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For Stylz who sees the stars not as distant fire,  

but as memory—burning, ancient, alive.  

You already know who you are.

Forever and Always
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PART ONE
The Anchor Awakens
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Prologue
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THE BATTLEFIELD REEKED of cordite and iron, smoke twisting through the Virginia mist like the fingers of the dying. I stood in the center of it all—not in body, but in spirit. My flesh sat sixty miles south in a crumbling plantation house, hands pressed against rough-hewn floorboards, but my mind walked among the carnage.

Visions came when they chose, not when I beckoned. Tonight, fate was screaming.

Through the gunsmoke emerged something that made the slaughter around me seem like a child's game. Neither man nor beast, it moved with edges that bent reality, its shadow devouring light itself. No Confederate gray or Union blue marked this thing—it wore darkness like a second skin, and where it walked, the earth itself recoiled.

The vision fractured, images cascading faster than thought: cities reduced to ash-choked ruins, rivers running black with something far older than blood, symbols carved into stone that hurt to perceive. And through it all, a hunger—ancient, patient, inevitable.

Then came the light.

They blazed against the spreading dark—not soldiers, but stars. Human stars, burning with purpose, their light interconnected by threads of silver fire. A constellation of souls, each one distinct yet part of a greater pattern. The word 'constellation' rang through the vision like struck crystal, and I knew with the certainty that only true Sight brings: this was why I'd been cursed with these glimpses. This was the pattern I was meant to trace across the earth.

The vision released me like a drowning man breaking surface. I gasped in the dusty air of my study, chest heaving, sweat cold on my skin. My hands shook as I reached for the journal, ink spattering across the page as I wrote:

The constellation. Find the stars. Align them. Or everything burns.

My name is Coren, and I was born for this—though it would take me over a century to understand what 'this' truly meant.

The decades blurred together like pages in a rain-soaked book. I walked the paths between worlds, seeking those who still remembered when magic and reality were lovers, not strangers.

In the Dakota Territory, I spent three winters with a Lakota medicine man whose dreams touched the same darkness mine did. He taught me that the land itself could speak—if you paid the price in patience and pain. His people spoke of the stars as ancestors, understanding that some patterns in the sky were mirrored in the souls of the living. "You seek the star-touched," he told me. "But stars must choose to shine."

The Navajo sand painters of the Southwest showed me how to weave protection into art itself, each grain of colored sand a tiny prayer against the dark. Their paintings often depicted the constellations as guardians, and I began to understand—what I sought wasn't just people, but a specific alignment of souls.

In the rain-soaked forests of the Northwest, a Salish elder shared the songs that could call water to remember its purpose. "The stars reflect in every stream," she told me, her blind eyes seeing far more than mine. "Some people carry that reflection inside them. When enough gather, they become a new light."

San Francisco's fog-shrouded streets brought me to a Taoist master who'd fled the Boxer Rebellion with books that shouldn't have existed. In a basement that smelled of jasmine tea and old paper, he taught me the mathematics of balance—how to calculate the resonance between souls, how to map the invisible lines that could bind a constellation together.

I learned. I prepared. I accumulated wealth with the careful patience of a man who knew he'd need resources for a war no one else could see coming. Railroads, steel, textiles—each investment a thread in a web I was spinning against the dark. By the new century, I'd shifted to stocks and real estate, always building, always preparing. By my second rollover of the century, I'd moved into tech, biomedical ventures, healthcare infrastructure, and eventually crypto—each evolution of wealth another layer of armor against what was coming.But I was alone. A single star in an empty sky.

I met thousands, searching for others who might burn with that inner light. Some showed promise—a flicker here, a glimmer there. A hedge witch in Prague whose wards sang like cathedral bells. A courtesan in Hong Kong who could taste lies on a man's breath. A tech executive in Silicon Valley whose code seemed to bend reality at the margins. Each encounter left its mark, taught its lesson—but no constellation formed. No pattern emerged. By the time the world had remade itself in silicon and glass, I'd begun to doubt the vision itself.

Was I chasing shadows? Had I misunderstood? Two centuries of searching, of preparing, of scanning the horizon for stars that refused to rise—what if I'd simply gone mad that night in Virginia, and everything since had been an elaborate delusion?

The doubt gnawed at me as I stood in my kitchen, December frost painting the windows of my North Carolina farmhouse. The wards I'd spent decades weaving into the very foundations hummed their quiet vigilance, but for what? Against what? I was meant to be the center of a constellation, the gravitational force that would hold the pattern together. Instead, I was just a lonely star, burning in isolation.

I needed to get out. I needed to pretend, for just one morning, that I was simply a man who wanted coffee and solitude and the illusion of normalcy.

I didn't know that today, after more than a century of searching, I would finally find her.

The first star to align with mine. The beginning of the constellation.
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Chapter One: First Contact
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COREN

The coffee shop hums with morning ritual—espresso steam, laptop keys, the whisper of pages turning. I've claimed my usual table, the one by the window where I can pretend I'm just another man needing caffeine and solitude.

Two centuries of mornings, and I still haven't found what I'm looking for.

Then she walks in, and the world stops.

It's not subtle. It's a complete cessation of everything that matters. She moves through the doorway like she's stepping out of a Renaissance painting—golden hair twisted into a bun that's already surrendering to gravity, revealing the elegant line of her neck. Her face... Christ. High cheekbones that could cut glass, full lips that belong in poetry, and behind vintage frames, eyes so blue they make the winter sky look dull.

She's wearing a simple black wool coat over what looks like cashmere—understated wealth, the kind that whispers rather than shouts. But it's not the clothes that stop my heart. It's the way she carries herself. Like she knows she could bring men to their knees but finds the whole idea tediously predictable.

She orders tea—Earl Grey, from the scent—and finds a corner table. As she settles, crossing her legs, I catch the first glimpse that nearly undoes me. Her loafer—expensive, Italian leather—dangles from her toes as she shifts in her seat. Her foot is... exquisite. Delicate arch, perfectly shaped toes visible through sheer stockings, the kind of elegant bone structure that speaks of good breeding and better genes.

I should look away. I've lived through wars, walked through fire, faced down demons. I should have more control than this.

