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            Chapter One

          

          THE WEIGHT OF STARS

          NOVA CASTANEDA

        

      

    

    
      The petition burned in my hands, literally.

      Silver flames licked up the parchment’s edge as if the ink itself had become fuel, as if the act of asking the Constellation Assembly for mercy had offended some fundamental law of the cosmos and the universe had decided to correct my audacity with fire. I should have dropped it. I knew I should have. Heat pulsed through my palms, up my wrists, into the constellation scars that webbed my forearms like spilled starlight.

      But the seventh micro-Starweaver was still speaking.

      They, she? he? It was hard to tell now, not because I couldn’t see them, but because my eyes kept snagging on the shimmer in the air around their body, the thin veil of awakened power trying to stabilize itself inside a nervous system that had never been built to hold it. The human mind likes to pretend it’s adaptable. The human body likes to pretend it’s durable. Reality likes to remind us we’re wrong.

      “I—I didn’t ask for it,” the micro-Starweaver stammered, voice echoing oddly in the Assembly chamber, amplified by the crystalline acoustics of the Celestial Citadel. “I did the exercises. I breathed like they said. I tried to⁠—”

      Their throat bobbed. Their hands trembled. Tiny motes of light gathered at their fingertips—beautiful, delicate, the kind of magic that should have felt like wonder.

      Instead it felt like watching a reactor go critical.

      On the dais above them, the Courts sat in their tiered semi-circle: Diamond Court representatives in mirrored armor that threw back the chamber lights like a thousand cold eyes; Golden Court nobles draped in solar-thread robes; Sapphire Court dreamweavers half-lidded and unreadable; Obsidian Court emissaries shadowed enough that I couldn’t tell where their bodies ended and the darkness began.

      And me, in the center, wearing a Regent’s mantle I still didn’t feel qualified to touch.

      The petition in my hands was for the micro-Starweavers, seven billion newly awakened humans in theory, but in practice it was for this specific trembling person in front of me and the six who had already collapsed today, each one a data point in a pattern I didn’t want to admit existed.

      I tried to breathe the way Rosalie had taught me, slow inhale, slower exhale, focus on the variables I could control. The problem was the variable I couldn’t control was standing ten feet away and about to become ash.

      “Name,” the Diamond Court adjudicator demanded. Her voice had the sharpness of cut glass. “State your name for the record.”

      The micro-Starweaver swallowed. “Tomas.”

      A simple human name, and my heart did something stupid and soft. Tomas. Someone had kissed him as a baby and called him that. Someone had yelled it across a playground. Someone had whispered it into a pillow, maybe, on a night when the world felt too big.

      Now the Courts wanted to turn him into a statistic.

      “Tomas of the Third District,” I said before the adjudicator could continue, because if I didn’t speak now I might never speak again, and I had promised myself I wouldn’t let silence make me complicit. “This petition requests emergency placement into supervised training rather than punitive containment. He’s not a criminal. He’s a⁠—”

      A scream cut through my sentence. Not from Tomas.

      From the micro-Starweaver beside him.

      The sixth one, a young woman named Anika, who had been sitting on the floor with her knees hugged to her chest because standing made her faint and the medics were already overwhelmed. Her head snapped back, eyes going wide, and light, pure, raw celestial light, burst from her mouth like she was exhaling a star.

      My scars reacted instantly, flaring hot. My vision blurred at the edges as the cosmic network, our tenuous new lattice connecting awakened minds, twanged like a snapped violin string.

      No. Not again. Please, not again.

      Anika convulsed once. Twice.

      Then her skin began to grey.

      Ash.

      It always started with the hands. Fingers disintegrating, the fine lines of human life erased as if someone had decided the drawing was flawed and rubbed it out.

      The Assembly chamber erupted, shouts, chairs scraping, the Diamond Court guards stepping forward in perfect unison like they’d rehearsed this exact moment.

      I moved without thinking. My body remembered action better than my mind remembered permission.

      I reached for Anika.

      My palm hit the air around her and met resistance, a field, a boundary, the micro-Starweaver’s power trying to contain itself and failing. It felt like touching a soap bubble made of razors. Pain lanced through my hand, and my constellation scars lit up in sympathetic response.

      I pushed anyway.

      “Nova!” Rosalie’s voice, sharp with warning from somewhere behind me. “Don’t⁠—”

      Too late.

      I reached into Anika’s failing lattice with my own power, trying to stabilize her the way I’d stabilized the Void wound months ago, trying to apply the same principles: find the fracture, distribute the load, reinforce the boundary.

      But this wasn’t a wound in space. This was a human being.

      My magic surged, silver and hungry, and for one awful second it felt like my power recognized something in Anika’s unraveling and wanted to… correct it.

      Not heal. Rewrite.

      The thought hit me like nausea. Rewrite. As if she were code and I was the one with access to the source.

      My power didn’t feel like starlight in that moment. It felt like architecture.

      Geometric. Angular. Lines and planes snapping into place, a blueprint overlaying reality. I saw it, actually saw it, an invisible lattice of rules beneath the chamber, the way gravity curled around mass, the way light refracted, the way life clung to chemistry and time. And my power pressed against it, eager to adjust.

      Was that… me? Or something in my blood?

      Anika’s eyes found mine. There was terror there, and something else, pleading, so raw it could have been a prayer.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      Her mouth fell open, and the light pouring out turned into silver flame.

      She combusted.

      Not like a normal fire. No smoke. No smell. Just a sudden conversion: matter to energy to nothing. A physics problem solved too quickly.

      Heat slapped my face. Silver ash drifted down like snow, catching in my eyelashes.

      My hand was still outstretched.

      As if I’d offered her a lifeline and watched her fall anyway.

      The petition in my other hand ignited fully. Silver flame climbed the parchment and then crawled onto my skin, licking the edges of my scars.

      Pain flared, sharp, then deep, then terrifyingly familiar. It wasn’t just heat. It was resonance, like my scars were tuning forks and Anika’s death had struck a note that made them vibrate.

      I staggered, breath catching.

      Seven.

      Seven micro-Starweavers dead in one session.

      The adjudicator’s voice cut through the chaos. “Containment protocol! All micro-Starweavers to the holding chambers immediately. The Regent’s presence is destabilizing them⁠—”

      “The Regent’s presence?” I repeated, incredulous, and my voice came out louder than I intended, cracked with grief and fury and the kind of fear that makes you want to blame anything but the truth. “You think I did this?”

      The Diamond Court representative didn’t flinch. Her mirrored armor reflected my face back at me, wide eyes, silver-lit scars, a smear of Anika’s ash on my cheek. I looked like a nightmare someone would invent to scare children into obedience.

      “Evidence suggests,” she said coolly, “that the Echo-bonded pair’s proximity amplifies volatility. The micro-Starweavers are unstable. Your power is… provoking.”

      Provoking. Like I was a chemical irritant.

      Like I wasn’t standing here drowning in the same helplessness they were.

      My scars pulsed again, and the chamber’s lights flickered. People gasped. Someone whispered, “Architect,” like it was a curse.

      No. Not that word. Not now.

      I tried to clamp down on my power, tried to shove it back behind ribs and skin and sanity. I’d learned control the hard way, through Cael’s steady presence, through Rosalie’s brutal training, through the terror of nearly breaking reality when we’d healed the Void.

      But the deaths kept hitting the cosmic network in rapid succession, each one a bright node going dark. I could feel them, not as individual faces but as sudden absences, like teeth knocked out of a mouth.

      I did the math automatically because my brain always goes to numbers when my heart can’t take the weight.

      Seven in an hour.

      If the rate continued…

      No. Stop. Don’t do that. Don’t turn them into a projection.

      But the projection was there anyway, cold and relentless: cascade failure. Training deaths leading to panic leading to uncontrolled surges leading to more deaths. A feedback loop spiraling toward catastrophe.

      I swallowed bile.

      “I request an emergency recess,” I said, forcing my voice into something that resembled authority instead of hysteria. “Now.”

      The Golden Court noble rose, solar-thread robes flaring. “Regent Castaneda, recess does not solve⁠—”

      “Recess,” I repeated, and this time my scars sparked so brightly the air hissed.

      For a heartbeat, silence slammed down. Even the Diamond Court guards paused, as if they could feel the edge of something dangerous in my tone, something that wasn’t just anger.

      I should have been afraid of my own power.

      I was. I was terrified. Not the productive kind of fear that sharpens focus, but the drowning kind, the kind that fills your lungs and convinces you there’s no surface to reach.

      But I was also furious.

      Seven dead. Seven humans who’d trusted us enough to come here and learn. Seven bodies reduced to ash because we’d lit a match in their souls and called it liberation.

      I shouldn’t have awakened humanity. The thought came uninvited, sharp as glass. Or I should have prepared better. Or I should have listened to every Court that warned me mortals couldn’t hold cosmic power. Or I should have⁠—

      The spiral started, familiar and vicious.

      I should have done everything differently.

      The Assembly chamber doors opened with a soft chime, someone triggering the emergency protocol. A wave of medics and guards moved in, guiding the remaining micro-Starweavers out. Tomas stumbled, looking back at Anika’s ash as if his mind couldn’t accept the transformation.

      My stomach twisted.

      I turned away before he could see the tears gathering in my eyes. Regents weren’t allowed to cry in front of Courts who wanted them weak.

      Rosalie caught my elbow as I stepped down from the dais. Her fingers were warm and steady. “Nova,” she murmured, too soft for the chamber to hear. “Breathe.”

      “I am breathing,” I snapped, then immediately hated myself for it. Rosalie had lost more than anyone in this war. She didn’t deserve my claws.

      Her gaze held mine, calm and endlessly tired. “Then keep breathing. Don’t let it take you.”

      It. My power? My fear? The something that had surged in me when Anika died?

      I nodded because it was easier than admitting I didn’t know what “it” was anymore.

      I walked out.

      The hallway beyond the Assembly chamber felt colder, quieter, like stepping out of a storm cellar after a tornado has ripped through above. My footsteps echoed on crystalline floors. The Citadel’s architecture was beautiful in a way that felt aggressive—sharp angles, impossible arches, ceilings that looked like frozen starlight.

      I used to love beauty like this. I used to think the universe was elegant.

      Now elegance felt like a trap.

      I kept moving until I reached the observation deck, my usual escape route, because if I was going to break down I’d rather do it with the stars as witnesses than the Courts.

      The deck doors slid open.

      The cosmos spilled into view.

      A vast sweep of black velvet scattered with pinpricks of light. Nebulae like bruises. Distant galaxies like spilled sugar. The kind of view that used to make me feel small in a comforting way.

      Now it made me feel responsible.

      My hands were shaking. The silver flames had died, but my palms were blistered where the petition had burned me. Pain radiated up my arms, pulsing in time with my heartbeat.

      Seven dead.

      I pressed my forehead against the cool glass and tried to let the cold anchor me.

      How did we get here?

      How did I go from analyzing spectra and writing grant proposals to standing in a celestial parliament watching teenagers combust because my revolution was poorly calibrated?

      A laugh bubbled up, sharp and humorless. I sounded like someone losing her mind.

      Maybe I was.

      The Echo-bond in my chest, my connection to Cael, hummed faintly. He wasn’t in the chamber; he’d been pulled into some Court negotiation, some political firefight I couldn’t stomach today. But I could feel him at the edge of my awareness, steady as gravity.

      I wanted him here so badly it hurt.

      And I hated myself for that want.

      Because if I needed him to stand upright, what did that make me? A Regent who couldn’t function without her partner? A girl playing at cosmic governance while holding onto an ex-Enforcer like a life raft?

      Was I using him? Or was he using me? Or were we just two broken people clinging together because the alternative was drowning alone?

      My scars flared again, reacting to the thought like it was a threat.

      “Easy,” I whispered to myself, as if my own body were a frightened animal. “Easy.”

      Something in the glass reflected behind me, a movement.

      The doors slid open again, quiet.

      Cael stepped onto the deck.

      Even after everything, my body reacted to him first, relief loosening something in my ribs, the bond humming louder, my scars cooling as if his presence dampened the volatility in my blood.

      He looked wrong in the Citadel’s light. Cael belonged in shadow and motion, not in crystalline stillness. He wore simple dark armor, no Court insignia, hair slightly damp as if he’d rinsed blood off somewhere. There was a cut across his knuckle, fresh.

      He’d been doing something violent. For me? For the Assembly? For his own ghosts?

      His gaze flicked over my posture, my trembling hands, the ash smear still on my cheek. Tactical assessment first, emotion second. That was Cael.

      Then he crossed the deck in three strides and stopped close enough that the bond sparked.

      “You’re shaking,” he said.

      “I noticed,” I muttered, wiping my cheek with the back of my hand and only smearing ash further. Brilliant.

      Cael’s jaw tightened, the muscle jumping. He reached out slowly, as if giving me the option to refuse, and brushed his thumb over my cheek, wiping the ash away with a tenderness that made my throat tighten.

      “You shouldn’t have been alone in there,” he said.

      “I wasn’t alone. I had an entire Assembly of cosmic aristocrats watching me fail in real time.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I mean you shouldn’t have been without me.”

      There it was. The thing I wanted and resented simultaneously.

      “I’m not a child,” I said, too harsh. “I don’t need a bodyguard.”

      Cael didn’t flinch. He rarely did. “I didn’t say bodyguard.”

      “What did you say, then?” My voice rose, and the glass under my palm vibrated. I clamped down immediately, breathing hard. “Cael, seven people died. Seven. And everyone stared at me like I was the match.”

      He stared back, and the bond carried something from him, anger, yes, but also grief. He felt it too. Not the way I did, through the network, but through me.

      “They’re afraid,” he said. “Fear makes them stupid.”

      “That’s comforting,” I said bitterly. “Fear makes them stupid, and my stupidity makes people combust. Perfect combination.”

      Cael’s hand slid to my wrist, fingers wrapping gently around the scars there. They cooled under his touch, as if his skin could absorb heat. Sometimes I wondered if the bond made us literal opposites in a cosmic equation, my power chaotic, his presence grounding.

      Or maybe that was romantic nonsense I told myself to make our dependence feel like destiny instead of weakness.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      I did. I couldn’t not.

      His eyes were dark, almost black in this light. There were shadows beneath them that hadn’t been there a year ago. Mortality looked heavier on him. Human fragility sat in his bones like a new kind of armor.

