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The Accord’s Empire

Dedication

To my wife, my flame and frost, may Freyja and Lada always bless our love. May Perun and Thor never quiet the storm in our hearts. And may Loki quell the chaos around us.


Content Warnings

This story walks through war, myth, and shadow. Within these pages, you will encounter:


	
      Violence and War: graphic battles, bloodshed, and the destruction of cities. 

	
      Torture and Torment: depictions of physical pain, psychological cruelty, and memory manipulation. 

	
      Death and Grief: on-page deaths, sacrifice, and the lasting weight of loss. 

	
      Captivity and Coercion: imprisonment, manipulation, and abuse of power. 

	
      Child Endangerment: threats and peril directed at the young. 

	
      Profanity: frequent use of strong language. 

	
      Sensual and Predatory Themes: darkly intimate language tied to obsession, control, and divine eros. 

	
      Sexual Content: includes explicit sex scenes. 

	
      Predatory Intimacy: intimacy tied to manipulation, obsession, or power imbalance. 




Pronunciation and definitions

People & Factions


Ilija (EE-lee-yah) tied to storms and memory, name common in the Balkans.



Danica (DAH-nee-kah) “Morning star” in Slavic languages; name linked to dawn.



Ana (AH-nah) A goddess figure; name means “grace” across many tongues.



Selene (seh-LEH-neh) Greek for “moon.”



The Accord (ah-KORD) Empire built on worship and obedience.



The Unforgotten (un-for-GOT-en) Those who resist silence and erasure.



Places & Geography


Athens (ATH-enz) Capital city of Greece, and seat of Accord power.



Olympus (oh-LIM-pus) Mountain of the gods in Greek myth.



Rome (ROHM) Ancient capital, scarred by divine war.



Skopje (SKOHP-yey) Capital of North Macedonia.



Sparta (SPAR-tah) Ancient Greek city-state, symbol of war and discipline.



The Acropolis (ah-CROP-oh-lis) Citadel of Athens, home to ancient temples.



The House of No Dawn: A prison without light, bound in shadow.



The Field of Ended Fates: A desolate place where paths meet their end.



Cultural & Language Terms


sine moj (SEE-neh moy) “My son” in Serbo-Croatian.



tata (TAH-tah) “Dad/father” in Serbo-Croatian.



djed (JYEHD) “Grandfather” in South Slavic languages.



ja sam ponosan (YAH sahm POH-noh-sahn) “I am proud” in Serbo-Croatian.



volim te (VOH-leem teh) “I love you.”



Sveti Ilija (SVEH-tee EE-lee-yah) Saint Elijah in Slavic tradition.



Agora (AH-go-rah) Public square/marketplace in ancient Greece.



laurel wreath: A crown symbolizing victory and legitimacy in Greek tradition.



olive grove: A common Mediterranean symbol of continuity and peace.



Mythic Crossovers


Perun (PEH-roon) Slavic thunder god.



Veles (VEH-les) Slavic underworld deity, master of trickery.



Bifröst (BEE-frost) Norse rainbow bridge between worlds.



Idunn’s Apples (EE-doon) Norse fruit of renewal and youth.



Prologue

Olympus, The Silent Throne
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Ilija

"You killed my fucking sons."

The words hit harder than her fists had. Harder than the marble that had shattered my ribs.

I lay there, broken on stone that once held up gods, and understood what my students never could when I taught them Greek tragedy. Recognition doesn't illuminate—it guts you. Understanding is the knife.

Rome had vanished with a scream of light. When she tore the Veil open, the world inverted, and when it closed again, Olympus was all that remained—broken, smoking, still breathing gods' ash.

Her voice came from deep places where mountains are born, where tectonic plates grind against each other until something gives. My ribs shifted when I breathed. The stone beneath my cheek tasted of metal and dust. Divine blood. Fallen thrones.

This is how gods die, chained and forgotten.

She walked toward me, and even through the pain, I saw centuries of artistic lies. The Renaissance had painted over her Mediterranean brutality with soft curves. This was Aphrodite Areia—the war goddess the Spartans knew, the one they were too frightened to paint. Her armor breathed roses that wept molten gold.

Golden hair conducted rage like lightning looking for ground. Those eyes—I'd known them blue once, Mediterranean summers when I still believed in happy endings. Now they burned gold. Dying stars. I used to tell my students that collapsing stars either fade or explode. She'd chosen violence.

When she knelt beside me, her breath carried contradictions. Pomegranate sweetness—Persephone's fruit. Bitter ash—Troy burning. And beneath that, something worse: the anguish of a goddess who'd turned love into a weapon.

"They were mine, Ilija." Each word crafted to cut. Personal. Intimate. Maternal grief aimed at the guilt already eating me alive. But there was something else—a flicker of performance, like she was reading someone else's script. "Born from my blood when the cosmos was young. Shaped from the marrow of my longing."

Phobos and Deimos. Fear and Dread. I'd taught their names to bored sophomores, never mentioning that gods could die of heartbreak. That immortal sons might pour themselves out for a mortal woman's smile.

"You let them unravel." She rose, predator-smooth. "Let them spill their essence into that raven-crowned girl until nothing remained. You chose her, beloved. You became their undoing."

The stone beneath me came from Mount Pentelicus—same quarries that built the Parthenon. Now it was expensive rubble. Zeus's throne loomed behind her, cracked down the middle like a spine that bore too much weight.

"You thought this was about love?" She smiled, and my skin crawled. "Love is just the silk around the blade, sweet Ilija. This was always war for mortal souls. The Accord rose from their prayers, their hymns, their desperate hunger for the divine. We gave them golden idols. They forged their own chains."

That smile deepened, too satisfying for personal victory. "Every bell that rang. Every candle they lit. They were building the shackles that would bind them to our will."

Even dying, part of me wanted to document this. Divine confession. The real story under all our myths. If scholars still existed. If libraries remained. If I lived to tell anyone.

She moved to Hera's ruined throne, fingers tracing ivory with graveyard reverence. "It started with Hera's pride. Beautiful as winter crystal. So brittle that one touch of shadow could shatter it."

I'd found those cracks—jealousy aged into poison; loneliness hardened into rage. Aphrodite had poured her anguish into those fractures like molten bronze, making something more beautiful in its brokenness.

"Ares." Her hand found his forgotten spear. "A blade dreaming of the forge. Of being remade into something worth singing about."

I knew that story. The weapon that aches to be reforged. The soldier who fights because he's forgotten how to stop. She'd promised him a beautiful war, and he'd marched into void chasing glory that existed only in his head.

"And Zeus." Her sigh could erode mountains. "The fool never understood gods exist only in mortal longing. In prayers whispered in the dark."

Her empire was built on that understanding: harvest the worship, capture the faith, watch humanity kneel. I'd seen it unfold, Cassandra-cursed with understanding but no power to stop it. Yet something in her posture suggested deference, as if her victories served something larger, something watching from beyond this ruined pantheon.

"I unmade them all for you." Her shadow fell across me. "Pulled down heaven itself. Carved us a kingdom where nothing could touch us." The words rang hollow—a justification she'd been given rather than believed. The obsession in her touch was real, but it served an agenda beyond herself.

The irony would have made Sophocles weep. I'd spent decades teaching tragic inevitability, how heroes create their own destruction. Now I was living it.

"And you burned it all for a girl who'll be dust in a blink."

Her fingers found my face—tender and terrible at once, a surgeon preparing to operate without anesthesia. Her skin burned cold, froze hot. "Don't think to call storms here. Zeus guards his sky even in death."

"We have time," she murmured. "I'll teach you to love me again. Drop by drop. Memory by memory. Even if I have to scrape her from your soul like honey from the comb."

