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      To our daughters. 

      May they be raised with the fury to walk into the fire and make our world a better place.

      

      To us.

      May we have the conviction and courage to rise and do what's right, no matter the cost.
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      Foreword by Eidric

      This volume is not wholly mine, but a collection of notes of pilgrims and scholars, from the farmers in the west, to the priests in the east. Together, we seek to preserve what is vanishing—not for worship alone, but for understanding. May these pages serve as witness of the Alarien that once was.

      Though the gods have withdrawn from the world since the Great God Wars, their influence still lingers in every valley and tide. Each land holds the memory of the god that once influenced each territory. They are still honored in song, in silence, in skin and fire.

      Healing The Great Divide

      After the destruction of Tala Vasa in the Great God Wars, each nation sent representatives to Guardian's Gate to broker a deal of trade and everlasting peace unlike any known to man. It was known as the Enheid Peace Treaty. 

      From these negotiations were born the Western and Eastern Treaties, which served as more nuanced trade agreements within the neighboring nations. Rimvik, Nankari, and Veridona to the west, and Tirfain, Samsura, and Lohaka to the east.

      The only nation not to send a representative and agree to the Enheid Peace Treaty were the Northern Isles. They remain banned from all treaty-related trade and commerce.

      The Northern Isles have not welcomed any who have come to document the lands, their god, or their peoples. They have been decidedly excluded from the codex. Enter their lands at your own risk.

      The Western Treaty

      
        
        Rimvik

        As recorded by Maelen, Archivist of the Silver Grove

      

      

      These lands are a harsh and vast tundra swept by frigid winds and snow-drifted plains. Rimvik's horizon is shaped by jagged peaks that impale the clouds. Winters stretch long into spring, and much of the northern lands remain in year-round permafrost. The wildlife is sparse and settlements are few, but fortified. The people outside of the capital live close to the bone and closer to silence, for words are lost in the softness of fresh snow. 

      Temples are rare, but worship is not. Small shrines stand in remote clearings, often lit during rituals led by the local seer. The most sacred tradition is the rite of passage into adulthood. Upon a child's thirteenth birthday, they are taken to the mountains and given nothing but a mountain goat hide. They must survive three nights alone. Upon returning, they are welcomed into their village and seen as a member of society.

      Their patron deity, Araluna, She Who Weaves Moonlight, resides in the realm of Santalla.

      
        
        Nankari

        As recorded by Temren, scholar of the Western Pass

      

      

      Nankari is a temperate land of rolling wildflower prairies, thick evergreen forests, and mountain-fed rivers in spring. Fog and fires are common and sweep the hills in dry seasons, making the land unpredictable.

      Stone temples rise from deep forest clearings and sun-warmed plateaus. Priests and priestesses of these lands serve as both spiritual guides and tenders of hearths, and sacred embers said to carry Solvora's breath.

      When a child is born, a glowing coal from the hearth is used to light a candle beside the cradle. This first fire is not allowed to die until the child's naming day. If the flame endures without flicker, it is seen as a mark of Solvora's favor.

      Their patron deity, Solvora, She Who Cradles the Hearth, resides in the realm of Aethor.

      
        
        Veridona

        As recorded by Ariss, Calvaris Merchant

      

      

      Veridona is a lush region dominated by dense rainforest, winding rivers, and humid lowlands. The soil, once rich from the year-round rainfall, has begun to dry, leaving the land coated with mud.

      The air is thick with mist, insects, and the scent of blooming life. 

      At the turning of the equinox, bamboo chimes are hung in the canopies. Entire villages will move with the wind for a day, believing Aerinous is guiding them to clearer paths.

      Their patron deity, Aerinous, He Who Wields the Storm, once resided in the realm of Salindra, but some have reported his disappearance since the Great God Wars.

      The wind has died, and along with it, much of Veridona's agriculture.

      *It is theorized that Tala Vasa himself now sits on the Salindran throne, leaving his duties and realm derelict. Others believe he is dead. I have not been able to confirm either thoughts at this time. - Alena

      The Eastern Treaty

      
        
        Tirfain

        As recorded by Olwen, Keeper of Sacred Rites - Temple of Terrion

      

      

      Tirfain rises in green swells of cliff and moor. Stones older than memory shape sacred circles where druids of old speak with the earth. As each season changes, offerings are placed between sacred stones deep within Tirfain's woods in hopes of the subtle signs of Terrion's favor. The people are hearty and so is the stew. 

      Rootbinding, the joining of two souls, is a sacred practice. A sapling is planted, and a vow given. If the tree grows strong, the bond is considered honored by Terrion.

      Their patron deity, Terrion, He Who Waits, resides in the realm of Thalindor.

      
        
        Samsara

        As recorded by Sayem-Ra, Scribe of the Sun's Temple

      

      

      Samsura is a sun-scorched jewel of golden stone, endless dunes and wicked heat. The land is dry and cracked with rare oases and deep sandstone caverns. Cities here rise from carved rock and shimmer in the sun's light, surrounded by a blazing, cloudless sky.

      At high midsummer, when the sun stays longest in the sky, pilgrims walk barefoot on white-hot stone paths to the central Sun Temple. Some collapse, some rise in power. At dusk, scrolls bearing sorrows are thrown into the sacred fire, consumed as offering.

      Their patron deity, Arasolis, He Who Burns, resides in the realm of Nithri.

      
        
        Lohaka

        As recorded by Maia, Manawai Priestess

      

      

      Lohaka is an island nation of volcanic peaks and coral reefs scattered in warm seas, and trimmed with black sand beaches. Tropical rains feed waterfalls and inland lagoons.

      On the night of the new moon, Lohakans gather on their shores and set free offerings into the surf. From small woven canoes bearing letters and flowers to bits of cloth once worn by the dead. They sing in a tongue older than record and the sea carries the memories and tokens into the deep.

      Their patron deity, Manawai, She Who Masters the Deep, resides in the realm of Tangaroa.

      Belthorak and The Seven Realms

      As recorded by Alena, Scholar and Diplomatic Translator of Isenbyrg

      There is little known of Belthorak outside of the Northern Isles. I have assembled what information I could uncover during my travels across Alarien. This will be the first written compendium of our knowledge of The Eternal and the first gods.

      Belthorak is known by many names, The Eternal, The First Spark, The Final Breath. But he is best known for what he rules—death. He is the veil to the afterlife. All souls pass through the Void, awaiting his judgment. He is believed to be the first god, the original from which all other gods were created.

      It is said that Belthorak, at the dawn of Alarien, grew tired of ruling alone and allowed humans to taste his power, sharing his lifeblood with them. Over hundreds of generations, the humans selectively bred those powers. Some pairings created strong, powerful magic wielders. Others created abnormalities, their magic manifesting in strange or unknown ways. These children were often abandoned or left to fend for themselves. 

      The most powerful of these pairings, twins from the desert nation of Samsura, Aridun and Nuzha, were chosen to rule over the strongest of the new realms Belthorak created, while the lesser elemental realms were divided between those whose abilities were best aligned with each element. These were the first gods:

      Aridun became Araluna, ruler of Moon.

      Nuzha became Arasolis, ruler of Sun.

      Puakai became Manawai, ruler of Water.

      Kallari became Solvora, ruler of Fire.

      Maristella became Aeronious, ruler of Air.

      Dun became Terrion, ruler of Earth.