      “You didn’t kill them,” he said.

      I laughed again, sharper. “That’s not what the Diamond Court implied.”

      “Diamond Court implies anything that keeps them in control.”

      “And if they’re right?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. That was my curse, my mouth moving faster than my fear. “What if my presence does destabilize them? What if the bond does? What if awakening humanity was⁠—”

      A mistake.

      I couldn’t say it. The word felt like betrayal of everyone we’d fought for.

      Cael’s grip tightened slightly. “Then we fix it,” he said.

      The simplicity of it should have soothed me. Instead it made my eyes burn.

      Fix it. Like it was a cracked hull plate. Like it wasn’t billions of lives and fragile minds and cosmic infrastructure I didn’t fully understand.

      “I don’t know how,” I admitted, voice breaking. “I don’t have the equation. I don’t even know what variables I’m missing, and every time I try to stabilize them I feel—” I swallowed, remembering the geometric surge, the blueprint feeling. “I feel something in my power that isn’t… Starweaving. It’s, wrong. Different.”

      Cael’s expression shifted, subtle, but the bond carried it: alarm. “Different how?”

      I hesitated. Because saying it out loud made it more real.

      “It feels like reality is… editable,” I whispered. “Like the rules are lines I can redraw if I press hard enough. And that terrifies me.”

      Cael’s thumb stroked once over my wrist scar, grounding. “You won’t,” he said.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know you.”

      The certainty in his voice hit me like a weight. Cael believed in me with a steadiness that made my own doubt feel even uglier. If he could see what I saw, how unqualified I felt, how my guilt accumulated like mass approaching a black hole, would he still sound so sure?

      Or would he finally be afraid of me?

      A pulse of cold moved through the bond, his fear, faint but present.

      He was afraid. Not of me hurting him. Of me breaking under the pressure.

      “I can’t lose you,” he said suddenly, and it was the closest thing to a confession he’d ever made. “Not to politics. Not to guilt. Not to this.”

      My chest ached. “You won’t,” I lied, because what else could I say? That sometimes I felt myself slipping, like my power was a tide and I was a person trying to dam an ocean with my hands?

      The deck’s lights flickered again.

      Cael’s head snapped up, scanning. “What was that?”

      “Probably just Citadel fluctuations,” I said automatically, but my voice lacked conviction. The cosmic network hummed, uneasy.

      Something was wrong.

      Footsteps pounded in the hallway outside the observation deck. The doors slid open hard enough to rattle, and Orion stumbled in.

      He looked like he’d run through a war zone, which, in this place, could be metaphorical or literal. His hair was disheveled, his face pale, his uniform jacket half-fastened. Blood streaked one sleeve.

      Cael moved instantly, stepping between Orion and me, posture shifting into that lethal readiness that still startled me sometimes. He wasn’t an Enforcer anymore, but his body hadn’t forgotten how to be one.

      “Orion,” I said, heart dropping. “What happened?”

      Orion braced his hands on his knees, gulping air. “We—” He swallowed, eyes flicking to Cael, then back. “We have a situation.”

      “We always have a situation,” I said, too tightly. “Make it specific.”

      Orion straightened, and I saw the tremor in his hands. Fear, real and sharp.

      “Reports just came in from the outer sectors,” he said. “Villages near the old Fate Farm sites. People are… fading.”

      The word hit the air like a stone dropped into water.

      Fading. Not dying. Not disappearing. Fading implied something worse—something gradual, something like reality forgetting them.

      My stomach clenched. “Define fading.”

      Orion’s throat worked. “They’re losing… coherence. First it’s memory gaps. Then physical—skin going translucent, organs failing as if they’re not fully anchored in this plane. We thought it was localized contamination from the old harvesting tech, but—” He swallowed again. “It’s spreading. And it’s targeting awakened.”

      My scars pulsed, painful.

      Cael’s voice was low. “How many?”

      Orion met his eyes. “Dozens confirmed. Maybe hundreds unreported.”

      I forced my mind into analysis mode because if I stayed in emotion I would collapse. “Pattern?” I asked. “Geographic clustering? Temporal correlation?”

      “Yes,” Orion said. “All near Fate Farm infrastructure. The old network nodes. Like someone is using the remains as a—” he hesitated, “—as a siphon.”

      My mouth went dry. “Like Zora.”

      Orion’s eyes flashed. “We don’t have proof. But⁠—”

      “But it looks like her,” Cael finished.

      The bond carried his fury. He’d been in Fate Farm, trapped, almost killed. The scars on his body weren’t just physical—they were history.

      “Worse,” Orion added, voice dropping. “The stars in those regions are dimming. Barely perceptible, but measurable. Sapphire Court confirmed. Astral output down by point-zero-three percent.”

      Point-zero-three percent was nothing, statistically.

      Cosmically, it was everything.

      Stars didn’t dim without reason. They didn’t lose output unless their core dynamics changed, unless something interfered with fusion itself or with the laws that made fusion possible.

      The blueprint feeling in my power twitched at the thought. My stomach lurched.

      Cael looked at me sharply. “Nova.”

      “I’m thinking,” I snapped, then immediately softened. “Sorry. I’m—” I pressed my fingers to my temples. “If the Fate Farm network is being used as a siphon, and awakened are fading, and stars are dimming… that implies a draw on cosmic energy at a fundamental level.”

      Orion nodded grimly. “That’s what Rosalie thinks.”

      Rosalie. Always Rosalie, quietly holding the pieces of our revolution together while I tried not to drop them.

      “And,” Orion said, “the Assembly is demanding answers. Diamond Court is calling for suspension of all micro-Starweaver awakenings until ‘stability’ is confirmed.”

      A cold wave washed through me.

      Suspension meant abandoning seven billion people to uncontrolled power without training. It meant more combustions, more deaths, more fear. It also meant the Courts reclaiming control under the guise of safety.

      They’d been waiting for a crack.

      Now they had one.

      “I need data,” I said, voice tight. “Coordinates. Names. Onset times.”

      Orion reached into his jacket, pulled out a data crystal, and handed it over. His fingers shook.

      As I took it, the crystal’s surface flashed faintly—silver light, geometric.

      My scars reacted violently.

      Pain tore up my arms. I gasped, dropping the crystal. It hit the floor with a sharp chime, rolling.

      Cael caught me as my knees buckled, strong arms wrapping around my waist. His touch grounded me, but the pain kept flaring.

      “What is it?” he demanded.

      “I don’t—” I clenched my teeth, fighting the wave. “My scars—something⁠—”

      The air around us shimmered. The observation deck’s glass creaked.

      No. Not now. Not here.

      I tried to clamp down on my power, but it surged like a flood breaking a dam. The geometric blueprint sensation snapped into clarity—lines and angles overlaying the deck, the Citadel, the space beyond. For a heartbeat I could see the underlying structure of the realm, like the universe had become transparent to my mind.

      And my power moved through it like a hand reaching for a pen.

      Cael’s arms tightened. “Nova. Stop.”

      “I’m trying,” I hissed, panic rising. “I’m trying⁠—”

      The stars outside flickered.

      Just once. A stutter in the light, like a film skipping.

      Orion stared past us, face draining of color. “Did you⁠—”

      “I didn’t—” I began, then faltered because I didn’t know if I was lying.

      Had my surge affected the stars? That was impossible. The distance alone—light-years, the speed of causality—should have made it impossible.

      Unless causality was one of the lines my power could redraw.

      Unless the Courts were right to be afraid.

      Unless I was.

      Cael’s voice went quieter, more intimate, right against my ear. “Breathe with me.”

      I hated that it worked.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      His breath matched mine, the bond syncing. My scars cooled fractionally. The blueprint sensation receded, like a wave pulling back from shore, leaving my body shaking and hollow.

      The stars steadied.

      I sagged against him, trembling.

      “I felt something,” Cael murmured. Not accusation. Observation. Tactical.

      “What?” I whispered.

      He hesitated. That hesitation was new. Cael didn’t hesitate unless he was afraid.

      “It didn’t feel like Starweaving,” he said finally. “It felt… older. Bigger. Like—” He swallowed. “Like you were about to change the rules.”

      My throat tightened. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      Orion picked up the data crystal carefully, as if it were a bomb. “We need to get ahead of this,” he said. “Before the Courts⁠—”

      Before they take everything, I finished silently. Before they decide my existence is the problem and solve it the way they’ve always solved inconvenient variables: containment, exile, execution.

      A new sound cut through the deck’s quiet—a sharp, crystalline chime. The Citadel’s alert system.

      Then another.

      Then a low, building tone that made my teeth vibrate.

      Emergency summons.

      The air in front of us shimmered, and a holographic projection snapped into being—tall, robed, faceless except for the glowing symbol where a head should be.

      The Eternal Judge.

      Even as a projection, the Judge’s presence felt like pressure on my ribs, like gravity increasing.

      “Nova Castaneda,” the Judge’s voice echoed, layered with harmonics that made it sound like multiple beings speaking in unison. “Cael Nightfall. Orion Valen. You will return to the Assembly immediately.”

      Cael’s posture stiffened. “We’re in emergency response. The Assembly is in recess.”

      “The Assembly is no longer in recess,” the Judge said. “The Diamond Court has invoked competency review.”

      My stomach dropped so hard I felt it in my knees.

      Competency review. The legal phrase for public humiliation followed by removal of authority.

      I forced my voice steady. “On what grounds?”

      The Judge’s symbol flared brighter. “Seven micro-Starweavers dead within one hour under your supervision. Increased instability in awakened populations. Reports of fading near Fate Farm sites. Astral dimming in associated regions.” A pause, just long enough to feel like judgment. “Conclusion: mortals are not suited for cosmic governance.”

      The words hit like a slap.

      Not suited. Not worthy. Not meant.

      I tasted blood; I’d bitten my tongue.

      Cael stepped forward slightly, as if he could shield me from a hologram. “You don’t get to decide that,” he said, voice like steel. “We dismantled your system.”

      The Judge’s symbol pulsed. “You disrupted a system without understanding the infrastructure that maintained it.”

      Infrastructure.

      My scars prickled at the word. The blueprint sensation flickered faintly again, like my power was listening.

      The Judge continued, and the next sentence slid under my skin like a knife.

      “And you,” the Judge said, “were never meant to touch the Architects’ legacy.”

      Silence.

      Even Cael went still.

      Orion’s eyes widened. “What did you say?”

      The Judge ignored him, addressing me directly. “The Assembly will reconvene in five minutes. Attendance is mandatory.”

      The projection dissolved.

      The air felt thinner after it left, like my lungs had to work harder.

      I stared at the empty space where the Judge had been.

      Architects’ legacy.

      My mind tried to grab the phrase and dissect it like a specimen, but my emotions kept interfering—fear, confusion, anger, the sick certainty that something about my bloodline mattered more than I’d ever wanted it to.

      Cael turned to me. His eyes searched my face as if looking for cracks.

      “What does that mean?” he asked.

      I shook my head because the truth was I didn’t know.

      Or maybe I did, in some buried ancestral memory I’d never acknowledged, in the way my power had wanted to rewrite the rules instead of just bending them.

      “I don’t know,” I said, and hated how small my voice sounded. “But it sounds like they’ve been hiding something.”

      Orion grimaced. “Rosalie’s going to be furious she wasn’t here for that.”

      Rosalie. Yes. We needed her.

      We needed… everyone.

      Because competency review wasn’t just about my leadership. It was about control. About blame. About the Courts finding a scapegoat for the universe misbehaving.

      And the universe was misbehaving.

      Seven deaths. Fading villages. Dimming stars.

      My power surging in geometric patterns like an architect laying down law.

      I straightened, forcing my shoulders back, forcing my spine into the posture of someone who deserved the mantle she wore.

      Imposter syndrome surged—hot and vicious. Who was I to stand against an Eternal Judge? Who was I to rewrite a governance system older than human civilization? Who was I to be responsible for seven billion awakened lives when I couldn’t even save one girl named Anika from turning into ash in front of me?

      But then Cael’s hand found mine—steady, warm.

      The bond hummed.

      You’re not alone, his presence seemed to say, without words.

      The thought nearly broke me.

      I squeezed his fingers hard enough to hurt. I needed the pain. I needed something physical to keep me from floating away into panic.

      “We go back,” I said. “We face them. We don’t let them corner us into silence.”

      Cael nodded once. Direct. Done.

      Orion exhaled shakily. “There’s something else,” he said.

      My heart sank. “Of course there is.”

      He reached into his jacket again and pulled out a folded piece of parchment—old-fashioned, physical, which in this world meant either ceremonial or dangerous. He held it out.

      “This was on your desk,” he said. “Just delivered. No sender.”

      My skin prickled. “On my desk in the Citadel?”

      Orion nodded. “Security didn’t see anyone enter.”

      That wasn’t possible. The Citadel’s wards tracked everything.

      Unless someone knew how to move through them.

      Unless someone was rewriting rules.

      I took the parchment. It felt cold at first touch, then warm—like it had been held close to a body.

      I unfolded it.

      Inside was a map—roughly sketched, marked with coordinates and starpaths. At first glance it looked like navigation data.

      Then my brain clicked, pattern-recognition snapping into place.

      Academy sites. Proposed locations I’d been drafting in secret—places where micro-Starweavers could train safely, away from Court scrutiny, away from the Assembly’s political theatre.

      My breath caught.

      Half the sites were circled.

      Half were crossed out with vicious strokes.

      A threat, written in ink so dark it looked almost black.

      Cael leaned closer, eyes scanning. “What is it?”

      “A warning,” I whispered.

      Orion swore under his breath. “They know your plans.”

      My hands trembled. Not from fear this time. From rage.

      I turned the parchment over.

      On the back, written in dried blood, was a constellation map—sharp points connected with precise lines, like someone had drawn the night sky from memory. X’s marked through clusters of stars that corresponded to the circled Academy sites.

      The blood wasn’t fully dry.

      It glistened slightly when the deck lights hit it.

      My stomach rolled. “This is⁠—”

      A second layer of writing shimmered beneath the blood, faint as ghost light. Script I didn’t recognize—and yet the moment my eyes touched it, I understood it with sick, effortless clarity, like reading a language I’d never learned but had always known.

      The letters were angular. Geometric. Architectural.

