take heart—fate can always be changed if one alters their path."

I shook my head, unable to form words through the terror gripping my throat. The idea of continuing without Thatcher, of ascending to godhood while he died, was unbearable. We were twins—two halves of a whole. I had never imagined existence without him.

Before I could press Heron for more information, his expression smoothed into that same serene mask he'd worn when we arrived. A moment later, Xül returned.

"We should be going," he said, apparently not noticing my distress. "I think we’ve taken up enough of your time."

Heron rose to his feet with surprising grace for one so old. "It was a pleasure to meet you, Thais Morvaren." He took my trembling hand in his. "Remember what I said about fate. Nothing is truly fixed until it happens."

I nodded mutely, my mind still reeling from his revelation.

As we walked back through the village, Xül glanced at me with narrowed eyes. "You look as if you've seen a ghost."

I forced myself to breathe normally, to keep my expression neutral. "Just processing everything."

He studied me a moment longer, clearly not entirely convinced, but he didn't press the issue.

We reached the edge of the village just as the sun began to set, casting long shadows across the desert sands. Xül raised his hand to open a portal but hesitated.

“Would you mind terribly if we stopped somewhere before returning to Draknavor?” He eyed me, lifting a brow.

I was so lost in my own thoughts, I barely registered his words. I forced myself to shake my head.

As the portal swirled open before us, I made a silent vow. I would find a way to speak with Thatcher, to warn him about what I'd learned. Together, we would change our approach—find a longer game, perhaps, or a different path entirely.

Because I had not fought my way through the Trials, had not endured Xül's training and the horrors of Voldaris, only to live for eternity without the one person who mattered most to me. If fate decreed Thatcher's death, then I would tear fate apart and reweave it to my liking.

Xül's hand touched my shoulder, pulling me from my dark thoughts. "Ready?"

I nodded and followed him through the portal.


Chapter 50
Reflections


I stumbled through the portal after Xül, Heron's words still burning in my mind. Your brother's line is cut short. The moment the silvery light of the portal gave way, the world transformed around me.

The desert heat vanished, replaced by cool, gentle air that carried the scent of water and greenery. I blinked, momentarily forgetting my panic.

Mist hung low over canals that stretched in every direction, their surfaces reflecting the golden afternoon light. As the haze thinned, it revealed buildings that seemed to float upon the water—cottages with steep thatched roofs, their walls painted in vivid colors that stood out against the brilliant green. Footbridges arched over narrow waterways, connecting homes that would otherwise be isolated islands.

The world painted itself before my eyes: a child running along a narrow path, trailing a colorful kite; birds with over-stuffed plumage soaring between trees; flowers climbing trellises and spilling over window sills in cascades of purple and white.

"Where are we?" I whispered, afraid to break the spell of this place.

"Somewhere I should visit more often," Xül replied. “The Village of Mireen.”

A narrow boat glided past, steered by a woman with dark skin and long black curls. She called out in a language I didn't recognize. Xül responded in the same tongue, raising his hand in greeting.

"You speak their language," I said, stating the obvious as I tried to gather my scattered thoughts.

"It would be strange if I didn't." He began walking along a narrow path that bordered one of the wider canals. "This is where my family lives. Osythe's descendants."

I hurried to catch up with him, pushing thoughts of Thatcher aside for the moment. "You didn't mention we'd be meeting more family."

His eyes scanned the village, taking in details with quiet appreciation. "I didn't want to miss the opportunity."

"How long has it been?" I asked, ducking beneath a low-hanging branch covered in small white flowers.

"Two years," he said, his voice carrying a hint of regret. "Maybe three."

We turned down a narrower waterway lined with flowering bushes that trailed their branches into the canal. The water was so clear I could see tiny fish darting between water plants with trailing roots. I glanced up as we approached a large cottage set slightly back from the water on a small rise of land. Unlike the others, this home was surrounded by a garden—tall stalks with broad leaves, bushy herbs with tiny white flowers, vines climbing into crevices in the cottage’s exterior.

Before we reached the door, it swung open. A woman stepped out—tall and regal with walnut skin and black hair woven into elaborate braids. She wore a dress of deep indigo embroidered with patterns in gold thread. Her eyes fixed on Xül, and she smirked, crossing her arms.

"So, the wanderer returns," she said, her voice carrying an accent I couldn't place.

Xül inclined his head slightly. "Amara."

The woman studied him for a long moment, then broke into a wide smile. "It’s been a while, Prince."

To my shock, she stepped forward and pulled Xül into an embrace, which he returned without hesitation. When they separated, her gaze shifted to me.

"And who is this you've brought to our doorstep?"

Xül said. "She's⁠—"

"He’s my mentor," I interjected, not entirely sure why I felt the need to define our relationship so quickly. “I’m Thais Morvaren.”

Amara's eyebrows rose as her gaze moved between us. "Thais." She smiled again. "Well, any guest of Xül's is welcome in our home. Come in, both of you."

As we followed her inside, I whispered to Xül, "Who is she to you?"

"A distant relative," he replied.

His arm brushed against mine as we entered the house, and fire licked its way up my spine. It had been like this since that night—every accidental touch charged with the memory of his hands in my hair and his eyes drinking me in.

The interior of the home opened into a large central room filled with light from windows that faced the canal. At least a dozen people of varying ages moved about, preparing what appeared to be some kind of feast. Unfamiliar spices filled the air.

Conversations in that same language flowed around us, punctuated by laughter. Everyone had similar deep brown skin in various shades, many with features that reminded me of Xül and his mother—the particular shape of their eyes, the angle of their cheekbones, the way they gestured when they spoke.

"Xül!" A deep voice boomed across the room. A man with broad shoulders and gray-streaked hair twisted into thick locs pushed through the crowd. "About time you showed your face around here!"

"Teller," Xül greeted him, clasping forearms. "Still making trouble for Amara?"

"Every chance I get," the man replied with a hearty laugh, clapping Xül on the shoulder. His eyes found me. "And who's this?"

"Thais," I said before anyone could answer for me.

“I’m her mentor,” Xül added, glancing quickly over at me.

"Interesting." Teller's eyebrows rose as he glanced between us. He extended his hand to me. "Teller, Amara's long-suffering husband."

"He means I've suffered long because of him," Amara said dryly as she moved past us toward the kitchen.

Children raced over, calling out to Xül in their language. An elderly woman rose slowly from a cushioned chair by the window, her face creasing into a maze of wrinkles as she smiled. Two young men abandoned a game they'd been playing to join the growing circle around us.

"Children, give our guests room to breathe," Amara commanded, though her tone was gentle. "Nuri, come meet Thais."

The elderly woman approached, leaning on a carved wooden cane. Her white hair was braided and piled atop her head, adorned with small wooden beads.

"So," she said, her voice surprisingly strong despite her age, "this is the one you've chosen to train." Her eyes studied me. "She has fire in her."

"She’s certainly something.” The side of Xül’s mouth twitched.

"Much like you, then," she replied with a wry smile before turning her gaze back to me. “Are you as big a troublemaker as this one, here?"

I laughed. “I wouldn’t even try to compete.”

“Wise girl.” She nodded, elbowing Xül in the ribs.

A younger woman approached, balancing an infant on her hip. "Grandmother, let them at least come in properly before you start interrogating them." She turned to me with a warm smile. "I'm Layla. Welcome to our home."

"Thank you," I said, suddenly aware of how out of place I felt in this close-knit family gathering. "It's beautiful here."

"We think so," Layla agreed, bouncing the baby who had begun to fuss. "We're preparing for the summer solstice feast tomorrow. You've arrived just in time."

“Oh, we’re not staying,” Xül said.

“Nonsense.” Nuri swatted at him with her cane. “You can stay for a night. We probably won’t see you for a few more years, after all.”

Xül simply sighed and plopped down on the sofa, crossing his legs.

"Solstice?" I asked, attempting to steer the conversation. “We had smaller celebrations in Saltcrest.”

Layla's eyes widened with interest. "The coastal town?"

I nodded, surprised. "You know of it?"

"My granddaughter traveled a lot when she was younger," Nuri interjected. "She said the food was to die for."

"Come," Amara cut through the conversation. "I promise I won’t continue this interrogation in the kitchen."

I laughed, following her to a large wooden table where colorful vegetables were piled high. Several women were already at work, cutting, grinding spices, or kneading dough. A girl of perhaps twelve sat cross-legged on a stool, sorting through a basket of beans.

"Dara, make room for our guest," Amara instructed.

"Are you really Death's chosen?" she asked immediately, her voice hushed but eager.

"Dara!" Amara scolded. "Mind your manners."

"It's alright," I assured her, taking the offered seat beside Dara. "Yes, I am. Though he's not really⁠—"

"He's not really Death," Dara finished for me, nodding sagely. "He's the Prince of Death. Grandmother explained it all. His father is the real Death, but Xül works for him."

I blinked. "That's... basically right."

Amara handed me a knife and a pile of root vegetables. "These need to be sliced thinly for the stew," she instructed. "Like this." She demonstrated, her movements quick and precise.

I followed her example, settling into the familiar rhythm of kitchen work. Across the room, I noticed Xül had been cornered by Teller and two other men and was deep in conversation.

"So," Layla said, taking a seat across from me while continuing to balance her baby, "how is Voldaris treating you?"

"Some days are better than others," I replied, focusing on my cutting. "But not nearly as terrible as I’d imagined."

"Xül hasn’t driven you mad yet," she said with a laugh. "So I’d have to imagine you’re pretty resilient."

"That's one word for it," I agreed, unable to suppress a small smile.

"He's different with you," Nuri observed, settling into a chair at the head of the table. "More at ease."

I glanced up, surprised by the comment. "I wouldn't say that."

"I would," the old woman countered. "I've known that boy his entire life."

I felt suddenly exposed, as if she could see right through me to the confused tangle of emotions I'd been trying to ignore—desire and fear and something far too illicit to acknowledge.

Layla cut through my thoughts. “You dice those very well for someone who's never prepared kalara before."

"I'm used to prepping food," I explained. "In Saltcrest, I worked with my father harvesting oysters."

"Oysters!" Dara exclaimed. "I've never had those. Are they good?"

"The best," I assured her. "Especially fresh from the sea."

Xül was seated on a low stool surrounded by several of the older family members. Nuri had left our table and now stood behind him, her fingers working deftly through his braids.

"She’s re-braiding his hair," Amara said, noticing my lingering eye. "It is tradition when family returns home."

I watched, fascinated, as the woman combed through Xül's long black curls, sectioning it. Her mouth moved constantly, saying something that had Xül and the others alternating between smiles and solemn nods.

"What is she saying?" I asked.

"Old stories," Amara replied. "She reminds Xül of who he is when he has been away too long."

Across the room, he laughed. I rarely heard him laugh like that.

"He doesn't visit often, does he?" I asked.

"Time moves differently for him than for us," Amara replied, her tone measured. "It will only get worse as the years pass." She gestured toward a toddler playing with wooden blocks in the corner. "Eliza there was just a babe the last time he came home. Now she walks and talks."

"Can you tell us about the Trials?" said a quiet voice beside me. I turned to find Dara staring up at me with solemn eyes.

A hush fell over the kitchen. The women's hands stilled, their expressions guarded.

"Dara," Amara chided. "We do not speak of such things."

"But Grandmother said⁠—"

"Your grandmother says many things," Amara interrupted, her tone brooking no argument. "Go help your brother with the bread."

The girl slunk away, casting a curious glance back at me. The women resumed their work, but the easy atmosphere had shifted.

Across the room, I noticed Xül had gone rigid, his expression closed.

"I apologize," Amara said softly. "Those are… not subjects we discuss freely here."

"It's alright," I assured her, though I was curious about their reaction. "I understand."
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Dinner was a joyous affair, with delicious dishes I'd never tasted—the stew we'd prepared, rich with unfamiliar spices; flat bread still warm from the oven; roasted vegetables glazed with honey and pepper.

We sat on cushions around low tables arranged in a loose circle. I found myself between Layla and one of the twins—Davi, I learned, Dara's brother.

"What’s your gift?" he asked as soon as I'd settled.

I nearly choked on my first bite. I looked around, expecting to see the same hesitation from earlier when Dara had asked about the Trials, but found no such thing. Everyone’s eyes were on me now, curious.

“Gifts aren’t a taboo subject here,” Nuri cut in, clearly reading my confusion. “Only the fate that befalls the people who manifest them”

Xül cleared his throat, adjusting his collar.

"It's... complicated," I told Davi.

"Can you show us?" he pressed.

"Davi," Layla scolded gently. "Our guest is trying to eat."

"It's alright," I said, though I wasn't entirely sure it was. I looked to Xül, raising an eyebrow in silent question.

He considered for a moment, then nodded almost imperceptibly.

I set down my spoon and concentrated, cupping my hands together. Drawing on the well of power within me—easier now after months of training—I coaxed a tiny point of light into existence above my palms. No larger than a firefly, it hovered and pulsed silver-blue.

Gasps and murmurs rippled around the tables. Davi's eyes were wide as saucers.

"It's beautiful," Layla breathed, her baby reaching toward the light with tiny fingers.

"Starfire," Nuri said, her voice carrying across the room.

I closed my hands, extinguishing the light before it could grow. "Just a parlor trick," I said, uncomfortable with the attention.

"Hardly that," Teller commented, raising his cup in a toast. "To talents both old and new!"

After dinner, when the youngest children had been put to bed, the adults gathered in a smaller room adjoining the main living area. Teller produced a set of carved wooden dice and a board marked with intricate patterns.

"Tashara," he announced. "The oldest game in our village. Do you play anything similar in Saltcrest, Thais?"

"We have dice games, and cards," I said, watching as he arranged small carved tokens on specific points of the board. "But nothing that looks quite like this."

"It's simple enough," Layla explained. "The dice determine how many spaces you can move. The goal is to capture your opponent's tokens while protecting your own."

"Strategy and luck," Amara added, settling beside her husband. "Much like life."

Xül took a seat to my left. "Careful," he murmured. "Teller cheats."

"I heard that!" Teller protested. "Just because you lose every time doesn't mean I cheat, Prince."

"Every time?" I raised an eyebrow at Xül. "The mighty Prince of Death, bested by a simple dice game?"

"Strategy was never his strong suit," Nuri cackled, lowering herself onto a cushion with Layla's help. "Too impulsive, this one."

"I am not impulsive," Xül objected, though he was laughing.

"Oh?" Amara's eyes danced with mischief. "Shall we remind everyone of the incident with the fishing boat?"

Xül raised an eyebrow. "Must you?"

"I’m afraid so,” Amara countered with a grin. "Thais deserves to know what kind of man she's attached herself to."

"Now this I have to hear," I said, leaning forward with interest.

Teller laughed. "It was many summers ago. What were you, twelve? Xül was determined to prove he could catch more fish than anyone in the village."

"A reasonable ambition," Xül interjected.

"So, he 'borrowed' old Tomar's boat," Amara continued, making air quotes with her fingers.

"Without permission," Layla added.

"A minor detail," Xül said with a dismissive wave.

"He sailed it out to the deep channel," Teller continued, taking over the story, his hands gesturing expansively, "where the big river fish run. But he'd never actually sailed those waters before."

"I had observed it many times," Xül protested.

"Observing and doing are very different things," Nuri said wisely, wagging a finger at him. "As he discovered when the current caught the boat and carried him straight into the weeping willows on the far bank."

"The boat capsized," Amara said, barely containing her laughter, "and our future Prince of Death was found hanging upside down from a willow branch, tangled in fishing line, with not a single fish to show for his trouble."

The room erupted in laughter, including Xül, who shook his head in mock resignation. "The fish were clearly conspiring against me."

"Of course they were, dear." Nuri patted his knee consolingly. "Nothing to do with your complete lack of skill."

Watching him like this—laughing, teasing, fully at ease—he was a completely different person from the cold, calculating immortal I knew in Voldaris. Here, surrounded by family, he was simply Xül.

The game began, with Teller explaining the rules as we played. I picked it up quickly, much to his chagrin when I captured three of his tokens in succession.

"She's a natural!" Layla exclaimed, clapping her hands.

"Beginner's luck," Teller grumbled good-naturedly.

"Or perhaps your cheating techniques are too obvious," Xül suggested, earning himself a playful swat from Teller.

As the hour grew late, family members gradually excused themselves—Layla to check on her baby, Amara to prepare for an early morning journey to a neighboring village, the twins finally succumbing to their mother's insistence that they'd stayed up far past their bedtime.

“We’re going to bed. You should show Thais to her room,” Nuri suggested, stifling a yawn.

With that, they bid us goodnight and disappeared into their respective rooms, leaving Xül and me alone in the dimly lit space.

"Sleep well, starling," he said as he guided me down the corridor.

"You too," I replied, lingering in the doorway. There seemed to be more to say, but neither of us found the words. Part of me wanted to reach for him, to pull him into my room and continue to live in the dream this village so effortlessly weaved around us, where we could forget consequences and responsibilities. The other part knew that would only complicate things further, blur lines that were already dangerously indistinct.

With a final nod, he turned and entered his room, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

The guest room was small but comfortable, with a narrow bed covered in colorful woven blankets, a small table with a basin of water, and a window that looked out over one of the smaller canals. I washed my face, changed into the simple sleeping shift that had been left folded on the bed, and extinguished the lamp.

But sleep eluded me. I paced the small room, my mind churning with the events of the day—Heron's ominous warning about Thatcher, this unexpected glimpse into Xül's other life, the memory of his touch that I couldn't seem to shake no matter how hard I tried.

I moved to the window, pushing it open to let in the night air. The village was quiet now, most windows dark, the only sound the gentle lapping of water against the canal walls.

From this place of peace, the Trials seemed like a distant nightmare—Voldaris, the Bone Spire, the constant danger all felt like another life. Here, I could almost imagine a different path, a different future.

But that future wasn't mine to claim. I had responsibilities, oaths, a brother whose fate hung in the balance. And Xül... Xül had duties I couldn't begin to comprehend. Things he wouldn’t tell me.

I traced my fingers along the windowsill, feeling the worn wood smooth beneath my touch. It was one thing to want his body—that I had already admitted to myself when I'd practically begged for his touch. But this... this was different. Dangerous. This felt like wanting parts of him I had no right to claim.

I turned away from tempting dreams that could never be mine, and forced myself to lie down. As I drifted toward sleep, I found myself hoping that Xül would bring me here again someday—to this place where, for a brief moment, we could both pretend we were something other than what fate had made us.


Chapter 51
Submersion


Morning brought with it the sounds of a household already in motion—children's laughter, the clatter of cookware, voices raised in conversation. I woke slowly, momentarily disoriented by the unfamiliar room before remembering where I was. Sunlight streamed through the window I'd left open, carrying with it the scent of fresh bread and flowering vines.

Eventually, I rose and dressed, splashing water on my face from the basin before venturing out to join the household. The main room was already bustling with activity—breakfast preparations in full swing, children darting between adults, conversations flowing in that musical language I couldn't understand.

"Ah, she wakes!" Teller called out when he spotted me, raising a steaming mug in greeting. "We thought you might sleep the day away."

"Sorry," I said, suddenly self-conscious. "I didn't realize⁠—"

"He's teasing," Amara said, appearing at my side with a warm mug that she pressed into my hands. "The morning is still young. Drink. It will clear your head."

The drink was fragrant and slightly sweet, with unfamiliar spices that tingled pleasantly on my tongue.

"Where's Xül?" I asked, trying to sound casual as I scanned the room.

"Gone before dawn," Nuri said, settling into her chair by the window. "A fishing expedition with some of the men."

A pang of disappointment shot through me, though I tried not to examine it too closely.

"He promised to return for the evening festivities," Amara added, clearly reading my expression.

"Oh," I said. "That's... good."

Nuri's knowing smile made me flush. I busied myself with my drink, pretending not to notice.

The day passed in a pleasant blur of preparation for the solstice celebration. I was put to work, helping to prepare special dishes and decorations that would be used in the evening's festivities. Dara and Davi followed me around when they weren't being shooed away by their mother, asking endless questions about Saltcrest, about Xül, about my powers.

"Can you make a big star?" Davi asked for perhaps the tenth time, his eyes wide with fascination. "Like, big enough to ride on?"

"It would burn you to cinders before you got anywhere near it." I explained, kneading dough.

"Awesome," he breathed.

As sunset approached, the household transformed—special clothes were brought out, faces painted with intricate designs, hair adorned with beads and tiny fresh flowers.

Amara found me in my room, where I'd retreated to adjust the clothing I'd traveled in—a poor choice for a celebration, but all I had.

"This won't do at all," she declared, eyeing my attire with dismay. She disappeared briefly, returning with a folded bundle of fabric in rich blues and purples. "Mena is closest to your size. She said you may borrow these."

The garments were beautiful—a flowing dress with embroidery along the hem and sleeves, and a shawl of finely woven fabric that shimmered subtly in the light. I protested weakly, but Amara was insistent.

"It's the solstice," she said, as if that explained everything. "Now, sit. Your hair needs attention."

I let her work it into an elaborate style with small braids woven through the loose waves, adorned with white flowers from the garden. When she was finished, she stepped back to assess her work.

"Better," she pronounced with satisfaction. "Now you look like you belong."

The words sent an unexpected pang through me. I didn't belong here, no matter how much I might have wished to. Soon we would return to Voldaris, to the Trials, to the brutal reality waiting for us there.

As if reading my thoughts, Amara's expression softened. "Tonight, at least, you are one of us. Try to make the most of it."

The celebration began as the sun dipped below the horizon. The village center had been transformed—lanterns hung from every available surface, tables laden with food lined the edges of a central square, and musicians had set up near a wooden platform that served as a dance floor.

The entire village seemed to be in attendance, from infants to elders, all dressed in their finest clothes and adorned with flowers and paint. I stayed close to Amara's family.

And then Xül was there, appearing at the edge of the gathering just as the first stars became visible in the darkening sky. He'd changed as well, wearing a simple but elegant tunic in deep blue with silver embroidery at the collar and cuffs. His hair was still braided in the style Nuri had given him, small wooden beads, replacing the gold ones he always wore.

Our eyes met across the crowded square, and for a moment, everything else seemed to fade away. He made his way toward me, acknowledging greetings from villagers with nods and brief smiles, his gaze never leaving mine.

"You look..." he began when he reached me, then seemed to reconsider his words. "Different."

I raised an eyebrow. "Different good or different bad?"

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Just different. I'm used to seeing you covered in training bruises and scowling at me."

"I do not scowl," I protested.

"You absolutely do," he countered, his eyes traveling over my borrowed dress and adorned hair. "But not tonight, it seems."

Before I could respond, Teller appeared, clapping Xül on the shoulder. "There you are! Come, both of you. The ceremony is about to begin."

We followed him to where the villagers were gathering in a circle around a shallow pool that had been constructed in the center of the square. Floating in the water were dozens of small clay bowls, each containing a candle surrounded by flower petals.

Nuri stepped forward, her face solemn as she raised her hands for silence. When the crowd quieted, she began to speak, her voice carrying clearly across the square. Though I couldn't understand the words, the rhythm of them was hypnotic, almost like a chant or prayer.

"She's blessing the waters," Xül murmured close to my ear, his breath warm against my skin. "Asking for fertility for the crops, for health for the children, for peace for the village."

As Nuri continued, young girls moved around the circle, handing each person a small clay bowl with an unlit candle. When Amara placed one in my hands, I looked to Xül questioningly.

"Your wishes for the coming season," he explained softly. "You light it from the central flame, make your wish, and set it afloat."

One by one, villagers stepped forward, lighting their candles before placing their bowls in the pool. Some whispered before releasing them; others simply closed their eyes for a moment, faces serene in the flickering light.

When my turn came, I lit my candle, the warm light illuminating my hands. What did I wish for? Survival seemed too basic, too selfish. Success in the Trials felt hollow.

In the end, I closed my eyes and wished for Thatcher's safety, for a future where his fate wasn't cut short as Heron had warned. I pulled on our bond, and I felt a pulse as he pulled back. Still safe. When we were back in Draknavor, I’d find a way to get to him, to speak with him. I had to.

I knelt and gently placed my bowl in the water, watching as it drifted to join the others.

Xül was the last to add his light to the gathering.

As he returned to my side, the musicians began to play—strings and drums and flutes creating a melody both joyful and haunting. The formal part of the celebration apparently complete, people broke from the circle to fill plates with food, to dance, to gather.

Without warning, Xül extended his hand to me.

"What are you doing?"

"Dance with me, starling," he said, a challenge in his eyes. "Might as well get to use those skills I taught you."

I hesitated only briefly before taking his hand, allowing him to lead me to the edge of the platform where other couples moved in time to the music. His hand settled at my waist, mine on his shoulder, our other hands clasped together.

"I'm still not very good at this," I warned as we began to move.

"Fortunately, I am," he replied, guiding me with subtle pressure at my waist. "Just follow my lead."

And I did, letting him steer us through the simple steps of the dance. After a few moments, I relaxed into the rhythm.

"You're full of surprises tonight," I said as he turned us smoothly to avoid an enthusiastic older couple.

"Only tonight?" he asked, his voice pitched low.

I thought of all the ways he'd surprised me since we'd met—his unexpected kindness, his dry humor, his momentary vulnerabilities.

"No," I admitted. "Not just tonight."

His eyes held mine, and for a moment, it seemed like he might say something more. But then the music ended, and he stepped back, releasing me.

"Thank you for the dance," he said formally, though his eyes stayed trained on me.

"My pleasure," I replied, meaning it more than I cared to admit.

"Come.” He said.

I followed him. Several small boats had been decorated with flowers and lanterns, and villagers were climbing into them, laughing and calling to one another across the water.

"The midnight boat procession," he said. "We float through the village, visiting springs at the heart of the oldest canals."

"A midnight boat ride with the prince of Draknavor? How intriguing." I teased.

"I suppose we don't have to," he said, echoing his words from the previous night.

"No, I'd like to," I admitted. "If you don't mind."

He studied me for a moment, then nodded, holding the boat steady as I carefully stepped in. It rocked alarmingly beneath my weight, but Xül's hand at my elbow kept me balanced until I could sit on one of the two narrow benches. He followed with considerably more grace, taking the seat opposite me and reaching for the single oar stowed along the side.

Around us, other boats were pushing off from the bank, forming a loose procession that began to move slowly down the canal. Our small craft joined them.

The night had deepened, the sky above us a vast expanse of stars partially obscured by wisps of cloud. The only light came from the lanterns hung on our boats and from windows we passed. The entire place looked like something out of a dream. The sounds of the celebration faded behind us as we moved deeper into the village, replaced by the gentle splashing of water against wood and the occasional call between boats.

"This place is unreal," I said softly, trailing my fingers through the cool water alongside the boat.

Xül hummed in agreement, his gaze moving between the canal ahead and my face. The lantern hanging from our prow cast golden light across his features, softening the angles and highlighting the curve of his lips, the line of his jaw.

“What do you say we go off on our own adventure?” he asked.

I raised an eyebrow. “Was this your plan the whole time?”

He smiled. “Perhaps.”

“Well, let’s go then.”

He steered us away from the lights and music, down a smaller canal that branched off to the east. We passed beneath a low stone bridge, emerging into a wider section of water bordered by weeping trees whose branches trailed in the canal, creating a natural archway.

We drifted into the center, where the water opened up into a perfect circle surrounded by the graceful trees. Moonlight filtered through their branches, casting dappled patterns on the water's surface.

Xül shipped the oar, letting the boat drift to a stop in the center of the pool. The only sounds were the whisper of leaves in the gentle breeze and the occasional splash of a fish breaking the surface nearby.

"There are moments," he said quietly, "when I come here, when I almost forget what I am."

"An escape," I said, understanding immediately.

He nodded. "This place exists outside of that world. Untouched by the politics of Voldaris and the schemes of the Twelve." His gaze lifted to the stars above us. "But I don’t belong here. Not now."

"Because you're immortal," I said, the realization settling heavily between us. "And they're not."

"Because we have responsibilities that extend far beyond this village," he corrected, though his expression told me my first assessment had struck closer to home. "Beyond any single place or time."

I looked down at our reflections in the water below—two figures close but not touching, suspended between earth and sky. Just as we'd been since that night—existing in the same space but somehow miles away from each other.

"It must be difficult," I said softly. "Having a foot in both worlds."

"Only because I can’t seem to find the strength to give one up," he replied with a wry smile.

“Is it that black and white? Must you give one up?”

"My duties to Voldaris will always call me away. No matter how many times I return, I will always be a visitor."

I thought of the family that had welcomed us so warmly, of Nuri's stories, of the easy way they had folded me into their traditions despite knowing I was just passing through. "They love you anyway," I said. "Even knowing you'll leave again."

"That's the cruelty of it," he replied, his gaze moving to the stars visible through the willow branches. "Knowing they'll welcome me back each time, even as the faces change, as those I know grow old and die."

The pain in his voice was so raw, so genuine, that I moved without thinking, shifting to sit beside him on his bench. The boat rocked precariously with my movement but steadied as I settled next to him, our shoulders brushing.

"Is that why you stayed away so long?" I asked. "Because it hurts to come back?"

He didn't answer immediately, but he didn't pull away either. "Partly," he admitted finally. “Though it is also nice to be seen as something other than a prince or a god.”

"I see you, Xül," I whispered, unable to retreat now that I'd come this far.

“I know you do, Thais.” He turned his head towards me, his shoulder tapping mine. “It’s the only reason I trust you with all of this. With them.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” I asked, frustration suddenly bubbling up.

“Taking you on a pleasant midnight boat ride?” he questioned, biting back a smile.

Anger simmered. “You know exactly what I’m asking you. Why are you dancing with me? Why are you introducing me to your wonderful family? Why are you making me feel these things that I shouldn’t? Why, Xül?” I tried to steady my voice.

His gaze sharpened on me. It was a rare moment when the prince of death was speechless. Even more so when his eyes told me he knew exactly what he wanted to say but was holding back.

So finally, I turned that anger into bravery. "This thing between us. Tell me it's just in my head, and I'll never speak of it again."

His jaw tightened, the muscle there jumping with tension. "It's not just in your head," he admitted, the words sounding as if they'd been dragged from him against his will. "But that doesn't make it wise, or right, or possible."

"Does that matter?" I challenged. "If we both want it, why can’t we have it? Even if it’s just temporary?”

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” he said, his voice low.

“Both of us are racing toward fates that we cannot escape. Soon, all gray area will be gone, taking our agency with it. And then we’ll always wonder. I don’t want to spend the rest of eternity wondering, Xül.”

"You think it's that simple?" His hand came up to trace the line of my throat, barely touching. "You think I can just take you like some common whore and be done with it?"

The crudeness of the words contrasted dramatically with the gentleness of his touch. The truth was, I wanted more of him. All of him. Every piece he could give me. I wanted to beg him not to marry Nyvora, to convince him that he deserved happiness just like everyone else. But it was impossible. It could never be, not really. Not in this world, and not in the next.

And then there was the possibility that I wouldn’t survive long enough to see him with her anyway. That vengeance would claim me long before any wedding bells rang through Voldaris. But we could have this—this one moment where we forgot about everything else—everyone else except each other. And perhaps that would be enough.

"If that's all you can offer me, I still want it," I decided, my voice growing bolder. "I could die tomorrow, Xül. I could die days from now in the next trial."

The sound he made was half growl, half groan. "Fuck. You have no idea what you're saying."

I reached up to trace where the column of his throat disappeared beneath his shirt, gratified when his breathing hitched. "I want you."

"Stop," he commanded, though he leaned into my touch.

"Do you really want me to?" I whispered, moving closer despite the precarious rocking of the boat.

"You're almost there, Thais," he warned. "You're going to drive me so far that I forget every rule, every duty, every reason why I should keep my hands to myself."

"Good," I breathed.

“You don’t understand, Thais.” His eyes burned into mine. "This can never just be physical for me," he said. "Not with you. And you deserve so much more than half of a man promised to someone else."

“You couldn’t even stand to be in the same room when another man expressed interest in me.”

Xül’s jaw ticked.

“Because none of them deserve you. No one ever will,” he nearly growled against my ear. “Even me, Thais. Especially me.”

“I don’t care that you’re engaged. I know you don’t care for her. I know she only wants what you can provide for her.”

“That’s not the only problem, Thais. I don’t just want your body. I want all of you. Every single piece. If we go there, it will ruin me for the rest of my life.”

I stilled, soaking in the promise of his words. They were everything I wanted to hear, and yet the most terrifying things that had ever been spoken to me.

"There are things about me that you don't know," he said, his voice nearly cracking. "Things that could make you change your mind. I might be a selfish bastard, but I'm not that selfish. Not with you."

Xül might have had his secrets, but I had my own. And I didn’t intend on sharing them either. At least for now. Secrets were something I could live with.

The boat rocked violently, water sloshing over the sides. Xül reached for me, pulling me flush against him as the small craft tilted just enough. Suddenly we were both falling, tumbling into the dark water.

The shock of cold closing over my head jolted me from the heated moment. I kicked upward, breaking the surface with a gasp. Xül emerged beside me, braids heavy with water.

For a moment we simply stared at each other in shock. Then, unexpectedly, Xül laughed—that beautiful sound. Despite myself, I joined in.

"Smooth move, starling," he said, blinking droplets from his eyelashes.

"You're the one with sub-par balance," I countered, still laughing.

Our overturned boat drifted a few feet away. Xül swam to it with powerful strokes, flipping it right-side up. He turned back to me, extending his hand.

"Come on. Let's get you out of the water before you freeze."

I swam to him, taking his offered hand. But instead of helping me to the boat, he pulled me closer, until we were face-to-face in the water.

All trace of laughter vanished as our eyes met, suspended in the dark water beneath a canopy of stars. In this moment, with the village lights shimmering in the distance and the weight of everything momentarily washed away, I saw him clearly. I saw the way he looked at me.

"Fuck it," he said, and then his mouth was on mine. I gasped against him, my arms wrapping around his neck as his encircled my waist. The kiss was desperate, hungry, as if he'd been starving for this as long as I had.

My legs wrapped around his waist instinctively, and he groaned into my mouth, his hands tightening on my hips. Water lapped around us, our bodies half-submerged, but I felt nothing but fire.

Every touch, every shared glance, every moment of tension between us had been leading to this—this inevitable collision of wills and want and need.

"Whatever this is, whatever it costs, I want it," I whispered against his lips, the words a vow I couldn't take back.

His hands moved to cup my face, his eyes searching mine. "Are you sure?"

In answer, I pressed myself against him, feeling his hardness through our sodden clothes. "I've never been more certain of anything."

How could I explain what this meant? That after months of fighting to survive, of learning to kill, of hardening myself against the world, I wanted nothing more than to surrender to him. Without warning, he moved us toward the shadow of the overhanging willows, where a small, secluded inlet formed a natural alcove. The water was shallower here, only reaching his waist as he stood, still holding me against him.

"Here?" I asked, surprised by his boldness.

"I can't wait another bloody moment," he growled.

His mouth found my neck, pressing hot, open-mouthed kisses to the sensitive skin there. "You taste like starlight and sin," he murmured against my throat.

The raw desperation in his voice mirrored my own, the need that had been building between us finally too strong to deny. I'd imagined this moment in so many ways—sometimes tender, sometimes rough, sometimes desperate—but none of my fantasies had captured the overwhelming intensity of finally being in his arms in this way.

His hands found the hem of my borrowed dress, now a weight clinging to my skin. With impatient movements, he gathered the fabric, pushing it up and out of his way. The cool night air against my newly exposed skin made me shiver.

"You're so beautiful," he murmured, his gaze raking over me. "Every part of you."

His hand slid between us. A satisfied sound rumbled in his chest as his fingers explored, drawing gasps and small moans from my lips.

"I've known pleasures both divine and profane. But never—" he said, while his thumb began a maddening circle around my clit. "Never have I wanted anyone the way I want you."

I reached out, fumbling with the ties of his trousers, desperate to feel him. When my hand finally closed around him, hot and hard, his breath hitched. The power of that—of knowing I could affect him as deeply as he affected me—was intoxicating. I could fucking drown in that feeling.

"Show me, then." I whispered.

He went completely still, grip turning almost painful. Then a sharp edge slid across my throat. His teeth.

"Not here," he murmured. "Not like this. I need you properly. All of you."

I felt the familiar tingle of magic in the air as he ripped open a portal with a sweep of his hand, never breaking our connection. The silvery light illuminated us for a moment, casting our shadows across the water's surface.

Without a lick of strain, he carried us through the shimmering doorway, my legs still locked around his waist, his arms supporting me. The peaceful village disappeared behind us as we stepped directly into his quarters at the Bone Spire. The portal closed with a soft hiss, leaving us in the dimly lit room, water pooling around his feet on the stone floor.

In three long strides, he crossed to his bed and laid me down on the dark sheets. He loomed above me, water dripping from his hair onto my face as he stared down.

"Now," he said, his voice a dark promise that made me shiver with anticipation. “Are you ready for me to ruin this perfect body until you're addicted to the way I make you feel?”


Chapter 52
Consumed


"If we do this," he conceded, his voice dropping to that dangerous whisper again, "I won't be gentle. I won't treat you like some fragile flower. I'll take you exactly how I want you—hard, demanding, unrelenting. Do you understand?"

"Luckily for you, I don't want gentle."

A slow, wicked smile spread across his face. "You liked teasing me that night," he said, his voice dropping to a register that sent heat spiraling through me. "When you came undone on my desk. Trying to suppress those little sounds that escaped your perfect lips."

His hand moved to my throat. "Do you have any idea how hard it was not to bend you over right then? To take what I wanted?"

I swallowed against his palm, pulse quickening beneath his touch. "Why didn't you?"

He laughed. "Because I knew once I had a taste, I wouldn't be satisfied with just that." His thumb traced my lower lip, eyes following the movement with scorching focus. "I'd want to devour you whole."

"Maybe I want to be devoured," I said.

His eyes darkened further. "Careful what you wish for, starling."

Before I could formulate a response, his mouth crashed down on mine, any pretense of gentleness abandoned. This was no careful exploration, this was possession, pure and primal. His teeth caught my lower lip, the sting drawing a gasp from me that he swallowed hungrily.

His hands moved to the sodden fabric of my dress, tearing at the laces with impatient fingers. "Too many fucking layers," he muttered, frustration evident in every harsh movement.

