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A Family Forged

––––––––
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The demigods had barely drawn breath, their minds still reeling from the words the shadow had whispered, when a piercing voice shattered the silence.

“STOP!”

Ariel’s scream cracked like thunder, drawing every head around. Her wings, radiant and vast, unfurled in a single sweep as she launched herself into the air. Gods and goddesses alike blinked at her sudden flight, startled by her ferocity. She didn’t slow when she reached the group of young demigods...she streaked past them in a blur of light and feathers.

Only when they whirled around did they see the reason.

The shadow was standing right beside Tom.

Before anyone could blink, its smoke-like hand clamped around the boy’s shoulder. The figure gave a cold, knowing smile, and in the next instant—he and Tom were gone. Vanished without a trace.

“WAIT!” Kol roared, lunging forward, but his hand grasped nothing but air. His voice echoed through the coliseum, heavy with rage and despair. Ariel pulled her wings hard, but even she could not stop what had just happened.

The ground shook violently as Atlas stormed forward, his massive frame trembling with fury. “What happened?!” His booming voice rattled the walls. “Who—or what—was that shadow? Time itself bent around him, as if... as if Lord Cronos stood here!”

Silence pressed down for a moment, the gods exchanging uneasy glances. Even they hadn’t moved when the being appeared. Even they had been powerless.

Ariel landed heavily, folding her wings, her face pale. She shook her head once, then turned quickly to the group, urgency blazing in her eyes. “I know who he is,” she said. Her voice was low but steady. “The Creator told me of him once, long ago. He is... the son of the Creator Himself. Forged at the dawn of time, before even the oldest of us drew breath.”

Gasps rippled through the gathering.

“They say his power has no limit—or at least none we’ve ever seen. Some claim he was made as a balance to creation itself, others that he is the shadow that falls wherever the Creator’s light shines. But no one truly knows his side. He has walked through ages and wars, appearing when least expected... always untouchable. Always unstoppable.”

Her words settled over the group like a shroud, leaving their hearts heavy with dread.

Then Ariel’s gaze snapped back to the demigods. She stepped closer, wings twitching restlessly. “What happened?” she demanded. “When he appeared... did he speak to you?”

The young heroes exchanged uneasy glances before one finally spoke. “He said...” Their voice faltered, but another finished it. “He said Arel is alive.”

Ariel froze. The gods around her stiffened, mutters rising, some in disbelief, others in alarm.

Vasos was the first to cut through the noise. He stepped forward, his expression grim. “Why would he take Tom then? If it’s true... if Arel really is alive... why single him out?”

No one had an answer.

But all of them felt the same icy truth sink into their bones: the shadow hadn’t just stolen Tom, he had set in motion something far greater than any of them could yet imagine.

Before the demigods could even respond to Vasos’s question, the air above the coliseum split with a light so pure and immense that every soul bowed their head instinctively. From the heavens, the voice of the Creator boomed, filled with urgency and command. “The shadow is indeed my son,” the Creator’s words reverberated through stone and bone alike, “and yes... he is powerful beyond measure. At the beginning of time, I bound him, for he had to learn restraint, to sleep until balance called for him again. He was meant to rise slowly, to become whole once more after his long imprisonment by my hand.”

The demigods held their breath, straining to hear every word. Even the gods stood frozen in reverence.

“However...” the Creator’s tone deepened, heavy with sorrow. “Something has gone awry. Something I cannot speak of. These events must unfold as they are meant to. This is a crossroads only you, my champions, can decide.”

A silence fell. The demigods exchanged worried glances, dread clawing at their hearts.

“Know this,” the Creator thundered, “if you fail, all will be undone. Already, the light of the shadow being is bleeding away. He is losing his soul...his compass...his ability to feel anything of good. First he will act only on cold, merciless logic, choosing paths that will destroy innocents if they hinder him. Then... he will begin to kill indiscriminately. He will unravel life itself until nothing remains but ruin. If he reaches that point, I will have no choice but to destroy him myself. And if that happens...” The voice lowered, as if carrying the weight of worlds. “The prophecy, the war, the future you fight for...it will all be for nothing. For if the shadow turns fully to darkness... all creation will fall.”

