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Dedication




For the stubborn people who never give up, never surrender, and never lose hope.


We need hope more than anything these days.
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Chapter 1




The day of Sun’s Sacrifice dawned clear and cold. 

The weather fit his mood, even as he paced across the yard, back and forth, back and forth. It was too small for his urge to move, but it was all they had.

Voices came from the House, followed by rustling. Sun knew well enough that the Snakes were waking up and putting their blankets away. He didn’t stop his pacing for them.

At least the Priests didn’t force anyone to work on this day, although that mercy came with a very high price. Their Moon had died less than a day ago.

Sun carefully avoided looking at the black hole in his heart, keeping his eyes on the few plants that Earth had been caring for. Most of them had perished in the last few months, after she stopped watering them regularly. Not even Moon could cheer her up, and the Winds had stopped trying when the weather turned cold. There was no point in it anymore, they would all burn soon enough.

Moon had been his friend, close enough to think of him like a brother, but most of all he had been the anchor of the entire House. Without him, Sun felt adrift.

For a moment, he stopped his pacing, watching as the Sun rose, almost in the middle between the Earth and the Sky Pyramids. The light speared his eyes and he blinked.

This was the last sunrise of his life.

Heat poured through him as his power reacted to the turmoil in his mind at that thought, ready, willing to lash out, as always. With an effort, he wrenched it back under control, sweat rolling down in the middle of his back.

It had always been this way. Only Moon had been able to help him tone it down reliably, and Moon was dead.

Sun didn’t want to follow his friend into the Veil. He wanted to live, he wanted to walk the Empire when he’d only flown across it, riding on a Wind’s mind. That yearning was ever more clear, now that he was facing his destiny.

Heat flooded him once again.

Fire was his power, he knew that well.

More often than not, he had used it to destroy, to burn, to turn things and people into ashes. That ability called to him, even as he despised himself for it.

If only he could have been like Moon, gentle and nurturing. When his friend had teamed up with Earth, they had been unstoppable, doing good, raising crops, quenching fires.

Sun whirled on his heel, stalking across the yard. His skin was steaming in the cold air, and he didn’t care.

He didn’t know how many turns he had made in the yard, trying to spend his energy, finding that he couldn’t. Turning once again, he suddenly found Sky in his path. The small, blonde woman spread out her arms, pretending to be a barrier.

Sun felt a smile tugging at his lips. He adored Sky, not that it mattered anymore. Nothing could come of it now.

“Sun. Can you listen to me for a moment?”

“Always.” He would never turn her down. She was the most caring in their House, and he found himself wishing he could spend more time with her. The last twenty years or so were not enough.

“I… I want to offer…,” she said haltingly, unable to meet his eyes. Sun knew instantly what she meant, and everything inside him revolted against the idea. Not Sky, not this sweet woman.

“No!” It came out more harshly than he had intended, and she looked hurt.

“But Sun…”

“No.” He managed to make his voice more gentle this time.

She looked down and swallowed hard. Sun put a hand on her chin and tilted her face up. This loving, sweet face. And he would never see her again, after today.

“Sky, you already did this for Moon,” he explained, forcing back the tears lurking behind his eyes. “I saw how much it cost you. I do not want to put you through this again.”

“Oh.” She closed her eyes, but tears escaped from them anyway. Sun carefully wiped them away with his thumbs.

“I don’t want anyone of this House to do it. It’s beyond cruel. I’m sure they can find a Priestess to play with my body.”

“It is cruel, yes.” Sky sighed. “All of this is cruel.”

Sun folded her into his arms, hating how much she trembled. It would be her turn in just another day. Maybe it was a good thing they didn’t have to bear this pain for long.

“Promise me that you’ll stay as far away as you can. Keep the others away, as well. It’s bad enough as it is. I didn’t know until… until… yesterday.”

No, he couldn’t bring himself to speak the words, couldn’t name his friend, not without breaking. And for now, Sky needed him to be strong.

“Take care of Earth, at least for now.”

She nodded against his chest. “North promised to help.”

“North is a good choice. He’s strong.”

“Stronger than I expected,” Sky whispered. “We have a good House.”