      As the gods were born human, so would their descendants, their heirs, be born human. The gods were to choose others whose inherent power would strengthen their realm. They mark these humans at birth, laying claim to their domain, and taking them within the first week of life.

      Little is known of what comes next. Those children who are taken sometimes emerge as more, as Daeleth, the chosen, while others never emerge at all. Never seen again by their families. It is a high honor across Alarien to produce offspring strong enough to be marked by the gods.

      The cycle will continue until the Final Spark ends this world.
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      Islyn’s hands trembled as she looked down at them, slick with blood—hers, someone else’s, she couldn’t be sure anymore. Everything was red even when the world around her was black. Blood crusted in the cracks of her knuckles and ran from fresh cuts she couldn’t see. She should have been used to it, but she wasn’t. 

      She felt it then—the slither of his words, the iciness of his awareness against the crook of her neck. Bumps raised where breath met skin.

      My love, the voice said. Not out loud. It rang inside her skull, as though her bones had become instruments for his song.

      She had wanted this—needed this. But it felt like sipping poison from a crystal goblet. Sweet and deadly. 

      Solvora, light my path, she thought to herself. But no gods would dare to meddle in the affairs of the World Eater.

      He continued the gentle assault on her mind, the venom of his words seeping deeper and deeper. You have come to me, of your own volition. I did not expect you to come to your knees so soon.

      It wasn’t a question, but she answered it anyway. "Yes," she said, curling her fingers into fists. Her knuckles cracked. "I submit to your will, Belthorak. I accept your offer."

      Tsk. My love, you know my name—my true name. It is the only way to summon me, to wield me. And that is what you wish to do, is it not? Use me?

      She felt fingers brush her spine, but no hand reached.

      I am no pawn, Islyn, I am the King of Gods. The First Spark and End of All Things.

      His voice was the most dangerous attraction. Its depth pulled you in and lulled you into a slumber before drowning you and devouring your soul.

      He stepped forward and the air bowed around him. Power bled from his skin like heat from the sun. His white hair—usually woven into elaborate braids—hung loose and wild down his back, like threads of moonlight caught in ancient winds. He looked older than she remembered—frayed at the edges. Yet nothing about him diminished. Even worn, he was beautiful in a way that hurt to look at. Terrible and eternal. Belthorak was beautiful in the same way that blood splatter was beautiful after dripping from the tip of a dagger plunged through the heart.

      He was tall, built with sculpted elegance, every movement precise as a master blade. He wore layered black robes embroidered with ancient sigils, stitched so fine they shimmered when he moved. No markings adorned his skin. No symbols of allegiance. Belthorak belonged to nothing. No one. His broad shoulders squared as her head tilted up and the storm in her eyes met the vast fury of his own. They needed each other.

      The realm around them was a vast, unbroken expanse of shadow and obsidian glass. Jagged rocks jutted like broken teeth from the earth, and the sky—if it could be called that—was an endless swirl of violet and black, fractured by veins of gold that flashed like distant lightning. The air hummed with static. It reeked of ancient rot and forgotten dreams. Dreams Islyn was desperately clinging to.

      The vibrant emerald that looked back at her held no tenderness, only hunger. A small smile tugged at the corner of his lips and it sent a chill down Islyn’s spine. To ask this of Belthorak, she would need to give him the only thing in this universe he coveted. The only thing that he had not been able to freely take.

      Her. 

      Belthorak craved her, not for love, but for possession.

      "Say it," he whispered, his voice now a living thing. His pale hand reached and gently wiped the tear rolling down her cheek. She blinked at the gentleness before he captured it on his fingertip. He pulled a small vial from his robes, letting the salty liquid drop into the glass, then corked it. "Say my name," he murmured, "so that I may claim you. So that we will be one."

      She would find a way to break this. Eventually. But this was war. And she was losing.

      The drying blood flaked from her skin. Her markings shifted beneath the surface. She wondered if the markings she had grown to accept—to love even—would change. If she would change. Islyn would be the monster the children of Alarien would fear. Wife of the World Eater. Death herself. She would welcome it—the fear—if it meant saving those who were left. The few who still walked on this side of the veil.

      Islyn’s breath shook from her lungs, "I give myself to you," she said.

      She hesitated only for a moment before meeting death’s gaze and speaking the word that would allow the binding.

      "Valeryth."

      The air around her trembled and a sickening grin stretched across Belthorak’s—no, Valeryth’s—face. Her throat tightened as she felt his hand slither around her waist, pushing her flesh against his.

      "My queen," he whispered. His voice coiled through her like smoke. She hated the way it made her ache. She needed distance, clarity. Being near him was like inhaling flames.

      It was only one of his many weapons. His power was vast and endless. He could end the war without even lifting a finger, but that was not Valeryth. There was no benefit for him in stopping the war—stopping the death. He fed on it. His hand slid up her back, nails biting into her skin. Fingers tangled into the hair at the back of her head, tilting her chin up. The intimacy of the gesture belied the threat behind it.

      "The whole verse, if you don’t mind." His words dripped arrogance. He knew she was desperate. He was savoring it.

      Islyn cleared her throat, forcing down the rising bile. She shook his hand free as a familiar voice whispered through her mind—Wait. It shattered her. 

      She had to remember who she was before Valeryth’s grip sunk too deep. Every second near him wore her down. She had to stay sharp. She had to remember him. The only one she had ever bowed to was gone. And Valeryth, for all his power, needed her as much as she needed him.

      She met death defiantly, the fire within her burning. She had learned to use it—the rage.

      "There she is," he purred. "I do prefer you alert and awake, my love. It wouldn’t be a fair fight otherwise."

      And a fight it would be. To claim Valeryth’s power, not to share it, she would have to take it. She would have to kill him. The World Eater would not fall easily. She would not be his wife; she would be his executioner.

      Valeryth sought to own Islyn and the immense power she wielded, but she would own him in return. She would tighten his collar until he suffocated. For now, sharing his power would have to be enough.

      Islyn reached up and locked her bloodied hands around his throat, nails digging into his skin. He allowed her to push him backward. Tears blurred her vision. Her thoughts began to spiral. This was for everyone she had lost. For all of Santalla. For Alarien.

      His blood welled as her grip tightened. Her thoughts flattened into a single line. She had a lie to sell. Valeryth needed to believe she wanted him. That she loved him. That she could love him. And maybe, in some twisted way, she did. Not the man or the god, but the power. The fear he inspired. The hunger he ignited.

      She dug into the veins that were beginning to bulge on his neck and the blood began pooling in the crevices of his clavicle. She released him as he gasped once, dragging breath into ancient lungs.

      "Drink, my love," he said.

      And she did—she drank deeper than she had imagined possible. Her tongue traced the blood from his throat, her markings flaring in revolt. Her power screamed its protest. But she drank again. And again.

      Power surged beneath her skin. Her body trembled with it. She hated how easily it sank into her, how quickly her body forgot the cost. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. But the heat curling low in her belly didn’t care for strategy or plans. It knew only want. It knew only now.

      "Sit," she commanded, her voice a chorus drunk on power. He obeyed, taking his throne of death and decay.

      She straddled him, breath quickening. The crusted blood on her body had dried into a second skin. She didn’t bother to wipe it away. He preferred her this way, as the tang of iron was sweeter than any Alarien wine to the World Eater.

      His cold hands gripped her hips, adjusting her weight as she settled against him. She was steel above kindling—sharp, controlled, coiled. He lifted a hand from her waist and removed the ceremonial dagger strapped to his. He placed the long and ragged obsidian blade into Islyn’s waiting hand. She took in the beast seated beneath her. Neither blinked as she plunged the dagger into her beating heart. The pain seared through her, but she refused to let out a single cry.