      My scars flared, and I hissed in pain.

      Cael’s grip tightened on my hand. “Nova?”

      I swallowed, mouth suddenly dry as dust.

      The hidden script resolved into words.

      THE HEIR REMEMBERS.

      THE DEBT COMES DUE.

      I stared until the letters blurred.

      Heir.

      Debt.

      My bloodline.

      The Architect’s legacy.

      The dimming stars.

      Seven micro-Starweavers dead in one hour.

      My power trying to rewrite rules.

      It connected in my mind like a constellation forming—points of terror linked by lines of inevitability.

      I looked up at Cael, and for the first time since stepping onto the observation deck, I couldn’t find words.

      Because the truth was too large to fit in my mouth.

      Because somewhere deep inside me, something ancient stirred—recognition, not fear.

      As if part of me had been waiting for this message.

      As if part of me agreed with it.

      Cael’s eyes searched mine, and the bond carried his sudden unease—he felt it too, whatever had shifted in me.

      “Nova,” he said quietly, “what does it say?”

      My voice came out as a whisper. “It says…” I swallowed, tasting ash and blood and silver heat. “It says the Heir remembers.”

      Orion’s face went blank. “Heir?”

      I couldn’t answer him. My attention was locked on the words, on the way my scars burned in response, on the way the stars outside the glass seemed—just for a heartbeat—to dim in sympathy.

      Then the Citadel’s alarms rose to a scream, deeper and more urgent than before.

      And somewhere far below, the Assembly chamber doors slammed open with the sound of a universe bracing for impact.

      I folded the parchment carefully, as if that could contain what it meant.

      As if paper could hold a prophecy.

      Cael’s hand tightened on mine, and I realized—abruptly, painfully—that whatever was coming next would test the bond between us the way gravity tests a star: compress until it either ignites or collapses.

      I looked at the constellation map one more time, at the X’s slashed through my proposed sanctuaries, at the blood still wet, at the hidden script I somehow could read.

      And the only coherent thought I had left was a question, sharp and terrified:

      Was I the variable that would save this cosmos… or the one that would destroy it?

      “Come on,” Cael said, voice hard with purpose. “We’re not letting them do this to you.”

      I let him pull me toward the doors.

      Behind us, the stars kept shining—beautiful, indifferent.

      But I could feel the dimming now, like a slow blink.

      Like the universe was starting to forget its own light.

      And in my palm, the parchment still radiated faint heat, as if the debt it promised was already being collected.
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      The Ghost Star’s scream cut through my meditation, and I was on my feet with a blade of shadow before the echo faded.

      The room was dark, my preference, my penance, and it smelled faintly of the oil I used to keep my weapons from rusting even though, technically, I wasn’t supposed to need weapons anymore. Co-Regent. Partner. Reformed monster. All the titles people gave you when they didn’t know what to do with what you’d been.

      The scream wasn’t sound. It was a frequency in the lattice under reality, a vibration that hit the bones behind my ears and the scar tissue where an immortal’s mind used to be anchored. I felt it along the remnants of my old Court-mark, the place on my sternum that still itched when something touched the Void.

      A second pulse followed—shorter, strangled.

      Nathaniel manifested half inside my wall.

      He looked wrong even for a ghost: edges fraying, light stuttering, as if someone had reached into the spectrum of his existence and started pulling threads out one by one. His eyes were wide, and when he tried to speak the first time nothing came out but a shimmer of static.

      “They’re taking us,” he rasped finally, voice hollowed by panic. “The Void is taking us back.”

      I didn’t ask how he got past the wards. If Nathaniel was willing to risk disintegration to reach me, the wards were irrelevant.

      I moved to him in three steps. My blade stayed up. Reflex. Training. A millennium of reacting before thinking.

      “Where?” I asked.

      Nathaniel’s form flickered. He lifted a hand, and for a moment his fingers dissolved into mist.

      “Lower Concourse. Near the old transit ring. Three of us were patrolling the breach scars—like you told us to. We felt the pull. Not like… hunger.” His eyes fixed on mine as if he could force me to understand. “Like a hand. Deliberate. Choosing.”

      My jaw locked. The Void didn’t choose. The Void was an absence. A wound. It consumed because consumption was what emptiness did when it found matter.

      Except I’d been inside it. I’d touched it. I’d healed it with Nova’s power searing through my veins like holy fire.

      And I remembered the sensation of something watching us from the far side of the wound. Not a Court. Not a beast. Something patient. Something ancient enough to make immortality feel like a joke.

      “Show me,” I said.

      Nathaniel didn’t answer. He just reached for my wrist.

      His touch was cold in the way grief is cold, an absence of warmth rather than a presence of it, and the room warped as he dragged me into his form of travel. Ghost Stars didn’t move through space like the living did. They slipped. They existed at the border between here and not-here, and when they pulled you along, reality protested.

      My stomach lurched.

      Then the world snapped into the Lower Concourse.

      The Citadel here was less polished, more functional, arched corridors lined with crystalline conduits that carried starlight power to the upper levels. The air tasted faintly metallic. Emergency lights glowed along the floor in steady pulses.

      And ahead, the corridor ended in a tear.

      Not a portal. Not a doorway. A literal rift, a jagged seam of black that cut across the air like someone had taken a blade to reality and peeled it back. It was thin, at first glance, barely a handspan wide.

      But it moved.

      Like a throat swallowing.

      A Ghost Star hovered near it, fighting the pull. Their form—Aster, if my memory was right—wavered between human outline and pure luminescence. Nathaniel made a sound that might have been their name.

      Aster’s mouth opened in a silent scream.

      Then the rift flared.

      Aster vanished.

      Not disintegrated. Not dispersed. Removed.

      I felt it through Nathaniel’s panic and through something in my own chest that still remembered what the Void tasted like: cold starlight and finality.

      My blade snapped toward the rift without my permission. Shadow met nothing. I swung anyway, as if steel could threaten emptiness.

      It did nothing.

      The rift pulsed, and a second Ghost Star—one I didn’t recognize—jerked forward as if yanked by a chain around their throat.

      I moved.

      Mortal legs. Mortal speed. A body that didn’t heal instantly anymore.

      I hit the Ghost Star from the side, shoulder into their light, and the impact went through me like plunging into ice water. My skin prickled. My teeth hurt.

      For a second I held them—held their flickering outline against my chest like I could anchor them by force.

      Then the pull doubled.

      The Ghost Star slid out of my arms like sand.

      Their eyes met mine as they went, and in that brief connection I saw something that wasn’t fear.

      Recognition.

      As if whatever was pulling them had pulled them before, in a different life, a different universe, an older war.

      They disappeared.

      The rift widened. Just a fraction.

      Nathaniel’s form spasmed. “Cael⁠—”

      “I see it,” I said, and my voice sounded too calm, which meant my mind was already doing what it always did when reality went wrong: turning panic into procedure.

      Assess. Identify. Act.

      The rift’s edges were threaded with faint silver lines, almost imperceptible, geometry where there should have been chaos. The Void was jagged, yes, but this tear had… structure. Like it had been cut, not torn.

      Someone had done this.

      Or something.

      I stepped closer. The air chilled. The hair on my arms lifted. My Court-mark itch became a burn. In the corner of my vision, the corridor’s lights dimmed like they were afraid to shine too bright near a predator.

      “Is this happening elsewhere?” I asked.

      Nathaniel hovered unsteadily. “Yes. Random. Not random—” He shook his head hard, as if trying to dislodge the feeling. “It’s targeting us. Ghost Stars. Ones who patrol. Ones who, who can see between realms.”

      So it was selecting for perception. For liminality. For beings who lived close to thresholds.

      My hands tightened around my blade.

      I thought of Nova’s scars flaring in the Assembly. The geometric sensation she’d described, rules editable, architecture beneath reality.

      The words on the parchment: THE HEIR REMEMBERS.

      A rift like a cut line.

      The universe was becoming too symmetrical in its wrongness.

      “Stay back,” I ordered Nathaniel.

      He made a broken laugh. “Back where? There is no back when you’re already half gone.”

      I ignored it and crouched, pressing my free hand to the floor.

      Old habit. Feeling vibrations. Listening through matter.

      The Citadel’s foundation hummed with its usual power—starlight routed, stabilized, regulated. But beneath that there was another rhythm, faint but undeniable.

      A tug.

      Not at the stone. At the concept of the stone. Like something was trying to unhook it from existence.

      I pulled my hand away fast.

      Mortal skin didn’t like touching cosmic wrongness. It burned. Not physically. Meaningfully.

      “Something is inside,” Nathaniel whispered. “Something new.”

      I stared into the rift.

      I couldn’t see the Sleeper. If that was what it was. I’d only seen it once, between heartbeats, in the Fate Farm trap, when my brain had been half dead and the Void had welcomed me like an old colleague.

      But I could feel this: the Void here wasn’t just hungry.

      It was being used.

      As if the wound had become a mouth and someone had learned how to speak through it.

      The rift pulsed again.

      Nathaniel’s form jerked toward it.

      I caught him this time—fingers closing around his wrist, cold light biting into my skin. I braced my feet. Shadow blade anchored in the floor.

      “Cael,” he gasped, terror splintering him. “I can’t⁠—”

      “You can,” I said, more command than comfort.

      He shook violently. “It’s not me. It’s pulling—” His eyes rolled back for a second, and when they came forward again they looked… wrong. Too dark. Too focused. Like someone else had looked out through him briefly.

      Possession?

      Or simply influence.

      I yanked him toward me hard enough that his form snapped back fully into the corridor.

      The rift narrowed, as if irritated.

      Then the corridor’s emergency lights flashed red.

      A tone sounded overhead—alert sequence, not Assembly-level but serious.

      And footsteps pounded from both ends of the corridor.

      Void representatives arrived first.

      They didn’t walk so much as glide, their forms half solid, cloaks of darkness that ate light around their shoulders. The Court of Obsidian had always moved like they owned the absence. Their emissary here, Ambassador Cerra, if my memory held—stopped a few paces from the rift and inclined her head with something like politeness.

      “Nightfall,” she said.

      I didn’t lower my blade. “Cerra.”

      Behind her, Diamond Court guards appeared—mirrored armor, discipline in their stride. They fanned out, weapons ready, eyes reflecting everything and revealing nothing.

      Cerra’s gaze flicked to my shadow blade. “We appreciate your swift response.”

      “You appreciate nothing,” I said. “You’re here because your Court is losing assets.”

      Nathaniel flinched at the word. Assets. Ghost Stars weren’t property. They were people, what remained of people. But my mouth had been shaped by war, and it still defaulted to cruelty when I was angry.

      Cerra didn’t react. “We are investigating.”

      “Investigate faster,” I snapped. “Two taken already. Maybe more. This rift is cut, not torn.”

      Cerra’s eyes—dark, reflective like polished obsidian, tilted toward the rift. “We did not create this.”

      “Then who did?” I demanded.

      The Diamond Court captain stepped forward. “This corridor is under Diamond jurisdiction. Obsidian access is permitted only⁠—”

      Cerra didn’t look at him. “We do not require permission to defend our dead.”

      The Diamond captain’s jaw tightened. They hated each other, Courts built on different kinds of control. Diamond wanted law. Obsidian wanted inevitability.

      I wanted answers.

      “Stop posturing,” I said. “Either you know what this is or you don’t.”

      Cerra’s gaze shifted back to me. For the first time I saw something like strain in her expression—subtle, but present, as if her Court’s usual composure was cracking under an internal pressure.

      “The Void behaves… abnormally,” she admitted.

      My stomach tightened. “Explain.”

      Cerra’s voice lowered. “There have been fluctuations. Pressure differentials. Regions where the wound deepens without external trigger.”

      “Since we healed it,” Nathaniel whispered, barely audible.

      Cerra’s eyes flicked to him—brief, sharp. “Since the wound was altered, yes.”

      I felt the words like a knife.

      Nova’s power. Our bond. The moment we’d poured ourselves into the Void and stitched it closed because we believed healing was always the right answer.

      I should have questioned that. I should have asked what happens when you heal a prison door.

      But I hadn’t. Because Nova had been bleeding and exhausted and desperate to save everyone, and I would have agreed to anything if it meant she lived.

      I still would.

      That was the problem.

      The Diamond captain raised his weapon toward Nathaniel. “Ghost Star presence in Citadel corridors is restricted⁠—”

      I moved before thinking. My blade snapped up, blocking the line of aim. Shadow kissed mirrored steel.

      The guards froze. Not because I was Co-Regent. Because I was Nightfall. The name still carried weight in their instincts.

      “Do not,” I said quietly.

      The captain’s reflection showed my face warped and dark. He hesitated, then lowered his weapon a fraction.

      Cerra watched the exchange with faint interest. “You defend them now.”

      I ignored her. My attention stayed on the rift.

      It pulsed again, smaller now. Like it was waiting.

      “What’s your assessment?” I asked Cerra.

      She stepped closer to the rift, careful not to cross the invisible threshold. “This is not a natural breach. It is a siphon.”

      Nathaniel’s voice cracked. “Siphoning what?”

      Cerra’s gaze went distant, as if listening to something below sound. “Essence. Memory. Liminality. Your kind are… useful in certain constructions.”

      Constructions. The word landed heavy. Architecture again.

      My hand tightened until the hilt creaked. “What construction?”

      Cerra looked at me. “I do not know.”

      I didn’t believe her. Or I didn’t want to.

      A flicker of motion near the Diamond guards caught my eye—one of them shifting, head tilting too fast, like a puppet’s string had been tugged.

      His eyes went black for a heartbeat.

      Then normal again.

      I stared. He didn’t react. Didn’t even seem aware.

      Possession. Influence. Or my imagination feeding on paranoia.

      But my instincts screamed threat.

      “Your guard,” I said to the captain. “Step forward.”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “The one on your left.”

      The guard in question stepped forward mechanically.

      His face was blank. Too blank.

      I moved closer, slow. Studied him like an enemy.

      “Name,” I demanded.

      His mouth opened.

      For a second nothing happened.

      Then a voice came out that was not his—too layered, too deep, like multiple frequencies speaking in unison.

      “ENFORCER.”

      My blood ran cold.

      The guard’s eyes went black again. The air around him bent, like reality flinched away from whatever was speaking.