"I like this dress," I protested, though the charge in my voice belied any real objection.

"I'll buy you a hundred more." His smirk was insufferable, and yet heat bloomed low, thick and undeniable. "But right now, I need it off."

When the bodice finally gave way, he pushed the wet material down roughly, exposing my skin to the cool air of the chamber. His eyes darkened as he took in the sight of me, his gaze trailing fire across my flesh.

"Beautiful," he murmured, almost to himself. Then his expression shifted, a wickedness replacing the brief moment of reverence. "Ever since I tasted you, I’ve wanted more." His hand moved to cup my breast, thumb circling the hardened peak. "Here." His touch trailed lower, over my ribs, my stomach, to the apex of my thighs. "And here."

He shed his own clothing, revealing the sculpted planes of his body. In the flickering light of the brazier, he looked like something carved from shadow and flame—beautiful and terrible and utterly overwhelming.

When he returned to me, it was with a single-minded focus that stole my breath. His hands and mouth seemed to be everywhere at once, learning my body with ruthless efficiency. Where before he might have been careful, now he was demanding, drawing reactions from me with the confidence of a god who knew exactly what he was doing.

His teeth grazed my nipple, the shock of it arching my back off the bed. "Sensitive," he observed, satisfaction in his tone. "Good." He repeated the action on the other side, harder this time, followed by the hot suction of his mouth that had me gasping.

One hand slid down my stomach, fingers splaying possessively across my skin before moving lower. When he felt how wet I’d become, a low, animalistic sound rumbled from his chest.

"So ready," he murmured, his fingers exploring. "So fucking eager."

I bit my lip, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of hearing how affected I was. His eyes narrowed at my silence, accepting the unspoken challenge.

"You think you can stay quiet?" he asked, his voice deceptively soft. "Let's see about that."

Without warning, he thrust two fingers inside me, curling them to find that perfect spot that had stars exploding behind my eyelids. A cry tore from my throat before I could stop it, my body clenching around the intrusion.

"That's it," he encouraged, his thumb circling my clit as his fingers continued their relentless assault. "Let me hear you."

When his mouth returned to my breast, teeth and tongue working in concert with his hand between my thighs, I found myself clutching at his shoulders, nails digging into his skin.

"That's right," he murmured, his voice rough with satisfaction. "Mark me. Let me feel how much you want this."

Just as I approached the edge, he withdrew completely, leaving me gasping. Before I could protest, he flipped me onto my stomach with alarming ease, dragging me to my knees.

"Arch for me," he commanded, his voice leaving no room for argument.

I complied, a mixture of anticipation and nervousness flooding through me. Behind me, I could hear his breathing, feel the warmth of his body as he positioned himself between my spread thighs.

His hand stroked down my spine, almost gentle until it reached my hip, where his grip tightened to the point of delicious pain. "You have no idea how beautiful you look," he said. "On your knees for me. Waiting to be taken."

I felt him lean over me, his chest pressing against my back as he whispered in my ear. "But this isn’t enough."

The air in the room suddenly chilled, the familiar sensation of his power gathering around us. A whisper of movement—I looked up to see shadowy forms materializing from the darkness near the ceiling—hands, dozens of them, wreathed in the same ethereal darkness that clung to the Warden of the Damned.

"What are you—" I began, but my words cut off as the first of the ghostly hands wrapped around my wrist, its touch cool but solid as it held me in place.

"Insurance," Xül murmured, satisfaction evident in his tone as more of the hands materialized, some moving to my other wrist, some sliding along my sides, others tracing patterns across my back.

"My own personal army," he murmured, breaking through my thoughts, watching as one of the spectral hands traced the curve of my hip. "Ready to hold you down while I have my way with you."

His hand slid between my thighs, finding me even wetter than before.

“I fear you enjoy this too much,” he observed. "Being restrained." His fingers explored lazily, as if he had all the time in the world.

One of the hands moved to tangle in my hair, pulling my head back. "I want to see your face when you come," Xül explained. "Want to watch you fall apart for me."

His words sent a fresh wave of thrill through me, my body responding instinctively to the dark promise in his tone. I felt him position his cock, the blunt pressure making me tense involuntarily.

"Relax," he murmured, his free hand moving to stroke between my thighs. "Or this is going to hurt more than it needs to."

I forced myself to breathe. The hands adjusted their grip, some moving to caress my breasts, others trailing cool touches along my inner thighs. The contrast between their ghostly touch and Xül's burning hands was maddening, sensations coming from too many directions at once.

As the tension left my frame, he began to push forward, the stretch of him burning despite how ready I was.

I couldn't move. I couldn't touch him or pull away or even shift against the ache building between my thighs. The hands held me firmly in place, preventing me from pushing back to take him deeper—leaving me completely at his mercy, exactly as he'd promised. And then the strangest thing happened. My mind went quiet.

That constant awareness I carried, the exhausting need to anticipate every threat, every angle, every possible problem. It all stopped mattering. The decision was made. There was nothing to calculate, nothing to guard against.

The tears came then, but a relief washed through me at the same moment. I’d been so fucking tired. How heavy that incessant control had become. And here, pinned and helpless, I could finally stop carrying it.

He moved slowly at first, allowing me to adjust to his size, but his patience didn't last. Soon he was setting a punishing rhythm, each thrust driving deeper than the last, hitting places inside me I hadn't known existed. The hands moved in tandem with his thrusts, some tightening their grip on my wrists, others teasing my breasts, my throat, my inner thighs—an extension of his will touching me everywhere at once.

"Fuck," he hissed. "So tight. So perfect."

The hand in my hair maintained its grip, keeping my head pulled back so Xül could see my expressions. Another slid beneath me to circle my clit, dragging a moan from my lips.

"Look at you," he growled, his voice strained. "Do you know what you look like right now, starling? When you’re taking my cock so well?" His hand came down on my ass with a sharp crack that sent shock waves through me.

Another moan I couldn’t suppress.

“You look like you’re mine.”

Gods, I wanted to crumble at his words.

"Say it," he demanded. "Say you're mine."

"Yours," I gasped. The last of my resistance crumbled. Not conquered, but willingly demolished.

His rhythm faltered for a moment, as if my compliance had surprised him. Then his eyes darkened further. "Again."

"I'm yours, Xül," I repeated, my voice breaking as he hit that perfect spot inside me.

A satisfied sound rumbled from his chest as he leaned forward, his chest pressing against my back, his mouth at my ear. "Good girl," he murmured, the praise sending an unexpected shiver of pleasure through me. "Now you're going to come for me. With my cock inside you."

Another hand slid up to wrap gently around my throat.

"Not until I say," he warned, sensing how close I was. "Hold it back."

I whimpered, the command nearly impossible to obey as pleasure coiled tighter within me. "I can't⁠—"

"You can," he insisted, his voice steeped in command. "And you will."

The effort had tears stinging my eyes, my entire body trembling with the strain. The hands slowed, easing the pressure just enough to keep me suspended on the edge of release.

"That’s it," Xül murmured, his thrusts becoming more measured, more controlled despite the obvious tension in his body. "So obedient for me."

Just when I thought I couldn't possibly last another second, his hand reached out, taking my hair from the ghostly one, pulling me up until my back was flush against his chest, his mouth at my ear.

"Now," he commanded with another maddening thrust, his teeth grazing my earlobe. "Come for me now, Thais."

His permission broke the dam, pleasure crashing through me in waves so intense I screamed his name, my body convulsing around him as he continued to drive into me, prolonging the sensation.

His own release followed soon after, his rhythm faltering as he buried himself deep with a guttural groan that sounded almost like my name. For several heartbeats, we remained locked together, his arms around me the only thing keeping me upright as aftershocks shuddered through both of us.

When he finally withdrew, I collapsed forward onto the bed, my legs unable to support me any longer.

The hands dissolved into wisps of darkness, melting back into the corners of the room as if they had never existed. For several moments, the only sound was our ragged breathing, my body still trembling as I lay face-down on the bed, utterly spent.

I felt the mattress shift as Xül moved, and then his hands were on me again—but different now, gentle where they had been demanding, soothing where they had been bruising. He gathered me against him, cradling me to his chest as he settled back against the headboard.

"Are you alright?" he murmured, his voice entirely transformed from the commanding growl of moments before. His fingers brushed the hair from my face.

I managed a breathless laugh. "I think you broke me."

His brow furrowed immediately, concern replacing the satisfied gleam in his eyes. "Did I hurt you? I⁠—"

I pressed my fingers to his lips, silencing him. "It was perfect," I assured him. "More than perfect."

The tension eased from his shoulders, and he pulled me closer, one hand tracing idle patterns along my spine. The other reached towards the bedside table, grabbing a small vial.

"Turn," he instructed, his voice soft now, almost shy.

I complied, letting him position me so that my back was to his chest. With a flick of his wrist, he uncorked it, pouring a small amount of iridescent liquid into his palm. His hands, slick with the fragrant oil, began to work along my shoulders, finding knots of tension I hadn't even realized were there.

"What is that?" I asked, melting beneath his touch. The oil seemed to radiate gentle warmth wherever it touched my skin.

"Healing balm," he explained, his thumbs working methodically down either side of my spine. "It helps with... soreness."

I couldn't help but smile at the hint of embarrassment in his voice. This was a side of him I'd rarely glimpsed—uncertain, almost boyish.

"How many women have you used this on?" I teased, though part of me didn't want to know the answer.

"None," he said quietly.

As his hands continued their gentle work, I felt myself sinking into a pleasant haze, the combination of physical release and his careful touch lulling me toward sleep. Just as my eyes began to drift closed, his voice pulled me back.

"I was worried," he admitted, so softly I almost didn't hear it.

I turned my head to look at him. "About what?"

"That I went too far. That I was too rough." A muscle ticked in his jaw. "That I revealed too much of me."

"And what are you, truly?" I asked.

Now his eyes did meet mine, vulnerability laid bare in their depths. "Selfish. Possessive."

I considered his words. "I'm not afraid of that," I told him. "I'm afraid of your walls."

His hands stilled on my back, and for a moment he seemed at a loss for words.

Then, to my astonishment, he laughed. Bright and startlingly young.

"Only you," he said, shaking his head in wonderment. "Only you would face down a god of death at his most unhinged and complain about his emotional unavailability."

I grinned. "I contain multitudes."

"That you do, starling. That you absolutely do."

We fell into comfortable silence then, his hands resuming their gentle work. When he finished with the balm, he didn't stop touching me—his fingers continued to trace lines across my skin, as if memorizing every curve and plane.

"Are you hungry?" he asked eventually. "I could have something brought up."

I shook my head, burrowing deeper against his chest. "Just tired."

His arms wrapped around me, secure and warm. This was a different kind of possession than before.

I twisted in his arms to face him, taking in the relaxed set of his features, so different from his usual guarded expression.

"There you are," I murmured, reaching up to touch his face.

His brow furrowed slightly. "What do you mean?"

"This is you," I said simply. "Not the Prince. Not the Warden. Just... Xül."

Uncertainty flickered in his eyes. Then he took my hand and pressed a kiss to my palm.

"I've spent so long being what others needed me to be," he said quietly. "What my father needed. What the domain needed. Sometimes I forget who I am without all of that."

"You contain multitudes too," I told him with a soft smile.

He stared at me for a long moment, wonder flickering across his eyes.

As I reached up to touch his face, my fingers brushed against his neck, finding the thin silver scar I knew was there—the one he'd mentioned during our conversation in the garden.

My fingertip traced the mark, but as I followed its path, I realized it didn't end at his neck. It continued downward.

"May I?" I asked, my hand hovering on his bare shoulder.

After a moment's hesitation, he nodded once.

I sat up, allowing him to turn over. My eyes followed the silvery line as it traced a jagged path across his shoulder blade and down his back. The scar was far more extensive than I'd imagined—not just a thin line but slash that had been cruelly carved. I'd heard the story from his own lips, but seeing the physical evidence of what Nyvora had done to him as a child made it horrifyingly real.

“You told me she hurt you," I said quietly, my fingers following the raised ridge of tissue. "But I never realized..."

His silence was heavy.

"Why hasn't it healed?" I asked as my fingers continued to trace the mark. "You're a god now."

"Some wounds follow us, even into immortality," he said quietly. "Especially those inflicted when we were young.”

I nodded, kissing his shoulder.

Then a thought struck me with such force that I bolted upright, my heart suddenly hammering in my chest.

"What is it?" Xul was immediately alert, his body tensing beside mine.

I turned to face him, eyes wide. "We didn't—I didn't think about—" I pressed a hand to my lower abdomen, the implications hitting me all at once.

He sat up beside me, his expression softening.

"Thais," he said, reaching for my hand. "You don't need to worry about that."

"How can you be so certain?" I demanded.

"Because it's not possible," he interrupted gently, his thumb stroking over my knuckles. "Not with me."

I stared at him, confusion replacing panic. "What do you mean?"

Xul sighed. "When I took my place among the Aesymar, certain... choices were made. Precautions."

"What kind of precautions?" I asked, still not fully understanding.

"A ritual," he explained. "It ensures that I cannot father children unless it is reversed."

Relief washed through me. "That's... good, then. One less thing to worry about."

He nodded and drew me back down beside him. "Then sleep, starling.”

He shifted us both until we were lying properly on the bed, my back to his chest, his arm draped protectively over my waist.

I lay there trembling. I’d always equated control with safety, surrender with weakness. But this—giving him everything, letting him orchestrate my pleasure, my pain, my very breath… It was a strength I didn’t know existed within me. Perhaps it took more courage to let go than to hold on. And I knew, with bone-deep certainty, that I would never want anything else. Never want anyone else to have this power over me. Only him.

And that was a problem for tomorrow.

As sleep began to claim me, I felt him whisper something else against my skin—words too soft to catch, perhaps not meant for me to hear. But the sentiment wrapped around me like a blanket, warm and safe and perfect.


Chapter 53
Thatcher


The parchment crumpled in my fist, Olinthar's golden seal catching the dim light from the window. Rain hammered against the glass of Chavore's study, matching the thudding of my heart.

"He wants to see me again," I said, tossing the letter onto the desk between us. "Third time this week."

Chavore stood at the window, shoulders rigid beneath his silver-threaded tunic. He didn't turn, but his reflection showed the muscle jumping in his jaw.

I leaned back in my chair. "For someone who rules the entire pantheon, he certainly has a lot of free time."

The dinners had been elaborate affairs—just the three of us, with Olinthar asking endless questions about my life in Saltcrest, my training with Chavore, my thoughts on the divine domains. The chess matches stretched for hours, each move accompanied by philosophical observations about strategy and sacrifice. Every moment a performance, every word a careful dance around the truth.

Each meeting left me drained. Sitting across from that monster, watching him eat and laugh. Smiling and nodding at his stories. Answering his questions like we were old friends catching up. It took everything in me not to reach across the table and drive a knife through his throat.

I'd return to my chambers afterward with a headache from the effort of not showing how much I hated him. Worth it, though, if it got me close enough to eventually kill him.

"You've managed to attract more genuine interest from him than I've seen my entire life." Chavore's voice stayed even, but a rawness edged his words. "He actually looks at you when you speak. You've noticed that, right? When you shared that story about the fishing competition, he laughed. Actually laughed."

I watched him, trying to reconcile the god who trained me with the son who stood abandoned in his father's shadow.

"I'd trade places with you in a heartbeat," I said. "His attention is overwhelming."

Chavore turned from the window. "Do you know how many times I've stood in his council chambers while he discusses matters with his advisors? How many hours I've spent waiting for him to acknowledge a single suggestion?" He grabbed a crystal decanter, pouring amber liquid with too much force. "Yet he writes to you personally. Invites you to private audiences."

I'd expected resentment, maybe jealousy. Instead, I glimpsed a lifetime of invisible wounds, a desperation for recognition that had never been satisfied.

Before I could answer, a portal bloomed in the center of the study, tearing reality open with golden light.

Chavore straightened his collar. "It seems we're expected."

"You don't have to come," I said.

"Don't worry about me, Thatcher." Chavore attempted an easy grin. "I've had a lot of time to master the art of disappointing my father. Nothing I can't handle." He gestured toward the waiting portal. "After you."

I hesitated.

"For what it's worth," I said, "I think he's the one missing out."

Surprise flashed across Chavore's face before he masked it with a careless shrug. But I caught the flicker of gratitude in his eyes.

I stepped into golden light, the world dissolving around me. My body scattered and reformed on the other side.

Sundralis blazed around us, its eternal daylight harsh after Bellarium's gentle rain.

And there, waiting at the edge of the arrival platform, stood Olinthar himself.

The King of Gods wore simple white robes today, belted with gold, his only adornment a thin circlet atop his black hair.

"Thatcher Morvaren." Olinthar's voice rolled across the marble plaza. "Welcome back to my domain."

I bowed, the gesture now familiar after my previous visits. "Thank you for the invitation, Lord Olinthar." The words tasted like poison on my tongue.

"Father." Chavore matched my movement, his spine stiff as a blade.

Olinthar's gaze brushed over Chavore. "Wait outside my office." Olinthar turned back to me. "I have matters to discuss with Thatcher."

I glanced at Chavore, catching the flash of hurt before he buried it.

Olinthar placed a hand on my shoulder. "We won't be long."

Chavore bowed again, backing away several steps before turning. His spine remained rigid as he walked toward the distant gardens—a soldier marching into battle rather than a son dismissed by his father.

Olinthar watched him go, expression unreadable. "Come," he said to me. "There's something I wish to show you."

He led me not toward the towering palace I'd visited before, but to a smaller structure of white stone and gold. Inside, a staircase spiraled downward, each step emitting a soft golden glow that faded as we passed.

"Your training progresses well?" Olinthar asked as we descended into darkness.

"Yes, my lord."

"Please, when we speak privately, call me Olinthar." The staircase curved deeper, the ambient light dimming with each turn. "I understand you face certain... restrictions in developing your gift."

My steps faltered. "Restrictions?"

"Your power requires practice to master fully." His voice echoed against stone walls. "Yet you can hardly end lives merely for training purposes."

A chill raced down my spine. "No, I couldn't."

"An ethical dilemma. You wish to hone your abilities without compromising your principles."

The staircase ended at a narrow corridor. Torches burned in iron sconces, their flames unnaturally still—just like everything else in this domain of perfect control.

"What exactly did you bring me here to discuss?" I asked, unease crawling across my skin.

"I believe I've found a solution to your predicament." Olinthar stopped before a heavy door bound with iron. "A way for you to practice your gift without reservation."

He pressed his palm against the door, which swung inward without a sound. The chamber beyond lay in half-darkness, but I could make out a figure bound to a chair in the center.

"What is this?" I asked.

Olinthar stepped inside, and light bloomed from his palm. The sudden illumination revealed our surroundings—a stone chamber stripped of all ornament. And in the center, a Shadowkin servant.

Black and crimson robes draped across his frame, his features almost mortal but elongated, with eyes like pools of ink. The creature slumped forward in its restraints, head hanging low.

"My guards captured this spy at the borders of Sundralis three days ago." Olinthar circled the prisoner like a predator.

The Shadowkin raised his head at the sound of Olinthar's voice. One eye had swollen shut, but the other fixed on me with unsettling clarity. His face bore marks of recent violence—split lip, bruised cheek, dried blood like oil at the corner of his mouth.

"He's been questioned thoroughly, but remains uncooperative." Olinthar stopped behind the prisoner, hands resting on its shoulders. "And now, he must face justice."

The implications hit me hard. "You want me to kill him."

"I want you to practice your gift on a being that deserves judgment." Olinthar's expression remained serene. "This is not an innocent, Thatcher. This is an enemy who would have brought harm to my domain and its people."

I stared at the Shadowkin, trying to see the threat Olinthar described. I saw only a beaten prisoner, bound and defenseless.

"I can't," I said.

Olinthar studied me, his golden eyes unreadable. "I understand. Taking a life, even one that deserves it, is never easy when they pose no immediate threat." He nodded. "Perhaps I misjudged your readiness."

Relief washed over me, quickly evaporating as Olinthar spoke again.

"Very well. We'll handle this another way." He moved to stand directly before the Shadowkin. "Since our guest refuses to share what he knows, and you refuse to grant him a swift end, we'll need to be more persuasive."

Before I could react, Olinthar raised his hand. Light gathered at his fingertips, white-hot and searing. He pressed his palm to the Shadowkin's chest.

The creature's scream tore through the chamber, scraping against my skull. The stench of burning flesh filled the air, thick and nauseating.

Bile rose in my throat as I fought to keep my expression neutral. Hatred threaded my skin, threatening to blow my cover. This was the being my sister and I had sworn to destroy.

And here he stood, torturing a defenseless prisoner while I watched.

Olinthar withdrew his hand, the light fading. The Shadowkin slumped forward, ragged breaths hissing through clenched teeth. A handprint had been seared into his chest, its edges still glowing red.

"This is the fate that awaits any enemies of my realm, Thatcher." Olinthar's voice remained calm, like he was discussing the weather rather than torture. "I take no pleasure in it. But necessary actions rarely bring joy."

Liar. I'd seen the gleam in his eyes when the creature screamed, the curve of satisfaction on his lips. He enjoyed this display of power, this reminder of his absolute control.

He raised his hand again. The Shadowkin flinched, a whimper escaping his throat.

I wanted to stop him. But that would only reveal my true feelings. I remained where I stood, fists clenched at my sides, nails digging into my palms.

"Justice requires difficult decisions, Thatcher." Olinthar's gaze flicked to me, assessing my reaction. "Is it just to allow a spy to return to his master with information that could destroy innocent lives? There are no clean hands in conflict. Only necessary actions and their consequences."

The light gathered at his fingertips once more, hotter than before. The Shadowkin's eye found mine, wide with terror.

"Help," it whispered, the word barely audible.

My chest tightened, guilt warring with self-preservation. I thought of Chavore waiting outside, of Thais in Draknavor, of our plan—so fragile, so dependent on my ability to maintain this charade. I thought of Sulien, who had died protecting our secret. I thought of my mother, destroyed by the very being now standing before me.

For one reckless moment, I considered ending it right here—lunging for Olinthar's throat, burning through my mortal reserves to unleash everything I had. But the power radiating off him was suffocating, ancient, and immense. He would swat me like an insect before I could even touch him. No, I needed to ascend first—to reach godhood before I could challenge him with any hope of success. One moment of vengeful satisfaction now would destroy everything we'd sacrificed.

Olinthar placed his glowing hand on the prisoner's shoulder. The scream that followed sliced through the chamber—higher, desperate, unending. The smell of charred flesh thickened the air.

I kept my face blank while rage churned inside me. This was a performance for my benefit. I hated him for it. Hated myself for standing witness.

Minutes stretched in a blur of agony. The prisoner no longer resembled a creature of darkness. Burns covered its body, skin now mottled with raw red. One arm hung at an unnatural angle. Black blood pooled beneath the chair.

"Please," the Shadowkin whispered between screams, his gaze fixed on me. "End this."

Olinthar paused, turning to me with an expectant expression. "You see? Even he begs for your intervention."

The screams grew worse. They drilled into my skull, vibrated in my teeth, saturated the air until I couldn't think, couldn't breathe. My hatred for Olinthar warred with the overwhelming need to stop this.

Not for Olinthar. Not to please him.

For the creature whose suffering had become unbearable.

I stepped forward. The Shadowkin watched me approach, its remaining eye holding a flicker of hope.

My power surged, wild and uncontrolled.

The Shadowkin exploded.

The only mercy I could provide him.

"Extraordinary," Olinthar said softly. "You've been holding back in your training. I suspected as much."

I fought to steady my breathing, to calm the storm of emotions threatening to break my careful mask. I didn't trust myself to speak. Gods, I wanted to rip his fucking head off. I wanted to do to him exactly what I'd just done to the Shadowkin.

"Raw power responds to emotion, Thatcher. To intent." Olinthar studied me with new interest. "You wanted to end its suffering completely. And you did."

He was wrong. I'd wanted to obliterate something—and the Shadowkin had been the only available target. My true target stood before me, unmarked save for spatters of dark blood that he wiped away with casual indifference.

"Enough of all this." He placed a hand on my shoulder, guiding me back toward the stairs. I fought the urge to shrug off his touch. As we left, the door shut behind us with a hollow thud. "Your compassion does you credit, Thatcher. But remember, compassion must sometimes yield to necessity."

We climbed in silence, my mind replaying what had just happened. The chamber. The screams. The moment my power had erupted, destroying a life.

By the time we reached the surface, the light assaulting my eyes after the dungeon's shadows, I still couldn't speak through the rage burning inside me. I would play his game. Let him believe I was learning his lessons. And when the moment came, I would use every bit of that power against him.

Chavore was not alone when we found him in the corridor leading to Olinthar's study. Elysia stood beside him, hair gleaming. Her laughter died as we approached, eyes widening at the black stains that now streaked our clothing.

"Father," Chavore said, his gaze flicking between us.

Olinthar nodded. "I must ask for a moment of your time as well, my son." His gaze shifted to Elysia. "Perhaps you wouldn't mind escorting Thatcher back to Bellarium? I believe we've imposed on his training schedule long enough."

Elysia smiled. "It would be my pleasure." She floated toward me, each step graceful. "Shall we?"

Before I could respond, Olinthar stepped close, his hand gripping my shoulder. "Thank you for coming today, Thatcher." His voice lowered, meant only for me. "You're a good man."

The words settled heavy across my shoulders. I managed a nod before Elysia took my arm, leading me toward a new portal that shimmered into existence at her approach.

"Safe travels," Chavore called, his eyes meeting mine briefly. I saw genuine concern there, and something else. A question, perhaps, or a warning.

Then we crossed through light, Sundralis falling away. Bellarium materialized around us, its muted blues and silvers a relief after the relentless gold. Rain still fell, pattering against stone paths as we walked through the gardens.

Elysia's hand remained on my arm. "You look troubled," she said, breaking the silence between us.

"It's nothing." The lie tasted sour.

Elysia stopped, facing me directly. Her golden eyes searched my face. "It's rarely nothing when Olinthar grants a private audience." Her voice held no accusation, only calm certainty. "What did he want with you?"

I looked away, rain beading in my hair. "He was helping with my training."

"Ah." Her tone made me glance back. Understanding softened her features. "He can be... demanding."

"That's one word for it," I muttered.

Elysia's lips curved. "Many misunderstand him. Olinthar carries the burden of maintaining order across all realms. It forces him to make choices that others might find harsh."

"Like torture?" The words escaped.

Her expression didn't change, but her eyes narrowed. "Is that what happened?"

I said nothing, which was answer enough.

Elysia sighed, resuming our walk through the rain-drenched gardens. "The line between necessity and cruelty blurs when you rule a pantheon, Thatcher. Olinthar's actions always serve a purpose."

"And that justifies anything?"

She glanced at me. "Chavore struggles with this too—understanding what true leadership requires."

I thought of Chavore's face when Olinthar dismissed him, the wound he couldn't quite hide. "He wants his father's approval."

"Don't we all?" Elysia laughed, the sound hollow in the rain-soaked garden. A part of me wanted to strangle her, too. Delusional. She was absolutely fucking delusional.

We reached the entrance to the west wing, where my quarters were located. Elysia released my arm and stepped back.

"Consider what happened today," she said. "Not just what was done, but why. Olinthar doesn't create these tests without reason."

"Tests," I repeated, the word hollow.

"Everything is a test, Thatcher Morvaren. The question is whether you're being tested for strength—or for weakness."

She turned and walked away, her hair fading into the misty rain.

I made my way back to my chambers, peeling off clothes stained with Shadowkin blood. I stood under scalding water until my skin turned red, but the feeling of filth remained. I'd killed a defenseless prisoner. I'd taken one more step away from the person I'd been in Saltcrest.

A test. Of course it had been a test. But I couldn't escape the feeling that, whatever Olinthar had been looking for in me, he’d found.

And that terrified me more than anything else.


Chapter 54
Discoveries


The scent of fresh bread and roasted meat tugged me from sleep, my arm instinctively reaching across the sheets before my mind could fully surface. My fingers found only empty space, still warm but abandoned.

I sat up, the silk sheets pooling around my waist. The crimson light of Draknavor bled through the windows, painting the rumpled bedding in bloody shadows. Evidence of what we'd done was scattered across the floor. My discarded dress in tatters, the shattered remains of a goblet neither of us had bothered to catch when it fell.

I pressed my fingers to a particularly sensitive bite mark at the hollow of my throat, the slight pain a tangible reminder that last night hadn't been a fever dream.

I slid from the bed, goosebumps rising on my naked skin in the perpetual chill of the castle. I grabbed the first thing I found—Xül's black silk robe hanging on the back of the door. The fabric slid over my skin like water.

I followed the smell of food, the cold stone biting at my bare feet. Each step made the robe swish around my ankles, the sleeves dangling comically past my fingertips.

I rounded the corner to the small dining chamber and froze.

Xül stood at the table, arranging food on plates. His back was to me, bare muscles flexing as he moved. He wore only loose black pants that rode low on his hips, his midnight braids still mussed from sleep.

"You've developed a habit of staring," he said without turning, his deep voice scraping along my already-raw nerves. "Not that I mind."

I leaned against the doorframe, fighting the ridiculous urge to run to him, to press myself against that bare back and feel his warmth. "You cook now?"

He glanced over his shoulder, one corner of his mouth lifting in that almost-smile that did dangerous things to my heart. His eyes raked over me, lingering on where the robe gaped at my chest.

"I sent the staff away," he said, turning fully to face me. "I wanted to be the one to serve you today."

I crossed to him, nerves fluttering in my stomach. What rules governed this fragile, newborn thing between us?

"Sit," he said, pulling out a chair. "Before it gets cold."

I settled in, the scent of fresh bread making my stomach growl embarrassingly loud. Xül's lips twitched as he took the seat opposite, his bare foot brushing mine beneath the table.

"Eat," he said, gesturing to the spread before us. A loaf, still steaming. Seared pork. Fluffy eggs with peppers and onions. "You need your strength."

I tore off a piece of bread. "For what, exactly?"

His eyes darkened. "Don’t play coy, starling."

“The Trials?” I asked, innocence lacing my voice.

“Among other things.”

The way he said it sent a shiver across my skin.

Strange, how quickly things had shifted between us. Two months ago I'd have sooner cut out my own tongue than share a meal with the Warden. Now I couldn't stop remembering the way he'd gasped against my throat, the reverent way his hands had mapped my body.

"You're thinking very loudly," he said, breaking into my thoughts.

I looked up to find him watching me, his expression unreadable. "Perhaps you pay too close attention."

"The robe isn’t helping. Or rather, the lack of it in places far too distracting to ignore."

I smiled. “That might have been intentional.”

“I have no doubt,” he murmured, setting down his fork. “However, I need to leave shortly. There's urgent business I must attend to."

My heart sank. "What kind of business?"

"The kind that can't wait." His tone was final, but there was hesitation in his eyes.

"Is it about Nyvora?" The question slipped out, small and pathetic.

Surprise flickered across his eyes. Or maybe it was guilt. "No," he said after a beat too long. "It's not about Nyvora."

"I see," I said, setting down my goblet before I could throw it at his perfect fucking face. "When will you be back?"

"Tonight." He hesitated, then added. “Will you wait up for me?”

Gods help me, the question knocked the fight right out of me.

"I’ll try my best, Warden."

His lips curved into a small smile. "Good."

"Before you go—is there any way I could see Thatcher before the next trial?" I said, dragging a napkin across my lower lip.

He cocked his head to the side, narrowing his eyes. "That may be difficult."

"Because of Chavore?" I pressed.

"Chavore and I have not been on friendly terms for a long time,” he said carefully. "My presence in his domain would be... unwelcome. A request for a visit here, even more so."

I frowned. "You've only been immortal for, what, a decade? How much bad blood could there possibly be?"

His laugh was harsh, humorless. "You'd be surprised how quickly things can sour. The fact that he’s essentially a well-trained lapdog for Olinthar certainly doesn’t help the situation." He pushed back from the table, rising. "I'll think on it."

"It's important, Xül," I said, rising as well. "I need to see him."

He nodded, his expression softening. "I’ll try to find a way."

The tenderness in his voice undid me. I reached for him, fingers hooking into the waistband of his pants, holding him in place. "How urgent is this meeting?"

His pupil dilated, the gold in his right eye nearly swallowed by black. "Urgent enough," he said, though he made no move to pull away.

I pressed myself against him, relishing the sharp intake of his breath. "I think whatever meeting you have can wait ten minutes."

His hands gripped my waist, and for a heartbeat, I thought I'd won. But then he stepped back, breaking my hold.

"I can't," he said, his voice rough. "As much as I want to—and gods, do I want to—I can't put this off."

I crossed my arms, not bothering to fix the robe where it had slipped off one shoulder. "Is everything alright?"

"Yes," he answered too quickly. "It's nothing for you to worry about."

Bullshit. I lifted an eyebrow, making it clear I saw straight through him.

The corner of his mouth twitched. "I'll return as soon as I can," he promised. "And then we can... continue this discussion."

"Is that an order?" I asked, my voice honey-sweet, belying the frustration churning beneath.

"No." He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, his touch sending sparks dancing across my skin. "It's a request. Be waiting for me tonight. In my bed."

My breath hitched. Before I could respond, he leaned down and captured my lips in a bruising kiss that left me dizzy and aching for more.

"Until tonight," he murmured against my mouth.

And then he was gone, darkness swirling around him like a cloak, leaving nothing but the ghost of his touch and the scent of him wrapped around me.

I stood frozen for a long moment, fingers pressed to my still-tingling lips. The nagging feeling in my gut wouldn't subside. Something was off.

The thought soured what remained of my appetite. I cleared the table, wrapping the leftover bread and storing the meat. There was something soothing about the mundane task, so different from the chaos that had become my life.

My hands worked automatically while my mind raced. Last night had changed everything and nothing. Xül had touched me like I was precious, had whispered words against my skin that made me believe we could find a way forward together. But in the harsh light of morning, reality reasserted itself—he was still bound to another, and I was still just a contestant in the Trials.

Xül would still have to follow through with a marriage that would make him miserable. But no future was promised. Even Heron had admitted that destiny could be changed, paths altered.

I needed to see Thatcher. A knot of anxiety tightened in my chest at the thought of facing another trial without speaking to him first. What if we were thrown into separate challenges? What if the Aesymar kept us apart until the very end? I couldn't rely on finding a moment to strategize with him in the midst of whatever cruel test they'd designed.

The next trial.

My mind snagged on the letter we’d received. Some of the other letters had contained hidden clues or language that made perfect sense in hindsight. Had I even read this one myself? With Xül's... distractions... I couldn't remember.

No, I hadn’t. Xül had never shown it to me.

I moved through the castle, following the twisting corridors until I reached the massive oak doors of his study.

I pushed the door open, guilt twisting in my stomach as I slipped inside. The room smelled of parchment and ink. Memories of our last encounter here flashed through my mind. My back against his desk, papers scattering to the floor⁠—

Focus, Thais.

Gods, where would I even start?

I moved behind his desk, sinking into his chair and surveying the chaos before me. Unlike the meticulous order he maintained in every other aspect of his life, Xül's workspace was a battlefield of papers, scrolls, open books, and half-empty ink pots. Organized chaos. I’m sure he knew where everything was.

Well, good for him. I had no fucking clue.

I started with the most recent-looking stack of papers. Most were administrative nonsense.

I pulled open the top drawer of his desk, finding it full of blank parchment and spare quills. The second drawer contained a collection of sealing wax in various colors.

My gaze snagged on a small panel in the wall behind Xül's desk, the wood a slightly different shade. I ran my fingers along the edges of the panel until I felt a small catch. I pressed it, and the panel slid open.

Inside were several scrolls and a leather folder tied with black ribbon. My heart quickened as I pulled the folder free, untying the ribbon with fingers that suddenly felt clumsy. A small notebook tumbled out, bound in dark red leather.

I picked it up, curious, flipping through pages covered in Xül's handwriting. It appeared to be some kind of journal, documenting his thoughts on contestants in the Trials. Most were crossed out. Deaths. The entries were brief assessments—"Marx: unpredictable, favors ambush tactics, weak defensive posture" or "Elian: adequate command of elemental magic, lacks imagination, unlikely to survive."

I found my own name. "Thais Morvaren: stellar manipulation beyond expected parameters, tactical mind, concerning attachment to twin." The last part made my stomach twist. Of course he'd seen my love for Thatcher as a weakness.

I was about to close the hidden compartment when something else caught my eye—a folded piece of parchment shoved into the back of the space. I reached for it, my fingers closing around the thick paper.

As I pulled it free, I noticed it had been sealed by a wax impression I didn’t recognize.

My fingers hovered over the seal, guilt and curiosity waging war in my chest. This wasn't meant for me—this was Xül's private correspondence.

But a prickle of unease gnawed at me, and I tugged out the folded parchment.

It was a single sheet covered in elegant, flowing script—not in any language I recognized.

But one word leapt out at me, clear as day: Morvaren.

My heart stuttered.

I refolded the letter and slipped it into the pocket of Xül's robe, determination hardening within me.

I needed to translate it.

I closed the compartment, making sure everything else was exactly as I'd found it, then left the study. My fingers brushed the letter in my pocket as I headed for the only place that might hold the answers I sought.
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The first time I'd entered the Bone Spire’s library, I'd stood gaping like a village idiot, overwhelmed by the scale alone. Even now, pushing through the massive iron-bound doors, I felt a twist of vertigo as I took in the space before me.

Where was I supposed to start?

Under normal circumstances, I'd have asked one of the librarians for help, the silent, translucent figures who drifted through the stacks. But he'd sent all the servants away this morning, leaving the vast library empty and eerily silent.

In a way, that was a blessing—no one to question why I was suddenly interested in ancient divine languages. But it also meant I was completely on my own in this labyrinth.

I wandered the ground floor for what felt like hours, trying to decipher the library's organizational system. Most were labeled in scripts I couldn't read, and the few in common tongue seemed to use some arcane classification system I couldn't begin to understand.

Finally, I spotted a familiar symbol on a distant shelf—the same flowing script from the letter. It was on the third level of the eastern wing, accessed by a narrow spiral staircase that groaned under my weight.

My eyes strained in the dim light as I scanned page after page of dense academic text. The headache that had been threatening since morning bloomed behind my eyes, a steady pounding that made it hard to focus.