“We do. We can get through this.” Sun wasn’t sure of that, but none of this had been their choice.

“One hour at a time,” Sky said, completing the words they had been saying to each other for the last months. They failed to give him strength today.

“Yes.”

“Can you hold me for now?”

Sun breathed into her hair, took a firm hold of his heart and nodded. “Of course.”








  
  
Chapter 2




When the Priests came, Sun wasn’t ready. Of course, he wasn’t. And he doubted that anyone could be ready for what awaited him. 

Yes, he had fasted, as was expected.

He had also tried to meditate, but that had been impossible. In fact, moving was a relief, even if the number of steps he could take was limited.

The House fell in behind him, each of them holding their emotions down tightly. He knew them so well that it was easy to sense. Sky was fidgeting with a string on her shirt. Earth was plodding along, even as North held her hand.

It was beyond cruel to make them all watch, Sun thought, and not for the first time, hate and anger bubbled up. How dare they do all this to his family? His skin heated, but he pushed his powers down with a massive effort. This was not a good time to call on fire.

Not yet.

Now where had that thought come from?

Sun followed the Head Priestess up the stairs to the top of his Pyramid, turning this idea in his mind, examining it.

Maybe he wouldn’t have to die alone up there.

He liked that idea.

The wind was cold but Sun welcomed it. The breeze cooled his heating body, helping him hide the way his power simmered under his skin.

Behind him, Sky walked slowly, a widening gap between the Priests and his House. Perfect. He dared to send a little tendril of approval to her, and received a soft touch in return.

Time slowed, or so it seemed.

Every step he took burned into his memory. The way his muscles shifted, the way the wind played with his wavy hair, just like Sky liked to do when they kissed. The first glimpse of the half-orb, made of red stone, silently waiting for him.

It wasn’t even menacing, Sun thought, in fact, it was strangely beautiful with dark veins running through the stone, like ash after a fire burned.

“Please take off your clothes, Sun.”

The Head Priest’s voice was gentle, which was a little surprise. Usually, Priests yelled at them.

With a shrug, Sun stripped, welcoming the caress of the wind. Was that a touch of North? He smiled at his whimsical thought.

“Who do you want with you?” the Head Priest asked.

“None of my House,” Sun answered, making his voice very clear.

The Head Priest inclined his head and Sun wondered if that was a common request.

“Come here, Laisal,” the Head Priest commanded, and a Priestess stepped forward, her eyes running over Sun’s body. Her little smile indicated that she liked what she saw.

Funny, how that still mattered to him.

“It is time,” the Head Priest announced, and Sun allowed them to guide him to the orb, allowed them to stretch him out over it and tie his wrists and ankles.

The orb was warm, almost as if it welcomed him.

The hands touching him were also warm. With his body bent back like that, with his head hanging over the edge of the orb, exposing his throat, he couldn’t see her, and somehow, that bothered him, especially as she was also gentle.

Carefully, he extended his awareness to her.

She was interested, definitely, and enjoying his skin. Her hands rubbed his belly before moving further down, caressing his member and balls, and then her lips nibbled at him. Naturally, he responded to the touch, and her soft laugh made him look forward to her taking him.

That was all he wanted to focus on, and so he pushed back the thought of the knives that were waiting for him. Ah, she was warm, so deliciously warm when she took him inside her, so welcoming, just like Sky.

It would be a shame to burn her, he thought idly, as his power rose inside him together with his desire.

His hands balled into fists as she got him aroused, his breath coming in sharp pants, even as he gathered his power, finding it ready and willing to serve him.

Now he would get revenge for Moon.

His climax rolled through him and he unleashed his power just as he moaned through his release. Flames roared into existence around him. Screams filled his ears as the two Priests near his head burned, just like the ropes holding him to the orb.

Sun rolled away from the orb, arms reaching up to pull the Priestess to him, even as they tumbled down from the top of the Pyramid.

His heart almost stopped at the sense of falling, then they crashed into the next level of the Pyramid. It hurt, but Sun didn’t care. He simply rolled on, carrying them over that ledge and down to another level of the Pyramid.