But when she lets the shoe dangle from just her toes, swaying slightly as she opens her book, I have to grip my coffee cup to keep my hands steady.

The book—leather-bound, ancient—only adds to the impossibility of her. That rune on the cover predates most civilizations, yet she handles it like it's just light reading. The juxtaposition of this stunning, refined woman reading a medieval grimoire while absently playing with her shoe...

My coffee cup clatters against the saucer. Real smooth, Coren.

Her

Someone's watching me.

The sensation prickles along my spine, disrupting the careful bubble of concentration I've built around myself. Male. Window table. Tall even seated. Needs a haircut. Has completely forgotten his coffee exists.

I turn a page I haven't actually finished reading, cataloging details without looking up. He's not subtle—the tremor in his hands, the way he's demolished that poor croissant. Most men who stare at least have the decency to pretend they're not.

This grimoire shouldn't be in my possession. A 14th-century European text has no business in the hands of someone whose expertise runs to Appalachian granny magic and Cherokee water rituals. But the estate sale in Asheville hadn’t known what they had, and I couldn't resist. Hannah had laughed herself sick when I'd shown her—"Only you, Els, would spend a month's rent on a mouldy old book you can't even properly read."

But something about it called to me. The way the leather felt under my fingers, the weight of all those centuries...

I let my shoe slip lower, dangling from my toes—a nervous habit Hannah says makes me look like a tart, but it helps me think. The motion usually sends the staring types back to their newspapers, reminded that I'm a real person and not just scenery.

Not this one, though. If anything, his staring intensifies.

I glance up. Just for a moment.

Green eyes meet mine—impossibly green, like every forest I've ever walked through decided to concentrate itself into a single gaze. Something ancient lives in those eyes. Something that makes my carefully constructed walls feel suddenly made of tissue paper.

He looks away first, fumbling with his cup, and I can breathe again.

Don't be ridiculous, Elysia. He's just another American with no concept of personal boundaries.

But when I risk another glance, he's standing. My pulse does something entirely unwelcome.

Coren

The chair scrapes like nails on a chalkboard. Every head in the coffee shop turns. Spectacular, Coren. Really nailing that mysterious ancient being vibe.

She looks up fully this time, one perfectly sculpted eyebrow arching above those vintage frames. God, she's even more beautiful up close—skin like porcelain, cheekbones that could launch ships, and those lips... I'm standing here with no plan, no words, just two centuries of accumulated wisdom evaporating in the face of her skeptical assessment.

"Excuse me." The words come out steadier than I feel. "I couldn't help but notice your book."

Her fingers—long, elegant, made for piano or poetry—tighten on the cover. "Oh?"

That accent. Cut glass and honey, Surrey breeding with just enough edge to be interesting. My knees actually weaken.

"The rune." I gesture, maintaining what I hope is appropriate distance. "Protection. Old Norse. Though the binding—late eighteenth century? The original would have been much earlier."

Something flickers across her face. Surprise, maybe. Or suspicion.

"You know historical bookbinding?" Each word is precisely placed, but I catch the slight softening of the 'h' in historical. Money and education, but not so much she's forgotten her roots.

"Among other things." I shift my weight, acutely aware I'm looming over a goddess. "May I?"

She studies me. I can feel her cataloging, measuring, deciding. Her shoe has stilled, no longer dangling, and I mourn the loss. The moment stretches like taffy. Then—surprisingly—she nods toward the empty chair.

"Well," she says, dry as aged paper, "this is certainly more interesting than the usual coffee shop advance."

A laugh escapes before I can stop it. "I save my best lines for the second impression. I like to lead with antiquarian trivia."

"Bold strategy." She closes the book but keeps her hand on it. Claim. Warning. "And what makes you think I'm interested in discussing my reading material with strange men?"

"The fact that you haven't told me to leave yet?"

The corner of her mouth twitches. Almost a smile. And I'm gone. Completely, utterly gone.

Her

He's worse up close. Not threatening—though something dangerous definitely lurks beneath that self-deprecating exterior. It's the way he identified not just the rune but the binding period. The way he's looking at me like I'm a puzzle he's been trying to solve for years.

"I'm Coren," he says, extending his hand across the small table.

I hesitate. Just for a heartbeat. Hannah's voice echoes in my head: "Els, you trust too easy. One of these days..." But his eyes are steady, patient. Waiting.

I take his hand. "I—" No. Not yet. Something makes me hold back. "Pleasure."

His grip is warm, steady. My pulse absolutely does not respond to the contact. When he releases my hand, I absolutely do not flex my fingers.

"So." He leans back, aiming for casual and missing by miles. "Protection runes and pre-Victorian rebinding. Not exactly typical reading material for a Saturday morning."

"I study Appalachian folk traditions." I sip my tea to buy time. "This is... an outlier in my collection."

"Appalachian?" His eyebrows rise. "That's quite a ways from medieval European grimoires."

"Estate sale find. Asheville. The seller hadn’t a clue what it was." I run my finger along the spine. "Couldn't leave it there. Even if it's outside my specialty."

"Your specialty being?"

"Water rituals, healing songs, granny magic. The practical traditions that survived in the mountains." I shrug. "Less mysterious than ancient runes. More... functional."

He leans forward, and something shifts in his expression. "All magic is functional. Just depends on what function you need."

The certainty in his voice makes me set my cup down carefully. "You say that like someone with experience."

He grins, and it transforms him from intense to almost boyish. "Let's say I've encountered both kinds. The old European traditions and the New World adaptations."

"Have you now." It's not a question. "Academic interest?"

"Something like that." He glances at the book. "May I?"

My shoe starts its nervous dance again, sliding half-off my foot. His eyes flick down—just for a second—and something flashes across his face. Hunger? Gone too quick to be sure.

"If you damage it," I say, sliding the book across, "I'll have you know I've got a best friend who's very protective. Used to play rugby at uni. Still has the shoulders for it."

"Noted. I'll be gentle."

The way he says 'gentle' sends an unexpected shiver down my spine.