She knew my weaknesses. But she'd made one error—she thought the original text was hers to rewrite. Some loves are written in indelible ink.

"What name is left for you, Ana, when you've devoured all the others?" My voice came from somewhere past my throat's wreckage. "Danica will find me. She'll burn the universe down to reach me. We always have."

Something flickered in her golden gaze. The predator realizing its prey had teeth.

"Then I'll make her beg for the grave." Her smile was a blade that had waited centuries for this moment. "I'll peel her from herself, layer by layer, until she forgets her own name."

She reached into my mind and showed me.

The vision hit directly, bypassing sensation to lodge in pure understanding. Danica falling through space and time. The frost beneath her was crystallized moments, joy frozen before it could bloom. Blood spread across her chest in perfect mathematical spirals. Her hair against white—a signature on an unfinished manuscript.

The Blade of Fates fell from her loosening fingers. Another weapon that wasn't enough.

A figure approached through desolation, crowned with falcon feathers. The psychopomp. Guide between worlds. Her eyes held the terrible knowledge of cycles that must complete.

Behind her, Idunn's Tree gleamed with golden apples—immortality at the price of everything that made life worth living. The Bifrost stretched beyond, a bridge between what was and what could never be.

The vision ended but its weight stayed, settling into my bones. I made a sound, scream and analysis combined, and somewhere in Olympus's corpse, dead gods stirred.

This was my anagnorisis. I was both Oedipus and the chorus, living the myth I'd spent my life interpreting.


And somewhere beneath monastery bones, Danica was coming for me. She always did. 



Chapter One

My Little Storm
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Danica

The air down here is thick with old prayers and older blood, heavy with incense ghosts from altars now cracked and bleeding stone. It tastes of limestone and copper—martyrs' last breaths settling in my lungs like temple smoke. Tomb-air. The kind of cold that finds your marrow and stays there.

The walls weep salt-bitter moisture in this eternal dark, silver tears tracing the gouged faces of saints. Saints whose names Ana's jealous chisels scraped away until only bone-smooth marble stares back. She's a god who suffers no competition, even from the holy dead.

Above us, the monastery's skeleton claws at a sky that never heals. War and time picked it clean, left stone ribs jutting against heaven in silent accusation. Even broken, I feel phantom bells in my chest—vibrations that won't stop until the last stone crumbles.

My scarred hand trails the wall where countless monks wore grooves smooth. Their prayers soaked into stone like blood into cloth, and their devotion bleeds through my fingertips—desperate, beautiful, eternal. My other hand finds the Blade of Fates against my hip, cold spine of metal humming with predatory hunger. It drinks warmth from my skin the way I drink hope—both of us starving for what we were made to protect. I learned to love its cold because it matches the hollow in my chest, the space carved exactly Ilija-shaped where winter lives now.

Ilija. Prayer and curse on the same breath.

The blade is bone torn from the world's ribs, iron wed to starlight in heaven's forge. It feeds on my heat as hungrily as I feed on memory.

Seven years.

The number tastes like ash. Time doesn't heal; it teaches you to carry the wound. Seven years is a chasm through my soul, a void pulling everything toward its mouth.

Seven years since the sky tore open above burning Rome. Since Ana's hands became claws, ripping Ilija from my arms, swallowing his scream as she vanished into that wound between worlds.

In that compressed eternity, I learned to weave armies from whispers, sharpen hope in darkness like a blade. We carved our sanctuary in the shadow of Ana's Sacred Confederation—that silk noose masquerading as salvation, tightening around the world's throat. We call ourselves the Unforgotten. The name tasted of iron and defiance and tears we had no time to shed.

Every dawn breaks on his phantom ache—pain so physical it steals breath, leaves me gasping at the Ilija-shaped hollow where wind sings mournful songs only I hear. Every night I sleep with my hand on the Blade's hilt, using its cold to anchor myself to a war that's slowly dying.

And I'm dying with it.

The corridor opens into a burial chamber vast enough to swallow cathedrals, vaulted ceiling lost in shadows that breathe centuries. Here, among bones of saints whose names God forgot, we plot the future of the living. A massive sarcophagus serves as our command table, its marble lid polished smooth as a lover's skin and twice as cold. Spread across its ancient surface lies our broken continent—maps stitched from smuggled papers, whispered reports, testimony of ghosts who still believe in more than survival.

Our only light bleeds from a salvaged Accord monitor, nervous blue flickers painting shadows in shades of grief and determination. Red wax marks Ana's patrols—poisonous threads creeping like infection through blood. Blue pins, small and brave as forget-me-nots, mark our flickering resistance. Fewer than last year. Each lost position a fresh cut on my heart.

"You carry them both now," Milan says, voice graveled with a thousand battles fought at my side. His gaze settles on my hand hovering over our desperate cartography.

I stop. Fingers trembling over a coastline that might not exist anymore. In the monitor's cold light, I see what I've become written in gold and iron across my knuckles. Two rings sit like warring queens forced to share a throne: Lada's rose gold breathing with inner fire, captured memory of summer dawns and shared laughter. Beside it, Morana's night-black iron shot through with lightning-blue veins that pulse with barely contained fury.

Silence falls thick enough to drown in. Zoran and Marija go still as hunting cats. This grief has been mine alone—too heavy for casual questions, too deep for careless words.

"He gave it to me," I say, words escaping like prisoners held too long. "In Rome. In the throne room, after we thought we'd won. In that perfect, stupid moment before she came, when the air still tasted of ash and victory."

The memory rises like bile. His hand closing over mine, still battle-warm, steady as stone that should have anchored me. His storm-gray eyes holding universes of love and that sliver of fear I was too drunk on triumph to recognize. He slid the lightning-veined ring from his finger with priestly solemnity, placed it against rose gold like a man performing last rites.

"He said they belonged together. One was only half a soul without the other. 'Just like us.' If we were ever separated, their power had to stay with one of us. To keep the path open between worlds. A way back."

His final gift, pressed into my palm one hour before she fed him to the void.

In my friends' eyes—Zoran, Marija, Milan, family forged in this fallen world's crucible—I see terrible understanding dawn. They see the rings for what they are: a yoke that will drag me into fire if necessary.

"They're afraid out there," Marija says from the armory niche where she moves with deadly grace. "People remember what hope felt like. They paint old symbols in ash from her burned temples—lightning bolts for Perun, sun wheels for Lada. Small rebellions are still rebellion. She can't kill memory itself."

Milan doesn't look up from the axe cradled in his arms, curved edge catching light like a sharpened moon. "She can kill the people who carry those memories. And she will. Memory makes martyrs. Martyrs make excellent fertilizer."

"And from that fertilizer," Marija shoots back, words carrying banked-coal heat, "new things grow. Stranger. Stronger."

I curl fingers until the rings bite deep—one searing hot, the other grave-cold. My constant torment and only connection to him. A tether of pain stretched across the screaming void.

The generator coughs in the depths—dying man's last breath—and light flickers, casting our faces skull-sharp before settling back to its weary heartbeat. Zoran braces scarred hands against the sarcophagus.

"Vienna is bleeding out," he says, each word precise as a surgeon's cut. "Her new Inquisitor, Cygnus—he's different. True believer. Methodical. Lays informant networks like spider webs. We lost three safe houses last week. Seventeen people, Danica. They took the children too."

Marija's hands go white around her rifle stock. "Hunger makes informants of good men. She keeps outer districts starving while her inner circles feast. A starving man will sell his brother for bread."

"And how do we feed a city of ghosts?" Milan's voice is a tomb-door sealing. "Bake enough loaves? We can't feed a capital while her Legions crucify anyone caught with extra. Our hearts are willing. This is logistics, and we're losing."

