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10,560 YEARS AGO

Et Sama was ethereal, it was untainted beauty. The sky was a kaleidoscopic spectacle, a churning canvas of colors that never settled into a single pattern for more than a few fleeting moments. This realm was solely defined by its intrinsic splendor. There were no buildings, no marketplaces, and no paved roads. Nothing that could impede the unfettered, glorious sprawl of nature. Flora grew in impossible shapes and hues, and fauna roamed with absolute liberty. There was nothing here that resembled the mundane existence of Earth; then again, this was not Earth. Et Sama was the sublime, perfect realm of the Pantheon.

Anapsu, the leader of the Pantheon and one of the few who made Et Sama his permanent home, was the first to arrive at the meeting grounds. The journey for him was a mere thought. His molten-gold eyes fixed on the massive expanse of wild nature before him. He admired the towering trees that spiraled at unique, gravity-defying angles, their wood seemingly pulsating with life.

In the distance, an eight-legged, iridescent creature delicately fed on fallen leaves, unaware it was being meticulously stalked by a predator—a horrific fusion of a chitinous scorpion and a sleek, rust-colored fox. Anapsu winced, watching the prey unknowingly savor the final, blissful moments of its life.

“Does that still trouble you?” asked Nzarake, Anapsu’s wife. She was the Goddess of Light, and her presence felt like the first breath of dawn.

“It doesn’t trouble me, for it is the natural, inevitable state of things,” he replied, turning to her. “But one cannot help but feel a flicker of sorrow for the creature’s fate.”

His golden gaze met her deep, starlit-purple eyes. Her gown, a drape of pure, luminous white, flowed and billowed in the gentle, constant breeze, radiating a soft, celestial glow that chased away the shadows of the forest floor.

“The others approach,” Nzarake stated simply.

“Then let us set the stage.”

Anapsu and Nzarake extended their hands, palms down, over the clearing. Instantly, the trees surrounding the area shot upward, their massive boughs weaving together in a complex, organic lattice to form a naturally vaulted roof for the meeting.

Ma’ut-Senara, the Goddess of Judgment and Wrath, was the next to arrive. She did not walk so much as manifest, her presence carrying the weight of an approaching storm. With a sharp gesture of her hand, the ground trembled, and in a roar of shifting earth, nine thrones carved from bedrock and ancient root rose from the meeting field.

“Welcome, Ma’ut-Senara,” Nzarake greeted her. The goddess offered only a stiff, solemn nod, her eyes already scanning the horizon for the accused.

The air was then split by a searing crack in the ground, signaling the arrival of K’uk’Tzel, the God of the Underworld. Feathers the color of dried blood and obsidian lined his Great Serpent form before he shifted into a tall, pale figure, shadows clinging to his skin like a funeral shroud.

Tsuyomika, the Goddess of Love and Sex, drifted down from the clouds. Her skin glowed with a soft, roseate warmth, and her movements were a fluid dance that seemed to draw the very air toward her in a languid embrace. She took her seat with a playful, yet sharp, smile.

A Great Stag with antlers of blossoming dogwood stepped under the trees, shimmering as it transformed into Brannach, the God of Nature. He wore robes of living moss, and his eyes held the wild, unpredictable green of a deep thicket. He was followed closely by Padmavitra, a goddess of quiet grace, whose four slender arms moved in perfect synchronicity as she took her place upon a throne of woven briars. 

The sound of clashing steel and a heavy, rhythmic march announced the arrival of Hraudyr, the God of War. He wore armor that looked as though it had been forged in the heart of a dying star, scarred by a thousand battles. He did not sit so much as occupy his throne, his hand resting perpetually on the hilt of a blackened blade.

Teoxihua, the Goddess of Hatred, walked in with unnerving silence. Her presence felt like a cold draft in a warm room. Her hood was pulled low, obscuring a face etched with eternal bitterness; only the cold, hard focus of her eyes could be seen in the shadows. She took a seat far from the others, her hands clenched white in her lap.

“Fellow members of the Pantheon,” Anapsu began, his voice resonating under the wooden ceiling. “I believe you all know why we have gathered.”

“One of our own has committed an act of treason,” Nzarake finished for him. “Nkulu, the God of Magic, granted his power to the mortals of Bani Ala. We are here today to determine his punishment.”

At that moment, the thrones shifted, the heavy stone grinding against the soil until they formed a perfect circle. Anapsu took his seat and nodded a command to K’uk’Tzel.

The God of the Underworld held his hands toward the center of the circle, and a small, precise crack opened in the floor. From it rose Nkulu, his hands and feet bound by chains of soul-iron that hummed with a deathly chill.

“Do you have nothing to say for yourself, Nkulu?” Ma’ut-Senara asked, her voice like the strike of a gavel.

“Please, Nkulu, tell us why you did this,” Tsuyomika pleaded softly, leaning forward. “I am sure you had a justifiable reason, but if you do not speak, we will never know.”

“A good reason?” Teoxihua’s voice was a harsh rasp. “I don't care what his reason was. Giving magic to mortals was an act of profound stupidity, and we must swiftly execute his sentence.”

Nkulu finally looked up at Anapsu, then briefly swept his gaze over the assembled Pantheon, before shaking his head.

“I did what I did because of what we did,” Nkulu stated, finally meeting Anapsu’s eyes. “We discarded our mistakes and ignored them.”

“The task is finished,” Hraudyr countered, his voice a deep, metallic boom.

“If you truly believe that, you are even more foolish than I suspected,” Nkulu scoffed. “They have been whispering to the mortals, subtly working to sway them.”

“To what end?” Anapsu asked, concern flickering in his eyes. “They are locked away in the Deep Beyond.”

“Have you truly forgotten that I am not the only pathway?” Nkulu countered.

“Instead, you gave them magic, and they now turn away from us,” Nzarake said coldly.

Nkulu remained quiet for a long moment. “Determine my punishment and be done with it.”

Anapsu offered a small, grim smile as he glanced at Nzarake.

“Nkulu, you are to be stripped of your celestial status and rendered fully mortal,” Anapsu pronounced. “You shall then serve the remainder of your life in the Deep Beyond.”

