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This tale you hold in your hands was not born in the quiet halls of scribes, but in the dust of deserts, the whispered conspiracies of shadowed courts, and the silent, desperate prayers of the human heart. It is a chronicle of how the world can be broken, and how it might be pieced back together, not by the hands of gods, but by the choices of fallible men and women.

Here, you will walk with a boy so hungry he becomes a vessel for a power he cannot comprehend. You will stand beside a queen whose love curdles into a tyranny that shakes continents. You will meet traitors who love their kingdom more than their queen, mothers whose love spans centuries, and soldiers who seek a peace they have only ever known how to fight for.

This is a story about power in all its forms: the raw, life-giving power of creation; the corrupting power of fear and ambition; and the quiet, unyielding power of a mother’s love, which can prove mightier than any dark magic. It is about the burdens we inherit, the crown, the sword, the sin, and the hope we choose to build for ourselves.

The threads of these lives are woven across a tapestry of war and peace, of hellish landscapes and heavenly oases. They ask the oldest of questions: Can a thing born of darkness be brought into the light? Can a legacy of blood be washed clean? Is redemption a prize to be won, or a gift to be given?

Turn the page, and enter a world where the fate of all things hung in the balance, waiting for a cry in the dark, a single act of mercy, or the birth of a child named Hope.

Eris Bluemwest​
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There is a moment before birth when the soul recognizes the body waiting for it.

A moment of perfect alignment, like a key finding its lock, like coming home to a place you've never been but somehow always known.

I felt that moment.

And then I felt it slip away.

The first sensation is falling.

Not through space, I have no reference for space yet, no understanding of up or down or the distance between things. But I am falling through something, through layers of reality that peel away like skin, like the world is shedding me, rejecting me, spitting me out into, 

Into, 

Into, 

Where am I?

The thought forms without language. I don't have words yet. Don't have the structures that would let me name what I'm experiencing. But there's awareness. Terrible, acute awareness that something has gone wrong.

I reach for the warmth I was promised. The heartbeat that should anchor me. The flesh that should welcome me home.

It's not there.

There's only void where the body should be. Only absence where presence was meant to form. I grasp for it anyway, desperate, frantic, the way a drowning thing claws toward air.

My fingers, 

Do I have fingers?

, close on nothing. Pass through nothing. Become nothing.

And in that moment of horrified comprehension, I understand: I am the nothing. I am the space where something should exist but doesn't. I am the answer to a question no one should have asked.

The forest manifests around me like a wound opening.

Trees that have never known sunlight. Bark that weeps something darker than sap. Roots that writhe beneath soil gone to ash. The canopy above is so dense that no light penetrates, yet somehow I can see, if seeing is the right word for this perception that has no eyes, no focal point, no separation between observer and observed.

I try to scream.

The sound that emerges isn't sound at all. It's the opposite of sound. It's silence so profound it hurts, silence that devours the ambient noise of the forest until even the wind forgets how to whisper through dead branches.

What am I?

The question echoes through the void where my mind should be. But there's no answer. Only more questions, multiplying, fracturing, each one sharper than the last:

Why can't I feel my heartbeat?

Why is there no boundary between me and the darkness?

Why does the forest lean away from where I'm not-standing?

I try to move. The concept of movement becomes meaningless when you have no fixed point of reference, when your form keeps slipping between states, solid, translucent, vapor, absence, without your consent or control.

The trees nearest to me begin to wither.

Not slowly. Not with the gradual decay of natural death. They simply... empty. As if something has reached inside them and scooped out everything that made them alive, leaving only the hollow architecture behind.

I'm doing that, I realize with mounting horror. I'm the hunger that's eating them.

I try to stop. Try to pull back, to contain whatever I am. But how do you contain something that has no edges? How do you restrain something that exists in the spaces between existence?

A creature appears at the edge of my perception. Something small and warm-blooded, drawn by instinct or curiosity or terrible luck. It doesn't flee. It should flee. Every cell in its body should be screaming predator, should be firing alarm signals that send it running.

Instead, it approaches.

I want to warn it. Want to tell it to run, to hide, to do anything except come closer. But I have no voice. No way to shape intention into communication. Only this awful, pulling emptiness that draws everything toward its center.

The creature takes another step.

I feel its life force like heat against frozen flesh. Feel the terrible, exquisite warmth of it. And beneath the horror and the wrongness and the desperate desire to stop this, I feel something else:

Hunger.

Not the hunger of a body that needs sustenance. The hunger of a void that needs to be filled. The hunger of absence seeking presence, of nothing yearning to become something even if it means consuming everything in the attempt.