"We don't need to feed an entire capital," I say, voice quiet and sharp enough to cut despair. "Just keep from losing tomorrow. Feed ten mouths on the right corner, and suddenly there's a poem on a wall. Get medicine to one clinic, and fifty more believe they might see spring. Supply one baker, and the queue becomes a choir humming old songs. Ana doesn't fear bullets—she fears memory. Fears when the hungry start singing instead of screaming."

Hope flickers in Zoran's features. "The Flame of the West."

"What word from the Balkans?" I ask, tracing the coastline of a bruised sea.

"Quiet to the ear, loud in the bones," Marija answers with fierce homeland pride. "Ferrymen on the Drina row at night, moving our people for nothing but the promise their children will remember why rivers flow to sea instead of sky. Someone cut down her statue in Tuzla. Hung her scales from a butcher's hook."

Milan's mouth twitches. "Good. Remind them marble bleeds when cut deep enough."

"These are gestures," Zoran sighs, tapping stolen intelligence. "Her supply lines are flawless. If she has weakness, it's elsewhere."

"Her weakness is spectacle," I say. "She built a religion around herself. Gods must be seen to be worshipped. She draws power like storms draw lightning—that hunger makes her vulnerable."

"The broadcast tower outside Graz," Milan says, eyes sharpening. "That explosion wasn't ours."

"No," Zoran confirms. "Whoever did it read our playbook. In the final minutes, they broadcast over emergency frequencies. Lullabies. Old ones."

Profound quiet settles like snow. In its depths, I almost hear the melody—song passed from one generation's ache to the next. Weapon forged from sorrow and stubborn refusal to let beautiful things die.

"Good," I say, letting them see steel grown beneath grief. "Let her learn to fear mothers singing to children."

"Cuts both ways," Zoran warns, scar whitening with tension. "The more they resist, the more she cleanses. Lost the entire Prague library cell. Archivists, scholars. Thirty-seven souls protecting books that might never open. The woman with the vault key—she swallowed it whole rather than surrender. They broke every tooth getting it back."

The brutality steals my breath. Marija folds her rifle cloth with burial-shroud reverence. "We tell the living we'll show them receipts for what's been stolen. Perhaps one day, we'll show them a world where receipts aren't necessary."

"To reach that world," Milan rumbles, axe across his shoulders, "we walk through valleys full of men who chew keys from the mouths of the dead."

I close my eyes, let grief wash over—tide that never recedes, just pulls back to gather strength. Seven years is the shape my soul bent into to keep from breaking. I bent. I will not break.

"What about Greece?" The words taste like ashes.

Zoran's voice drops. "Six couriers sent, none returned. It's a black hole, swallowing everything. Even if he were there, even if she hadn't moved him—"

"We don't say the sea refuses her dead until we've drowned looking," I cut him off. "We haven't drowned yet."

From the corridor comes a sound lighter than birds on stone. I know it better than my heartbeat. Warmth blooms in my chest—fierce and painful and holy.

"Let her in," I say, iron melting from my voice.

She enters like candleflame in a crypt, shadows pulling back in reverence. Selene. My little storm, my heart walking outside my body on legs barely long enough to carry her. Monitor-light catches her copper hair, sets it blazing with rebellion. Clutched in her fist—the ghost of a robin, carved by a soldier who died when she was three, whose final wish was creating something that could fly.

At six, she carries stillness that makes warriors shift. Her gaze doesn't dart—it settles and sees. When her eyes find mine—those impossible storm-gray eyes, his eyes—it's being stabbed with love and grief in equal measure.

I drop to one knee, arms opening. "Hey there, little storm. Thought you were sleeping."

She flows toward me, inevitable. Her small body presses against mine, cheek finding my collarbone. Her scent—wild thyme, woodsmoke—strikes like lightning. For one moment, the war vanishes. I'm just a mother holding her child.

My companions' armor cracks. Marija's rifle lowers. Zoran's fists unclench. Even Milan lets something soft flicker behind pale eyes.

"Every time," Marija whispers to the skulls. "Every time, it's like looking at him. Same eyes that saw storms before clouds appeared."

Zoran nods, throat working. "She has his gift for seeing trouble. I pray she never has to use it like he did."

My throat closes. I hold her—this living ember Ana can never extinguish, breathing proof that love outlasts gods' jealousy. My heart and wound wrapped in one small, fierce package.

She pulls back, storm-gray gaze sweeping our map with impossible precision. Her hand rises, pale as starlight, finger hovering over the screaming emptiness where Greece waits.

The world holds its breath.

"Selene," I begin, useless shield against what's coming.

She touches the map.

"Tata," she says.

The word drops like stone into still water. She speaks it with flat certainty—a truth she's been keeping safe like a pearl, key to a lock rusted shut for six years.

The world explodes white. Pain tears air from my lungs, fills my mouth with iron and winter as the rings ignite like twin stars. Lada's band sears with memories of sun and laughter. Morana's circlet bites with space-between-heartbeats cold. Life and death surge up my arm, finding the space behind my eyes, ripping me from the world.

I'm nowhere and everywhere, adrift in void stretching beyond dreams. Then emptiness condenses into a single point of agony that becomes a place from nightmares.

I stand on the shattered peak of bone-white stone, polished by winds older than breath. The sky above churns perpetual storm, silent lightning shedding no rain. And chained to this dead mountain's heart with bindings that devour light—

Ilija.

He hangs suspended in obsidian shackles, head bowed under exhaustion deeper than bone. The incandescent storm that always burned in him—that beautiful, terrible power that made gods notice—dimmed to barely a flicker.

Circling him in ritualistic dance are three figures woven from shadow—forms shifting like smoke, faces hidden beneath absolute darkness. The Sorrow-Weavers, Ana's beloved servants. They move with funeral-procession grace, whispering sounds of grinding bone and tearing silk. Forcing visions into his mind, weaving threads of every life we shared across centuries into a tapestry of unending anguish.

The vision pulls me in. I'm drowning with him in memories turned poison.

I see us in a thousand forms across a thousand lives. Medieval lovers dying as villages burn. Star-crossed warriors separated by war's mathematics. Scientists in chrome futures watch helplessly as one fades while the other rages against unbreakable barriers. Each death, each loss, each separation magnified until it becomes a universe of pain.

This is crueler than memory. The Sorrow-Weavers aren't content showing what was—they're making him feel it all again, every splinter of ancient agony made fresh. Breaking him piece by piece, using our love as the hammer.

The scene shifts. I'm falling through space between visions, landing soft in frost stretching beyond the world's curve. The surface littered with bones of forgotten wars. Snow that won't melt—each flake a crystallized failure, frozen tear shed by gods who learned too late that love isn't enough.

The Field of Ended Fates, where all paths come to die.

My body feels weighted with weariness like drowning in honey. Cold seeps through clothes, through skin, settling in bones with winter's patience. I look down—blood blooming across my chest like poppies in snow.

The Blade of Fates slips from numb fingers, twin flames dying as it hits ground. Discarded metal, all magic severed where hope comes to be buried.

Shadow falls. A woman whose beauty is blessing and curse. Crown of living raven feathers shifting with dark intelligence, eyes holding vast wisdom of skies watching civilizations crumble. Freyja, the Seidr-Queen.

She kneels in impossible snow, scent of autumn orchards and ancient magic. "All paths end eventually, child of Danu. The brave choose which ending is theirs."

Behind her rises a tree defying winter, branches heavy with golden apples pulsing like hearts. The Tree of Idunn, life stolen back from death.

Beyond the tree, across a chasm making star-voids look shallow—a bridge of pure, singing light. The Bifrost hums with every soul that crossed between worlds, harmony so beautiful my bones ache with longing.

My grave. The road to him leads through my own ending.

The vision twists, showing its cruelest revelation.