A hole, jagged and sudden, tore open in the air. As Nkulu was brutally shoved through it, a straight beam of intense green light shot to the sky, instantly encircled by a second, rapidly rotating beam of blinding golden energy. Just like that, Nkulu’s punishment had begun.

Anapsu rose from his throne. “Now, let us choose an avatar to quell the coming storm. These Oloru will not be permitted to bring shame upon us.”

The Pantheon stood in unison and retreated—each god and goddess disappearing into the kaleidoscopic sky of Et Sama.
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THE PLAYGROUND WAS supposed to be a sanctuary; a kingdom ruled by laughter, where scraped knees were badges of honor and imagination knew no bounds. But today, something felt wrong.

Simone Wells lingered at the edge of the grassy field, the warm blades brushing against her sneakers as a restless breeze tugged at her jacket. Children's voices rose and fell around her, a swirling birdsong of chaos and joy; the kind of beautiful madness she usually loved.

Today, it only unsettled her.

She stepped forward, weaving through darting limbs and half-formed games. Kids argued over made-up rules, their worlds colliding and splitting like colorful galaxies. A few barreled past her, oblivious to her presence.

She reached the edge of the playground and hesitated, her gaze sweeping over the towering jungle gym and the swings creaking in rhythm with the wind.

The air shifted.

And just like that, the laughter died.

Silence fell. It was thick and unnatural, pressing against her ears like deep water.

Simone stepped onto the cedar chips, the soft crunch under her sneakers far too loud in the stillness. She approached the children; and stopped dead.

They stood motionless. Not playing. Not moving. Just... staring.

Their eyes were glazed, empty, wrong.

A chill wrapped around Simone’s spine. She whispered into the silence, "What is going on?"

"Scary, isn’t it?" said a voice behind her, smooth and smug.

She spun around.

Wilson Akers leaned casually against the slide, lazily tossing a baseball into the air with one hand, catching it with a steady thunk in the glove on the other. The sound grew louder with each catch, like slow, rumbling thunder.

But something was wrong with Wilson’s smile. It stretched too wide, unnatural, sharp.

And his teeth were razor-edged.

Simone stumbled back as Wilson’s emerald eyes flared into burning red, his golden hair twisting and stretching upward like writhing flames.

"You’re not Wilson," she said, voice shaking.

The creature's grin split wider. "Clever girl."

The baseball fell into the glove with a final, deafening boom that cracked the sky.

Darkness devoured the sun. Red lightning clawed through the churning clouds. The wind shrieked. Grass withered into ash beneath her feet.

And the frozen children convulsed—twisting, reshaping—becoming beasts of too many teeth and not enough mercy.

Simone’s heart hammered against her ribs. "What is this?"

"The future," the not-Wilson purred, "shaped by you."

"That doesn’t make sense!" she cried.

The creature hurled the baseball straight at her. Simone flinched, raising her arms to shield herself.

But the impact never came.

The ball hovered in the air, spinning furiously, humming with a strange, vibrant energy.

Instinct surged through her. She thrust her hands forward and the ball shot back, swelling into a blazing boulder of light.

It struck the creature squarely in the chest.

He screamed, a sound that split the air as his body disintegrated into blinding, white-hot dust.

Silence returned.

And then, a low laugh echoed from everywhere and nowhere at once.

Simone’s gaze snapped upward.

The lightning twisted into a monstrous face, seething with rage.

"All lies will be exposed," the voice thundered. "The Oloru will fall!"

Lightning surged down toward her.

Simone screamed—

And woke.

Her body shot upright, slick with sweat. Around her, lamps exploded. Books flew from shelves. Windows cracked and burst outward. Her bedroom door splintered into jagged fragments.

"Simone!" her mother, Diedre, cried, bursting into the room with her father close behind.

Simone’s lips quivered. "What’s wrong with me?"

Diedre rushed to gather her into trembling arms, Gerald wrapping around them both. The room pulsed with a tension Simone didn’t understand. She was afraid.

"Come downstairs," Gerald said quietly. "There’s something we need to tell you."



The living room was too quiet, heavy with tension. Simone curled into the couch, legs tucked under her, hands wringing the hem of her shirt. Her parents stood before her, their faces drawn and shadowed in the dim light.

For a long moment, no one spoke.

Finally, Diedre broke the silence.

"What you saw," she said gently, "wasn’t just a dream. And what happened upstairs... was magic."

Simone blinked. "Magic?"

Gerald nodded solemnly. "Earth isn't humanity's true home. We come from a world before this—Bani Ala."

Diedre’s voice was soft but steady. "Bani Ala was ruled by beings who called themselves the Pantheon. Gods in name, tyrants in truth. They hoarded power, crushed rebellion. Until a rogue god, Nkulu, gave mortals a gift—the knowledge of magic. Those mortals became warriors of balance and light. They were called the Oloru."

Simone’s throat tightened. "And they fought the Pantheon?"

"Yes," Gerald said. "The war shattered Bani Ala. The Pantheon fled, hiding here, burying magic under fear and religion, rewriting history to blind us."

"But magic never died," Diedre said. "It lived on in bloodlines like ours."

Simone swallowed hard. "I’m...Oloru?"

"You are," Gerald said. "And now that your power’s awakened, the Pantheon knows. They'll come for you."

Fear prickled Simone’s skin. "Will they kill me?"

Diedre clutched her hand. "Not if we can help it. There's still time, but we have to leave. Now."

Gerald picked up the car keys, his face grim. "There’s a ritual. One that can reunite the worlds and possibly end the Pantheon’s rule forever. It must be performed by seventy-five chosen ones. You’re one of them."

A thousand questions burned inside Simone, but only one found her voice.

"Will it hurt?"

Diedre smiled faintly, brushing a strand of hair from Simone’s face. "No, baby. Magic is like breathing. It’s always been part of you."

Simone nodded slowly, heart pounding. "Where do we go?"

Gerald’s voice was a low rumble. "To the mountains. To the Judaculla Stone. That’s where it begins."