“Father, I...” Ariel’s voice cracked as she stepped forward, her eyes shimmering with desperate hope.

But the Creator cut her off. “I know what you would ask, Ariel. But do not cling to that thought. Arel did die. That truth remains. Set it aside, for now, and turn your heart to what lies before you.”

Ariel’s lips parted, trembling, but she fell silent, bowing her head.

The Creator’s voice boomed once more, rolling like thunder across the coliseum:

“Kol, Vasos, Kaia, Chione and Ariel...you will travel to Atlantis. There, hidden deep within their walls, the Atlanteans hold the shard of light that has been stripped from him. They guard it with jealousy, for it is a power they covet. They will not give it willingly, and you must be prepared for what that means.”

He paused, the air thickening with his words.

“Chantz, Sevrrir, and Brianna...you will descend into the Tartarus gate to the lowest depths. Your path will take you where even the gods dare not tread. There you will face the horrors that await and find what must be claimed.”

The three shifted uneasily, but none dared speak against the decree.

“Dewnin and Liam,” the Creator continued, “you will be joined by two new champions and go to the Duat location. Shen and Xin will remain here with Heh and Shenbar together you will train our forces and rally more alongside the Titans and gods, Heh use your new power from Arel to communicate to all the creatures in nature and get them to our cause with this combined strength you will be undefeatable. War approaches faster than you think, and you will need strength at your back.”

“My lord,” Dewnin interrupted, his voice respectful but firm. “May we know who joins us? Who will walk at our side?”

The Creator’s reply was steady, deliberate. “They will be joined by Ariel’s demigod children.”

A stunned silence dropped over the entire coliseum. Dozens of eyes turned at once, fixing on Ariel, who stood rooted in place, her gaze cast down to the marble floor.

Lady Ariel?” Kaia’s voice broke the silence, tinged with disbelief. “You... you have demigod children? But...aren’t you an angel?”

Slowly, Ariel lifted her face, her expression solemn yet unafraid. Her wings unfurled just slightly, light cascading from them as her form shimmered. “Many angels chose paths beyond what they were given,” she said softly. “Some became gods for a time, others remained among mortals, bound to duty and destiny. I, too, bore such duties. I have been called many names across the ages.”

Her body shimmered again, and before their eyes her form shifted. Gone was the familiar, battle-worn Ariel. In her place stood a radiant maiden, no older than nineteen, her skin aglow with an ethereal light. Her eyes gleamed with an ancient wisdom, her features calm and serene, yet radiating undeniable power.

“I am known in Korea as Mago, the goddess of life and healing,” she declared. Her flowing robes rippled like woven starlight, embroidered with blossoms, celestial symbols, and motifs of earth and sky. Her presence filled the space, both youthful and eternal, as if creation itself bent slightly in reverence.

Gasps rippled through the demigods. Even the gods shifted uneasily, reminded of the vastness of Ariel’s hidden legacy.

Kaia’s voice was a whisper. “You’ve... been a goddess all along.”

Ariel’s gaze swept across them, soft yet resolute. “I have walked many roads,” she said. “And now, my children must walk theirs.”

The Creator’s voice resonated once more, carrying a weight that made even the gods straighten where they stood.

“And now... it is time.”

A shimmer of light flared in the center of the coliseum. Threads of golden radiance twisted downward like strands of silk, weaving themselves into two distinct forms. The air rippled, charged with divine energy, until with a flash, two figures stood before the gathered host.

A young man of nineteen, tall and broad-shouldered, his frame built with effortless perfection. Black hair fell across his brow in unruly waves, his green eyes sharp and alive with playful mischief. He carried himself with a confidence that seemed to belong to someone who had never once doubted his place in the world.

Beside him stood a young woman of seventeen, graceful and radiant, her form echoing her mother’s divine beauty. Her long black hair cascaded like a silken river down her back, framing striking blue eyes that gleamed with curiosity and a hint of teasing defiance. Her presence was as commanding as it was enchanting, her every movement like a dance.