Back on the bone-white mountain, the Sorrow-Weavers withdrawn. Ana stands before Ilija's chained form, radiant as forest fire—beautiful, terrible, consuming. No anger, no triumph. Only love so possessive it's toxic, so all-encompassing it will destroy what it claims to cherish.

"You see now, my beloved?" Her voice honey-sweet with corruption. "All that pain across all those lifetimes—she is the wound that won't heal, the knife turning in your heart. I can take that away. Make you whole."

Her hands wreathed in liquid sunlight reach toward his face with sculptor's reverence. The reforging—ritual older than memory, designed to rewrite a soul's essence. She begins tracing patterns across his skin, each symbol a thread of her divine essence burning away every connection to me.

I scream his name into the vision's terrible silence. Feel him slipping—from life, from me. Death more final than any sword through the heart.

The agony shatters the vision's hold.

I slam back into my body with thunderclap force, knees hitting stone. Air rushes back in desperate gasps. The world returns—concerned voices, water dripping, heart hammering.

My hand clenched so tight around the rings they've cut half-moons into my palm. The pain is welcome, real.

Truth settles like lead in my bones. He's on Mount Olympus, chained in Ana's hell, and she's systematically unmaking him. The only path leads through the death the Norns showed me.

The knowledge should break me. Instead, it forges me into something sharp enough to cut gods.

I push to my feet, swaying. Zoran reaches for me. "Danica, what did you see?"

My gaze finds Greece's empty space on our map. The rings pulse with a rhythm that isn't mine—his heartbeat across impossible distances. Alive. Barely. Running out of time.

"I saw him." My voice is winter-forged blade. I press the map over our enemy's heart. "Mount Olympus. She has him chained, and she's..." I swallow against golden light rewriting his soul. "Unmaking him. Memory by memory. Soon there won't be enough left to save."

The words hit like physical blows. Milan goes rigid. Zoran pales. "That's impossible. Olympus is her power's heart. It’d be suicide.”

"I don't care if she's hidden him in her own fucking heart," I snarl, feral voice of something pushed too far. "He's there, I'm getting him back or dying. No other option."

Selene looks up with his storm-gray eyes that see too much. "Tata," she says again. A command.

Something bent for seven years snaps straight, tempered in determination's fire. I look at my family, my army, my heart made manifest.

"Send word to every cell, every safe house, every soul we have," I command, voice carrying bronze bells and funeral drums. "I don't care what we burn, what prices we pay, what gods we kill. We're going to war."

Marija's smile is all teeth and promise. "You mean we're going after her."

"No," I whisper with more menace than any shout. "I'm going after him. If Ana wants to throw every god, every legion, every nightmare in my path, so be it. I'll tear Olympus down stone by stone and salt the earth before I let her keep what's mine."

The vow settles like smoke, heavy with coming catastrophe. Zoran straightens, fire kindling behind his eyes.

"Then we go to war," he says, steady as stone.

We're no longer the resistance. We've become something far more dangerous: a reckoning seven years in the making.

Ilija is alive. The path is a straight line drawn in fire and blood into hell's heart.

And I'm going to walk it with a smile and his name carved into my bones.

I'm bringing him home.


Chapter Two

The Accord’s Advance



Danica

The tunnels wound like veins through the earth, low-ceilinged and damp, their walls sweating with mineral tears. In the old days, these had been part of Monte Cassino's foundations, catacombs for monks who thought stone and prayer could keep the world at bay. Now they were the bones of the Resistance, hollowed out and strung with electrical cords like arteries, pulsing with the grim, determined life of a war that refused to die.

The air was thick with the smell of too many people pressing into too little space, wet wool, gun oil, boiled cabbage, and the faint, sour tang of fear that clung to everything. Somewhere ahead, boots rang against metal plates laid over collapsed flooring. A radio sputtered static before resolving into a scratchy voice reciting coordinates. The voice cut out. Somewhere else, a man muttered fuck under his breath, the sound almost a prayer.

I passed a group of soldiers bent over a table strewn with ammunition belts. One of them glanced up, a wiry woman with a jagged scar down her cheek that pulled at her eye when she blinked. "Flame of the West," she said quietly, like she was reminding herself I was real. Her voice was rough, and I caught the faint tremor in her hand as she threaded rounds into a belt. I gave a single, sharp nod and kept moving. I didn't have the strength to be their symbol tonight. My belief in what that symbol meant was flickering, unreliable.

Further on, I saw Jovan hunched over a crate of grenades, his fingers quick and careful. He used to be a teacher in Zagreb before the Accord burned it, before his classroom of wide-eyed children was replaced by a roster of the dead. Now his hands smelled of powder instead of chalk. He looked up long enough to give me a nod, stark recognition between survivors, and went back to his work. The set of his jaw was tight, a muscle twitching with a tension that never fully eased, even in these relative depths of safety.

The deeper I went, the more the walls pressed in. The stone here was older, darker, carved with faint lines of saints and angels that had been half-erased by time. Some faces were worn away entirely, nothing left except blank ovals. Others had been defaced with crude symbols of the old gods, spirals for Zorya, sun wheels for Lada, jagged runes for Perun. The Resistance had no saints left. Only war, and the ghosts of the gods who had started it.

I passed the infirmary and caught the copper tang of blood under the sharp sting of antiseptic. Through the half-open door, I saw Marija bending over a young man whose leg was wrapped in soaked bandages. His face was pale, his eyes glassy with shock and pain. He couldn't have been more than seventeen. She met my gaze for half a breath, her expression unreadable, before turning back to her patient. In that fleeting look, though, I saw the cost of our fight written in the exhausted lines around her eyes. Every victory was paid for with bodies like his.

A child's laughter echoed from somewhere deep in the warrens. It was thin, brittle, laughter that belonged to someone who'd learned early that joy had to be stolen, quick and quiet. I followed the sound without meaning to, my boots crunching faintly on grit. That was when I saw Petra.

She was standing just outside the barracks door, leaning one shoulder against the stone like she'd been holding up the wall for years. Her rifle rested against her thigh; her fingers curled loosely around the stock. Her hair was tied back in a messy knot, streaked with gray that had come in since Rome fell. Her face was a study in grim endurance. Petra had been a captain in the Serbian army before the Accord rose, before her country had been stolen by a goddess wearing a politician's face. She, more than anyone, knew the cost of blind faith.

Her eyes met mine the moment I stepped into the lantern light. "You sure you're ready to do this?" she asked, voice low and flat. No kindness, no room for lies.

I stopped a few paces away. Behind the door, I could hear Selene's voice, bright and unbroken, humming a tune I didn't recognize. "No," I said finally. "When the fuck has that ever mattered?"

Petra's mouth twitched, almost a smile. She spat a cherry pit into the shadows and straightened. "Then let's get it done."

The door was lighter than I expected, though it still dragged like the stone itself knew this was a parting.

Selene sat cross-legged on her cot, turning the little wooden bird over in her hands. The paint had faded to ghost colors; she cradled it like treasure. Her hair caught the lantern light, copper and gold, and for a moment I almost couldn't move. Her eyes, Ilija's eyes, found me.

"Mama," she said, soft as breath.

I crossed the room slowly, my boots barely whispering against the worn rugs Petra had scavenged from the ruins of Cassino to make the barracks feel less like a tomb. Selene watched me the whole time, still turning the bird in her hands, her head tilted in that way she had when she was trying to decide if I was safe to approach.

Gods, she was so damn small. In my mind she was still a newborn, a fierce, tiny warmth tucked against my chest in the dark hours before dawn in a world that had just ended. Here she was, six years old, her legs longer, her face sharper, her eyes… her father's. Storm-gray and endless, holding a wisdom that felt far older than her small frame.