By late afternoon, I was ready to scream with frustration. I slumped in my chair, rubbing my eyes, the letter mocking me from the table. What had I expected? That I'd find a convenient "High Divine for Beginners" guidebook?

I needed to be smarter about this.

If I couldn't translate the letter myself, maybe I could find something already translated—something with parallel text that would let me match symbols to meanings.

I left my mess of books and moved to a different section, where I'd noticed volumes with multiple scripts on their spines. Treaties, perhaps, or diplomatic records? It was worth a shot.

The shelves here were even higher, the uppermost ones accessible only by a rolling ladder attached to a track. I climbed carefully, the wood creaking beneath me, scanning titles as I went.

Near the top, almost out of reach even with the ladder, I spotted a promising volume—"Concordances of the Twelve Domains," its cover bearing symbols from multiple divine scripts.

It was heavier than it looked, bound in dark blue leather with silver symbols embossed on the cover. I carried it back to my reading table, hope flaring as I opened it to find exactly what I'd been searching for.

My excitement dimmed as I delved into the contents. It was full of treaties and formal agreements between the domains, pleasantries and legal jargon. The vocabulary was specific to inter-domain relations, unlikely to help me translate a private letter.

Still, it was a start. I began the laborious process of matching letters from the letter to words in the concordance, creating a key on a scrap of parchment I found tucked in another book. Progress was agonizingly slow, each word requiring multiple cross-references and educated guesses.

Hours passed. My eyes burned, my hand cramped from writing, and my stomach growled, reminding me I'd eaten nothing since breakfast. The light through the high windows shifted from the perpetual crimson of Draknavor's day to the deeper burgundy of its dusk.

Xül would be back soon. I needed to hurry.

Gods, Thais. Focus.

But word by word, the letter began to take shape.

"primary concern... final trial..."

And there it was again—"Morvaren."

My heart pounded as I focused all my attention on the sentences surrounding that name.

I flipped frantically through the concordance, searching for matches. Some words remained stubbornly opaque, creating gaps in my translation, but enough meaning emerged to send ice through my veins.

"The Morvaren..."

"...unacceptable risk..." Another untranslated word or phrase. "unstable... threat..."

What?

I worked with renewed urgency, my exhaustion forgotten as fear drove me forward. More fragments emerged: "...final trial... male… opportunity... eliminated…”

Eliminated. The word stood out starkly among the others, its meaning unmistakable.

But then I translated the next line, and my blood froze in my veins.

"The male Morvaren is our primary concern. He must be eliminated in the final trial."

Not me.

Thatcher.

Must be eliminated.

The page slipped from my numb fingers and ghosted across the table below. Nausea crippled me, cold sweat breaking out across my skin.

And then there was only rage.


Chapter 55
Raining Stars


The letter burned in my pocket as I stormed from the library, each step faster than the last until I was running through the castle halls.

My brother. Someone was going to kill him.

And Xül knew. He'd known all along.

There are things about me that you don't know, he’d said. Things that could make you change your mind.

This is what Heron had tried to warn me about. Why Thatcher’s line was cut off.

I burst through the castle doors onto the shore, the impact nearly tearing them from their hinges. The sky bled into a deeper red, bruising the horizon. The ocean churned and spat at the sand.

Gods, I'd been so stupid. So fucking stupid.

I'd let him touch me. Let him whisper against my skin. Let him in.

I clawed at my chest, at the place where Xül had carved himself into my heart. Every memory of last night—his hands, his mouth, the soft words against my neck.

A scream built in my throat, but I swallowed it down. No. I needed answers first. I needed to understand why.

I paced the shoreline, my mind racing faster than my feet could carry me.

I didn’t know how much time had passed by the time I heard it. The sound of reality tearing. I spun around. Xül stepped through a portal.

"Thais?" He paused, studying my face. "What's wrong?"

I forced my voice to remain steady, though my hands trembled at my sides. "Is there anything you want to tell me?"

His brow furrowed. "About what?"

"Anything at all?" I pressed. "Anything you might have... forgotten to mention?"

"I don't understand what you're asking." He took a step toward me, and I stepped back, maintaining the distance between us. His brow furrowed.

"Think harder." My voice was ice now, all pretense of calm beginning to crack. "About the trials. About what's coming."

Weariness flickered in his eyes, but he kept his expression neutral. "We’ve been preparing for weeks, Thais. You’re ready."

"Do I know everything I should about them?" I demanded.

"Thais, what is this about?" He sounded genuinely confused, but I couldn't tell anymore what was real and what was performance.

"The final trial." My control slipped, voice rising. "What happens in the final trial, Xül?"

His face went still. "What do you⁠—"

"What happens to Thatcher in the final trial?" I shouted, my composure shattering completely.

Understanding dawned on his face, and then his eyes narrowed. "What did you do?"

"You knew!" The words ripped from my throat. "You knew someone would try to kill him, and you said nothing!"

"You know very little of what you speak."

"Then make me understand!" I screamed. "Explain to me why you kept this from me! Why you let me—" My voice broke. "Why you let me trust you!"

And then my power sparked, surging through my veins. My skin cracked with light, fine fissures opening along my arms where energy leaked through.

"Thais, you need to calm down," Xül said, his voice careful now, watchful.

"Don't tell me what I need!" Light gathered in my palm, swirling and condensing. I stared at it in shock as it began to take shape—a blade forming, though I hadn't willed it into being.

"Thais, stop." Xül's voice held an edge of urgency now. "You need to reel it in."

The stars above responded, several breaking free from their positions to streak toward the earth. They struck the beach around us, leaving smoking craters in the sand.

"How could you?" Tears streamed down my face, hot and bitter.

I took a step toward him, the sword in my hand growing brighter, more solid. I didn't want to hurt him—gods help me, even now I didn't want to hurt him—but the power was responding to emotions I couldn't control.

"What are you doing?" A distant voice called from behind me.

Xül's eyes flicked over my shoulder. "I've got this under control."

But I took another step forward, and that's when I smelled it.

Blood.

My vision blurred. The sword in my hand flickered.

"Aelix, don't—" Xül started.

A curse slammed into my mind like a spike of ice driven into my skull. I arched backward, screaming as the energy clawed its way through me.

Then there was nothing but darkness, swallowing me whole.


Chapter 56
Revelations


The world snapped into focus—sound crashing over me, dragging me up from the darkness. My skull throbbed where Aelix's curse had struck, but that pain was nothing compared to the burning at my wrists and ankles.

Priest ropes.

They had bound me with priest ropes.

Fire licked at every point of contact, not just binding but draining. My power was being leached. Each heartbeat pushed more of it through the enchanted bonds, leaving me hollowed out and shaking with rage.

I jerked against the restraints, testing. The chair beneath me groaned but held firm.

"—what the fuck is going on? What were you trying to do?"

Marx's voice cut through the red haze. She crouched in front of me. Behind her, Aelix paced.

And Xül.

He leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, narrowed eyes burning holes through my skin. As if he had any right to look at me.

My power surged against the bonds, trying to answer my rage, and fresh agony lanced through me. I bit back a scream, tasting blood.

"Why would you attack him?" Marx pressed, searching my face. "What were you thinking, Morvaren? They won't tell me anything."

She looked between Xül and me, but his stare never wavered. The weight of it made me want to claw my own skin off. How many times had those eyes looked at me with fake concern? How many lies had that beautiful mouth spoken while I'd fallen for every one?

I met his gaze with every ounce of hatred I could summon. My voice came out raw, scraped thin by betrayal. "Don't pretend to be ashamed. Tell her."

Aelix stopped pacing, moving toward Marx. "Okay, you've seen that she's fine and awake. You need to go now."

Marx let out a laugh that didn’t bother hiding its contempt. "Nice try. I'm going nowhere."

"I'm serious, Marx." His hand closed around her upper arm, lifting her with insulting ease.

"So am I." Power crackled around Marx's fingers—just enough to make Aelix release her and step back. She moved to stand beside me, and my heart twisted in solidarity. "I don't think Thais is suicidal enough to try to come at your prince for no reason. So, what happened?" Her eyes narrowed on Xül. "Did he hurt you?"

Yes, I wanted to scream.

Instead, I looked at Aelix. "Did you know?"

His solemn expression was answer enough. Of course he knew.

"If you don't want Marx to be in the same danger that you are right now for knowing what you do,” Aelix interrupted, command ringing in every syllable, "then I suggest you don't say another word until I get her out of here."

"I'm not interested in your riddles," Marx snapped, and I loved her for it. "I'm staying. I don't give a fuck what any of you say."

"Marx—"

"I'm not going anywhere until someone tells me what just happened," Marx growled.

I yanked against the ropes, ignoring the searing pain as I leaned forward.

"I'll tell you what happened," I hissed. "I trusted him. I trusted him, and then I found a letter in his study." My voice caught, raw with fury and betrayal. "About killing my brother."

Marx went still. Aelix's eyes fluttered closed.

And Xül—Xül didn't even flinch. That perfect, terrifying calm settled over him, and I wanted to scream until my throat bled.

"What?" Marx's voice came out strangled.

"Wanting to do something and being told something must be done are two very different things." Aelix's words were too careful, too measured.

"Oh, that's rich. That's fucking poetry, Aelix." I leaned forward as much as the bonds would allow, feeling them burn deeper into my skin. "Tell me—would you fuck the sister of the man you’re helping to murder?"

The silence that followed was deafening.

Aelix's mouth fell open. Marx gasped, the sound echoing off stone walls. And finally—finally—Xül moved. Just a fraction. Just enough for me to see the muscle jump in his jaw, to watch his knuckles go white where his arms crossed his chest.

"You didn't." Aelix and Marx spoke in perfect unison, her horrified eyes on me, his on Xül.

"Okay, hold up." Marx raised her hands. "This is a lot of information at once."

"You couldn't wait until she ascended?" Aelix asked Xül, and I saw red.

"Of course not." My voice broke on the words, fury and grief tangling in my throat. "Much harder to sleep with a woman in mourning, isn't it? Better to fuck her before she loses her last living family member?"

Xül pushed off the wall in one fluid motion. When he crossed the distance between us, I forced myself not to flinch. When he leaned down, his voice soft as silk and twice as dangerous, I made myself meet those treacherous eyes.

"I guess you know me, then. Through and through."

The words sliced deep. My eyes burned with tears I refused to shed. Not here. Not for him. He knew what I'd been through. Knew what had happened to Sulien. What had happened to my mother.

"I thought I did," I whispered, hating how my voice cracked.

I could have sworn he winced at that, but it was gone so quickly I couldn't be sure. Then he turned, giving us all his back.

Another sigh from Aelix. He studied me, and I wanted to spit at his feet. "There's a lot you don't understand, Thais. Context you're missing."

I shifted in the chair, using the burn of the ropes to stifle my rage. "I need answers. Real ones. And you're going to give them to me."

Aelix's eyebrows rose slightly.

"How long?" I demanded. "How long has this plan been set in motion?"

Silence.

"Answer me!" The chair creaked as I strained against the bonds.

"Weeks," Aelix admitted finally.

"Who ordered it?"

Aelix glanced at Xül, who remained facing the wall.

"It's complicated."

"Then uncomplicate it." I wasn't playing their games anymore. "No more riddles. No more half-truths. I want to know exactly why my brother is on this hit list, and I want to know now."

Aelix hesitated, then began slowly, "Contestants form bonds with their mentors. More often than not, those bonds become alliances. This is why we're directed to choose contestants with powers similar to our own—makes the eventual domain selection simpler."

"I don't need a lesson in divine politics."

His jaw tightened. "Sometimes, mentors choose contestants for different reasons. Strategic reasons. When they see potential leverage. A useful game piece."

"Spit it out, Aelix," Marx snapped.

"Strange things are happening in Voldaris," Aelix continued. "Allegiances forming that shouldn't exist. Specifically, between War and Order. And potentially others that we don't know about."

I forced out a sigh, even as my chest felt crushed beneath the weight of betrayal. "I'm aware. Your point?"

He glanced at Xül's still form. "Do you know what your brother has been doing?"

"Let me guess," I bit out. "Preparing for Trials designed to kill us both?"

"In Sundralis. With Olinthar."

My heart seized, but I kept my face carved from stone. I hadn't known that it had evolved so much. Not to this level.

But I'd die before I gave them the satisfaction of my surprise.

"If Olinthar gains Thatcher as an asset," Aelix said quietly, "the power balance in Voldaris will shift dangerously."

"And that justifies murdering him?" I pulled against the bonds, fresh fire racing up my arms. "Just to satisfy some balance you don't want disrupted? Gods, you're all fucking monsters. All you care about is power and who wields it. He's already the King of Gods. He's already the Lord of Voldaris. You all already answer to him."

"You don't understand. We cannot afford for Olinthar to get stronger than he already is."

"Why?" I demanded. "What aren't you telling me?"

Aelix exchanged another look with Xül, who had finally turned back to face us.

"Before I say anything else," Aelix said carefully, "I need to know what you know."

A spiteful laugh escaped me. "Absolutely not. I've had enough of your games. You don't get to keep holding all the cards."

"This isn't a game, Thais⁠—"

"Isn't it? The powerful playing with lives like pieces on a board?" I felt my power surge again, tasting death on my tongue as the bonds sizzled against my skin.

Xül finally stepped forward. "Thais⁠—"

"Don't." The single word held every ounce of venom I could muster. "Don't speak to me like we're still—like you didn't betray me."

Pain flashed in his eyes. Maybe it was even regret. I didn't care. Couldn't care.

"We can't have someone with Thatcher's abilities allied with Olinthar," Aelix pressed. "And that's where this is headed. Your brother will be loyal to Sundralis."

The laugh that erupted from me was wild, unhinged. These idiots. These fucking idiots.

"You think you understand what's happening?" I cocked my head to the side. "You think you know my brother? Know what he's doing?"

Aelix raised an eyebrow, waiting.

I shouldn't tell them. Every instinct screamed to keep our secrets buried. But Thatcher's life hung in the balance, and I was out of options.

"Thatcher isn't forming some alliance, you moron. He isn't being manipulated or converted or whatever paranoid fantasy you've concocted." My voice rose with each word.

"We have spies in Sundralis, Thais. You haven't seen what we have." Xül's voice cut through my tirade. He'd turned back to face us, and the fury in his eyes made my breath catch. "Or what he's done."

A chill crawled up my spine at his tone. "What are you talking about?"

"Your brother killed a Shadowkin. Yesterday. On Olinthar’s order."

"That doesn't mean⁠—"

"He didn't just kill him, Thais." Xül's voice dropped lower, colder. "He obliterated him."

My stomach dropped.

"You're lying," I yelled.

"I wish I were. The Shadowkin was one of mine. And your brother turned him to bloody mist while Olinthar looked on."

Marx sucked in a sharp breath. Even Aelix looked grim.

"If you’re telling the truth, then there was a good reason for it," I spat. “Or he had no choice.”

"Thais…" Marx murmured, crouching down next to me again.

"My brother is playing a role. Gathering intelligence," I hissed. "He's taking advantage of the situation and learning what he can about Olinthar and Chavore. And Sundralis. Anything you think you've seen is merely the mask he's wearing. Anything he’s done is necessary to maintain appearances."

"And how could you possibly know that, Thais?" Xül asked.

"Because unlike you," I snarled, "my brother doesn't lie to me."

Silence.

"Why is he playing this role?" Aelix asked carefully.

I took a shaking breath, weighing my options. This secret had been buried for so long, kept even from Marx. But if it could save Thatcher...

"If I tell you this, I want something in return." My voice was steady now, cold with purpose.

"You're hardly in a position to negotiate," Aelix pointed out.

"I'm in exactly the position to negotiate." I met his gaze unflinchingly. "Because what I know could change everything about your plot."

Xül stepped closer, shadows curling at his feet. "What do you want?"

"A guarantee. Thatcher lives. No matter what."

"I can't promise that," Xül said immediately.

"Then I have nothing to say."

"Thais, be reasonable⁠—"

"Reasonable?" I laughed, brittle and cold. "Is any of this reasonable, Xül?"

His face went white with anger or pain—I couldn't tell.

"Listen, Thais. If there’s something you know," Aelix cut in, "something that could change things, something that could help us negotiate for your brother’s life, now would be the time to tell us."

“Negotiate with whom?”

They only stared.

“We will show our hand if you show yours,” Aelix offered.

I looked at him, then at Xül, then at Marx. The only ally I had left in this room.

The secret had been mine and Thatcher's alone, buried deep since the moment we'd made our vow. To speak it aloud now felt like betrayal—but wasn't silence the greater betrayal if it meant Thatcher's death? My mind raced. They already planned to kill him. What did I have to lose? And what might I gain if they understood that Thatcher wasn't their enemy? That he hated the same monster they feared?

It might be the only thing that could save him now.

I made my decision, and took a deep breath.

"When we were brought here—after the Proving, after Thatcher's abilities manifested—we made a pact."

Xül's eyes narrowed to slits. "What kind of pact?"

I didn't look at him. Couldn't. Instead, I focused on Aelix, on the growing confusion in his golden eyes.

"To kill Olinthar."

There it was. Our secret. Bared to the world.

Xül's knuckles cracked. "So, you do have a death wish," he growled. His posture stayed calm, but there was only rage in his eyes.

I ignored him.

"I don't understand," Aelix said finally. "Why would you⁠—"

"Because of what he did to us." The words came out raw, bleeding.

Understanding dawned in Marx's eyes. "Shit, Thais."

But Aelix still looked lost, glancing between Xül and me. "Can someone please explain what everyone seems to know except me?"

My eyes snapped to Xül, letting every ounce of contempt show. "I'm surprised you kept that a secret. Or did it not come up during all your plotting?"

"Thais," Xül warned, but I was beyond warnings.

"Olinthar raped our mother. He's our father."

Aelix went utterly still.

His gaze crawled to Xül. "You knew this?"

Xül's silence was answer enough.

"Does your father know?"

More silence.

"I'm assuming that's a no." Aelix dragged both hands through his hair. "We need to tell the others⁠—"

"Others?" Marx cut in.

Aelix and Xül exchanged a look.

"Marx," Aelix said slowly, "what I'm about to tell you... if you repeat this to anyone, we're all dead. Do you understand? Not imprisoned. Not punished. Dead."

Marx's face paled, but she nodded.

Aelix took a deep breath. "There are some in Voldaris who have grown tired of Olinthar's tyranny. Tired enough to act. Those who wish for change."

My heart stopped. "Who?"

"Morthus. And he is backed by Vorinar and Syrena. Including their followers.”

The Lord of Death. The Lord of Fate. The Goddess of Dreams.

Lyralie's words drifted into my mind then. What she'd said at the Proving.

Not all who serve the divine realm agree with every tradition we're asked to uphold.

"And Davina, soon," Aelix murmured, looking back at Xül.

Of course. Nyvora. The marriage. It was to secure an alliance.

"You're planning a coup." The words left me, unreal even as I heard them.

A treacherous thought slithered through my mind, unwanted and painful. Had Xül and I been working toward the same goal this entire time?

The realization sat like acid in my stomach. We both wanted Olinthar gone. Both wanted his reign to end⁠—

No. I forced the thought down before it could confuse things further.

Because I would burn every world to ash before I let Thatcher die due to their miscalculation. And Xül—Xül had been willing to let it happen.

"Eventually," Aelix confirmed. "But it has to be done carefully. Precisely. One wrong move and Olinthar will slaughter us all—and anyone even suspected of being involved."

"And my brother?" My voice came out strangled. "He's what—collateral damage in your divine civil war?"

"When he looks at Thatcher, he only sees Vivros," Xül said quietly. "An opportunity that slipped through his fingers before. He wants a second chance."

"If that happens, the resistance would be crushed before it could even truly begin," Aelix finished. "They want to eliminate that possibility before he ascends and gains full access to his power. And this is the best opportunity. With Vorinar overseeing the final trial."

"Murdering an innocent," I said, the words bitter as poison. "Sounds like a great way to start such a noble cause."

"From their perspective, it’s one death to prevent thousands," Aelix said grimly. "If Olinthar's power grows unchecked, if he gains allies like your brother... the bloodshed would be unimaginable."

"Well, he's certainly not loyal to Olinthar. So can we call off the bounty on Thatcher's head then?" My delivery was pointed, but it couldn’t bury the panic behind it.

"That's where I was today. What I was doing. Trying to reason with them,” Xül said, his voice still terrifyingly controlled. "As I have been trying to do every time the plan has been presented.”

I stared at him. "You expect me to believe that? That you were trying to save him while you were—" I cut myself off, the memory of last night too raw. I couldn’t shake the convenience of the situation. Would he have ever told me if I hadn’t found out on my own and confronted him? My mind and my heart were at war.

"Believe what you want," he said, that calm never wavering. "It doesn't change the truth."

“Let’s say I do believe you. Were you successful in your efforts, Xül? Did you convince your father not to eliminate my brother in the final trial?”

He simply looked at me, jaw clenching. “No.”

"Take me to Morthus." The words burst from me. "Now. Let me plead for his life myself."

Silence crashed through the dungeon. Even Marx looked shocked.

"No." Xül's response was immediate, absolute. The temperature in the room plummeted. "Absolutely not."

"I don't care what you⁠—"

"Think, Thais." His voice dropped to something lethal. "The moment you ask to plead for your brother's life, you reveal that you know too much."

My blood ran cold as the implications hit me.

"He will know that you're aware of the resistance." His eyes blazed. "And then he'll kill you to protect the secret."

"But—"

"You do this, and you sign your own death warrant."

"Then what am I supposed to do?" I yanked against the bonds, desperation clawing at my throat. "Just let him die?"

Silence.

"This is a risk I'm willing to take!"

"Well, I'm not!" The words exploded from him, swirls of death energy slamming into the walls. "I won't watch you die!"

The silence that followed was deafening.

"If you ever cared about me," I said, my voice raw. "If any of what happened between us was real, you'll do this for me."

The words rushed past him. Agony streaked across his face.

"Don't." His voice was barely a whisper. "Don't use that against me."

Tears burned my eyes. "You say there's no way, but at least give me the chance to try."

He stood frozen, wrestling with himself. When he finally spoke, his voice was hollow.

"You would use my feelings against me so easily?"

"To save my brother? Yes." The admission hurt, but it was true. "I'd use anything. Anyone."

"You're determined to die for him."

"I'm determined to try to save him," I corrected. "If that means dying, then yes."

A long silence stretched between us. Xül looked as though he'd just lost a war.

"Fine." The word was clipped, lifeless.

"Xül," Aelix asserted. "You can't be serious."

"Untie her," Xül commanded, ignoring his friend's protest.

This had all started with me on my knees at the Proving, begging them to spare Thatcher. If it ended the same way—with me pleading for his life while mine hung in the balance—so be it.


Chapter 57
The Negotiation


The steel doors sealed behind us. In the vast throne room of the Eternal City's palace, darkness moved with purpose, coiling around pillars and pooling in corners.

Morthus rose from his throne. His pale skin gleamed in the darkness. Unlike our last meeting, there was no warmth in his bearing, no trace of the man who had sat beside Osythe at dinner, passing dishes with careful attention to his wife. This was the Lord of Death in his seat of power.

"Xül." His deep voice carried through the cavernous space. "An unexpected visit at an unusual hour." His gaze shifted, and I felt the full weight of his attention—those twin voids he had for eyes bearing down on me. "And you've brought Miss Morvaren again. To what do I owe this... pleasure?"

The last word held a question within it, as if he could already sense something amiss.

Xül remained silent beside me, his typical muted. The message was clear. This was my audience to lead.

Morthus's eyes narrowed at his son's uncharacteristic deference. "How curious," he murmured, descending the steps from his throne. "My son, who speaks when silence would serve better, now holds his tongue."

Each step brought him closer, and with proximity came pressure—an invisible weight that made breathing an act of drowning in reverse. I forced myself to remain still, to not flinch as he stopped mere feet away.

"Well then, Miss Morvaren. Since my son has apparently lost his voice, perhaps you'll enlighten me as to the purpose of this visit."

My mouth felt dry. Every word I was about to speak could have been my last. But Thatcher's life hung in the balance, and I had mere hours before the final trial.

"I know about the resistance."

Morthus went utterly still. His gaze crawled to Xül.

"Tell me, Miss Morvaren," he said, "what exactly do you think you know? And please, be specific. I do so hate vague accusations."

I swallowed hard. "I know that there are those in the divine realm who oppose Olinthar. Who want change."

"Many want change." He took a sip from his glass. "Want is common. Action is rare."

"I know you're among those willing to act."

"Do you?" He turned finally, those dark eyes boring into mine. "And what makes you think I'm anything more than a loyal member of the Twelve, content with my domain and my duties?"

The question was a trap, but I had no choice but to spring it. "Because you're going to kill my brother during the final trial."

Morthus set down his glass with deliberate care.

"That's quite an accusation." His voice had gone soft, which was somehow worse than anger. "Tell me, what makes you think your brother is important enough to warrant such attention?"

“Because he has the power of Vivros.”

His eyes locked on Xül. "You couldn't convince me to spare his life yourself, so you thought bringing her here and telling her things she shouldn't know—things that now require her death—was going to change my mind?"

Xül's jaw clenched, but he didn't defend himself. Didn't deny it.

So, he had been telling the truth. He'd tried to save Thatcher. The knowledge should have brought relief, but instead it twisted like a knife between my ribs. The hurt was still there, raw and overwhelming, making it hard to even look at him. Because even if he'd fought for my brother's life, he'd still chosen not to disclose it. Looked me in the eye and pretended ignorance while knowing exactly what fate awaited Thatcher. What had been his plan? To just let it play out? To watch me lose the only family I had left?

"How disappointing," Morthus continued, his attention returning to me. "And how very like you, my son, to gamble with lives that aren't your own."

The silence stretched. Morthus moved to a table near his throne, pouring himself something dark from a crystal decanter. The casual gesture reminded me so much of Xül. I bit back a wince.

"Before you decide my fate, or my brother's fate," I said carefully, "you need to know who we really are."

One dark eyebrow arched. "By all means. I do enjoy a mystery."

I drew in a breath, preparing to reveal the secret we'd never planned to tell. Perhaps that had been naive, to think we'd make it through this whole ordeal without the truth coming out. "Thatcher and I are not blessed."

"Intriguing…" He raised a dark eyebrow.

"We're Olinthar's children."

Morthus studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. "That's quite a claim."

"It's true," Xül said, stepping forward for the first time. "The alchemical proof is undeniable. When I taught her to create a ward, it turned golden."

Morthus turned to his son, his eyes merciless. "You've known this how long?"

"For a while."

"And you said nothing."

"It was not my secret to tell."

Morthus turned back to me. "Olinthar has no acknowledged children among mortals."

"Acknowledged being the key word," I snorted. "He forced himself on our mother. We were the result. And we've always known exactly who our father was—my adoptive father made sure we understood the monster who sired us."

Morthus paused. For a moment, pain flickered across his face, evident in the way his forehead wrinkled.

"Your mother died in childbirth." It wasn't a question. His voice had gone quiet, almost gentle.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

"He could have saved her." The words fell between us. Morthus's hands clenched at his sides, and when his black eyes met mine, I saw only grief. "As I saved Osythe."

"But Olinthar let her die," I said, my voice cracking. "Let her bleed out bringing his children into the world."

"Mortals deserve better." His voice carried the weight of ages, of countless souls who had passed through his domain. "Such cruelty leaves marks on the living that echo through eternity. I know this well."

I felt Xül shift. Pain lanced through me. I'd been braced for Morthus to dismiss it, to shrug off another dead mortal woman like she was nothing. But he looked at me like he actually gave a damn. Like it was an atrocity.

He'd been there with Osythe, and he'd saved her. Because that's what you do when you love someone. You save them.

But we were not born of love.

"Tell me," Morthus said after a moment. "The second trial in Hydrathis—your brother slaughtered those sirens. At the time, I thought it merely protective instinct. But now..." He paused. "He was protecting this secret. The bloodline you carry."

I remained silent. Of course he'd seen it. They all had.

"A dark truth indeed," Morthus murmured. "To carry your mother's death and your father's cruelty as your defining secret. To be forced to hide not just what you are, but the tragedy of how you came to be."

His gaze found mine again, and there was a faintly paternal look in it. "I am sorry for you, Thais Morvaren. That is no way to live."

I wiped away the wetness from my eyes. "I appreciate that."

"So, you believe this shared enemy makes us allies," Morthus continued. "That your hatred of Olinthar somehow changes the fundamental calculus of the risk your brother represents."

"Doesn't it?" I challenged. "You're afraid Thatcher will become Olinthar's weapon. But we despise him. Both of us. Do you really think my brother would ever serve the god who destroyed our lives?"

"Want and capability are vastly different things, child." He paused mid-stride, the darkness around him agitated. "Your brother possesses power not seen since Primordials walked among us. That kind of strength has a way of... corrupting intentions."

"You fear what he might become," I pressed on. "But you're about to destroy possibly the only being strong enough to actually challenge Olinthar. You want to waste that because of what might happen? Let us do what we came here to do. Let us have our revenge. We all win."

Morthus studied me with those fathomless eyes. "You speak of 'we' as if you'll survive what's coming."

I lifted my chin. "Maybe we will. Maybe we won't. But if we do, wouldn't you rather have him as an ally than create an enemy by killing his sister?"

A ghost of acknowledgment touched his lips.

"Your son told me something once," I continued, seizing the momentum. "At the ruins of the Primordials."

Morthus's gaze sharpened. “My son seems to be incapable of holding his tongue, now doesn’t he?”

Xül crossed his arms, and I heard a sigh slip from his lips.

"He told me about how the pantheon fractured after Vivros fell. How some of the Twelve wanted to understand what had happened to him—including you." I met Morthus's eyes directly. "He said you believed Vivros could be saved."

The Lord of Death had gone very still again, but this time it felt different. Contemplative rather than threatening.

"He said it created the first political factions," I pressed on. "Traditionalists versus reformists. Those who would destroy what they feared versus those who would seek to understand it."

"And your point?" Morthus asked, though his tone suggested he already knew.

"Here we are again. My brother with Vivros's power. History positioning itself to repeat." I took a step forward, closing the distance between us. "So, I ask you, Lord Morthus—are you going to be the traditionalist this time? Destroy what you fear? Or are you the reformist you claim to be?"

Morthus laughed—a short, sharp sound.

"You have courage, Thais Morvaren. Throwing my own principles in my face." He resumed his pacing, but the energy had shifted. "Very well. Let's say I'm inclined to consider your proposal. What assurance do I have that your brother shares your... clarity of purpose?"

"I have nothing but my word. But I know my brother better than I know anyone." I paused, considering. "We've always shared a mental connection. We can hear each other's thoughts when we're close enough. But even from distances, I can feel who he is. Feel his commitment to our goal."

"Very interesting," Morthus mused. "Divine twins often share such a connection, but I have never seen it manifest in mortals…" Morthus trailed off. "Tell me, Miss Morvaren—what do you think my resistance actually wants? What world do we envision after Olinthar falls?"

The question caught me off guard. "I... assumed you wanted his throne. To rule in his place."

"If I’m merely replacing one tyrant with another, why would anyone risk everything to follow me?" His voice carried an edge of offense. "Do you think so little of our cause?"

"Then tell me."

Morthus's expression shifted. "We seek an end to the Trials of Ascension. No more tearing children from their families. No more arbitrary tests of worthiness that leave villages mourning their best and brightest."

He gestured broadly. "For millennia, the divine realm has hoarded magic, but the universe has a way of balancing itself. I believe there is a reason that our power bleeds."

"Barriers should not be walls," he continued, his voice gaining strength. "They should be doorways. Magic should flow naturally, available to any with the talent and will to wield it."

I found myself leaning forward, caught by the unexpected nobility of his vision.

"The mortal realm has beauty," Morthus said, his tone softening. "But also unnecessary strife. Poverty. Disease. Suffering that continues not because solutions don't exist, but because we choose to withhold them."

"We have the collective power to change everything. To guide rather than rule. To lift up rather than lord over." His eyes blazed. "That is the world we fight for. That is why Olinthar must fall. He represents the old way—power through fear, control through separation."

"Then we definitely want the same thing," I said. "So why kill one of your greatest potential assets?"

"Because passion without loyalty is simply another form of chaos," Morthus replied. "Because⁠—"

"Or perhaps," a new voice interrupted, silk-smooth and gently amused, "we could take a different approach."

The doors had opened without sound, and Osythe stood framed in the entrance, her presence immediately softening the harsh edges of the room. She moved forward, and I noticed how even the darkness seemed to part before her.

"Forgive my intrusion," she said, though her tone suggested she wasn't sorry at all. "But I couldn't help overhearing. The palace does carry sound so distinctly at night."

Morthus's expression transformed at her presence, the tension leaving his face. "Osythe."

"My love." She glided to his side, her hand briefly touching his arm—a gesture so simple grounding the Lord of Death in something beyond his title. Then she turned to me. "You're thinking too short-term, dear."

"I want Olinthar dead," I said bluntly.

"You want him dead quickly," Osythe corrected. "We want him removed permanently. These goals aren't mutually exclusive, but they require a different timeline than what you're envisioning."

She began to circle me slowly, and for a moment, I wondered if she was the ruling power here. "What if, instead of acting rashly after the Trials, you and your brother joined us properly? Became part of the longer strategy?"

"You want us to wait?" The idea chafed against every instinct screaming for immediate revenge.

"I want you to be smart." Osythe paused before me. "Think what Thatcher could learn. What information he could gather. Olinthar will try to win him over, to mold him into the weapon he needs."

Understanding dawned cold and clear. "You want Thatcher to let him think he's succeeding."

"An eye on the inside," Osythe continued, her voice painting possibilities. "Someone who could discover weaknesses, map alliances, identify vulnerabilities. Someone who could get close enough when the moment is perfect."

"That's what he's been doing."

"Then he should continue. He might just be the key that unlocks Olinthar's downfall." She smiled kindly. "Your revenge served cold, but all the more satisfying for the wait."

The words settled over me. All this time, Thatcher and I had been racing toward our revenge, never truly expecting to emerge from the other side. Death had always been the ending to our story—the price we'd accepted the moment we'd made our pact. There had never been an after in our plans. Just the mission. Just the vengeance.

But what Osythe was offering... it was something I'd never dared imagine. A way to destroy Olinthar and live.

To have an after.

"You're asking me to gamble the entire resistance on two unknown twins." Morthus's voice cut through the moment. "If they betray us, if they're discovered, everything we've built over centuries crumbles."

"When has great change ever come without great risk?" Osythe countered. "Besides, look at her, Morthus. You've always been a good judge of character. Do you see betrayal in her, or do you see someone who would burn the world for family?"

The Lord of Death studied me for a long moment, and I felt the weight of judgment far beyond my years pressing down.

Finally, he spoke. "If your brother wants to prove his loyalty to our cause, he will not pledge himself to my domain after ascension. He will pledge himself to Sundralis. He will take residence in the Golden City." Morthus's words fell heavy and final. "He will kneel before Olinthar and swear fealty."

"You want him to—" I couldn't finish, the very thought choking me.

"I want him to be believable. Olinthar will expect him to choose power—Sundralis represents that. This way, Thatcher is exactly where we need him. Trusted. Watched, yes, but inside the very heart of Olinthar's power."

"That's..." I struggled for words.

"Necessary," Morthus corrected. "I will speak with Vorinar and ensure his safety in the final trial—I give my word on that. But I need confirmation from him. A blood oath to our cause."

"A blood oath?" I questioned.

"Non-negotiable," Morthus murmured. "He binds himself to the resistance before he ascends, before he gains his full power, or the protection is withdrawn."

"You're asking him to swear his life to your cause without ever having met you," I protested.

"I'm offering him life instead of death," Morthus replied. "And a chance to be a part of Olinthar’s downfall. The terms are more than fair."

I looked between them. The weight of my brother's life pressed down on my shoulders.

"I'll get him on board," I said finally.

"You sound very certain," Morthus observed.

"I know my brother. When he understands what's at stake—what you're offering—he'll agree. If you're being truthful when you speak of change, I can't think of anything we would agree with more. It's all we've wanted."

"Then we have an accord." Morthus moved back toward his throne. "Your brother is under my protection for the final trial. No harm will come to him from our forces." Morthus paused, cocking his head to the side. "And the last thing—it must be I who takes the life of Olinthar when the time comes."

The words stole the last thing I was still clutching. That single shared look between Thatcher and me at the Choosing—the silent promise that we'd find a way, that we'd make Olinthar pay. It was the only thing that kept me grounded through all of this insanity. The one truth I could hold onto while everything else spiraled out of control. And now even that was being negotiated away. I wanted to scream. Wanted to tell Morthus he had no right to claim our vengeance. But Thatcher's life was on the line.

"I understand," I finally said.

Osythe approached me, her hand briefly touching my shoulder. "You've shown remarkable courage coming here tonight. That alone has earned you this chance. Don't waste it."

"You may leave, child," Morthus said, settling back onto his throne. "But remember—you now carry secrets that cannot be unlearned. Your life is bound to your silence. Both of your lives."

I nodded. A part of me wondered why he didn’t demand a blood oath from me today. Clearly, I wasn’t a threat in the way that Thatcher was.

As Xül led me toward the doors, Morthus's voice followed us. "Oh, and Miss Morvaren? The next time you wish to quote my son's words back to me, ensure you understand their full context. Vivros wasn't saved, after all. Not in the end."

The doors closed on that cheerful thought, leaving Xül and me alone in the corridor. I walked past without looking at him. I couldn’t.
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"Thais."

I kept walking.

In a blur of movement, he was in front of me, his hand braced against the wall, blocking my path. "Don't walk away from me. Not now."

"Move."

"No." His other hand found the wall on my other side, caging me in. "Not until you look at me."

"I said move." I tried to duck under his arm, but he shifted, keeping me trapped.

"I know you're angry⁠—"

"Angry?" I finally looked up at him, and a lethal glint crossed his eyes at whatever he saw in mine. "You think I'm angry?"

"Then what?"

"I'm—" My voice cracked. Everything was crashing down at once. The negotiation. The revelation about Thatcher. What we'd have to do next. What I'd have to ask of my brother. "I can't breathe, Xül."

His expression shifted. "Thais⁠—"

"No." I pressed back against the wall, needing distance even though there was none. "You don't get to do this. You don't get to look at me like you care⁠—"

"I do care." The words came out rough, desperate. "That's the entire fucking problem."