Neither looked startled at their sudden arrival. Instead, they blinked once, glanced at the gods and demigods surrounding them, then turned...eyes locking on the one face they knew instantly.

“Mother!” they cried together.

Before Ariel could react, both children dashed forward. Their momentum carried all three to the ground as they collided in a massive embrace, feathers scattering from Ariel’s wings as they tumbled together. For a moment, the coliseum echoed not with fear or prophecy, but with laughter, as the three clung to one another.

The young man pulled back first, his grin wide, his voice dripping with playful sarcasm. “So, you come to Earth and the first thing you do is slum it with other demigods and gods, huh? Figures.”

The young woman giggled, brushing her long hair from her face as she nestled closer to Ariel. “Honestly, I would have thought you snuck away to see him...our surrogate father. Where is Arel, anyway? With all these gods, titans, and demigods running around, how could he possibly resist being here?”

At her words, the air in the coliseum shifted. Gods winced. Demigods looked down. Even the Titans exchanged uneasy glances.

Ariel froze. Her hands, still resting on her children’s shoulders as they trembled. Tears welled in her eyes before she could stop them, shimmering as they caught the light.

The young man’s smile faltered. He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a whisper, as if afraid of the answer. “What happened to our surrogate father, Mother?”

The silence that followed was heavier than stone.

Ariel’s lips trembled as her son’s whisper hung in the air. She tightened her grip on them both, her wings curling protectively around their shoulders. Tears spilled freely now, streaking her cheeks.

“My children...” Her voice broke, raw and fragile in a way none had ever heard from her before. “Arel... he is gone. He fought bravely, he gave everything... but he did die.”

The words fell like thunder. Her daughter gasped, her blue eyes widening as tears welled and spilled, while her son’s face crumpled in anguish. They buried themselves against their mother, clutching her desperately, their sobs echoing in the vast coliseum.

And then, as if pulled by invisible threads, the other demigods moved. One by one, then all at once, they gathered around Ariel and her children. Some had known Arel, some only stories, but none could keep their eyes dry. Arms wrapped around shoulders, wings folded over backs, until the entire assembly had fallen into one great, trembling embrace. Gods, demigods, and children of prophecy, whether strangers or family...cried together as one.

For a moment, there was no prophecy, no quest, no looming war. Only loss. Only love. Only unity.

When at last the embrace broke, Ariel’s children pulled themselves upright, wiping their eyes though the sorrow lingered in every line of their faces. They stood tall before the group, hands still linked, and bowed slightly.

The young man spoke first, his voice steady despite the tears that lingered in his green eyes. “I am Joon-Ho. My sister and I... we were born of a mortal father. He despised us for what we were, for being different, for being touched by divinity. He sought to use us, to twist our abilities to his own gain.”

His sister stepped forward, her voice softer, yet filled with a quiet strength. “I am So-Hee. When we would not bend to his will, he tried to sell us, to barter his own children as if we were weapons.” Her eyes glistened as she looked down, shame lingering from the memory though the fault was never hers.

Joon-Ho clenched his fists, but then his gaze softened as he continued. “But Arel found us. He came to our father in disguise, and he saw the truth of how we were treated. He punished him, stripped away the power he thought he held over us. And then...” His voice broke into something softer, grateful. “Then he took us with him. He carried us to Elation. There, he trained us, cared for us, and made us part of his family before finally returning us to our homeland to protect the humans there.”

So-Hee smiled faintly through her tears. “He gave us hope, and belonging, when we had neither. He made us feel like we mattered.”

Their eyes swept over the assembly, meeting demigod after demigod, until Joon-Ho nodded firmly. “So whether you’ve met us before or not, know this, we are your family too. Arel would have wanted it so.”

A hush fell again, heavy with the power of their words.

The silence that lingered after Joon-Ho and So-Hee’s words was filled with something powerful a connection. It was Kaia who first stepped forward, placing a hand on her chest as she inclined her head.