      He smiled and pulled the blade from her chest. "Good girl," he cooed before his tongue slid along the sharp edge, biting into the soft muscle. "We may finish the Aurewyn now."

      The word Aurewyn was ice in her mind. Her vision blurred. The realm began to tilt. She hadn’t seen him complete the gesture. He now held a thread of shimmer in his hand—a piece of himself, his soul. She reached into the wound at her chest. Searched for something to offer in return. Her thread recoiled. It didn’t want Belthorak's poison, it wanted her mate. But what her soul wanted didn’t matter. A tear landed on the dried blood, making it viscous once again.

      As she pulled the thread of her soul and offered it to Valeryth, she uttered the sacred oaths, but she didn’t feel them; she felt hollow. Cold. Her mouth moved but her consciousness didn’t register the words. 

      She ached for him, not Valeryth.

      Valeryth answered in the ancient tongue of the gods forgotten by all but him, and the ceremony was complete. Part of her belonged to him now. And part of him would forever echo inside her—even after his death.

      Before she could fully process what she had done, her head snapped back and she inhaled a sharp, fiery breath. The world around her fell away, and she was blinded by a piercing white light. 

      Memories began flashing before her, faster and faster; time was rewinding—she couldn’t understand each vision before the next one took over.

      She could smell the marshy waters, hear the groan of the pier, footsteps on worn wooden floors, the creak of her father’s drawn bow. Memories from years past flooded her vision and suddenly, she was home.
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          "In the end, all fires go cold. Even those kindled by gods." —The Book of Flame

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Islyn

      "Mother, please," Islyn begged. She used the excuse of hunger like a shield. They couldn’t know the real reason she needed to go. Not yet.

      "Words, Islyn," her mother snapped. "Words cannot protect you. It's too dangerous." Alena returned to the watered-down stew brewing over the fire. She stirred the pot harder than necessary, as if trying to drive the conversation away by force.

      "I'll take Axys with me. He'll protect me," Islyn said, glancing at the grown wolf, his midnight-black fur illuminated by the warm flames as he lay curled and perfectly comfortable by the fire. "You'll protect me, right, boy?" Neraxys gave a large huff and readjusted his position on the makeshift bed of hay under a wool blanket.

      She pleaded, shifting her attention to Kuana. She could already see the strain on her father’s face. "I've trained for years, and I'm stronger than ever—I can control myself."

      Her parents exchanged a glance, a silent conversation passing between them. Islyn had seen it before in whispers over dying fires and hushed arguments behind closed doors. Fear. Uncertainty. The weight of choosing wrong.

      She took a step closer, voice softening. "Father, I've been training my entire life. Please." 

      "It's not that we don't trust you, my little Zahra." The name only her father called her sent a warmth into her chest. "We don't trust them—how could we?" he asked, placing his hands on her shoulders, pulling her close. "You are too precious to us and we can't risk losing you. Islyn, if you are found⁠—"

      Maybe they were right. Maybe the Daeleth were monsters. If there was even a chance her parents were wrong—a sliver of hope that she wasn't some cursed thing—then she had to try. She had to know.

      "I know how to hide," Islyn said, frustration threading through her voice. "We've been hiding my entire life. Twenty-four years and no one has found us." She swallowed hard, forcing herself to stay calm, to sound reasonable. "It’s just the market. I’ll be careful. I won’t go near the Ceremony. I swear it." The words fell before she could stop herself. "We're starving."

      Her mother turned away from the hearth, filling the room with her presence as she grabbed Islyn’s arm, pulling her attention from her father. "We are surviving," her mother spat. "You've asked, and we've answered, Islyn. No." Alena's fingers tightened on Islyn’s arm, she searched for something—understanding, surrender. Maybe even fear. But Islyn had none left to give.

      Islyn shook her arm free and looked to Kaz, mending a pair of trousers, hoping for some support, but he simply held his hands up, clearly not wanting to get involved. This was her chance to see one of her kind, but she had to play this right.

      "Do you have no regard for yourself, for your brothers…" Her mother paused and corrected through a visible wave of grief. "Your brother." 

      Even after five years, Islyn still felt pain when hearing the singular. In her mind, Aleksi was still here. She still found herself waiting to see him walk around the corner or hear his laugh when she told a joke, but she was always met with the silent reminder of his death.

      Alena pleaded with Islyn, her voice rising. "We have made a life here in Veridona because it is easy to hide, and you would walk into the mouth of the beast that hunts you." Tears flooded her mother's eyes. "Do you know what they would do to us if they found you? We stole from the gods. By all rights, Islyn, they own you. We have given our lives to protect you; Aleksi gave his life to protect you," she said, pointing to the room that had been built for a son who would never occupy it. "To teach you and guide you through your training. But we cannot protect you from the gods themselves. They will not welcome you with open arms if they find you."

      Islyn heard them—understood, even—but opportunities like this did not come frequently. Yes, there had been close calls over the years, but she wouldn't still be alive if the gods did not wish it, right?

      "I didn't ask for this," she muttered, her voice small, not realizing she would be heard. She should have kept her mouth shut. Oh gods, she should have kept her mouth shut.

      "How dare you," her mother hissed.

      Regret rushed through Islyn, her face flushing.

      "How dare you say that after all this family has given. I will tie you to your bedpost myself, Solvora help me."

      The small room fell silent, and Kaz made himself scarce. Alena moved to the center of the room and sat at the small wood table, wiping away angry tears. Kuana sighed and walked behind her, lowering his arms around her shoulders, brushing a kiss on her cheek. 

      Islyn's anger softened at the sight. She had too easily forgotten all her family had given up. Homes left behind. Friends lost. The weight of a life unlived.

      Unlike the rest of her family, life on the run was all Islyn had ever known. Before her birth, her family had settled into a home with floors worn smooth by years of love and laughter. She had never known a home like that, only borrowed spaces with floors marked by strangers.They never stayed in one place for long. Every time they suspected the beacon triggered, signaling her location, they ran.

      The beacon, which alerted the gods of the marked child's birth, activated with an infant's cry, so they assumed strong feelings—fear, pain, grief—could call to it again. But they never truly knew. No one did. All they had were guesses, stories, scattered research passed between desperate hands and old memories. When lives were on the line, guesses were enough.

      Her parents chose work that could move with them. Her father—once stationed in Isenbyrg’s Trade Commission under his own father, Kaleo—had returned to hunting. Her mother, a renowned translator and historian, stitched clothes for coin in roadside markets, her embroidery needle replacing the quill. When the rare opportunity arose, Alena would teach the languages of Alarien. Her children knew the basics of every language, so no matter where they landed, they could blend in, at least for a while.

      Eventually, they had stopped unpacking the nonessentials. Then they stopped bringing them altogether. They never brought more than they needed. More was a waste when you didn't know when you'd have to drop your entire life and run. 

      This life hadn't been her choice. It had been chosen the day her family decided to run. The day they’d refused to surrender her. She was supposed to be given to the gods—as every marked child was—a week after her birth. 

      Alena drew a slow, steadying breath. "We will be fine if we go hungry for a time; we will not be if one of us is killed."

      Islyn crossed to the table where her mother sat. "I'm sorry," she said, and she meant it. "You're right. It is dangerous. But so is every day, every breath we take. If I go, we won’t be left here starving until the Daeleth leave… and I’ll have a chance to understand who I am."