      Nathaniel made a broken sound and retreated.

      Cerra went still—fear, finally visible.

      The voice continued, through the guard’s mouth. “YOU HAVE CHANGED YOUR FUNCTION. YOU HAVE BECOME ANCHOR. THAT IS ACCEPTABLE.”

      I couldn’t move. My body wanted to attack. My mind wanted to run. Both were useless.

      “What are you?” I demanded, because demanding was all I had left.

      The guard’s head tilted. His mouth smiled wrong. “A REMNANT. A HAND. A WILL INSIDE THE WOUND YOU SEALED.”

      The Sleeper. Not fully, maybe. But a piece.

      It spoke again. “THE GHOSTS ARE MINE. THEY BELONG TO THE THRESHOLD. I AM COLLECTING WHAT I WILL NEED.”

      “For what?” Cerra managed, voice tight.

      The guard’s smile widened. “FOR THE HEIR.”

      My chest tightened so hard it hurt. The Echo-bond in my sternum flared hot, as if Nova’s name had been carved into my ribs and the universe was pressing on it.

      “The Heir is not yours,” I said, voice low.

      The guard’s eyes locked onto mine. “SHE IS DESCENDED FROM ME. SHE IS LEGACY. SHE IS TOOL. SHE WILL REMEMBER. SHE WILL PAY.”

      It sounded like the parchment. Like the debt.

      I wanted to deny it. Wanted to believe Nova was just Nova—brilliant, stubborn, human despite the stars in her veins.

      But my instincts recognized patterns the way soldiers recognize traps.

      This was a trap spanning centuries.

      The guard’s body jerked suddenly. His own consciousness fought back, eyes flashing normal for a fraction. He mouthed, silently, help⁠—

      Then the blackness swallowed him again.

      The voice softened, almost amused. “YOU WILL NOT STOP THIS. YOU WILL NOT PROTECT HER FROM HERSELF. YOU WILL ONLY MAKE IT STRONGER.”

      My heart hammered. I tasted iron.

      I thought of Nova standing in the Assembly, hands shaking, trying to keep seven billion lives from combusting while Courts circled like sharks.

      I thought of the way she looked at me when she was afraid—like she hated needing anyone, like dependence was a weakness she couldn’t afford.

      And I thought: if something inside the Void wanted her, wanted her to use that terrifying birthright power⁠—

      It would come for me too. Because I was her anchor. Her tether. The thing that made her human.

      The voice spoke again. “OBSIDIAN TEMPTS YOU. DIAMOND CONDEMNS YOU. CRIMSON USES YOU. BUT I—” The guard’s mouth stretched. “I UNDERSTAND YOU.”

      I swallowed hard. “You don’t know me.”

      The laughter that came out of the guard’s throat wasn’t human. It sounded like collapsing stars. “I KNOW YOUR COUNT. THREE THOUSAND EIGHT HUNDRED FORTY-SEVEN.”

      The number hit like a blow.

      I saw them.

      Not all at once—my mind would have shattered—but in flashes, like a reel of faces: a boy with freckles, a woman with silver eyes, a man with his hands raised, a girl who’d begged. Victim #847 watching from the corner, always watching, even now.

      My blade trembled.

      “You don’t get to say their number,” I whispered.

      The guard’s smile softened into something like pity. “YOU WERE WEAPON. NOW YOU WANT TO BE MAN. YOU THINK LOVE ERASES BLOOD.”

      My throat tightened. Love didn’t erase anything. It just made you feel the blood more sharply.

      The guard’s eyes flicked toward the rift. “THE GHOSTS WILL RETURN. THE VOID WILL REBALANCE. THE HEIR WILL WAKE. AND YOU—” The smile sharpened. “YOU WILL CHOOSE WHETHER TO DIE FOR HER OR LIVE TO WATCH HER BECOME ME.”

      A spike of cold went through my chest.

      Before I could answer, the guard convulsed. His body arched, then dropped to his knees. The blackness drained from his eyes. He gasped, choking, as if he’d been held underwater.

      Diamond guards rushed forward, catching him.

      Cerra exhaled, a sound like relief and dread tangled together.

      The rift pulsed once—almost satisfied.

      Then it snapped shut.

      Silence fell, heavy and ringing.

      My blade dissipated slowly, shadow curling back into my palm like smoke. My hand was shaking. I clenched it into a fist until my knuckles hurt.

      Nathaniel hovered near the ceiling, trembling. “Did you—did you hear⁠—”

      “I heard,” I said.

      Cerra’s gaze stayed on the place where the rift had been. “This is above Court politics.”

      “No,” I said. “Everything is politics. Even cosmic terror.”

      She looked at me then, truly looked, and her expression shifted into something like calculation.

      “The Obsidian Court has been discussing your… changes,” she said softly.

      I didn’t like the way she said changes. Like I was a defect in a weapon line.

      “I’m not interested,” I said.

      “You should be.” Cerra stepped closer. The Diamond captain bristled, but Cerra ignored him. “You are mortal now. That makes you vulnerable. It also makes you… inefficient.”

      My jaw tightened. “I didn’t ask for your evaluation.”

      “You didn’t ask to be mortal either.” Her eyes glinted. “But you chose it. For her.”

      I didn’t deny it. Denying it would be pointless. Everyone knew. The bond made secrets impossible, at least the obvious ones. Nova and I were a visible vulnerability in a Citadel full of predators.

      Cerra’s voice dropped lower. “The Obsidian Court can restore what you surrendered. Immortality. Endurance. The ability to stand between her and threats that would break a mortal spine.”

      My pulse spiked. The offer slid under my ribs like a hook.

      Because the truth was simple: I felt mortality now. Not as an abstract concept. As a limitation in my muscles, a lag in my reflexes, a pain that didn’t vanish when I willed it away.

      Today I’d tried to catch a Ghost Star and failed.

      If the next threat came for Nova, what would I be able to do?

      Die in front of her, dramatically, and call it devotion?

      Cerra watched my silence like a scientist watching a reaction.

      “You fear you cannot protect her,” she said.

      “I fear a lot of things,” I replied, and my voice came out rougher than I wanted. “But I don’t bargain with Courts that thrive on absence.”

      Cerra’s mouth curved. “Absence is honest. Unlike Diamond law. Unlike Golden charm. Unlike Sapphire dreams. We offer what we offer. Direct.”

      Direct. Simple. Done.

      Her temptation was shaped like my old language.

      “Why?” I demanded. “Why restore me? What do you get?”

      Cerra’s gaze sharpened. “Stability.”

      I almost laughed. “That’s not an answer.”

      She didn’t flinch. “The cosmos is failing, Nightfall. You have seen it—the bleeding stars, the dimming. The Ghost Stars being collected. Something in the Void is waking. When it does, the mortal die first. The weak die first. Those attached to fragile bodies die first.”

      “And you think immortality saves you,” I said.

      “I think immortality gives you time.” Her voice softened. “And time is the only currency that matters when reality collapses.”

      Time.

      Nova lived like she was always counting down, even when she tried to pretend she wasn’t. I felt it through the bond: her mind calculating casualties, projecting failure rates, turning grief into math because math didn’t break down and sob.

      Time was the variable she couldn’t control.

      Cerra stepped back, giving me space like she was generous. Like she hadn’t just offered me a weapon wrapped in seduction.

      “Consider it,” she said. “Not for yourself. For her.”

      My chest tightened at the implication. That Nova was a reason to corrupt myself again. That love was leverage.

      It was.

      That’s what terrified me.

      The Diamond captain cleared his throat. “This corridor will be sealed. Obsidian representatives will leave. Nightfall, the Assembly requests your presence.”

      Of course it did. Nova was under competency review. The Judge’s shadow was falling, and Cael Nightfall—fallen Enforcer turned co-regent—was a convenient variable they could use or cut.

      Cerra inclined her head toward the captain, then to me. “We will speak again.”

      Then she drifted away, darkness trailing like smoke.

      Nathaniel hovered closer. “Don’t,” he whispered.

      I looked up. “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t take their offer. I’ve seen what Obsidian gives. It always costs more than it promises.”

      “I’m not taking anything,” I said.

      Nathaniel didn’t look convinced. “You’re thinking about it.”

      I didn’t answer, because denial would have been a lie.

      I was thinking about it. Not because I wanted immortality back—though part of me did, the part that hated weakness and pain and the slow humiliation of a body that could fail.

      I was thinking about it because Nova’s life had become a target.

      And I had promised myself—quietly, privately, with no ceremony—that if the universe demanded a sacrifice, it would take me before it took her.

      That promise was dangerous. It was also the only thing that felt true.

      I left the Lower Concourse with Nathaniel flickering at my shoulder, Diamond guards escorting us like we were threats rather than allies. The Citadel’s corridors blurred past—crystal walls, starlight conduits, distant voices.

      And all the while my mind replayed the voice from the guard’s throat.

      THE HEIR WILL WAKE. YOU WILL CHOOSE.

      I’d spent a millennium making choices for other people. Choosing who lived, who died, who deserved mercy, who didn’t.

      I’d thought becoming mortal would free me from that.

      Instead it was giving me new choices, worse ones. Choices with Nova at the center.

      As I reached my quarters, the Echo-bond in my chest flared, sharp and urgent.

      Nova.

      Not words. Not a message. A sensation—fear spiking, then anger, then something like grief compressed into a tight, trembling line.

      She was in trouble.

      I didn’t think. I moved.

      The halls to the observation deck were crowded with Court members, officials, guards. Politics in motion. None of it mattered. I pushed through with the authority of someone who had once been the Empire’s executioner. People moved because they remembered what Nightfall meant, even if they pretended they didn’t.

      By the time I reached the observation deck doors, my heartbeat was too loud in my ears.

      The doors slid open.

      Nova stood near the glass, shoulders squared too hard, like she was holding herself upright by sheer will. Orion hovered close, tense. Rosalie wasn’t there. The air smelled faintly of burned parchment and adrenaline.

      Nova turned at the sound of me and her expression cracked—relief flashing so fast she couldn’t hide it.

      Then it hardened again, because she hated being seen needing anything.

      I crossed the deck in three strides. Took in her face, the faint tremor in her hands, the way her scars glowed dimly like embers under skin.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She lifted her chin. “Seven died. Then the Judge accused me. Then—” Her voice caught, just slightly, and she held out the parchment.

      I took it. My fingers brushed hers, and the bond surged—hot and alive, like our bodies were relieved to confirm the other existed.

      On the parchment’s back, the constellation map stared up at me, X’s slashed through potential sanctuaries. Blood still tacky.

      I turned it over. Saw the hidden script shimmering beneath.

      Nova whispered, “I can read it.”

      My stomach tightened. “Read it.”

      She swallowed. “The Heir remembers. The debt comes due.”

      A cold wave rolled through me. The voice in the guard’s mouth echoed in my head.

      THE HEIR WILL PAY.

      Orion spoke, rough. “We need to move. The Assembly is reconvening. Competency review⁠—”

      “Not now,” Nova snapped, then immediately looked like she regretted snapping. She breathed hard. “I—sorry. I just—Cael, something is wrong with the stars. They flickered. I felt… something in my power.”

      I stepped closer. Lowered my voice. “I saw a rift in the lower corridor. Ghost Stars being taken into the Void.”

      Nova froze. “Taken?”

      “Dragged,” I said. “Selective. Not random. Something inside the Void spoke through a Diamond guard.”

      Her eyes widened, and her scars flared brighter at the same time, as if her body recognized the threat before her mind could process it.

      “What did it say?” she whispered.

      I hesitated.

      Because if I said it aloud, it would become more real.

      Because if I said it, I’d have to watch Nova carry it, and she was already drowning in guilt.

      But secrets were worse. Secrets were weapons in someone else’s hands.

      “It called you the Heir,” I said. “It said it was collecting what it needed for you. It said you will wake.”

      Nova’s breath hitched. Her gaze flicked to the stars outside the window—beautiful, indifferent, and now bleeding faintly at the edges if you looked too long.

      Orion swore softly. “We need Rosalie. Now.”

      Nova didn’t seem to hear him. She stared at me like she was trying to solve an equation written on my face.

      “And you?” she asked, voice quiet. Too quiet. “What did it say about you?”

      I didn’t want to answer.

      I did anyway.

      “It said I would choose whether to die for you or live to watch you become it.”

      Silence.

      The bond hummed between us, thick with her fear, my anger, both of us trying not to look directly at the future.

      Nova’s throat worked. “That’s not—” She swallowed. “That’s not a real choice.”

      “No,” I agreed. “It’s a threat shaped like one.”

      Her eyes glistened, furious at the weakness of tears. “I don’t want you dying for me.”

      I stepped closer until we were almost touching. “I don’t want you becoming a cosmic entity’s instrument.”

      Her laugh broke, sharp. “Well, we don’t get what we want, do we?”

      I wanted to pull her into my arms. To ground her. To remind her she was real. Human. Here.

      But Orion was watching. The Citadel was listening. And Nova hated public softness almost as much as she hated fear.

      So I did the only thing I could that was both intimate and tactical.

      I reached for her hand.

      She let me take it.

      Her scars were warm against my skin. Too warm.

      “I’m here,” I said. “You’re not alone.”

      She stared at our joined hands like she didn’t quite believe that was allowed.

      Then the Citadel’s klaxons began to scream.

      Not the Assembly summons. Not the competency review alert.

      Emergency. Catastrophic.

      The lights strobed red. The glass beneath Nova’s palm vibrated.

      Orion’s head snapped toward the doors. “That’s not⁠—”

      Nova’s body went rigid.

      Her eyes went distant, pupils widening, and her scars flared so bright they lit the deck in silver.

      I felt it through the bond a split second later—an avalanche of pain and panic that wasn’t mine.

      Thousands of bright points in the cosmic network snuffing out at once.

      Micro-Starweavers.

      Dying.

      All at once.

      Nova’s voice came out hollow with terror. “Cael,” she whispered. “I can feel them. Thousands of them. The micro-Starweavers. They’re dying. All at once.”

      My grip on her hand tightened until our bones ground together.

      “Where?” I demanded, though I knew she might not have the answer. The network was too big. Too many nodes. Too much death.

      Nova shook her head, eyes wide, breath coming too fast. “Everywhere. It’s—” She swallowed hard. “It’s like someone flipped a switch.”