"Stop."

"I couldn't tell you." His hands curled into fists against the wall. "Do you understand? I’m bound to this cause. All of this is bigger than me."

"So, you were just going to let it happen? Let me find out when his body—" I couldn't finish.

"I was trying to find another way." His forehead dropped toward mine, not quite touching. "I've been fighting this for weeks."

This was too heavy, too much. I could feel his body pressing against me, the way his breathing had gone uneven. This was dangerous territory.

"Do you really think so little of me?" he asked. "That I would have stood by and watched them execute your brother?"

"You knew they were planning⁠—"

"I was going to stop it." Darkness flashed across his eyes. "Even if it meant going against him. Even if it meant—" He cut himself off, jaw clenched.

"You should have told me."

"Maybe I should have. But you know me." His tone wasn’t loud, but it sliced. "Or I thought you did. Just as I thought I knew you."

I went still. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"If I recall correctly, you had your own agenda in all of this, starling. Tell me, was any of it real? Or was I just convenient? The Death Prince foolish enough to give you access to his knowledge, his power, his domain?"

"That’s what you think?" Fury flashed beneath my skin.

"Weren't you? Every question about divine politics, about the Primordials, every moment you let me get closer—was any of it genuine? Or was I just the easiest path to your end goal?"

I opened my mouth to speak, but words didn’t come.

The accusation carved me thoroughly. Because he was right. In the beginning, that's exactly what he had been—a means to an end. A stepping stone on the path to revenge. I'd seen him as nothing more than a powerful mentor I needed to manipulate, to extract information from.

But somewhere along the way, everything had shifted.

I couldn't pinpoint the exact moment. Was it when he’d stood by me during training, pushing me harder? Or when he’d admitted that what was between us could never just be physical for him? Maybe it was in the water that night, when everything changed with that kiss, when I saw behind his careful mask to the man who had spent his whole life believing love wasn't for someone like him.

Gods help me. I'd fallen for him. The one person I absolutely couldn't afford to love.

And it hurt. It threatened to rip my heart out. Because now we were here, and I could barely look at him.

"You shared my bed while planning to die. You let me fall for you—all while knowing you'd leave,” he continued. "I was bound to my secrets. You kept them to use me."

The accusation sliced through me, stealing my breath. "You want to talk about using people? What about Nyvora? What about the marriage that awaits you the moment these Trials end?" My voice threatened to break.

I knew I was being a hypocrite. I had promised him one night where we could forget everyone else. But that night had embedded itself beneath my skin, rooting deeper with each glimpse of vulnerability I witnessed when he was with his family—the cracks that appeared as he struggled to be what he was raised to be, rather than who he truly was.

"Stop, Thais."

"Even if it's not what you want. It's what you'll do. And I understand that. You’ve been honest about that from day one. But it doesn’t change the fact that this is the reality we find ourselves in." I forced myself to meet his gaze. "We both know how this ends. You'll marry her to confirm Davina’s allegiance. And we'll pretend whatever’s left between us is enough until it destroys us both. It’s not sustainable."

"So, your solution was to die before we could find out?" The words scraped from his throat.

"My solution was revenge. It was always revenge." My voice cracked under the weight of the truth. "You're the one who complicated things."

"Me?" He moved closer. "You walked into my domain, challenged me at every turn, made me feel—" He stopped, jaw clenching.

"Oh, don’t hold back now, Warden." I demanded.

"Everything." The word ripped out of him. "You made me feel everything. Purposefully. I don’t let people in, Thais, you know this. Not like this. Not like you. And then I discover you were always planning to die.”

"Like you weren't? Like this isn't temporary for you too?" My hands pressed against his chest.

"Nothing about you has ever felt temporary to me." His voice dropped to a whisper. "That's the problem."

"Don't." I shook my head. "Don't say things you can't mean."

"Why? Because it's easier if we're both liars?" His hands covered mine. "I resent you. I resent that you made me need you. I resent that you were ready to die without a second thought about what that would do to me. I resent that even now, knowing all of this, I can't make myself stop wanting you."

And there it was.

I’d never felt this peculiar mixture of rage and longing, irritation and desire. Never wanted to simultaneously slap someone and pull them closer. It was maddening. "I hate it. I hate that you have this power over me. I still⁠—"

"Still what?" he pressed.

"Isn’t it obvious, Xül? I still fucking want you too. Somehow, throughout all of this."

"I need you to forgive me, Thais." He ran a hand down his face. “Tomorrow is coming whether we like it or not, and I can’t go into it thinking you hate me.”

“I can’t do that right now,” I admitted quietly. “We’ve hurt each other too much at this point.”

“You don’t mean that.” Xül looked as if I’d slapped him. “This—us. We can fix this.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

“This divide—its all based around this fucking resistance. The secrets. The lies. The obligations.” He shook his head. “I’ve never chosen myself. But what if I did? What if for once, I did?”

I just stared at him, heart thundering in my chest. He couldn’t mean that.

"Let's get back to the Bone Spire," I said finally, needing to escape this conversation. "I need to⁠—"

"Run away?" He stepped back, giving me space, but his eyes remained fixed on mine. "By all means, Thais."

The words stung because they were true.


Chapter 58
The Tapestry of Fates


The antechamber felt wrong the moment we arrived. The last Trial was finally here.

Mist swirled around our feet, forming patterns that made my eyes water when I stared too long. Fractured mirrors lined the walls. The fourth trial. It had finally come.

"This place gives me the creeps," Marx muttered, pressing closer to my side.

I nodded, unable to shake the feeling that we stood on the edge of something vast and hungry. The other contestants had scattered throughout the chamber. Only seven remained.

My eyes found Thatcher the second he materialized across the room. I moved. No hesitation. We needed to talk. And it had to be now. I crossed the chamber in quick strides. He met me halfway.

The second we were close enough, I whispered down the bond.

We need to talk. Now.

His mental voice came back immediately, tinged with concern. What's wrong?

Everything. I glanced around, then steered us toward a corner where the fractured mirrors created visual chaos. To anyone watching, we'd look like siblings sharing a moment of comfort before the trial. There's so much I haven't told you.

Thais—

Just listen. I let everything pour through our connection in a rush of images and emotions. Kavik in the forest, his hands around my throat. The resistance against Olinthar. Xül's involvement.

I felt Thatcher's mind reel from the onslaught of information. His hand found mine, squeezing tight as he processed what I'd shown him.

Kavik tried to kill you. And you didn't tell me? His mental voice was deadly quiet.

He's dead now. And we didn’t exactly have much time to talk the last time I saw you. I met his eyes. But there's something else—a different threat. The resistance. They think you’re growing closer to Olinthar.

I’ve spent a lot of time in Sundralis, Thais. More than I would have liked to. And Olinthar suggested that I choose his domain after the forging.

Morthus has spies in Sundralis. They’re convinced you’re falling for whatever Olinthar is selling. That you’ll join him and become some kind of sick weapon.

Well, we both know that’s not happening.

Did you kill a Shadowkin?

Thatcher paused, looking down. My heart sank. I didn’t have a choice. Olinthar was torturing him, and I couldn’t just stand there and watch anymore. Thatcher’s eyes went soft. But working with him? Helping him in any way? Thais. That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard.

Yes, and that’s exactly what I told them.

What else did you tell them?

I crossed my arms. I told them what I had to, Thatcher. I told them everything.

Why would you risk that?

Because you were supposed to die today. During this trial. I took his hand, squeezing.

Thatcher’s eyes went wide. All because they think I’m some deranged follower of Olinthar?

Essentially.

His fingers tightened around mine.

They want you to take a blood oath to swear loyalty to their cause. And after you ascend... I showed him the rest—the need to pledge to Sundralis, to kneel before Olinthar, to prolong his position even further as a spy in the heart of the enemy's power.

The silence in our minds stretched long. Around us, the mist grew thicker. I could feel other contestants growing restless. Time was running out.

We both assumed this pact would end in our deaths, he said finally, the realization sharp with understanding. But now you're telling me there might be another way?

I felt my throat tighten, the weight of everything he'd sacrificed for me suddenly crushing. Gods, Thatcher had lost it all when my powers erupted—his chance at a normal life vanished overnight. His future, his dreams, gone. And for what? To be chained to me. To transform himself into whatever I needed. Weapon. Shield. Confidant. All without a single complaint.

If anyone deserved to walk away from this nightmare, it was him. Thatcher had never asked for any of this. He deserved the chance to build something real. A life where he wasn't just surviving, where he could actually breathe without waiting for the next catastrophe. A life that was his own.

Yes, I pressed. A chance where we both live. Where we can have an after.

By having me pretend to serve the god who destroyed everything we loved.

I gripped his hand tighter. I know.

Thatcher considered this for a moment.

Their fear isn’t misguided, he finally said. Olinthar is clearly trying to win me over for something. I hadn’t put it all together yet, but this makes sense.

Another long pause.

They were really going to kill me? The question came with a thread of vulnerability he rarely showed.

Yes. Morthus wouldn't say how, just that it was planned for this trial. I let him feel everything—my terror at the thought of losing him, my desperation to keep him safe, my relief at finding another way.

They want me to swear a blood oath to their cause?

Yes.

To serve gods I don't even know? To pledge my loyalty to strangers who might be as bad as Olinthar? His mental voice hardened. I won't trade one master for another, Thais.

Then don't, I said quickly. Swear that you're against Olinthar. That you'll never truly serve him. That when the time comes, you'll help bring him down. Nothing more.

He considered this, and I felt his mind working through the implications. And they'll accept that?

They need you alive and positioned in Sundralis more than they need your absolute loyalty. I hoped I was right. Besides, your hatred of Olinthar is real. That's what matters.

And after? When Olinthar falls?

Morthus, you better not be a fucking liar, I thought to myself before answering him, then: They want to end the Trials, Thatcher. No more priests hunting innocents. No more people slaughtered to amuse the gods. Morthus wants to provide aid to Elaren.

I felt his interest peak. So, he will take the throne, in the end?

Yes. But think about it—this isn't just about our revenge anymore. It's nearly everything we wanted, everything we’d hoped to achieve by killing him ourselves, but had no way of actually enforcing.

The end of tyranny, he murmured.

The end of tyranny, I confirmed.

Then, with careful deliberation: I'll take their blood oath—but only to confirm what we already know. I'm against Olinthar. I'll never truly serve him. And when the opportunity comes, I'll help destroy him. His mental voice grew fierce. But I won't kneel to anyone else in the process.

That's enough, I assured him, relief flooding through our connection. That's all we need.

Together? I asked.

Together, he confirmed. Until the end—whatever that looks like.

A loud clash tore us apart. The mist in the chamber suddenly contracted, recoiling. The fractured mirrors began showing the same image—a figure materializing in the center of the room.

Vorinar appeared first. Heron’s father. It was a strange thing. He looked more like Heron’s son. Deep black robes draped down his frame, decorated with constellation patterns that moved with each breath. When he spoke, his voice carried the weight of eons.

"Time is a river," he said, his words echoing strangely in the space. "Fate is the path it carves through stone. Some swim with the current. Others drown."

Before anyone could parse that cryptic statement, the air beside him exploded in a riot of color. Aella materialized—if materialization was even the right word for the way reality seemed to hiccup and produce her. Where Vorinar was order and pattern, she was beautiful chaos incarnate.

Her appearance shifted with each blink—first a young woman with rainbow hair, then an ancient crone. She laughed, and the sound rattled through the chamber.

"Look at you all." She spun in a circle, her form crackling. "So serious, so worried. Don't they know the best fate is the one you never see coming?"

She gestured carelessly, and small distortions rippled through the air—colors inverted, time stuttered and repeated.

"Welcome," Vorinar intoned, "to the Tapestry of Fates."

The mist around us suddenly solidified into a portal—no, seven portals, one for each contestant. They hung in the air like tears in reality, showing glimpses of an impossible space beyond.

"Your destiny awaits within the Library of All Things," Vorinar continued. "Every life that was, is, or shall be is written upon its shelves. Every thread that connects one soul to another is woven into the great Tapestry."

Aella giggled, the sound sharp and unsettling. "But oh, what fun is a straight thread? I've added some... improvements. Little surprises to keep things interesting!"

"Your task is simple," Vorinar said, ignoring his fellow Aesymar's interruption. "Find your thread within the Tapestry. Follow it to your token of destiny. Return before the Library closes at dawn. But knots might occur. And those will have to be untangled to complete this Trial."

"Simple!" Aella crowed. "So beautifully simple! Of course, touching the wrong thread might have dire consequences." Her grin widened impossibly. "But what's life without a little risk?"

"The inner sanctum is forbidden," Vorinar added. "The Loom of Destiny is not for mortal eyes. Those who trespass..."

He didn't need to finish.

"One more thing," Aella said, producing what looked like crystalline seeds from thin air. She threw them toward the portals, where they vanished with tiny pops. "I've scattered some party favors throughout. Chaos seeds, I call them. They make things so much more... flexible."

The portals pulsed, pulling at us with invisible force.

"Enter," Vorinar commanded. "Let fate guide your steps."

I had just enough time to catch Thatcher's eye before the portal claimed me.

The transition was like being stretched across time itself. Then reality snapped back, and I stumbled forward into the Library of All Things.

And I thought the Bone Spire’s library was excessive.

Shelves stretched impossibly high, disappearing into misty distances. Books of every size and condition lined them—some bound in leather, others in materials I couldn't identify. The air thrummed with the whispered voices of billions of lives, each book murmuring its story in an endless breeze.

I stood on a mirrored platform that reflected not my image, but fragments of my past—there I was at five, crying over a broken toy; at fifteen, kissing a boy for the first time; at seventeen, when a pod of dolphins found Thatcher and I in Saltcrest’s waters.

Thatcher? I reached out through our bond, relieved when I felt him respond.

I'm here. Different section, I think. This place... His mental voice trailed off, overwhelmed.

Find the center, I told him.

I chose a direction at random, and began walking. The books called to me as I passed, their whispers growing louder when I drew near.

"Would you like to know how you die?" one offered in a voice that scraped against my mind.

"The secret your mother never told you," another promised.

"The name of your first child," a third suggested.

I forced myself to ignore them, though curiosity clawed at my resolve. These were traps, distractions. I needed to find the Tapestry.

The path twisted and turned, stairs appearing where none had been before, corridors reshaping themselves when I wasn't looking. Time felt fluid here—I might have walked for minutes or hours.

Then I heard the scream.

It cut through the whispers, high and terrible. I ran toward it, my footsteps echoing strangely in the vast space.

I found the source three corridors later—a contestant I vaguely recognized writhing on the ground, aging rapidly. His hair went from brown to gray to white, skin wrinkling and sagging as decades passed in heartbeats.

A small, crystalline object rolled away from his convulsing form—a chaos seed, its surface crackling with distorted energy.

I pressed myself against the wall as the aging accelerated. In moments, he was dust, his screams cutting off abruptly. The books around us absorbed his remains, their whispers taking on his voice, adding his story to their endless chorus.

My hands shook as I edged around the chaos seed, giving it a wide berth. Thatcher, I pushed through our bond. See any shiny crystals, don't touch them. They'll turn you to dust in seconds.

His response came immediately. What, you think I make a habit of picking up strange objects in death mazes?

Despite everything, I almost smiled. I think you've done stupider things on less dangerous days.

Fair point. His mental voice carried a grudging amusement that felt achingly familiar.

One contestant down already, and we'd barely begun.

The path opened into a vast circular chamber.

The Tapestry of Fates hung before me. Billions of threads woven through the air in patterns that seemed random until you looked closer and saw the terrible beauty of their design. Each thread glowed with its own light. Where threads touched, sparks flew, creating moments of connection that rippled outward in waves.

Other contestants had found the chamber too. Marx stood near the edge, her face pale as she searched for her thread among the multitude. Another contestant was already reaching for what must have been his thread, his movements careful and precise.

I forced myself to focus, searching for my own thread. How would I even recognize it among so many?

Then I saw it.

A thread that sparkled with starlight, that carried the echo of the power within me. It wove through the Tapestry in a complex pattern, intersecting with countless others but maintaining its unique luminescence. My destiny, visible and tangible.

But there, intertwined so tightly they seemed almost one, was another thread. This one pulsed with a different energy—organic, primal, speaking of growth and decay and the fundamental forces of life itself. It was a thread woven from the colors of blood and bone.

Thatcher's thread.

Our fates were literally bound together, twisted in violent knots. But what hit me first wasn't the tangle—it was the length. Thatcher's thread stretched on and on.

The thread that Heron had seen cut short now extended into the distance. The relief that flooded me made my knees weak. Our gamble with Morthus—it had worked. Thatcher would live. I reached out with shaking fingers, trying to find a way to separate our threads.

"Tricky, isn't it?"

I spun to find Vance standing behind me, his eyes fixed on our tangled threads. "Yours and your brother's. So tightly bound. Makes you wonder what the Fates were thinking."

"Back off," I warned.

He raised his hands in mock surrender. "Peace, Morvaren. I'm not here to fight. Just to observe." His smile grew. "Though I do wonder—what happens if those threads can't be separated? Can you complete the trial without your token? Can he?"

He moved on before I could respond, but his words splintered under my skin. I turned back to our threads, studying the knot more carefully. There had to be a way to separate them without triggering whatever consequences came from touching another's fate.

I tried approaching from different angles, looking for a loose point in the tangle. But every potential opening led to another knot, another gnarled twist. My frustration built with each failed attempt.

Then I saw it—following the threads through the room, they eventually separated. But the way they split sent a chill through me. Thatcher's thread veered sharply away from mine, darkening to a deep, unsettling black as it did. I didn't like it. Didn't understand what it meant.

Thais? Thatcher's mental voice cut through my thoughts, tense with urgency. I found our threads. They're⁠—

Me too. I found a place where they separate.

I looked across the vast chamber and spotted him on the opposite side. Our eyes met across the distance.

Any ideas? I asked.

Working on it.

I returned to the knot, growing more frustrated with each passing moment. Around us, other contestants were making progress—carefully following their individual threads deeper into the Tapestry, seeking their tokens. But Thatcher and I remained stuck, unable to even begin.

Then my eyes snagged on yet another complication.

A third thread tangled with ours. This one was the color of storm clouds. Gray and strange, it wove through our knot in a way that made no sense. It wasn't another contestant's thread—I could see those clearly enough, each with their own distinct energy and path.

This was something else.

The gray thread seemed to pulse, and I felt a pull deep in my chest—a calling that bypassed thought and went straight to instinct. My hand reached toward it before I'd consciously decided to move.

Thais? Thatcher's concern rippled through our bond. What are you doing?

There's another thread. Tangled with ours. I showed him what I was seeing. But it's not... it doesn't belong to anyone here.

Don't touch it, he warned.

The storm gray thread wove between others, never quite touching them except where it bound with ours. I followed its path through the Tapestry.

I was so focused on following it that I didn't realize where it was leading until I stood before a barrier of pure power.

The inner sanctum.

The thread continued through the barrier, disappearing into whatever lay beyond. Our only hope of untangling it led straight into forbidden territory.

No. I forced myself to turn away. Whatever that thread was, whatever answers it promised, they weren't worth dying for. I needed to find another way.

"Going somewhere?"

I spun to find Vance standing behind me. He smiled, but there was nothing friendly in it.

"Following me?" I asked, taking a step back. "I’m afraid this section is restricted, unfortunately. Now leave me the fuck alone."

"You're right. We can't enter." His smile widened. "But you can."

He moved faster than I could react, shoving me hard.

“Payment for nearly getting me killed in Memorica.”

I stumbled backward, my arms windmilling as I tried to catch my balance.

The barrier was right behind me⁠—

And then I fell through it.

The last thing I saw was the contestant's satisfied smirk before the barrier solidified into stone.

I was trapped in the one place we'd been warned never to go.


Chapter 59
When Fate Unravels


I scrambled to my feet, spinning toward the door, but it had vanished. Where the entrance should have been, only seamless stone remained.

Thais! Thatcher's mental voice was threaded with panic. What happened?

I'm in the sanctum. I tried to keep my own fear from bleeding through our connection. Vance pushed me in. The door's gone.

Hold on. I'll find a way⁠—

No! The last thing I needed was him getting killed trying to rescue me. Stay with the threads. Find a way to separate them. I'll figure this out.

His reluctance pulsed through our bond, but he knew I was right. Be careful.

The gray thread continued past me.

I turned to survey my prison. The sanctum was smaller than I'd expected, circular and domed. But the walls were alive with power. Symbols flowed across them, rearranging themselves as I watched, forming words in languages I couldn't read before dissolving into new patterns.

At the chamber's heart stood a giant loom, and that gray thread lead straight to it.

And above it hung a veil.

I watched, frozen between terror and awe as it began forming shapes—visions showing reality cracking. I saw the barriers between worlds fracturing, darkness pressing against the boundaries of existence with hungry impatience.

Creatures poured through tears in reality. They moved like a plague across lands I didn't recognize, devouring everything in their wake.

The vision shifted, and I saw her.

A woman stood before the endless hordes. Young, with hair the exact color of the thread that had led me here. storm-gray waves fell around a face that was beautiful in its terrible power.

She raised one hand, and the nightmare army stopped.

Then she turned and looked directly at me with blood-red eyes.

Her eyes met mine across time, and they burned. She knew I was watching.

More scenes played on, but I couldn't focus on them.

Because, suddenly, the ground was trembling.

The sanctum was dissolving.

The walls flickered between solid and transparent. The images that had flowed so beautifully now sparked and died. Even the Loom began to waver, its threads dimming one by one.

Something was terribly wrong.

Oh gods, the consequence of entering this room was catching up with me.

Thais, are you still in there? Thatcher nearly screamed down the bond. Something's happening. The whole place is⁠—

Wait.

It’s happening out there too? I reached for him through our bond.

Reality hiccupped.

I stood in the antechamber where we'd begun, gasping and disoriented.

I wasn't alone. Thatcher materialized beside me, then Marx, then Vance. Gods, of course he’d fucking survived. If I wasn’t so distracted by the sudden change, I’d have killed him right then.

"What the hell just happened? I was inches from my token." Marx demanded.

I looked down at my hands. None of us had our tokens. The trial had simply... ended.

Thatcher's hand found mine. Are you okay?

I'm fine. I squeezed his fingers, needing the physical reassurance that we were both here, both alive.

The air shimmered, and the Legends began arriving. Xül appeared first, his expression cracked with confusion. Aelix followed, then Chavore, then others I didn't recognize. They all looked bewildered, exchanging glances and hushed words.

"This is unprecedented," I heard one mutter.

"Where is Vorinar?" another asked. "What happened?"

Xül's eyes found mine across the chaos, a question in them I couldn't answer. I gave the slightest shake of my head—I had no idea what had caused this.

Then Vorinar appeared.

But something was wrong. The ancient Aesymar who spoke in riddles and moved with the weight of eons now stood stiffly, mechanically. His robes still showed their constellation patterns, but they no longer moved. His eyes looked flat and empty.

"The trial has ended," he announced, his voice devoid of its earlier resonance. No riddles, no cryptic wisdom. Just bare words. "An error occurred. All who survived will proceed to tomorrow's Forging."

"An error?" Chavore stepped forward. "Vorinar, what⁠—"

But the Aesymar of Fate was already gone, vanished. No portal, no gradual fade—just there one moment and gone the next.

The silence that followed was deafening.

"This has never happened before," Aelix said quietly, his usual calm rattled.

Xül moved through the crowd toward us, his expression carefully neutral. But I could see the calculation in his eyes. He knew something.

“The blood oath,” he murmured, low enough that only I could hear it. “Now, while everyone's distracted and the domains instability means no viewing portals.”

I glanced at Thatcher. It’s time.

He nodded slightly.

"Miria is handling Chavore," Xül whispered as he passed, barely moving his lips. "But we need to move quickly."

We slipped away from the main group, Xül leading us to a shadowed alcove where the fractures in reality created visual distortions. Anyone looking our way would see only broken reflections.

"Your hand," Xül said to Thatcher, producing a blade from thin air.

Thatcher hesitated. “Before I do this, I have a demand.”

Xül looked around, eyes narrowing. “We don’t exactly have a lot of time, so make it quick.”

“I agree to everything Thais told me. But I want Chavore kept out of it.”

I looked at Thatcher. What?

He’s not involved any of Olinthar’s schemes. I can tell. Just trust me.

“That’s a high price, Thatcher,” Xül murmured, his voice nearly a growl.

“I won’t negotiate that.” Thatcher stood tall, crossing his arms.

Xül dared a glance over at me, eyes still narrowed. I shrugged. “You don’t want him anyway. You want Olinthar.”

Xül’s irritation was palpable, but he conceded, reaching for Thatcher’s hand. “Fine. I’ll figure it out.”

Thatcher nodded and extended his hand, palm up.

"Speak your oath," Xül instructed. "But choose your words carefully. They will bind you."

Thatcher met his eyes. "I swear by my blood that I stand against Olinthar. I will never truly serve him. When the opportunity arises, I will act to bring about his downfall."

“You must swear loyalty to my father,” Xül added.

“I swear loyalty to the forces that move against Olinthar.”

Xül’s jaw ticked, but he nodded. “You’re a difficult one, just like your sister.”

“I know.” Thatcher shrugged.

Xül let out a sigh and drew the blade across Thatcher's palm. Blood welled.

"By blood bound, by blood sworn," Xül intoned. He made the same cut on his own hand, then pressed their palms together.

Thatcher winced but didn't pull away until Xül released him.

"It's done," Xül said quietly. "After tomorrow's Forging, you'll pledge yourself to Sundralis as planned. Play the loyal subject. Get close to Olinthar. And wait for your moment."

"I know what I’ve agreed to."

"We should all return to our domains." Chavore's voice carried across the chamber. "Until we understand what caused this instability."

The other Legends murmured agreement, already beginning to open portals to their various domains. The antechamber that had felt so oppressive when we arrived now felt fragile, somehow less real.

I saw Chavore across the expanse, his expression shifting from general concern to specific focus as he scanned for his contestant. I wondered what Chavore had done to earn Thatcher’s sympathy. Something we would definitely need to dissect later.

“Hands in pockets, Morvaren.” Xül sauntered off.

Well, that was less dramatic than I was imagining, Thatcher said through our bond. I need to get back to Chavore before he comes looking.

Thatcher squeezed my hand once, then began walking toward his mentor. The distance wasn't far—maybe thirty feet across the antechamber's polished floor.

He made it halfway before the ground split.

Not a gradual crack or warning tremor. One moment the floor was solid, the next it was tearing open beneath Thatcher's feet.

And then he was falling.

"Thatcher!" The scream tore from my throat as I lunged forward.

But I was too far away.

I threw myself into a sprint to the fissures edge. I was too late. Then⁠—

Skeletal hands erupted from the chasm.

They caught Thatcher with surprising gentleness, wrapping around him carefully. Then they lifted, pulling him up from the crack.

Xül stood at the edge. The hands of death were his to command, and he wielded them now, supporting Thatcher’s weight as he clawed his way back to me.

I slammed into my brother before he'd even fully registered his safety, my arms wrapping around him so tightly he grunted.

"I really hate falling," he muttered against my shoulder, his voice shaky despite the attempt at humor.

I pulled back enough to meet Xül's eyes. He simply nodded.

Chavore was there in an instant, hands on Thatcher's shoulders, checking him for injuries. His eyes flicked to Xül, suspicion and gratitude warring in his expression.

"Thank you," he said finally, the words coming out stiff and formal.

Xül inclined his head slightly.

They stared at each other for a moment—two princes. Old rivals. Chavore extended his hand.

Xül took it. The handshake was brief, but it was witnessed by every Legend present, a moment of unity in the face of unprecedented chaos.

Xül stalked over to me. "Come."

I nodded, but my eyes stayed on Thatcher as Chavore led him toward their own portal. My brother looked back once, and I saw my own thoughts reflected in his expression.

We'd survived another trial, but the gods seemed shaken. Vorinar's strange behavior, the domain’s collapse, the way reality seemed to be fraying at the edges—none of it boded well for tomorrow's Forging.

Stay safe, I told Thatcher through our bond.

You too. And Thais? He paused at the threshold of Chavore's portal. Whatever is going on between you and Xül, try to be a little less obvious about it.

I winced before following the Warden.


Chapter 60
After the Collapse


The portal to the Bone Spire closed behind us.

We stood in the familiar black stone halls, none of us speaking.

"I need to contact the others," Xül said, already moving. "Aelix, I’m sure my father will call a meeting."

"I’m coming," Aelix assured. "The sooner we understand what happened, the better."

I waited for Xül to look at me, but he kept his gaze fixed on Aelix.

"Xül," I started. “I need to speak with you.”

"Not now, Thais." He still wouldn't look at me. "This takes precedence."

"Come on," Marx said softly, taking my arm. "Let them handle the mysterious god stuff. You and I can raid the kitchen."

I let her lead me away, though my stomach was knotted. Behind us, another portal tore open.

"He's scared," Marx said once we were alone in one of the Spire's sitting rooms. She flopped onto a velvet couch, all sharp elbows and careless grace. "Men always get weird when they're scared."

I sank into a chair across from her. "He’s certainly something."

"You claim he doesn’t care, but he was awfully quick with those death hands," Marx observed. "When he saved Thatcher."

“I don’t really want to talk about that right now.”

She pulled her knees up to her chest. "Of course you don’t.” She sighed. “Can we talk about the other elephant in the room, then? Or is that off limits too?"

I rolled my eyes. “Which elephant are you referring to, exactly?”

"The resistance, Thais. We're both caught up in it now." Her voice dropped.

I nodded slowly. "It seems that way."

"Being around it and being in it are different things." She picked at a thread on the couch. "Do you think they'll ask us to join officially? After we ascend?"

"Probably. If we survive."

"When," Marx corrected. "When we survive." She studied me. "You're planning to say yes, aren't you? When they ask."

"My brother's already sworn. I won't leave him to face this alone."

"And Xül?"

"What about him?"

"Don't play dumb. You're involved with the Prince of Death, whose father leads all of this. That's not exactly a neutral position."

"We’re not involved, Marx. Not anymore."

"So, it’s over then, just like that?"

"You've been warning me against him this entire time."

"Yeah, well." Marx had the grace to look sheepish. "That was before."

"So now you're team Xül?"

"I'm team Don't-Die-With-Regrets." She tossed the pillow at me. "Look, we're about to become gods tomorrow. Or die trying. And somehow you've been sneaking around with Death's son without getting caught."

"He’s engaged to be married."

"I'm just saying, if you made it this far without divine retribution raining down, maybe it's meant to be." She waggled her eyebrows. "Plus, have you seen the way he looks at you? It’s absurdly abnormal."

"You're ridiculous."

She shrugged. "But hey, what do I know? I'm just the girl who's been watching you two eye-fuck across every room you're in."

"Marx!"

"What? It's true."

She got serious for a moment. "He chose you today, Thais. When it mattered."

“Well, as I stated rather clearly before,” I murmured. “This is not a topic I want to discuss at the moment.”

Marx held her hands up in mock surrender. “Whatever you say, Morvaren.”

“How many of us made it out? I forgot to count.”

"Four." She unfolded from the couch. "Aelix says the Forging is unlike the other Trials. Olinthar himself oversees it. No games, no tricks, just a test of whether we can handle divine power without being destroyed by it."

"Comforting."

“I can’t imagine what it’s like for you,” Marx said. “Having to be in his presence.”

“Nearly unbearable, really. But I have it easy compared to Thatcher.”

Marx simply nodded.

"Any idea what domain you’ll choose?" she asked, moving to the window and looking out at the crimson sky.

“I haven’t really thought about it.”

Would it even make sense to stay here?

It was Xül who had made this place feel like home. His domineering presence in the black castle. Our sessions on the beach overlooking the midnight sea. The Eternal City and its roaring gardens, where beauty bloomed even in darkness. The way he'd gradually transformed from jailer to mentor to... whatever he was now.

And he still felt like a huge uncertainty. It was hard to believe that all of this was finally coming to an end. That I could be leaving this domain and sleeping in another tomorrow.

My heart throbbed at the thought. Leaving, after everything that had happened. Not waking up to crimson skies or black seas. Not knowing he was just down the hall, his presence a constant, complicated comfort.

I wondered if the other domains had places like the cliffs where Xül and I had stood watching the stars, if I could find one with an ocean, something that would tie me back to Saltcrest, to here.

Or maybe I didn't want that. Maybe I needed something new. Something that didn’t remind me of everything I'd lost.

Thatcher would be in Sundralis.

Maybe I'd follow him there.

My head spun with possibilities, and my mind wandered to darker futures. The wedding that would seal Xül's political alliance. Nyvora claiming him as her own. Would she move to Draknavor, turning this place into a daily reminder of what I couldn't have? Would Xül leave, abandoning his sanctuary on the edge of the world? Maybe they'd split their time between domains.

I couldn't imagine watching them together. Not for a long while. I couldn't have it shoved in my face decade after decade.

My chest seized as the concept took root. Time, and the passing of it. Eternity. I couldn't fathom what that meant. Would I feel heartbroken forever, or would time heal, as so many stories suggested? Or was it different once immortality sank its claws in, making every feeling bright and burning and terrible forever?

I'd seen Xül's library, filled with journals documenting centuries of existence. How many of those pages held heartbreak? How many recorded loves lost or loves never realized at all?

Hours passed before a portal tore open. I was on my feet immediately, Marx right behind me.

Xül and Aelix stepped through, and one look at their faces told me the news wasn't good.

"Well?" Marx asked when neither of them spoke.

"Vorinar never showed," Aelix said grimly. "His seat at the meeting was empty."

"That's concerning," I said.

"Indeed." Xül's voice was tight with control. "And unlike him."

"How did the others feel?" Marx asked.

"Confusion. Concern. Suspicion." Aelix ran a hand through his hair. "Some think he's behind the domain's collapse. Others worry something's happened to him."

Aelix moved to Marx's side. "We should go. You need rest before tomorrow."

Marx glanced between Xül and me, clearly reluctant to leave. "You sure?"

"Go," I said.

She hugged me quickly. "Don't die before you become immortal, okay? Would be terribly anticlimactic."

Despite everything, I smiled. "I'll do my best."

After they left, Xül sauntered off without a word. I followed him all the way to his study, biting back the wince as his desk came into view. Those memories were still too painful.

He was already moving about, pulling books down from his personal collection.

"What are you looking for?" I asked.

He didn't look up.

I moved closer, reading the spines of the books he'd gathered. Divine Architecture. Realm Stability through the Ages. "You left so quickly earlier."

"The situation required haste."

"You're worried about more than just Vorinar."

Finally, he looked at me, and the mask cracked. "The domains don't just... break, Thais. Divine infrastructure has existed for millennia without failing."

"So, what could cause it?"

"That's what concerns me." He gestured at the texts. "Either something is fundamentally wrong with the domain itself, or⁠—"

"What?"

"Or something powerful enough to break a god's domain is among us."

We looked at each other across the chaos of his research, both thinking thoughts we didn't want to voice. The resistance existed because Olinthar had become a tyrant. But what if the threat was bigger than that?

"I need to tell you what I saw in the sanctum," I finally said, keeping my voice steady.

He looked up, his mismatched eyes finding mine. Then they hardened. "Being honest now?"

The edge in his voice made my jaw tighten. "Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Act like you have the moral high ground here."

"I wasn't aware I was acting." He set down his book with deliberate care. "Please, tell me about the sanctum."

“A prophecy unfolded while I was in there. Before everything went to shit.”

His attention sharpened. "What did you find?"

"More like something found me." I took a breath, then told him everything. The living prophecy, the visions of reality breaking, the hordes of creatures. And the woman.

Xül went very still as I described everything. When I finished, he moved to a different shelf, pulling out a tome that looked older than the others. The binding was some kind of scaled hide.

"Those sound like..." He flipped through pages. "But that's impossible."

"What is?"

He turned the tome towards me. The drawing was crude, ancient, but I recognized the wrongness immediately. Creatures that defied explanation—too many joints, too many legs, too many teeth.

"These were fabled monsters from the Cursed Lands of Vaerhuun," he said. "But those lands had been sealed for millennia, even before the four realms were separated. The creatures are long dead."

"Why did I see them?"

"I don't know." He studied the page intently.

I leaned back against the desk, careful not to let my eyes linger on it for too long. “The line of fate that led me to the door, it was intertwined with mine. Intertwined with Thatcher’s.”

"And this woman you saw—you said she looked directly at you?"

"Right at me. Like she could see me watching."

"That shouldn't be possible." His frown deepened. "Prophecies are echoes of potential futures, not windows. For her to see you would mean..."

"What?"

"She exists outside normal temporal constraints." He closed the book carefully. "Or she's powerful enough to perceive across time itself."

“Well, that’s only mildly terrifying.”

He set the book aside. "I really hope that this was just some random anomaly."

"What if it's not?"

"We've been focused on Olinthar. On getting him out." His voice was controlled, but I could hear the edge beneath. "But if something from Vaerhuun is stirring—that's not political. That's existential."

"You're afraid."

His eyes snapped to mine. "I'm practical. There's a difference."

The silence that followed felt heavy, charged with unspoken accusations. I traced my finger along the markings etched into the table's surface, memories of the past weeks flooding back.

"I find it funny that we're discussing the end of the world," I said finally, "when I can barely look at this desk without remembering..."

His expression softened. "I know."

"Everything's so complicated now." I looked away, unable to hold his gaze.

"Thais..." The way he said my name held a weight I couldn't decipher.

"No, let me finish." I took a breath, forcing myself to meet his eyes. "We've both kept secrets. We've both had our reasons. But now, with everything that's happening—the domain breaking, the forging tomorrow—I don't want to leave things unsaid between us."

He studied me for a long moment, the hostility fading from his expression. "Do you think you could forgive me?" The words came unexpectedly as he ran a hand down his face. "I don’t know what I’ll do with myself if you can’t."

I looked into his eyes. My heart—the wretched thing—it needed the same. I needed for things to be right with us again, or at least as right as they could be.

"Only if you forgive me too," I whispered.

"For what it's worth, hurting you is the worst thing I've ever done," he murmured. "I don't plan on repeating it. Ever."

"And I wasn't thinking—wasn't thinking about what it would do to you if our plan went sideways."