“I am Kaia,” she said, her voice steady. Next was Chione, regal and composed. Vasos raised his chin, his tone calm but carrying pride. “I am Vasos.” Kol followed. “Kol here, I’m the smart one.”

One by one the others stepped forward, introducing themselves, each voice a thread weaving into the same tapestry. Brianna, Sevrrir, Chantz, Shen, Xin, each shared who they were, their powers, and what they brought to the coming war.

At last, the circle’s eyes turned to Dewnin. The young man gave a faint smile, resting one hand on the massive axe strapped across his back. “I am Dewnin,” he said, his voice firm, resonant. “Son of Inanna, goddess of love and of war. Her passion burns in me, her battle-skill flows in my veins. I have the strength of armies, the speed to outpace my foes, and the skill to wield this axe with more than mortal hands as well as my voice...affecting others.” His gaze settled on Joon-Ho and So-Hee. “And I will stand with you on this quest.”

Liam stepped forward last, his presence quiet but undeniable. His eyes were steady, calm as deep water. “I am Liam, son of Caer Ibormeith, goddess of sleep and dreams. I weave the realms of slumber and waking. I can bend dreams to my will, and from them shape reality, making any creature sleep, or causing wounds in dreams to scar the flesh of the waking. My path is somewhat strange, but it is powerful.” He bowed his head slightly. “And I, too, will walk beside you.” He finished with a yawn making everyone else do the same. “How was that?” He looked at the others. “Regal and stuff right, I mean what else was I going to do following mister personality here?” He finished slugging Dewnin in the arm playfully.

All eyes turned then to Joon-Ho and So-Hee.

Joon-Ho smirked, his mischievous glint flashing through the tears that had not yet dried. He folded his arms, pretending to think. “My abilities?” His grin widened. “I heal. And more than that, I can speak things into existence. Only for a time, of course. You want a sword? I can give you one. A shield? Done. A feast?” He shrugged, chuckling. “But don’t get too attached it won’t last forever.”

A few of the demigods laughed softly, easing the heaviness in the air.

Then So-Hee stepped forward, her expression serene but her eyes alive with fire. She lifted her hands, and as she did, the wind stirred, a faint ripple of water shimmered on the marble floor, sparks of flame danced in the air, and small tendrils of earth rose at her feet. “I command the elements of nature,” she said simply. “Air, fire, water, and earth all answer when I call them. My gift is to balance them as one.”

The coliseum grew still, every champion and god absorbing the weight of the power revealed before them. For the first time since the shadow had appeared, there was a spark of hope in their hearts.

For a heartbeat, the coliseum was silent after So-Hee’s display. The ripples of air, flame, water, and earth faded, but the awe they left behind remained. One by one, the gathered demigods and gods began to murmur, glancing at each other with raised brows and quiet admiration. Even the most seasoned warriors couldn’t hide their amazement.

“Did you see that?” Chantz whispered under his breath.

“Powerful,” Brianna murmured, eyes wide.

“They’re exactly what we’ve been missing,” Sevrrir said softly, nodding.

They shifted, forming a loose cluster a few steps away from Joon-Ho and So-Hee. Words passed between them, some reverent, some curious, until Kol finally stepped forward, his heavy boots echoing on the marble. Vasos joined him, his expression unreadable but his eyes warm.

Kol stopped before the two siblings along with Vasos, their broad shoulders squared, his voice deep and steady. “We were the first demigods chosen for these quests,” he said. “The first to set foot on the path that began so long ago. It’s believed we are the children of prophecy. We’ve walked this road for years, fought battles, faced horrors, lost friends and loved ones. We’ve shared meals with the ones standing behind me, and dangers with those who can no longer stand at our side.”

Vasos took over seamlessly, his tone low but rich with meaning. “We declare this before everyone gathered here. Joon-Ho. So-Hee. You are no longer just strangers or allies. You are part of our family now. By our lives or our deaths, we will keep you safe as we have for the others before you. This is our oath.”

The weight of their words hung in the air like an invisible banner.