More shouts from above him indicated that chaos was erupting on the top. He wanted to laugh, but it came out as a pained grunt when he hit the ground hard, bruising his ribs.

“What…?”

Somehow, the Priestess in his arms hadn’t burned.

Sun felt a flash of relief, closely followed by panic. What would he do next? He scrambled to his feet, pulling the Priestess up with him.

“Shhhhh,” he said while looking around frantically. He wanted to live, and now he had to find a way to do so.

Shouts from above didn’t matter, as long as they didn’t throw anything. But people were running down the stairs, and that meant they would reach them soon.

“S… Sun?” The Priestess still sounded confused.

There. One more level, and if they got down on the city side of the Pyramid, they could actually get into the streets. Sun didn’t hesitate any longer. Grabbing the Priestess’ arm, he ran, dragging her along with him.

“One more jump,” he said, trying to tell himself that everything would be fine after that, sensing laughter bubbling up inside him, because even if the Priests killed him after all of this, he would have messed up their Sacrifice. And that was a win.

He reached the side of the Pyramid he wanted and looked down at the street, quite a bit further down, in fact. That would not be an easy jump.

“Jump and roll,” the Priestess said, and it took him a moment to understand what she was telling him. Why would she help him? There was only one way to find out.

“Come with me.” He looked at her, his hand still on her arm.

Blinking in surprise, she nodded.

Sun had no idea what was going through her mind, even as he jumped. Just like she had said, he didn’t try to catch himself at landing but allowed the momentum to carry him through a tumble. He ended up flat on his back, gasping for breath.

Even as he watched, the Priestess jumped, rolled and came up on her feet with more grace than he had expected. When she bent, grabbed one of his hands and pulled him to his feet, he let her, stunned to his core.

Moments later, she pushed him into a dark, narrow gap between two houses.

“Why?” he managed to gasp, even as his ribs hurt and he knew he had skinned his elbows and knees.

“I have no idea,” she answered, with a wry grin. “Why didn’t your fire burn me?”

“I don’t know.”

They stared at each other for a little longer, until the Priestess suddenly blinked and snapped her fingers.

“Clothes.”

Sun shook his head, not sure if he had heard her correctly.

“You need clothes.”

“I do, but…”

“I’ll get some.” With that, the Priestess turned on her heel and hurried out of the gap. Just before turning the corner, she stopped and looked back. “Stay. Hide.”

Sun watched her disappear and blinked a few times. Had that tumble damaged his head? Or hers?

There was no way he would simply stay here, in this hole that would become a trap if the Priestess decided to turn him in.

Which was her duty.

Shouting from the street prompted him to retreat deeper into the gap. It was a dead-end, of course, but by then, the gap was so narrow that he could wedge himself between the two walls and climb up. He found a narrow ledge just below the overhang of a roof and stretched out on it.

Sun had barely slipped into his hiding place when two guards ran into the gap and cursed.

“Not here either. We have to find him, the Head Priest is livid. They are on a tight schedule.”

“Not our problem. They should have taken better care,” the other one growled. “I don’t hold with those Sacrifices anyway. Just look where that got us.”

Stunned, Sun watched the two guards leave. People didn’t condone the Sacrifices? How… his mind whirled and he felt as if the ground was tilting beneath him.

Everything he knew about this world had been taught by the Priests. Everything. He had trusted them, mostly. What if… if the Priests had lied to them?

What if… this world was not at all what he expected?

Sun found that he was gasping for breath, his lungs aching. With an effort, he drew a deep breath, intending to hold it, as he had been taught. It took several tries, and by then, his heart was hammering in his chest. But it was the steam rising from his skin that scared him into forcing his body into calming down.

He simply could not start a fire here.








  
  
Chapter 3




Sun was sore and aching, his body stiffening as he clung to the small ledge he had found. Hours had passed, or so it seemed, and the way the light slanted, it was close to dusk. The shouting on the streets had died down, and someone had been killed on his Pyramid, he had felt the death. Guilt rode his heart for that, but he didn’t know what to do about it. 

In fact, he didn’t know what to do at all.

If the Priests had lied to him, could he trust the Priestess? The one who had jumped with him?