I knelt in front of her, the ache in my knees a welcome distraction from the tightness in my throat. "Hey, my little storm," I murmured. "What's got you up so late?"

She shrugged; her fingers tightened on the bird. "Couldn't sleep. The walls are loud."

The walls were loud. Down here, the stone held onto every sound, the distant thud of crates being moved, the muffled echo of boots, the metallic click of weapons being checked and rechecked. To her, it must have felt like the world itself was pacing in its cage.

I reached out and brushed a lock of her fire-like hair behind her ear. "I need to go for a while," I said softly.

She looked up at me, unblinking, like she'd been expecting this. "Because of Tata."

It wasn't a question. My breath caught. "Yes," I said. "Because of Tata."

For a moment, neither of us spoke. The room felt too small, the air too thin. I wanted to pull her into my arms and never let go, to build a wall of fire and frost around her that nothing in this world or any other could ever breach. That wasn't the kind of love this war allowed me. Instead, I cupped her face in both hands, memorizing the curve of her cheekbones, the weight of her gaze, branding the image of her onto my soul.

"I'm leaving you with Petra," I told her. "She'll keep you safe. No matter what happens."

Her little jaw set in a way that made her look so much like Ilija when he was being stubborn it made my heart ache. "You'll come back."

"I'll try," I said. My voice almost broke, so I made it sharper, like a blade catching light. "You listen to Petra. You run when she tells you to. You hide when she says hide. And you don't come looking for me. Not ever. Do you understand?"

Selene's lip trembled; she nodded. Then she reached out and placed the wooden bird in my palm. "So you don't forget where home is."

Something in my chest cracked open, and for a moment I couldn't breathe. I closed my fingers around the bird, the worn edges biting into my skin, and pulled her against me. I buried my face in her hair, breathing in that warm, clean scent of child and thyme and innocence that didn't exist anywhere else in this world.

When I pulled back, I pressed a kiss to her forehead and stood before I could change my mind. Petra was waiting in the doorway, her expression unreadable with soft eyes.

"She's the whole fucking world," I said quietly.

Petra nodded once. "And I'll guard her like it."

I turned, forcing myself not to look back again. The rings on my fingers pulsed once, gold and black, and for a heartbeat, I swore I felt Ilija's presence, far away and alive.

And that was enough to keep me walking.

The mountain pass was a wound in the earth, a narrow scar of shattered rock and stunted pines. Lying on the ledge, I felt the cold of the stone seep through my coat, a patient, invasive chill that felt like a premonition. Below, the road was a grey, silent ribbon. We were a dozen ghosts clinging to the rock, our breath held in the cold, waiting.

The sound came first, a low hum that vibrated up through the stone, into my bones. Then the lights, two pinpricks of cold, blue energy cutting the mist. The convoy moved with a chilling, unnatural silence. Three massive, black-armored vehicles, their hulls bearing the single, stylized golden rose of Ana's faith. They hovered inches above the road, gliding like tombs. They were an offense to the wildness of the mountain, a sterile, silent procession of absolute control.

I clutched the wooden bird in my pocket, its familiar shape a stark contrast to the cold, predatory weight of the Blade of Fates on my back. I was a mother. I was a monster. I was a goddess in waiting. A woman so tired of fighting she could barely breathe. And I was about to set the world on fire.

The lead vehicle entered the kill zone. My voice was a harsh whisper into the throat mic. "Milan. Burn it."

The world ended in a flash of white and a wave of pressure that punched the air from my lungs. The IED Milan had planted detonated with a deep, gut-wrenching whump that felt more like a tear in reality than an explosion. The massive transport lifted a foot into the air, its massive engines screaming a metallic death-shriek, and slammed sideways into the cliff face, its armor buckling like tin. For a heartbeat, there was only the ringing in my ears and the smell of ozone.

Then Zoran's voice crackled, laced with static and rage. "Rear vehicle! Light them up!" An RPG hissed from the far end of the pass. The warhead struck the third transport, the charge exploding against its hull with a deafening clang. It wasn't enough to destroy it, the vehicle slewed sideways, crippled. Milan's PKM opened up, the heavy machine gun hammering rounds against the transport's viewport in a relentless, deafening chatter, each tracer round a stitch of angry light in the grey morning.

Hatches hissed open, and the Accord's soldiers poured out. They were modified, something beyond human. Encased in sleek, bone-white armor, their faces hidden behind mirrored visors, they moved with a silent, fluid grace that was both beautiful and terrifying. They fanned out, rifles already raised, into a storm of lead from the resistance fighters below. The familiar, frantic crack of our scavenged rifles felt achingly mortal against their silent advance.

I rose from the ledge and did not hesitate. I leaped.

I landed on the roof of the middle vehicle, my boots hitting the armored hull with a heavy thud. The metal groaned. I drew the Blade of Fates, its ancient steel hissing as it met the cold air, and I was no longer just Danica. I was Sigrún. I was a Valkyrie. I was vengeance given form.

I drove the blade down, plunging it through the roof as if it were paper. The metal screamed and buckled. Blue lightning arced up the steel as the vehicle's energy core died. I came off the side in a spray of sparks, landing in a crouch as an energy bolt seared the air where my head had been. The battle was a blur of motion, a symphony of violence. I met the first of the bone-clad soldiers. I didn't kill him with a clean thrust; I unmade him. A sweep of the blade unleashed a wave of frost that found the seams in his armor and cracked him open like a geode, his lifeblood freezing into a grotesque, crimson sculpture before he could register the cold.

I moved through them, a whirlwind of steel and elemental fury. The Blade of Fates sang in my hand, each swing a note in a song of death. I parried a rifle butt, spun low, and sliced through another soldier's legs at the knee. He collapsed without a sound. I drove a spear of ice through the visor of a third, the shard bursting from the back of his helmet in a spray of gore and frozen brain matter.

My heart hammered against my ribs, with a terrible, exhilarating power. I felt the burn of a plasma bolt graze my side, a searing kiss of pain that only sharpened my focus. I gritted my teeth and answered with a torrent of fire from my free hand. The flames, white-hot and laced with blue frost, washed over two more soldiers. They didn't scream. Their armor flash-heated, glowing cherry-red, and then they simply… dissolved. Ash and steam were all that remained, the air thick with the smell of superheated metal and something horrifically organic.

The resistance fought with a desperate, human ferocity. I saw Marija drag a wounded Jovan behind cover, her face a mask of grim determination as she laid down suppressing fire. I saw Milan, roaring a curse, abandon his machine gun and charge down the slope, his axe a blur of motion, cleaving through a soldier's helmet with a sickening crunch. The cost was brutal. I saw one of our own, a boy from Zagreb named Stefan, get caught by a concussive blast. He was thrown against the rock wall, his body limp, a broken puppet. The weight of it, the responsibility, threatened to crush me. I channeled it into the blade.

I fought my way toward the rear vehicle, the one Zoran had confirmed held the children. Two guards, larger than the others, stood before the main hatch. They fired in unison. This time, I didn't dodge. I raised my hand and a cathedral of impossible ice erupted from the ground, the morning's grey light caught in a thousand fractured prayers. The energy bolts slammed into it, and the ice wall shattered like a stained-glass window in a hurricane, the glittering shards a beautiful, deadly distraction.

I strode through the cloud of ice dust, the Blade of Fates held low. The two guards charged. I ducked under a rifle swing, drove my elbow into a soldier's throat, and brought the pommel of my sword down on the back of his helmet with a wet crack. He dropped. The second swung his rifle like a club. I blocked it with the flat of my blade, the impact, a jarring shock that ran up to my shoulder. We were locked for a moment, his mirrored visor reflecting my own grim face, smeared with blood and fury.