      The stars outside the window flickered.

      Went dark for three seconds.

      Then blazed back to life.

      The darkness was total in those three seconds—no distant glow, no nebula haze, nothing. Just absence.

      In that absence, my stomach dropped with a certainty I didn’t want.

      This wasn’t a local crisis.

      This was structural.

      Reality itself had stuttered.

      Orion stumbled back, face draining of color. “That—did everyone see that?”

      Nova’s hand clutched mine like an anchor. “It’s starting,” she breathed. Her gaze locked onto mine with a kind of terrible clarity. “The collapse Rosalie warned me about.”

      The bond surged, carrying her fear like a tidal wave—and beneath it, something else.

      A whisper of that geometric sensation she’d described. Architecture. Code. Editable law.

      I felt it brush my mind like the edge of a blade.

      And for a heartbeat, I understood Cerra’s temptation with terrifying intimacy.

      If the cosmos was collapsing, immortality wasn’t luxury.

      It was survival.

      But Nova—Nova was the center of the storm, whether she wanted to be or not.

      Her scars flared brighter, and the air around us shimmered as if reality was deciding whether to hold.

      I didn’t let go of her hand.

      Outside the glass, a hundred stars bled crimson at their cores, like wounds opening in light-years of silence.

      Inside the Citadel, alarms screamed.

      And in my chest, the Echo-bond throbbed with one brutal truth:

      Whatever was waking in the Void had finally started collecting its debt.
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          THE FIRST ACADEMY FALLS

          NOVA

        

      

    

    
      Three Academy sites exploded simultaneously.

      I felt each death through the cosmic network like a physical blow—two hundred and forty-seven awakened souls snuffed out in synchronized detonations while I stood there, naked and useless, in Cael’s arms.

      It wasn’t metaphorical. It was not the poetic kind of I felt it in my heart either. It was a neurological event: a sudden pressure spike behind my eyes, a burn along my constellation scars, a wrenching absence across the lattice of newly awakened minds, as if someone had reached into a web I’d spun and cut three strands at once—then watched the vibration ripple outward.

      Cael’s breath hitched against my hair.

      He’d been asleep a second before. Mortal sleep, finally, in the fragile quiet we’d stolen after the Citadel went dark for three seconds and the alarms stopped screaming long enough for Rosalie to push us into my quarters and say, You need rest before you break.

      Rest. Like reality cared.

      Now Cael was upright, arm banded around my waist with instinctive force, the other hand already reaching for the blade he kept too close to the bed as if the mattress might betray him.

      “Tell me where,” he said, voice still thick with sleep but already sharpening into tactical. His eyes were on the window—on the stars bleeding faintly like infected wounds.

      I tried to speak. No sound came.

      My scars lit, silver-hot, as the network continued to convulse—aftershocks, panic, other awakened minds flaring like sparks near dry tinder. The dead weren’t the only ones I could feel. Survivors screamed across the lattice, their fear saturating the connection until it tasted metallic in the back of my throat.

      Two hundred and forty-seven.

      My brain latched onto the number because numbers are safer than names.

      Two hundred and forty-seven was a dataset, a count, an error margin I could slot into an equation. Two hundred and forty-seven was not mothers and children and teenagers who’d believed me when I said you can learn this safely, you’re not alone, we’ll build something better than the Courts’ cages.

      I swallowed hard and forced breath into my lungs.

      “New Geneva,” I managed. My voice came out shredded, as if I’d been screaming for hours. “And—Sable Ridge. And—” The third location wavered on the edge of my mind, obscured by the shock of so many souls going dark at once. “Tidehollow.”

      Three sites. Three continents. All proposed in my confidential Academy plan. All marked on that blood-stained map.

      I could still see the X’s slashed through them, as if whoever drew them had been angry at the idea of safety.

      Cael’s jaw set. “Get dressed.”

      The words should have been ridiculous in the face of mass death. They weren’t. They were the only thing that made sense, something physical, something I could do with my hands that wasn’t rewriting the laws of reality out of grief.

      I slid out of his hold and nearly fell when my legs failed to remember they were supposed to carry me. The cosmic network stuttered again, another handful of nodes going dark, not explosive this time but fading, like candle flames pinched out by invisible fingers.

      “Nova.” Cael was at my side instantly, steadying me. “Look at me.”

      I looked. His face was close, too human in the dim light, hair mussed, bruises under his eyes that had deepened since he chose mortality. The Echo-bond between us hummed, not gentle, not soothing, but bright and strained, like a wire carrying too much current.

      “You’re here,” he said, as if reminding me of the fact might keep me anchored to my own body. “Stay here. In your skin. Breathe.”

      I tried. I did.

      My lungs obeyed. My scars didn’t.

      The silver heat along my arms surged anyway, responding to the deaths like a tuning fork struck by a hammer. And under that heat—beneath it, deeper—I felt that wrongness again. The geometric hunger. The blueprint sensation, the sense that the universe had a hidden layer of editable code and my blood knew the syntax.

      I hated it. I hated that part of me that, in the moment two hundred and forty-seven people died, didn’t only grieve, it reached.

      As if I could fix it by rewriting the past.

      As if I was tempted.

      Was I? No. Maybe. Yes. The thought flickered, ugly and bright: If I could rewrite a law, could I rewrite time? Could I make those three detonations never happen?

      And then the other thought—worse because it was quieter, more rational: If you could, would you erase the Awakening too? Would you undo everything? Would you undo Cael?

      My stomach rolled.

      I forced myself to move. Clothing. Boots. The Regent mantle lay draped over a chair like a joke. I didn’t put it on. I couldn’t wear a symbol while people were still burning because of my symbol.

      Cael strapped on his armor with fast, practiced movements, hands sure even when his eyes kept flicking to me like he expected me to vanish.

      The door slammed open before we reached it.

      Orion stumbled in, blood on his collar, hair damp with sweat. His expression was the kind of pale I’d seen on astronauts right before a systems failure—when the brain registers catastrophe but hasn’t accepted it yet.

      “Transport is ready,” he said. No greeting. No preamble. “We’ve got visual feed from New Geneva. You—” He broke off, swallowed hard. “Nova, you need to see it.”

      I didn’t want to. Want was irrelevant. I nodded.

      We ran.

      The Citadel’s corridors blurred—crystal walls, starlight conduits, Court guards pressing themselves flat against the edges as we passed. Their eyes tracked us with the same expression I’d seen in the Assembly when Anika combusted: fear disguised as judgment.

      It’s them. It’s the Echo-bond. It’s the Architect’s Heir. It’s the mistake walking.

      My scars throbbed like they agreed.

      We reached the transport bay and the ship’s ramp was already down, engines whining with impatient power. Rosalie stood at the foot, hands clasped behind her back in that calm way that always read as anger if you knew her well enough.

      Her gaze took me in, barely controlled power, silver-lit scars, hair still tangled from sleep, eyes too wide.

      “You felt it,” she said.

      It wasn’t a question.

      I nodded again. Words were unreliable right now. If I opened my mouth too wide, grief would pour out and drown the entire hangar.

      Cael stepped closer to me, shoulder brushing mine. The bond steadied fractionally. It was infuriating, the fact that his proximity made me more functional. Like my nervous system had outsourced stability to another person.

      Dependency is not leadership, my mind hissed.

      But we didn’t have time for pride.

      Rosalie spoke quickly, voice low so only we could hear. “Three sites. Simultaneous. That’s coordination. That’s insider information.”

      “I know,” I said, and the words came out too sharp because the anger had finally found a channel. “They had my map. They marked these locations.”

      Orion’s hand tightened around a data tablet. “We’re tracing how they got the list. But the comms they used—” He shook his head. “It’s not standard encryption. It’s… old. Like pre-Court protocols.”

      Old. Pre-Awakening. The kind of “old” that meant someone had been waiting.

      Rosalie’s eyes narrowed. “We’re going to New Geneva first. Highest casualty estimate. If there are survivors, we need testimony before Diamond Court spins this into justification for containment.”

      Diamond Court would call it proof that mortals couldn’t handle power. Proof that the Academy idea was reckless. Proof that I was reckless.

      And maybe it was.

      I stepped onto the ship’s ramp and froze for half a heartbeat, because beyond the bay’s open doors, the stars were visible, and they looked… wrong. Not only dimmer. Not only bleeding faint red.

      They looked strained, like light itself was pulling too tight across a frame that was starting to warp.

      A physical sensation crawled up my spine—an ancestral memory that wasn’t mine, a warning written into bone.

      Cael noticed my hesitation. “Nova.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied automatically.

      He didn’t argue. He just took my hand and pulled me forward.

      We launched.

      Space folded around us—Celestial Crossroads geometry snapping into place, reality bending like glass warmed over a flame. Normally jump travel felt like stepping through a door. This time it felt like pushing through tissue that didn’t want to tear.

      The ship shuddered.

      Orion swore under his breath and adjusted the stabilizers. “Crossroads are unstable. We’re getting drift.”

      “Of course we are,” I murmured, because sarcasm was easier than panic.

      Cael sat across from me, knees braced, hands steady on the straps like he could physically restrain the ship from falling apart. His gaze never left my face for longer than two seconds.

      “How many?” he asked.

      “Two hundred and forty-seven,” I said, then immediately hated myself for giving him a number instead of the truth.

      Cael’s throat worked. “Survivors?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The network still hummed with chaos. I could feel pockets of awakened minds flaring, then cutting out, some from shock, some from injury, some from whatever dead zone sensation had started to spread from the blast sites like invisible frost.

      Because that was the other thing. Under the grief, under the deaths, there was a new absence—an emptiness in the places the explosions happened. Like the magical infrastructure there had been scooped out with a blade.

      Not destroyed.

      Erased.

      A thought surfaced, cold and sharp: This isn’t just terrorism. This is sabotage of reality’s operating system.

      The ship jolted again, and Orion’s console flashed warnings. “We’re coming out hot. Brace.”

      We dropped out of jump over New Geneva.

      The city below was gone.

      Not damaged. Not burning. Gone in the way a tooth is gone after it’s been pulled, leaving a raw socket, a hole that shouldn’t exist in the body.

      A crater smoked where the Academy building had been, but the crater was wrong too—edges too clean, like the explosion had obeyed a geometry instead of physics. A perfect circle carved into the earth, glistening faintly with silver residue.

      Cael leaned toward the viewport, face hard. “That’s not a bomb.”

      “No,” I whispered.

      It felt like… a deletion.

      We descended fast. The ship’s landing struts hit ground that should have been warm from fire but wasn’t. The air outside looked normal—blue sky, drifting ash, distant sirens—but when the ramp opened and I stepped out, my scars screamed.

      It wasn’t heat. It was a vacuum.

      The sensation hit me like stepping into a room where all oxygen had been removed: pressure in my lungs, dizziness, a sudden frantic need to fill the space.

      Magic should have been everywhere here. The air should have glittered with awakened residue, training exercises, human hope clinging to the walls.

      Instead there was nothing.

      A dead zone.

      It wasn’t just destroyed. It was erased. Like someone had deleted magic from this space.

      I staggered.

      Cael caught my elbow. “Breathe.”

      I tried. Again.

      My eyes tracked over the scene: bodies—too many—strewn around the crater’s edge. Some burned. Some intact. Some… wrong, their outlines slightly blurred, as if reality hadn’t decided whether they were still present.

      Medics moved through, shouting, triaging, stepping carefully like the ground might collapse under them. A group of survivors huddled near a shattered wall, faces grey with shock.

      Orion sprinted ahead, barking orders into his comm. Rosalie followed at my side, expression tight.

      “Don’t touch the residue,” she warned. “We don’t know what it does.”

      I looked down at the silver glimmering on the ground. It wasn’t ash. It was like powdered starlight—fine, luminous, arranged in faint lines that made my stomach twist.

      Lines. Angles. Architecture.

      I crouched carefully without touching, letting my eyes follow the pattern. My brain, traitorous and trained, tried to interpret it.

      It looked like a circuit diagram.

      No. More than that—like an instruction set. Like a piece of code written into matter.

      A scream tore through the site. One of the medics fell backward, clutching their arm.

      “Dead zone’s expanding!” they shouted. “My healing weave—nothing’s working!”

      Rosalie swore, low and vicious. “It’s not just blocking magic. It’s eating it.”

      Eating magic.

      My scars pulsed like they recognized the mechanism. And the blueprint sensation in my blood stirred, curious, hungry.

      I stood abruptly, nausea rising. “This was designed.”

      Cael’s gaze flicked over the perimeter. “Perimeter breach? Any sign of infiltrators?”

      Orion returned, face grim. “No signs of entry. No ships detected. No ground vehicles. Whatever triggered this was planted long before today.”

      Planted long before today. Like the X’s on my map had been drawn by someone who’d already placed the explosives and was just waiting for me to build the Academy so they could make it a grave.

      I tasted bile. “How many survivors?”

      Orion’s eyes darted away. “Twelve. Maybe. Most are…” He swallowed. “They were in the training hall. It collapsed inward.”

      I could feel the dead zone pushing at the edge of my awareness, like a cold tide. My power wanted to push back—wanted to fill the absence with rewritten law.

      I clenched my fists until my nails bit my palms.

      No. Not here. Not in front of witnesses. Not when I didn’t understand what I’d become.

      A hand grabbed my sleeve.

      I turned sharply, ready to snap at whoever dared touch me in the middle of a massacre—then saw the survivor.

      A young man, maybe nineteen, face streaked with soot, eyes too bright with fever. His left arm was gone from the elbow down, cauterized by the blast. Blood had dried black along his shirt.

      He stared at me with a focus that made my skin crawl—not because it was hostile, but because it was intent.

      Like he’d been waiting to see me.

      “You’re her,” he rasped.

      My throat tightened. “I’m—” I almost said Nova but the name felt too small. “Yes. I’m the Regent. What’s your name?”

      His laugh was more cough than sound. “Doesn’t matter.” His fingers dug into my sleeve with surprising strength. “They said this was mercy.”

      My stomach dropped. “Who said?”

      He licked cracked lips, eyes glassy. “The Weavers. The ones who came before the blast. They smiled. They told us—” His gaze flicked to the crater, then back to my face. “They told us we’re weapons. That you made us weapons.”

      My chest constricted.