No, I think. No, please, I don't want, 

But I'm not in control. Have never been in control. I'm not a thing that does. I'm a thing that is done to. A force of nature that happens to wear the shape of intention.

The creature's life unravels like thread from a spool.

I feel it happening. Feel each moment of its existence peeling away, feeding into the emptiness at my core. Its memories, brief and simple, the taste of berries, the warmth of a den, the sensation of rain on fur, all of it flowing into me, filling nothing, changing nothing, just disappearing into the bottomless absence where I should be.

When it's over, the creature's body collapses. Not dead, death implies there was something living that ceased. This is worse. It's unmade. A hollow shell that looks like it should be animate but will never move again because the essential what-it-was has been extracted, consumed, erased.

And I am no fuller than I was before.

The hunger remains. Will always remain. Because you cannot fill a void. You can only make it larger.

This is what I am, I understand with crystalline clarity. This is what I will always be.

Not a child who died too soon.

Not a soul waiting to be born.

Just... absence. Hungry, conscious absence that will spend eternity trying to fill itself by emptying everything else.

Time moves strangely here. Or perhaps I move strangely through time. I can't tell anymore. The forest continues to die around me. I continue to consume without wanting to, without being able to stop, without even fully understanding what consumption means.

And underneath it all, like a half-remembered song, like an echo of something that never quite was, I feel pull.

Someone is calling me.

Not with words. Not with anything I can name or describe. But there's intention out there in the larger world, intention shaped like desperation, like love turned inside out, like the refusal to accept what cannot be changed.

The pull grows stronger. It has a direction now, a vector through the formless void. It wraps around whatever I am and yanks, and I'm falling again, being dragged toward something I don't understand, something that wants me, that needs me, that refuses to let me dissolve into the nothing I should be.

And as the forest recedes, as I'm pulled toward that desperate, loving, terrible intention, I understand with the last shred of whatever passes for thought in this existence:

This is not the end.

This is the beginning.

And it's going to be so much worse.

The darkness swallows me whole.

And somewhere, far away in a world of flesh and time and consequence, a mother speaks a name into the void.

The void listens.

And remembers.
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Chapter I
Desolate Waste
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One hundred winters ago 

The salt had built up in the corners of Emilius's mouth like a bitter crust, cracking when he tried to work moisture into his cheeks. There was none to spare. The sun hammered down on the dunes, turning the air itself into something thick and visible, warping the distant ridge of black rock until it seemed to breathe and pulse. Somewhere in that shimmer, he thought he saw blue, a flash like water catching light, but when he blinked the grit from his eyes, there was only sand and more sand.

His people moved in a ragged line behind him, too exhausted for speech. The wind made the only sound, a low whistle through the skeletal remains of scrub grass that somehow still clung to life in this wasteland. Emilius listened to it, the way his father had taught him before the fever took him three moons past. A west wind meant the dunes would shift by morning. A north wind carried the scent of stone and meant they were near the ridgeline. This wind came from the east, dry and useless, offering nothing.

He adjusted the strip of cloth draped over little Melow's head, his sister's breathing shallow beneath its shade. She was six, and light enough now that he could carry her on his back without strain. That terrified him more than anything, how easy she'd become to bear.

"Emmy?" Her voice was barely a whisper.

"Save it," he said, not unkindly. Every word cost water they didn't have.

He'd spent the morning reading the sand, searching for the telltale darkness that meant moisture beneath, the type of compacted earth where a man could dig and sometimes, if the gods were generous, find a seep. Nothing. He'd found nothing for three days. His tongue sat in his mouth like a piece of old leather.

Then he saw it, movement in his peripheral vision. A lizard, fat-bodied and slow in the heat, its scales catching the sun in that same strange blue he'd glimpsed on the horizon. His hand shot out before thought could slow him, fingers closing around the creature's body. It writhed, surprisingly strong, and for a moment he felt something beneath its skin, a coldness that didn't belong.

His stomach clenched with need. There was no time to build a fire, no wood to burn anyway. The tribe couldn't stop. He brought the lizard to his mouth and bit down, feeling scales scrape across his tongue, tasting something bitter beneath the meat. The texture was wrong, too smooth inside, too cold, but he forced himself to swallow, again and again, until it was gone.

The others didn't even look. They'd all eaten worse.

Ten minutes later, his gut twisted. Not hunger this time, something else, something wrong. A coldness spread from his stomach outward, creeping through his limbs like frost on water. His fingers went numb first, then his legs began to fail. He stumbled, went down on one knee, tried to call out, but his jaw wouldn't work right. The words came out slurred, meaningless.