And then, Sevrrir smirked and broke the tension. “Just watch out,” he quipped. “Kol’s already planning on dying again.”

A ripple of laughter spread through the group, some chuckling softly, others outright snorting at the joke.

Joon-Ho blinked, glancing at his sister, both of them clearly bewildered. “Wait... what?” he whispered.

Before either could ask further, Kaia and Kol reached out, each taking one of their hands. Their grips were firm but warm, and they drew the siblings gently into the circle of demigods.

“Don’t worry,” Kaia said with a smile that was both fierce and kind. “We’ll explain that bad joke later.”

Kol squeezed Joon-Ho’s hand once, his grin softening. “Welcome to the family.”

A cheer rose, not loud or boisterous but heartfelt, like the exhale of many souls finding strength in each other. For the first time since arriving, Joon-Ho and So-Hee felt not like outsiders but like they had come home.

The warmth of laughter and the closeness of the embrace lingered in the coliseum like a sacred fire. For a moment, it felt as if grief, fear, and uncertainty had been pushed back, replaced by something far stronger hope born of unity.

Then, once more, the heavens stirred. The Creator’s voice rolled down like waves across eternity, resonating through every heart. “My many children... my heroes,” the voice boomed, gentler now but still carrying the weight of stars. “You have endured sorrow, you have embraced one another, and you have stood in the light of truth. The bonds you share tonight will guide you in the darkness to come.” The assembly stilled, heads bowed, hearts pounding with the certainty that every word was meant for them. “Rest now,” the Creator commanded. “For tomorrow, your journeys begin. And know this: it may well be the last restful night you shall have for a very long time.”

The words fell into the silence like a blessing and a warning alike.

Above them, the heavens slowly dimmed, and the echo of the Creator’s presence faded into stillness. The coliseum was left bathed in moonlight and starlight, the weight of destiny pressing down upon every soul who would rise with the dawn.

As the assembly of mortals, gods, and titans slowly departed, the demigods lingered for a moment longer, then began walking toward a giant house that seemed to form from the very air itself, rising a short distance between the coliseum and the surrounding town. Its walls shimmered with a faint glow, welcoming them home for the night, a sanctuary for the champions before their perilous quests began.

Little did they know, however, that danger watched from the shadows. In the dense forest nearby, the shadow being lingered, unseen yet all-seeing. His form shifted like smoke through the trees, and his eyes glimmered with cruel delight.

“So,” he murmured, his voice low and cutting through the still night air, “you vie to change me, do you, little demigods?”

He laughed softly, the sound carrying an edge of menace. “The Creator may protect you... for now. You will learn, as others did long ago, the price of crossing me. Just as both Tom... and Elric have, may they rest in peace.”

A dark, devious smile twisted across his featureless face before he vanished entirely into the forest, leaving only the echo of his laughter behind.
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Twisted Destinations

––––––––
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The sun glinted off the crystalline spires of Atlantis, casting shimmering light over the massive assembly gathered in the royal hall. At the center, on his elevated throne, sat King Atlas, son of Poseidon and the mortal Cleito. Beside him, regal and serene, sat Queen Millei, her hands folded neatly atop her lap. The full court of nobles, warriors, and advisors filled the room, eyes fixed on the two colossal figures that now approached: Titan Oceanus and Titaness Theia.

Atlas leaned forward, his gaze sharp, his voice calm yet edged with curiosity. “Why have you come, great titans? And how... is it that you have escaped Tartarus?”

Guards shifted nervously, fingers brushing the hilts of their weapons. Oceanus stepped forward, his presence like a rolling tide, and the air seemed to hum with barely contained energy.

“We have come,” he intoned, voice deep as the ocean’s depths, “to enlist your aid against the Dark One and his armies. As your former gods, we call upon you to stand with the Light. The threat that rises now endangers all creation, including yourselves. And as for Tartarus, know this, we did not escape. We have joined our children and all the other gods in defiance of the Dark.”

