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For you —

Who are done apologizing for your strength.

Who are done dimming your fire.

For the dangerous one who is finally waking up.

This is your story too.

“The kiss was never the danger. The remembering was.”

Kari Chaplin
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​Prologue
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​Nephorah’tel

––––––––
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“I’M WITH CHILD.” TEARS streamed down Jacquotte’s golden cheeks.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” She scowled at Axelle’s doubtful tone. How could her best friend question her? A woman always knows.

“I just don’t understand, Jack. Isn’t a baby supposed to be a good thing?”

Jacquotte rolled her eyes out of habit. “I can’t have a child. I won’t be allowed to work or even stay here. No work, no coin, no home. What am I going to do?” She fought to keep her sobs quiet. Whispering this was dangerous enough.

Axelle took a deep breath. “We’ll carry on like nothing’s changed.”

“Like nothing’s changed?” Jacquotte’s voice rose too loud.

“Shhh... Everything will be fine.”

“Nothing will be fine. My belly will show soon. I won’t be able to hide it forever. Then what?” Her voice cracked, the edge of hysteria tightening around every word.

“We’ll figure something out,” Axelle said, though even she didn’t believe her own words.

“Figure something out?” Jacquotte repeated bitterly. “We have to do better than that. I have my little brother to think about. He can’t take care of himself.”

She tried to bury the flicker of desperation, and the strange excitement, in her voice.

“What is it?” Axelle asked, leaning in with anticipation.

Jack’s bright green eyes lit up. “He gave me something.” She grabbed Axelle’s hand and led her quickly back to their quarters. From the depths of her personal trunk, she retrieved a small black jewelry box.

“He told me to use this if I was ever in danger.”

“What is it?”

She opened the lid. Nestled inside was a pendant with three concentric circles of gemstones. The outer ring was pewter. The second ring shimmered with alternating gray stones, pearls, and rich purple gems. The third was made of translucent, almost colorless crystals. At the center sat a brilliant diamond.

“That’s beautiful. He gave this to you?”

“Yes. But why would a stranger give me something  like this?” Jack turned the pendant over in her hand.  

“He said I’d know what to do with it.”

After a long pause, Axelle asked, “So... what does it do?”

“I’m not sure.” Jack started to put it back into the box, then froze as an idea struck. “The window...” She hurried to the tiny, round window in the wall.

“The window?” Axelle followed, confused.

“Just wait.” Jack dangled the pendant in the center of the glass. Far in the distance, color burst, glimmering like magic in the sun. A swirling spectrum of light arched over the sea, reflecting onto the waves.

“Ohh, that’s gorgeous.”

“What happens now?” Axelle whispered.

“I don’t know,” Jack replied, eyes locked on the jewel’s reflection. “But we should turn out the lights. We don’t want to draw attention.”

They didn’t sleep that night. Not really. They were too anxious—too hopeful. Jack dreamed the pendant might summon help. Axelle feared it would summon something else entirely.

At dawn, the girls disembarked. The sea air was sharp, the docks already stirring.

And then, there he was.

He stood just ahead, glowing with the same quiet power she remembered. She’d never gotten his name before.

But she wouldn’t make that mistake again. As soon as her feet touched land, Jacquotte ran toward him.
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​Chapter One
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​Oublié

––––––––

[image: ]


I WOKE IN SILENCE.

Chained to a chair, surrounded by darkness so thick it felt like breath turned to ash. The air was heavy. Mold and dust choked each inhale, sinking into my throat like something old and rotting. My skin prickled. My wrists and ankles throbbed with pressure where cold metal restraints bit deep.

The chair was bolted to the floor, unmoving and unbothered by my pathetic struggle.

After a few breathless minutes of that, I gave up. And sulked.

Because what else do you do when you wake up kidnapped, strapped down, with no memory and no plan?

My thoughts were a shattered mirror. Pieces of memory scattered in the dark. No panic yet. Not really. But the dread curled slow and quiet in my gut.

I had to remember. Something had happened. Something bad. Someone had brought me here. But why?

Think.

I searched through the static in my brain. The only thing that came to me, strange, loud, and persistent, was a single word: 

Timber.

I whispered it. “Timber." Like yelling it before a tree falls.