Kael was there suddenly, his friend's gaunt face hovering above him. "Emmy? Emmy, what, "

But Emilius couldn't answer. The paralysis locked his body tight as a fist. He felt them lower him to the sand, heard his mother's voice rising in panic, but the sounds grew muffled, distant. Through the fog descending on his mind, he felt Melow's small hand clutch his own.

The world faded to gray, then black.

In the darkness, he prayed to a god whose name he didn't know. Not the spirits of sand and stone his people whispered about, something bigger, older, something that might hear a boy dying alone. Creator, if you exist, if any of this means something, don't let me die like this. Don't let it be for nothing.

He didn't know how long the darkness lasted. Time lost meaning. But when sensation returned, it came with sound first, snarling, savage and close. His eyes opened to slits. The sun had moved; hours had passed. And the wolves were here.

They were enormous, ribs pressing against mangy hides, muscles corded with starvation-strength. The pack had surrounded his tribe, moving with terrible efficiency. Emilius tried to move, tried to scream, but the poison still held him. All he could do was watch.

Old Bordan went down first. Emilius saw him turn, saw his mouth open, not in a cry but to finish the joke he'd been telling two nights ago around the fire, the one about the merchant and the broken cart: "And the wheel said to the axle, " He never got to the punchline. A wolf's jaws closed around his throat, and the old man's eyes went wide with something like surprise before they dimmed.

Lira was running. Seven years old and still trying to fight, still trying to live. She'd shared her water with him yesterday, pressing the waterskin into his hands with those serious eyes and saying, "You need it more. You're carrying Melow." Now she was screaming, and Emilius wanted to close his eyes but couldn't, couldn't look away as the shaggy brute brought her down into the red sand.

His mother was searching the chaos, and when she found his face, something broke in her expression. Not fear, not anymore. Just a terrible, aching love, and a relief that he was already down, already still, already out of reach. She mouthed something he couldn't hear over the snarling. It might have been I love you or I'm sorry or run. Then the tide took her too.

And Melow. Gods, Melow, still wearing the cloth he'd draped over her head, still small enough that the world shouldn't have noticed her. But the wolves noticed everything.

The grief was a physical thing, a blade twisting in his chest. He felt something snap inside him, some final thread of paralysis breaking under the weight of his rage. His fingers twitched. His jaw unlocked. He dragged air into his lungs and pushed himself up, swaying, dizzy, but standing. The wolves turned toward him, the last meal, their muzzles dripping red.

He would die fighting. It was all he had left.

Then the sky tore open.

It started as a sound, a high, keening shriek of something falling impossibly fast. Emilius looked up and saw it: a lance of blue fire streaking down from the heavens, the same blue he'd been seeing all day at the edges of his vision. It screamed as it fell, the air itself splitting apart with a metallic scream that made his teeth ache.

It struck the earth thirty paces away.

The explosion was light and heat and force, a wall of pressure that picked up the wolves like leaves and flung them across the dunes. Emilius felt himself lifted, thrown backward, the world spinning. He hit the sand hard, and this time the darkness that took him was immediate and absolute.

When he woke, the silence was worse than the screaming had been.

He pushed himself up slowly, every muscle screaming. The wolves were gone, scattered, fled, or dead. And his tribe... he stumbled to where they'd made their stand, but there was nothing. The sand had swallowed them, or the wind had scattered them, or they'd simply ceased to exist in any way that mattered. No bodies. No blood. Nothing but emptiness and the vast, uncaring sky.

He was alone.

The tears came then, slow and painful, cutting tracks through the salt and grime on his face. He stood in the center of nothing, surrounded by everything, the last survivor of a people who would leave no mark on the world. His throat closed around a sob that had no sound.

But somewhere ahead, where the blue light had fallen, something pulsed with warmth. A pull he couldn't explain, couldn't resist.

He had nothing left behind him. Perhaps there was something ahead.

Emilius began to walk.

​
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Chapter II
Iron Queen and the Seed of Doubt
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Three months after Veerfrost's death, Seraphiel's transformation was complete.

The woman who had wept over his body, who had cradled his cooling hand and whispered promises of a better world, she was gone. In her place stood something harder, colder, forged in the crucible of Nomedia's whispers. The ancient power had seeped into her soul like ink into water, staining everything it touched. Where once she had ruled with justice tempered by mercy, now there was only iron will and the absolute certainty that she alone could protect what mattered.