He liked her, yes, but he pushed that thought down. She was a Priestess. He could not trust her.

Sun licked his lips. He couldn’t stay here much longer, he had to leave Holy City and get out of the Empire, if he wanted any chance at living a life. The Priests would never stop hunting him.

Getting down from the ledge was the first step into that new life. Yet it was curiously difficult to bring himself to take it.

Sun called up some of his power, to warm his body and ease his stiff muscles, before he rolled away from the ledge and dropped down into the gap, landing with a light thud.

Immediately, he straightened, flattened himself against a wall and listened. Had anyone heard him?

Not that he had any idea what to do if someone had.

Sun waited, still uncertain about his next step. The Priestess was right, he needed clothes. Nobody in the Holy Empire walked around naked, that much he knew.

Darkness fell and the noises of the town slowly died away.

He knew that phenomenon well, he’d often sat in the yard of the house, watching the sunset, unwinding while Earth tended to her plants.

At this time, his House would be getting the blankets and pillows out. They would curl up and pretend that everything was normal. Sky would cry, he just knew it, and he hoped that North would hold her.

Without even intending it, he extended his awareness, only to catch himself a moment later.

No! He could not touch Sky. Not now. Not when she was grieving and already fasting. Not… ever again.

Sun closed his eyes and rubbed them with the heel of his hands, leaning against the wall behind his back.

He had to get away now. There was no way he could be near the Pyramids when it was Sky’s turn. Trembling, he turned to leave the gap, to take his chances in the streets of Holy City, when he almost ran into a person.

“Sun!” A mere whisper, but it told him the Priestess was back. He held still, let her put her hands on his shoulders.

She breathed out a long sigh. “I’m sorry it took so long. I couldn’t go back to the Square, I… just… And then it took a while to get clothes. I hope I got your size right.”

Sun caught one of her wrists, to stop her babbling. “Why?”

She lifted her eyes to his, her face white in the faded light. “This is wrong.”

What did she mean? Sun frowned at her and belatedly realized that she probably couldn’t see that. “What is wrong?”

“Everything.” She drew a sharp breath. “I… up there. When I took you… I knew it was wrong. I… I kept thinking while I…”

“Do not think about it now,” Sun said, repeating something he learned from a Priest when he was young and still questioning orders. “Thinking is for later. Now we need to move.”

She smothered a laugh but the wrist in his grip trembled. “You’re right. Here.”

Swiftly, she knelt, digging out things from a backpack, handing him soft packages. Sun took them, realizing that she had indeed brought clothes. He pulled up a little flame, set it on the wall for light and dressed as fast as he could.

Only when he had pulled the hood of the cloak over his head did he realize how the Priestess stared at his little flame.

“That… you can do that?”

Sun shrugged, this was a trick he had learned when he was in the Nineteenth House. It was second nature by now. “You saw worse.”

“True.” Her voice shook.

“So. What next?”

The Priestess picked up the backpack and slung it over her shoulder. “I arranged a place to stay for the night.”

“Can I trust you?” Sun knew it was a stupid question, knew her answer could never be enough, and yet, the words just tumbled out of his mouth.

“Yes.” A whisper, just as she ducked her head and took his hand. “Come. We’re pretending to walk home from a Solstice party.”








  
  
Chapter 4




“A Solstice party?” Sun spluttered. “There are Solstice parties?” 

“Yes.” The answer came as a whisper. When Sun looked at the Priestess, she didn’t look back.

People celebrated the Solstice.

Sun had known that, on a certain level. There had been cheering when a Pillar died, he’d heard it often enough. But parties?

“How?” he whispered, not trusting his voice.

“Let’s… let’s not discuss it here.”

She was right, of course, she was right. This was not something they should talk about while walking down a street hand in hand.

Unfortunately, that gave him time to think.

People celebrated, as the Pillars died. As a House was wiped out, eradicated within a few days, with all members dead, their possessions going up in flame.

Sun’s heart burned at that thought and he felt his skin heat up.

A sharp gasp and a squeeze of her her hand pulled him back enough to push down his anger. He couldn’t burn his clothes or her hand. Even so, he wanted to burn this entire town, he wanted to melt the people having parties while his House died.