Maybe I’d heard someone shout it before I passed out? Didn’t make sense. It was the middle of the night. No one was out chopping trees in my neighborhood. But the word kept looping, circling around in my head like it meant something.

A clue? A code? A warning? I didn’t know. And my head hurt too much to chase it any further.

Then, the light behind me grew. The sliver expanded, spilling across the floor. Footsteps followed. Soft. Purposeful. Then... the door slammed shut.

A blinding light flashed in front of me.

I squinted into it, trying to see past the brightness. Just a flashlight, but I couldn’t see who held it. Only the beam.

“Ah, you’re awake. How do you feel, dear?”

The voice was gentle, feminine—and coated in a thick Scottish accent.

I narrowed my eyes, trying to shield myself.\

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I always forget about this silly thing.” She clicked off the flashlight. An overhead light buzzed on, flooding the room with a dull yellow glow.

Once my eyes adjusted, I saw her.

She was stunning.

Blonde hair twisted into a tight, polished bun. Porcelain skin. Blood-red lipstick and movie-perfect makeup. She wore a crisp white nurse’s uniform, like something out of a 1940s hospital film—and red heels that did not belong in a place like this.

She looked like she'd stepped out of a black-and-white reel. Unreal. Too clean. Too polished. Too... wrong.

“I bet you feel awful. Headache?” she asked sweetly, as if I weren’t strapped to a chair in a concrete coffin.

She pulled a mask over her mouth and nose, securing it with surgeon-like grace. Then, from the cart beside her, she lifted a perfume bottle—vintage and strange, shaped like a twisted glass triangle. A deep green stopper topped it, and an orange tassel dangled from the side like a wicked little charm.

“Here, darling. This will help.”

Before I could protest, she misted it toward me.

A sickly-sweet scent wrapped around my face—vanilla, lilac, something warm and narcotic. My limbs sank.

And everything—

went—

black.
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​Chapter Two
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​Abaton

––––––––
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DEMIEN PACED THE FLOOR, waiting for Myra to open her eyes. Her small, limp body lay on a thin mattress spread directly over the rock—this grungy, dark, narrow cave breathing its damp breath over them both. He had brought her here for two reasons. First, to get off the grid—far from a surprise invasion, far from any eyes that might be watching. Second, because the gasses that leaked from fissures in the earth would accelerate her healing. Down here, the air itself hummed with heat and minerals. It stung his lungs, but it worked on her like a tonic.

For three days he had watched one deep gash after another knit closed, leaving no evidence behind. Bruises sank and vanished; bone remembered its place. With every hour his impatience grew, and with it a dread he refused to name. Leaving Myra unprotected would guarantee her death. She was fighting hard enough for her life as it was. He would not risk a single misstep.

If she didn’t wake soon, he feared he would have to wake her himself. The idea scraped along his nerves. She needs rest. But I need her too.

He had already sent everyone he could summon into the world to look for Vanessa. They would stop at nothing to find her—turning over cities and forests and old graves if they had to. Still, Myra could find her the quickest. Myra always could.

He paced again—five strides, turn, five strides back—boot soles grinding grit into the stone. Condensation beaded on the walls and slid down in cold threads. Somewhere deep beneath them, the earth made a low, constant sound, a subterranean heartbeat.

Think. Plan. Move.

He had a million thoughts racing through his head, and none of them solved the single problem in front of him. If I rouse her too soon, I tear the wounds back open. If I wait, I could lose the trail. If I lose the trail...

He crouched beside the mattress. Myra’s lashes trembled against skin gone pale. Her breathing was shallow but steady, the fragile rhythm of a body doing its secret work.

“Myra.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “Come back to me.”

No response—only the cave’s hush and the soft hiss of mineral air. He brushed a damp strand of hair from her forehead and set his palm there, measuring heat, measuring time. You’re close. I can feel it. Closer than yesterday. Closer than an hour ago.

He let his hand fall and forced himself upright. The cave was too small for this much pacing, too tight for this much fear. He pressed his shoulder to the stone, eyes fixed on nothing. Where are you, Vanessa? Did you run? Were you taken? The questions gnawed. He pictured a hundred doors in a hundred rooms, each leading to a different version of her—laughing, crying, broken, gone.

No. He cut the thought clean. She is alive. She has to be.