Coren

She slides the book across, and I catch another glimpse of her foot as she shifts—the way her toes point, the elegant arch visible through sheer stockings. Focus, Coren. Ancient grimoire. Cosmic importance. Stop thinking about how those feet would feel...

"You've been handling this daily," I say, placing my hand flat on the cover, feeling the protection rune's familiar hum. "The oils from your skin have actually helped preserve the leather."

"How could you possibly know that?"

"The wear patterns. The way the binding has softened without cracking." I trace the rune gently. "You care for it. Even if you don't fully understand it."

"It's a historical artifact. Of course I care for it." She sounds slightly defensive, and it's adorable.

I make a small gesture, threading the tiniest amount of power through the rune. It flares gently—visible only to those who need to see. The book falls open on its own, pages fanning until they settle on star charts that map something beyond astronomy.

Her intake of breath is sharp. "How did you—"

"Because," I say quietly, watching her perfect face transform from skepticism to wonder, "some books choose their readers. And this one 'as been waiting for you."

Her

The book opened itself. The bloody book just opened itself to pages I've been trying to decipher for weeks. Star charts that seem less about astronomy and more about... connections? Patterns? I've been staring at them late at night, Hannah bringing me tea and telling me I'm going mad, and here they are, glowing faintly like they've been waiting for this moment.

"That's a neat trick," I manage, voice steadier than my racing heart.

"It's not a trick." His hand remains on the book, and I swear the pages seem brighter somehow. "Look at the charts again. Really look."

Every instinct screams at me to close the book, make excuses, leave. But his eyes hold mine—patient, certain, strangely gentle—and I lean forward despite myself.

"I've been trying to understand these for weeks," I admit. "They're not standard celestial maps. The notation is closer to alchemical diagrams, but the mathematics..."

"Don't think like an academic." His voice is soft. "What do you feel when you look at them?"

"I don't do feelings when I research—"

"Humor me."

I focus on the charts, letting my analytical mind relax just slightly. And something shifts. The patterns seem to pulse, suggesting connections I can't quite grasp. "They're... waiting. Like an incomplete equation. Missing variables."

"Not variables," he says softly. "People."

I look up sharply. "People?"

"Specific souls meant to form a specific pattern. A constellation."

The word resonates through me in a way that defies my academic training. "That's impossible."

"Is it?" He releases the book, but the pages remain bright. "You study Appalachian traditions. How many of those would your colleagues call impossible?"

He has a point. I've documented water dowsing, faith healing, things that shouldn't work but do. "Those are cultural practices. This is..."

"Different? Or just older?"

I stare at the charts, mind racing. "You're suggesting these maps are about actual people. Specific individuals who... what? Form some kind of pattern?"

"A constellation," he repeats. "And you're looking at it because you're part of it."

My shoe slips completely off, hitting the floor with a soft thud. I scramble to retrieve it, face burning. "Sorry, I—"

"Leave it," he says quietly, and there's something in his voice that makes me freeze. "Please."

Coren

She's bent slightly, reaching for her shoe, and the position... Christ. The curve of her neck, the way her skirt rides up just enough to reveal another inch of thigh, and her foot—her bare foot now—extended as she searches for the errant loafer...

"Leave it," I say, and my voice comes out rougher than intended. "Please."

She straightens slowly, a blush creeping across those perfect cheekbones. Her foot retreats under the table, but not before I memorize every line, every curve.

"You were saying?" she prompts, and there's a new awareness in her eyes. Like she's caught me looking and isn't entirely sure what to do with that information. "About this constellation?"

Right. Constellation. Cosmic importance. Not the way her toes curl slightly against the coffee shop floor.

I lean back, trying to recapture some semblance of control. "You're looking at those charts because you're meant to. Because something in you recognizes what they represent."

She laughs—not harsh, but disbelieving. "Right. I'm part of an ancient mystical constellation. Did you get that from my aura? Tea leaves?"

"From the fact that you bought a 14th-century grimoire at an estate sale in Asheville." I keep my voice steady. "From the way you've spent weeks trying to decode charts that most scholars would dismiss as decorative. From how you're sitting here, talking to a stranger about impossible things instead of running."

Her laughter dies. "Those are observational—"

"From the fact that the book opened for you."

"You did that."

"I provided the spark. But it recognized you." I pause, then make a decision. I need to know. Need to be certain.

I extend the smallest tendril of power across the table—delicate, careful, just a whisper of energy seeking what I've sensed since she walked in. I'm not trying to harm or manipulate, just... understand. The power brushes against her, seeking the source of that gravitational pull I felt.

And I find it.

Her

Something changes in the air between us. It's subtle at first, like a shift in temperature, but then—

My breath catches. A sensation I can't name ripples through me, starting somewhere deep in my chest and spreading outward like warmth from a fire. It's not unpleasant, but it's... intimate. Foreign. Like someone just knocked on a door I didn't know existed.

I shift in my seat, trying to shake the feeling, but it intensifies. Heat blooms across my skin, and to my absolute mortification, I feel my nipples tighten beneath my cashmere sweater. The sensation is so unexpected, so completely inappropriate for a coffee shop conversation about ancient books, that I cross my arms instinctively.

What the hell is happening?

I glance at him, and something flickers in his expression. Surprise? He covers it quickly, but I catch the way his eyes widen slightly before returning to that studied calm.

"I—" My voice comes out breathier than intended. I clear my throat, trying to regain control. "What are you doing?"

The warmth pulses lower, and I press my thighs together under the table. This is... Christ, Hannah would have a field day. "Els goes to coffee shop, gets magically aroused by strange American." I can hear her cackling already.

Coren

I pull back immediately, the tendril of power snapping back like a released rubber band. What I found... what responded...

"I'm sorry," I say quickly, and I mean it. "I was... checking something. I shouldn't have without asking."

Her cheeks are flushed—and God, she's even more beautiful like this, color high, eyes bright with indignation and something else. Her arms are crossed defensively, trying to hide what her body just revealed, and I catch another glimpse of her bare foot sliding nervously under the table.

The power inside her—it responded to my touch with pure Pulse Resonance, channeling straight through her body in the most primal way possible. She's not just one of the seven. She's the anchor. The center. And her magic, when it wakes, will be intimately tied to her physical being.