And what mattered was the child growing within her.

Five months now, her belly round and full beneath the heavy brocade of her gowns. She felt it move sometimes, small flutterings that reminded her why she did what she did. Why she had to do what she did. Every harsh decree, every execution, every act that made her courtiers flinch, all of it was for this child, for the world it would inherit. A world purged of weakness, of treachery, of anything that might threaten its throne.

You are building a kingdom of corpses, Veerfrost's voice whispered in her memory. He had said that once, hadn't he? In the early days, when they still argued about philosophy and governance. Or had she imagined it? The memory felt real, but slippery, like trying to grasp smoke.

She shook her head, dismissing the thought. Veerfrost had been wrong about many things. His softness, his hesitation, that was why they had needed to remove him, wasn't it? The realm required strength.

The realm requires a monster, the voice came again, but this time it sounded different. Colder. Not Veerfrost at all, but something else, something that lived in the shadows behind her thoughts.

She walked the cold marble halls toward the throne room, her footsteps echoing in the silence. Lord Cendric fell into step beside her, his face carefully neutral.

"The King of Talridge awaits your judgment, Your Majesty."

"Good." Her voice was steady, betraying nothing of the turmoil beneath. "He raised his banners against us. Against the crown. Against my child's inheritance."

"He has asked for mercy," Cendric said carefully. "He has two children. Young. He begs you to consider, "

"I have considered." The words came out sharper than she intended. She stopped, turned to face him. "Do you have children, Cendric?"

"No, Your Majesty."

"Then you cannot understand. A mother will do anything to protect her child. Anything." She placed a hand on her belly, feeling the small life within. "This king thought to make my child fatherless before it was even born. He thought to plunge the realm into civil war, to deprive my son, or daughter, of the peace and security that is their birthright. He must learn what it means to threaten a mother's child."

Cendric's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "As you say, Your Majesty."

They entered the throne room together. The space was vast and cold, winter light slanting through high windows and catching on the polished marble. At the center of it all stood the conquered king, hands bound, flanked by guards. His children huddled against him, a boy of perhaps eight, a girl no more than six. Both had their father's dark hair, both had eyes red from crying.

Seraphiel ascended to her throne, settling into it with the careful movements of a woman in her fifth month. The child kicked, as if sensing the tension in the room. She pressed her hand to the spot, drawing strength from it.

Do it, the voice whispered. Not Veerfrost this time. Never Veerfrost. This was Nomedia, the power that had given her the strength to survive, to rule, to protect what was hers. Show them what happens to those who threaten your child. Show them the price of defiance.

"King Aldric of Talridge," she began, her voice carrying through the hall. "You raised your banners against the crown. You sought to deprive my unborn child of its inheritance, to plunge this realm into war and chaos. For this, you must be punished."

"Please," the king's voice cracked. "Please, Your Majesty, I beg you. Take my life. Take my kingdom. Take everything I have, but spare my children. They are innocent. They knew nothing of, "

"Your children." Seraphiel's voice was soft now, almost gentle, which made it somehow worse. "Yes. Let us discuss your children."

She saw herself as if from a distance. Saw her own face, calm and cold as a frozen lake. Saw her hand resting on her pregnant belly, the visible sign of the life she protected. Saw the king's children, so small, so frightened, pressed against their father's legs.

No, something inside her whispered. Not Nomedia. Not Veerfrost. Her own voice, distant and muffled, like someone calling from underwater. Not this. This is too far. This crosses a line that cannot be uncrossed.

But the voice was weak, so weak. And Nomedia was strong.

"A king must understand the true weight of loss," she continued. "You sought to make my child fatherless. Let us see how well you bear the reverse."

The king's face went white. "No. No, please, I beg you, "

"Take the children."

The words hung in the air like a physical thing. For a moment, no one moved. Even the guards seemed to hesitate, their eyes sliding toward Cendric as if hoping for a countermand.

Stop, the drowning voice inside her screamed. Stop this now. This is not protection. This is not justice. This is, 

"Did I stutter?" Seraphiel's voice cut through the silence like a blade. "Take. The. Children."

The guards moved. The boy tried to hold onto his father, small hands clutching at the king's tunic, but the guards were strong and practiced. They peeled him away as he screamed, a high, terrified sound that echoed off the marble. The girl went silent, her eyes wide and uncomprehending, her mouth open in a soundless cry.