"It would have ruined me. I need you to know that."

"I'm sorry."

"I'm sorry too, starling."

We fell into a shallow silence.

“I’ve dreaded this. I hate this is how we’re spending our last night.” He seemed to look past me. “Even as I knew it was approaching, I hoped it would never come.”

“That doesn’t sound so practical,” I observed.

“The thought of you losing you…” He trailed off. “I don’t know if I can bear it. Not truly.”

Our eyes met, and I saw a fire burning within them. I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came. What did he expect me to say? Of course this was hard. Everything remained unresolved between us. There was no clean break, only jagged edges. His words were painful and unfair, yet everything I wanted to hear.

“Don’t say things like that,” I whispered. “It makes things so much more difficult for me. I need you to accept it, Xül. And stop playing this game with me.”

His eyes narrowed. “So you think you could be done?” he asked. “Just like that?”

“We both have to be. You know this.”

In one fluid motion, he turned, backing me against the cool stone wall. His hands came up to frame my face, fingers sliding into my hair, thumbs brushing my cheekbones with a tenderness. Every fiber of my being was screaming for me to pull away.

"What if I call it all off?" he whispered, eyes searching mine desperately. "What if I refuse to marry her?"

The question hung between us, impossible and electric. I stared at him, unable to find words, my heart thundering against my ribs.

"You can’t just change your mind now." I pushed against him.

"Tell me it wouldn't matter to you," he demanded, his eyes blazing. “If you tell me to walk away, I will. But not until I hear you say it.”

"No!" I shouted, but my voice cracked. "It has to be you. You’re the one who has to choose to walk away. So do it."

He pressed his forehead to mine, closing his eyes. "Then tell me to fight for this. For us."

"You know I can’t," I said, but the words hurt as they fell out. "It will ruin everything. That’s what you’ve been saying the whole time. You can’t just change your mind like this. Not now. Your father won’t allow it."

"My father be damned," he growled. "All of them be damned."

“You don’t mean any of this Xül. You’re scared. It’s getting real. You’re realizing I’ll be gone tomorrow.” I tilted my head, willing for him to hear me. “You will regret this later. And I won’t allow it.”

“Stop trying to reason with me.” His fingers tightened in my hair. “This is going to break me, Thais.”

“Xül—”

“You don’t understand.” He cut me off. “I love you, starling. I’m in love with you.”

My heart seized. Love.

I took a deep breath, and then whispered, “but is that enough in the face of everything else, Xül? Is it really?”

“You’re not the only one of us with a hypocrite as a father. Mine chose love over duty—nearly sent the entire realm crashing down around him.” Xül inhaled, moving closer. “And I’ll be damned for eternity if I’m not willing to do the same. I’d burn Voldaris to the ground for you.”

I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. The raw confession stripped me bare, left me defenseless against the tidal wave rising in my chest.

He surged forward, his lips finding mine with a desperate hunger. His hands left my face, sliding down to my waist, pulling me against him. I gasped against his mouth as our bodies pressed together.

"Xül," I breathed as his lips trailed from my mouth to my jaw, then down my throat. "If you mean this⁠—"

He groaned against my mouth. "I’d wage wars for you," he murmured, his breathing ragged. "I won’t hide from it anymore. I’m done doing what everyone else requires of me. Done. I’m choosing me now. And I’m choosing you. Tell me that you want this too," he murmured against my neck, his hands already working at the fastenings of my dress. "That you’ll be mine."

In answer, I pulled his face back down. My fingers tangled in his braids. It was everything I wanted. The taste of him, the feel of his hands on my skin, the strength in his body as he lifted me, my legs wrapping around his waist.

"You’re the only thing I’ll ever want," he confessed between kisses. “I’ll be yours for as long as you want me, Thais. Eternity is a long time, and I know I’m asking a lot of you. And that there’s a chance that you’ll change your mind, a year from now—a thousand years from now.” He paused, looking directly into my eyes. “But when that day comes, my heart will stop. It will only ever beat for you, Thais."

“I’m yours, already, Xül.” I murmured. “I have been for a while.”

"Tomorrow, I tell him everything," he growled, fingers digging into my thighs. "After the forging, I'm done being his puppet."

"He won’t take it well," I warned, already breathless.

"Probably not," Xül replied. "But I’ve played his games for too long. Now I'm taking what I want." His gaze raked over me, hungry and possessive.

When our mouths collided, it wasn't with tenderness but with bone-deep certainty, teeth clashing, tongues battling for dominance. I bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood, and he groaned into my mouth, the coppery taste making my head spin.

He lifted me effortlessly, hands gripping my ass as he carried me across the room. With a violent sweep of his arm, he cleared the massive desk, sending scrolls and inkwells crashing to the floor. He tossed me onto the polished surface, the wood cold against my fevered skin.

"We certainly have a proclivity for desks, don’t we starling?" he murmured, teeth grazing my ear. "During every tedious council meeting, every negotiation—all I could think about was that night."

"Then what are you waiting for?"

His eyes darkened as he reached for the fastenings of my shirt, fingers working impatiently. "I should rip this off you," he muttered, tugging at the delicate fabric.

"Do it," I challenged, arching into his touch. "I want to hear it tear."

A wicked smile curved his lips before he gripped the bodice and yanked, the sound filling the room. The rush of cool air against my exposed skin made me shiver, but it was nothing compared to the reverence in his gaze as he looked at me.

"Fucking perfect," he growled, hands immediately finding bare flesh.

I reached for his own shirt, frustrated by the complexity. "Get this off," I demanded. "Now."

He chuckled darkly, the sound sending shivers down my spine. "So impatient." But his own hands moved to help, tearing at fasteners until he could shrug out of it.

The sight of his bare chest made my mouth water. Bronze skin stretched over hard muscle, his broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist in a perfect V. His abdomen was a landscape of ridges and valleys that tightened with each breath, and a tantalizing trail of dark hair disappeared beneath his waistband, drawing my gaze down.

A wicked thought flashed through my mind. I pushed against his chest and slid from the desk, dropping to my knees before he could stop me.

His sharp intake of breath was immensely satisfying. "Thais⁠—"

"Shhh," I interrupted, looking up. "I want to taste you."

The muscle in his jaw ticked as I traced my lips over his erection straining against the fabric of his trousers. "You're playing with fire, starling."

"Good," I replied, freeing him. My eyes widened at the sight of him. "I want to burn."

I wrapped my hand around him, unable to fully encircle his girth. "Tell me how you want it," I demanded, giving him a teasing stroke. "Do you want it slow and gentle?" I demonstrated with a feather-light touch that had him hissing through his teeth.

"Harder," he ground out.

I increased the pressure, maintaining an agonizingly slow pace. "Like this?"

A growl rumbled from his chest. "You know damn well that's not what I want."

"Then tell me," I taunted, deliberately provoking him. "I want to hear you say it."

His eyes burned when they met mine. "It’s rather simple, starling. I want you to take as much of me as you can."

Desire curled through me. "Is that right?"

Without breaking eye contact, I leaned forward and licked him from base to tip, savoring the taste of him. His whole body shuddered, a strangled curse escaping his lips.

"Gods, your mouth," he groaned as I took him between my lips, sucking hard. His hand tangled in my hair, not guiding but holding tight as if he needed an anchor.

I took my time, alternating between torturous gentleness and intense suction, watching his control unravel thread by thread. When his breathing grew ragged, when his grip in my hair became almost painful, I met his gaze deliberately, challenging him.

Understanding flashed in his eyes. The hand in my hair tightened, and he began to move, slowly at first, testing. "Is this what you want?" he asked, voice strained.

I hummed my approval around him, and that small vibration seemed to snap the last thread of his restraint. His grip became firmer, more commanding as he controlled the pace, gradually increasing the depth with each careful thrust.

"Take more," he urged, watching me with blazing intensity. I relaxed my throat, allowing him deeper access, and was rewarded with a guttural sound.

He released my hair suddenly.

"Stop," he finally commanded, voice harsh. "I'm not finishing like this. Not tonight."

I pulled back, deliberately licking my lips as I looked up at him. "Too much for you to handle, Prince?"

His eyes were wild and untamed. And the war in them set my blood on fire.

"Get up. Now."

He practically dragged me across the study toward the tall library ladder. With quick efficiency, he tested the mechanism before locking it into place with a decisive click.

He stepped closer, his chest pressing against my back. His hands ran slowly up my sides, tracing every curve. The warmth of his palms burned through me as they continued their journey upward, skimming over my shoulders and down my arms.

He guided my hands forward, placing them firmly on the wooden rungs at shoulder height. His hands clamped around mine.

"Don't let go." His breath was hot against my ear as he leaned in. My knees weakened.

He released me to trail back down my arms, my sides, eventually settling on my hips. He used his knee to nudge my legs apart, positioning me exactly as he wanted.

He pressed against me from behind, his hardness digging into my lower back. "You enjoy provoking me, don't you?" he murmured, his lips brushing the sensitive spot below my ear.

"Yes," I admitted shamelessly. "Desperation is a great look on you."

His hand slid between my legs. "Look at you," he said, voice dropping to a dangerous purr. "Soaked already, starling.”

I moaned as his fingers explored me, teasing but never giving enough pressure where I needed it most. "Xül, please⁠—"

"Please what?" he taunted, echoing my earlier challenge. "Tell me what you need."

"I need you inside me," I gasped, pride abandoned in the face of desperate desire. "I need you to fuck me. Hard."

One hand gripped my hip firmly while the other slid around to trace teasing patterns across my stomach, gradually moving lower. I trembled with anticipation, my knuckles white as I gripped the ladder rungs.

"I've thought about taking you like this," he murmured, his lips brushing against my shoulder.

I could feel him positioning himself behind me. The sensation sent waves of anticipation through my body. When he finally began to push his cock inside me, the size drew a gasp from my lips.

I arched my back, pressing against him, silently urging him to move faster, to take more. His response was a nip at the junction of my neck and shoulder.

"Patience," he warned, though his voice was strained. "I want to feel every inch of you."

When he was fully seated, he paused, his chest pressed against my back, his breath ragged against my ear. For a moment, we remained perfectly still, joined completely, the sensation almost overwhelming.

He pulled back before slamming forward, setting a rhythm that started achingly slow but gradually increased in intensity. Each thrust drove me against the ladder, the wooden rungs pressing into my palms.

"Fuck," he groaned, one hand sliding up to cup my breast, the other still gripping my hip with bruising force.

His pace quickened, each movement becoming more forceful. The sound of our bodies meeting filled the room, punctuated by my gasps and his occasional growls of pleasure.

"More," I begged, pushing back against him. "Harder."

Something seemed to snap within him at my demand. His hand left my breast to tangle in my hair, pulling my head back so he could speak directly into my ear.

"Harder, starling? As if I hadn’t already planned on marking you so thoroughly that every god in every realm would know you belong to me." He slowed, hesitating before slamming back into me. "Leaving my handprints on your thighs, making sure you carry the evidence of my claim on your body."

His words sent a shudder through me. He noticed, of course—those eyes missed nothing.

"You like that idea, don't you?" His voice turned mocking, cruel. "The thought of being marked, owned, used by me?"

"Yes," I gasped, the single word barely coherent as pleasure built within me. "Gods, yes."

“Remind me again who you belong to?” He released my hair to grip both my hips, using the leverage to drive into me with renewed intensity. The change in angle had me seeing stars, each thrust hitting a spot deep inside that sent shockwaves of pleasure through my body.

"You," I gasped, clinging to the ladder as pleasure built to an almost unbearable peak. "I'm yours, Xül. Only yours."

"And I'm yours," he growled. "Every part of me belongs to you, Thais. My body, my heart, my fucking soul—it's all yours."

His crude sincerity, coupled with the relentless rhythm of his body against mine, sent me crashing over the edge. I cried out his name as waves of ecstasy tore through me, barely aware of his own release following moments later, his grip tightening as he emptied himself inside me.

For long moments afterward, we remained locked together, his forehead pressed against my shoulder as we fought to catch our breath. My legs trembled uncontrollably, the ladder now the only thing keeping me upright. His arms wrapped around my waist, supporting me as my strength failed.

When he finally moved, it was to turn me in his embrace. His fingers traced my cheek. Gentle. So gentle now.

He studied my face for a moment before sweeping me into his arms without warning. I let out a startled laugh, instinctively wrapping my arms around his neck.

"What are you doing?" I asked as he started walking.

"Taking you to bed," he replied, kicking the door open with his foot. "Did you think we were finished?"

The path through the darkened corridor was familiar to him, even with the minimal light. His chambers emerged before us, moonlight streaming through the tall windows.

He set me down on the massive bed, but instead of joining me, he stood for a moment, just looking at me with an expression that made my heart race.

"What?" I asked, suddenly self-conscious under his intense gaze.

"I'm committing this to memory," he said quietly.

The weight of his words settled over me, reminding me of all that was at stake—and of the conversation we needed to have. I patted the space beside me, and he joined me on the bed, pulling me against his chest as if he couldn't bear any distance between us.

"Tomorrow I break free," he said softly. "No more hiding. No more pretending. Whatever happens, whatever he tries to do to us—we face it together."

The moment had come. I took a deep breath, gathering my courage.

"There's something we need to discuss," I said. "About what happens after the Forging."

He tensed slightly. "What about it?"

"I know which domain I’ll choose."

"Draknavor," he said immediately, as if it were already settled. "There’s nothing to discuss."

"No," I said firmly. "I'm committing to Sundralis."

His expression darkened. "Have you gone mad?"

"Thatcher's there," I explained, holding his gaze. "And that's where I need to be right now."

"This is quite an idea, starling. A hasty one⁠—"

"I'm not choosing anyone over you," I interrupted. "We've decided on each other, and we have an eternity to explore what that means. But I'm not going to sit idly by in Draknavor while all these plans unfold around me."

He was silent, his jaw clenched tight enough that I could see the muscle working beneath his skin.

"Xül," I said softly. "You and I can be fully together after all of this is over—when Olinthar falls. Until then, I have to be with Thatcher. He needs me, and I need to be there, in the heart of Sundralis, close to Olinthar."

"Where I can't protect you," he said, his voice dangerously low.

"Where I can protect myself," I countered. "Where I can be useful."

He turned away, shoulders rigid with tension. "It's too dangerous."

"More dangerous than falling for Death's son while plotting against the King of Gods?" I asked, a hint of dark humor in my voice. "Everything about this is dangerous, Xül."

He was quiet for so long I thought he might refuse to discuss it further. Finally, he turned back to me, his expression unreadable.

"You've already decided," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes."

"And nothing I say will change your mind."

I snuggled closer, placing my hand on his chest, feeling his heart beat beneath my palm. "Not about this. But it doesn't change anything between us. When Morthus takes the throne, I can come back here. To Draknavor. This isn't goodbye. It's strategy."

A reluctant smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Using my own tactics against me, starling?"

"I learned from the best," I replied. "Besides, you're the one who always tells me to see the larger picture."

He covered my hand with his own. "I'm beginning to regret that particular lesson."

"No, you're not," I said softly.

His eyes searched mine for a long moment before he nodded, resignation and pride warring in his expression. "When this is over⁠—"

"When this is over," I echoed, "we'll have all the time in the universe."


Chapter 61
Farewells and New Beginnings


Sel dravira en ti. Niv valen, niv asra, niv loyeth. El atanen en ti. Vah serané.

The words echoed in my mind, fragments of Xül's chanting lingering in the space between sleep and wakefulness. He'd repeated the phrase three times while his hands had traced patterns across my back, his touch reverent and purposeful. Words I didn't understand but that seemed to burn themselves into my skin and memory alike.

They'd felt like a prayer. And his mouth had definitely been worshiping me hours before.

I stretched beneath silk sheets that felt cool against my skin, memories of the night before washing over me. The desperate way we'd clung to each other after deciding that this is what we wanted. The whispered confessions in the darkness. The way his eyes had held mine as he'd said those three words that had changed everything.

I love you.

A dull thump pulled me from my reverie. I blinked away sleep to find Xül with his back to me, shoulders rigid, attention focused on something on the floor. When I moved to sit up, I froze at the sight of a small puddle of blood near his feet.

"Xül?"

He turned at my voice, his face softening at the sight of me. I noticed his hand had been hastily bandaged with what looked like a strip torn from one of his shirts.

"Good morning, starling," he said, moving toward me. "I didn't mean to wake you."

I shifted to the edge of the bed and reached for his hand, which he gave without hesitation.

"That's a lot of blood," I murmured, examining the wrapping.

"I was careless, just a knick," he said dismissively.

The bandage was already soaking through with crimson, far too much blood for a simple accident.

"Since when does the Prince of Death get careless?" I challenged, raising an eyebrow.

A hint of that familiar arrogance returned to his features. "Perhaps I was distracted thinking about last night," he countered, voice dropping to that dangerous velvet tone that made my skin tingle. "You have that effect on me, Morvaren."

"A papercut did that?" I pressed, unwilling to be diverted by his charm.

His eyes flicked away for just a moment before meeting mine again, his expression shifting to the imperious mask I knew so well. "We have more important things to worry about today than a small cut, starling. The Forging awaits. Your ascension awaits." He leaned closer, his breath warm against my ear. "And I await the pleasure of calling you a goddess."

The deflection was obvious, but the intensity in his eyes made it clear the subject was closed—for now.

"Lyralei and the rest of your team will be here shortly," he said, his voice soft. "They'll prepare you for the ceremony."

I stepped into a robe, tying it loosely at my waist. Xül's eyes tracked the movement.

"If you keep looking at me like that, Lyralei and her team will be waiting a very long time," I warned, though I couldn't keep the smile from my voice.

"They can wait," he growled, stalking toward me. "I'm still the Prince of this domain."

I pressed a hand against his chest, stopping him just inches away. "And what about your lover? Does she bend to your will too?"

A dangerous smile spread across his face. "You've never bent to anyone's will in your life, Thais Morvaren. I’d hardly expect you to start now. It is, perhaps, one of your finer qualities."

"Is that so?" I teased, my heart fluttering at the words still so new between us.

"I could list the others," he murmured, leaning down until his lips nearly brushed mine. "But even immortality isn't long enough for that particular recitation."

He studied my face for a moment, then relaxed. "You know," I said, remembering something. "Lyralei mentioned to me once about how there are some in the realm who don't agree with the old ways." I watched him carefully. "And the Dreamweavers follow Syrena⁠—"

"Thais," Xül cut me off. "You can't talk about what you know with anyone."

His voice dropped to a whisper, breath warm against my ear. "It's only spoken of in certain places, with specific company. We shouldn't even be discussing it now."

His hand gripped my upper arm, just tight enough to emphasize his point. "There's a reason it's remained a secret for this long. We're careful." His eyes locked with mine, intense and unwavering. "Besides, even if you're on the right track about whose loyalties lie with us, no one knows that you're aware the resistance even exists. We're going to keep it that way, for now."

I nodded, understanding the weight of his warning. This was the most dangerous secret in the divine realm—one that could get us both destroyed if the wrong ears heard even a whisper of it.

"I just want to be prepared," I said quietly. "For what comes after."

"After," he repeated. "It won’t be easy. But we’ll get through it."

"When have I ever wanted easy?" I challenged.

His eyes gleamed with approval. "You make a valid point. You did, after all, make the conscious decision to try and take down the King of Gods. Reckless, and moronic. But your decision-making is something we can certainly work on."

"Don't forget falling in love with the most insufferable immortal in all the domains," I added dryly.

"Insufferable?" He raised an eyebrow, his lip quirking. "I believe the word you're looking for is irresistible."

"Arrogant," I corrected.

"Confident," he countered, his hand sliding around my waist.

"Domineering."

"Strategic."

I laughed despite myself. "This is why no one can stand you, you know."

"And yet here you are," he murmured, his expression smug. "Standing me quite well, from what I recall of last night."

The certainty in his voice should have been comforting, but a cold knot of fear formed in my stomach. "That's if I survive the Forging."

His arms tightened around me. "You will."

"You don't know that," I said. "Contestants have died. What if we've made all these plans and I don't even make it through the day?"

"You will not die today," he said, and his conviction was eerie. His hand moved to my back, tracing the same pattern from this morning, right where he'd chanted those strange words.

"How can you be so sure?" I asked, searching his face.

For a brief moment, curiosity flickered across his eyes before he masked it. "Because I know you, Thais Morvaren. And you're too stubborn to die now, when you've finally gotten everything you wanted."

He kissed me then, fierce and possessive, as if trying to brand himself onto me before we were separated. When he finally pulled away, we were both breathless.

"I should go," I said reluctantly.

"I'll see you before the ceremony," he promised, stealing one last quick kiss before stepping back. "I'll be the one looking like I'm about to commit several acts of treason for a woman."

I laughed despite the tension. "Very specific look."

Then he ushered me toward the door. His hand lingered on mine for one last moment before letting go.

I stepped into my chambers and I was engulfed in a whirlwind of activity. Lyralei and her team had taken over the space completely, transforming it from Draknavor's usual austere darkness into a riot of color and light. Fabrics in every shade imaginable draped across furniture, and countless jars and bottles lined hastily assembled tables.

I could only wear one gown, but they'd brought over twenty, each more breathtaking than the last.

"There she is!" Novalie exclaimed, rushing forward with a brush already in hand. "We were beginning to think you'd forgotten your own forging day."

"As if anyone could forget becoming a god," Vesper drawled, critically examining a bolt of fabric. "Though I suppose stranger things have happened. Once, a contestant nearly missed his own ceremony—passed out drunk in Chronos. He didn't survive the Forging."

Lyralei shot him a warning look. "That's hardly appropriate conversation for today."

"What? It's true." Vesper held the fabric against my frame, head tilted in consideration. "Besides, our Thais appreciates honesty. Don't you, darling?"

"More than you know," I replied, allowing myself to be guided to a chair where Novalie immediately began working on my hair.

For the next hour, I surrendered to their hands, letting them transform me piece by piece. The familiar ritual was almost comforting—one last remnant of normalcy before everything changed forever.

"You seem different today," Lyralei commented as she fastened a delicate silver chain around my neck. "Lighter somehow."

"Do I?" I asked, trying to keep my voice neutral.

Her eyes studied me. "Yes. What have you done?"

I remained silent, but I could feel the flush climbing up my cheeks.

"Is that a blush, I spy?" Novalie crowed. "Our little contestant has secrets."

"Everyone has secrets," Vesper said with a smirk. "Some are just more delicious than others."

I forced my face into one of neutrality. This relationship between Xül and I needed to remain unknown for now, and I couldn’t have my own godsdamned face betraying me.

"Oh, we didn’t mean to offend you, dear," Novalie chided, tapping my shoulder. "You're at the finish line. Save the brooding for your first century."

"She's right," Vesper agreed, finally settling on a fabric. "Everyone needs at least a few decades of bad decisions and regrets before they find their footing. It's practically a divine tradition."

His words made me smile, thinking of the future that might await me—await us. A century with Xül. A thousand years. Forever. A world where I got to live and Olinthar got to die.

The gown they finally selected was neither dark like Draknavor nor blindingly bright like Sundralis—instead, it captured the in-between moment of dusk, when the first stars appear but daylight hasn't fully faded.

"Perfect," Lyralei declared, stepping back to admire their work. "A goddess in truth, even before the ceremony."

Novalie clapped her hands in delight.

Eventually, they began packing away their supplies, giving me their final goodbyes. Novalie hugged me tightly, making me promise to visit the Asteria often. Vesper kissed both my cheeks.

Soon, only Lyralei remained, studying me with that ancient, knowing gaze that seemed to see straight through to my soul.

"You warned me," I said quietly once we were alone. "About the drink at the Cascades. Thank you."

Lyralei came closer, keeping her voice low. "Before I was a stylist, I worked in the dreamweep distillery." Her expression darkened. "I'm very familiar with it and its properties, but mostly the smell." Her nose wrinkled in disgust. "I hate that smell. It clings to everything—clothes, hair, skin. I would recognize it anywhere."

"Dreamweep?" I asked, the word unfamiliar on my tongue.

"That's what was in the drink," she explained, her eyes never leaving mine. "What was in all of the contestants' drinks. A mild sedative but with hallucinogenic properties. It allows dreams to live out before your eyes." Her lips pressed into a thin line. "But the cup given to you just so happened to have a dose that would have completely impaired you."

"I would have burned to death." This was yet another attempt on my life—more subtle, but no less deadly.

I thought back to when Kavik tried to kill me in the forest, his hands around my throat, his words echoing through my ears.

"Someone has it out for you, Thais," Lyralei said, her eyes serious. "Someone who doesn't want you to reach ascension."

"Do you know who?" I asked, though I already had my suspicions.

"It would have had to have been someone in the Cascades that day. And the list of people there was limited." She shook her head, silver hair catching the light. "But no, I don't know who did it."

Lyralei pulled me into a hug, surprisingly strong for her ethereal frame. "Be careful," she whispered against my hair. "The closer you get to ascension, the more dangerous things become. Not everyone wants to see new gods rise."

As she pulled away, she pressed something cool into my palm—a small vial filled with silvery, translucent liquid.

"For dreamless sleep, if you need it after," she explained, closing my fingers around it. "Ascension changes you. Sometimes the dreams that follow are... difficult."

I tucked the vial into a hidden pocket in my gown, grateful for her foresight. "Thank you. For everything."

Lyralei smiled, backing away. "Soon. I will see you soon."

With a final, gentle touch to my cheek, she swept from the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts and my reflection—a stranger dressed as a goddess, preparing to become something other.

[image: ]


Hours later, I emerged onto one of the castle's upper terraces, where Xül stood waiting. The sight of him stole my breath. He was dressed in rich fabrics of deep crimson and gold, with the crest of his domain stitched into the upper left corner of his coat. His braids were pulled back, emphasizing the perfect angles of his face, and a golden crown sat upon his head. It was the first time I'd ever seen him wear one.

Marx shot me a knowing look before turning to Aelix, engaging him in conversation.

"Nervous?" Xül asked, his voice low.

"Terrified," I admitted. With anyone else, I might have maintained the facade of strength I'd worn like armor these past months. But not with him. Never with him, not anymore.

"Good," he said, surprising me. "Fear keeps you sharp. Keeps you alive."

"Is that official princely advice?" I asked, my voice lightly mocking. "Fear is good?"

"Its necessary," he corrected, his eyes scanning the horizon. "But don't let it control you. Channel it."

"Into what?"

His gaze returned to mine, burning with an intensity that made me shiver. "Into power. Into survival." His fingers brushed against mine, the touch sending electricity up my arm. "I have plans for you, Thais Morvaren, that require you to be very much alive for a very long time."

"Plans?" I echoed, raising an eyebrow. "You know how I feel about being told what to do."

The smile that spread across his face was blinding. "Oh, I'm counting on it, starling. Your defiance is half the fun." His eyes darkened as they raked over me, lingering on my lips. "The other half isn't suitable for public discussion."

Tension sparked and settled low in my core. Before I could respond, the air began to shimmer, a portal beginning to form.

"Saved by divine intervention," I murmured, earning a low chuckle from him.

"Merely delayed," he corrected, his voice a silken threat of the most delicious kind. "We have eternity, after all."

"Sundralis," Aelix murmured.

The portal stabilized, revealing a glimpse of what lay beyond—blinding brightness, soaring architecture, a domain of pure daylight. Sundralis, the heart of the divine realm, Olinthar's dominion.

My father's kingdom.

Xül stepped forward, his posture rigid with barely contained tension. He held out his hand to me, palm up. An offering, not a command.

"Ready?" he asked.

I looked around one last time at the domain that had been my prison, my training ground, and eventually, something like home. The black sand beaches visible in the distance. The crimson sky. The castle of nightmares that had witnessed so much of my transformation.

I placed my hand in Xül's, his skin warm against mine. "Together," I said, the word a promise.

His fingers closed around mine with fierce possessiveness. "Always."

Together, we stepped toward the portal, Marx and Aelix close behind. The golden light of Sundralis reached out to engulf us, pulling us into blinding day.

My last thought before the transition took me was of Thatcher, waiting somewhere in that kingdom of light.

I'm coming, I sent through our bond, hoping he could feel me approaching.

And with Xül's hand still firmly clasping mine, the golden light swallowed us whole.


Chapter 62
The Forging


The light of Sundralis crashed into me, knocking the breath from my lungs.

I stumbled through the portal, cursing under my breath. Months in Draknavor's dim light hadn't prepared me for this assault. This wasn't natural sunlight—this was a godsdamned weapon, an aggressive display of divine ego made visible.

"It's..." Marx squinted beside me, her face twisted in discomfort.

"Obnoxious," I muttered. For a domain named after the sun, there was something deeply dishonest about this light. Like it was trying to bully you into submission. I found myself aching for Draknavor's honest darkness, for the shadows that never seemed afraid to be what they were.

"Olinthar has always valued appearances over substance," Xül murmured, voice low. He scanned the horizon with barely concealed contempt.

I followed his gaze. The citadel of Sundralis rose before us, all gleaming white marble and gold. My eyes watered anew. Every tower, every arch, every garden path flaunted a sterile flawlessness.

But there was nothing alive about it. Nothing free.

"This way." Aelix gestured toward the central spire.

My gut twisted. This was it. The culmination of everything that had happened since that terrible day in Saltcrest.

We walked along paths of winding pavement. Divine beings stopped to stare as we passed, their whispers trailing behind us. I kept my chin high, my spine straight. Didn't let their presence—or the hot brands of their gazes on my back—affect me.

"This isn't like the other Trials," Xül said softly, his shoulder brushing mine. "No viewing portals. Everyone who's anyone will be present in Sundralis today."

I let out a tight breath. "Naturally."

The citadel's interior was even more oppressive—soaring ceilings, walls of pristine white that made my eyes burn. Olinthar's face loomed from every fresco, every mosaic, every hanging. A perfect, benevolent mask.

Doors opened at our approach, swinging wide on silent hinges. The Ascension Chamber loomed before us. I halted at the threshold, momentarily overwhelmed.

The chamber was vast and circular, topped by a crystal dome that bent and refracted the already painful light. White marble pedestals stood at its center—four lonely islands in a sea of polished floor.

"That's where we'll stand?" Marx murmured beside me. "Like living statues?"

"It would seem so," I said, unable to keep the bite from my voice. The pedestals looked like altars. Like sacrificial stones. In a way, I supposed they were.

Around the chamber's perimeter, twelve ornate thrones formed a semicircle. The Aesymar were taking their places—beings of such power that the air around them warped and shimmered. My eyes found Vorinar first, the God of Fate, slouched on his throne, eyes glassy as he stared at nothing in particular. So he'd shown up to this, but not to the meeting last night. Beside him sat Davina. Next was Morthus. For a brief second, his dark eyes met mine, and he managed a subtle nod.

I counted each one, my unease growing with every face, until I reached the central throne—larger than the others, crafted of gold and crystal. It sat empty.

Divine beings packed the chamber, their combined gazes raining down on the lower levels. Their voices rose and fell in excited waves, a ravenous ocean of sound.

"Vultures," Marx muttered.

"They've come to witness history," Aelix corrected mildly.

"Same difference." My eyes swept over the masses of immortals, searching for one face that actually mattered. And then—there. A flash of slicked midnight hair.

Thatcher.

He stood across the chamber in Chavore's colors, but there was no mistaking the fierce determination in his eyes as our gazes locked. For a heartbeat, I forgot to breathe.

I was beginning to miss that carefree, easy smile he used to wear.

But we'd made it. Against impossible odds, we were both here. Both alive. We'd both changed in different ways since our time in Voldaris. I wasn't sure yet if it was for the better.

I felt a hand slide against the small of my back.

"You can go," Xül said, his voice ghosting across my ear. "There's time."

I glanced up, raising an eyebrow.

"Go," he repeated, nodding toward Thatcher. "The ceremony won't begin for a few minutes yet."

I pushed through the crowd, which parted reluctantly before me. As I approached, I saw that Thatcher wasn't alone. Chavore stood beside him, bedecked in war regalia that glinted blindingly under Sundralis's light. Beside him clung Elysia, her fingers possessively wrapped around Chavore's arm.

"Hey," Thatcher said, giving me a small smile.

"Well don't you look the part," I replied, keeping my voice light.

He huffed a laugh. "Figured you'd have gotten used to all this by now."

Chavore's gaze drifted over me, his brow furrowing. "You're..." He trailed off, blinking rapidly as if trying to clear his vision. "Thatcher's sister, yes?"

A chill slithered down my spine.

Elysia smiled. "Her name is Thais, darling," she prompted, her fingers tightening on his arm.

"Of course," Chavore nodded, but his eyes remained unfocused, vacant. "Thais. My apologies."

"We were just discussing the celebration after the ceremony," Elysia said, her voice sickly sweet. "You must join us, Thais. Assuming you survive the Forging, of course."

The casualness of her words made my fingers twitch, but I kept my face impassive, my voice level. Used all the ridiculous formality Xül had taught me over the last few months. "Thank you for the invitation. I'll certainly have to consider it."

"We'd be honored," Chavore said.

Elysia's smile turned brittle. "I suppose we'll see how everything plays out." She tugged on Chavore's arm. "Come, darling, we should speak with your father before the ceremony begins."

Chavore followed without protest, allowing himself to be led away like a docile pet. I watched them go, unease coiling tighter in my stomach.

"What's wrong with him?" I asked quietly, once they were out of earshot.

Thatcher's expression darkened. "I told you. He's been like that since the beginning."

Chavore and Elysia disappeared into the crowd.

I caught sight of Xül across the room. Our eyes locked and my chest cinched—warmer than dread, messier. Last night's memories flickered through my mind.

Then I felt Thatcher's gaze pressing against me. I've never seen you look at someone like that.

I don't know what you're talking about. I jerked my eyes away, tried to deflect.

You can't lie to me, Thais. And it's not just you. He looks at you the same way.

It's complicated. I bumped my shoulder against Thatcher's. And don't look at me like that, with your big sad eyes.

You're allowed to feel, Thais. He mused. Our entire life in Saltcrest, you didn't allow it. But it's different now.

I hesitated, then let a small truth slip through our bond. Things have changed.

With Xül? Thatcher's curiosity pulsed through our connection.

Yes. I wasn't ready to share more, not even with Thatcher. What had happened between Xül and me still felt too fragile, too new. Too easy to shatter.

Thatcher studied me, and I felt his understanding through our bond. He wouldn't push. Whatever happens, I'm with you.

His comfort flowed through our bond, steadying me as it had countless times throughout our lives.

It's difficult to wrap my mind around any of this, I admitted. The idea of having an after at all. It doesn't feel real.

We have a chance now—a chance to make something of ourselves. To live.

Don’t speak too soon. We still have to survive today.

The universe can’t get rid of the Morvaren twins that easily. He pulled me into a hug.

The resonant tone of a ceremonial bell cut through the chamber, silencing the crowd. Olinthar's scribes appeared, clothed in white and gold, their faces serene masks as they directed us to our positions. They looked so much like the priests from Saltcrest. I tried my hardest not to wince.

We should join the others, I sent finally. They're calling for us to take our positions.

Thatcher nodded, squeezing my hand once before releasing it. "When this is over, we'll talk properly. About everything."

"Right," I agreed.

My legs felt heavier with each step toward the pedestals. This was the moment everything changed. Succeed or fail. Live or die. Become divine or be consumed by divinity.

I took my place on the cold marble, suddenly aware of thousands of immortal eyes fixed upon us. Marx stood on the pedestal beside mine, her face composed but her fingers tapping restlessly against her thigh. Across from us stood Thatcher and Vance. If he was scared, he didn't show it.

A hush fell over the chamber as the main doors swung open once more. Olinthar entered, and the very air seemed to bend around him.

Light seemed to bleed from him.

My father. The bastard who had cost me everything and would soon pay for it. But in reality, how soon was soon? In the face of eternity, how long would we be waiting to take him down? I regretted not asking that.

I forced myself to look directly at him as he took his seat, refusing to cower even as hatred burned so hot in my chest I feared it might show on my skin. His perfect features were arranged in an expression of benevolent command that made me want to scream.

"Welcome," he intoned, his voice resonating throughout the chamber without effort. "Today, we witness the culmination of the Trials of Ascension. These four mortals—" his gaze swept over us, "—have proven themselves worthy of consideration for our divine ranks."

As if this were some great honor he bestowed.

"Ascension is not merely a reward," Olinthar continued, his perfect hands gesturing gracefully as he spoke. "It is a sacred duty, a divine purpose that transcends mortal understanding. Those who join us take on the burden of shaping the very fabric of existence."

"The final trial is not a test of skill or strength or cunning," he explained, his voice dropping to a more solemn tone. "It is the divine forging itself. Each contestant will be bathed in the pure light of Sundralis, which will burn away their mortality and reveal what lies beneath."

A murmur ran through the crowd. I glanced at Thatcher, drawing strength from the resolute set of his jaw, the unwavering determination in his eyes. Together. At least we were together.

"Let us begin," Olinthar announced, rising from his throne. He raised his arms toward the crystal dome above us. The shards of glass began to retract, sections sliding away to reveal the blinding sky above. The crowd fell silent, the tension in the air thick enough to choke on.

For one breathless moment, nothing happened.

Then the world exploded into light.

The beam struck me without warning, driving me to my knees. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. The burning light threatened to tear me apart from within. Energy crashed through me, a tidal wave shattering every barrier, flooding every cell.

I tried to scream, but no sound emerged. My fingers clawed desperately at the marble pedestal, seeking an anchor in a storm that threatened to erase me completely.

I hadn't prepared for this level of agony.

The light burned. Gods, how it burned. Not just my skin, but deeper—muscle, bone, the very core of me scorched under its blinding assault. Each heartbeat pumped liquid fire through my veins. Each breath filled my lungs with searing heat.

Then, my own power responded. It coiled and twisted, rising to meet the challenge. Violet spirals burst from my skin, meeting gold.

The two forces slithered against each other, thrashing, biting, drinking the other in.

My vision narrowed to a single point of blinding white. I couldn't see the chamber anymore. Couldn't see Thatcher. There was only the light.

A searing slash focused behind my eyes, drilling into my skull. The pressure built until I was certain my head would shatter. Something was changing. My vision flooded crimson, then violet, before plunging me into merciful darkness.

In that darkness, I felt myself coming undone. Unraveling. My essence scattered across the cosmos. I was everywhere and nowhere, stretched across an infinity I couldn't comprehend.