As they stepped into the night, Simone glanced back at the house one last time, a hollow ache stirring in her chest.

Something inside her had shifted, breaking wide open.

There was no going back.
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THE WINDING ROAD TURNED from asphalt to loose gravel, then finally to dirt. The tires of Gerald Wells’ old sedan groaned under the uneven terrain, jostling the sleeping girl in the backseat. Simone stirred, blinking into the faint silver light of dawn as the car crept through the veil of towering trees.

"Where... are we?" she asked, voice thick with sleep.

"We’re close," Deidre said from the passenger seat, eyes forward, her voice tight. "The Judaculla Stone is just ahead."

Simone peered out the window. All around them, dense forest stretched endlessly, trees so tall and thick they devoured the pale light of the fading moon. But the sun was rising. Simone could feel it in her bones—the air had shifted. Birds stirred. Something ancient seemed to wake with the earth.

Gerald’s voice cracked as he spoke. "We’re almost there, sweetheart. Just hang on."

Simone sat up straighter. Her father’s voice, once a pillar of certainty, now trembled with a strain he couldn’t hide. It unsettled her more than the strange morning air.

"You’re scared," she said plainly. "Why are you scared?"

Gerald opened his mouth, closed it, then sighed. "Because this is bigger than us, Simone. What’s about to happen—it affects everything. Every person in our world...and the next."

He turned the car into a clearing. Before them rose a gently sloping hill, its grass painted in colors that shimmered and shifted with the light—emerald to gold to crimson. At the summit stood the Judaculla Stone, pulsing with a low, thrumming power.

But the peace of the clearing shattered. Red lightning forked across the sky like veins in a bleeding wound. Wind howled through the trees. The ground rumbled beneath their feet.

Gerald threw the car into park. "We need to climb. Now."

The family pressed forward up the hill. Each step became a battle—against the howling wind, against the hail that struck their skin like stone, against the rocks that tumbled like cannon fire from above. But they climbed.

Halfway up, Deidre cried out. A burst of golden light illuminated the mountaintop. Simone hovered above the earth, her hair lifted in an unseen current, her eyes now pure white, as if lit from within.

"Storm be still," she said, she was confused as to how she knew what to do.

The storm recoiled. The wind dropped. The light around Simone dimmed as she slowly descended to the ground, returning to herself. Her eyes fluttered back to their familiar brown, and her feet touched the earth once more.

"Daddy..." she whispered, trembling. "I’m scared."

Gerald swallowed hard. "I know, baby. We are too."

Deidre stepped forward, cradling a large, worn book bound in dark leather. She flipped it open, each page puffing a small cloud of dust into the air. She turned to a page marked with a ribbon of deep red.

"Simone, you need to say these words after me," Deidre said, her voice breaking, her hands shaking.

Simone’s eyes darted between her parents. "This feels wrong. Like something’s not right."

Gerald took his wife’s hand. "We know. But you have to be brave now. Stronger than you’ve ever been."

"Why are you talking like this?" Simone asked. "Why do you sound like you’re saying goodbye?"

"There’s no time," Deidre said through her tears. "Repeat the words."

Her mother began the incantation in a language Simone didn’t understand, but somehow knew. The words curled in her mouth like smoke and heat:

"Aw ye ne lamen, aw kerew, min tun ye kelen ye folo, nka sisan, kera fila ye, aw yeo lajen..."

"Again!" Deidre cried, as if trying to outrun something unseen.

The winds surged again. The sky cracked apart. Bolts of red lightning struck trees and turned them to ash. The Judaculla Stone glowed brighter.

Simone screamed the words again over the roar of the world unraveling.

"Again!" Gerald said. He had dropped to one knee, his face gaunt, his skin pale and stretched thin. Simone saw the bones pressing beneath his skin.

"Daddy?" she gasped. "What’s happening to you?"

Deidre was bleeding from her eyes and nose, still gripping the book with one hand, Gerald’s hand with the other. "Finish it, Simone. One last time."

Her vision blurred. Her limbs trembled. The words came out broken, slurred—but still she spoke them. As the final syllable left her lips, the hill exploded in silence. The pressure crushed her, pulling her under like a great ocean wave. Her world went black.



She awoke hours later to a sky of bruised clouds and quiet. The grass beneath her was cold with dew. Her vision swam.

"Mom?" she whispered. "Dad?"

Silence.

She pushed herself to her feet and stumbled forward—only to trip over something hard. She looked down.

Bones.

Dozens of them. Dry. Brittle.

Simone picked one up and let out a sharp cry. Her knees gave out, and she collapsed into the pile.

"No. No, no, no..."

She raised her hands and, with desperation, recited the incantation again. And again. And again.

But the light didn’t come back. The stone did not respond.

She lay curled on the ground, sobbing until sleep took her once more.



When she awoke, it was with the ache of cold in her bones. She dragged herself to the car and opened the back door. A single envelope sat on the console.

Her name was on it.

Hands shaking, she tore it open and read.

Dear Simone,

We’re sorry we lied. But if you had known the truth, you never would’ve let us go through with it.

The spell required more than words. It required life—ours. The magic needed the life force of the two people you love. It was the only way to reconnect the worlds.

We made peace with this long ago, when we discovered who you were—what you were. We knew one day, we’d be the cost. But you, Simone, are the hope of two worlds.

Don’t carry this as guilt. Carry it as truth. You saved everything.

Live fully. Laugh often. Make mistakes. Ask questions. Tell stories. Be who you are meant to be.

We love you, always.

—Mommy and Daddy

Simone sat still in the backseat for what felt like hours. Then, finally, she got out of the car. She did not look back at the hill, the stone, or the bones.

She walked forward into the forest—cold, alone, and broken—but not empty.

The price had been paid.

And her story was just beginning.
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FIFTEEN YEARS LATER

The wind had gone still—too still.

Victor crouched low in the underbrush, his breath ragged, every heartbeat like thunder in his ears. Beside him, Sophia pressed a trembling hand to her son’s chest, willing his panic into silence.