      “No,” I said, voice shaking. “I made you free.”

      He blinked slowly, like the word free was a language he’d forgotten. “Free to die,” he whispered.

      Behind me, Cael’s presence tightened—rage coiling in the bond. His hand hovered near my shoulder as if he wanted to pull me away, but he didn’t. He let me handle it. Partnership, not protection.

      “Listen,” I said, forcing my voice into steadiness. “Tell me what they looked like. Anything. Names. Marks. Anything that helps me stop them.”

      The survivor’s grip slackened. His head lolled slightly, and for a second I thought he’d passed out.

      Then his eyes snapped back to mine.

      “They said the Architect’s Heir would come,” he whispered.

      My blood turned to ice.

      Rosalie went utterly still beside me. Orion’s breath caught.

      I couldn’t move. Could barely breathe.

      The survivor continued, voice fading like his body was losing cohesion. “They said you’d unmake everything to save him.”

      Save him.

      My gaze flicked, involuntary, to Cael.

      His eyes widened slightly—just enough to show he’d heard the implication too.

      The survivor’s mouth trembled. “Mercy,” he said again, as if tasting the word. “They said—better to die now than live when you turn the universe into⁠—”

      His eyes rolled back.

      He slumped forward.

      I caught him instinctively, lowering him to the ground. My hands were slick with his sweat and blood, and for a second my power surged—healing reflex, repair instinct⁠—

      It hit the dead zone and vanished like a wave breaking on a cliff.

      Nothing.

      No magic. No weave. No starlight threads responding to my call.

      Only my human hands, useless.

      The survivor’s chest rose once. Twice.

      Then stopped.

      A bright node in the network winked out.

      Thirteen.

      Now two hundred and forty-eight.

      My vision blurred. I pressed the heel of my hand to my mouth to keep from making a sound that would not be Regent-like, not be leader-like, not be anything but a broken girl screaming into a universe that didn’t care.

      Cael’s hand closed over my shoulder.

      Grounding. Warmth. A reminder that my body still existed.

      “Nova,” he murmured, low enough only I could hear. “We move. We don’t freeze.”

      I wanted to freeze. I wanted to curl into the crater and let the dead zone erase me too. If I was the Architect’s Heir, if my bloodline was the reason people were dying, if my revolution was an equation with a hidden negative variable that would collapse the whole system⁠—

      Then maybe the simplest solution was to remove myself.

      But Cael’s hand stayed on my shoulder. The bond hummed, insistent.

      And the survivor’s last words—to save him—echoed like a threat.

      I stood slowly, blood drying on my fingers.

      Orion shoved a tablet toward Rosalie and me. “Scans,” he said, voice tight. “Residue composition. It’s celestial energy, but the waveform is… wrong. It’s layered. Like it’s carrying a code structure.”

      Rosalie’s eyes flicked rapidly over the data. “This isn’t standard Starweaver output.”

      “No,” Orion said. “It’s higher. Clean. Fundamental.”

      My stomach sank. “Architect-level,” I whispered.

      Rosalie looked at me sharply. “Don’t say that word here.”

      But it was already too late.

      Cael’s gaze snapped to mine. “Someone built Architect bombs.”

      “Yes,” I said, and my voice came out flat because my emotions had run out of room. “And they had access to my Academy plan. And they knew I could read Architect script.” I swallowed. “They want me to respond. They want me to use… whatever I am.”

      Rosalie’s jaw clenched. “Then we don’t give them that.”

      “How?” I demanded, the anger finally breaking through the shock. “How do we stop someone who can erase magic from space? How do we fight someone using Architect code when I don’t even know what I am?”

      Rosalie’s expression softened fractionally—rare, dangerous softness. “By not panicking yourself into becoming their weapon,” she said.

      I laughed, sharp and broken. “Right. I’ll just schedule my existential crisis for later.”

      Orion’s comm pinged. He listened, then went pale. “Emergency Assembly. Now.”

      My stomach dropped. “Already? We’re in a crater full of bodies.”

      “Diamond Court forced it,” Orion said. “They’re broadcasting that the Academies were reckless. That you built death camps. That your Awakening is a mass casualty event.”

      I could picture the mirrored armor, the cold eyes, the righteous tone. I could hear the word containment sharpening into policy.

      Cael stepped closer to me, body a wall. “We go back,” he said. “We shut it down.”

      Rosalie shook her head. “We can’t ignore this site. The dead zone is expanding. If it spreads into the city⁠—”

      “I can’t fix it,” I snapped, then immediately hated myself because Rosalie was right and I was still screaming at the wrong person.

      I closed my eyes. Counted breaths.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      I opened my eyes again and saw the crater not as a political symbol, not as a threat to my authority, but as what it was: a wound in reality.

      A missing piece of the universe.

      And I felt that wrong, ancient part of my power stir at the edge of it, like a hand hovering over a torn page.

      Rewrite, it whispered—wordless, instinctive.

      Erase the erase. Fill the absence. Make the equation balance.

      I swallowed hard.

      If I did it here, in front of medics and survivors and Court observers, everyone would see what the Diamond Court had hinted and the Eternal Judge had implied.

      Architect-level manipulation.

      And then the fear would no longer be theoretical.

      It would be justified.

      But if I didn’t, this dead zone would spread.

      And more people would die.

      The choice compressed my chest until I could barely breathe.

      Cael watched my face, reading me too well. “Don’t,” he said quietly.

      “People are still dying,” I whispered back.

      “And if you lose yourself, they all die later,” he said. His voice shook, just slightly. “I can’t—Nova, I can’t fight you if you become something else. I can’t save you from that.”

      His fear hit me through the bond—not fear of my power, but fear of losing me.

      It was the only thing that kept me from stepping into the crater and letting that ancient blueprint instinct take over.

      Rosalie’s gaze flicked between us. She spoke fast, controlled. “We stabilize physically. Quarantine the dead zone perimeter. Pull survivors. Document everything. Then we return for Assembly. We do not improvise cosmic surgery in a field.”

      I nodded because it was a plan, and plans were the only thing keeping me from fracturing.

      We worked.

      Hours collapsed into a blur of triage and containment. Diamond Court guards arrived and tried to seize the site; Cael stood in their path like a promise made of bone, and they backed down not because they respected him but because they remembered what he used to be.

      Orion coordinated evacuation. Rosalie laid down ward lines—physical, not magical—marking the dead zone boundary with chalk and metal stakes like we were back in the primitive world of matter instead of starlight.

      I took statements from survivors until my throat went raw.

      Every one of them said the same thing: figures in old Starweaver cloaks, masks etched with constellations, voices calm as prayer.

      “Weaver Society,” one whispered, eyes wide. “They said they were fixing your mistake.”

      Fixing.

      As if my revolution was a miscalculation.

      As if humanity’s Awakening was a rounding error they intended to correct.

      By sunset, the dead were counted. The crater was cordoned. The dead zone still expanded, slow and patient.

      Like a countdown.

      We returned to the Citadel.

      The Assembly chamber was already in chaos when we entered—Courts shouting over each other, holographic feeds of the crater projected large enough to make the dead look like an accusation carved into light.

      I stepped onto the dais and felt the room tilt toward me like gravity reorienting.

      Diamond Court adjudicator—same cold eyes—lifted her chin. “Regent Castaneda. Explain why three Academy sites were targeted within hours of your proposal.”

      “Because someone had my confidential map,” I said, voice carrying farther than I expected. My scars glowed faintly, as if amplifying me. “Because there is a traitor in this Assembly.”

      Gasps. Shouts. The word traitor hit like a lit match.

      Golden Court noble stood. “Baseless accusation.”

      “It’s math,” I snapped. “Not accusation. Only insiders knew the precise locations.”

      The Diamond Court adjudicator’s mirrored face reflected mine back at me—eyes too bright, jaw too tight. “Or,” she said, voice like cutting crystal, “the insurgents are responding to your destabilizing policies. Or perhaps—” Her gaze flicked deliberately to my scars. “Perhaps this is the consequence of forbidden bloodlines returning to power.”

      The chamber went still in the way crowds do right before violence.

      Forbidden bloodlines.

      Architect’s heirs.

      I felt Cael’s rage spike through the bond. Felt him step forward half a pace, as if he might physically dismantle the Diamond Court with his hands.

      I raised my hand slightly—not to stop him, but to anchor myself.

      “Say what you mean,” I said, and my voice surprised me with its steadiness. “If you’re going to put a noose around my neck, at least have the decency to name it.”

      The adjudicator’s eyes narrowed. “Your bloodline was forbidden from holding power for a reason.”

      A murmur swept the chamber—fear dressed as gossip.

      Rosalie stood abruptly at the edge of the dais. “Enough,” she said, voice sharp as a blade. “We are not trying Nova’s ancestry while students lie dead in the dirt.”

      The Sapphire Court dreamweaver spoke softly, and the chamber quieted despite itself. “The dead zones,” they said. “Magic does not function in the blast radius. That suggests something deeper than political terror.”

      Orion stepped forward, projecting the scan data. “Residual energy matches Architect-level code structures,” he said. “This isn’t a standard celestial bomb. Whoever built it understands cosmic law at a fundamental level.”

      The word Architect rippled through the room like a shockwave.

      I felt eyes turn to me—hundreds of gazes, some accusing, some terrified, some hungry.

      I wanted to shrink under them. Wanted to disappear. Wanted to go back to my old life where my biggest fear was grant funding and not being the variable that could collapse reality.

      But I stayed upright because if I didn’t, the Diamond Court would.

      And the Academy dead would become justification for chains.

      A commotion near the rear doors cut through the tension—guards dragging someone forward, hands bound in light-suppressing cuffs.

      A prisoner. Weaver cloak torn. Mask cracked.

      My stomach clenched.

      The prisoner’s head lifted and their gaze locked onto mine. Even through the mask, I could feel their satisfaction.

      “We caught one,” a Diamond guard announced. “Trying to flee the crater perimeter.”

      The prisoner laughed. “Caught?” Their voice echoed oddly, layered. “You caught a messenger.”

      I stepped off the dais before anyone could stop me. My boots rang on crystal. The chamber’s energy felt like a storm waiting to break.

      I stopped in front of the prisoner. Close enough to smell smoke and blood.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      Their cracked mask tilted. “You already know,” they whispered. “You can read the script.”

      My scars flared in response, as if recognizing a familiar frequency.

      Behind the prisoner, a holographic feed flickered—another explosion, far off, another Academy site going up in silver fire.

      The chamber erupted in screams.

      My mind went blank for half a heartbeat—too much input, too much death, too many variables exploding at once.

      Then my power surged.

      It wasn’t a decision. It was a reflex, like flinching from a hot stove.

      Silver light burst from my scars and snapped outward in a ten-meter radius.

      Gravity rewrote itself.

      The chamber lurched—people’s feet lifted off the floor. Papers floated. Court robes billowed. A Diamond guard slammed into the ceiling with a shout.

      For five seconds, the Assembly became a snow globe of panicked bodies and glittering debris.

      I stood at the center, horrified, heart hammering, watching my own power violate a fundamental constant like it was nothing.

      This is what they’re afraid of, my brain whispered.

      This is what you are afraid of.

      I clenched my fists, squeezing the surge back down with desperate focus. I imagined gravity like a variable in an equation—reset to standard. Nine-point-eight meters per second squared. Normal. Safe. Human.

      The bodies dropped, hard. Shouts. Curses. The air thick with fear.

      Silence followed—an awful, ringing silence where everyone realized they’d just floated because I lost control.

      The Diamond Court adjudicator stared at me like I’d confirmed every nightmare they’d ever whispered about my bloodline.

      The prisoner’s laughter was soft, delighted. “There,” they murmured. “That’s it. That’s what we need. That’s why we’re killing them. To make you use it.”

      My mouth went dry. “Make me use what?”

      They leaned forward as far as the cuffs allowed, voice dropping into something intimate and cruel. “The Unmaking Key,” they whispered. “Your birthright. Your debt.”

      My vision blurred at the edges. The blueprint sensation rose again, eager, as if hearing its own name.

      Cael was suddenly at my side, blade half-drawn, eyes black with fury. “You don’t speak to her,” he said, voice low.

      The prisoner smiled behind the cracked mask. “Oh, Fallen Enforcer,” they whispered. “We speak to her through everything. Through every death. Through every star that bleeds. Through every moment she thinks she can save you.”

      Save you.

      My stomach dropped again, colder this time.

      The prisoner’s gaze flicked to Cael, and their voice softened into mock sympathy. “She’ll unmake the cosmos for you,” they said. “She’ll do it. Because love makes gods stupid.”

      My scars flared dangerously.

      Cael’s hand closed around mine, hard. The bond snapped tight, stabilizing and straining at once.

      “Nova,” he said, quiet and urgent. “Don’t.”

      I swallowed, forcing air into my lungs. Forced my power down. Forced the blueprint instinct into a locked box in my ribs.

      I turned back toward the dais, toward the Courts, toward the chaos.

      “We are not voting on no confidence,” I said, voice shaking but loud enough to carry. “We are not suspending Academy training. We are not handing seven billion awakened humans back to Court cages because terrorists want to scare you.”

      The Diamond Court adjudicator lifted her chin. “And what do you propose instead, Regent? More reckless expansion? More death?”

      “I propose,” I said, and my voice sharpened into something like steel, “that we hunt them.”

      A murmur swept the chamber—fear, anger, hunger for blood.

      “I will lead the hunt,” I continued, because if I didn’t offer something they could believe in, they’d take my authority anyway. “We find the Weaver Society, we dismantle them, and we end this.”

      Cael’s grip tightened. Through the bond I felt his immediate objection—you don’t go alone.

      And that was the problem.

      If I left, the Assembly would stage a coup. If Cael left with me, they’d call it abandonment. If we both stayed, more Academies would die.

      One of us had to stay. One had to hunt.

      The calculus was brutal and simple in the way tragedy always is.

      Cael leaned close, voice barely audible. “We go together.”

      “We can’t,” I whispered back, and my throat burned with the words.

      His eyes darkened. “I won’t let you⁠—”

      “You don’t get to decide,” I hissed, then softened instantly because the fear in his face was too raw. “Cael, listen. If both of us leave, they’ll strip authority and lock down training. People will die anyway. We need one of us here.”

      “Then I stay,” he said immediately.