Was this death?

No. Not death.

I clung to myself in that endless dark. To my name. To my memories. To my hatred. To my purpose. I was Thais Morvaren, and I would not let him take anything more from me. I had fought too hard and for too long to let this cosmic tantrum erase me now. The light could remake my body, could meld my fucking bones, but it would not erase me.

And Olinthar was a fool for letting me get this far.

I held onto the image of Thatcher's face. Of Saltcrest's cliffs. Of our mother's smile, preserved in memory. Of Xül's eyes in firelight. Of Sulien teaching me to braid my hair with clumsy fingers. Of the small, quiet moments that had made up my life before all this. The pieces of myself I couldn't bear to lose.

I might have been on that pedestal for seconds or centuries. The light burned and built and broke, but I didn't. I wouldn't.

And then it stopped.

Darkness crashed down. The sudden absence of pain was its own kind of shock. I gasped, lungs heaving.

Silence pressed against my ears. The chamber waited.

I was alive.

And slowly, light flickered across my vision.

It started as warmth, deep in my chest. This wasn't my power, not the stars I could pull from the heavens. This was something new, something inside me.

The warmth spread, slow at first, then racing through me like wildfire. I wanted to scream but couldn't find my voice.

I raised my hands before my face, desperate for something to anchor me. My skin glowed from within. I tried to call out to Thatcher through our bond, but the roaring in my mind drowned out everything else.

A tingling spread through my fingertips. I watched, unable to look away, as delicate lines of molten starlight began to trace patterns across my skin. The luminous threads started at my fingernails, cosmic rivers flowing upward. They wound around my wrists in intricate designs, then continued up my arms, branching and spreading before fading as they reached my elbows.

Something brushed against my shoulders. I looked down to see my hair falling past my chest, longer than it had ever been, growing before my eyes until it reached my waist. The black strands seemed to drink in the light around them, becoming darker than night itself.

The freckles that had dotted my arms since childhood began to change. Each small brown spot shimmered, then transformed into a golden fleck.

I could see the individual motes of dust suspended in the air, feel the weight of centuries pressing down upon the realm. The world exploded into colors I'd never known existed, sounds I'd never heard before, sensations I had no words to describe.

The marble walls of the palace—I could see the veins of mineral deposits running through the stone, the individual crystals catching light at different angles, even the subtle variations of texture invisible to mortal eyes.

I could hear every heartbeat in the chamber, distinguish between them, even sense the differences in rhythm and power between the ancient gods and the newer Aesymar. The rustle of fabric as someone shifted their weight three rows back. Each sound was crisp, distinct, no longer blending together into background noise.

My awareness extended in all directions at once. I could feel the currents of power flowing through the chamber like invisible rivers, sense the age of the stones beneath my feet, even taste the remnants of magic wafting through the air. Smell the layered notes of those present, the fragrances of their domains and magic.

And then, I turned my head.

My gaze focused first on the pedestal directly across from me—empty.

Empty.

But at the base—Gods. Nausea rolled through me. A scorched skeleton, still smoking, crumpled atop the marble. The only thing left of Vance.

Terror seized me.

I searched frantically for Marx. She was hunched over, her skin steaming, wisps of smoke rising from her shoulders. But alive.

Thatcher—

I turned, and found him.

Our eyes met.

But there was no indigo.

Only two blazing pools of pure, molten gold staring back at me.


Chapter 63
Vanishing


"Rise, Ascended," Olinthar commanded.

My legs obeyed before my mind caught up. Strange, how the body remembered protocol even when the soul wanted nothing more than to rebel.

The chamber hummed with anticipation, a thousand immortal eyes fixed on us three survivors. I stood on unsteady legs, my newly divine body still foreign to me.

Too much. It was all too much.

"Step forward," Olinthar directed.

We moved as one, leaving our pedestals to approach the semi-circle of thrones. With each step, I became more aware of the change in myself—my movements too fluid, my balance too perfect, my senses too sharp. This body wasn't mine anymore.

Marx walked beside me, her face impassive, though tiny wisps of smoke still rose from her shoulders, her skin bearing the marks of the divine fire that had nearly consumed her. She had survived, but just barely.

"The domain selection is the final step in your ascension," Olinthar explained, his voice carrying effortlessly through the vast chamber. "Each new god must declare their chosen domain of influence."

My heart quickened. This was the moment we'd planned for, the true purpose behind everything we'd endured. Get close to Olinthar. Gain his trust. Strike when he least expected it.

"Marx," Olinthar said, nodding toward her. "You shall be first."

Marx stepped forward, her posture suddenly regal despite the obvious lingering pain of transformation. "I choose Draknavor," she announced, her voice strong and clear. "I shall serve at the side of Morthus in the Domain of Death."

No murmurs at this—it was exactly what everyone expected.

Olinthar nodded. "So be it. Morthus, do you accept this offering to your domain?"

Morthus inclined his head, his face betraying nothing. "I accept."

"Then approach the throne of Death and receive your formal welcome."

Marx moved with newfound grace to stand before Morthus. The God of Death placed a hand on her head, murmuring words too low for even my enhanced hearing to catch. A current of dark energy passed between them, and when Marx turned back to face the assembly, her golden eyes held flecks of deepest black.

"Thatcher Morvaren," Olinthar continued, his attention shifting to my brother. "Make your declaration."

Thatcher stepped forward, his face a perfect mask of respect and humility that I knew was entirely false. "I choose Sundralis," he said, his voice clear and strong. "I shall serve in the domain of Light and Order."

The murmur grew louder. He’d been Chavore’s, after all. But few knew of what Olinthar actually wanted—what his plans were for Thatcher. And even fewer knew that this single decision would lead to the downfall of their King.

But Olinthar smiled, a slow, satisfied curve of his lips that made my skin crawl, even though I’d been bracing for it. "A wise choice," he said. "I accept your service gladly."

Thatcher bowed low, the perfect picture of gratitude and deference. Only I could see the calculation behind his golden eyes, the cold determination that mirrored my own.

"And finally," Olinthar said, turning his attention to me. It was, perhaps, the first time I’d ever seen his eyes so focused on me and me alone. His face was neutral, absolutely nothing reading in his expression. Gods, I hated him. I wanted to claw his eyes out with my bare hands. "Thais Morvaren."

The chamber fell silent. This was the moment of truth. I glanced at Xül, unable to stop myself. His eyes were guarded, his face carefully blank, but I could see the tension in his jaw, the slight clench of his fist at his side. He already knew I would choose this, but it didn’t stop the hurt from bleeding into his eyes.

"I choose Sundralis," I declared, my voice steady despite the unexpected pang in my chest. "I shall serve in the domain of Light and Order."

The murmur became a wave of surprised whispers.

Olinthar's smile widened, and the satisfaction in his eyes made bile rise in my throat. "How... interesting," he said. "The twins united in Sundralis. How honored our domain should feel. I accept your service, Thais Morvaren."

I bowed my head, not in deference but to hide the hate that I knew would show in my eyes. When I raised it again, I deliberately avoided looking at Xül. I couldn't bear to see whatever might have been written on his face in that moment.

Olinthar beckoned me forward with one perfect hand. I approached his throne, every step heavier than the last. His fingers were cool against my forehead as he spoke the words of claiming, the divine magic of Sundralis washing over me. It felt sick and wrong.

When it was done, I stepped back, feeling somehow tethered to this place now, bound to the very being I had sworn to destroy.

"Let the celebration begin," Olinthar announced, rising from his throne. "Tonight, we welcome three new Aesymar to the pantheon of Voldaris!"

The crowd erupted in cheers and applause. Music swelled from unseen sources, and servants appeared bearing trays laden with food and drink that glowed with divine energy.

Divine beings swarmed around us, their faces blurring together in a sea of perfect features and calculating eyes. Each one wanted something—a moment with the newest gods, a chance to establish connections, to secure future favors. It was overwhelming, the sheer weight of their attention pressing against my newly divine senses.

There are so many of them, I sent to Thatcher through our bond, which hummed stronger than ever after our transformation. How do they expect us to remember all these names?

Just smile and look pretty, he replied, the familiar teasing note in his mental voice steadying me. It's what we're good at.

I fought back a snort, earning curious glances from the minor deities surrounding me. A goddess with flowing silver hair was telling me she was also from Sundralis, but her words slipped past me like water. All I could focus on was the golden glow that now emanated from Thatcher. He stood ten paces away, already encircled by his own admirers, but our connection remained unbroken.

The crowd shifted, and suddenly he was gone from my view. The press of bodies around me increased as more immortals arrived to offer their congratulations. They touched my shoulders, my hands, praising my strength, my resilience, my beauty—as if they knew anything about me beyond what they'd witnessed in the Trials.

I smiled and nodded, falling back on the manners Xül had so painstakingly drilled into me over the past months. Yes, I was honored. No, the transformation hadn't been too painful. Yes, I looked forward to serving Sundralis. The lies flowed easily.

A cool presence materialized behind me, familiar fingers brushing the small of my back. I didn't need to turn to know who it was. My body recognized him instantly, responding with a warmth that spread up my spine.

"Golden eyes suit you, starling," Xül murmured, his breath ghosting against my ear.

I shivered. When I turned to face him, his expression was guarded, but his eyes burned with an intensity that made my breath catch.

"Now I'm off to have some difficult conversations," he said, gaze drifting across the crowd.

My heart swelled. He was really going to do it. I squeezed his hand, the act hidden from view by the press of bodies around us. "Good luck."

His eyes returned to mine, lingering, then dropped briefly to my lips. A promise for later. Then he was gone, moving through the crowd with predatory grace.

I scanned the room for Thatcher, but he was nowhere to be seen.

Let me know if you need an out, I sent through the bond.

Noted. Same goes for you.

Another face caught my attention ahead—Marx, standing awkwardly at the edges of the celebration, looking thoroughly uncomfortable as several Lightbringers attempted to engage her in conversation.

I made my way toward her, murmuring polite excuses as I extricated myself from my own admirers. Marx's face lit with relief when she saw me approaching.

"Thank the gods," she muttered as I reached her side. "If I had to listen to one more obtuse congratulations, I was going to start cursing people."

"You've been divine for all of an hour, and you're already abusing your power?" I grinned.

"Just planning ahead." She grabbed two glowing goblets from a passing servant, handing one to me. "Might as well."

I took a cautious sip. The liquid warmed me from the inside out.

"Better?" Marx asked.

I snorted. "Come on." I nodded toward a set of glass doors leading to a balcony. "Let's get some air."

We slipped outside, leaving the noise and the press of the celebration behind.

The moment we were alone, I became acutely aware of how careless we'd been before. With my new senses, I could hear conversations from three rooms away—the rustle of fabric, the whisper of breath, heartbeats drumming their private rhythms. If I could hear all this now, what had the Aesymar been privy to during our mortal days?

The thought sent a chill through me. How many secrets had we spilled, thinking ourselves safe in empty rooms?

"So," Marx said, leaning against the balcony rail. "I see you had some revelations since our last conversation."

There was no accusation in her voice, but I felt defensive anyway. I touched her wrist, a silent warning, then leaned close enough that my lips nearly brushed her ear.

"We need to be careful," I breathed, my voice softer than a sigh. Even Marx, standing inches away, had to strain to hear me. "I can hear everything. Which means they always could."

Understanding flickered in her eyes. When she responded, she matched my volume, speaking directly into my ear in return.

"Shit," she whispered.

"Yeah." I kept my voice at that same near-silent level. "We were lucky. Or maybe they just didn't care enough to listen."

Marx's expression darkened at the implications. We stood in silence for a moment. Then she shifted closer, her voice still at that barely-there whisper.

"Well, they're definitely listening now. Especially after what you just pulled in there." She took another drink from her goblet to cover the movement of her lips. "Sundralis, Thais? Really?"

“Yeah…” I murmured. “Thatcher⁠—”

"I get it," she continued before I could defend myself. "Family first. Always has been with you."

"It's not just that." I struggled to articulate the impulse that had driven my choice. "It's... I don't know. Something feels wrong here. Thatcher told me before that there was light everywhere, yet it felt wrong. Now that I’m here, I see what he meant. It’s like it's heavy, pressing down on me."

"I figured it was supposed to be like that."

"Maybe." I stared out at the perfect gardens. "I intend to find out."

Marx nodded, accepting this without question. It was one of the things I'd come to value about her—she didn't need every detail explained, didn't demand justifications for my decisions. She simply trusted that I had my reasons.

"I'm going to miss you," she said suddenly, the words coming out in a rush.

I turned to her, squinting.

"Don't look so shocked," she muttered. "I'm allowed to have feelings, you know. Occasionally. When no one's looking."

"I'm going to miss you too," I admitted, the truth easier to offer Marx than almost anyone else. "Who else is going to call me on my bullshit?"

"Thatcher?"

"He's too nice."

"Xül, then."

My face burned before I could stop it.

Marx's eyebrows shot up. "New developments?"

"Nothing. Everything." I sighed, staring into my goblet. "I guess he’s going to call off the wedding."

Marx choked on her drink. "He's what?"

"Yes." The word still didn't feel real, even as I spoke it.

Marx studied my face with new intensity. "That's... big. Like, realm-shattering big."

"I know."

"Well, fuck." She drained her goblet in one long swallow. "I wonder how that will affect… things."

A careful response.

“I guess we’ll find out.”

"In a big way, probably," she said. "Just don't forget about me when you're busy being controversial and revolutionary, okay?"

"As if you'd let me."

"Damn right I wouldn't." She bumped her shoulder against mine. "I'll visit. Often. Even if it means putting up with all this blinding light and oppressive perfection."

"I'd like that." The words felt inadequate for what I was trying to express—how much her friendship had come to mean to me.

"Do you ever wonder—" She hesitated, then plunged ahead. "Do you ever wonder if we'll forget? What it was like to be mortal? To be afraid? To care about the small things?"

"We won't forget," I said, the words a promise. "Not you and me."

"Bold claim for someone who's been divine for all of an hour." But Marx's smile took the sting from her words.

"We're exceptional, remember? You said so yourself."

"I did, didn't I?" She grinned. "Alright, Morvaren. I'm holding you to that. A thousand years from now, you and me, we’ll meet and compare notes. See if we still remember what matters."

"Deal." I raised my goblet to hers. "Though preferably somewhere less... Sundralis."

"Draknavor beach at midnight?"

"Perfect."

We drank to seal the pact. As I lowered my goblet, a strange sensation washed over me—a sudden hollowness. The air sucked from my lungs.

I froze, my fingers tightening around the goblet so hard that cracks spider-webbed across its surface.

Something was wrong. Something was terribly, catastrophically wrong.

I reached instinctively through my bond with Thatcher—the connection that had been humming in the background of my consciousness since birth, stronger than ever after our transformation.

Nothing.

Just... emptiness. A crater where my twin should have been.

"Thatcher?" I whispered, then pushed harder, hurling my consciousness along our bond with desperate force. Thatcher!

Silence. Not even an echo.

The goblet shattered in my grip, liquid and crystal raining to the floor. Cold terror seized my chest, squeezing my lungs until I couldn't breathe.

"Thais?" Marx's voice barely penetrated the roaring in my ears. "What's wrong?"

"He's gone," I gasped, my voice cracking. "Thatcher—I can't feel him. I can't feel him anywhere."

"What do you mean?" Marx gripped my arm.

"The twin bond." My words tumbled out, fast and panicked. "There's nothing. Like he's just been... erased."

In an instant, the casual friend vanished, replaced by the warrior I'd fought beside in the Trials. "How long?"

"Just now. It just happened." I was already moving, shoving past her toward the doors. "We need to find him. Now."

We burst back into the celebration, the laughter and music now a sickening backdrop to my terror. I scanned the crowd frantically, pushing divine beings aside without caring about protocol or politics.

"Thatcher!" I called. "Thatcher!"

Nothing. Just curious glances, raised eyebrows, disapproving frowns.

"We need to split up," Marx decided.

I nodded, already moving. "He was talking to a group near the south entrance earlier. I'll start there."

"Thais." She caught my arm, her grip tight. "Could someone have somehow… disabled it?"

"If they did, they're already dead," I whispered, starlight sparking at my fingertips.

We separated, plunging into the crowd in different directions. I pushed through the mass of immortals, my new senses straining for any trace of him. Smell, sight, the feeling of air brushing past my skin—it was all intensified now.

"Have you seen Thatcher Morvaren?" I demanded of anyone who would listen, my voice growing more desperate with each repetition.

Blank stares. Shrugs. Head shakes.

My heart hammered against my ribs, each beat a desperate count of time passing without Thatcher. Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen. The celebration continued around me, oblivious to my growing terror.

I spotted Chavore across the chamber and pushed through the crowd toward him.

"Chavore," I said, trying to keep my voice steady despite my rising panic. "Have you seen Thatcher?"

He turned to me, his eyes unfocused and cloudy.

"Thais," he said, my name clearly an effort to recall. "You're... Thatcher's sister."

"Yes. Have you seen him? I can't find him anywhere."

Chavore's brow furrowed, his expression almost childlike in its confusion. "Thatcher? He was... here. Earlier." He gestured vaguely at the room. "After the ceremony."

"But where is he now?" I pressed, fighting to keep the desperation from my voice.

His eyes drifted away from my face. "I don't... remember." The admission seemed to pain him, a flash of awareness crossing his features.

As I turned to leave, Elysia appeared, sliding her arm through Chavore's.

"There you are, darling," she cooed, though her eyes were cold as they flicked over me. "You wandered off again. Come, everyone is waiting."

She led him away without acknowledging me further, guiding his steps with subtle pressure. I watched them go, a new kind of dread settling in my stomach. What the fuck was wrong with this place?

I started to follow them, but three guards materialized, blocking my path. "Lady Thais," one said, his tone polite but firm. "King Olinthar has asked that all new ascendants remain at the celebration. It's tradition."

"My brother is missing," I spat.

"I'm sure he's simply enjoying the festivities in another part of the palace," the guard replied, his placid smile never wavering. "Perhaps you should rejoin your fellow gods? This is, after all, a celebration in your honor."

The calculated dismissal in his voice made my blood boil. Starlight gathered at my fingertips, instinctive and dangerous. I could incinerate all three of them where they stood. I could tear this palace apart stone by stone until I found Thatcher.

But that wouldn't help him. Not if he was in real danger.

I needed to be smarter than that.

"Fine," I said, forcing my voice to calm. "I'll return to the celebration."

The guards nodded, satisfied, and moved aside. I turned as if to head back to the main hall, but the moment they were out of sight, I ducked down a side corridor. My heart still pounded with fear, but now a cold, calculating rage had settled alongside it.

I rounded a corner, and a flicker of movement caught my eye—a shadow where no shadow should have been, crawling down an empty corridor.

I followed, instinct driving me deeper into the palace, away from the celebration and the guards. The hall grew increasingly quiet. Increasingly still.

And then I felt it—a faint, thread-thin pulse of energy. Not our bond, not exactly, but something unmistakably Thatcher. It vanished almost instantly, but it had been there. A trace. A trail.

I raced forward, my senses straining for another glimpse of him—of anything.

And then I saw it—a gleam of gold on the floor ahead. I dropped to my knees, snatching it up with trembling fingers.

Thatcher's ceremonial pin. The symbol of Sundralis.

He had been here. Recently.

"Thatcher!" I called, both aloud and through our silent bond. "Thatcher!"

Nothing. But the pin was warm in my palm, still carrying traces of his energy. I pressed it to my chest, using it to focus my senses, to search for any hint of where he might have gone.

There—ahead. A tapestry on the wall.

But it wasn't the image that drew me. It was what lay behind it—a current of air where there should have been none, carrying the faintest trace of Thatcher's scent.

I lunged forward, yanking the tapestry aside to reveal a narrow passageway carved into the stone wall, descending into darkness. Without hesitation, I plunged in, one hand summoning starlight to illuminate the way, the other clutching Thatcher's pin like a lifeline.

The passage twisted downward, the air growing colder and heavier with each step. My mind screamed warnings.

I ignored them.

The passage opened suddenly into a vast chamber. And all the golden grandeur of Sundralis vanished. This was dark and damp and made the hair on my arms prickle. At its center stood a stone dais, and upon it, a swirling, black vortex.

And it was closing.

The edges contracted even as I watched, reality knitting itself back together. But in that moment, I felt it—the faintest echo of Thatcher, a flicker of our bond coming from beyond the portal.

I hurled myself toward the dais. Thatcher?

No response. But I knew, with bone-deep certainty, that he was there. Somewhere beyond that collapsing gateway.

There was no time to find Marx. No time to get help. No time to think about what might wait on the other side.

I leapt through the closing tear, power surging around me as reality screamed in protest. The transition was violent. My body was stretched, compressed, twisted in ways that shouldn't have been possible.

Then, with a sickening lurch, I was thrown forward onto cold stone. The portal snapped shut behind me with a hiss.

I pushed myself to my knees, gasping.

Before me rose a structure—a grotesque thing of black stone and twisted metal, its spires reaching toward a sky that contained no stars, no moons, no sun—only a vast, empty nothing.

An emblem was carved viciously into the stone. A circle with a crack splitting it.

A temple. But for who?

I had no idea where I was. This place matched no realm I'd ever studied, no domain I'd ever heard described. It existed nowhere in the maps of Voldaris.

A spark at my fingertips tore my gaze down. Starlight crackled and hissed around my hands.

It had only done that once before.

At the ruins of the Primordial War.


Chapter 64
Temple of Darkness


The temple's corridors swallowed me whole, darkness pressing against my skin like a living thing. I crawled forward on hands and knees, stone scraping my palms raw, each movement careful and deliberate. The air tasted like dust, decay, and a metallic tang that set my stellar powers writhing.

Then I saw it. A glint of light ahead, barely visible through the oppressive dark.

I froze, pressing myself against the cold wall. My heart hammered so loud I was certain whoever was ahead must hear it. But no one came. No footsteps echoed through the stone passages. Just that steady glow beckoning me forward.

Inch by inch, I crept toward the light, peering around the corner into a vast cavern in the heart of the temple.

My blood turned to ice.

On a raised dais in the center of the chamber, Thatcher lay bound and unconscious. His shirt had been torn open, exposing his chest to the cold air. And standing over him, a figure in dark robes traced patterns on his skin with one pale finger.

I didn't think. Couldn't think. The stars were inaccessible here—separated by tons of stone and earth, but that didn't matter. I pulled from the power within me—that well of light that had always burned at my core. It rushed through my veins stronger than ever before.

A dagger of pure starlight materialized in my palm. I drew back and hurled it at the robed figure with everything I had.

The figure waved a hand without even looking up. My dagger dissolved into nothing.

"I wondered when you'd be joining us." The voice was cultured, amused, and entirely unfamiliar.

Fuck subtlety. I launched myself from the shadows, sprinting toward the dais, toward Thatcher. I made it three steps before an invisible force slammed into me like a battering ram. The impact drove me back against the temple wall with bone-shattering force.

I heard the crack before I felt it—ribs splintering under the pressure. The pain was immediate and absolute, driving the breath from my lungs as I crumpled to the floor. But even as I gasped for air, I felt it. My bones shifted, realigning themselves. Sinew stretched and reknit. Muscle stitched back together as if guided by invisible hands.

A scream tore from my throat as my body forcibly healed itself.

"Fascinating," the figure murmured.

I pushed myself to my knees, spitting blood onto the stone floor. "Get your fucking hands off him before I rip them off."

In response, the figure pressed harder against Thatcher's chest. A bead of blood welled up beneath his finger.

"I cannot be interrupted," he said, voice carrying an edge of irritation now. "My window of opportunity grows short."

I staggered to my feet, gathering starlight once more. This time I didn't form just one blade—I formed a dozen, hurling them at the figure in rapid succession. His barrier caught most of them, dissolving them to nothing. But one slipped through, slicing across the arm of his black robe.

He laughed. "Careful, child. If you damage the vessel, your death will be much slower and far more painful than necessary."

"What the fuck are you doing to him?" I demanded, already forming another blade. But not in my hand this time. My powers had evolved beyond simple manifestation—I could feel their reach extending, their control sharpening. A dagger materialized in the air directly above the figure's head. "Who are you?"

I sent the blade crashing down.

It dissolved the instant it touched his hood.

The figure's hand snapped up, and I was slammed against the wall again. But this time, invisible bonds held me there, pressing against my wrists and ankles, pinning me like an insect to a board.

"I'm impressed you found this place," he said conversationally, finally looking up from Thatcher's unconscious form. "You truly are your father's daughter."

I thrashed against the bonds, feeling them burn my skin. "Who the fuck are you?"

"Something far older than anything you know, child."

"Why are you doing this?"

"How disappointing." He tsked softly. "Your mentor didn't teach you your history."

"History?" I snarled. "What does Xül have to do with this?"

"Xül." The name dripped with disdain. "The death prince playing at rebellion. It's rather endearing, really. Yet there are far bigger threats that no one seems to understand. The Gods and mortals alike share that small-mindedness, unable to see past their own ambitions to recognize what truly lurks in their glittering Voldaris."

"Stop speaking in riddles and tell me who you are!"

Slowly, deliberately, the figure reached up and pulled back his hood.

The world tilted.

Olinthar. My father. The King of Gods stood before me, golden eyes gleaming.

"You look so much like your mother," he said, tilting his head as he studied me. "Both of you do."

"Don't you fucking dare speak of her." Rage burned through me hotter than any star. "If you hurt Thatcher, I swear on everything divine I will shred you from the inside out."

"She was stubborn too. A fighter." Olinthar stepped away from Thatcher, moving toward me with predatory grace. "Usually, they end up enjoying themselves. But not her. She hated every moment."

Pain lanced through my chest as I struggled harder against the bonds. I felt power building inside me, burning hotter with each step he took. But I didn't release it. Not yet. I let it build.

Another step closer.

"He did always have a proclivity for mortal women," Olinthar mused. "Such base desires were beneath me, of course. But he was always easier to manage when I allowed him his vices."

My heart plummeted. "What are you talking about?"

"It was tedious at first," he continued, as if I hadn't spoken. "Allowing him such freedoms. But then an idea sparked, and I decided that something valuable might come from all these dalliances."

He stood directly in front of me now, close enough that I could see the unnatural stillness in his eyes. I kept struggling, kept letting my power build until my skin felt like it might split from the pressure.

"I killed most of them before they could reach term," he said conversationally. "Couldn't have the mortal realm overrun with half-blood children. But I felt something different in her. A part of me that had slipped into the union."

"What do you mean, you?" My voice cracked. "Do you only speak in fucking riddles?"

"A Primordial seed found its way into the womb," he explained patiently, as if teaching a slow child.

He leaned down, dragging one finger across my cheek. The touch burned like acid.

"Your brother shares the power of my brother," he whispered.

I tried to jerk away from his touch, but the bonds held firm. His hand caught my chin, forcing me to look directly into his golden eyes.

And then I watched them change.

The gold bled away like paint washing off canvas, replaced by silver so bright it hurt to look at.

My breath caught. My heart seemed to stop entirely.

“You’re not Olinthar.”

The wretchedly handsome face smiled. "This body belongs to him, true. But I rarely let him out to play." He tapped his temple with one finger.

"You're..."

"Moros, child." The name fell from lips that weren't truly his. "The Primordial of Endings. Vivros thought he destroyed me, but it was only my form he ripped from existence."

"When the priests came to Saltcrest," I said, stalling while I gathered my strength for another attempt at breaking free. "They were searching for us."

"For him," Moros corrected, nodding toward Thatcher. "You were merely an unfortunate complication."

When Olinthar's face twisted into a smile, I saw my chance. I released a fraction of the power I'd been building, slamming a sphere of pure light into his chest.

He stumbled to the left, more from surprise than actual damage. But the bonds holding me flickered.

"Impressive," he said, brushing off his robes as if I'd merely spilled wine on them. "But ultimately pointless."

He returned to Thatcher's side, and a curved blade materialized in his hand. The metal gleamed with an oily sheen that made my stomach turn.

"Your brother won't die," Moros murmured. "Not permanently."

Thatcher! I screamed down the bond.

I needed to distract him. The window of opportunity—whatever that was—seemed important. If I could keep him talking long enough for it to pass...

"What do you plan to do with him?"

Moros rolled his head, stretching the muscles in his shoulders, then his arms.

"Take his body as my new vessel. After I absorb my brother's power, of course." Moros smiled, the expression grotesque on Olinthar's features. "This shell has served its purpose, but your brother offers something I've long wished for. Long waited for."

"You couldn't corrupt Vivros," I said, pieces of Xül's history lessons falling into place. "So, this is your second chance? Tie him down, make him unconscious, because you're too weak otherwise? Like you were before?"

Olinthar's jaw clenched. His hand trembled slightly as he set the dagger back on the table.

Good. I'd hit a nerve.

He cocked his head, studying me with those wrong silver eyes. "You think you know so much. The young always do. Just because most of my power was stripped away doesn't mean I cannot bring endings to civilizations. Especially once I reunite with the realm that waits for their master's return."

"Big talk for someone hiding their true identity," I pressed. "Very intimidating, indeed."

That terrible smile returned. "I knew you were going to be a thorn in my side from the moment I saw you begging for his life at the Proving." His head tilted further, an unnatural angle that made my skin crawl. "Even more so when you somehow evaded all of my attempts on your life."

Realization crashed over me. Kavik's vacant eyes during the second trial. My overly drugged drink in the third. I'd thought it was Olinthar's doing, and I hadn't been completely wrong.

"Feeble attempts, really," I said, forcing bravado I didn't feel.

"A complication I could end right now," he mused, studying me with those wrong silver eyes. "But where's the poetry in that? You’ve managed to make it this far." He smiled, and it was terrible on Olinthar's face. "For that, I think you deserve something special. Something... fitting."

My skin crawled. "What are you talking about?"

"When I take your brother's body as my vessel, when his hands become mine..." He let the words hang in the air like a promise. "What could be more poetic than having him be the one to end you? The last thing you'll see is his face, knowing I'm wearing it."

"You're sick."

"The most interesting beings are. But I won't fail today." He picked up the blade again. "And when I'm done, it will make for the most heartbreaking story."

"Well, don't stop now. I’m on the edge of my seat."

"I drew inspiration from your plan, actually," Moros said, his voice taking on an echoing quality that seemed to come from everywhere at once. "Two children of disgrace, born to a mortal mother—an embarrassment to the throne of Voldaris. When mighty Olinthar discovered his shame walking these halls, he moved to eliminate it. But the children fought back with power beyond comprehension. Alas, only young Thatcher survived the battle. And in his righteous fury, he struck down his father to avenge his sister's death, claiming the throne as his birthright."

Gods.

"How could you possibly know about our plan?"

I nudged the bond again. Thatcher! Wake up, wake up, wake up!

"Confused?" Moros seemed delighted by my shock. "I didn't know your intentions until yesterday. Absorbing Vorinar proved most enlightening. The gift of seeing all possible futures is remarkably useful."

Ice flooded my veins. Vorinar. The trial ending abruptly. His domain destabilizing. The memory of those glassy, vacant eyes made my stomach turn. "You corrupted him."

"Very good, dear." His approval made my skin crawl. "It was the perfect opportunity. Imagine my delight when I discovered his plans to kill your brother during the final trial. Couldn't have that, of course. But what I didn't anticipate was gaining such intimate knowledge of the rebellion brewing across my domains."

He knew everything. Every plan, every alliance, every hope we'd built. And he'd destroy them all if I didn't stop him here.

I needed more time.

"But not all domains are planning rebellion," I said, grasping for anything to keep him talking. "Some are loyal to you. More loyal than the balance should allow. Isn't that right?"

"You're full of surprises, Thais Morvaren." He actually sounded impressed. "I thought my merger with Axora was more... discreet."

"Why do you even need to merge with War?" I pressed. "Won't you be strong enough after this to command your will across the realm?"

"You're thinking too small."

"Well, mortal minds and all," I drawled. "As you've mentioned several times. Help me understand, if you're going to kill me anyway."

"Why stop at this realm when I could have the next? And the next after that?" His eyes gleamed. "I need an army for that. One that will eventually join the forces I left behind."

My blood ran cold. He wanted all the realms. All four pantheons.

And suddenly, Darian's death at the banquet made terrible sense. Priests stationed in military camps, seeking blessed amongst trained soldiers. Specifically targeting those who already knew how to fight, how to follow orders, how to wage war.

Then Xül's admission crashed through me. So few of the Aesymar possess true gifts themselves. Immortal but essentially powerless.

"The Ascended," I said slowly. "You're gathering the power the Aesymar lack. But the Trials kill most contestants—how can you build an army when so few survive?"

Olinthar's expression didn't change. "The Trials serve their purpose. Those who die were never strong enough to matter. Those who survive?" He paused. "They've learned the only lesson that matters—that divine will is absolute. The perfect soldiers don't just have power. They have loyalty beaten into them."

Thatcher! This would be a great fucking time to wake up!

“You speak of other worlds, but no one even knows if the other realms survived the Sundering," I protested.

"I intend to find out." His expression turned distant, almost dreamy. "Sometimes I feel my beasts, clawing across my skin when I dream."

The prophecy. The hordes of monsters from Vaerhuun. His army, waiting for their master's return.

But the woman with ashen hair—how did she fit into this nightmare?

"Enough talk," Moros said suddenly. "The convergence approaches."

I thrashed against the bonds with renewed desperation as he walked back to Thatcher's unconscious form.

"Thatcher!" I screamed. "Wake up! Please!"

Nothing. Not even a flicker of movement.

Moros smiled. "He sleeps deeply, dear. A necessary precaution."

But as he picked up the knife and turned his attention fully to my brother, I felt it—the bonds holding me weakened. Just slightly. Just enough.

I gathered every ounce of power I possessed, compressed it into a single point of burning light, and tore myself free.

The bonds shattered. I hit the ground hard but rolled to my feet.

Moros looked up, and for the first time, interest flickered across Olinthar's features. Then he smiled.

"Finally," he said.

Pain exploded through my abdomen.

I looked down in shock to see a blade protruding from my stomach. Someone had stabbed me from behind. But this was no normal blade—poison burned through my flesh, spreading like wildfire.

My legs gave out. I crumpled to the stone floor.

Footsteps circled my fallen form, unhurried and confident.

"Your timing is impeccable as always," Moros said, his voice laced with dark amusement.

A silken voice answered, sweet as honey and twice as deadly. "Forgive my delay, Master. The son required more... attention than anticipated."

A figure moved into my field of vision, kneeling gracefully before me with a smile of perfect malice.

Elysia.


Chapter 65
Xül


The celebration suffocated me with its gilded pretense. Crystal chandeliers cast fractures of light across faces that had existed for centuries, each smile as hollow as the next. Other Legends moved through the crowd like peacocks, drunk and disorderly, while members of the twelve watched on with barely concealed amusement.

I stood near one of the towering windows, nursing a glass of wine I had no intention of drinking. Through the window, Sundralis sprawled in all its obscene grandeur. It was a revolting place in every sense of the word.

Power from the Forging still lingered in the air, wafting like a current through the room.

But especially through her.

My eyes found her easily in the masses. Her beauty had always been enough to destroy me. But seeing her now, I was practically rioting to be near her. Trembling in the attempt to not pull her back to Draknavor.

Lingering affects from what I’d done? No. Not based on the way the eyes around her were gawking.

The transformation had refined her into something breathlessly lethal. That dark hair I'd tangled my fingers in just hours ago was longer now. It cascaded past her shoulders, a waterfall of shadow that nearly reached her waist. The mortal softness had been carved away. That square jaw I'd traced with my thumb was now a blade's edge, defiant and sharp. Stardust clung to the air behind her, suspended motes of light that refused to fall. Each step left a glittering path that lingered for heartbeats before dissolving—her power so fresh, so uncontrolled that it leaked from her very presence.

Then there were her eyes. Gold had replaced blue. They were feline now, predatory, shrouded by thick lashes.

The freckles I'd memorized, mapped with my mouth in the darkness—even those had transformed. Now they were glittering dust scattered across her skin, making her shimmer with each movement. Each mark a constellation I wanted to trace again, to see if they still tasted of mortality or if divinity had claimed even that.

She was devastating.

"There you are."

That voice interrupted the fantasy my mind was weaving together.

Nyvora materialized at my side, her approach silent as a hunting cat. "I was beginning to think you'd abandoned the celebration entirely."

I didn't turn. "Merely taking a moment."

"Of course." She positioned herself beside me, close enough that her sleeve brushed mine. The contact was deliberate, calculated. Everything with Nyvora was calculated. "The Forging can be overwhelming to witness. All that raw power, those transformations..."

The words dripped honey, but I heard the hemlock beneath.

"The ceremony is always noteworthy," I replied, keeping my voice neutral.

"Indeed." Her fingers found my arm, the touch deceptively gentle. "Your father and I had the most illuminating conversation earlier. About the importance of... proper timing."

I finally looked at her. Nyvora was undeniably beautiful—all sharp cheekbones and a predator’s smile, her gown shimmering between deep green and gold like scales in sunlight. But her eyes held that familiar coldness.

"I'm certain he had much to say."

Her laugh grated my nerves. "He's quite eager to see certain arrangements finalized. As is my mother. They seem to think we've delayed long enough." Her grip tightened incrementally. "I'm inclined to agree."

"The realm faces numerous challenges at present," I said carefully. "Perhaps patience⁠—"

"Patience?" She leaned closer, her voice dropping to an intimate murmur that would appear affectionate to any observer. "I've been patient, my prince. Watching you find excuse after excuse, distraction after distraction. But we both know this dance must end eventually."

I went still at the thought. Because I knew it would end. And it would end today.

"After all," Nyvora continued, her nails pressing just hard enough against my sleeve to be felt, "we wouldn't want any... misunderstandings about where loyalties lie. Not when so much depends on unity between our domains."

A threat wrapped in silk and perfume. How perfectly Nyvora.

"Of course not," I murmured.

"Wonderful." She released my arm, but only to link hers through mine. "Then you won't mind accompanying me for the next dance. People should see us together, don't you think? A united front is so important during these transitional times."

I stopped walking, forcing her to halt beside me. "Actually, I do mind."

Her perfectly shaped eyebrows rose, but her smile never wavered. "Oh?"

"I have pressing matters to discuss with my father." I disentangled my arm from hers with deliberate care. "I'm certain you can find another partner."