A ripple moved through Myra’s fingers. Not a twitch of pain—something else. He froze, leaned in. Her lips parted as if to shape a word, then closed again. The smallest sound—an almost-sigh—slipped out and was swallowed by the cave.

He should have felt relief. Instead, urgency sharpened to a point.

“If you can hear me,” he said softly, “hold onto her. Hold onto Vanessa. Don’t let the thread snap.”

He remembered the second reason he’d chosen this place. The gasses could mend what blades had opened. They could steady a pulse that wanted to falter. But the same currents that healed also blurred. If he pushed her now, he might pull her up too fast, wrenching her from whatever inner map she was building.

Another hour, he bargained with himself. One more hour. Then I wake you.

He tried to shape a plan around that hour. He pulled up the names in his mind—every hunter he’d sent, every watcher, every favor he could still call in. Routes, safe houses, blood debts. He ran contingencies until the edges of his thoughts went raw. None were good. Some were fatal. All were too slow.

He looked down at her again. So still. So incandescently stubborn even in sleep. Myra had always been able to do what others couldn’t—slip through the noise, find the one true line beneath the chaos. Find her for me, he thought. Find the way I can’t see.

A drop of water fell from the ceiling and burst on the stone like a tiny star. He felt the old, familiar anger rise—the fury that fueled him when the world tried to take what he loved. He let it burn hot enough to keep him moving, not so hot it burned the cave down around them.

The seconds kept ticking, and with them came the truth he could not outrun:

If he lost Myra, he would lose Vanessa too.

He knelt one more time, closer now, his voice almost a prayer. “Wake when you’re ready,” he murmured, “but hurry. We’re running out of mercy.”

The earth’s heartbeat went on. Myra slept. Demien paced.

And somewhere, far beyond the reach of the cave’s warm, poisonous breath, Vanessa waited for someone to find her.

​
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​Chapter Three
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​Interstice

––––––––
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I WOKE TO A FOGGED mind and a body that wouldn’t obey. The pain had dulled, but everything felt slow, unmoored. When I tried to stand, metal bit into my ankles and wrists. Right. Chained. I forgot. The room was too dark to see. My memory was worse, just a few images swirling without ever landing. Claustrophobia pressed in, tight as the chair.

“You have to get up. You need to leave. Find your way to freedom,” a voice said from the dark. Feminine. Accented. Familiar in a way that made my skin tighten.

“Who’s there? Where am I? Can you help me?” I whispered back, not even sure the voice was real.

Silence. A few minutes stretched thin. Then a hand—soft, careful—patted my shoulder. I froze.

The door opened, and a rush of light slashed across the floor. I squinted as my eyes adjusted. The hand left my shoulder.

“Well. I see you’re awake, dear. How do you feel?” The same beautiful quasi-nurse stood before me—blonde hair coiled into a perfect bun, white uniform, blood-red heels.

I said nothing. My gaze swept the room, confirming what the smell had already told me: cement walls and floor, dust in drifts, cobwebs sagging in the corners. Abandoned, windowless, airless. Could’ve been in Asia for all I knew.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, smiling too softly. Perfect teeth, bright, straight, impossible. Of course your teeth are perfect, I thought, my eyes rolling on instinct.

I was starving. I didn’t answer. I felt too muddled to be outraged; anger simmered, but it had nowhere to go. I wasn’t giving her the satisfaction.

“Of course you are, dear. You haven’t eaten in a couple of days.” She wheeled in a hospital-style tray and slid it in front of me. Then she freed my right hand with a quick click. “There—now you can eat. That feels better, I’m sure.”

Compassion softened her features. As she turned to go, her head dipped for a moment—like she almost said something—then she straightened and left the overhead light on.

On the tray: a crust of bread smeared with blackberry jam, three thin apple slices, a spoonful of peanut butter. Blackberry. I stared at it. I’m allergic to blackberries. Odd choice. Why not grape? Why not strawberry? Whoever put this together either didn’t care or knew exactly what they were doing.

Maybe I was meant to die slowly. Maybe I was meant to be afraid.

The hunger twisted in my gut, then shrank beneath suspicion. I pushed the tray away.

The lights went out.