The room fell silent, the court waiting for the Atlanteans’ response. Atlas smiled, slow and deliberate, the kind that did not reach his eyes. “We decline,” he said finally. “You are our former deities. Since your fall into Tartarus, we have survived and flourished on our own. Our technology has advanced to heights that make us nearly untouchable by all others. We do not fear the Dark, nor any god, titan, or celestial being.”

Oceanus’ jaw tightened as he continued. “No matter what befell you in the past, Poseidon is still your god, as is Atlas, he even named you after one of the Titans.”

The answered sharply. “Father or not, we follow no one. We will not bow to you, him, or any other deity. Soon, we will command a power that will make us unstoppable. We feel no kinship. No loyalty. And no godly plea will sway us.”

Oceanus’ voice began to rumble, deep and resonant. “You betray the natural order. You...”

Before he could finish, a sudden shimmer of energy erupted around him and Theia. A barrier of pure force locked them in place, humming with lethal power. The court smiled, whispering, as the titans struggled against it.

Queen Millei’s voice rang cold and imperious. “You have our answer. Be gone.”

The barrier began to hum louder, shimmering as it readied to transport them away. Theia’s voice cut through the tension, calm and deadly. “Have it your way,” she said, a ghost of a smile on her lips. “But know this, the Shadow Being has returned. Let us see how your precious technology fares against him.”

A flicker of fear crossed every Atlantean face as whispers spread like wildfire. The tension in the hall became unbearable.

Oceanus’ form shimmered, preparing to vanish. “By the way,” he added, voice carrying across the hall like a rolling storm, “the Creator has also become involved. Good luck with your... toys.”

A low, echoing laugh followed them as the titans were whisked away, leaving the Atlanteans to stare after them in stunned silence.

The court fell into uneasy whispers as the barrier dissolved into nothingness. Fear flickered on faces usually carved from stone. Atlanteans prided themselves on their composure, but even the mention of the Shadow Being and the Creator had rattled them.

A man in gleaming armor stepped forward, his movements precise and practiced. He dropped to one knee before the throne. “My lord, my lady,” he said, bowing his head. “I shall fortify our defenses immediately.”

“Do it,” Atlas said without hesitation, his tone cool but his fingers drumming on the arm of his throne. “Spare no resource. As for the rest of the assembly you are dismissed. I must speak to the queen alone.”

At once, the court began to file out, murmuring among themselves, the weight of the titans’ warning heavy in the air. Guards closed the massive crystalline doors behind them with a thunderous boom, leaving only the king and queen in the vast hall.

For a moment, silence hung heavy. Then Queen Millei spoke, her voice low and measured. “Come forward, liaison.” She did not turn as she addressed the shadows behind their thrones. “This news of the Shadow Being and the Creator is... disconcerting, to say the least. Tell me...can the technologies and energy weapons you have provided us stand against them? I assume you have at least heard of them.”

A faint hiss answered her words. From the dim space behind the thrones, something long and sinuous uncoiled. A figure stepped forward, or rather, slithered, its scaled body glistening like polished emerald, eyes vertical-slitted and glowing faintly gold. It was one of the serpent-born, a race whispered of only in Atlantis’ deepest archives.

It bowed low, forked tongue flickering. “We have heard,” it hissed smoothly. “And more than heard. We have awaited their return.”

The queen’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You promised us power. You promised us sovereignty. Now tell me, Liaison are your weapons truly enough?”

The creature’s smile was all teeth, unnervingly human and yet not. “Enough to strike down gods? Perhaps. Enough to strike down the Creator?” A pause, and then a soft laugh. “That, my dear queen, we shall soon see. Your people grow stronger, your energy more... abundant. The promise of power was never a lie.”

Atlas shifted, gaze sharpening. “And the price?” he asked softly.

The serpent tilted its head, its hood expanding slightly like a cobra’s, but said nothing only smiled for a moment before continuing. “As King of the Anunnaki, I, Kosz, remind you,” the serpent intoned, voice oily and resonant, “that you now know we are no longer merely gods of old tales. You know us for what we truly are, cosmic, galaxy-spanning, and more powerful than any who would claim dominion here. Fear not the price. We are in this together to topple those who would subjugate you. Trust me, our technologies and powers surpass all others. I will confer with the rest of my pantheon and we will decide how best to aid you.”