In the clearing ahead, a nightmare unfolded.

A family—mother, father, and three children—hung upside down from the thick limbs of the ancient trees. Their bodies twisted slowly, caught in the morning light that filtered through the canopy like falling shards of gold. The bandits moved among them like vultures, their laughter coarse and cruel.

The leader was a brute of a man, bald with jagged scars across his scalp. He wore a faded graphic t-shirt depicting a cartoon from a world long gone, and jeans torn at the knees. His boots were soaked in dried blood. He walked slowly down the line of victims, pausing before each child.

He caressed their cheeks with a grin that made the trees themselves seem to recoil. "Such sweet little faces," he hissed.

"Don’t touch them!" the father roared, thrashing against his bonds.

The bandit leader gave a casual nod. A fist struck the father’s gut with a dull thud. He gasped, then spat blood into the dirt.

The trees groaned—ancient beings with no mouths to speak, but voices nonetheless. They did not approve of this violence, but fire had scarred their bark before. They would not intervene again.

The leader turned to the mother. "Three children," he said, stroking his chin. "Fertile, I’d wager."

She spat in his face.

His eyes gleamed. "Spicy. I like that." He turned to his men. "Cut her down. She’s mine."

In the brush, Sophia gasped and slapped a hand over her mouth. Victor shifted—just a twitch—but it was enough.

The bandits turned.

Two of them charged the bushes and dragged the mother and son into the clearing. The leader’s eyes lit up.

"More guests! What luck," he grinned. "Were you watching? You like the show, huh? Freaks. String ’em up."

Before the order could be carried out, a voice cut through the clearing like steel through silk.

"Let them go."

Heads turned.

A lone woman stepped from the tree line. She moved without fear, as if the dozen bandits and their weapons were nothing more than shadows. She wore a black hooded sweatshirt, worn jeans, and boots caked in old ash. Her steps stirred the wind, and the trees whispered her name though no one had spoken it yet.

The leader cocked his head. "And who the fuck are you supposed to be?"

She shrugged. "Doesn’t matter. What matters is you let those people go. Now."

The men laughed.

She pulled her hood down. Her tightly coiled hair shimmered with traces of golden dust—residue of power she held. Her expression remained calm, even bored.

"Sorry," she said. "I must’ve missed the joke. Why are we laughing?"

"String her up too," the leader sneered.

She raised her hand. Three fingers extended—thumb, index, and middle.

The nearest bandit screamed in sudden agony, clutching his groin. He dropped to the ground, writhing.

"Move again," the woman said, "and he’ll never piss standing up again."

Another bandit stepped forward.

She didn’t move—but the man screamed all the same. Three others followed. Pain erupted in them like fire under the skin. They dropped as one.

The leader’s smile faded.

"Let them go," she said, "or your men will forever sing falsetto."

"Do it," he growled.

"No! Fuck that!" one of the bandits shouted. "Don’t listen to him! I don’t actually rock with him like that."

The woman twisted her wrist. More screams. That was enough.

The leader gave a curt nod. The ropes were cut. The family collapsed to the ground in a heap. The mother, the leader had claimed, scrambled away, clutching her children.

"Now run," the woman said.

The father gave her a grateful nod and vanished into the trees with his family.

Sophia and Victor remained.

The woman gave them a once-over, then turned away.

"Wait," Victor called. "Where are you going?"

"Somewhere far away so I can mind my business," she replied without looking back. "You should try it sometime. Great for mental health."

"Please," Sophia said. "We’re not asking for protection. Just help. Just enough to get clear of this cursed place."

The woman paused, sighed, then turned.

"Head north. Cut west at the old water tower. Stick to the trees. Stay out of the clearings. Avoid the crows—they’re spies."

Sophia stepped forward. "At least tell us your name."

Another sigh. "Simone. Simone Wells."

Sophia blinked. "The Simone Wells? The Oloru who—"

"Broke the world?" Simone finished. "Yeah. That’s me. Although I prefer ‘reset it to what it was always supposed to be.’ And for the record, there were seventy-five of us. I just happened to be the loudest."

“I’m Sophia Flores and this is my son Victor.”

Simone nodded to acknowledge them.

The clearing went silent.

Victor stared. "You’re a legend. People said you disappeared after the Merge."

"I did," Simone said. "And I liked it that way."

"But you’re so young," Sophia said softly. "You shouldn’t be alone."

"I’m twenty-five," Simone replied. "On Bani Ala, that’s old enough to be a saint or a corpse. Sometimes both."

"We’re heading to the Southern Keep," Victor said. "They say it’s safe there."

Simone tilted her head. "Safe-ish. The gates are guarded by the Sisters of Flame and Workshop Techs. But getting there..."

"What?" Sophia asked.

"You’ll have to pass through Yamkha territory."

She let the words settle.

"They eat people," she added.

Victor’s face went pale.

"All the more reason to come with us," Sophia said. "You know the way. You have power. Please."

Simone hesitated. Fifteen years alone had forged her into a blade—sharp, cold, and unbreakable. But even blades need something to protect, something to cut.

She looked at the boy, at the mother holding him close, and felt something stir—distant, buried, familiar.

"I’ll take you within a half mile of the gate," she said. "No more."

"That’s all we ask," Sophia said.

"But," Simone continued, "you do exactly what I say, when I say it. No questions. No arguments."

"Deal," they said in unison.

Simone turned back to the trees. Her boots crushed the leaves with weight and purpose.

Behind her, two new shadows followed.

And far ahead, in the dark woods of Yamkha,  barbarians waited... hungry.
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BRAVE FATHER JOSEPH of the House of the Wolf sat ensconced in the high-backed oaken throne that had cradled generations of chieftains before him on Bani Ala. The armrests, once engraved with the runes of the First Wolf, were worn smooth by the passage of time and the weight of countless war councils. Behind him, a mantle of wolf pelts draped over the stone wall, a silent testament to the lineage that had ruled these mountains for centuries before The Merge. Above, torchlight danced across the arched ceiling like shadows locked in a silent duel.