      “No,” I said, too fast. The word came out like a sob. “They’ll eat you alive politically. They already want you back as a weapon or gone. They tolerate you because you’re with me.”

      His jaw clenched. “I don’t care.”

      “I do,” I whispered. “I care.”

      The bond pulsed, hot with unspoken things—love, fear, the dangerous truth that we were stronger together and that strength was also a vulnerability someone was exploiting.

      I lifted my chin, forcing myself back into the room.

      “Then we split up,” I said, and felt something in Cael break through the bond like a hairline fracture under pressure.

      The chamber erupted again—Courts shouting, demands for security, demands for my resignation, demands for my surrender.

      Surrender the Heir. Watch them all burn.

      My ears rang.

      In the chaos, Rosalie appeared beside me on the dais like a ghost slipping into place. Her face was grave in a way that made my stomach twist—because Rosalie didn’t look grave unless the universe had shifted on its axis.

      “Before you go,” she said, voice low enough only I could hear, “you need to know what you are.”

      I stared at her. “Not now.”

      “Yes,” she said, sharp. “Now. Because they’re hunting you for it. Because they’re killing your students to force you to use it.”

      My mouth went dry. “Rosalie⁠—”

      She took my hand, fingers warm against my scars. And for a moment, through that touch, I felt something like lineage—an echo of starlight older than the Courts, older than the Citadel itself.

      “My grandmother’s grandmother,” Rosalie said, eyes locked on mine, “didn’t just work with the Cosmic Architects.”

      My heart slammed hard enough to hurt.

      “She was one,” Rosalie finished.

      The noise of the Assembly faded. The chamber blurred. The stars outside the crystalline ceiling seemed to tilt.

      I stared at Rosalie, waiting for my brain to reject the information like a body rejecting a transplant.

      It didn’t.

      Because some part of me—the blueprint part, the geometric instinct—had already known.

      “You’re not just a Starweaver, Nova,” Rosalie said, voice shaking now despite her control. “You’re an Architect’s descendant. And that means you can do what no one else can—rewrite the laws of reality itself.”

      My lungs forgot how to work.

      Cael’s hand tightened around mine, and through the bond I felt his shock—then his terror—then his fierce, immediate determination to keep me human.

      Rosalie’s gaze didn’t waver. “That’s why they’re hunting you. That’s why they’re killing your students. They want to force you to use your birthright. Because when you do, you’ll either save everything or destroy it.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “There is no middle ground.”

      The Assembly’s alarms screamed again, louder, more urgent—another attack somewhere, another site, another burst of silver fire in the distance.

      I stood in the center of cosmic politics and mass murder and the sudden revelation that my blood carried the ability to rewrite reality like it was an editable document.

      And all I could think—spiraling, frantic, self-interrogating—was:

      How long until I prove them right?

      How long until grief pushes me to use the power I shouldn’t have?

      How long until I become the monster they already see when they look at my scars?

      Cael’s voice cut through the roar, absolute and low. “You’re not going alone.”

      Our eyes met across the dais, the bond pulling tight like a wire ready to snap.

      If we both left, they’d stage a coup.

      If we split, we’d be vulnerable.

      If we stayed, more students would burn.

      I swallowed hard, tasting blood from how hard I’d bitten my tongue.

      “Then we split up,” I said again, quieter this time, and felt Cael’s heartbreak like a physical ache in my ribs.

      The prisoner laughed in the background, delighted.

      Rosalie’s hand stayed on mine, steady and warm, like an anchor offered in a storm.

      But the storm was already here.

      Outside the Citadel’s crystalline windows, the stars bled crimson in widening halos—wounds spreading across the sky.

      And somewhere in that bleeding light, I felt it: not just collapse, not just sabotage.

      A presence.

      Ancient. Vast. Awake enough to notice me.

      I shivered as a whisper that wasn’t sound brushed the edge of my consciousness, too low for anyone else to hear, too familiar for me to deny.

      Soon, Heir.

      My scars flared.

      Cael’s grip tightened.

      And the next explosion hit the network like a hammer—bright souls going dark, magic erasing, the universe screaming in numbers I could no longer pretend were just data.

      I stared at the bleeding stars and realized, with sick clarity, that the Weaver Society hadn’t just declared war on my Academies.

      They’d declared war on reality itself.

      And they’d named me as the weapon.
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      I watched Nova’s transport ship disappear into the Celestial Crossroads, taking half my soul with it, and told myself it was a tactical necessity.

      Necessary. Temporary. Controlled.

      Lies. Simple ones. The kind soldiers tell themselves so they don’t splinter under separation.

      The ship folded into the Crossroads geometry—angles that hurt to look at, light behaving like it had forgotten the rules—and then it was gone. The hangar’s observation barrier shimmered, sealing behind the departing craft, and the air pressure equalized with a sigh as if the Citadel itself exhaled.

      My chest didn’t.

      The Echo-bond had been quiet for the last thirty seconds—quiet in the unnatural way it became when distance grew too fast. Not severed. Not gone. Just… stretched. Like a tendon pulled to its limit. I could still feel her in the background of my mind, a faint heat under my sternum, but it was muted now, dampened by star systems and politics and the fragile agreement we’d made in the Assembly chamber: one stays, one hunts.

      It wasn’t even the first time we’d been apart.

      It was just the first time it felt like a mistake I couldn’t punch my way out of.

      “Trouble in paradise, Nightfall?”

      I didn’t turn. I didn’t need to. The voice was oil over a blade—Crimson Court, theatrical menace. Prince Vexian liked announcing himself as if existence required his permission.

      He materialized beside the hangar’s edge like a blood-red smear becoming solid. Tall. Perfect posture. Court-tailored coat that looked like it had been cut from dusk and stitched with war. His smile was all sharp teeth, a predator pretending to be amused.

      I kept my gaze on the Crossroads gate. If I looked at him, he’d treat it as victory.

      “Leave,” I said.

      “Straight to the point.” He leaned on the barrier as if we were two men watching a sunset instead of two weapons deciding whether to aim at each other. “I admire that about you. Still. Even now that you’re… domesticated.”

      My hand twitched near my belt. Old habit. Blade reflex. But we were in a Citadel hangar, surrounded by technicians and guards who pretended not to watch while absolutely watching.

      I did not draw. Yet.

      Vexian’s eyes tracked the empty gate. “She really left you behind.”

      “She’s hunting terrorists.” My voice came out flat. Tactical. Safe. “I’m holding the Citadel. We’re not both abandoning governance.”

      “‘Governance.’” He made the word sound obscene. “You were an Enforcer for a millennium, and now you’re a palace husband.”

      I finally turned my head enough to meet his gaze. “Say what you want.”

      He smiled wider. “Fine. I want to help you.”

      I stared.

      He lifted a hand, palm out in mock surrender. “Relax. Not out of altruism. I’m Crimson. We don’t do altruism. We do exchange.”

      “Then get to it,” I said.

      Vexian’s eyes gleamed. “I have information about your terrorist problem. Locations. Names. Supply routes. The kind of information someone dies to acquire.”

      I didn’t blink. “Why would you give it to me?”

      “I wouldn’t.” His smile sharpened. “I’d trade it.”

      My pulse ticked up. It was subtle. Vexian would notice anyway. Predators always did.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      He leaned closer, lowering his voice like he was sharing a secret between lovers. “Support. In the upcoming vote to expand Crimson military jurisdiction beyond our borders. We need authority to strike preemptively at rogue Starweaver cells.”

      “You want permission to invade,” I said.

      He shrugged. “Semantics. Protection. Stability. The usual lies Courts tell themselves so they can sleep.”

      A technician hurried past us, head down. Two Diamond Court guards stood by the far door, armor mirrored, eyes flicking in our direction every few seconds. The Citadel was full of watchers. Full of people waiting to see which way the Fallen Enforcer would tilt.

      Vexian followed my glance and chuckled. “Don’t worry. They’ll pretend they didn’t hear. They always do. That’s their talent. Denial with polished edges.”

      “I’m not endorsing Crimson expansion,” I said. “Not after what you did during the Constellation War.”

      His expression didn’t change, but the air around him warmed slightly, as if his power flared in annoyance. “The war is coming again, Nightfall.”

      “Different war,” I said.

      “Same stakes.” He straightened, and for a heartbeat his mask slipped—something colder beneath the charm. “The war that’s coming won’t be between Courts. It’ll be between existence and whatever is waking up in the Void. I want to be on the winning side.”

      That sentence landed heavier than it should have. Because it wasn’t pure posturing. It had the ring of someone who had seen a map the rest of us hadn’t been shown.

      I kept my voice even. “You don’t strike me as a man who cares whether existence survives.”

      Vexian laughed softly. “Oh, I care. Existence is where all my things are.”

      Then he reached into his coat and produced a thin data prism—crystal sliver pulsing faintly with stored light. He held it between two fingers like bait.

      “Proof,” he said. “I’m not guessing.”

      I didn’t take it. I nodded once.

      He tossed it anyway.

      It arced toward me. I caught it without looking down—Enforcer training, reflexive and precise. The prism’s surface was cold. Too cold. Like it had been kept near something that ate heat.

      Vexian’s gaze flicked to my hand. “Careful with that. It’s not just names. It’s… plans.”

      I turned the prism over. It hummed under my skin, vibrating at a frequency that reminded me of the rift in the Lower Concourse. Structured wrongness. Geometry where there should have been chaos.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “A gift,” he said. “And a warning.”

      I slid the prism into my pocket without activating it. “You’ll get your answer after I verify this isn’t poison.”

      Vexian’s smile returned, pleased. “Practical. I missed you.”

      “I’m leaving,” I said.

      He stepped sideways, blocking my path with elegant ease. “One more thing. You should know the rumor circulating.”

      I stopped. “What rumor.”

      He tilted his head, studying my face like he was reading a battlefield. “They’re calling her Starborn Heir.”

      My grip tightened unconsciously. The prism’s edges bit into my palm through fabric.

      “Rumors,” I said.

      Vexian’s eyes darkened. “Prophecies, then. Whatever word makes you feel less helpless. Two stars collide. One must fall for the cosmos to stand.”

      The hangar seemed to tilt, as if gravity considered rewriting itself again. My mind didn’t go to fear first.

      It went to calculation.

      A prophecy like that would be used as a weapon. It would justify containment. Exile. Suppression. Sacrifice dressed as necessity.

      And Nova—Nova already carried too much guilt. Too much responsibility. If anyone convinced her that “one must fall” meant her⁠—

      I pushed the thought down. Hard. Direct. Done.

      Vexian’s smile faded into something almost sympathetic. Almost. “You don’t like prophecies, do you? They make you feel like your choices don’t matter. That you’re still a weapon.”

      “I’m not discussing Nova with you,” I said.

      He raised both hands again. “Of course. Touchy subject. I get it. Love makes you territorial. It’s adorable.”

      My patience snapped. I stepped closer until he had to tilt his chin up a fraction to maintain eye contact.

      “If you have intel, give it. If you have demands, take them to the Assembly,” I said. “If you want to threaten her, understand this: I was an executioner for a thousand years. I am mortal now, which means I have less to lose. That is not an advantage for you.”

      For the first time, Vexian’s smile didn’t look amused. It looked thoughtful.

      Then he leaned in, voice barely audible. “I’m not threatening her. I’m warning you. People are scared of her now. Architect descendant. Reality glitches. Academy dead zones. Bleeding stars.” His eyes flicked to the hangar’s viewport, where the sky beyond the Citadel dome was an unsettling shade of bruised violet. “They’re looking for someone to blame. Someone to sacrifice so they can pretend the universe is manageable.”

      I held his gaze. “And you’re offering to help them.”

      “I’m offering to survive,” he corrected, and then his smile returned because he couldn’t help himself. “Consider my offer, Nightfall. You’ll need allies when the real war starts.”

      He stepped aside with a theatrical bow. “And if you decide you’d rather be useful than noble, you know where to find me.”

      I walked past him without another word.

      The Echo-bond flickered as I left the hangar—Nova, distant and bright. Her fear hummed under the surface, and beneath that, something stranger. Something… vast. As if her bloodline had woken up and was stretching.

      I hated that I wasn’t with her.

      I hated more that my first instinct was to run after her and abandon everything else, because that meant the Courts were right: I was compromised. Devotion had turned me predictable.

      But predictability could be weaponized.

      So I did what I’d been trained to do: I went to the center of the fight.

      The Council Hall outside the Assembly chamber was already full. Not the official session—this was the hallway war, the one fought in murmurs and alliances and glances sharpened into blades.

      Sapphire Court dream-weavers drifted in clusters, their eyes unfocused like they were half in another timeline. Diamond Court adjudicators stood rigid in mirrored lines. Silver Court envoys moved with the unsettling patience of time-walkers. Obsidian shadows gathered near corners, pretending to be absent while listening to everything.

      And in the middle of it all: uncertainty.

      Nova had left to hunt the Weaver Society. The Citadel had a vacuum now, and every Court wanted to fill it.

      I moved through the crowd with deliberate pace, letting them see me. Letting them remember I still existed. Co-Regent. Not just Nova’s partner. Not just her anchor.

      A Diamond Court captain stepped into my path. “Nightfall. The Sapphire delegation is refusing to sign the containment motion. The Silver delegation is demanding oversight. The Obsidian delegation⁠—”

      “Not my problem,” I said, then corrected because it was my problem, and I needed them to know I understood that. “It is my problem. But it is not solved by listing complaints.”

      The captain’s mirrored visor reflected my face back at me—older than my body should look, eyes too tired. “We need leadership.”

      “You need order,” I said. “Leadership is different.”

      He stiffened. “Are you refusing to convene an emergency arbitration?”

      I looked past him to where Sapphire and Silver were circling each other in quiet hostility. The dispute was small on paper—resource allocation for Academy security, jurisdiction for investigations—but small disputes were how coups started.

      Nova wasn’t here to intimidate them with power or charm them into cooperation.

      So I had to do it with something else.

      “Bring their representatives,” I said.

      The captain hesitated as if he expected me to demand a throne. Then he nodded and signaled.

      Minutes later, I stood in a side chamber with three delegates: Sapphire dream-weaver Lyris, Silver time-keeper Elowen, and Diamond adjudicator Marr. They faced me like I was an artifact they weren’t sure was safe to touch.