"Checking what?" Her accent sharpens with anger, the Surrey coming through stronger. "What the hell did you just do to me?"

I lean back, giving her space. "Whether you were... what I thought you were. And you are. But I should have asked. I apologize."

"That's not an answer." Her arms tighten across her chest. "What did you just do?"

How do I explain this without sending her running? "I... reached out. With energy. To see if there was something inside you that would recognize it. And there is. It responded rather... dramatically."

"Dramatically." Her voice could cut glass. "That's what you call... that?"

Her foot is tapping now—quick, agitated movements that draw my eye despite everything. Even angry, even mortified, she's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. And now I know she's also the key to everything.

"Your power," I say carefully, "when it wakes—if it wakes—will be tied to your physical being. To sensation. To... life force. It's called Pulse Resonance. Very rare. Very powerful."

"Are you telling me—" She stops, lowers her voice because people are starting to look. "Are you telling me that you just magically groped me?"

"No!" The vehemence of my response surprises us both. "No, I was just... the response was unexpected. Your power channeled through... channels I wasn't anticipating."

Her

"Channels." I'm going to murder him. With this book. After I call Hannah to bail me out of jail. "Right. Channels."

My body is still humming, skin hypersensitive, and I hate that I can't control it. I hate more that he seems to know exactly what happened. That he has words for it. Pulse Resonance. Like it's something normal. Like having your nipples go tight because a stranger sent "energy" at you is just another Saturday morning occurrence.

"This isn't—" I start to stand, then realize my shoe is still off. Brilliant. Nothing says righteous indignation like hopping about on one foot. I slide my foot around, searching for the bloody loafer, face burning.

He moves—just slightly—and suddenly my shoe is within reach. Did he... did he just push it over with his foot?

"Please," he says quietly. "I know this is overwhelming. But you felt it too. Something inside you recognized what I was looking for. That's why you responded."

I shove my foot into the shoe, gathering my book. "That's why my body betrayed me, you mean."

"Your body told the truth," he says, and there's something in his voice that makes me pause. "Even if your mind isn't ready to 'ear it."

I want to throw the grimoire at his head. Instead, I snatch the business card he's sliding across the table. "This is harassment. Magical... whatever this is. Hannah's right, I trust too easy."

"Hannah?"

"My friend. The one with rugby shoulders." I stand, clutching the book like armor. "She's going to laugh herself sick when I tell her about this."

Something flashes across his face—concern? "You're going to tell her?"

"What, worried I'll expose your magical pervert routine?" But even as I say it, I know I won't. Not the details. How do you explain that a stranger made you... feel things... with his mind?

"I'm worried," he says carefully, "that you'll convince yourself this didn't happen. That what you felt wasn't real."

The sincerity in his voice stops me. He's not trying to gaslight me. He genuinely believes all this—constellation, Pulse Resonance, mysterious grimoires that respond to certain people.

"I need to go," I say finally.

"The address is real," he says. "If you want answers, Elysia. Real answers. About the book, the charts... what's inside you."

I freeze, one hand already reaching for the door. "What did you just call me?"

"Elysia."

"How the hell do you know my name?" I spin to face him. "I never told you."

"You're in the book."

"I'm in the—" I laugh, but it comes out sharp, incredulous. "You're telling me I'm in some centuries-old grimoire? Just waiting there for me to show up?"

"Yes."

The simple certainty in his voice makes something twist in my chest. "Show me."

He shakes his head. "Not tonight. You're not—"

"Show. Me." I take three steps back toward him. "You don't get to drop that kind of bomb and then play coy. If my name is really in your mysterious book, I want to see it. Now."

He studies me for a long moment, those dark eyes calculating. "The power that responded tonight. The reason your name is in that book." His voice drops, carrying weight I don't understand. "It's been there for six hundred years, Elysia. Waiting."

"Then show me," I repeat, quieter now but no less intense. "Prove it."

Coren

"Then show me," she repeats, quieter now but no less intense. "Prove it."

I should refuse. Every instinct honed over six centuries tells me it's too soon, that she needs time to process what's already happened. But there's something in her eyes—that scholar's hunger for truth, mixed with a challenge I can't quite resist.

"The book you're holding," I say quietly. "Open it to the constellation page again."

She looks down at the grimoire in her arms, suspicious now. "The one you showed me before? There was nothing—"

"I dampened it. Open it now."

Her fingers find the page with the star chart, and she goes very still.

Where before there was only the constellation pattern, now there are names written beside each star. Most are in an ancient script that shifts and blurs when looked at directly—unreadable, waiting. But at the Beta position, one name burns clear in letters of gold and amber: Elysia.

"That's..." Her voice fails. She clears her throat, tries again. "That can't be real."

"Touch it."

"What?"

"Touch your name."

Her hand hovers over the page, trembling slightly. When her fingertip makes contact, the letters flare—not burning, but warm, welcoming. The sensation shoots through her arm; I can see it in the way her pupils dilate, the soft gasp she can't quite suppress.

She jerks back, clutching the grimoire tighter against her chest. "I need to think."

And then she's gone—all wounded dignity and swaying hips, one hand clutching that grimoire like a lifeline. Even furious, she moves like poetry. The late morning light catches her hair as she pushes through the door, and I have to grip the table to keep from following.

The barista appears at my elbow—the one with the nose ring who'd grinned about Dr. Sinclair. "You okay? She seemed pretty upset."

"My fault," I manage. "Came on too strong."

She gives me a sympathetic look. "Dr. Sinclair's not big on coming on strong. Or coming on at all, actually. You're the first guy I've seen her actually talk to."

"Dr. Sinclair?" I file that away. A PhD then. Of course she has a doctorate—probably knows six languages and can debate antiquities while making lesser mortals weep.

"Yeah, she's kind of a regular. Always reading those old books. Nice enough, but..." She shrugs. "Intimidating, you know? Like, scary beautiful and scary smart."

That's my constellation's anchor, alright. Scary beautiful, scary smart, and carrying enough latent power to light up half the eastern seaboard once it fully wakes.

I pay my check and head for my truck, her card still in my hand. She took mine, which is something. Maybe when the shock wears off, when she has time to think...