"Papa," the boy sobbed as they dragged him toward the archway. "Papa, don't let them, Papa, "

The king lunged against his bonds, his face contorted with an anguish so profound it seemed to transform him into something inhuman. His screams were wordless, animal, the sound of a soul being torn apart. He fought with the strength of madness, and it took three guards to hold him as his children were led away.

Seraphiel watched, her face impassive. Inside, in that distant underwater place, her true self was screaming too. But she couldn't afford to listen. She couldn't afford to be weak. Not when her own child's future hung in the balance.

Veerfrost would never have done this, the thought came unbidden.

And suddenly he was there, or his ghost was, or her memory of him. A flicker at the edge of her vision, standing in the shadows near a pillar. He was looking at her with such profound disappointment that it made her chest ache.

"This is not strength, Sera. This is fear wearing strength's armor. And it will destroy you."

She blinked, and he was gone. If he had ever been there at all.

The children's footsteps faded down the corridor beyond the archway. The boy was still crying, still calling for his father. The sound grew more distant, echoing through the cold stone passages. Then, voices. The guards, speaking too low to make out words. A door opening.

The boy's crying stopped abruptly. Completely. As if someone had snuffed out a candle.

The silence that followed was more terrible than any scream.

The king made a sound that wasn't quite human, a keening wail that rose and rose until it filled the entire throne room. Then it too cut off as his knees buckled and he collapsed to the marble floor, his bound hands pressed to his face, his entire body shaking with sobs.

Seraphiel descended from her throne, each step measured and deliberate. The child within her kicked again, harder this time. She ignored it.

"Death would be a mercy," she said, standing over the broken man. Her voice was almost conversational now, as if they were discussing the weather. "But I am not feeling merciful today. You will be given a cell of stone. You will be fed and kept alive. And you will feel every particle of this pain, every single day, until your bones turn to dust and your mind has long since shattered. You will be my lesson, my warning to any who would threaten my child."

She gestured to the guards. "Take him to the deep cells. No windows. No visitors. Nothing but his grief to keep him company."

As they hauled the sobbing wreck of a man away, Seraphiel returned to her throne. She sat carefully, arranging her skirts, placing both hands on her belly. The child kicked against her palm, and she felt a fierce surge of love and protectiveness that justified everything, everything she had done.

Everything, Nomedia whispered in agreement. For the child. For the future. For the throne.

But somewhere in the shadows near the pillar where Veerfrost's ghost had stood, Lord Cendric remained. His face was still carefully neutral, his posture correct, his hands clasped behind his back. But his eyes, his eyes had changed.

He had served Queen Seraphiel since before the war, had stood beside her when they confronted Veerfrost in that final meeting. He remembered the way Veerfrost had looked at her, not with hatred but with sorrow, as if he already knew what she would become. Cendric had dismissed it then as the bitterness of a man about to lose everything.

He had told himself that Veerfrost's death was necessary. A harsh measure for harsh times. The realm needed unity, needed strength, needed a single ruler with the will to hold it together. He had watched Seraphiel give the order, watched Veerfrost die, and told himself it was justice.

But standing in the throne room now, watching the guards drag away a king who had become a hollow shell, hearing the echo of children's screams still reverberating in the cold marble halls, he knew. He finally, terribly, understood.

Veerfrost hadn't been wrong. He had seen what Nomedia was doing to her, had tried to stop it, and they had killed him for it.

We killed him for it, Cendric thought, the truth settling over him like a shroud. I killed him for it.

That night, alone in his chambers, Cendric stared into the dying embers of his fire. The image of those children being led away played over and over in his mind. The boy's terrified screams. The girl's silent, uncomprehending face. The absolute silence that had followed.

He had made excuses for months now. The harsh decrees, necessary to establish order. The public executions, warnings to would-be traitors. The silencing of dissent, the realm needed unity, not debate. He had told himself that these were the hard prices of peace, that Seraphiel was doing what needed to be done.

But today, a line had been crossed. Today, he had watched tyranny wearing the mask of justice, watched madness disguised as motherly protection. And he had seen, in that terrible moment of silence, exactly what Seraphiel had become.

He thought of the child in her womb, the innocent life growing in the belly of a monster. That child would be born into a court of blood and shadows, would inherit a throne built on the bones of murdered children, would be taught that this, all of this, was normal, was right, was the way of power.

He thought of Veerfrost's final words, spoken in that confrontation three months ago. They had seemed like the bitter pronouncements of a beaten man then, but now they rang with prophetic clarity: "You think you're protecting the realm, Cendric, but you're delivering it to something far worse than war. Mark my words, the day will come when you understand what you've done here. And on that day, you'll have to decide who you truly serve: the crown, or the realm."