      Her mother's sharp voice cut through the air. "Yes, Islyn, we are aware. We accepted the danger long ago. But if you are caught," Alena's voice broke, "death will not be a possibility, but a promise. For all of us. That is what we have been avoiding all these years. We ran because we were not willing to sacrifice you to the wills of the gods, to be their slave or their weapon like the stories describe." Her eyes softened as she let out a long exhale. "I’ve researched every text available," she continued, shaking her head. "We never would have seen you again, and when the gods saw that we were willing to bend, we didn’t know what else they would come asking for." The door Kaz left through creaked.

      In two days, the Ceremony of Surrender would begin. Two days, and Veridona would be hosting the warriors of the gods. If she didn't go now, she wouldn't just lose her chance to learn about what she was, she would be trapped. Hidden. Forgotten. Forever.

      The Daeleth would be there—beings who were marked, chosen by the gods, surrendered by their families to be remade into something more. They were unaging, powerful, and rarely seen outside the gods' bidding.

      Some families claimed bloodlines tied to the gods, though magic could vanish for generations before reemerging without warning. Only at a child's first cry did the truth stir—when a god, unseen, laid their claim to the child with the tattoo-like markings that Islyn bore. Blue and red for the sun and moon that claimed her. Nithri, the Sun, and Santalla, the Moon, were most powerful. There were lesser realms as well, the elementals: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. 

      There were also stories of a stronger god—an older god—but what the people knew was limited to only a few remaining texts. That god was as good as forgotten everywhere but the Northern Isles where rumors of his worship continued.

      Islyn’s dual markings should have meant immense power, but all she could manage was a handful of half-formed tricks. Nothing like the legends her mother had unearthed.

      She had heard the tales passed down about the Daeleth and their powers. Some say the marked had to pass a trial to earn their place and power, while others claimed it was a gift bestowed, but she would never know because the only way to be sure was to ascend yourself.

      This time, however, the expectant family, who lived north of Calvaris, had reason to believe their unborn child would be marked. Their firstborn had been marked—and their second. The entire town had been preparing for weeks, eager to celebrate the Ceremony of Surrender, eager to witness the arrival of the god-touched warriors who would claim this new child and leave the family's home—and mother's arms—empty once again.

      Islyn turned away from her parents, pacing toward the small kitchen. The vase by the window, once overflowing with fresh blooms, now held only brittle stems. Another small sacrifice, another quiet cost of staying hidden.

      She glanced back to see her mother leaning into her father's chest and wondered if she would ever know the feeling of love like that—steady, certain, seen. Kaz had never shown interest in finding a partner. Perhaps he had accepted, as she now had, that a life lived in shadow left no room for anyone else. That loving her—loving what she was—would be a burden too great to ask of another.

      She drifted past her brothers' rooms, lingering at the door left ajar. The room her father built for Aleksi's ghost, untouched. His old cloak slung over the dusty bedpost. His laughter still echoing in the shadows. Her parents still hoped that one day he would return—that it had all been a dream, but Islyn had watched as his ashes gently danced to the ground where he’d stood. 

      Grief, sharp as a blade, pierced her chest. She pressed it down, buried it where all the other dark things lived.

      She returned and knelt at her mother's feet. Alena’s hand immediately found her hair, smoothing it gently, catching and freeing small tangles. Islyn closed her eyes, breathing in the familiar scent of her mother's skin—woodsmoke and lavender—and let herself be small.

      Her mother's voice was thick. "Our life has not been easy. We've slept under the stars with nothing but hope and a babe in our arms. We've run far from home, from everything we knew, and I would do it again. Every moment of it. Aleksi would too."

      Islyn lifted her gaze to her mother's face.

      "I remember the day you were born like it was yesterday," her mother said, her voice soft.

      "As do I," Kuana added as he settled into the chair next to Alena. "You were so small—so delicate in my arms. As we waited for your cry, all I could think about were the possibilities that awaited you, good and bad. We knew there was a chance you would be marked. We held our breath—all of us—waiting to see what future would unfold for us all." 

      His large, calloused hand closed over Alena’s. "I still remember the look on your mother's face." He smiled at Alena. "The woman I love more than anything in this world." Alena rested her head on Kuana's shoulder as he continued, "She reached for you and I was so afraid I would drop you," a soft laugh escaped him, "I walked over to the bedside and once you were in her arms I felt a sense of relief, that everything was going to be okay. Neraxys showed immediate interest in you—he was so small then. He immediately jumped on the bed and began nuzzling you, smelling you, learning you. We knew he would be yours." 

      Kuana shifted in his seat. "Then you cried," he said. "The walls quivered, trinkets and knick-knacks fell from shelves. It felt as if the very ground beneath our feet feared what was coming."

      Alena's thumb began circling the carnelian ring on her index finger.

      "The scent came before the realization," Kuana continued, "we didn't notice the blanket had completely burned away. It was ash in your mothers lap, and you—fierce and angry—cried and cried, completely unaware of the chaos unfolding around you." His sorrow-filled eyes met Islyn's. "That's when your marking appeared and we knew… the gods had ignored our prayers. You are a miracle, my Zahra. When we realized what you were, we sat down as a family. Your brothers were so young, but we asked them if they would run. If they would love you enough to live in exile." He swallowed hard, the memory thick in his throat. "Without hesitation, Aleksi said yes."

      Tears blurred Islyn's vision. Her father reached to wipe one from her cheek.

      "Aleksi loved you wholeheartedly from the moment he met you," Kuana said. "That’s who he was."

      "You are just like him," her mother added with a tremulous smile. "Gods help us all."
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      Islyn needed air. She slipped outside, the rickety steps creaking underfoot as mist twisted low over the marsh. Their stilted home stood defiant against the damp, a stubborn scrap of a life.

      The pier stretched out before her, slick with mist, vanishing into the low-hanging fog that clung to Veridona’s endless marshes. It was normal here for houses to float or stand on tall, spindly stilts like theirs—sturdy despite their narrow, weathered frames. Kuana had built it by piecing it together from driftwood, iron nails, and hope. It wasn’t much, but it was theirs.

      Her boots soaked through quickly, the cold seeping into her bones. Still, she pressed on, drawn to the old weeping willow at the far end of the property. Next to it sat the stone marker—the only grave Aleksi would ever have. She knelt before it, the earth cold against her knees, and laid her hand on the worn letter carved into the stone.

      "Please forgive me," she whispered. "Forgive us all." The mist hung heavy. The willow branches bowed like grieving hands. The river lapped at the bank.

      Neraxys appeared beside her without a sound, pressing his massive frame against her. She felt the weight of him—solid, certain—grounding her.

      "What do I do?" she whispered, tracing the A with trembling fingers.

      No answer came. Only the slow, steady breathing of the wolf at her side.

      "If I don't go," she murmured, "I may never know what I really am. If I do go, maybe... maybe I will find something better, find a purpose beyond this life," she paused, taking a long breath before continuing, "if you can even call it that."

      She closed her eyes, breathing in the faint tang of fish and mud. No grand revelation came. Only silence. "He’s not going to answer me, is he?" she murmured, more to Neraxys than herself.

      Neraxys let out a slow breath through his nose, the softest sound, but it tightened her chest. He understood. He always did.

      No one would save them. No gods, no heroes. Just a starving family, a dying winter, and no choice but to act. The fear would not serve her. The doubt would not serve her. She would have to do this herself.