But as I drive home through the morning mist, one thought keeps circling: she felt it. Whatever's inside her recognized me, reached back, created a connection neither of us expected. And her friend Hannah knows she met me, which means she'll need to explain why she's considering visiting a stranger's isolated house.

That's good. That's accountability. It means when she comes—and something tells me she will—it won't be entirely impulsive.

I just hope I can explain everything without triggering another... response. Because if she's that sensitive to power when it's dormant, what happens when it fully wakes?

The thought sends heat through me that has nothing to do with magic and everything to do with the memory of her bare foot, her flushed cheeks, the way she tried to hide what her body revealed...

Focus, Coren. Cosmic importance. Constellation building. Not the most beautiful woman you've ever seen responding to your power like she was made for it.

Right. I'm in so much trouble.

Elysia

I sit in my car, staring at my phone. Hannah's contact photo grins back at me—both of us wine-drunk at her birthday, my usually perfect hair a mess, her rugby shoulders taking up half the frame.

"Pick up, pick up," I mutter as it rings.

"Els? Bit early for you on a Saturday, innit?"

"Han, I've just... I've done something stupid."

"Oh Christ." I can hear her sitting up in bed. "What kind of stupid? Do I need bail money or chocolate?"

"Neither. Maybe both." I laugh, but it's shaky. "I just met a man."

"Stop the presses! Elysia Sinclair spoke to a penis-haver!"

"Hannah..."

"Sorry, sorry. Go on. Was he fit at least?"

I think about those green eyes, the way his whole face changed when he smiled. "Devastatingly."

"And the stupid part?"

"He... did something. Showed me something. With the grimoire."

"The mouldy book that cost you a fortune?"

"It's not mouldy, it's patinated. And yes." I take a breath. "Han, he made it glow. Made it open to specific pages without touching it."

Silence. Then: "Els, darling, are you feeling alright? Did this bloke slip something in your tea?"

"I'm not drugged!" I lower my voice. "I know how it sounds. But it happened. And then..." I can't tell her about the other part. About the warmth, the response, the bloody nipples. "He gave me his address. Wants to explain everything."

"Absolutely fucking not." Her voice goes full protective mode. "Some random nutter makes you think a book is magic and now wants you at his house? Els, I know you trust everyone, but this is—"

"I know." I cut her off. "I know it's mad. But Hannah... what if it's real?"

"What if he's a serial killer with a thing for posh academics?"

"Then you'll have his address and can send the cavalry." I read it off to her, then add, "If I don't text by noon—"

"I'm calling everyone. Police, fire, that ex-Marine neighbor of yours who fancies you, the lot."

"He doesn't fancy me."

"Els, he fixed your sink wearing those tiny shorts. Trust me, he fancies you."

Despite everything, I smile. "I'll be careful."

"You better be. And Els? Your instincts are shite when it comes to men. If anything feels off—"

"I'll leave immediately."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

I end the call and stare at the grimoire in my lap. My name. He said my name is in there. Six hundred years old, waiting.

My fingers find the familiar pages, the star charts that have tormented me for weeks. And there, in the center, in script so faint I'd never noticed it before: my name, glowing softly even in the December afternoon light.

"Bloody hell," I whisper.

I drive home on autopilot, the grimoire heavy on the passenger seat. My flat feels too small, too ordinary after what just happened. I set the book on my kitchen counter and stare at it like it might explode.

Twenty minutes. That's how long I manage to pretend I'm not going to his house. Twenty minutes of pacing, making tea I don't drink, trying to convince myself this is all some elaborate hallucination.

But the warmth under my skin hasn't faded. If anything, it's getting stronger.

I head to my bedroom to change—the cashmere jumper feels too heavy, too constraining. As I strip in front of my full-length mirror, I freeze. My nipples are visibly hard, straining against the lace of my bra. When I remove it, they're darker than usual, hypersensitive to even the air.

"What the hell?" I breathe, then notice something else. The silk of my knickers is soaked through. I peel them off with shaking hands, and—Christ. The folds of my pussy are swollen, slick with arousal I didn't consciously feel. I'm practically dripping.

I rarely get randomly turned on. Never like this—this bone-deep, inexplicable need that seems to pulse in time with that strange warmth in my chest. My body is responding to something I don't understand, preparing for something I haven't agreed to.

Academic curiosity, I tell myself as I quickly wash and change into a cream silk blouse and fresh skirt. Nothing to do with green eyes or the way he looked at my feet like they were art. Definitely nothing to do with the way my body is betraying me.

Just answers. That's all I want.

(Liar, a voice whispers. But I'm already grabbing the grimoire and my keys.)

The drive to his address takes thirty minutes through December traffic. By the time I turn onto his property, my hands are trembling on the wheel.



Chapter Two: A Scholar And A Grimoire

Coren

The wards ripple with her approach long before I hear the car. Twenty minutes of pacing, checking the tea supplies, adjusting things that don't need adjusting. The house feels different—expectant, like it's holding its breath.

Then I hear it. The distinctive purr of an expensive engine turning onto my property.

I reach the window just as she rounds the final bend, and—

"Of course it's a Range Rover," I mutter, shaking my head. "Fucking Brits."

But I'm grinning as I say it. Because somehow the choice of vehicle is perfect. Understated luxury, practical but posh, probably treats the thing better than most people treat their children. It's so quintessentially her—or what I'm learning about her in the whopping two hours since she walked into my life.

She parks with precise care, not too close to the house, angled for easy exit. Smart. Cautious. Probably has Hannah on speed dial and her finger hovering over send.

By the time she's out of the car, I'm on the porch, trying to look casual and probably failing entirely. She's changed—gone is the cashmere sweater, replaced by a cream silk blouse and different skirt. Still those devastating vintage glasses. Still clutching the grimoire like a shield.

And still so beautiful it makes my chest ache.

"You came," I say, then immediately want to kick myself. Obviously she came. She's standing right there.

"I did." She climbs the porch steps with careful precision, and I catch a glimpse of different shoes—sensible flats this time. Pity. "Though I'm still not entirely sure why."

"Your name," I say. "You saw it."