That day had come.

Cendric rose from his chair and walked to the window. Below, the city sprawled in darkness, thousands of lives going about their business, unaware of the horror unfolding in the citadel above them. Good people. Innocent people. People who deserved better than to live under the shadow of a mad queen and her terrible power.

"This cannot be the way," he whispered to the silent room, the words an admission of his own complicity, his own failure. "This is not the peace we fought for. This is not the realm we swore to build."

A resolve, hard and unyielding as iron, forged itself in his chest. The Queen he had served, the woman he had believed in, she was gone, consumed by Nomedia's corruption. In her place was a tyrant who would drown the world in blood if it meant protecting her child. And that child, innocent though it was, would inherit a kingdom of corpses and rule over a people broken by fear.

For the sake of the realm, for the sake of that unborn child, for the memory of Veerfrost and the justice he had tried to preserve, for the children whose screams still echoed in the marble halls, Cendric knew what he must do.

He must stop her.

The thought was treasonous, terrible, and absolutely necessary. He would need allies. He would need a plan. He would need to move carefully, for Seraphiel had eyes and ears everywhere now, and Nomedia's power made her more dangerous than any ten mortal rulers.

But he would do it. He had to.

Because if he didn't, if he stood by and did nothing, then the blood of those children, and all the blood that would follow, would be on his hands as surely as if he had wielded the blade himself.

In the throne room far above, Seraphiel sat alone in the darkness, one hand on her belly, feeling her child move. She told herself she had done the right thing. The necessary thing. The only thing a mother could do to protect what was hers.

And if a ghost lingered in the shadows, watching her with eyes full of sorrow, she refused to acknowledge it.

She refused to remember what she had been, before Nomedia taught her the true meaning of power.

She refused to wonder what Veerfrost would say, if he could see her now.

Because some truths were too terrible to bear, even for a queen made of iron.
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​Chapter III
Oasis of Wonders
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With the ashes of his tribe cold upon the wind and his own soul feeling little more than a wisp, Emilius turned his face toward the place where the blue light had fallen. His body was a rack of bones held together by will alone, the memory of that foul creature's poison still coiled in his gut like a sleeping snake. Hunger drove him forward, always hunger, but now joined by something else. A pull. A wordless certainty that whatever had fallen from the sky had been meant for him.

The walk stretched endlessly beneath the merciless sun. Twice he fell and had to force himself upright. Once he thought he saw Melow walking beside him, the cloth still draped over her head, but when he reached for her, his hand closed on empty air.

Keep walking, he told himself. Just keep walking.

When he finally crested the last rise, his breath caught, not from exertion, but from awe tinged with terror.

Before him gaped a crater so vast he couldn't see its far edge, a wound in the world's flesh that plunged down into blue-shadowed depths. No natural force could have carved this. It was too perfect, too circular, its rim too sharp. A god had driven a fist into the earth here, or perhaps torn out a piece of the world and carried it away.

Emilius stood at the edge, swaying. His hunger-addled mind offered a desperate hope: perhaps there would be something down there he could trade. A piece of the fallen star. Iron from the heavens. Something to buy bread in whatever distant town he could reach before his strength gave out entirely.

It was a thin hope. But it was all he had.

He began his descent.

The crater wall was treacherous, the rock fractured and unstable from whatever force had created this place. Handholds crumbled beneath his fingers, sending cascades of loose stone clattering into the depths below. Twice his foot slipped, and only desperate scrabbling saved him from a fatal plunge. His muscles, weakened by starvation, screamed in protest. Each movement was a negotiation with his failing body.

Down. Just down. You can rest when you reach the bottom.

But as he descended, something changed. The air grew thick, heavy, pressing against his skin like an invisible hand. At first he thought it was the weight of all that earth above him, the crater's depth crushing down. His lungs worked harder, each breath requiring effort. Dizziness washed over him in waves, and his vision swam. He clung to the rock face, fighting the urge to let go, to simply fall and let it end.

Then the healing began.

It started as warmth, not the brutal heat of the desert sun, but something gentler, more purposeful. It seeped into his cracked skin, and he watched in disbelief as the angry red burns began to fade. The fissures that had split his lips sealed themselves. The deep ache in his bones eased. Even the phantom coil of poison in his gut loosened, dissolved, disappeared.

This isn't real, he thought wildly. I'm dying. This is what dying feels like.

But his hands, gripping the rock, were steady. His vision, though strange, was clearing. And the pain, gods, the pain he'd carried for so long, was simply... gone.