“So be it,” Atlas answered after a long look shared with Queen Millei.

Kosz inclined his head with a showman’s smile. A portal shimmered to life in front of his taloned feet. He stepped through and the throne room vanished.

He expected his pantheon’s sanctum, a hall of stars and ancient light. Instead, he found himself dropped onto a small patch of dead land, a black nothing stretching in every direction like spilled ink. The air tasted of rust and old ash. Silence lay over the place like a burial shroud.

“What is the meaning of this?!” Kosz barked, claws digging into the dry soil as he spun to find an answer.

Then the voice came, everywhere and nowhere at once cold and amused, a cavernous laughter that crawled into his bones. “So, pretender,” the Shadow said, the words folding around Kosz like smoke. “You think you can stand against the Creator? More importantly... against me?”

Kosz flared, a halo of stolen power glowing around him. He rose, levitating, arrogance returning to his posture. “That’s right, fool. We have grown in your long exile. We are a force that cannot be stopped. When the rest of the gods and goddesses arrive, we will...” His triumphant laugh died in his throat.

The shadows moved as if answering. A pressure slammed into Kosz, hurling him into an invisible wall that held him fast in midair. He beat at the barrier, spitting curses as the Shadow’s laughter rippled through the void. “You mean these pathetic fools?” the Shadow mocked.

Darkness rolled back like a curtain and revealed a sight that drained the light from Kosz’s glow, his gods, his pantheon, lay scattered across the barren ground beyond. They were broken, bodies torn and bloodied, their divine auras snuffed like guttering candles. Some twitched; most were still. The sight was a massacre disguised as a tableau.

Kosz’s hiss turned to a shriek. “You...this is impossible! We are gods...we are...Anunnaki! We are...”

“You play at being gods,” the Shadow cut him off, voice low and razor-sharp. “You are nothing. A failed experiment wrapped in arrogance. Trash pretending to be thunder.” The figure’s tone had the cruel boredom of a predator playing with a toy. “Long past time to end the experiment. Luckily for me... I have returned.”

Kosz screamed as his form began to fray. Threads of power, ancient rites, borrowed tech, stolen light unraveled around him, each strand peeled away with casual ease. His voice broke into a scatter of animal sounds. He thrashed, reached for the gods at his feet, but his hands passed through them like wind.

Where was he? The Shadow’s laugh filled his skull and then a single, slow sentence, cold as a blade. “Now I remember where I must be entertained.”

Kosz’s final, ragged gasp dissolved into the black as his essence was torn, examined, and discarded.

The Shadow lingered a heartbeat longer, savoring the hollowness where a king once stood. He spoke to the empty dark, half to himself, half to fate.

“The demigods... the arrogant Atlanteans... so many delicious choices.” He considered the name Atlas, tasted it like ripe fruit. “Do I erase Atlantis whole, consume its people and toys? Or do I pick and choose, pluck their brightest and watch the rest rot?” His voice turned mirthful, hungry and logical. “Either way... games will be played. Let tomorrow come, and let the little champions learn the cost of crossing me.”

A final ripple of laughter chased him as he faded, the black land swallowing his echo. The dead plain was still once more except now something had shifted in the dark, and destiny had been visibly, horribly altered.

Back in Atlantis the crystalline throne room was still empty, its spires casting long, shifting shadows in the dim glow of the Atlantean lamps. Atlas sat slouched back in his throne, fingers drumming against the carved armrest, eyes fixed on the spot where the portal and Kosz had disappeared.

Queen Millei, seated beside him, watched the swirling patterns of light on the marble floor from the afterglow, her expression unreadable.

For a time they spoke of trivial things, supply numbers, patrol rotations, which councilor had overstepped their place that week. But beneath their idle talk, tension brewed like a storm-cloud.

At last Atlas slammed his palm into the arm of his chair with a crack that echoed off the walls. “Where are they?!” he bellowed. “They should have been back by now!”
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