He trembled with the effort to keep his power in check, even as it roiled in his chest, battered against his ribs and flayed him with pain.

People celebrated the Solstice.

When they passed people in the street, people singing, dancing, lifting flasks to their lips, it became much, much harder to contain the fire running through his veins.

Her thumb rubbed across the back of his hand, soothing.

Caring?

Sun focused on that thought, stuffing down anger he could not afford. Did this Priestess care? What had he done to make her care?

If she did.

He sternly told himself that he couldn’t trust her. For now, however, he needed her.

She led him into a different part of town, somewhat on the outskirts. The houses were smaller, but the yard were larger, and sometimes, there were animals in them. Sun sensed them more than he saw them, because there was also less light.

Finally, the Priestess pulled him into a fairly large house. “Keep your hood down,” she said in a low voice before nodding to someone sitting near the entrance.

The guard didn’t surprise Sun at all. Every House had two Priests guarding it, keeping the Winds and Pillars inside. This person, didn’t seem to care whether they came and went, however.

Sun couldn’t waste any more thoughts on that guard because the Priestess unlocked a door and pulled him into a room that contained a strange platform. Pillows and blankets covered it, so he assumed it was for sleeping.

She closed the door and locked it.

Maybe he should worry about that, but since she was inside the room with him and the key was inside, too, he didn’t really think anyone would rush in to capture him.

“I’m sorry there’s only one bed. It was the only room I could get, considering how many people are visiting,” she was saying when he forced himself to focus on her again. So that was a bed. Was there a problem with them both lying on that platform? The Priestess looked slightly worried.

“I can sleep on the floor,” he offered. There was a nice carpet that looked comfortable, almost like the mats they used in the House. With a pillow and a blanket he would be fine. “I’m used to that.”

“You… what?”

He shrugged at her stare. “We always slept on the floor. Sky and I…” Pain exploded in his chest, but she was looking at him curiously and with a frown, so he forced himself to go on. “We usually made a little nest of pillows and blankets on the floor. All of us.”

“Are you telling me that there are no beds in a House?”

“Like this?” He pointed to the platform. “No. There’s not enough room for eight… beds in a House.”

She clearly thought about this for a few heartbeats. “All right. Lie down on the bed and tell me if that’s comfortable.”

Sun decided to drop the large bit of clothing with the hood and draped it across a strange piece of wood that could have been a low table, except it had a taller part on one side of it and a pillow on the tabletop.

“Take off the shoes first.”

He slipped the leather boots from his feet, glad to be rid of them. Finally, he lay down on the bed.

It was soft.

Very soft.

After a handful of breaths, he knew it was too soft for him, and he rolled off the platform, glad to sit up. “I don’t think I can sleep on this.”

The Priestess nodded. “I understand.” Suddenly, she slapped a hand to her forehead. “I forgot. I was so focused on getting you here, I totally forgot. I’m so sorry.”

Sun watched her dive back to the backpack and pulling out more packages.

“I brought food. You must be starving. And there’s water here.” She pointed to another table which held a jug and mugs.

Sun got up and poured water for both of them, only then realizing how much he was shaking.

“Sit down,” the Priestess said quickly. “I’ll get everything, just…”

He sat down on the bed again, perching on the edge, then drank down the water in the mug. His stomach roiled and for a moment, everything felt utterly unreal.

“Here.” The Priestess had pulled that strange table to the bed and was sitting on it, leaning forward, holding out bread to him. “Eat.”

It was spicy, something he’d never had in bread before. True, Earth really liked to put herbs into her breads, but this was different. He chewed it slowly, carefully, not certain he liked it, but hungry enough to eat it anyway.

“This is spice bread,” the Priestess explained quickly. “I  also brought some meats and rolls.”

“Thank you,” Sun managed to say, between bites. “But you should eat, as well.”

“I will.”

He watched her pick up a roll daintily. In fact, it was fascinating to watch her eat. She held her little finger away from the food, something he had never seen before. She did the same when she picked up her mug of water.

Sun was surprised there was food left when he was no longer hungry.