He continued down, faster now, his renewed strength making the descent almost easy. The dizziness persisted, but he pushed through it, driven by desperate curiosity. What kind of place could heal with air alone?

When his feet finally touched the crater floor, he stood frozen, trying to make sense of what he saw.

An oasis. A garden. A pocket of impossible life nestled in the heart of devastation.

A lake stretched before him, its water so clear and still it looked like polished glass. Around its edges grew grass, not the brittle, dying scrub of the desert, but lush carpet-grass, vibrant and green. Young trees rose from the earth, their leaves perfect and unblemished. The air itself tasted sweet, almost too sweet, and everything was bathed in a soft blue luminescence that seemed to emanate from the water itself.

Emilius fell to his knees in the grass, and tears came, not of sorrow this time, but of overwhelming relief. He'd found water. Food. Shelter. Life.

He crawled to the lake's edge and drank deeply, the cool liquid a benediction on his tongue. Then he collapsed onto the grass, his body finally able to surrender to exhaustion. For long moments he simply lay there, feeling the soft earth beneath him, breathing air that didn't burn his lungs, existing in a space where he wasn't dying.

Gradually, awareness returned. And with it, wrongness.

The silence, first. No birds sang in those perfect trees. No insects hummed in the grass. The only sound was his own breathing and the faint whisper of wind at the crater's distant rim.

He sat up slowly, studying his surroundings with new attention. The trees, they all leaned inward, toward the lake, their branches reaching not for sunlight but for the water's blue glow. The grass grew in patterns too uniform, each blade the same height as its neighbors. And the water itself, that impossibly clear water, didn't ripple. Not even when the breeze that touched his face brushed across its surface.

Wrong, his instincts whispered. Something here is very wrong.

But he was alive. That had to count for something.

He rose and waded into the lake to wash away the desert's grime. The water was warmer than it should be, almost body-temperature, and silky against his skin in a way that felt... deliberate. As if it were reaching back to touch him.

He was waist-deep when he saw his reflection.

The boy looking back at him was healthy. Skin tanned but unburned. Cheeks that held flesh instead of hollow shadows. Eyes clear and bright, not sunken and desperate. It was him, but weeks of good eating and rest ahead, a version of himself that didn't exist yet.

Emilius stumbled backward, nearly falling. The movement disturbed the water, and his reflection rippled, broke apart. When it settled again, he saw himself as he truly was: too thin, too worn, barely alive.

What is this place?

He turned to flee back to shore, and his foot struck something on the lake bed.

Hard. Smooth. Warm.

Against every instinct screaming at him to leave, to climb back up the crater wall and run, Emilius reached down. His fingers closed around the object, and the moment he touched it, the world... shifted.

The blue light intensified, flooding his vision. The water around him began to glow, not reflected light but luminescence rising from the depths. And in his hand, pulsing in time with his own heartbeat, was a stone.

It was dark as a midnight sky, perfectly smooth, no larger than his palm. But within its depths, stars swirled, tiny points of light that moved in complex patterns, like looking into the heavens themselves captured in crystal. It was impossibly beautiful. Impossibly alien.

And it was singing to him.

Not with sound, with feeling. A wordless call that resonated in his bones, his blood, the very core of his being. It promised power. Safety. The strength to never be helpless again. To never watch his family die while paralysis held him frozen.

Take me, it seemed to say. We are meant for each other. I fell from the sky for you. I made this place for you. Take me and be whole.

Emilius stood waist-deep in glowing water, holding a star in his hand, and felt the wrongness of it settle over him like a shroud. This wasn't natural. This wasn't safe. The healing air, the impossible garden, the reflection that showed a future that hadn't happened yet, all of it was connected to this stone. All of it was wrong.

But gods, he was tired. So tired. And alone. And every person he'd ever loved was dead.

The stone pulsed warmth into his palm. Comforting. Seductive.

Power comes at a price, his father had told him once, teaching him to read the wind. Always ask what that price is before you pay it.

Emilius looked into the stone's swirling depths and tried to ask. What will you cost me? What will I become if I take you?

The response was immediate, not words, but images flooding his mind. He saw himself strong, fed, walking out of the desert. He saw himself able to protect those who couldn't protect themselves. He saw himself standing over enemies, untouchable, powerful, alive.

But beneath those visions, swimming in the stone's dark depths, were other images. Shadowy. Fragmentary. A woman's face twisted in rage. Cities burning. A hunger that could never be satisfied. And pain, gods, such pain, spreading out from his chest like cracks in glass.