Then, with a roar that was more animal than human, I channeled the fire. The blade ignited, flames erupting along its length. The guard's rifle melted in his hands. He staggered back, his armor smoking. I lunged, driving the flaming sword through his chest. The symbol of the golden rose on his breastplate melted, dripped, and then burst as the fire consumed him from the inside out.

I reached the hatch and slammed my hand against the release panel. It hissed open. The inside was dark and cold. Then my eyes adjusted, and my heart seized.

A dozen children, none older than ten, huddled in the far corner. They were pale and silent, their eyes wide with a terror so profound it had gone beyond tears. They wore simple, grey tunics, and around each of their necks was a small, iron collar, pulsing with a faint, sickly green light.

I stepped inside, my sword still burning, casting flickering shadows across their small, frightened faces.

"It's okay," I said, my voice softer than I thought possible. "I'm here to help you."

One of the children, a small boy with dark hair, flinched back. "You're one of them," he whispered. "The old gods. The dissonant voices."

The words hit me harder than any physical blow. I looked down at my hand, at the ring of Morana, at the flames still licking along my sword. I saw myself through his eyes, a creature of terrifying power, wreathed in fire, her face smeared with blood and ash. A monster from the stories they had been taught to fear.

The fire on my blade died, leaving only the cold steel. I sheathed my sword and knelt, making myself smaller.

"My name is Danica," I said, my voice thick with an emotion I couldn't name. "And I'm going to get you home."

I took a slow, deliberate breath, forcing the fury and grief down. I held out my hand, palm open. "The collars," I said, my voice low and steady. "I need to get those off you."

The boy who had spoken before shook his head, his dark eyes filled with a terror that was heartbreakingly absolute. "We can't. The Preceptors said they keep us safe. They keep the... the bad memories out."

My blood ran cold. It wasn't just a prison; it was a form of erasure. A chillingly elegant cruelty.

"Sometimes," I said, choosing my words with exquisite care, "memories are all we have left. They're how we know who we are."

I moved slowly toward the boy, my heart aching with a fierce, protective love. He was the same age as Selene. He had Ilija's hair. For a moment, the weight of my own loss threatened to crush me. I pushed it aside. These children were all that mattered now.

Outside, a fresh explosion rocked the transport, and the boy flinched. I reached him and gently touched the collar. It was cold, humming with a faint, nauseating energy.

The boy whimpered, a small, terrified sound. "Please... don't hurt me."

"I won't," I whispered. I focused the frost, the fire. A delicate web of ice formed over the collar's lock. I let the cold seep in, making the metal brittle. Then, with a sharp, focused thought, I shattered it. The collar fell away.

The boy gasped. For a moment, he went limp. Then his eyes opened again, and for the first time, the programmed fear was gone, replaced by a dawning, wondrous light. "I... I remember my mother's face," he whispered, a tear tracing a clean path through the grime on his cheek.

A wave of hope, so fierce it was almost painful, surged through me. I moved to the next child, and the next, shattering their chains of forgetting one by one.

When the last collar fell, I led them to the hatch. The battle outside had died down to the shouts of the Resistance and the groans of the wounded. Milan stood guard, his axe dripping, his face a grim mask of blood and soot.

"Get them clear," I ordered. "Take them back to the monastery. Petra is waiting."

Milan nodded, his eyes lingering on the small, frightened faces. For a moment, the hardened warrior vanished. "We'll get them home," he said, his voice thick with emotion.

I watched Milan and his team lead the children away, their small forms swallowed by the mist and the grim reality of the war-torn pass. My heart was a tangle of relief and a deep, gnawing sorrow. I had saved them, yet the Inquisitor's words echoed in my mind. I had given them back their pain.

I turned back to the smoldering wreckage of the convoy. The beacons had to be destroyed. I found them in the lead vehicle, three sleek, obsidian pillars pulsing with a corrupt, golden light. They hummed with a power that felt both divine and deeply wrong, a sterile, manufactured faith. I raised my hands, the rings on my fingers glowing with a light of their own. I drew on the fire, the frost, the rage, the grief, the long years of loss. I drew on the memory of Ilija's face and the sound of Selene's laughter. I gathered it all into a single point of focused, incandescent fury.

"For the children," I whispered, and unleashed hell.

The explosion was a silent, concussive wave of pure energy that vaporized the transports and scoured the pass clean. When the light faded, there was nothing left except smoking craters and the profound, echoing silence of a victory that felt too much like a beginning.

The quiet that followed was a lie, a vacuum where sound had been violently murdered. Smoke and steam coiled in the air, thick with the scent of ozone and something that smelled like burnt sugar and melted faith. The pass was a ruin, a testament to a power I was only just beginning to understand, a power that frightened me as much as it did my enemies.

That silence broke with a shift in the air, a sudden, oppressive weight that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. A new presence entered the pass, moving through the smoke and carnage with a calm, unhurried grace that was more terrifying than any charge. He emerged from the wreckage of the lead vehicle, stepping through a gaping hole in its hull as if it were a doorway waiting for him. His armor was the color of scorched ivory, trimmed in gold, and etched with intricate verses from Ana's new doctrine. He wore no helmet, revealing a face that was unnervingly serene, his features sharp and ascetic, his eyes the pale, unwavering blue of a winter sky. He carried a long, slender blade that hummed with a low, dissonant energy, its edge seeming to warp the very air around it.

He stopped twenty paces from me, his boots silent on the scorched earth. He looked at the devastation, at the dissolved bodies and smoking craters, with a kind of detached, scholarly interest. Then his pale eyes settled on me. "The dissonant echo," he said, his voice calm, resonant, like a priest delivering a sermon in a vast, empty cathedral. "They told me you were a storm. They failed to mention the sheer, exquisite artistry of your chaos."

My grip tightened on the hilt of my sword. "Who are you?"

"I am Inquisitor Valerius," he said, with a slight, almost courtly bow. "And I was the Preceptor at the seminary from which you stole those children. I was their shepherd."

"You were their jailer," I snarled, my voice raw.

"Semantics," Valerius replied, a faint, condescending smile touching his lips. "I was freeing them from the burden of a fractured past, from the chaotic memories of dead gods and the pain of parents who chose heresy over peace. I was giving them clarity, a single, perfect truth to guide them. You have undone that. You have returned them to their agony. You see yourself as a liberator, Danica Madsen, yet you are a purveyor of suffering, a ghost clinging to a world that has already chosen to forget you."

Every word was a perfectly crafted dart, aimed at the deepest, most vulnerable parts of my soul. The way he held himself spoke of more than military discipline; it was the rigid posture of a true believer, his faith a weapon more potent than any rifle. The fire inside me, which had been a roaring inferno moments before, now flickered, threatened by the cold, chilling certainty in his eyes. He moved then, with the fluid, undeniable grace of a dancer, his blade a silver whisper in the air.

I raised my own sword to meet him, steel screaming against whatever unholy metal his was forged from. The impact sent a shockwave up my arm, a numbing, dissonant vibration that sought to deaden the power within me. I pushed back, unleashing a wave of frost, a golden sigil bloomed in the air before him, and my magic dissipated against it, rendered inert. His weapon was a nullifier, a blade designed to unravel the very chaos I wielded.

"Your gods are dead," he hissed, his face inches from mine, his pale eyes burning with a zealot's fire. "Their power is a fleeting echo in a world that now sings Her name."

He was fast, his blade a relentless, weaving pattern of strikes and parries. He was trying to exhaust me, to bleed the power from me until I was nothing more than a woman with a sword. And it was working. My breath came in ragged gasps, my muscles screaming in protest. The fire and frost that had answered my call so readily before now felt distant and sluggish. He pressed his attack, cutting my arm, a shallow and burning line of pain. He scored a line across my cheek, the cold steel a caress of death.