The hall was quiet—too quiet for a place built for strategy and judgment. Even the wind beyond the thick walls had gone still, as if the very mountain held its breath.

Joseph exhaled deeply, his breath catching in the cold air before fading into silence. It echoed faintly through the stone chamber, sounding more like the whisper of an oncoming storm than a man’s breath. Before him stood his children, Mason and Elira, eyes clouded with uncertainty, their silhouettes carved in firelight like statues awaiting a verdict.

Joseph’s body bore the map of battle. Scars ran like rivers across his arms and face, and his left eye—milky and sightless—had been lost during the Siege of Highmere, a land that no longer exists due to the Merge. He did not hide it. He bore it proudly. Joseph was not merely a chieftain; he was legend-made-flesh, the Wolf of the Wilds, the Silent Blade, the Oath-Keeper. And yet, on this night, beneath the weight of duty and politics, even legends could feel the sting of doubt.

The silence fractured.

"Father..." Mason’s voice emerged like the hush before a battle cry—unsteady, but gathering strength. "Are you certain this is the path you must take?"

Elira took a step forward, her brow furrowed in concern. She did not inherit her father’s silence but rather her mother’s fire. "I have to admit... I am confused by the swiftness of your marriage to Brave Mother Carrie. It feels less like a union and more like a gambit."

Joseph’s storm-gray eyes, forged in the fires of war, met his daughter’s gaze. For a moment, the old warrior said nothing. Then, slowly, he leaned forward in his seat, resting his calloused hands—scarred and veined—upon the worn arms of the throne.

“Do not fear,” he said, his voice like stone grinding on steel. "You’ve both seen the rise of House Jasiri and the dark cunning of House Onyx. You’ve heard the whispers in the dark and seen the flicker of torchlight beyond our borders. They do not test us by chance. They test us because they believe we are weakening. Every passing day, they grow bolder, clawing at the edges of our land like jackals drawn to blood. And the Enlightened..." He spat the word like poison. "—those pale-eyed zealots would see every noble house devoured by their flame of false purity."

He rose then, slow as an elder waking from slumber. The weight of his ceremonial armor groaned with age and purpose. Iron pauldrons, carved with the fangs of the First Wolf, caught the firelight as he stood. The chamber seemed to shrink around him.

"This marriage is not born of desire or sentiment," he said, voice rising. "It is forged out of necessity—of survival. It is the blade we must wield before others strike first."

Mason said nothing, his jaw tight, his hand resting on the hilt of the longsword at his waist. But Elira would not relent.

"I understand the need for strength, Father," she said, her voice like drawn steel. "But Brave Mother Carrie is not a loyal wolf. She is a fox in wolf’s fur. She speaks in diplomacy but dreams in conquest. She will not stand beside you as an equal—she will wait for the moment you sleep, then slit your throat and raise her banner over our gate. Not as a partner. As a victor."

Joseph stepped from the dais, his boots striking stone like war drums. He walked with the slow confidence of a man who had marched into death and returned with his teeth around its neck. The blade at his hip—Wolf’s Howl—remained sheathed, but its presence was like thunder in the room. The blade, it was said, drank the fury of its wielder and whispered in battle. It had never once failed him.

He stopped in front of Elira and placed a heavy, weathered hand on her shoulder—firm, but not cruel.

"She may try," he said, the words as quiet and deadly as the stillness before battle. "Carrie was raised among vipers and taught to kill with smiles. She is ambition given flesh. But I did not carve House of the Wolf out of these mountains by being blind. I have seen her ambition, and I have measured it."

He turned toward the tall stained-glass windows behind the throne, where the emblem of his house glowed in colored lights, proud and strong. Red suns, black thorns, ivory towers, and wolves cast long shadows across the chamber floor.

"Let her come for me, if she dares. She will find the Wolf does not sleep. And our teeth are still sharp enough to carve Ulridge stone from bone."

Then, quieter, more solemn: "If I must dance with a blade to save our people, I will not flinch. If I must lay down beside a traitor to protect this House, I will not hesitate. Better a dangerous ally than a certain enemy."

He turned back, voice heavy with legacy. "But should I fall... should her blade find my heart in the dark—you do not mourn. You rise. You lead. You avenge."

The heavy chamber doors boomed open.

Lieutenant Ramson, broad-shouldered and flushed with urgency, stormed through the threshold. His armor clinked like a thousand chimes in a storm, his expression tight with tension—but not fear. No, there was something else in his eyes.

"They’ve arrived," he announced, voice echoing across stone. "A full convoy. House Koa rides under banner and bribe."

A hush fell like a shroud.

Joseph did not speak. He merely moved.

He passed his children, his cloak trailing like a shadow, and marched down the torchlit hall. The heavy doors to the courtyard groaned open. Cold mountain air struck his face like a slap of truth.

Outside, the night sky loomed vast and black, studded with stars. Below it, the winding road that curled around the Wolf’s Fang and Sheerback Mountains was choked with carriages of Bani Ala and massive vehicles of Earth. The carriages golden trim gleamed in torchlight. Guards in crimson lacquered armor held swords and rifles. They stood at attention beside crates piled high with riches: chests overflowing with coins, satchels of fragrant seed, and silk-wrapped bundles of foreign building stone.

It was not a gift.

It was an insult.

The silver fang banner of the Wolf fluttered against the wind as Joseph stepped forward, his children flanking him. The procession stretched long—too long—like a serpent grown fat on deception.

Joseph’s jaw clenched. The old warrior’s gaze swept over the display of wealth, then narrowed. His body tensed like a drawn bow. Without a word, he stepped forward and kicked the nearest carriage. Wood splintered. Gold coins tumbled like laughter onto the stone. The sound was deafening.

Not a soul moved.

Everyone understood.

House Koa had dared to send a message in silver and silk: that the House of the Wolf—guardians of the mountain, keepers of the flame—were no longer sovereigns, but beggars. That their union with Ulridge was not an alliance of titans, but the desperate marriage of a dwindling House.

Joseph turned, eyes burning like forge-fire.

"Let all who stand here remember," he roared, voice rising like a storm cresting the peaks, "we are not beasts to be fed. We are wolves. And wolves do not beg."