Choose, the stone whispered, and this time he was certain he heard a voice, ancient and patient and utterly inhuman. Take me, or leave me. But know this: if you leave me here, you will die in the desert. And if you take me, you will wish you had.

Emilius stood in the glowing water, the stone warm in his hand, and felt the weight of the choice settle onto his shoulders.

Behind him lay the climb back up the crater wall. The desert. Slow death under the merciless sun. Alone, weakened, with no hope of reaching civilization before his strength gave out. He could leave the stone in the water, walk away from this wrongness, and die clean.

Before him lay... what? Power, certainly. Survival, probably. But at a cost he couldn't yet understand. The stone had shown him visions of strength, but also visions of horror. It had made this impossible oasis, had healed him with its very presence. What would it do if he truly claimed it? What would it make him do?

I could put it back, he thought desperately. I could leave it here and take my chances.

But even as he thought it, he knew he wouldn't. Couldn't. Because he was fourteen years old and everyone he loved was dead and he wanted, gods, how he wanted, to never be powerless again.

"I'm sorry," he whispered, though he didn't know who he was apologizing to. His dead family? His future self? The world that would have to bear whatever he became?

Emilius closed his fingers around the stone and lifted it from the water.

The moment he did, the pain hit.

It started in his palm where the stone touched skin, a burning cold that shot up his arm like lightning. His muscles seized. His breath caught. The stone's warmth became a brand, searing itself into his flesh, claiming him at the cellular level. He tried to drop it, to fling it away, but his hand wouldn't obey. His fingers were locked around it, fused by some force beyond muscle and bone.

The blue light of the oasis flared brilliant, blinding. The water around him began to boil, steam rising in great clouds. And through it all, the pain intensified, spreading from his hand to his arm to his chest to his heart, until every nerve in his body was screaming.

This is the price, he realized through the agony. This is what it costs.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the pain stopped.

Emilius gasped, staggered, nearly fell. The water had stilled. The light had dimmed to its previous soft glow. And in his palm, the stone sat cool and quiet, its stars swirling gently, as if nothing had happened.

But something had happened. He could feel it. A presence, vast and ancient, now resided in the corner of his mind. Not controlling him, not yet, but watching. Waiting. Connected to him in a way that could never be undone.

What have I done?

The stone pulsed once, warmly, almost reassuringly. And in his mind, that patient, inhuman voice spoke clearly for the first time:

You have survived. And now, boy, we will see what kind of man you become.

Emilius stood in the center of the impossible oasis, holding a piece of fallen sky, and knew with absolute certainty that his life, whatever remained of it, would never be simple again.

But he was alive. For now, that would have to be enough.

He waded back to shore, the stone clutched in his fist, and did not look back at the reflection in the water. He didn't want to see what face was looking back at him now.
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​Chapter IV
Hermit of the Crags
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The path to the isolated mountain was one known only to ghosts and forgotten things. Lord Cendric of Aurathal took it with a steady heart, though his hand never strayed far from the blade at his hip. The wind howled through the jagged peaks, a lonely sound that suited his purpose. He was a man on a treasonous path, and solitude was his first ally.

Or so he hoped.

The first trap announced itself with a subtle wrongness in the scree pattern, stones too carefully arranged, dust undisturbed in a line that should have been scattered by wind. Cendric knelt, studying it with the eye of a man who had survived two decades of campaigns. A pressure plate, he determined, ingeniously disguised. But more than that: positioned exactly where an exhausted climber would place their foot, seeking stable ground after a treacherous ascent.

This trap understands fatigue, Cendric thought, carefully skirting it. It knows how tired men make mistakes.

The second trap was crueler, a tripwire stretched at ankle height across a narrow gap between boulders, the only reasonable path forward. But what made it brilliant was the false safe route to the left, which would funnel the careful observer directly into a deadfall of weighted chains suspended overhead. The wire itself was a test: those who saw it and felt clever would die. Those who saw both and understood the trapmaster's mind would live.

Cendric chose the right-hand route, wedging himself between stone faces and scraping his way through. The chains remained silent above the false path.

This trap punishes cleverness without wisdom, he noted. It respects only those who think two moves ahead.

The third trap was the most telling. A section of path so obviously treacherous, loose stone, crumbling edge, clear danger, that any sensible person would take the detour. But Cendric had been watching the patterns. He'd seen how each trap built on the assumptions created by the previous one. This was the final test: a trap that looked like a trap but wasn't, designed to catch those who had learned the trapmaster's methods and would therefore assume complexity where there was only simplicity.
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