Her jaw tightens, that perfect stubborn line that probably terrorizes graduate students. "I saw something. Could be coincidence. Could be forgery. Could be—"

"But you don't think it is."

She meets my eyes, and I see the war between skepticism and wonder. "No. I don't."

"Would you like tea before we discuss impossible things? Or shall we dive straight into the cosmic deep end?"

A surprised laugh escapes her. "Tea. Definitely tea. If I'm going to reconsider everything I know about reality, I need proper caffeine."

I gesture toward the door, which opens at my approach. Her eyebrow arches again, but she follows me inside.

Elysia

The house embraces me as I enter—warm, welcoming, smelling of herbs and old wood. I should feel something magical, shouldn't I? If his claims are true, if this place is as warded as he suggested, there should be... I don't know, tingling? Sparkles?

Instead, it just feels like a house. A lived-in, well-loved house that reminds me absurdly of my grandmother's cottage in Surrey, if Gran had been into American farmhouse chic instead of doilies and Queen Victoria.

"You're looking for the wards," he says, not quite a question.

"Should I be able to feel them?"

"No. Not yet. You don't have active magical sensitivity." He leads me through to a kitchen that's almost aggressively normal. "That's part of what makes this so interesting."

"Interesting." I set the grimoire carefully on his kitchen table—solid wood, scarred with use. "That's one word for having a stranger make your body betray you in public."

He has the grace to flush slightly. "I really am sorry about that. I should have—"

"Warned me? Asked permission? Not sent mysterious energy at a woman you'd just met?" I'm aiming for cutting, but it comes out more exasperated than angry.

"All of the above." He fills a kettle—electric, modern, which somehow surprises me. "For what it's worth, I've never had that happen before. The response was... unique."

"Oh brilliant. I'm specially weird."

"Specially powerful," he corrects, pulling down tea supplies. Proper loose leaf, I notice with approval. "The Pulse Resonance that strong while dormant? Once it fully wakes..."

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves." I sink into a kitchen chair, suddenly exhausted. "I haven't even decided if I believe any of this yet."

"Fair enough." He sets out two mugs—handmade pottery with slightly uneven glazes. "Earl Grey, right? Milk, no sugar?"

"You remembered."

"I notice things." The kettle clicks off, and he pours with practiced ease. "Especially things that matter."

"And I matter?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

He turns to face me fully, and the intensity in those green eyes makes my breath catch. "More than you could possibly imagine."

Coren

She looks small sitting at my kitchen table, despite her natural poise. The afternoon light through the window catches the gold in her hair, and I have to focus on the simple task of making tea to keep from staring. Even in sensible flats and a conservative blouse, she's devastating.

"So," she says as I set the pot between us to steep. "Tell me about this constellation. Tell me why my name is in a medieval grimoire. Tell me why the universe allegedly needs an Appalachian folklore specialist to save it."

"You're not just—" I stop myself. One thing at a time. "Right. The constellation."

I sit across from her, choosing my words carefully. "In 1863, I had a vision. The world ending. Darkness spreading like oil over water, swallowing everything. But in the center of it—lights. Human souls burning bright enough to push back the dark. Connected to each other, forming a pattern."

"A constellation," she says, voice neutral. Academic mode.

"Seven stars. Seven specific people with specific gifts, aligned in a specific way. Without that alignment..." I shrug, but the gesture carries weight. "The darkness wins."

She pours her tea with steady hands, adds milk with precision. "And you think I'm one of these seven stars because...?"

"Because you bought a grimoire that's been waiting six hundred years for you. Because the protection rune recognized you. Because when I reached out with power, something inside you reached back."

Her cheeks color slightly at that last part. "About that—"

"The Pulse Resonance," I say quickly, not wanting her to retreat into embarrassment. "It's the rarest form of magical affinity. Magic that flows through life force, through physical sensation, through..." I search for the right words. "Through the body's truth."

"The body's truth." She sets her cup down with a sharp click. "You mean arousal."

"Among other things. Pleasure, pain, intense emotion—any strong physical response can channel it. But yes, arousal is... common."

"Brilliant." She laughs, but there's no humor in it. "So I'm some sort of cosmic chosen one whose superpower is getting turned on? Hannah's going to wet herself laughing."

"It's not—" I lean forward, urgent. "Elysia, Pulse Resonance is incredibly powerful. It's raw creation energy, life force at its most potent. In the old texts, they called practitioners Sacred Whores not as an insult, but as recognition of their power. They could heal with a touch, destroy with a whisper, channel enough energy to reshape reality itself."

She's quiet for a long moment, processing. Then: "Sacred Whore. That's what you think I am?"

Elysia

The words hang between us like a challenge. Sacred Whore. Of all the things I thought I might be—academic, researcher, woman who pays too much for old books—that wasn't on the list.

"That's what the texts call it," he says carefully. "The modern term would be Pulse Resonance Practitioner, but—"

"But Sacred Whore has such a ring to it." I take a sip of tea to give myself time to think. "So according to you, I'm carrying dormant sex magic that's going to save the world?"

"Not sex magic. Life force magic that often channels through—"

"Through arousal. Yes, you mentioned." I study him over my cup. He looks so earnest, so absolutely convinced. Either he's the most committed con artist I've ever met, or... "Show me."

He blinks. "Show you what?"

"Proof. Something more than glowing books and mysterious body responses. If I'm going to believe I'm some sort of cosmic... whatever... I need more than words."

He's quiet for a moment, considering. Then he stands, moving to a bookshelf that dominates the far wall. His fingers find a specific volume—leather-bound, unremarkable. He brings it to me.

"Open it."

I do, carefully. My breath catches. "These are photographs. Original albumen prints from—" I peer closer. "The 1860s?"

"1867, mostly. After the war, I traveled. Documenting. Learning." He points to one image. "That's me. San Francisco. The building behind me burned in the 1906 earthquake."

I stare at the young man in the photograph—his face, unchanged. Same green eyes, same intensity, same impossible presence. "This could be faked."

"It could," he agrees. "Turn the page."

More photographs. Decades of them. The clothes change, the settings shift through history, but the face... the face stays the same. The last one is from the 1990s—him standing in front of this house, looking exactly as he does now.