"Pressing matters?" Her voice dropped, sweet as poisoned honey. "More pressing than your future wife?"

"You're not my wife, Nyvora." I stepped back, creating distance between us. "And yes, more pressing."

Panic cracked in her expression, but was quickly masked. "Xül, wait." She reached for me again. "I need this. You don't understand—I need to get away from her."

I paused, studying her face.

"My mother controls everything," she continued, the words tumbling out in a rush. "Every breath I take, every move I make, every thought in my head. This marriage—it's my only chance at freedom. At having something of my own." Her fingers twisted in the fabric of her gown. "I need you, Xül. Not just the alliance, not just the power."

"Nyvora—"

"I know you don't love me." The admission slipped from her lips. "I'm not asking for that. But we could have an understanding. A partnership. I'd be a good wife, I swear it."

For a moment, I almost felt sympathy. Almost. But then I thought of Thais. A chance at something real. Of the future I'd already chosen.

"I'm sorry," I said. "But I can't be your escape route."

The vulnerability vanished as if it had never existed. "You'll regret this," she said, her voice returning to its usual sweetness.

"I'll face the consequences.” I inclined my head, the barest acknowledgment, then turned and walked away. “Find another way out, Nyvora. This isn't it."

I could feel her gaze burning into my back, could sense the whispers that followed my rejection of her public display.

Let them whisper. I had more important concerns.

I found Thais in the crowd before she sensed my approach. My starling. Utterly unaware of how every divine gaze tracked her movements.

I moved through the bodies silently. When I reached her, I couldn't resist the touch—my fingers found the small of her back, that spot I'd discovered made her breath hitch.

She shivered at the contact, and satisfaction clawed its way up my chest. Even surrounded by the mass of admirers, her body knew mine.

"Golden eyes suit you, starling," I murmured against her ear, allowing my breath to ghost across her skin. I watched goosebumps rise along her neck and fought the urge to press my lips there, to mark her in front of all these vultures circling.

"Now I'm off to have some difficult conversations." The understatement of the century.

Her face shifted with understanding, and my chest tightened. She knew what this meant, what I was risking. Her hand found mine in the press of bodies, hidden from view, and squeezed.

"Good luck," she whispered.

I allowed myself one more moment, memorizing how she looked in this instant—fierce and beautiful and mine. Then I stepped back, letting the crowd swallow the space between us.

I found Aelix near the wine table, his golden eyes tracking my approach with obvious amusement.

"That was quite the scene," he said, handing me a glass I didn't want. "Nyvora looks ready to flay someone."

"She'll recover." I set the glass aside untouched. "Where's my father?"

"Eager to escape the aftermath?" His grin widened. "Last I saw him was near the Western balcony."

I nodded my thanks and made my way through the crowd. The celebration continued around me—laughter and music, the clink of glasses, the rustle of elaborate gowns. All of it felt distant, meaningless. My thoughts kept drifting to⁠—

No. I couldn't afford those thoughts here. Not surrounded by eyes that saw too much and tongues that whispered too freely.

Morthus turned at my approach, and I caught the flicker of annoyance in his expression—still furious with me, clearly.

"Father." I kept my voice carefully neutral. "A word?"

"What is it?" The words carried a chill.

"Not here." I glanced meaningfully at the crowded balcony. "The Eternal City."

One dark eyebrow rose, but eventually, he sighed. With a gesture, he led me to a shadowed alcove. The portal opened with barely a whisper of power, darkness bleeding through reality's fabric like spilled ink.

He motioned me through without comment, and I stepped from Sundralis's oppressive brightness into the familiar shadows of home.

We moved through the palace in silence. Servants bowed as we passed. The tension between us grew with each step, fed by unspoken accusations and disappointments.

Finally, we reached one of his parlors. This was where he'd first explained my duties as his heir, where my mother had sung me lullabies in the ancient tongue during storms that shook the domain.

Morthus moved to the sideboard with measured steps. Yes, he was certainly still upset with me. Crystal clinked as he poured amber liquid into two glasses—ambrosia aged for millennia in casks of bonewood. He handed me a glass before settling into his chair, the leather creaking under his weight.

"What is it you need to speak about?" The words were shards of ice.

I remained standing, the glass untouched in my hand.

"I won't marry Nyvora."

The silence that followed was deafening. Morthus didn't move, didn't even blink, but I felt the temperature in the room drop several degrees. Shadows gathered in the corners.

"We've discussed this," he said finally, his voice dangerously quiet.

"No." I set the glass down. "You've dictated. I've endured. There's a difference."

"Is there?" He took a measured sip of his drink. "Both end with you doing what's necessary."

“I won’t.”

“I’ve grown tired of your insolence,” he murmured. “You know the contracts have already been drawn up.”

"I love someone else."

The words hung in the air between us, shocking in their simplicity. I'd never said anything like that to him before, never given voice to what had been growing in my chest like wildfire.

"Love." He made the word sound like a child's fantasy, something to be outgrown with age and wisdom. "You think love matters when we have the fate of the realm resting on our shoulders? When everything we've worked for—everything we've sacrificed—depends on the alliances we forge?"

"I know what we need," I said, my voice hardening. "Better than anyone. I've played your games, attended your meetings, smiled at your allies while knowing they'd put a knife in our backs given half a chance. But the person I love deserves more than being relegated to shadows while I play politics with my life."

"Your life belongs to more than just yourself." He set down his glass with enough force to crack the table. "You are my heir. Every choice you make ripples through the realm."

"Would you have made mother your mistress?" The question cracked between us like a whip. "If duty had bound you to someone else? If your precious alliances had demanded you take another as your wife?"

His eyes flashed dangerously, power crackling beneath his skin. "Times were vastly different when I met your mother. The realm was stable. We had the luxury of choice."

"Did you? Or did you simply take what you wanted, consequences be damned?"

He was on his feet in an instant, shadows writhing around him. "Be very careful how you speak to me, son."

"I’ve shown you the utmost respect." I met his fury without flinching. "I will not sacrifice her happiness, or mine."

“The nuptial contract only covers a thousand years. You can simply negotiate to renew or end it when that time comes. You haven’t lived long enough yet to understand how quickly time will come to pass.”

“A thousand years⁠—”

Pain erupted through my side—bones splintering, cracking, the wet snap of ribs giving way. My hand flew to my chest, fingers searching for the cave of crushed bone that should have been there.

Nothing. Solid. Whole.

I doubled over, my ribs screaming in sympathy even as they remained intact. It painted itself across my nerves—every break, every splinter, every impossible angle bones should never make.

"Xül?" The anger vanished from my father's voice, replaced by immediate concern. He was beside me in an instant, supporting my weight as my knees threatened to buckle. "What's wrong?"

I couldn't answer. The pain intensified. But underneath it, threaded through the agony like a golden wire, I felt her. Thais. Her terror, her desperation, her⁠—

"She needs help." The words scraped raw from my throat as I straightened, already moving toward the door. "Now."

“Who?”

“Thais.” I stumbled through the doorway.

"How could you possibly know that?" He followed as I broke into a run, all pretense of dignity abandoned. "Xül, answer me."

The ancient words pulsed through my mind with each heartbeat.

Sel dravira en ti. Niv valen, niv asra, niv loyeth. El atanen en ti. Vah serané.

She wasn't in Sundralis's main palace where I'd left her. No. She was somewhere else—somewhere that tasted of rot and corruption.

We reached the main portal chamber, and I began tearing at reality itself, pushing power into the space between worlds with desperate force.

The portal showed me glimpses—ancient stone, darkness, the taste of corruption—but it wouldn't stabilize. Wouldn't lock onto her location. I tried again, adjusting the parameters, but the image kept shifting, sliding away like oil on water.

"Why can't I find her?" I snarled, pouring more power into the attempt.

"Xül." My father's voice cut through my concentration, deadly quiet. "What have you done?"

I stopped, turning to face him in the empty chamber. His expression had shifted from concern to dawning realization, and the fury building behind his eyes made his earlier anger seem like a gentle breeze before a hurricane.

I bind myself to you. My life. My soul. My Loyalty. Forevermore. I’m yours.

"The Sev'anarath," I growled out.

The temperature plummeted until our breath misted in the air.

"You bound your soul to her?" Each word was clipped.

"Yes."

“And she to you?”

“No.”

"What were you thinking?" The words came out soft, which was infinitely more terrifying than if he'd shouted. "What possible logic led you to believe this was acceptable?"

"I’ve already explained myself to you."

"You weren't thinking at all." His control never slipped, but I could see the effort it cost him. Veins of shadow pulsed beneath his skin. "Even if you refused Nyvora, even if you defied every expectation and threw away every alliance—this? You've done something that can never be undone, never repeated. A union deeper than marriage, more binding than any contract."

"I know what I've done."

He stepped closer, and I felt the weight of his power pressing against me. "Do you truly understand what this could cost us? How carefully I've cultivated the alliance with Davina's domain? Your marriage to Nyvora is the cornerstone of our entire political strategy. Without it⁠—"

"My soul was never part of that bargain," I growled, drawing on every ounce of strength I possessed. "It's mine to give, and I've given it to Thais."

"A woman you barely know."

"She declared herself to Sundralis. For you—to help her brother further your endless ambitions," I spat, feeling another spike of pain through the bond. "If you think for one second that I wasn’t going to find a way to protect her there, you’re delusional. Not when she’s forced to get close to that monster for your cause."

“Our cause,” he corrected, staring at me as if seeing a stranger. "You sound like a lovestruck fool."

"Perhaps I am." I ground out through the splitting ache in my side. "But I'm a fool who chose his own fate rather than having it chosen for him."

"And what of the consequences? You'll feel everything she feels now. Her pain, her joy, her fear. If she dies⁠—"

"Then my soul will follow." The words came out steady, certain. "That's what the binding means, Father. I know the price."

“You’ll be a shell of a man.”

“And much easier for you to bend to your will, then too, I suppose.”

He grabbed my arm, fingers digging deep enough to bruise. "Does Thais know?"

"No."

"You will never speak of this to anyone. Not to Nyvora, not to Davina, not to a single soul. Do you understand me?"

"I never planned to tell anyone."

"Good. Keep it that way." His grip tightened to the point of pain. "If our enemies learn of this—if they realize they can destroy you by destroying her⁠—"

"They won't." I yanked free, already turning back to the portal. "Because I won't let anything happen to her."

"You arrogant child." The words chased me as I resumed tearing at reality. "You think your power is enough to protect her from the forces we're moving against?"

"I'll do what I must." The portal finally stabilized, showing glimpses of ancient stone and darkness. Through the bond, I felt Thais's fear spike into terror. "But right now she's in danger, and I can feel⁠—"

Another wave of pain, sharper this time. But underneath it, threaded through her fear, was desperate worry. Not for herself.

"She's worried for Thatcher."

Interest flickered across my father's features at the mention of the other Morvaren twin. Of course—his newest blood-sworn. Vivros incarnate.

The irritation that flashed through me was petty but undeniable. Even now, even in this moment, he was calculating political advantages.

"Where?"

"Some kind of structure," I said, studying the images the portal showed. "Beyond the Primordial ruins."

"She hasn't learned to create portals yet."

"Then that means she's with someone who can."

She was in a place cold and dead, a place few dared venture.

Then it hit me—a blinding, white-hot agony that wasn't mine.

I doubled over, a strangled cry tearing from my throat. The pain ripped through my abdomen, as if someone had driven a blade straight through my core. But it wasn't my body being pierced.

Thais.

The bond flared with her pain, her shock, her blood spilling out.

"No." The word escaped as barely a whisper.

Without thought, without hesitation, I plunged my awareness down the gossamer thread that connected us. I gathered my essence and shoved it through the bond.

My life. My death. My immortality.

It flowed from me like dark fire, racing across the connection between us. I didn't know if it would work, if it could reach her, if it would be enough.

"What are you doing?" A voice, distant, irrelevant.

I ignored it, focusing everything on maintaining the flow. On reaching her.

Hold on, starling. Just hold on.

The thread between us thrummed, darkened, strengthened. I felt my essence wrapping around her fading light, a shield against the encroaching darkness.

She was alive. For now. Hurt. Afraid. And fighting for her life.

But alive.


Chapter 66
The Price of Vengeance


Cold stone bit into my cheek as blood pooled around me. The blade ground against my ribs with every breath, metal scraping, sending fresh agony through nerves already on fire. Whatever coated its surface ate through my veins—acid warring with divine healing, tearing me apart from the inside out.

Stay awake. Stay alive. Save Thatcher.

They'd already dismissed me.

Their mistake.

"How long now?" That treacherous feminine voice rattled through the chamber.

Elysia. It had been her that day. At the Cascades. When her eyes lingered on me a beat too long and my drink ended up with a lethal dose of dreamweep.

Of course it had been her.

"Minutes." Moros ran Olinthar's hands over Thatcher's unconscious form with sick reverence. "After millennia of waiting, mere minutes."

I bit through my lip to muffle the whimper building in my throat as I reached behind me. My fingers found the hilt, slippery with blood—so much blood. The metal had eaten deep. Every instinct screamed to leave it. Removing it would only accelerate death. But it was the poison lacing its surface that was killing me, not the blade itself.

But I couldn't die here. Not with Thatcher helpless on that altar.

One swift motion. That's all.

I yanked it free.

The scream that wanted to tear from my throat would have brought the temple down. Instead, I bit until copper flooded my mouth, muffling the sound into a strangled gurgle lost beneath echoing footsteps. My blood flowed faster now, hot and thick, but divine power surged in response, fighting desperately against the poison that refused to let my wounds close.

It wasn't enough. It ate at the edges faster than my body could repair. But I didn't need to heal completely. Just needed to hold together long enough.

"Soon, I'll have a body worthy of my return."

"And the girl?" Elysia asked. "She's stronger than anticipated. I've never seen starlight manifest so purely."

"She must die today." A pause, and I heard the smile in his voice. "Though I admit, in another life, she might have been useful."

Wrong, you ancient bastard.

I pulled starlight from that deep well within me. Power came reluctantly, stuttering. Not for a weapon. Not for attack. For something far simpler and more devastating.

A star. Compressed into a sphere no larger than my fist.

The effort nearly killed me. Black spots danced across my vision as I poured everything into that tiny point of light. It wanted to explode, to expand, to become what stars were meant to be.

Finally, I let it bloom.

For Thatcher.

Light erupted in the temple—a sun being born. Brilliant radiance washed over everything, coating the chamber in roaring brightness. Shadows didn't flee—they died, evaporated before absolute illumination.

Moros roared. The sound shook dust from the ceiling and made reality flinch. Stone cracked under that cry. I heard Olinthar's stolen body crash into something that shattered. Heard Elysia curse as light caught her.

Now.

I dragged myself across blood-slicked floor. Every movement brought fresh agony. Every inch became a victory. My vision swam, poison and blood loss working in terrible harmony, but Thatcher lay just ahead. Still unconscious. Still breathing. Still alive.

Ten feet. Five. Almost there.

My fingers had just brushed Thatcher's ankle when Moros clawed his way back to the dais.

He drove the curved blade deep into my brother's chest.

I screamed—a horrifying, blood-pitched thing.

"There." Satisfaction dripped from every word as black blood began seeping from the wound. "Soon now."

Thatcher's eyes snapped open, and I thought my heart might just explode at the sight.

Then his left hand shattered his restraints.

Thais!

Thatcher—Moros. He’s back. He's trying to take your body. I gathered starlight frantically, forming blade after blade despite the agony. Some kind of ritual. You have to get free!

I heard everything, Thais. His mental voice crashed into mine, alive with pain and fury.

Moros whirled toward Elysia, fury contorting Olinthar's features. "You didn't give him enough!" he snarled.

Elysia's eyes widened in shock. "I gave him a dose that would drop a colossus!"

The blade⁠—

Don't let him complete whatever he's doing!

Moros brought Olinthar's fist down toward Thatcher's face. But I'd already released my arsenal. A dozen star blades screamed through the air. His focus on Thatcher cost him. Three found their mark, slicing deep. Blood the color of rot sprayed in an arc.

That’s when I felt it. Light coursing through my veins, eating me alive until it burst from my skin and hovered above my head.

My crown of stars.

"Impossible." Moros whirled to face me. “You shouldn’t even be able to stand right now.”

I grabbed three of the motes of light, morphing them into blades that caught him in the chest, driving him back a step.

The distraction was all Thatcher needed. He ripped the dagger from his chest, wound already closing. One fluid motion took him off the dais. He landed in a crouch that cracked stone beneath his feet.

I pushed myself up, gathering power for another strike⁠—

Pain exploded across my scalp. Fingers twisted in my hair, yanking backward. I hit the ground hard, sparks exploding across my vision. Elysia's beautiful face filled my sight.

"You already rid yourself of the blade?" She produced a dagger from nowhere. "Here, have another."

I'll handle Moros, Thatcher sent, rolling away as Olinthar’s body lunged. Just stay alive.

You stay alive.

I caught Elysia's wrist as the blade descended, rage blazing beneath my skin despite poison trying to snuff it out. She was stronger than she looked—pure Aesymarean blood ran true in her veins, years of practice behind every move. But I had something she didn't.

Nothing left to lose.

A burst of energy rushed through me. Perhaps death's final gift. I was healing at an unimaginable speed. My wound had already started to close as if my body was fighting the poison with renewed fervor.

"Nice try." I used her momentum to roll us across the floor. Stone cratered beneath us. "But my back isn't conveniently available this time."

We crashed into a pillar, but this one held, cracks spidering up its length. Elysia's blade skittered away into darkness.

"That's better." She tried to pin my arms. "I can look you in the eyes when I end you."

“Oh really?” I slammed my forehead into her nose. Cartilage crunched. Blood exploded between us. “Can you still see through all of that?”

She whimpered before cracking her neck and smiling, crimson coating her perfect teeth. “It doesn’t matter. You’re going to die either way. Killing you will only further prove my loyalty to him.”

"Why are you doing this?” The question came through gritted teeth as she slammed her knee into my thigh.

She reeled back, twisting her fingers into my gown and pulling. "You wouldn't understand. You were born powerful. Born to matter."

We rolled across the temple floor, trading blows. My body screamed in protest, but I pushed through the pain. It was getting more bearable now, as if something beyond divine healing was coursing through me.

"I was nothing," she snarled, managing to pin my wrists for a moment. "Beautiful, yes, but beauty only gets you so far. My parents are lesser Aesymar, content with their mediocrity. They expected me to disappear into obscurity just like them."

I broke her hold, driving an elbow into her ribs. "So you decided to help destroy the world instead?"

"I decided to matter!" She rolled away, coming up with another blade. "Do you know what it's like? To be overlooked your entire existence? To have everyone see your face but never your potential?"

"Plenty of people feel overlooked without turning traitor," I spat, dodging her strike.

"They lack ambition. When Moros approached me, when he saw what everyone else missed—someone willing to do anything, sacrifice anyone, to rise—I knew my moment had come."

"Your moment to be his puppet?"

"His queen!" The word burst from her with desperate pride. "When he rules all four realms, I'll stand beside him. Not as decoration, but as power incarnate. My parents, the Legends who dismissed me, everyone who thought Elysia would amount to nothing—they'll bow or they'll burn."

Behind us, reality groaned—a living thing in pain. I risked a glance and my heart nearly stopped.

Olinthar's body betrayed itself. Arms bent the wrong way. Skin rippled and bubbled like boiling water. Bones cracked and reformed, turning him into a puppet with tangled strings.

But Moros was no mere possessing spirit. He was a Primordial, older than the gods themselves.

"You think to unmake me?" Moros's voice shattered through the temple, and blinding light exploded from Olinthar's skin.

He raised both hands, and the temple filled with searing radiance. Light became solid, forming chains that wrapped around Thatcher's throat. My brother gasped, stumbling back as they tried to strangle him. Then there was a crack, and Moros doubled over.

Elysia used my distraction to break free. She rolled away and came up with another blade—where the fuck did she keep getting these? I barely got my arm up in time. The edge sliced deep into forearm instead of throat. More poison. More fire in my veins.

She circled me, predator stalking her prey. Her broken nose had already healed, though blood still painted her chin red. "We’ll look so wonderful together, don’t you think?"

"Too bad you won't live to see it." Light pooled in my palms, and I punched the bitch.

She shot back before lunging again, blade singing through air.

I caught her wrist, twisted, and drove a blade of pure starlight up through her ribs.

The world paused.

Elysia's eyes widened, more surprised than pained. She looked down at stellar fire protruding from her chest, then back at me. Blood bubbled from her lips as she tried to speak.

"I was... supposed to matter," she whispered, genuine confusion in her eyes. As if she couldn't understand how all her ambition had led to this moment, dying on a temple floor.

"Everyone matters," I said quietly. "You just chose to matter in the worst way possible."

She hit the ground hard, red blood pooling beneath her.

I spun around.

"You simply prolong the inevitable," Moros murmured through Olinthar's throat, raising both hands. Invisible forces slammed into Thatcher like a battering ram, hurling him across the temple. He hit the far wall with a crash, sliding down and clutching his shoulder.

I launched myself forward, star blades screaming through the air. Moros whirled, golden light erupting from Olinthar's hands to meet my attack. The blades shattered, but I was already forming more.

"You’ve decided to join in?" Moros laughed, and that same crushing force caught me mid-leap. I slammed into a pillar, ribs cracking from the impact. "How touching. Siblings united in death."

Thatcher pushed himself up, wiping blood from his chin. Our eyes met across the chaos-filled temple.

Remember what Sulien used to say? Thatcher's mental voice carried a ghost of a smile.

"The storm's only as strong as it is alone," I finished, another blade growing in my hand.

"But two winds together can tear the sky apart."

We moved as one. Where Thatcher twisted left, I struck right. Where his power warped flesh, my fire carved through defenses. We'd spent our whole lives as two halves of a whole, and now, facing corruption incarnate, we finally fought like it.

He sustains everything we throw at him. Thatcher groaned down the bond.

Maybe we need to try a different approach.

"You think your bond means anything to me?" Moros sneered, trying to track both of us at once. "I am eternal."

"So were the rest of the Primordials," Thatcher said calmly, his power making Olinthar's knee buckle mid-strike.

"Until they weren’t," I finished, shooting three star blades into Moros's exposed side.

The Primordial's scream of rage shook dust from the ceiling. "You are insects. I have devoured civilizations! I have⁠—"

"You talk too much," we said in unison, and then we were on him.

Thatcher's eyes blazed brighter. Olinthar's arm suddenly twisted backward with a wet crack.

Moros is corruption itself. Like a parasite, I sent down the bond.

Perhaps we need to cut out the toxin, then.

We just need to wait for the right moment. Wear him down.

"Enough games." Moros's fury shook the temple, and both his hands rose. I hit my knees, my light flickering as I fought against the pressure. Beside me, Thatcher struggled to stand, his power warring against the force trying to flatten us.

But we'd bought what we needed—distraction.

"Now!" Thatcher roared, and his power surged. While Moros focused on crushing us, Thatcher's will invaded Olinthar's body unopposed.

Olinthar’s flesh began to split. Muscle twisted and coiled, pulling itself apart. But Moros fought back instantly—golden light poured from every wound, trying to seal what Thatcher tore open.

"Get out," Thatcher growled.

The sound was horrific—wet tearing and snaps. Ribs bent outward with sharp cracks as Thatcher forced the Aesymar’s chest to bloom open like some nightmare flower.

"Casting me out won’t be so simple, children." Moros's growl made the temple shake.

The force crushing us faltered as Moros lost concentration. I rolled to my feet, stellar fire blazing. I’ll keep him busy, I shouted to Thatcher through the bond, then launched myself at Moros's back.

My blade found its mark between his shoulder blades. He made no sound, but he whirled to face me. And that gave Thatcher the opening he needed. More of Olinthar's flesh split and peeled, revealing the shadow-tainted depths within.

"Simple girl." Moros's hand shot out, invisible force closing around my throat again. But this time I was ready. Light erupted from every inch of my skin, burning through his magical grip. “You know not what you do.” His silver eyes stayed locked on me. I bared my teeth into a smile.

And then his chest cavity yawned open.

Wrapped around every organ was a black substance clinging and dripping like tar in some places, slithering into the ether like shadows.

Nausea claimed my throat. Vile. It was vile.

Golden energy slithered across the wound, working to repair the torn skin.

"You want to wear flesh?" Thatcher's eyes blazed, and I saw it then—just a split second, when my brother's eyes burned Primordial silver. "Then suffer in it."

I darted in from the side, star blades slicing through tendrils of golden light that tried to protect Moros's true form. Each cut made the shadows writhe and recoil, weakening his grip on Olinthar's body.

"You’re just a parasite," I snarled, driving another blade deep into the exposed mass of shadows. "What will you do when you have no true form to cling to?"

Moros's rage was volcanic. Invisible force erupted from the open chest cavity, slamming both Thatcher and me backward. We hit opposite walls, but we were in it now. We were ready for anything. And so we moved once more.

"Vorinar gave me something truly special.” A voice seemed to purr around us. No sound was coming from Olinthar’s lips. More of that black, tar-like essence poured from the gaping chest wound as Moro’s hold weakened. “New inspiration.”

And then Olinthar went completely still.

Moros's true form erupted from the chest cavity, a geyser of liquid shadow and writhing darkness that evaporated into mist.

Olinthar's body collapsed, his chest a ruin of torn flesh and exposed bone. The cavity Thatcher had created gaped wide—I could see his spine through the gap where his ribs should have met. His heart still beat weakly, visible through the wreckage, each pulse sending more corruption pooling across the stone.

He should have been dead.

But divine healing had already sparked. Golden light flickered around the wound's edges. Ribs twitched, trying to remember their shape. Flesh crawled slowly, trying to bridge the gap. His chest rose and fell in wet, bubbling breaths.

We did it, I sent through our bond, limping toward my brother. Blood ran down my back in rivers. We actually beat him. We⁠—

"A noble fight indeed, but you know not the forces you deal with," a voice hummed through the chamber. "I existed before your pantheon drew first breath, and I will exist when the last star dies."

"Maybe." Thatcher stood calm, blood caking his arms where Olinthar’s light had burned him. "But not here. Not in this world."

“Then perhaps, in the next.”

Reality tore open.

It started as a single point of absolute nothing—the most vicious, soulless, black. Then it spread, a jagged wound clawing its way open. I stumbled, my eyes darting towards Thatcher. He was backed up, creating space between himself and the emptiness.

“This is the space between realms.”

It was the endless dark, the vast expanse where somewhere, the other three pantheons might be waiting among the cosmos. This was the hungry absence that had swallowed three-quarters of divinity during the Sundering.

And it wanted in.

The tear widened, edges fractaling and reaching. I felt its pull. It wanted to unmake things, to drag them under and scatter them.

"What did you do?" I screamed at Moros's dispersing form.

That terrible laughter echoed from everywhere and nowhere. "I opened a door. And your brother helped."

The pull intensified. Chunks of dissolving temple fell upward into nothing. But it wasn't random. The wound had chosen its meal.

It wanted Thatcher.

His feet slid across the stone as the pull focused on him. He tried to anchor himself, tried to use his power, but what living matter was there to manipulate? His abilities, so mighty against flesh and blood, found no purchase on this wound in existence.

I dove for him, our hands clasping just as his feet left the ground. The hunger pulled at him with inexorable force.

"Hold on!" Stellar fire blazed around us both as I tried to anchor us to reality. My power fought against the nothing, insisting we existed, that we mattered, that we would not go gentle into absolute night. "I've got you!"

But the expanse didn't just want Thatcher—it needed him. I felt my grip slipping, felt him being drawn toward that terrible absence.

Let go, he sent, mental voice calm despite everything. You'll be pulled in too. Save yourself.

Never! I poured everything into holding on—starlight, divine strength, mortal stubbornness, and twenty-six years of love. We stick together! Always! That's what we promised!

Some promises can't be kept, Thais.

This one can! This one will!

Laughter echoed from nowhere and everywhere—Moros's voice, bodiless but still present, dispersed but not destroyed. "If I cannot have him here, I'll have him somewhere else."

"No!" I dug feet into cracking stone, felt it dissolve beneath the strain. My fingers were going numb, starlight flickering as the hunger of the Abyss began eating at me too.

“When you ruined my initial plan, I had to form another.”

Thatcher's hand slipped another inch. Another. His gaze met mine—wide with knowledge of what was coming. Not fear. Never fear, not from him. Just sadness—a wretched, terrible grief that spread across his golden eyes.

Tell them what happened here, he sent. Tell them about Moros. About the other realms. About the breach between worlds. Tell them they need to prepare.

Tell them yourself! Tears streamed down my face. We're getting out of this! We always do!

Not this time. I love you, Thais. I won’t go down without a fight. I’ll be waiting for you.

Don't you dare say goodbye to me!

His hands slipped from mine.

"Thatcher!"

I lunged forward, fingertips brushing his as he fell backward. Our eyes met across the threshold. I saw him mouth three words—then the tear snapped shut with predator's jaws.

"No, no, no." Stellar fire sparked uselessly from my fingers, trying to tear open a wound that had already healed. "Come back. Please come back. You can't—we had a plan—we were supposed to do this together—we were supposed to…"

Silence followed, absolute. I collapsed where the tear in reality had been, hands clawing at solid stone that showed no sign of the horror that had just swallowed my other half.

And then there was a wet cough.

I turned slowly, tears streaming, to see Olinthar struggling to breathe on the temple floor. His golden eyes now, free of silver corruption—found mine. Recognition flickered there. And something else that made my stomach turn—satisfaction. Even dying, even after everything, he looked at me like I was a possession he'd created.

"Thais." Blood bubbled from his lips. "Daughter."

The word made me want to vomit. I stood, each movement mechanical, automatic. A star blade formed in my hand without conscious thought.

"There's the fire." He actually laughed, blood spattering the floor.

The blade rose. Its light reflected in those golden eyes—eyes that showed no remorse, no regret, no feelings at all.

"You're nothing." I choked out.

"Am I?" His lips curved in a smile that made me want to scrub my skin raw. "I live on in you. In every star you summon. In every breath you take. You'll never be free of me."

I brought the blade down.


Chapter 67
Xül


The temple doors exploded inward. My father and I burst through, death magic already coiling around our hands⁠—

And froze.

"Stop!" My father's voice carried the weight of mountains, but it came too late.

Thais stood over Olinthar's prone form, a blade of pure starlight slamming through his chest. Blood spurted and pooled beneath the King of Gods, spreading across dark, cracked stone. The air still simmered with residual power.

Thais's eyes found mine across that blood-soaked distance. Empty. Not cold, not defiant—simply empty, as if she'd poured out everything inside her. The star blade flickered once, then dissolved, leaving only the wound it had carved through divinity itself.

She swayed on her feet. I moved before thought, shadows carrying me across the temple in an instant. I caught her as her knees buckled, pulling her against my chest, my hand cradling the back of her head.

"I've got you," I murmured against her hair. "I'm here, starling. I've got you."

"Thatcher." The word came out flat, empty. "He took Thatcher."

“Who?” I asked.

Her fingers curled into my shirt, mechanical, like she was going through motions she'd forgotten the meaning of. Olinthar's blood stained her hands, already drying to rust.

I pressed my lips to her temple, tasting salt and ash. "Tell me what happened. All of it."

She didn't respond.

My father approached Olinthar's body. He knelt, pressing two fingers to the fallen god's throat. The gesture was purely ceremonial—we could all feel the absence where Olinthar's divine presence should have been. That particular flavor of power that had dominated the pantheon for eons, snuffed out like a candle.

"Dead," Morthus confirmed, his voice grave. "Truly and completely dead." He surveyed the carnage—Elysia's body in a pool of blood, the destroyed temple pillars. "What happened here?"

Thais didn't react at first. She stared at the blood on her hands like she didn't recognize it. When she finally spoke, the word came out hollow. "Moros."

The name hit the air like a thunderclap. My father went completely still, the color draining from his face. I felt my own blood turn to ice.

My father spoke. "That's impossible. Moros died in the Sundering. We all felt him die."

Silence. Then, barely audible: "He was inside Olinthar."

"No," my father said. "We would have known."

"How long?" I demanded, my mind racing through every interaction with Olinthar in recent memory, seeing them all in a horrifying new light.

Thais blinked slowly, like even that small movement took enormous effort. "Centuries."

My father sank to his knees beside Olinthar's corpse. "You speak of Primordial possession. It cannot be. He was obliterated." His hands shook as he examined the body with new eyes.

"Tell us everything," I urged gently, trying to keep my voice steady. "Thais, please. We need to know."

She stared at nothing for so long I thought she wouldn't answer. When she finally spoke, each word came out carefully, like she was afraid they might shatter. "Thatcher disappeared. I followed him and Olinthar here. He was trying to open Thatcher’s chest—then Elysia showed up and stabbed me."

I glanced towards the dead goddess. “Where is Thatcher now? Moros?”

“Gone.” It was all she said.

"Vivros's power," my father murmured, understanding and horror mixing in his tone. "If what she says is true, then that’s something Moros would want to absorb. The ability to unmake matter itself—in his hands, he would be unstoppable."

Thais's expression didn't change. "We fought him. Thatcher ripped him out." Her voice went even flatter. "Then Moros opened a hole. To nothing. He pulled Thatcher in."

My father's head snapped up. "He opened a passage to the Abyss?"

She turned to look at him, and the emptiness in her eyes was terrifying. "I held his hand. I held on. But he slipped away." Her gaze drifted back to nothing. "Just... slipped away."

The silence stretched, broken only by her breathing—too steady, too controlled, like she was manually remembering how to do it. “He said he’d find Thatcher in there.”

The implications crashed over us. Moros alive. Moros having controlled the pantheon's highest seat for years. Moros with knowledge of all our secrets, our weaknesses, our plans. And now Thatcher—with power that could rival a Primordial's—lost in the ether where Moros could reach him.

"Fuck," I exhaled.

"That's one way to put it," my father agreed, still looking shaken. "We need to—" He stopped, gathering himself with visible effort. "First things first. Olinthar. The power transfer. Then we deal with the rest."

"Can we get him back?" The question came out toneless, like she already knew the answer but had to ask anyway.

My father's silence stretched too long. When he finally spoke, his voice was careful. "Opening a passage to such an Abyss requires... specific conditions. Extreme conditions."

"Tell me."

"The tear Moros created—it only happened because two Primordial forces were tearing at reality's fabric. Vivros's power and Moros's essence, ancient enemies locked in direct conflict." He shook his head slowly. "We could gather all twelve Aesymar and still not generate that level of paradox. It requires powers that predate the pantheon itself, violently opposed, creating an anomaly so severe that existence gives up."

She absorbed this information without expression.

"We'll find another way," I said fiercely, though I had no idea how. "There has to be⁠—"

"There isn't," Morthus cut me off. "The expanse between realms isn't some door you can unlock. It's the absence of everything. Only a fundamental break in reality itself can bridge that gap."

Thais looked at me then, and the absence in her eyes was worse than tears. "He's gone."

"Thais—"

"And Olinthar?" Morthus asked carefully. “What did he do after?”

She blinked. “He’s dead.”

Her words were empty of the vengeance she'd craved for so long. Even killing him meant nothing without Thatcher.

"And Elysia?" I asked gently. "How does she fit into this?"

Thais's gaze drifted to the body in its pool of blood. "She was with him." A pause. "With Moros."

“There is something the two of you are failing to understand here.” My father stood slowly, his expression darker than I'd ever seen it. "You struck the killing blow, Thais. Olinthar's domain, his responsibilities, his very essence—it will all flow to you."

She looked down at where the divine power was seeping into her. "No."

"Want has nothing to do with it," Morthus said quietly. "It's already beginning. Can't you feel it?"

She could. I saw it in the way she swayed, the way her breathing changed. Divine power beginning its inexorable flow from the cooling corpse to its killer.

"I need to find Thatcher," she said, as if she hadn't heard him. As if nothing else existed. "I need to get him back."

"Thais, listen to me⁠—"

"He's gone," she repeated, staring through me. "I let go. I let him fall."

"You didn't let him go," I said fiercely, cupping her face in my hands. "You fought a Primordial. You survived. You⁠—"

"I let go." Her voice broke on the words, the first real emotion I'd heard since she'd said Thatcher's name. Then the numbness settled back over her like a shroud. "I need to find him."

She kept repeating it, a broken mantra, even as tears ran down her face. She didn't seem to notice them, didn't sob or shake—just stood there leaking grief while her mind stayed locked on that single, impossible goal.

I'd never seen her like this. Never imagined she could look like this. My Thais—who burned with starlight and fury, who'd faced down gods with her chin raised—reduced to this empty shell. I couldn't reconcile the woman who'd driven a blade through Olinthar's heart minutes ago with this hollow-eyed stranger in my arms.

She’d been so strong. Unbreakable. Even in her darkest moments, there'd been that core of fire, that refusal to yield. But losing Thatcher had done what no god could—it had extinguished her light. And I had no idea how to reignite it.

"We need to move quickly," my father said, but even his voice held a note of uncertainty as he watched Thais's vacant stare. "The others will have felt Olinthar's death. They'll come to investigate."

"Let them come," I growled, death magic sparking around my free hand. "Anyone who steps foot in here⁠—”

"Will see opportunity.” Morthus cut me off with a look that could kill. "Think, Xül. She's newly ascended, grief-stricken, inexperienced. To the Twelve, she's not Olinthar's killer—she's Olinthar's crown, waiting to be claimed."

The implications slammed through me. Every member of the Twelve would see Thais as the key to ultimate power. Not a person, not even a rival—just a stepping stone to the throne that had been denied to them for millennia.

"We protect her," I said, the words coming out more plea than statement. "The reformists⁠—"

"Are outnumbered." My father's expression softened fractionally. "Syrena would stand with us, but Vorinar? He’s an unknown now. Axora? Terralith? Pyralia? They've hungered for power. They'll tear the pantheon apart for a chance at it."

Thais had gone quiet in my arms, that terrible emptiness returning. She stared at nothing, tears still flowing. “Vorinar is not himself.”

“What?” Morthus asked.

“Moros. He corrupted him during the trial.” Thais’ voice was almost inaudible.

“So we have even less support then.” Morthus turned, running a hand through his hair.

“What do we do?”

"There is... another option," Morthus said carefully.

I cut my gaze up. "What option?"

"I claim credit for the kill."