I stumbled back, my boots slipping on the ash-slicked ground. He saw his opening and lunged, his blade aimed at my heart. There was no time for fire, no time for frost. There was only the Blade of Fates and the weight of a thousand lifetimes behind my arm. I met his lunge with a desperate, brutal thrust of my own, throwing all of my weight, all of my rage, all of my grief into it. Our blades slid past each other. His hummed past my ear, close enough to feel the vibration of its power.

Mine did not miss. The Blade of Fates, forged in myth and tempered in sorrow, sank into his chest, just below the collarbone, punching through his sanctified armor with a sound like tearing silk.

Valerius froze. A profound, almost childlike surprise crossed his face. He looked down at the ancient steel buried in his body, then back up at me. The zealotry in his eyes was gone, replaced by a dawning, terrible understanding. "But… She is… peace…" he whispered, a dribble of blood escaping his lips.

I twisted the blade, my voice breaking, my body trembling with the sheer effort of it all. "She is a cage."

I pulled the sword free. Valerius stood for a moment, a statue of shattered faith, and then he collapsed, his ornate armor clattering on the broken stone. I stood over his body, panting, bleeding, my vision blurring at the edges. The pass was silent once more. The battle was over, truly over this time.

The adrenaline faded, and in its place, a wave of profound exhaustion washed over me, so complete that my knees buckled. I fell to the ground beside the Inquisitor's body, the Blade of Fates slipping from my numb fingers. The victory was ash in my mouth. I had won, I had become a monster to fight a monster. I lay there for a long time, the cold seeping back into my bones, my breath mingling with the smoke.

A shadow fell over me. I looked up to see Milan, his face a mask of awe and a deep, unsettling fear as his gaze swept over the vaporized soldiers and Valerius's body.

"Gods above, Danica," he breathed, shaking his head slowly. "I've seen you fight... this... what have you become?"

I didn't have an answer for that. I closed my eyes, the wooden bird a hard, painful lump against my ribs, and let the darkness take me.


Chapter Three

The House of No Dawn
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Ilija

I woke to silence so complete I could hear my own pulse. Cultivated quiet, swept clean, deliberate as a held breath. The air tasted sweet. Lotus, I recognized after a moment, threaded through with something older. A flower that had never grown in any garden I knew. The scent settled at the back of my throat, insistent as a hand on my shoulder.

The floor beneath me was marble, still warm from my body. Gold veins forked through the white stone like frozen lightning. Beautiful. When I finally sat up, my body screamed. Every muscle, every bone. I'd been pushed past breaking and somehow kept moving.

No chains. No shackles. My prison was more elegant than that.

My ribs pulsed with each shallow breath. Something deep in my bones rang with spent power, the hollow ache of a god who'd used too much too fast. My mouth was dust. When I swallowed, I tasted lotus again—that sweet, quieting drug that promised to make everything stop hurting. I knew that taste. Dangerous. Familiar. Another thread in the net holding me here.

A hand runs over my head. The skin is slick with cold sweat. Even the familiar smoothness of my scalp feels wrong, like it belongs to someone else. My reflection in the polished floor—distorted, warped in the gold-veined marble. The face staring back is haggard. Eyes too wide. A caged animal.

The walls made this clear—they wanted me to know the totality of my confinement. Seamless marble curved up into a perfect dome painted with a sky too exact to be real. Stars in patterns I recognized and patterns I didn't. Dawn had been captured on that ceiling, arrested at the moment before light wins. The painter had frozen that last tremor of darkness giving way, then refused to let it finish. Silk draperies hung at the edges, pale and still. Even my breath hesitated before moving. This place was built by a god with a surgeon's precision and a jailer's heart.

Rome. The memory hit like a thrown stone breaking water.

Absolute chaos. Stairs under my feet. Bodies pressing past. The smoke was thick, acrid, burning plastic and cordite and something organic my mind refused to name. Red emergency lights turning the world to raw meat. Flash. Flash. Flash. The sleek black shapes of Accord drones cut through the sky. Stone falling in ribbons. Ana's hand on my arm, burning hot. A command. The rift tearing open, edges snow-bright and terrible, the universe screaming as reality peeled back. The world losing its name as I tumbled through colorless energy. Danica's face. Her mouth forming my name. Then nothing.

I reach for more and find only this polished stillness.

"Where—" My voice comes out hoarse, ugly in this pristine place. I lower it, the effort scraping my throat raw. "Where the fuck am I?"

The silence answers. A voice like ice chimes, coming from nowhere and everywhere.

"Here."

I scan the room for a door, a shadow, anything. But she's already there. A solitary figure in the hushed chamber, her form slight and sorrowful. Her dress is deep black, absorbing light, making her a void. A veil cascades from crown to neck, revealing features so precise they look carved. Her face shows nothing—no malice, no mercy. Unreadable stillness. Her hands rest empty at her sides, pale and unadorned. The lotus scent intensifies around her.

"I am Tisiphone," she says, and the name seals around her like wax on a ring. "Witness and correction."

Fury. Erinys. This is no harpy, no nightmare from guilty dreams, but a priestess of grief, an artist of consequence. My skin prickles.

"I haven't—" I start, then stop. Haven't what? Woken? Remembered? Been forgiven?

"You have brought mortals under your shadow," she says, her voice flat and distant. "You have called storms and told yourself you were only weather. Come. See with both eyes."

The room's edges soften. The dome's stars extinguish with the sound of a pinched wick. I'm standing, though I have no memory of rising. Walking, though my feet seem distant. The lotus drains from the air and Rome's iron reek floods back. I've been pulled down through the surface of this place, into the dregs of my own memory.

The vision is relentless. I'm a ghost forced to watch what I can only witness.

The corridor. Half-lit by emergency strips bleeding terrified red. A woman with a scarf over her mouth reaches for a child. A man presses a satchel into someone's hands. Myself, distant and useless: "Move, go, now."

A boy with mismatched sleeves—blue at one wrist, gray at the other—turns to look back. Twenty years old at most, freckles like dried pomegranate seeds scattered across his nose, the mouth of someone who smiles easily when there's anyone left to smile for.

He will die in seven breaths.

He lives in ignorance. I carry the knowledge like a fishbone stuck in my throat. I try to force my body in the memory to move toward him, to drag him forward, but memory doesn't obey the future. The spear whistles out of the smoke. It finds him where he stands.

The sound he makes is indignation first, then astonishment, then nothing as he sinks to the floor and his blood goes black on the ruined tile.

"Stop," I say. To Tisiphone, to the image, to the past.

"Look," she replies. Her breath stirs the hairs at my temple though her veil doesn't move. "Look because you need it, and because not looking is its own cowardice."

Faces unfold from the crowd—precise people, the woman whose scarf became so saturated with dust she tore it away and laughed once, as if breath itself were indecent. The old man holding his chest like a parcel he meant to keep. A girl with gold thread sewn through her sleeve—she pulls it loose and ties it back with her teeth.

A hand on my back. "Professor."

I never knew his name. I do now, because the Erinys is ruthless.

Milo.

Of course he has a name. When the beam gives way he leaps for me and pays for it with his spine. In the moment, I didn't hear the breath leave him. Here, I can't hear anything else.

"You taught the tragedies," Tisiphone says, calm as a litany. "You told them hubris is crossing the boundary set for mortals. You taught that crossing with power makes catastrophe, and the gods don't take intent for absolution."

"Their fate was sealed the moment the Accord was signed," I say. My voice sounds like a stranger's. "Her world killed them, not mine."

"You opened a gate for what you are." Her voice is gentle. Unyielding. A whisper that cuts sharper than shouting. "You brought ancient thunder to a street filled with children and called it weather. You unleashed something that predates memory into their fragile lives. You rationalized it. Convinced yourself it was only a passing storm. But the skies you opened don't close. They echo with what you are, and they've found their home among them now."