"Fucking hell," I breathe, my carefully cultivated accent slipping entirely.

"That's one reaction."

I close the album with shaking hands. "You're really... you're actually..."

"Born in 1812. Been looking for you—for the constellation—since 1863." He returns to his seat, giving me space to process. "I understand if you need time to—"

"Time?" I laugh, high and slightly hysterical. "You've had two centuries. I've had two hours. And you're worried about me needing time?"

"Fair point."

Coren

She's handling this better than I expected. No running, no screaming, no accusations of madness. Just that sharp mind working through the impossibilities, trying to find solid ground.

"Alright," she says finally, squaring her shoulders. "Let's say I believe you. Immortal constellation-seeker, fine. But this power you say I have—I've never felt anything like what happened in the coffee shop. Never had any magical experiences. I study folklore, I don't practice it."

"Because it's dormant," I explain. "Waiting for the right trigger. The right alignment."

"And you're the trigger?"

The question hangs loaded between us. "Part of it. The constellation itself is the real catalyst. As more stars align, as the pattern forms, everyone's power amplifies. But yes, proximity to me seems to have... started something."

She drums her fingers on the table—nervous energy needing outlet. "So what happens now? Do I just... wait for magic to strike? Start practicing sacred whoring?"

Despite everything, I smile at her tone. "First, we need to understand what you're working with. The gifts vary between stars. Some are subtle, some are... not."

"And mine appears to be the 'not' variety."

"Spectacularly not."

She gives me a look that could freeze fire. "That's not reassuring."

"It's not meant to be. This is dangerous, Elysia. Power without training, without understanding... it can destroy you. Or others." I lean forward, making sure she hears the weight of this. "That's why I'm here. To help. To teach. To make sure when your power fully wakes, you're ready for it."

"And if I say no? If I walk out right now and pretend none of this happened?"

The question I've been dreading. "Then you go back to your life. The power stays dormant—mostly. You might have strange dreams, odd moments of knowing things you shouldn't. But without training, without the constellation..." I shrug. "It fades. Dies. And the darkness I saw in 1863 comes anyway, because the pattern never forms."

Her

"No pressure then." I stand abruptly, needing to move. The kitchen suddenly feels too small, too warm. "Just the fate of the world resting on whether I accept that I'm magical."

I pace to the window, looking out at gardens gone dormant for winter. Normal gardens. Normal house. Normal everything except for the two-hundred-year-old man sitting at the table, waiting for me to decide if I want to save reality.

"This is mad," I say to the glass. "Completely barking mad. I should call Hannah right now, tell her to send that ex-Marine neighbor she's always on about."

"The one who fancies you?"

I turn, surprised. "How did you—"

"You mentioned her on the phone in your car. Voice carries." He looks almost sheepish. "Sorry. Enhanced hearing comes with the extended lifespan."

"Of course it does." I lean against the counter, arms crossed. "What else? Can you read minds? Fly? Turn into a bat?"

"No, no, and definitely not. I'm not a vampire, Elysia. Just a man who got tangled up with destiny and has been trying to untangle it ever since."

"A man." I study him—really look at him. He does look tired, older somehow than his apparent thirty-something years. The weight of centuries in those green eyes. "Must be lonely."

Something flickers across his face. "Yes."

The simple honesty of it catches me off-guard. No self-pity, no drama. Just acknowledgment.

"And you think I'm the answer to that loneliness?"

"I think you're the answer to something much bigger than my personal issues." He stands, moving closer but still maintaining careful distance. "But I won't lie and say I didn't feel... recognition when you walked into that coffee shop. Like the universe clicking into place."

My heart does something complicated in my chest. "That's a dangerous thing to say to a woman you've just met."

"Is it still 'just met' if I've been looking for you for over a century?"

"Yes," I say firmly. "Yes, it absolutely is."

Coren

Her phone buzzes. She glances at it, types quickly.

"Hannah?" I guess.

"Checking in. As promised." She looks back at me. "I told her if I didn't text by noon, she should send the cavalry."

"Smart."

"Self-preservation. Something you seem to think I lack, given you expect me to embrace magical powers that manifest through..." She waves her hand vaguely.

"Through your body's natural responses," I finish. "And I don't think you lack self-preservation. I think you're curious. I think part of you has always known you were different. And I think you're brave enough to find out why."

She's quiet for a moment. Then: "Show me the house."

"What?"

"This house. You said it's warded, protected, built for... this. Whatever this is. Show me. If I'm going to make any kind of decision, I want to see where you expect it to happen."

Not what I expected, but I'll take it. "Alright. Fair warning—some rooms are more intensely warded than others. You might feel... odd."

"Odder than having my nipples go hard because a stranger pointed cosmic energy at me?"

I nearly choke on air. "I—yes. Different odd."

"Brilliant." She finishes her tea in one long swallow. "Lead on then, constellation man. Show me your magical fortress."

I stand, gesturing toward the living room. "It's not a fortress. It's a home. One I've been preparing for a very long time."

"For the constellation?"

"For family," I correct quietly. "The constellation isn't just about power or patterns. It's about connection. Bonds deeper than blood."

She follows me from the kitchen, and I catch her whispered response: "Family."

There's something in the way she says it—longing mixed with fear—that makes me think she understands better than she's letting on.

Elysia

The living room is exactly what I expected—leather furniture, stone fireplace, books everywhere. But there's something else, something I can't quite put my finger on. The air feels... heavier? Fuller? Like walking into a cathedral, that sense of accumulated years of intention.

"You can feel it," he says, watching me. "Even dormant, you're sensitive to the accumulated energy."

"It feels..." I search for words. "Waiting."

"Yes." He sounds pleased. "The house has been waiting as long as I have."

He shows me through rooms that tell stories—a library that makes my academic heart race, guest rooms that look barely touched, a bathroom with a clawfoot tub that belongs in a period drama. Each space feels lived-in but lonely, like stage sets waiting for actors.

"Upstairs?" I ask.

He hesitates. "The wards are stronger up there. More personal spaces. You might—"

"Feel odd, yes, you mentioned." I'm already heading for the stairs. "I'm a big girl, Coren. I can handle odd."