The words hung in the air between us, heavy with implication. Thais didn't react—I wasn't even sure she'd heard. But I understood immediately what my father was suggesting, and anger flared hot in my chest.

"Of course." My voice bit through the air. "Olinthar's body isn't even cold and you're already calculating how to use this. Everything's an opportunity with you, isn't it?"

"Would you prefer I let his actual killer take the blame?" Morthus's voice remained maddeningly calm. "A grief-stricken girl who can barely stand, let alone defend herself against the entire pantheon?"

"Don't pretend this is altruism," I snarled. "You've wanted Olinthar's throne for centuries. And now it's conveniently empty, and you just happen to be here to claim responsibility."

"Yes," he said simply. "I have wanted this. I've worked toward this. The difference is, I'm prepared for what comes next. She isn't."

I wanted to rage at him, to call him the opportunistic bastard he was. But looking down at Thais—lost in her grief, unaware of the political hurricane about to descend—I knew he wasn't wrong. That made it worse.

"The others would challenge you," I said, trying to find holes in his logic even as I hated myself for considering it. "You're already a threat to the traditionalists. If they think you killed Olinthar⁠—"

"They'll move against me, yes. But I'm established. Powerful. I have allies, resources, centuries of political maneuvering to call upon." He gestured to Thais. "She has nothing but raw power she can't control and a target on her back."

"Exactly. We have allies who will⁠—"

"Do what, exactly?" My father's tone took on a cutting quality. "Stand guard over her every moment? Fight off the entire pantheon when they come calling?" He stepped closer, and I saw the cold calculation in his eyes that had made him second only to Olinthar for so long. "All of them will challenge her, Xül. One by one or all at once. And they will prevail."

"Then they'll have to go through me first. Every. Single. One."

"You're powerful, my son, but not that powerful. Axora alone could⁠—"

"Could try." My voice dropped. "I'll paint this temple with divine blood before I let them touch her."

Morthus studied me for a long moment. "You'd die for her."

"Without hesitation." I stroked Thais's hair as she trembled against me, my touch gentle even as my words turned vicious. "But I'd make sure to take as many of them with me as possible. Starting with whoever reached for her first."

"A romantic gesture. Also a futile one." His expression darkened further. "I won't allow another god to seize this opportunity."

His tone made my blood run cold. I tightened my hold on Thais instinctively. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying that if I claim this kill, I need to be strong enough to hold it. Strong enough that no one dares challenge me." His eyes bored into mine. "Your marriage to Nyvora would split the traditionalists. Give me the alliance I need."

"Go fuck yourself." The words came out as a snarl. "I'm not trading Thais's life for chains."

The silence stretched between us, heavy with unspoken threat. When he finally spoke, his voice was soft, dangerous. "Then I'll have to consider all options to maintain stability in the pantheon. Every option. Even ones I'd prefer to avoid."

A low growl escaped my lips. "You wouldn't dare."

"I've ruled Draknavor this long by doing what must be done," he replied simply. "Don't make me prove that to you now."

I rose to my feet, lifting Thais with me, cradling her against my chest. "You'd murder an innocent woman? Your own son's—" I couldn't finish. Couldn't put words to what she meant to me.

"To prevent a war that would destroy everything we've built? To stop the traditionalists from turning this realm into something even darker?" His eyes blazed with conviction. "Yes. And you know it."

Thais stirred slightly in my arms, lost in her grief, oblivious to her life being bartered over her head. The choice was no choice at all.

"You bastard," I whispered.

"Yes," he agreed without emotion. "But a bastard who keeps his word. Agree to the marriage, and she lives under my protection. Refuse..." He didn't need to finish.

His expression shifted then, showing something deeper than cold calculation. "I will not abandon my goal for this, Xül. Not for her, not for you, not for anything. We've worked too long, sacrificed too much to let chaos destroy everything now. The pantheon must change. The old ways, the cruelty, the endless power games—they die with Olinthar. But that change requires stability first."

"The end justifies the means?" Each syllable stabbed the silence.

"When the end is a realm where children aren't harvested for divine amusement? Where mortals aren't pawns in immortal games? Yes. I've done terrible things to get us this far. I'll do worse if needed. Because the alternative is unacceptable."

He looked at Thais, and for a moment, I saw genuine regret cross his features. "She doesn't deserve to be caught in this. But none of us get what we deserve. We get what we can salvage from the wreckage."

I looked down at her—my fierce starling who'd carved her way into my heart—then back at my father. In his eyes, I saw the truth. He'd do it. For his vision of a better pantheon, for the prevention of something worse, for the greater good he'd pursued his entire existence. He'd add her death to his ledger of necessary sins.

The future I'd imagined shattered. All those stolen moments, her laughter echoing through the Bone Spire. The way she challenged me, defied me, made me feel alive for once in my life. The plans I'd barely admitted to myself—showing her the hidden corners of the realm, watching her grow into her power, maybe one day hearing her say she loved me too.

All of it crumbling to ash.

Because I loved her more than my own freedom. More than any future. More than anything.

"I'll do it," I said quietly. I pressed my lips to Thais's forehead, breathing in the scent of starlight and storm, memorizing it.

Pride flickered in Morthus's eyes, and I wanted to hurl myself at him.

"You have my word. She'll be under my protection."

"She's worth more than that," I said softly, adjusting my hold on her as she pressed closer to my chest, seeking comfort even in her broken state. "Worth more than your ambitions, your greater good, your perfect pantheon."

"Love makes fools of gods and mortals alike, my son."

"Then I'll gladly be a fool." I looked down at her vacant eyes, at the woman who'd never know the bond I’d carved into my skin to make sure she’d always be safe—so that I could always find her. She’d never know that my soul was tied to hers. That my heart bled for her, more and more every passing day.

This was the price of her survival. And I'd pay it a thousand times over, even if it meant watching her from afar for eternity, belonging to another while she lived and breathed and maybe, someday, smiled again.

Morthus moved to Olinthar's body, dark power gathering around his hands. "We need to make this convincing. It must run deep enough that no one questions my involvement."

Death magic poured from his hands, seeping into Olinthar's corpse. The blood turned to tar, the peaceful expression twisting into a rictus of agony. Shadows crawled beneath the skin, leaving marks of dissolution that spoke of slow, deliberate murder. When he finished, Olinthar looked like he'd been tortured by death itself before the final blow.

"His essence is transferring to her," I said, my voice tight. "How exactly do you plan to explain that when the others arrive? They'll sense it immediately."

"They'll sense something," my father conceded with a slight nod. "But this is unprecedented. Even more so with one of the Twelve."

"And your claim that you killed him?"

"Will be believed because it's what they expect," Morthus replied, his eyes calculating. “But the power..." He gestured to Thais. "All of this is theory, of course, but I don’t believe it would have transferred to me even if I had been the one to strike the killing blow. Death and Light are fundamentally opposed. I'm not compatible."

"But she is," I said, looking down at her vacant form. "Light calls to light."

"Precisely. Her domain is the same as his. The power naturally seeks her." His expression darkened. "Which means she'll need to learn to suppress it quickly. To hide what she is becoming."

My jaw tightened. "In her current state? She's barely conscious."

“We’re going to take advantage of the unknown and the chaos surrounding the situation. Now…" Morthus said, wiping his hands, "we summon the others. Let me do the talking. Xül, don't leave her side, but don't appear too protective. We need them focused on me, not wondering about your involvement."

I nodded, adjusting my hold on Thais. She'd gone completely limp, eyes open but unseeing. Shock, grief, and nascent divine power made a dangerous combination. I could feel Olinthar's essence settling into her bones, trying to remake her into something she'd never wanted to be.

"It's going to be alright," I whispered against her hair, rocking her gently.

"Thatcher," she murmured, barely audible. "I need to find Thatcher."

"I know, starling. I know."

She didn't respond after that, just stared at nothing while I held her. Her body was present but her mind had retreated somewhere safe. I'd seen this before in torture victims—when the pain became too much, the mind simply... left.

The game was beginning. And all I could do was hold her and pray to powers older than prayer that somewhere in that broken mind, she was still fighting to return.

But as I felt her sit there, vacant and still, I knew the truth.

I'd already lost her too.

Just in a different way.


Chapter 68
Hollow Victory


Two weeks since I drove a blade through Olinthar's heart. Two weeks since the tear swallowed Thatcher whole. Two weeks of forgetting he was gone when I woke, then drowning all over again.

I stood in the shadows at the edge of Saltcrest, hood pulled low, watching colored ribbons dance in the wind. Music spilled from the square—the same fiddle songs Sulien used to hum while mending nets. Henrick played. Children ran past me, sticky fingers clutching festival sweets, their laughter like glass in my ears.

They were celebrating the end of Olinthar's reign. The end of the Trials. The rise of their savior king.

The cottage looked exactly as I'd left it months ago—weathered blue paint peeling in the same places, the crooked shutter Thatcher never fixed still hanging at its drunken angle. Only now, someone else's laundry flapped on the line. Someone else's child played in the yard where we once practiced with wooden swords.

I pressed closer to the window, breath fogging the glass. Inside, a woman stirred something on the stove. A man sat at our table—Sulien's table—teaching a boy to tie the same knots my father taught us. The child's tongue stuck out in concentration, small fingers fumbling with the rope.

Life had simply flowed into the spaces we left behind. Like water filling a hole in sand.

In the square, they'd erected a new fountain where the old well used to be. Water sparkled in the late afternoon sun, children splashing each other while their parents gossiped and drank. A banner stretched overhead: "Freedom's Light Burns Eternal."

I wanted to tear it down.

Instead, I drifted closer to the dancing.

That's when I saw him.

Marel spun a red-haired girl in the center of the square, both of them laughing at some private joke. His hands sat easy on her waist. Comfortable. When she stumbled over the steps, he caught her with the same gentle strength that once steadied me. That crooked smile—the one I used to trace with my fingers—bloomed across his face as he whispered something that made her blush.

She was pretty. Fisher's daughter, probably.

I waited to feel something.

Good for him. I always knew he’d find someone if I ever scrounged up the courage to leave, or let him go. Released the snare I’d selfishly allowed him to endure.

Now I stood here at the window of my old life.

The celebration continued around me as I made my way through the village. Past the baker's shop where Thatcher used to steal sweet rolls, always leaving coins when he thought no one was looking. Past Lira's cottage where she'd bandaged our scrapes and never asked how we really got them. Past all the little pieces of a life that didn't exist anymore.

I'd escaped from the divine realm while everyone fussed over Xül's wedding and found myself here. I couldn’t bear being in Voldaris today.

The past two weeks blurred together in my mind. Morthus before the Twelve, his voice carrying that particular gravity that made gods listen. "Moros lives. For years, he wore Olinthar's face while we sat at his table, sought his counsel, trusted his judgment. Every secret we shared. Every weakness we revealed. All of it feeding an enemy we thought long dead."

He'd let that sink in, master of the pause.

The pantheon had listened in silence as he painted the picture. A Primordial who'd learned their every fracture. Who'd dragged my brother into the fabric between realms. Who would return because that's what ancient evils did.

The power shift happened in gestures, not words. Davina's subtle nod. Syrena's hand on Morthus's shoulder. Even Sylphia stepped closer to show support. When Thalor followed, that was it. Four of the Twelve backing him.

Enough to discourage any challenges. Enough to crown a new king without a fight.

Fear, it turns out, was the great uniter. I watched through my haze as old rivals suddenly found common ground. Centuries of division crumbled because there was something worse than each other to fight.

They'd believed him because leaders like Morthus didn't just tell the truth—they made you feel it in your bones.

By the time he'd proposed his reforms, with four domains already behind him, they were grateful for the direction. For someone to tell them how to feel safe again.

The greater good, written in necessary sins. A new king rising from the ashes of the old. And I sat there wondering if we'd simply traded one tyrant for a cleverer one. If Morthus had saved me or just found me a prettier cage.

And through it all, I'd sat silent. Olinthar's power had settled into my bones like molten lead. It made me one of the most powerful beings in the divine realm.

It also made me the emptiest.

I'd hated the spark of him in my blood. Now I carried the whole fire. The universe, it seemed, loved its cruel symmetries.

Somewhere above, Xül was probably speaking vows to a woman he didn't love. Binding himself for the sake of stability. Another sacrifice on necessity's altar.

I'd thought about forever with him. About the promise in his eyes when he called me starling. About feeling safe in his Bone Spire. But forever was a concept I couldn't grasp anymore. How could I think about eternity when I couldn't feel anything past the next breath?

The emptiness where Thatcher should be was a physical ache, a phantom limb that woke me screaming. Our twin bond—once a river of shared thought and emotion—had become a single fraying thread leading nowhere. I could feel that he existed, impossibly far and faint. Like hearing the echo of an echo.

I knew I should have been angrier. Should have been tearing the divine realm apart stone by stone. Should have been anything but this walking corpse going through motions. Sometimes, late at night, I'd dig my nails into my palms until they bled, trying to feel something—anything—as purely as I used to feel everything.

Half my soul was gone, and no amount of divine power could fill that void. But gods, I wanted it to. I wanted to feel the rage that should have been burning me alive. I wanted to care about Xül's marriage with the fierce possessiveness that would have once driven me to violence. I wanted to hurt the way you're supposed to hurt when everything you love is ripped away.

Instead, I was just... this.

I made my way to the cliffs. Where I'd first lost control and brought the stars down for Marel. Where everything had begun to unravel.

The path was exactly as I remembered—worn smooth by generations of fishermen's boots, treacherous in the growing dusk if you didn't know where to step. But my feet found their way without thought. Some things the body remembered. Always would.

The ocean stretched before me, vast and indifferent. Waves crashed against rocks that had stood since before the gods drew breath and would stand long after we were dust. There was something honest in that constant. In knowing that some things simply endured.

"I thought I might find you here." That velvet voice dragged across my skin.

"Shouldn't you be at your wedding?"

"The ceremony ended an hour ago." His footsteps crunched on the gravel as he moved closer. Each step careful, like he was walking on glass.

"And you're here."

There was a long pause. When he spoke again, his voice was rough. "I couldn't stay there. Couldn't pretend when I could feel—" he cut himself off.

"You should go back. Your wife will wonder where you've gone."

"Let her wonder." Bitterness crept into his voice, but there was something else underneath it. Something that sounded like grief. "She got what she wanted. They all did."

We stood in silence, watching waves paint the rocks with foam. The space between us hummed with unspoken words, uncrossed distances.

"I'm sorry," he said finally, and the words came out broken. "For everything. For the marriage. For not being able to—" his voice caught. "Gods, Thais, I'm so fucking sorry."

"Don't." The word came out flat. "You did what you had to do. We all did."

"Thais—"

"I can't be what you need." I kept my eyes on the horizon. "Can't be what anyone needs. Not anymore."

"That's not true."

"It is." I turned to face him then, letting him see the hollow thing I'd become.

His eyes searched mine, and I watched something shatter in them. His hand rose toward my face, then dropped. Like he was afraid to touch me.

"You're still in there. Dimmed, maybe. Grieving. But not gone."

"Half of me is gone." My voice carried on the breeze. "The part that knew how to feel things. How to hope. It's with him, wherever he is."

I wanted to reach for him and feel my heart race. Wanted to kiss him and taste his lips. Wanted to rage at him for marrying her, to scream until my throat bled, to feel betrayal like a knife between my ribs. But the thought of doing that was terrifying. Having all of it consume me at once. I couldn't.

And this ghost of desire was just another reminder of what I'd lost.

He reached for me—slow, careful, like approaching a wounded animal. When I didn't move, his arms wrapped around me, pulling me against his chest. I let him. Didn't hug back, didn't pull away. Just stood there while he buried his face in my hair.

"I will find a way to fix this," he whispered, his voice low and fierce.

"There is no fixing this."

His arms tightened around me, and I felt the way his breathing had become carefully controlled. Too controlled. Like he was holding back an ocean.

"My heart will only ever beat for you." The words came out rough, edged with darkness. "You own me completely. You always will."

I wanted to feel something at that confession. Wanted to tell him he deserved better than my emptiness. Wanted to care that he'd just married someone else an hour ago and here he was, holding me like I was his whole world.

I wanted to weep. To shatter. To let his words break me open so I could finally, finally feel the grief that sat like stones in my chest. I knew it was there—could sense its weight, its shape, the way it pressed against my ribs with every breath. The loss of him. The loss of Thatcher. The loss of any future where we all survived this intact. It was all there, buried under this terrible numbness.

"I know," I said against his chest.

He went completely still, every muscle in his body strained. "Thais, please—scream at me. Hit me. Hate me. Anything but this."

"I can't."

We stayed like that while the sun bled out over the ocean. Two broken things holding each other up.

He just held me while the waves crashed.

When he finally spoke again, his voice had gone cold. "You said you can't feel anything. But I can feel it all, Thais. Every bit of pain you're carrying. It's—" He stopped abruptly, jaw working.

I pulled back to look at him. His eyes were pure darkness.

"What do you mean?"

His hand rose to my face, fingers barely grazing my cheek. The touch was so gentle it hurt. "Nothing. I just... I know you, Thais Morvaren."

I looked out over the darkening ocean. Thatcher was out there—not in this realm, maybe not in any realm that currently existed. But he lived. I knew it with the same certainty I knew my own name.

"He's falling," I whispered. "Further every day. Like gravity itself is pulling him away from me."

“He’s still out there, Thais. And he’s strong. He has primordial blood running through his veins,” Xül said. “Wherever he is, he’s a reckoning for anyone who gets in his way.”

I squeezed his fingers once—all the affection I could manage. We stood together as darkness claimed the sky. Somewhere beyond the horizon, beyond reality, was Thatcher.

I'll be waiting for you.

One of the last things he’d said to me. I pulled away.

"Stay with me," Xül said suddenly. "Don't go yet. We can stay here as long as you want."

"It only makes it more difficult," I reminded him. "I can't give you what you need."

"I don't need anything from you." His voice was fierce. "I just need you to exist. To be here. To let me help carry this until you can carry it yourself again."

"And if that's never?"

"Then I'll carry it forever." He said it like a simple fact. Like the sun rising. "That's what loving someone means."

Love.

What a cursed, vicious thing.


Chapter 69
A Glimpse


My spire rose from the landscape like a finger pointing at the heavens, isolated and imposing against the brightness of Sundralis's outer reaches. I'd chosen this place specifically for its distance from the capital city, from the other Aesymar.

As I approached the marble steps, I noticed a figure standing by the entrance.

I didn't quicken my pace. Didn't slow it either. Just continued my measured approach as the figure turned.

Heron.

His milky white eyes found me with their uncanny accuracy, and a gentle smile touched his weathered face. He looked different from the last time I saw him.

"Thais," he said, inclining his head. "It's good to see you again."

"Heron." I returned the greeting with the same mild tone I used for everything now. "You're far from the desert."

"Indeed." He stepped aside to let me approach my door. "Though distance means less than it used to, these days."

"How did you find me?"

"The threads of fate lead everywhere, if one knows how to follow them." He offered a small smile.

A beat passed. Then another.

“Is there something you want, Heron?”

“I was hoping you’d invite me in, if it’s a relatively good time, of course.”

The door swung open, and I gestured for him to enter. "Tea?"

"Please."

We settled in my sitting room. It had come with furniture and dressings. The same ones that drenched the rest of this sunlit domain.

"I was sorry to hear about your father," I said, setting a cup before him.

Heron's expression shifted minutely. "He fell the moment Moros vanished. Simply... ceased. One heartbeat to the next." He took the cup with steady hands. "A peaceful end, all things considered."

I nodded, sipping my tea.

"Morthus paid me a visit after that." A wry smile touched his lips. "Offered me my father's position. The chance to ascend properly." He gestured at himself. "As you can see, I accepted."

"Aesymar of Fate." I sipped my own tea. "Congratulations."

"Thank you." He studied me with those unseeing eyes that saw too much.

We sat in silence for a moment.

"How are you managing?" he asked finally. "The transition to godhood can be... overwhelming."

"Fine." The word came out flat. "Everything's fine."

"Ah." He nodded sagely. "The same 'fine' my mother used when I accidentally set her herb garden on fire trying to divine which plants would survive the winter. None of them did."

"You can see fate but couldn't see that coming?"

"Fate and common sense are distant cousins at best." He sipped his tea thoughtfully. "Besides, I was twelve. And blind. The fire was really more impressive than destructive, all things considered."

"How does a blind twelve-year-old accidentally start a fire?"

"With remarkable creativity and gross misunderstanding." He smiled at the memory. "I thought if I concentrated hard enough on seeing the future, the universe would show me through... other means. Turns out the universe's idea of other means involved a magnifying glass I didn't know I was holding and some very dry rosemary."

"That's..."

"My mother made me replant everything by touch alone." He chuckled. "Taught me that fate rarely reveals itself through dramatic gestures. Usually it's more subtle. A thread out of place. A pattern where there shouldn't be one."

I set down my cup. "Is there a point to this story, Heron?"

"There's always a point. Whether it's sharp enough to matter..." He waggled his hand. "But yes. I've been thinking about unexpected fires lately. Sparks where there should be only ash."

His tone made me pay attention. "Meaning?"

"Do you know what the strangest part of being Aesymar of Fate is?" He didn't wait for an answer. "It's not the seeing—I've done that all my life. It's the scope. Before, I could see threads within our realm, births and deaths and all the choices between. Now I see... edges."

"Edges?"

"Where our reality meets what lies beyond. The frayed ends where threads simply... stop." He set down his cup, and his expression grew serious. "Most end cleanly. Death, transformation, ascension—neat conclusions. But some are torn. Ripped away mid-weave."

My chest tightened. "And?"

"And yesterday, while I was cataloging these torn edges, I saw something that made me drop my tea. Wonderful tea, too. Waste of good leaves."

"Heron."

"Patience. I'm old now. Officially. I'm entitled to ramble." But his blind eyes had fixed on me. "I saw a thread that's been darkened suddenly... flicker. Like a candle in a distant window. Just for a moment, but unmistakably there."

The words slithered over my skin. "That's impossible."

"That's what I said! Rather loudly. Scared my new assistant half to death. Poor boy thought I was having a vision of his doom." He leaned forward. "But impossible, it is not."

"What thread?" My voice came out strangled.

"I think you know." His expression softened. “There is a point to this visit, after all.”

My hands stilled on the table. "What do you mean?"

"I mean that in thirty-six years, for exactly seven seconds, a thread that shouldn't exist anymore will spark back into my sight."

The cup slipped from my fingers, shattering on the stone floor. Tea spread in a dark pool, but I couldn't look away from Heron's face.

"Thatcher?" My voice caught in my throat. "You saw Thatcher?"

"For seven seconds, his fate will be readable again. He'll exist in a way that touches this realm."

My heart seized. The first real sensation I'd felt in weeks—a violent, painful thing clawing up my chest. "What does that mean? Is he—will he be⁠—"

"I don't know." Heron's expression was grave. "I cannot say what state he'll be in. Only that for seven seconds, his thread will exist where I can see it."

"But he's alive." I gripped the edge of the table hard enough to crack the stone. "In thirty-six years, he'll be alive."

"Yes, dear. That is what I’m trying to say."

My mind raced, the fog of numbness burning away. "How?"

"If I were to speculate," Heron said slowly, "I would guess that some type of event will occur to thin the veil between realms. A crack, perhaps. A momentary weakening of the barriers that separate our reality from the Abyss beyond."

"Seven seconds." I stood abruptly, pacing to the window. Outside, the blinding light of Sundralis stretched endlessly. "That's nothing. That's⁠—"

"It's more than you have now."

I pressed my palms against the cold glass, feeling something I'd thought lost forever. A spark. Tiny, fragile, but unmistakably there.

"Where?" I spun to face him. "When exactly? Tell me everything."

"I'm afraid the vision was brief, more impression than detail. Thirty-six years from this moment. Seven seconds. That's all I know for certain."

"It's enough." The spark in my chest grew stronger, spreading warmth through veins that had felt like ice. "It has to be enough."

Heron rose, moving toward the door. "I debated whether to tell you. Hope can be cruel when it's built on such uncertain ground."

I followed him, my mind in shambles. "It’s not hope. It’s a countdown."

Heron nodded slowly. "May fate be kinder to you than it has been thus far, Thais Morvaren. And may the departed not stay that way.”

After he left, I stood in my empty spire, feeling that spark pulse with each heartbeat.

For the first time since Thatcher fell, I felt my lips twitch, corners threatening to tug upwards.

The Abyss had taken half my soul.

In thirty-six years, for seven seconds, I'd have my chance to take it back.

And I would be ready.


Chapter 70
Thatcher


Darkness.

This wasn’t the kind of that follows sunset or lingers in corners. This oblivion devoured light, sound, hope.

I'd become intimate with the dark.

Because I had been falling forever.

My stomach lurched into my chest as the sensation of weightlessness claimed me once more. Vertigo twisted reality as Moros and I tumbled, locked in our desperate struggle. The Primordial grappled with me as we were pulled by some unseen force neither of us controlled.

"Inevitable," Moros hissed, his voice everywhere and nowhere. "Even bound to you, my power draws us across the cosmos."

I couldn't see him in this endless night, but I felt his essence—writhing, ancient, hungry—trying to consume mine. Trying to possess me like he'd possessed Olinthar.

"She'll never find you here," he taunted, voice slithering against my ear. "Your precious Thais can't follow where we're going."

Thais. Golden eyes flashing with determination. Midnight hair streaming behind her as she ran toward me, fingers outstretched, screaming my name as reality tore open.

The memory burned itself into my mind, becoming my anchor in the chaos.

As long as she was safe—as long as she was far from this monster—whatever happened to me didn't matter.

We passed through something then, a barrier that felt like spiderwebs stretching across my body. It held for a moment, suspending me in the gloom before ripping open and dropping us.

And then there was light. The night sky materialized around us, stars blazing like beacons. Below, pinpricks of firelight revealed a village nestled between mountains.

"Fascinating," Moros whispered. "So, the Esprithean pantheon lives on."

I fought against his grip, tried to wrench myself free while he was distracted. If I could break away now, perhaps I could⁠—

The lights vanished, and there was only darkness once more.

We crashed into something solid with a force that should have shattered every bone in my body. The impact reverberated through my flesh, my organs, my soul—a symphony of agony that left me gasping.

Crack.

The sound of my body breaking echoed into nothingness. Pain exploded through me, a constellation of suffering that burned brighter than any star. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't move. Couldn't scream.

Yet death refused me its mercy.

I felt my broken form slowly, agonizingly reconstructing itself. Bones knitting together. Tissue regenerating. All in complete, suffocating silence.

Was Moros gone? Had he been torn away from me?

"Get up, boy." The voice boomed from everywhere, destroying that fragile hope. "We have eternity ahead of us. Might as well start properly."

I pushed myself upright, my body responding even though concepts like up and down seemed meaningless here.

"Where are we?" My voice sounded foreign, distant.

"A prison." He dragged the word out, savoring it. "One of the old ones. The universe's way of righting the balance, or whatever delusional machinations the morally superior spew." A pause. "Fitting for the Esprithe to find themselves in possession of such a thing. And how wonderfully ironic that you've trapped yourself here with me."

I couldn’t see. Not here.

"Do you know what's special about these prisons?" Moros continued, voice wrapping around me like a toxin. "They change those who enter. Mark them permanently. Transform them in ways that can never be undone." His voice lowered to a whisper. "I wonder what it will make of you."

Tension rippled through the air.

"Wondering why I haven't taken over that body of yours yet?" Moros's voice oozed through the void. "The rules are... different here."

I felt his frustration ripple.

"How considerate of you to trap us both where I cannot fully claim you."

The realization bloomed in my chest, a small flame of triumph.

But my victory was short-lived. Moros didn't seem particularly troubled by this limitation.

"Fate’s gifts truly do change perspective," he mused. "There are so many lines, but which to follow? Which to pay attention to?"

Cold realization washed over me. He was using Vorinar's stolen power—the ability to see possible futures—to plot his escape. To find a path out of this prison.

"Sadly, it's already fading," Moros added. "Such is the nature of stolen power. Without possessing the body directly, I can only borrow abilities temporarily. The threads of fate grow dimmer each time I look." A soft, menacing laugh. "All the more reason to hurry our little quest, wouldn't you say?"

Over my dead fucking body, I thought fiercely. I'd spend eternity in this void if it meant keeping him trapped here forever.

Hot breath caressed my neck. I jerked away, startled, and Moros laughed—the sound crawling through the darkness.

"You’ll find a way to claw yourself out of here, boy," he said, voice suddenly tight with anticipation. "And then you will find her. The girl with opalescent eyes and hair spun of moonlight. You will bring her to me. And through you, I shall touch the world again."

"I'll never do it," I snarled, hatred burning away my fear.

His hum of consideration skittered across my skin. "You will do it, young Vivros. And you won't even remember why. Much like your half-brother."

"You've been feeding on him," I whispered, revulsion and understanding mingling in my gut. "On Chavore."

"Very good. Memories are such delicious things—fragments of experience, of identity. Did you know that when you take enough of them, the person becomes... malleable? Like clay waiting to be reshaped."

"You monster," I hissed, straining.

"Everyone is a tool in one way or another," he whispered, dismissive. "He was a convenient vessel to observe you from a safe distance." His smile widened. "Though I must admit, his devotion to you was an unexpected complication. He fought so hard, even as I stripped away more and more of who he was."

I thought of all the times Chavore had seemed genuinely concerned for me, the moments of mentorship that felt authentic. Had those been him fighting through Moros's control? The realization stuck me straight through the heart.

"He's still in there," I said, more to myself than to Moros.

"Scraps, perhaps." Moros's voice was casual. "Nothing left of him to fight through it. Just as there won't be enough left of you to resist once I'm done."

I sensed Moros approaching, felt the ancient hunger radiating from him.

I ran.

My feet pounded as I fled blindly through the void. Direction was meaningless, distance an illusion. Yet I ran, heart hammering against my ribs, lungs burning with exertion.

But there was no escaping him.

"Where are you going, little godling?" His voice was everywhere. "There is nowhere to hide from me. Not here. Not ever."

I felt claws scraping against my mind. Digging.

Thais. Remember Thais.

I clutched the memory. My twin. My other half.

Thais. Indigo eyes turned golden. Midnight hair. Defiance personified.

I remembered our childhood—hiding her powers from the village, swimming in the cove at dawn, sharing secrets in our small room while Sulien snored in the next. The way she'd curl her fingers around mine when frightened but would never admit her fear. Her voice, raspy from shouting over crashing waves. The sound of her breathing as we slept back-to-back, twin heartbeats synchronizing.

And I remembered that final moment—her running toward me, desperation etched into every line of her face, newly golden eyes wide with horror, fingers outstretched, screaming my name as reality tore open between us.

Moros circled, patient as death itself. His presence brushed against my consciousness, tearing tiny fragments from the edges of the memory.

"You can't hold onto her forever," he whispered, voice crawling beneath my skin.

I ran again. The darkness seemed thicker here, pressing against my skin like tar. Time stretched, twisted. Had I been running for hours? Days?

When I finally collapsed, gasping for breath in a place without air, Moros was waiting.

"Let's try again, shall we?" His hunger was palpable, writhing in the shadows around me.

Thais. Remember Thais.

Her voice—what did she sound like?

Golden eyes. Black hair. My twin. The girl who ran after me, reaching across the tear in reality.

"What was her name again?" Moros taunted, voice dripping with false innocence.

"Thais," I snarled. "Her name is Thais Morvaren."

"For now."

I fled again, though I knew escape was impossible. Time became an abstract concept, meaningless in the endless void.

Moros found me again. Or perhaps he'd never left.

Remember her. Remember.

Golden eyes. Black hair. A girl. Someone important.

We'd grown up together in... where was it? A coastal village. I could almost smell the salt air, feel the sand between my toes.

What was her relation to me? A sister. No—a twin. My twin sister.

And her name...

Thais.

Yes, that was it. Thais.

"Your resistance is admirable," Moros said, his voice almost gentle. "But ultimately futile."

He fed again, and I screamed into the void as chunks of myself disappeared.

The void became my entire existence. Had there ever been anything else?

Sometimes I remembered running, though I couldn't recall what I was running from. Or to.

Remember her.

Who?

A girl with golden eyes and black hair. She'd reached for me as I was pulled away.

I couldn't remember her name anymore. Just the eyes—fierce, determined, filled with grief.

Why did thinking about her make my chest ache?

"Almost done now," a voice whispered. Had it always been there?

Golden eyes. Reaching for me.

Who had golden eyes? Why was that important?

The memory slipped away like water through cupped hands.

Who am I?

The question echoed in the emptiness where my identity had once been. I searched desperately for something to anchor myself to. Nothing. There was nothing.

Who am I?

I asked the void, but it offered no answers.

Who...?

Golden eyes. Black hair. Reaching for me.

Darkness devoured everything.
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"Come, child."

A voice pierced the shadows.

"How did you find yourself in here?"

I felt a presence moving, a figure materializing from the shadows themselves. Though I couldn't see her clearly, I sensed her.

"I am Queen Andrid Valtýr," she said, moving closer.

I braced myself for whatever new torment this entity would inflict.

"Darkness does not always equate to evil," she said, as if sensing my thoughts. "Just as light does not always represent good. I prefer to exist in the spaces between."

An odd calm washed over me as I felt her presence.

"I do not know what you seek," she said, her voice softening. "But I can give you purpose. A place within my realm. Service that will give meaning to your existence."

I felt myself slipping deeper.

"The choice is yours," she said, extending her hand toward me. "Though I don't imagine you have much time before the horrors of the Void inflict their curses."

I reached out blindly, grasping for her hand.

"What is your name?" she asked as our fingers touched.

I opened my mouth but found only emptiness.

This queen’s form was becoming slightly more visible—pale skin, eyes like bottomless wells, hair that seemed to dissolve into shadow.

"A gift from the Void, or a man born from the ether itself?"

Her eyes sharpened—interest, calculation, purpose.

I let her lead me.

"Aether," she said finally. "I shall call you Aether."


Afterword


To follow along with Aether’s journey, check out Riftborne & Duskbound.


Glossary


Main Characters



Thais Morvaren

26-year-old protagonist from the coastal village of Saltcrest

Thatcher Morvaren

Thais's twin brother
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The Divine Hierarchy



Primordials

The first beings, creators of existence and the Aesymarean & mortal races. Extinct.

The Twelve

The most powerful of the Aesymar, now the rulers of the Divine and Mortal realms (Voldaris and Elaren).

The Aesymar

The rest of the original Aesymarean pantheon.

Legends

Those born of the original Aesymarean bloodlines AS WELL AS the blessed mortals who ascended to godhood through the trials.

(All Legends are Aesymar, but not all Aesymar are Legends.)

Blessed Mortals

Mortals who developed gifts or powers.

Mortals

The inhabitants of Elaren, the Mortal realm.
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The Two Realms



Voldaris

The Divine Realm

Elaren

The Mortal Realm
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The Twelve Aesymar



Olinthar

King of the Aesymar; god of Light and Order

Morthus

God of the Death

Davina

Goddess of Nature and Earth

Pyralia

Goddess of Fire and Passion

Terralith

God of Travel and Wealth

Thalor

God of Oceans and Emotions

Sylphia

Goddess of Wind and Secrets

Vorinar

God of Time and Fate

Syrena

Goddess of Dreams and Illusions

Aella

Goddess of Chaos and Change

Thorne

God of Artifice and Alchemy

Axora

Goddess of War and Justice
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Domains of Voldaris



Sundralis

Domain of light and order; ruled by Olinthar

Draknavor

Domain of death and souls; ruled by Morthus

Verdara

Domain of nature and renewal; ruled by Davina

Chronos

Domain of time and fate; ruled by Vorinar

Pyros

Domain of fire and passion; ruled by Pyralia

Terramor

Domain of earth and wealth; ruled by Terralith

Hydrathis

Domain of oceans and emotion; ruled by Thalor

Zephyria

Domain of wind and secrets; ruled by Sylphia

Asteria

Domain of dreams and illusions; ruled by Syrena

Pandemonium

Domain of chaos and change; ruled by Aella

Arcanium

Domain of artifice and alchemy; ruled by Thorne

Bellarium

Domain of war and justice; ruled by Axora
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The Legends



Xül

Warden of the Damned, Necromancer; son of Morthus

Chavore

Aesymar of Strategy and War; son of Olinthar

Miria

Aesymar of Healing

Kavik

Aesymar of the Wildfires

Elysia

Aesymar of Beauty

Drakor

Aesymar of Shadows

Aelix

Aesymar of Blood Curses

Nyvora

Aesymar of Fauna and Predation; daughter of Davina
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Other Important Characters



Osythe

Morthus's “mortal” wife; mother of Xül

Lyralei

Lead Dreamweaver and stylist

Novalie

Dreamweaver specializing in beauty

Vesper

Dreamweaver specializing in wardrobe

Marx

Fellow contestant with curse manipulation abilities

Kyren

Fellow contestant with metal manipulation abilities

Sulien Morvaren

The man who raised Thais and Thatcher
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The Trials of Ascension



The Trials

Brutal competition held every ten years where mortals with divine powers compete to potentially become gods

The Proving

Preliminary trial where contestants must demonstrate their powers

The Choosing

When the Legends select their contestant to mentor throughout the trials.

The Blessed

Mortals who possess divine powers and are required to participate in the trials

Contestants

Those competing in the trials

Mentors

Legends who guide contestants through the trials

[image: ]


The Primordials



The Primordials

Ancient elemental beings who ruled before the Aesymar

Vivros

Ancient Primordial known as "Cataclysm Incarnate"; possessed dominion over living matter

Moros

Ancient Primordial known as “Corruption Incarnate”; possessed dominion over corruption
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Types of Divine Servants



Dreamweavers

Servants of Syrena who specialize in fashion, beauty, and presentation; have ethereal appearances with star-filled eyes

Lightbringers

Light-beings who serve Olinthar; translucent humanoids who glow with inner light

Shadowkin

Elegant servants of Morthus who handle soul management and bureaucracy; can blend with darkness and communicate with spirits

Forgeborn

Metallic beings who serve as guards and enforcers; have bronze skin with geometric patterns and clockwork eyes

Syrenari

Warrior beings that Serve Bellarium and Axora

Elementals

Humanoid embodiments of their respective elements who serve the elemental gods (Pyralia, Terralith, Thalor, Sylphia)
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