He drew Wolf’s Howl in a single motion. The blade hissed like wind through pine, and its edge caught the firelight with a hungry gleam.

"They take."

The soldiers of House Koa, who’d accompanied the shipment, remained externally stoic. Internally, they knew Brave Mother Tasha and Brave Father Robert of House Koa had succeeded in getting under the skin of Brave Father Joseph.
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SIMONE GUIDED SOPHIA and Victor across the windswept plains where golden reeds whispered secrets in the breeze. The path they followed twisted through the outer wilds of what used to be the Sandhills of North Carolina. Ahead, nestled like a forgotten memory in a shallow hollow, stood a weather-worn utility shed—her sanctuary, her watchtower.

Long ago, the land here had belonged to an elderly man, a hermit-scholar who whispered to trees and read the stars. His family had been claimed well before the Merge—the cataclysm that had sewn Earth back into the seams of the lost realm of Bani Ala. When the veil between worlds tore, the old man had vanished, his spirit perhaps taken by the magic that surged like a flood through the mortal plane. His house, once a humble wooden structure, had long since been reduced to cinders—pillaged and burned in the chaotic aftermath by ancient magic and heartless bandits. Only the outbuilding remained, its roof patched with scavenged metals, its walls strengthened with Simone’s spells and salvaged wards.

She had made it her post. A place to rest. To watch. To wait.

The dry, brittle grass crackled softly beneath their feet. Simone moved like a shadow at dusk, her senses open, her gaze slicing the terrain with instinctive precision. The air shimmered with heat and unseen power. Then—something stirred to her left.

She froze, and with a silent signal, extended her arm to halt Sophia and Victor in their tracks. Her other hand lifted, fingers spreading. Fire bloomed along her palm, dancing with contained fury, casting a flickering glow across her steady face.

The tall reeds rustled again, and from their golden veil emerged a beast—graceful, massive, and crowned in quiet majesty.

A zephyrlynx.

It padded forward with the elegance of starlight over still water. Towering as high as a moose, its dappled fur shimmered with faint prismatic hues, catching the fading sunlight like threads of spun glass. Long, silken whiskers trailed like streamers in the wind, and its eyes—vast and opalescent—regarded Simone with curiosity rather than fear.

Though their size made them terrifying to the uninitiated, the zephyrlynx were actually gentle in nature, feeding only on crystal moss and barkleaf. Revered in some Houses as messengers of the rogue god Nkulu himself, they were peaceful, elusive creatures who avoided conflict whenever possible.

Simone lowered her flame, allowing it to gutter into smoke. The zephyrlynx offered a slow blink and turned away, vanishing once more into the grasses as if it had never been.

Victor let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

"What... was that?" he whispered.

Simone didn’t answer at first. She simply stared after the creature, as if reading a sign the others couldn’t see.

"An omen," she said finally. "They don’t wander this close to old human shelters. Zephyrlynxs usually avoid humans. Not unless something is coming, your bandit buddies probably have formed a horde and are encroaching on its territory.. We should get moving soon. I need to grab a few things first."

Sophia and Victor stepped hesitantly into Simone’s sanctuary—if it could be called that. The shed stood like a forgotten relic at the edge of a dying pine grove, its crooked form half-swallowed by sand and time. Inside, it felt sacred in its simplicity. The walls, reinforced with old planks and spell-woven roots, pulsed faintly with protection glyphs, their light now dulled with age. A stack of rusted tin cans sat neatly in one corner like offerings to some forgotten survival god. A bed, barely wider than a child, was dressed in frayed but folded blankets stitched together from mismatched fabrics—some patterned with sigils, others just scraps of pre-merging Earth.

A single window, crusted with age, had been covered with yellowing newspaper from the old world and palm-sized waxed leaves that shimmered faintly in the light. The air smelled like iron, pine dust, and the subtle ozone burn of old magic.

Without a word, Simone crouched beside the bed and tugged a weather-worn pack from beneath it. The zipper groaned as she opened it, and she reached inside with practiced precision, pulling out a matte-black handgun wrapped in silk stained with protective ink.

She turned, her gaze sharp as bladeglass, and handed it to Sophia.

"You know how to use this?"

Sophia blinked, caught off guard by the abruptness of the gesture. "Yeah... I mean, I know the basics. Can’t promise I’m a sharpshooter."

Simone didn’t smile. She was already moving, already elsewhere in her thoughts. "Doesn’t matter. You won’t be using it unless they’re close—close enough you can’t miss. The clip’s full, but that’s all we’ve got. Make every shot count."

From beneath the cot, Simone drew a long, curved machete. Its edge glowed faintly with a warm amber sheen, whispering its readiness. She flipped it in one hand, then placed it gently into Victor’s arms. The weapon was heavy, forged not just of steel but of intent—tempered in old rituals to never dull in defense.

"Same goes for you," she said, eyes narrowing. "Don’t swing like you’re swatting at flies. If you’re reckless, that blade will drink your blood first."

Victor, unusually quiet, nodded, hands tightening around the hilt.

Simone slung the pack over her shoulder, took one final sweep of the shed, then stepped outside. The late sun filtered through the long-needle pines, painting everything in fire and gold. She stood at the threshold, her hand resting on the crooked doorway. For a brief moment, her expression shifted—softened. Eight years. This place had seen her grief, her training, her nightmares. It had hidden her from enemies and from herself. In the fifteen years since the Merge this shack was the closest thing she had to a home.

With a whisper like wind threading through a flute, she murmured, "Turo odoko apwa." The words shimmered as they left her lips, curling through the air like glowing threads.

Behind her, the shed began to unravel—not explode, not burn, but quietly dissolve. Its walls became ash-veins, crumbling upward into the wind. The protection runes flared once, bright gold, before blinking out like fireflies at dawn. Within moments, the place was gone—nothing left but sand and memory.

Simone didn’t look back again.

"We move fast," she said, her voice flat as iron. "Keep up, or get left behind."

She walked ahead, and the others followed into the whispering pines, where the sky above was too wide, and danger too near.