The serene torture shatters.

The air in the memory curdles. Dust and fear replaced by blood, shit, burning flesh. Alecto—the Fury of unceasing anger—steps forward from shadow. Her form crackles. Her snarl vibrates in my teeth. She reaches out and touches my ghostly form.

"Witnessing is for cowards," she hisses. "Feel it."

The world fractures.

No longer watching. In the boy's skin now. Rough fabric of mismatched sleeves against my wrists. Dust and fear in my mouth. The frantic, hopeful beat of his young heart. Turning to throw the strap to the professor, an act of pure instinct, and the spear strikes.

Incomprehensible agony punches through my back. Shatters a rib. Explodes out my chest. Air ripped from my lungs in a wet, choked gasp. Indignant shock. Profound biological offense. My legs collapse. I taste my own blood, hot and coppery, flooding my throat.

My last thought: Fuck.

I'm thrown back into my own body, on my knees on cold marble, vomiting thin bile. My own ribs ache in sympathy. Alecto is laughing. The sound of tearing metal.

"Again," she snarls.

The vision shifts. Milo now. The strength in his shoulders, the desperate loyalty in his heart. The professor, me, stumbles. The massive beam groaning above. No time for decision. Only the act. A shove. A lifetime of force in a single push.

Then the world ends in pulverizing white-hot pain as my spine turns to dust.

I don't feel death. I feel the moment before it. My consciousness obliterated by weight it cannot comprehend.

I was back in the chamber, screaming this time, raw and ragged, but Alecto continues.

"You feel their pain," she hisses, circling. "Now feel the pain you gave."

The world dissolves into Rijeka. An Accord soldier now. Young, terrified, faith a thin shield against horror. A monster wreathed in lightning. Me. Rifle raised, hands shaking, and then a bolt of raw white energy hits.

I'm in his body as my own power incinerates me from the inside out. Armor melting, fusing to skin. Lungs boiling. Divine fury scouring my soul clean in absolute agony. My last sensation is the smell of my own flesh cooking.

"Enough," I sob, curled on the floor, body knotted with sympathetic pain and trauma. "Please. Enough."

The violence recedes. Blood and cooked meat fading to quiet. Megaera, the Fury of grudges, steps forward. Her sisters fade into shadow, their work done. Her voice slides into my ear like venom.

"The body is easy to break, storm-god," she murmurs, kneeling beside me. "The heart is more exquisite."

The marble dissolves into soft green lawn. I'm standing somewhere I've never been, but it tugs at something in my chest. A small house with a porch under summer sky. Wind chimes made of seashells singing. The air smells of cut grass and the sea. Peace I've never known.

An older Danica walks onto the porch, alone and beautiful but scarred in ways I've never seen. The fire in her eyes has cooled to weary ember, hardness in her jaw, deep sadness in her gaze. She moves with a warrior's grace and exhaustion—someone who's fought too long. She looks out at the sea, and her hand rises to touch something at her throat. A pendant I gave her once. Her fingers close around it, then drop.

The vision shifts, and I see Danica leading a charge through burning streets, her face a mask of fury with only grim necessity in her power. Blood on her hands that won't wash clean. She's magnificent and terrible and utterly alone.

Another shift. Danica in a sterile room, staring at maps. Red pins marking battles. Her hair is shorter, streaked with gray. Someone tries to speak to her. She keeps her eyes on the map. The war has consumed everything else.

Another. Danica kneeling in snow, hands pressed to the earth where a village used to be. Her shoulders shake, but she's cried herself dry years ago.

Megaera's voice coils around me.

"This is the world you give her if you survive. A life defined by your war. A woman who forgets how to be anything but a soldier. Who carries your storms until they hollow her out. Your love is a curse, Ilija. The cage that will keep her from ever knowing peace. The kindest thing you could do, the only genuinely loving thing is let her go. Forget her. Free her from the burden of you."

The vision fades. I'm in the marble chamber, broken. The Furies showed me my guilt, my pain, and now they've shown me my love is the most potent poison of all. I'm a curse in a man's skin. A walking catastrophe. The kindest thing I could do for her is cease to exist in her heart.

The thought sits in my gut like a blade.

The chamber receives me again. Silent. An indifferent witness to my unmaking. The Erinyes are gone. I'm alone with the wreckage of my soul.

Another voice threads the air. "Truth is not the only drink."

She steps out as if the lotus scent itself learned to take a body. Ana. Quieter now. Her presence dimmed to candleflame. Her eyes hold sorrow I want to believe. Her hair is damp where it lies against her throat, as if she's come from a storm and made herself clean for me. She carries a shallow cup in both hands.

"You're tired." A hand on the back of my head, lowering it gently. "Of course you are. Drink."

"What is it?" I hate the suspicion in my voice.

"A kindness. Protection. A way to let the noise pass. You've always carried more noise than you admit."

She kneels before me. Silk pooling on marble. Close enough that I can see tiny scars at the corners of her mouth I've never catalogued before. The faint crescent where some childhood injury marked her eyebrow. She looks almost human.

"Remember the nights in Belgrade?" she murmurs, soft and nostalgic. "After a bad lecture, when the weight of all those dead gods was too much? You'd pace the apartment for hours, unable to be still. I'd make you tea. Mint and honey. You'd drink it and the storm in you would quiet. Just for a little while."

She lifts the cup until the rim touches my lip. The scent is mint grown in shadow. I taste it. Relief. Immediate and profound. A coolness sliding behind my eyes, telling them they need not hold so much pain. The image of the boy with mismatched sleeves recedes. The sound of Milo's spine snapping softens to distant echo. The vision of Danica's hardened face, alone in that house by the sea, blurs at the edges.

I could drink. The world would grow manageable. Simple. Clean. Untorn.

"From what?" I ask. The question is a final anchor to the man I was. "You say you'll protect me. From what."

"From the uses other people make of you," she says, and I want very much to be persuaded. "From the parts of yourself that always turn into storms. From Danica."

I make myself hold her gaze. "From Danica."

"She collides with you. She makes ruin out of your restraint. She takes your careful life and pulls it toward her and calls that destiny. She's ruinous. She harms you, and she always has. You know this. Let me protect you where she would spend you."

The cup is still at my lip. I think of Danica as the Furies made me see her—distant, powerful, hardened. A warrior who's forgotten joy. I think of the pain my existence will cause her. The cup feels heavier in Ana's hands. Oblivion, just within reach.

"I've asked you to rest inside what I know is true."

"What you know," I repeat.

"What the gods know," she corrects. The softness thins. I see the mechanism underneath—the wheel, the gear, the logic that belongs to power. "You are made for clarity, Ilija. Danica confuses you. Drink."

I could be spared this work. I could stop being a man drawn thin across two natures. I could free Danica from my curse. I could let the pain stop. Just for a little while. Rest. My lips part.

Then I remember.

The memory rises from a place Ana cannot reach. A place older than her schemes.

Winter. The kind that makes stone crack. Sigrun is standing in the doorway of the longhouse, snow caught in her dark hair like stars. She's bleeding from a cut above her eye—some skirmish with raiders I'd missed. She's furious with me. Has been for days.

"You think the storm makes you wise," she says. Her breath fogs the air between us. "It makes you absent."

I'm Alatyr then. Younger. Stupider. I say something about duty, about watching the borders. The words taste like ash even as I speak them.

She crosses the space between us in three strides and grabs my face with both hands, her palms frozen from the snow. "I need you here, present, with me."

Her eyes are the same—storm-gray meeting storm-gray, they've always been the same.

"I'm afraid," I tell her. A truth I've never said aloud. "That if I'm not the storm, I'm nothing you'd want."
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