      "Thought I'd find you here," a familiar voice called.

      Islyn turned to see Kaz approaching, his boots silent on the mossy path. He sat beside her with a sigh, tossing a pebble into the dark water.

      "So," he said, half-smiling, "what did he say?"

      She almost laughed at the absurdity of it—asking a dead brother for advice she already knew he would give. Be brave. Take the risk. Find your answers.

      She leaned closer and whispered, "He said you smell like rotten fish."

      Kaz barked a laugh, the sound scraping raw from his throat. "Sounds about right."

      He grew quiet, staring into the mist. "I don't disagree with you, Islyn," he said eventually. "We've been out of food for days, and I understand your desire. But if someone has to go..." He hesitated. Swallowed. "I'll do it. I’ll get your answers, I’ll speak to them myself⁠—"

      Islyn turned sharply toward him. "No, Kaz. Absolutely not."

      He opened his mouth to argue, but she cut him off.

      "If anything happens, if they are not receptive," she said, her voice low and fierce, "I'm the only one who stands a chance to escape. I’m stronger and faster than you—and besides, I’ll have Axys. You stay."

      Neraxys huffed. He didn't like the plan either.

      Kaz sighed, rubbing his face with one hand. "You're stronger than me. Stronger than Father, even. But not strong enough to fight gods, Islyn. None of us are." He thumped his head lightly against the willow trunk. "But what choice do we have?" he muttered. "Someone has to try."

      Islyn moved to sit next to him. "You don't have to be him, Kaz," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. As her chin dipped, her hair fell into her face. 

      He raised a hand and pushed it behind her ear. 

      Islyn's relationship with Kaz was complicated. He should have moved away, found a partner, started a family of his own, but he stayed—out of guilt, possibly—and it was her fault. 

      If Aleksi was still alive⁠—

      It wasn't a path she could go down. All the what ifs of the past would drown her if she let them. Losing Aleksi had brought them together—even if just a little—and Islyn was grateful for it. Still, Kaz kept a measurable distance. 

      Islyn wondered if he was afraid of her or afraid of losing her. Possibly both.

      He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. "I know. I couldn't be if I tried." He reached for her hand, brushing his thumb over the indigo markings on her skin. His lips pressed to her knuckles—a quiet blessing.

      "If only you were six again," he said with a laugh. "Maybe then I could tie you to this tree and keep you safe."

      She laughed along, the sound bittersweet. "You wouldn't stand a chance." She leaned her head against his shoulder. "He loved you just as much," she whispered.

      "I know," he whispered back as a weak smile curled the edge of his lips. "I know."

      They sat together in silence, Neraxys coiled at their feet, the world holding its breath around them.

      Before the sun rose again, she would leave. She would find the truth waiting for her in the mist. And she would not be afraid to claim it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          "When the tether frays, and death presses near, the bound will reach. Without thought, without fear. Not by command, but by calling." —The Moonbound Creed
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      Islyn

      The house had finally gone still.

      Islyn had waited long enough to be sure no one would wake. Her bags were packed hours before, hidden beneath the bed after her talk with Kaz. She had no choice. She wouldn’t let her family go hungry any longer, and she needed answers about who or what she was. Her parents knew more than they were telling her—knowing she could detect lies, they had bent their words her entire life—and for once she just wanted the whole truth, no matter what it revealed.

      She couldn’t bear to put Kaz in any more danger than he already faced simply by being her brother. The journey would be difficult, but she was capable and strong. She rarely found herself grateful for their gifts. Tonight, however, she was.

      She tightened the straps of her satchel and quietly opened her door, only to find Neraxys waiting in the dimly lit hall, the last candles reaching their end. His massive form blocked the passage—those too-intelligent crystal eyes staring through her, gleaming like a fractured sky in the dark.

      "Axys," she whispered, shaking her head. While his companionship would be welcome on the road, she knew he would be needed here too. "Go to bed. I just said that to make Kaz feel better. I’ll be fine alone. They need you here more than I need you in Calvaris." She gestured to his spot near the hearth, knowing he wouldn’t move—his answer was in his silence.

      I’m coming with you.

      She let out a breath. "Fine," she muttered with a reluctant nod. She shifted her pack. "Solvora, light my path," she prayed and stepped out into the night, Neraxys at her heels.

      The first night on the road was challenging, as expected. Hours had passed with no sign of solid ground, only mud, shadows, and the slow churn of the tide beneath the reeds. The land between her home and the market of Calvaris was a vast, treacherous expanse of swamps and tangled underbrush, and she had chosen to stay off the main path where she would be less likely to run into others. The ground was unreliable, shifting beneath her boots with every step, forcing her to navigate carefully to avoid sinking into hidden pockets of muck.

      She could have pressed on—strength remained in her legs—but the final stretch would be more demanding, more difficult. She would have to avoid every well-worn path and stick to the shadows. She needed rest and couldn’t afford to stumble into Calvaris looking like a soaked beggar. Not with the attention it would draw.

      Islyn began searching for somewhere with enough solid ground to make a small camp.

      By the time she found a place to set up, her muscles ached from exertion, hands raw from gripping at tree roots and vines to steady herself. It was grueling terrain, but she’d been trained by her father for worse—long before she’d understood why. Hours spent tracking prey through the frozen highlands of Rimvik and Nankari had taught her to move quiet and swift, even in mud like this. Aleksi had helped sharpen her blade work and stealth, sneaking up on her until she learned the sounds of the world around her and how to pick out the anomalies—and surprise was no longer a risk.

       She scanned her surroundings. The area was slightly elevated with the gnarled limbs of a thick willow stretching over a relatively dry patch of earth. It would have to do for her and Neraxys both.

      She unhooked her hammock from her satchel with the quick, deliberate motions drilled into her through years of practice. Setting up camp had been second nature since childhood—learned in the stretches of stillness between hunts. She tied the ends securely between two sturdy trees. The swampy ground would be no place to sleep; she had no desire to wake up half-submerged or share her bed with the creatures that thrived in the marsh. Above her, the twisted canopy of leaves shrouded her from the sky, but she could still make out the glow of the moon peeking through the shifting branches.

      She’d considered lighting a fire—out of habit more than need—but dismissed the thought just as quickly. A fire would only make her a beacon for unwanted attention. Her father had taught her that. Instead, she opted for the quiet comfort of the darkness, trusting in her instincts and the ever-watchful presence of Neraxys.

      The great wolf settled himself beneath her hammock, the soft underbrush not bothering the giant. He curled tightly against the exposed roots of a fallen tree. His ears twitched at every sound—the distant croak of creatures, the rustle of wings in the canopy above. He was listening, waiting, always aware. If anything came for her in the night, Neraxys would make sure she would hear it before it ever got close enough to be a threat. Of that, at least, she was sure.

      Islyn unwrapped a small portion of her rations: dried meat and a small wedge of hard cheese. She pulled off a piece and held it out toward Neraxys. "Eat," she whispered. He sniffed at it once before pushing her hand away with his nose, his message clear.

      She sighed but didn’t argue, chewing slowly. She was used to going with her father or Aleksi, slipping unnoticed through the crowds, smaller and unremarkable. But now—now she stood taller than most men, her body carved with strength, drawing every eye. People watched the way she moved, the way she carried herself. None would dare imagine the truth—that someone had stolen from the gods. That this was what a marked child would become.