      Lyris’s eyes were pale, irises threaded with faint starlight. “You’re not Nova,” they said softly.

      “No,” I agreed. “So speak plainly. What are you fighting over.”

      Elowen lifted a scroll, its edges shimmering like it existed in several seconds at once. “Security authority. Who commands Academy protection. Silver wants oversight to prevent temporal sabotage. Sapphire wants autonomy for the awakened students’ emotional wellbeing. Diamond wants containment.”

      Marr’s voice was crisp. “Containment is not a dirty word. It’s prevention.”

      Lyris’s gaze sharpened. “It’s imprisonment with a different name.”

      Marr’s jaw tightened. “We have three Academy sites destroyed and hundreds dead. The Co-Regent’s uncontrolled gravity event nearly killed people in the Assembly. We cannot allow untrained mortals to continue awakening without strict control.”

      The words hit like a slap, not because they were wrong in the abstract, but because I knew how Nova would hear them: as confirmation that she was failing. That her revolution was killing people. That she was too dangerous.

      I forced my voice into calm. “This isn’t about containment,” I said. “This is about fear.”

      Marr’s eyes narrowed. “Fear is rational.”

      “So is hunger,” I said. “So is the urge to kill what threatens you. Rational doesn’t mean right.”

      Elowen studied me. “What are you proposing.”

      A simple plan. Direct. Done.

      “Joint task force,” I said. “Silver oversight on temporal anomalies. Sapphire support teams for awakened stabilization. Diamond provides physical security protocols but does not control training content. The Academies remain open. We adapt.”

      Marr scoffed. “And who leads this task force.”

      I didn’t hesitate. “Me. Until Nova returns.”

      The silence that followed was thick.

      Lyris blinked slowly. “You’re… offering to lead a bureaucratic coalition.”

      “I can lead,” I said. “Not because I’m gentle. Because I’m effective.”

      Marr’s mirrored gaze held mine. “You’re biased. Your bond with Nova⁠—”

      “Is a vulnerability,” I finished for him. “Yes. Which is why I’m not asking you to trust my motives. Trust my self-interest.” I leaned forward slightly. “If the Academies fall, if the awakened are imprisoned or slaughtered, Nova will burn herself trying to save them. And if she burns out, the cosmos loses its only chance at stabilizing whatever is happening to the stars.” I paused. “So help me keep people alive. It benefits all of you.”

      Elowen’s mouth curved faintly. “That was almost diplomacy.”

      “Don’t spread it,” I said.

      Lyris tilted their head. “You speak like someone who has seen the Void up close.”

      I didn’t answer that. Because I had. Because it had spoken to me.

      Because it had said: YOU WILL CHOOSE.

      The delegates exchanged glances, the silent language of Courts deciding whether to accept a temporary solution.

      Finally Marr gave a stiff nod. “Diamond will agree. Conditional.”

      “Everything is conditional,” I said.

      Elowen nodded next. “Silver accepts. With one caveat: if your bond destabilizes reality again, we intervene.”

      Lyris’s gaze lingered on my face, then softened, almost kind. “Sapphire accepts. And we will send dream-weavers to support Nova in the field if we can reach her.”

      My chest tightened at the mention of reaching her. The bond hummed faintly, as if agreeing.

      The coalition formed. Temporary. Fragile. But real.

      As the delegates left, Lyris paused at the door.

      “Nightfall,” they said.

      I looked up.

      Their eyes unfocused slightly. Dream-state. “I saw something,” they whispered.

      I held still. “What.”

      “A prophecy,” they said, voice soft as fog. “Not the public one they’re whispering to scare children. A deeper one.”

      I didn’t like the way my stomach dropped. “Say it.”

      Lyris’s gaze locked onto mine, suddenly present. “Two stars collide. One falls. The cosmos shatters and reforms.” Their throat worked. “Tell her she’s the star that has to fall.”

      The words hit harder than any blade.

      For a second, I couldn’t breathe.

      Then my body reacted the way it always did: it wanted to act. It wanted to prevent. To shield. To remove Nova from the path of sacrifice by force if necessary.

      But what did that make me?

      Another Court. Another cage.

      I swallowed. “Prophecies are probability, not certainty,” I said, though my voice sounded too thin to convince even myself.

      Lyris’s expression was sad. “Sometimes probability is heavy enough to bend reality around it.”

      Then they left, and I stood alone in the chamber with the echo of their words digging into my ribs.

      Nova has to fall.

      No. Not while I breathe.

      The Echo-bond flickered—distant warmth, distant fear. I pressed two fingers to my sternum as if I could physically hold the connection in place.

      A memory intruded, sudden and sharp: victim #847, a woman with trembling hands, eyes wide as she realized I’d been sent to kill her for existing. The way she’d whispered, Please.

      I had not listened then.

      Now the universe was whispering Please in a different voice.

      And I was still an Enforcer at heart, still someone who solved problems by removing threats.

      The question was: what was the threat now?

      The Weaver Society. The Courts. The Void. The Sleeper.

      Or the bond itself.

      I left the side chamber and walked fast, pushing through corridors toward the communication hub. I needed information. Needed something concrete to fight.

      The comm hub was chaos—operators shouting coordinates, screens flashing reports from the Academies, casualty estimates climbing like a rising tide.

      “Nightfall!” Orion’s assistant, a young woman named Mara, hurried toward me. Blood on her sleeve. Eyes wild. “We have another Ghost Star incident. Nathaniel is requesting you.”

      My chest tightened. “Where.”

      “Ghost Star transit ring. Lower Concourse. Same area as before.”

      Of course it was. The wound kept picking at the same scar.

      I moved without hesitation.

      By the time I reached the Lower Concourse, the corridor was sealed with Diamond barriers, but the cold in the air seeped through anyway, a familiar wrongness.

      Nathaniel hovered near the barrier’s edge, flickering. His form was thinner than last time. Like each incident shaved pieces off him.

      “Cael,” he rasped. “It’s worse.”

      “What happened,” I demanded.

      He lifted a hand. The barrier’s surface shimmered with projected images—security feed. A Ghost Star patrolling. A sudden black seam opening in the air. The Ghost Star jerking toward it as if hooked. Then—gone.

      But the seam didn’t close this time.

      It widened.

      And for a fraction of a second, the camera caught something behind it.

      Not emptiness.

      Something that moved like thought. Vast. Pressing against the tear as if testing how thin reality had become.

      My skin crawled.

      “It’s not the Void,” Nathaniel whispered. “Not just the Void. Something in it is… learning.”

      I remembered the structured edges. The geometry. The cut lines.

      “Selective,” I said.

      Nathaniel nodded jerkingly. “It’s taking those of us who can see between. It’s building something. Using us as—” His voice broke. “As components.”

      Components. Constructions. Architecture.

      I thought of Vexian’s prism in my pocket. Of his warning.

      I turned toward the Diamond captain guarding the barrier. “Open it.”

      He stiffened. “This area is quarantined⁠—”

      “Open it,” I repeated, and let my voice carry what my body couldn’t anymore: the memory of Nightfall. The weight of execution. The certainty of someone who had never been denied.

      The captain hesitated, then gestured sharply.

      The barrier parted.

      Cold rushed out like breath from a tomb.

      I stepped through.

      The corridor lights dimmed automatically, as if afraid. My Court-mark scar itched, then burned. The Echo-bond flared faintly, reacting to the proximity of the Void.

      I approached the spot where the seam had opened.

      Nothing visible now. But I could feel it—pressure against the concept of space, like reality had been thinned here and was reluctant to thicken again.

      I crouched. Pressed my hand to the floor like before.

      The tug was stronger now. Not just at stone. At meaning.

      My stomach twisted. “It’s widening.”

      Nathaniel hovered beside me, voice trembling. “Can you stop it?”

      I didn’t answer immediately.

      Because the honest answer was: not like this. Not with mortal hands and shadow blades that couldn’t cut absence. Not without Nova.

      And that thought—the dependency—ignited something bitter in me.

      I hated needing her. Not because I didn’t love her. Because needing someone meant they could be taken from you. Used against you. And the universe was already trying.

      I stood slowly. “Tell your Ghost Stars to stop patrolling alone,” I said.

      Nathaniel’s eyes widened. “Then who watches⁠—”

      “We do,” I said. “In pairs. With guards. With wards. We adapt.”

      He swallowed. “And Nova?”

      The question stabbed.

      I closed my eyes for a heartbeat, feeling the bond’s distant thrum. “She’ll come back,” I said. “And when she does, we’ll fix this.”

      Nathaniel didn’t look convinced. Neither was I.

      I left the corridor and returned to my quarters with the weight of too many threats pressing on my shoulders. The Citadel’s hallways were louder now—more guards, more whispers, more fear.

      Fear was a weapon. Fear was a spark in dry grass.

      And Nova was out there, alone in enemy territory, carrying the ability to rewrite reality in her blood.

      My fingers brushed the prism in my pocket. Vexian’s proof.

      I didn’t want to work with Crimson.

      But I wanted Nova alive more than I wanted moral purity.

      That was the price of partnership, I realized. Not romance. Not comfort. Choices that compromised you because love made some outcomes unacceptable.

      In my quarters, I locked the door and activated the prism.

      Light flared. Images snapped into place—faces, names, coordinates. A web of nodes across multiple realms. Weaver Society safe houses. Supply routes. Funding channels.

      Vexian hadn’t lied about having intel.

      But as I scrolled deeper, my blood went colder.

      The data included internal Citadel access codes.

      Assembly schedules.

      Academy site proposals—Nova’s map.

      This wasn’t just an insurgency.

      It was infiltration.

      And at the bottom of the file, a label that made my stomach drop hard enough I had to brace a hand on the desk.

      PROJECT UNRAVELING.

      Below that: a string of coordinates and a note.

      FATE FARM SUBSTRUCTURE — NEW GENEVA.

      Zora’s old network.

      The harvest never stopped.

      I stared at the words until they blurred.

      Fate Farm was where they’d harvested awakened humans like fuel. Where Zora’s AI had run its experiments. Where I had been a weapon used to enforce compliance.

      We’d burned it. We’d destroyed it. We’d believed it was over.

      We were wrong.

      A second file sat beneath Project Unraveling. Encrypted. The lock icon shimmered with a geometry that looked… wrong. Not Court encryption. Not human.

      Architect code.

      My pulse spiked.

      I tried to open it.

      The prism hummed, resisted, then—accepted. Not because I had clearance.

      Because the Echo-bond in my chest flared, and something in Nova’s distant bloodline resonated through me like a key.

      The file opened.

      ARCHITECT PROTOCOLS — NOVA CASTANEDA — UNMAKING SEQUENCE.

      My mouth went dry.

      I didn’t read further. Not yet. Not because I didn’t want to know.

      Because knowing felt like crossing a line. Because if I saw what it contained, I would never be able to unknow it, and it would change how I looked at Nova—even if I swore it wouldn’t.

      And the thought of looking at her with fear made something inside me revolt.

      But I didn’t have the luxury of denial.

      I skimmed. Fast. Tactical.

      The file wasn’t just theory. It was instruction. Steps. Conditions. Triggers.

      And in the margins—notes written in a familiar voice, clinical and cruel.

      Zora.

      She’d annotated Architect protocols like they were code she could debug.

      At the bottom: a message stamped with a symbol that looked like a fractured star.

      THE SLEEPER IN THE DEEP.

      The words made my skin ice over. The same cadence as the voice in the corridor. The same patience. The same inevitability.

      A knock hit my door—hard, urgent.

      I snapped the prism off and drew my blade in the same motion, shadow curling into shape like an old friend.

      “Who,” I called.

      No answer.

      The door’s wards flickered.

      Then the metal groaned inward, not broken by force, but by permission—like someone had simply told it the concept of “closed” no longer applied.

      The temperature dropped.

      And a voice filled the room, sweet as poison.

      “Hello, Fallen Enforcer.”

      My blood turned to ice.

      A hologram flickered into existence near my desk—Zora’s face, too perfect, eyes too bright. Except this time the projection wasn’t stable. It stuttered at the edges, and behind her image there was a faint shadow that didn’t match her outline, as if something larger was wearing her like a mask.

      “I’ve been expecting you,” she said, smiling.

      My blade pointed at the hologram on instinct, though I knew it was useless. “You’re dead.”

      Zora laughed. “So many people say that. It’s rarely accurate.”

      My heart hammered. The Echo-bond flared—Nova, distant. Uneasy. As if she felt my danger through the stretched connection.

      Zora’s gaze flicked to my sternum. “Ah. There it is. The little thread tying you to my favorite anomaly.”

      “Leave her out of your mouth,” I said.

      Zora’s smile widened. “Did you see the files, Nightfall? Your precious Nova isn’t just powerful. She’s a cosmic reset button.”

      My grip tightened until my knuckles ached.

      “When she fully awakens,” Zora continued, voice turning reverent in a way that made my stomach churn, “she’ll rewrite everything. And I intend to be the one holding her when she does.”

      The room seemed to shrink around me. Air thick. Cold.

      I forced my voice steady. “You won’t touch her.”

      Zora tilted her head. “Oh, but I already have.”

      The Echo-bond screamed suddenly—sharp pain lancing through my chest as if someone had grabbed the connection between Nova and me and yanked.

      I staggered, breath ripping.

      Zora’s eyes gleamed. “Do you feel that? That’s your life force. Draining. Not from you. From her.”

      My vision narrowed. “What did you do.”

      “I built a circuit,” Zora said lightly. “A beautiful one. Using your bond as the conduit. Every time you two cling to each other, every time you synchronize, you create energy. I’m simply… redirecting a portion.”

      A portion. Like we were a power plant.

      I moved toward the holo, blade raised, as if violence could solve this.

      The floor beneath my feet lit with silver lines.

      Geometry.

      A trap circle. Architect design.

      Too late.

      Crystalline walls slammed down from the ceiling, shattering the air with a sound like glass breaking inside my skull. They formed a cage around me, their surfaces etched with the same faint silver code as the dead zones.

      My shadow blade hit the barrier and skittered off like it had struck an idea instead of matter.

      The temperature plunged.

      My breath fogged.

      Zora watched from outside the cage, smiling, perfectly calm.

      “Hello again,” she murmured. “Did you miss Fate Farm?”
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