They walked in silence, the three of them—only the sound of crunching sand and whispering pine needles filled the void. Time stretched, heavy with unspoken questions. Sophia and Victor exchanged glances but dared not break the stillness. Simone, eyes always scanning, gave them nothing.

At last, Victor couldn’t take it anymore. “How far are we from the Yamkha Lands?”

“Little more than a day. Less than two.”

He hesitated. “Have you dealt with them before?”

Simone exhaled through her nose. “Too many times. Once was enough.”

“We’ve heard stories, but we’ve never actually seen one,” Sophia said.

"Then pray it stays that way."

Victor risked another question, his voice smaller now. "But... if they come after us, couldn’t you stop them—with your magic?"

Simone stopped walking. Turned just enough to meet his eyes.

"Magic doesn’t work like that," she said, voice edged like obsidian.

Victor opened his mouth again, earning a glare from Sophia and a slap to the shoulder. Still, Simone sensed the longing in his curiosity—and despite herself, she gave in.

"There’s structure to what we do. The Oloru aren’t just spell-flingers. We’re ranked and classified. Four tiers: Greenhorn, Twixt, Prime, and Majestic. Most never rise past Twixt. And we’re divided by schools—Elemental, Psionic, Alchemic, and Spellbound."

She paused just long enough to draw breath. “I’m a Majestic Elemental.”

“But you used psionics on the bandits,” Sophia said before catching herself.

"There are a few of us—rare ones—called Heshima. We can cross schools. I’m Elemental first, but I’ve trained into Spellbound and Psionic as well. Greenhorn level in those."

Victor gave a low whistle. "So basically, you’re terrifying."

Simone didn’t reply. Her gaze turned toward the horizon, grim and watchful.

“The Yamkhas were human... once. The Merge warped them—bone, blood, mind. They’re cannibals now, nearly spell-proof. Dense bodies, no minds to push. I could take down one or two. Any more than that, and I’d burn out.”

She looked back at them. “That’s why we don’t fight. We avoid. We move quietly. And if we see them—run.”

She turned and kept walking. Sophia and Victor didn’t wait for an invite, they just followed. 
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BRAVE MOTHER CARRIE of Ulridge House sat reclined upon her throne of duskwood and carved granite, a monument to power shaped like a blade’s hilt. Her posture, loose and lounging, suggested disinterest, but the sharp tilt of her head told another story—a predator at rest, not disillusion . Cold light streamed through a stained-glass skylight above, refracting across her high cheekbones and draping her in bloodred, amethyst, and gold.

The throne room—wide and solemn—was a thing of power, not comfort. Stone pillars etched with Ulridge history framed the chamber, and braziers of blue flame crackled between them, casting strange shadows along the obsidian floor. Velvet banners depicting a blooming black rose—the sigil of House Ulridge—hung heavy in the air, weighed by iron rods and the memory of wars past.

“...no movement since the Swan incident,” her advisor was saying, his thin voice nearly drowned beneath the echo of his own footsteps. “But they’ve begun drawing down border sentries. Quietly. Strategically.”

That caught her attention.

Carrie shifted in her throne. The long, sable braid over her shoulder slithered forward like a living thing. Her eyes, a merciless shade of storm-grey, narrowed with focus.

“They’re thinning their line?” she asked, the question slicing the silence. “Why?”

The advisor—a wiry man named Sulin, with ink-stained fingers and a scholar’s nervous gait—cleared his throat. "No confirmation. But I suspect they anticipate... an incursion."

“From who?” Carrie’s voice was ice with a blade behind it. “The Enlightened?”

She spat the word like something sour. “They wouldn’t raise a blade if you served their children to them on iron platters. All that ‘oneness’ and ‘inner light’ idiocy.”

Sulin hesitated. “True, Brave Mother. But... they’ve grown. All across the continent. Cities, villages—even among lesser nobles. Their converts multiply faster than locusts, and they leave behind the same silence.”

Carrie rose to her feet, the rustle of her tunic’s velvet hem sweeping over the floor like fog. Her silhouette was regal and sharp, the weight of Ulridge authority stitched into every line of her posture. She walked to the far wall where a massive map stretched across the stone like a topographic tapestry.

Her domain, the Ulridge House, was carved into hills and folded valleys—a lush but harsh land nestled beneath a towering ridge of snow-laced mountains. The terrain was unforgiving but not impossible, the cold sharp but never cruel. Its beauty was severe: rolling green and ochre ridges cut by misty gorges, lakes like glass lying in craters of long-dead volcanoes, and towns built into cliff faces like spider nests of stone. Above all loomed the Sheerback Mountains, white-crowned titans whose breath turned the sky grey. Their shadow fed Ulridge with meltwater and protection but offered no warmth. However, soon after the upcoming marriage of convenience, the mountains would be under her command as well. At least after Brave Father Joseph was disposed of.

This land made its people strong. It forged them on hard earth and colder truths. Carrie had ruled them for twenty years, ever since her mother’s blood turned the snow red outside Blackthorn Pass.

“Why,” Carrie asked again, “would the Swan withdraw unless they fear something worse than us?”

Sulin wet his lips. “It isn’t fear... it’s faith. The Enlightened aren’t casting spells—they’re casting certainty. They preach the Agidosh: one pure force, above magic, above mortality. It promises unity. Simplicity. People are tired, my lady. Tired of House wars, of blood oaths and shifting alliances. The Enlightened promise them meaning."

Carrie's scoff was low and humorless. "Faith is a quiet army. And the people don’t even hear the drums."

A soft knock interrupted them. A servant, cloaked in pale wool and shadow, stepped forward with a scroll case and bowed.

"Urgent word from the Southern Marches, Brave Mother. Brave Father Joseph reports that House Koa has sent him tribute: timber, stone, goldleaf. He believes it to be an act of humiliation."

Carrie barked a laugh and waved for fireleaf tea, walking to her war map where the border between Ulridge and the Wolflands ran jagged as a wound.