      She missed when she could vanish in the crush of voices, when the scent of spiced lamb and the hum of the market would swallow her whole. She missed slipping into the shadows with someone at her side, sneaking away for an hour here or there while Kaz and her father slept. The darkness had always kept her safe—kept her markings hidden.

      She let out a resigned breath and rolled onto her side, adjusting the hammock beneath her. Her fingers absently traced the woven ropes. Her mind drifted to Aleksi—his bright, mischievous smile, the way he had always made her feel safe, like she belonged to something greater than herself. If he was here things would be different. They would be better. She swallowed hard, pushing the thought away. She had another long day of travel ahead of her and needed her rest.
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      The morning clung to her as she continued. Every step forward was a battle. Mud sucked at her boots and roots of trees older than time grabbed for her ankles. Her rest had been fitful, exhaustion begged her lids to close again.

      The sun—when it bothered to show at all—offered little warmth beneath the thick canopy. More than once she was forced to double back, her planned path swallowed by sinkholes or tangles of brambles too thick to move through.

      The sun was high in the sky when her foot slid from a slick patch of hidden stone beneath the water’s surface. She hit the ground hard, a sharp sting racing up her ankle. Neraxys was at her side before the curse could slip from her tongue. The wolf nudged beneath her arm, bracing her as she limped toward higher ground. She pressed a hand to his thick fur, grateful for the support—and the silence. He didn’t hesitate wondering if she would go on, he knew she would.

      After the sleepless night and a grueling day of slow travel through the wetlands, Islyn finally reached the outskirts of Calvaris. The city stretched along the riverbanks, through the forest to Snake River. It was a sprawling hub of trade and commerce, its roads bustling even as evening set in. Candlelit lanterns glowed in doorways, casting pools of golden light onto rotting wooden walkways, and the scent of fish, damp timber, and burning tallow filled the air. This was the busiest market town in the Western Treaty, where merchants from Rimvik, Nankari, and Veridona converged, bartering everything from spices to steel.

      Moving through the city, she kept her hood drawn low, her steps measured. No one paid her much mind—Calvaris was accustomed to travelers and strangers passing through its streets daily. Still, she wasn’t here to linger. She would be noticed sooner than later, and she intended to be gone before anyone thought to ask questions.

      Reaching an old inn on the edge of the town square, she slid a few coins across the counter. The innkeeper, a gruff and gray woman with a tired smile, accepted them without question and handed Islyn a tarnished key, giving Neraxys a friendly scratch behind the ears, which he happily accepted.

      The room was small but private. A cot with a thin, straw-stuffed mattress occupied most of the wall, its frame creaking as she placed her pack beside it. A wooden table and a rickety chair sat in the corner. A lone mirror hung askew, tarnished with age, reflecting the dim glow of the oil lamp. The single window overlooked the narrow alley below where puddles glistened in the dancing light of a distant lantern. It wasn't a place they would stay longer than necessary, but for the night, it would do.
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      The sun was quickly rising in the morning sky. It was time to leave the safety of the room and finish her task. She glanced at Neraxys, who had wedged himself firmly in the doorway, his body completely blocking her exit. "You’re staying here today. You draw too much attention."

      He didn’t move.

      "Axys, I mean it."

      If his unblinking stare was not answer enough, the deep growl that rumbled through his chest made his message clear. He wasn’t going to let her go alone.

      There was no point in arguing. With a soft laugh, she turned away and began dressing, her fingers moving with familiar precision.

      The early spring air was warm, carrying the fresh scent of new blossoms.The sky stretching unbroken above the town. She dressed accordingly, choosing lightweight garments that shielded her from the sun. Brown fingerless gloves covered the intricate patterns etched across her hands and forearms. A deep green cloak embroidered with leaves, reminiscent of the weeping willow at home, draped over her shoulders, hiding the red sunburst marking that spanned her back from shoulder to shoulder and tapered down her spine. The small triangular cluster of navy dots along her temples remained, but they were subtle enough to be overlooked.

      The rest of her markings—the swirling cool lines on her chest and legs, the deep red spirals wrapping around her hips—remained hidden beneath her tunic and trousers. She took a slow breath and adjusted the hood of her cloak. She had done this before, just never alone. She had always had someone watching her back, ensuring her gloves or hood hadn’t slipped, revealing the markings she needed to hide. She concealed what set her apart whenever she traveled beyond home's safety. Her markings were a secret she could not afford to share.

      Islyn stole a moment to glance at her reflection in the mirror before heading out. Her mother’s eyes stared back at her, steady and familiar—blue, but not the clear, bright hue of a summer sky. No, they churned like the sea before a storm. The rest of her was a careful blend of her parents.

      Her hair, long and thick with deep, tumbling waves, was her mother’s through and through, dark as wet earth and just as wild stopped midway down her back. Her skin, sun-kissed and olive-toned, belonged to her father, a mark of his Nankari and Veridonan heritage. She had the appearance of a fighter, but not in brute force—she had a sharpness, a resilience and quiet power etched into every sinew. Forged in the long days of training with Aleksi, which she continued on her own after his death.

      A pang of longing settled in her chest, the kind that always came when she thought of home, of what their lives could have been like had she never been born. She took a slow breath and pulled up her hood.

      From the corner of her eye, she caught Neraxys watching her. His gaze was unwavering, perceptive.

      "How do I look?" she asked, adjusting the fabric around her face. "Can you see anything?"

      The slight incline of his head provided an answer. She was safe. Hidden.

      With a quiet exhale, she nodded and moved toward the door. This time, Neraxys stepped aside, allowing her to pass, but followed closely behind.
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      Neraxys was unlike any ordinary wolf. He was larger, more imposing—his presence demanding attention wherever he went. Yet, it wasn’t just his sheer size that made him remarkable; he was beautiful in a way that almost seemed unnatural. His fur, dark as the midnight sky, shimmered faintly under the light, shifting like a liquid shadow. The only break in his inky coat was a small, diamond-shaped patch of white at the back of his neck.

      Islyn often wondered if it meant something—if it was a mark like hers, an unseen tether to the gods. She had asked her parents countless times about the day they found him, but their answers never changed. He had simply appeared, a lone pup at their doorstep, and had never left. Any time she pressed for more—where he had come from, why he had chosen them—her questions were met with a swift change of subject. Eventually, she stopped asking. But the curiosity had never truly faded.

      Every trip, Neraxys would turn heads. He carried himself with a quiet intelligence, an unspoken understanding that set him apart. Wide-eyed with wonder, children often gathered around, pleading to pet him. He indulged them, lowering his head to their eager hands, his tail swaying in slow, measured wags.

      The vendors, however, were always more hesitant. Some watched him with thinly veiled apprehension, while others treated Islyn with unexpected generosity, knocking coins off their prices in what she suspected was more an act of appeasement than goodwill. Neraxys had never given anyone a reason to fear him, but fear was rarely rational. The mere possibility of what he could do was enough.

      Together, they made an unusual pair—a girl and a wolf, both too large, too striking to be easily forgotten. Even from childhood, Islyn had towered over most girls her age. However, her appearance was always explained away easily, as her brothers were also tall. Still, she not only matched, but entirely surpassed her father and both brothers in height, her frame strong and defined in a way that made blending in impossible now.

      Being noticed had never sat well with her. She didn’t crave that kind of attention or enjoy how eyes lingered. Especially now, more than anything else, she wished to be invisible.