Famous last words.

The moment I reach the landing, it hits me. Not the sharp shock from the coffee shop, but a slow, warm pulse that seems to echo through the floorboards. My skin prickles, hypersensitive, and I have to grip the banister.

"I did warn you," he says quietly from behind me.

"You did." My voice comes out steadier than I feel. "This is—is this what magic feels like?"

"This is what this house's magic feels like when it recognizes someone it wants to protect." He moves past me, careful not to touch. "My bedroom's through here—"

"Your bedroom?" I arch an eyebrow, trying for levity through the strange sensations. "Bit forward, aren't we?"

He actually blushes. "I meant—the wards are strongest there. It's the heart of the house. You should see—understand—"

"I'm teasing." I follow him, though each step makes that warm pulse stronger. "Though if this is how the hallway feels, I'm not sure I want to know what your bedroom does."

Coren

I push open my bedroom door, trying not to think about how this looks—bringing a woman I just met to my bedroom while explaining magical theory. The room is simple—king bed, old dresser, more books. Nothing fancy except...

"The symbols," she breathes, moving closer to the walls. "They're everywhere."

She's right. Carved into the doorframe, worked into the furniture, even sewn into the curtains—protection runes, binding sigils, containment wards. Forty years of careful work, layer upon layer.

"This is where the house is anchored," I explain. "Every ward, every protection, they all tie back here."

She turns in a slow circle, taking it all in. The afternoon light through the windows catches her hair, her skin, and for a moment I forget how to breathe. She's glorious here, in the heart of my power, like she belongs.

"It's beautiful," she says softly. "Like a poem written in symbols."

My heart does something painful. "You can read them?"

"Not read exactly. But I can feel the intent. Protection. Safety. Home." She meets my eyes. "You built this for them, didn't you? The constellation. A safe place for your family of stars."

"Yes."

She nods slowly, processing. Then: "I should go."

The words hit like cold water. "What? Why?"

"Because this is too much. Too fast." She's already moving toward the door. "I need—I need to think. To process. To talk to someone who isn't immortal and doesn't make books glow."

"Elysia—"

"I'm not saying no," she says quickly. "I'm just saying... not yet. I need time."

I want to argue, to explain how time is the one thing we might not have. But I see the determination in her eyes, the careful control she's maintaining. Push too hard now, and I'll lose her entirely.

"Alright," I say. "Take the time you need. You have my card."

Elysia

The drive back feels both longer and shorter than the drive out. My mind races through everything—the photographs, the house, the way those wards made my skin sing. By the time I pull into my flat's parking spot, I'm exhausted.

Hannah's sitting on my doorstep.

"Don't you have a key?" I ask, climbing out.

"I do. But I wanted to see your face when you got back." She stands, all five-foot-ten of protective best friend. "So? Do I need to hurt someone?"

"No." I unlock the door, gesturing her in. "Maybe. I don't know."

"That's not reassuring, Els."

I drop my keys on the counter, the grimoire on my desk. "Han, do you believe in magic?"

"Like, rabbits out of hats?"

"Like immortal men and books that glow and destiny written in star charts."

She stares at me. "Oh Christ. He's gotten to you, hasn't he? Magic Book Man has scrambled your brilliant brain."

"His name is Coren. And I—" I sink onto my couch. "I don't know what to think."

Hannah sits beside me, concern replacing mockery. "Tell me everything."

So I do. Well, almost everything. I leave out the nipple incident because there are some things even best friends don't need to know. But I tell her about the photographs, the house, the claims about my supposed power.

When I finish, she's quiet for a long time.

"Els," she says finally. "You know I love you. You know I think you're brilliant. But this sounds absolutely mental."

"I know."

"But?"

"But what if it's not?" I look at her, my rational, rugby-playing, no-nonsense best friend. "What if it's all true?"

She sighs, pulling me into a hug. "Then I guess we'd better figure out how to turn you into a magical world-saving sex witch."

Despite everything, I laugh. "Sacred Whore, actually."

"Even better. Do you get a cape? Please tell me there's a cape."

I hug her back, grateful beyond words for her steadying presence. Tomorrow I'll have to decide what to do about Coren and his constellation and the power he says is sleeping inside me.

But tonight, I just need my best friend, terrible takeaway, and the promise that whatever happens, I won't face it alone.

Even if what I'm facing is myself.
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Interlude: Between Waking And Want
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ELYSIA

"Right," Hannah says, returning from my kitchen with two generous glasses of red wine and the takeaway menus. "Chinese, Indian, or pizza?"

"Chinese. Always Chinese when the world's gone mad." I accept the wine gratefully, tucking my feet under me on the couch. "The place on Morrison Street does that dish you like."

"Szechuan chicken, extra spicy?" She's already pulling out her phone. "And spring rolls. And those prawn toast things you pretend you don't want then eat half of mine."

"I do not—"

"Els. Please." She gives me a look that's pure fond exasperation. "I've known you since uni. You always steal my prawn toast."

She's sitting closer than strictly necessary, her thigh pressed against mine as she places our usual order. It's familiar, comfortable, and after the strangeness of the day, exactly what I need. Hannah in her weekend uniform of yoga pants and an oversized jumper, her dark hair pulled back in a messy bun, ordering too much food while I nurse wine and an existential crisis.

"Twenty minutes," she says, tossing her phone aside. "Now. Details. All of them."

"I told you—"

"You told me the highlights. Immortal bloke, glowing book, magical house." She shifts to face me fully, one leg folded under her. "But you're doing that thing where you edit for public consumption. I want the real story."

"I don't edit."

"Els, you once described a disastrous one-night stand as 'less than optimal.' You absolutely edit." She takes a sip of wine, studying me over the rim. "Start with the coffee shop. What really happened?"

Hannah

She's nervous. Els gets this particular flush when she's embarrassed about something—starts at her chest, creeps up her neck. She's trying to hide it with the wine glass, but I know her too well.

"He made the book glow," she says, not meeting my eyes. "Without touching it. Just... gestured, and it opened to these specific pages."

"The star charts you've been obsessing over."
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