"Tell Joseph we had no hand in this. If House Koa sees him as weak, that’s their offense. Not ours. But—send a note to Koa as well. Thank them for their ‘generosity.’ And ensure our courier Junius includes a bottle of smoked plum wine. Let them wonder if the wine is thanks or warning."

"Yes, Brave Mother," the servant said, bowing low.

"Not too courteous," she added with a smile like frost. "Let Joseph stew."

Sulin waited until the servant retreated, then resumed. "House Atama and Dona House have nearly declared war. Minor players, yes—but they are being supplied by the Swan and Atziri."

Carrie hummed with interest.

"Resource-heavy Houses feeding war through smaller proxies... draining themselves while avoiding blame," she said. "A clumsy move. Or a distraction."

"Their stated reason: both accuse the other of executing spies under the guise of travelers."

"Of course they do." Carrie returned to her throne and perched on its edge like a hawk upon a cliff. "If Swan or Atziri speak on this, I want to know before they breathe a word of it to any council."

"Understood."

"If that’s all," she said, "then I will be in my chambers. I am not to be disturbed."



Her private chambers were a contrast to the cold grandeur of the hall—a sensual den of firelight and shadows. Tapestries hung heavy with crimson and bronze thread, depicting battles, executions, and lovers entwined in victories of flesh. Incense curled through the air, thick with myrrh, ash, and bloodroot. Beneath a carved stone arch, her bed loomed large—a darkwood leviathan drowned in silk.

Her companion waited there. Bronze-skinned, eyes dark as a storm cellar, and naked save for a black iron collar—more symbol than restraint. He rose as she entered.

She sealed the door with a flick of her hand, the hum of her miniscule ase curling through the stone like a whisper of thunder. Her armor fell piece by piece as she advanced. She was a constellation of old scars and new power, muscle and fire woven into a single body.

She mounted him with force, her mouth a weapon, her hands fierce and searching. He yielded, then seized, turning her with strength she allowed only in moments like this. Their rhythm built like war drums.

When her moans grew sharp, he pressed his palm to her lips—not to silence her, but to cradle the sound. Her climax came like a blade loosed from its scabbard.

Later, her voice returned cold and sharp.

"Touch my face without permission again, and I’ll serve your manhood to my hounds."

"Yes, Brave Mother," he whispered, lowering his eyes.

She slid into a violet robe and turned away. "Did you finish?"

"No, Brave Mother."

"Then finish on your own time. And next time, don’t mistake fire for permission."

He slipped into a hidden passage without a word.

"Disobey me again," she said to the shadows, "and all you’ll have left is that memory."
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VICTOR STIRRED AWAKE beneath the canopy of morning haze, the air crisp and laced with the faint scent of moss and ash from the distant volcanoes of the Yamkha Lands. A moment of stillness passed before panic sparked in his chest—he was alone. The dying embers of last night’s fire crackled faintly, casting dancing shadows across the forest floor, but Simone and his mother were nowhere in sight.

He shot up, heart racing, scanning the woods with wild eyes. Just as he reached for the machete, rustling emerged from the underbrush. From the veil of trees to the east, Simone and Sophia emerged, their arms laden with kindling and the hefty carcass of a creature unlike anything Victor had ever seen before.

Its fur shimmered with pale grey and flecks of bronze. It had the long ears and twitching nose of a rabbit, but that was where the similarities ended. The beast’s massive hind legs were thick with muscle, built to launch not away from predators—but through them.

"A... lopfoot?" Victor asked, eyebrows raised in awe.

Simone gave a nod, the faintest curve tugging at the edge of her lips. "Yeah. Sophia took it down herself."

Victor blinked. A smile. From her.

He hadn’t seen Simone smile once since they'd met. He wasn’t even sure she could. She usually carried the weight of war in her eyes, every word wrapped in thorns. But now, for a flicker of a moment, she looked almost—human.

"Ma," Victor said, stepping forward to relieve her of the kill, "I didn’t know you knew how to hunt."

Sophia gave a sheepish shrug, brushing dirt from her trousers. "I hunted with my father as a girl. Thought I’d forgotten how. Simone helped me remember."

Simone turned away, burying her hands in the pile of sticks. She felt something unfurling in her chest—something warm. Dangerous. She hated it.

Sophia reminded her of her mother. Her laughter, the calm steadiness in her hands. And Victor... he was the type of little brother Simone might’ve once imagined, in another life—before the world broke and demanded too much.

She gritted her teeth.

They would enter the Yamkha lands by nightfall. That was enough to kill the warmth inside her. Enough to sharpen her edges again. In Yamkha territory, softness could get you slaughtered.

She would not let that happen.

Victor laid the lopfoot across a flat stone and unsheathed the machete with a metallic whisper. The creature’s hide was thick—toughened by years of wild living and magic-tainted soil—but his cuts were clean. Each movement of the blade reminded him of stories his mother used to tell, of how she and her father used to dissect animals for sale in his grandfather’s butcher’s shop.

Sophia crouched beside him, rinsing vegetables in a small basin of filtered water. Carrots, wild tubers, and a few bright-red chima pods—sharp to the tongue, but good for energy. Simone said nothing, but took to cleaning the lopfoot’s fur and turning it into strips after Victor freed it from its body. The hide would later become coverings, bandages, or even a makeshift pack. Nothing would be wasted.

The fire came alive again, stoked by Simone’s touch. No flint, no spark—just her palm, pressed to the earth. A slow hiss, then flame. Victor still wasn’t used to that. Magic. Not tricks, not illusions—but real, living power. It made his spine tighten in equal parts fear and wonder.

As the meat cooked, its scent filled the glade—smoky, savory, tinged with the wild scent of Bani Ala’s fauna. The fat hissed and dripped into the fire, and even Simone seemed to relax as the aroma reached her.

They sat in a triangle, quiet at first, chewing slowly. It was stringy, but flavorful—like pork, with a faint sweetness. The chima pods brought heat to their tongues, and Sophia passed around the water skin with a laugh when Victor coughed violently after biting into one whole.

"This is the best thing I’ve eaten in weeks," Victor said between bites, licking juice from his fingers.
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