      The market was alive with sound and scent, the vibrant chaos that made Islyn both anxious and excited. The air was thick with the aroma of spiced meats, fresh bread, and dried herbs mingling together, punctuated by the sharp tang of burning oil from street vendors’ sizzling pans. Voices overlapped, rising in waves of laughter and sharp haggling, the hum of a living, breathing place untouched by silence.

      A small smile ghosted her lips. It had been over a year since she had been here—accompanied, of course—but now, she moved through the crowd untethered and let herself enjoy it for the first time in a long while.

      The townspeople were not focused on oddities like her in the market. They spoke in hushed, eager tones about the Ceremony. A new child had been marked, selected at birth, and the feast would mark their surrender to the god who had claimed them. Arasolis. The name sent an icy knot twisting in Islyn’s stomach.

      The child would be taken to Nithri, where Arasolis resided and ruled. That meant his Daeleth would be here—walking among the mortals, receiving the newborn into their hands. 

      She swallowed hard, her heart quickening. She became lost in her thoughts, unable to control the fall. Surely I could speak to them… Would they listen to me? Would they even recognize what I am? Would they understand? Would they care? Or would they punish me?

      A nudge against her side pulled her from her spiral. Neraxys pressed into her leg, grounding her. She blinked, shaking the thoughts away as a voice cut through the market noise.

      "Is that all, ma’am?"

      Islyn turned back to the merchant, realizing she had been standing there too long.

      "Sorry," she said quickly, reaching into her satchel for coins. She noticed she was already running low after one purchase. She'd have to be careful and do some strategic trading to get the rest of the goods she needed. "I’m a bit distracted today. My apologies."

      The merchant, a plump woman with gray-streaked curls pinned atop her head, waved a dismissive hand. "No need to apologize. Everyone’s excited today." She wrapped Islyn’s goods in paper and handed them over with a warm smile. "Imagine feasting in the presence of the Daeleth! I’ve never seen one before, have you?"

      Before Islyn could answer, another voice interjected.

      "I heard that once the child arrives in Nithri, they are given a golden crown and a castle filled with servants," said a woman draped in long, flowing red robes. She leaned in close enough that Islyn could smell the bergamot oil woven into her auburn hair. She lifted a slender hand in an exaggerated gesture. "Can you imagine? What a life! A third marked child in one family is unheard of. The family must be so proud."

      The merchant nodded eagerly. "They say the whole realm celebrates when a new babe arrives! A grand feast unlike any other."

      The two women carried on, weaving fantastical tales of what might happen once the child was taken. Islyn let their voices blur together.

      Stories. That’s all they were. At least, that's what she was raised to believe. No one knew what truly happened once a child was surrendered. No one ever saw them again except for the few chosen delegates who would retrieve the marked children.

      Islyn forced a tight smile as she accepted her provisions. She dipped her head politely. "Thank you."

      Without waiting for a response, she tucked the food into her satchel and turned to Neraxys. "Come on, let’s keep moving."

      He followed without hesitation, the two weaving through the crowded market. Islyn kept her shoulders drawn in, adjusting her gloves to hide her markings. Some whispers followed them, but she ignored them.

      Neraxys stopped and Islyn nearly tripped over him. He whined as he tilted his head to the side. His eyes darted between her and the stall. 

      Meats hung in rows. Dried, smoked, and fresh. Salmon, elk, rabbit, a few she couldn't place. "Axys," she said, kneeling in front of him. He stepped closer, leaning into her. She wrapped her arm around him, scratching the back of his neck. "I'm sorry, we just don't have enough." 

      Neraxys chuffed, but didn't press further.

      The day slipped past faster than she expected. As the afternoon waned, her satchel grew heavier, the leather strap digging into her shoulder. The packs on Neraxys’s back were also full, and she could feel the weight of the day in his slow, deliberate movements.

      She had traded with whoever would give her the time, exchanging smoked salt, woven cloth, and small carved trinkets for bundles of dried grains, thick skeins of thread, and slabs of preserved meat. Sometimes she offered coin, but more often, she leaned into favors and barter—using whatever she had at her disposal. More than once, she saw a merchant’s eyes snap nervously to Neraxys, lingering on the massive wolf’s unblinking stare, and the terms of their deals softened.

      Their fear gave her leverage she might not have had otherwise, and she took it without hesitation. Survival did not leave room for pride. She told herself that over and over as she accepted goods for far less than they were worth, merchants stumbling over themselves to avoid crossing her. She hated the feeling it left behind—a sourness low in her stomach—but there wasn’t time to indulge. Every trade secured more supplies for her family. Every bargain brought her closer to the finish. It was a small price to pay.

      It was time to return to the room. The streets were emptier now as the townspeople gathered for the Ceremony, anticipation drawing them away from the market and toward the clearing. Islyn hadn’t realized how much the town had transformed in a few hours. Without the usual bustle of merchants and travelers, the streets felt almost abandoned, bathed in the golden light of the setting sun. The emptiness held a particular beauty. The wood buildings—warped and darkened—looked older in the quiet. Without the noise of daily life, she could hear the river echoing in the distance.

      She let Neraxys take the lead, his steps confident as he padded down the uneven street. Her mind wandered, tugged in too many directions at once. The market, the Ceremony, the things she’d overheard and all of the things she still didn’t understand. She followed him through the winding streets.

      When she finally took in her surroundings, the buildings had changed. The familiar sign of the inn was nowhere in sight. They had gone too far. She slowed to a stop in the center of the empty street, a soft groan escaping her lips, "Axys…"

      He circled back, brushing his side against her legs with a quiet insistence, as if to say trust me. His eyes darted toward the clearing ahead.

      She followed the wolf, her steps uncertain now. Something about the stillness in the air had shifted. Her gaze was pulled toward the clearing ahead, where the gathered crowd buzzed, straining to glimpse the Daeleth. She took one step, then another. She didn’t know why, but she couldn’t stop—and she didn’t—until she reached the edge of the gathering, hidden in the shadows of the large trees where she and Neraxys would go unnoticed.

      The tables stretched end to end, adorned with lavish foods, a feast worthy of gods. A murmur of curiosity stirred inside her, drawing her steps forward once more. She was so close to answers, so close to understanding what she was.

      A hundred paces away stood the dais at the heart of the clearing, draped in flowers and extravagant offerings meant for the Daeleth. Calvaris’s leader had taken the stage, his voice rising above the hushed anticipation of the crowd.

      Neraxys whined softly. Islyn barely heard him. 

      "It's okay, boy," she murmured. "I'm not going any closer. I want to see..." She trailed off as the crowd hushed further, all eyes locked on the dais.

      A speech had begun. A joyous welcome filled with expectation and flattery.

      Then—

      Light. A brilliance unlike anything she had ever seen. Islyn nearly forgot to breathe. The Daeleth had arrived.

      The townspeople erupted into wild cheers as two towering figures emerged from the brilliant light, stepping onto the dais with effortless grace. They were the chosen, the marked that underwent ascension to become more, to become the champions of the gods themselves. Their presence was undeniable, one male and one female, their deep umber skin glowing from within as though fire lived beneath their flesh. Islyn took a cautious step forward, keeping herself hidden behind the broad trunk of a tree. She could see how alike they were—perhaps twins, even at a distance.

      Their golden eyes gleamed with an unnatural light, their irises shimmering like embers. Their beautiful coiled hair dark as onyx. The male’s was cropped short, precise, and deliberate, while the female’s was braided back in rows that touched her waist. Draped in flowing silks of topaz, they looked regal and ethereal, their red markings, like liquid fire, vibrant against their skin. The intricate patterns—so much like Islyn’s, yet more—burned with a living glow, as though etched onto their bodies by divine hands.

      Golden crowns that imitated the burning sun itself rested atop their heads, unmistakable in their brilliance. Yet it was not their crowns that held Islyn captive—it was their smiles. Warm. Open. Radiant. They shone with an ease and kindness she had never seen before. Their expressions held no cruelty, no cold indifference, only a gentle acceptance that felt foreign to her. Were these the beings her parents had feared? Neraxys nipped at the fabric of her cloak, but she swatted him away.

      They seemed so far removed from the silent threat that had loomed over Islyn’s life since birth.

      She took another step forward.

      As if moving in a perfectly choreographed dance, the twins turned toward the town leader, their silks rippling with their movements. When they spoke, their voices intertwined like two notes of a single melody, resonating deep, smooth, and powerful.

      "We are Ronnak," the male said, offering a subtle bow.

      "And Ruwyn," the female continued, mirroring him.

      "The marked, the Chosen of Arasolis. We thank you for your gracious welcome."

      The crowd erupted again, a wave of awe and devotion rolling through them. The twins bowed once more, a flawless synchrony.

      Islyn barely breathed as her gaze shifted toward the right of the dais. A man and woman stood there, holding a bundle wrapped in golden satin—so small, impossibly fragile. She could faintly make out the necklace the mother wore. Three large gems—one sapphire, one emerald, and one ruby. Water, Earth, and Sun. Mementos to remember their children. All three surrendered to the gods. They would once again give away a child and all they would have left were the precious stones given by the gods.

      She knew little of the elemental gods—Water, Earth, Fire, and Air—only enough to recognize their names and the ancient forces they governed. Of Air, she had learned the most: the god who once sat upon its throne was dead, leaving the world stale and windless in their absence. But it was the Sun and Moon that concerned her most—the gods who had claimed her.

      She knew of Araluna, who ruled Santalla, and Arasolis, who ruled Nithri. From her scattered research, she had gathered that these two realms were never meant to stand divided. They had once ruled in harmony—two halves of a whole, a balance that had endured for millennia—but there had been unrest in the last century.

      Slowly, cautiously, the parents stepped forward, bowing their heads as they lifted their offering toward the twins.

      Islyn’s stomach fluttered as Neraxys let out a low growl beside her.

      Her voice came in a hushed whisper, "I need to do this. Don’t forget that you led me here." She already knew what he would say if he could speak, to see, not participate. But she wouldn’t heed his warning now— she had come too far, gotten too close.

      Islyn's attention focused on the twins as they spoke in unison. "Please, let us feast, and then we shall begin the ceremony. Enjoy this last meal with your beautiful son." They gracefully motioned for the parents to take their seats at the grand table before the dais, adorned with the finest foods Veridona had to offer. With pride, the parents rose and walked past the twins, settling into their appointed places. As the twins exchanged glances, an unsettling glance passed between them, though Islyn couldn't quite decipher its meaning. She pushed the thought aside—this was her moment. She had to speak to them, to explain everything. Surely, they wouldn't harm her—she was marked, she was family. They didn’t seem like the monsters she was raised to believe they were.

      Islyn turned to Neraxys, patted him, and said, "I love you." Neraxys gently tugged on her cloak in disapproval. "Axys, I have to try, if not for myself, for them, for Aleksi." Neraxys suddenly let go, to Islyn's surprise.

      She began to step into the clearing when she felt a presence behind her. It wrapped around her—gentle, familiar—sinking into her bones. It softened her resolve and slowed her movements. It was the scent of something safe and known—cedar after a fresh rain, leather worn with use. She felt a wave of warmth, of calm.

      Her mind barely had time to register it before a firm grip closed over her mouth. An arm wrapped around her waist, and the world tilted.

      Neraxys did nothing. Islyn’s last thought before a swift pain and darkness took her was a bitter one.

      Axys, you piece of⁠—

      Then, silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

          "I once believed survival was the only victory. Now I know survival is only the beginning." —The Shattered Song
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      Islyn

      Islyn’s eyes fluttered open, the world around her shifting in and out of focus. A slow, rhythmic crackling filled the silence—the sound of fire licking at dry wood, sending quivering shadows across the uneven ground. The air was cooler and the sun was well beyond the horizon.

      The sounds of flesh ripping and bones snapping filled the air. Islyn's pulse quickened. A weight pressed down on her legs. Her body tensed—until she recognized the familiar warmth of Neraxys sprawled across her. He ripped through another bite of meat. An elk leg—one from the market.

      Relief flooded her, but it was short-lived. This was wrong. How?

      As her senses sharpened, memories surfaced in jagged fragments. The market. The provisions. The Ceremony. The dazzling light of the Daeleth twins. Then—darkness.

      Her satchel. She couldn’t see it anywhere.

      Panic surged as she shoved Neraxys off her legs, sending him tumbling with an undignified grunt. Ignoring his huff of protest, she frantically scanned the space around her. Her hands skimmed over the cool ground, grasping at nothing. No food. No satchel. No coin.

      All of it—gone.

      Her breath came quicker as she pushed herself upright. A sharp, searing pain pulsed through her skull, and she winced, fingers grazing a swollen welt at the base of her head. The memory of the blow came rushing back.

      Her gaze snapped to Neraxys. He was settling down again, stretching his limbs before curling back into a comfortable position. He barely spared her a glance.

      "What has gotten into you?" she snarled. Her voice was raw with frustration, but Neraxys remained indifferent, his ears twitching lazily before he settled completely.

      A pit formed in her stomach. Neraxys was always her protector—this behavior was unusual. The hair raised on her arms. She barely had time to process the betrayal before a voice cut through the quiet.

      "I'm glad you're awake."

      Islyn froze. Her blood ran cold. She wasn’t alone. The voice was deep, smooth, and deliberate, spoken from beyond the glow of the fire. Heart hammering in her chest, she searched the darkness.

      "Now," the figure began. "If you don't mind, I would love to know what in the name of the gods has gotten into you, Islyn."

      Her breath caught. How her name was spoken—so sure, so knowing—sent a violent shudder through her bones.

      The fire crackled, but it did nothing to stave off the chill that crept up her spine or the bile rising in her throat. Her body recoiled instinctively, her hands pressing against the cool ground. Fear coursed through her, raw and unyielding.

      Captured. A prisoner. Had her family been found out? Where was she? Would they think she had abandoned them?

      She swallowed hard, forcing her voice calm. "How—" The word barely left her lips before she had to steel herself, leveling her breath. "How do you know who I am?"

      The air seemed to grow heavier, the unbearable silence stretching between them.

      "Who are you," she demanded, drawing her courage to the surface, masking the tremor in her hands, "and what do you want?"

      Movement stirred, a shadow shifting.

      "I have been observing you for a long time," the voice murmured, smooth as running water. "What I want—well, that’s a more complicated answer I’m not sure you’re ready for."

      Islyn rose slowly, carefully, her limbs aching as she took a cautious step forward, barely skimming the edge of the fire’s glow. Her fingers bent into fists, nails pressing into her palms. Beyond the fire, the figure remained still.

      Perched atop a boulder, he sat with his elbows resting on his knees, head bowed, dark blonde waving locks visible under his hood, and his gaze fixed on the ground before him. Even seated, his presence was imposing, his body taking up more space than it should have, making the boulder beneath him seem small.
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