Of course they did. Someone’s watching. I could feel it—the lens of a camera like a cold eye in the ceiling. I sat there with my thoughts, and my thoughts were useless. I wanted to cry. I didn’t. I needed to remember the last few days. Come on, Vanessa. Think.

A stray breeze lifted my filthy, stringy hair.

I went still. There were no windows. No vents. I held my breath and listened. Nothing. The darkness was patient. I waited for the breeze to come back. Ten minutes—maybe more—leaked by. Nothing returned.

I let out a rough breath. Imagined it. Great.

So I let my mind run somewhere prettier. The blackness thinned; sunlight warmed my face; sand slid under my palms. Myra lay beside me on a bright towel, and we were in bikinis, not sweaters. Not our lake at home, but something tropical—blue-green water ahead, a thick forest at our backs, palm trees I couldn’t mistake. Islands freckled the horizon. I couldn’t tell if we were on an island or a larger coast. Didn’t care. Paradise was paradise. The sky was clean and endless; the water caught the light and cut it into diamonds. A postcard you wouldn’t throw away.

People crowded the beach—every shape and color and accent—just... living.

Around my wrists, the restraints stayed locked.

I yanked hard, wrenching my arms apart like some idiot in a movie. Pointless, but I had to try.

“Hey, hey, hey—what are you doing?” Myra asked, half-laughing.

“I’m tryin’ to get these handcuffs off me. Why aren’t you helping?” I kept pulling, eyes on the metal that wouldn’t break.

She giggled, uneasy. “What handcuffs?”

I looked up. Her brows knit; her nose scrunched.

“These,” I said, shoving my bound wrists toward her.

“Um, babe... I don’t see handcuffs.”

“These!” I forced them closer.

“I see our friendship bracelet on your left and your charm bracelet on your right,” she said slowly. “Are you—”

“Argh! Why can’t you see this?”

“Oh, dear,” she gasped—in a Scottish accent.

“Myra?” Ice slid down my spine. Why does Myra have that accent?

“Wake up, honey.”

I pried open crusted lids.

“You didn’t eat,” the blonde Scottish nurse said, frowning. “Why?” She shook her head, disappointed. “You must be starving.”

Great. I was never at the beach. The dingy room snapped back into focus.

“Honey, you must eat.” Sadness drifted behind her eyes. Something unsaid pressed at her lips. Say it, I thought. Say the thing you’re holding back. She just looked at me a moment longer, then turned and left.

What is happening? Why am I here? What does she want to tell me? The questions circled while I chewed at my bottom lip.

The door opened and slammed again. She returned, set a fresh tray beside the old one, flipped the light off, and left without a word.

I just wanted to wipe the sweat off my greasy forehead. No idea how long I’d been here—days, at least. “Ugh. Disgusting.”

“Find your way out,” the voice in the dark whispered.

“You’re back,” I rasped. No answer. “Who’s there? Can you help me?”

Silence. I’m going crazy. Solitary confinement does that—unspools the mind. Maybe I’d finally cracked.

Then it hit me: my hands were free. Still cuffed together—but not fixed to the chair.

My heart sped. I slid to the floor, patting the concrete, searching for the ankle locks. Still there. No easy release. No key.

“I wish I were on the beach with Myra,” I whined into the dark.

And there we were again—sun, sand, a sky so bright it hurt. Myra lounged beside me in a black one-piece speckled with tiny white skulls. I could live here forever. Never wake up.

“What’s next?” she asked, watching the water shimmer.

“What do you mean?”

Her eyes turned curious. “How are you going to get out of this?”

“How am I going to get out of what?”

“Your current situation.”

“The beach?” Frustration clawed at my throat. “How did I get here?”

“Get where?”

“Here. This beach.”

“You’re confusing me. Focus. This isn’t the worst situation you’ve been in.”

“Myra, what are you talking about?” I slid my sunglasses down and stared into her eyes.

“You just have to find the key,” she said, matter-of-fact, ignoring the question.

We sat in silence, staring at the water. What key? The word echoed, bright and terrible, like the sliver of light under a locked door.

––––––––
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✦ ᛝ ✦

––––––––
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DEMIEN GREW MORE WORRIED with each hour. He had burned through every trick he knew to push Myra’s healing along. Still she lay unconscious—twitching now and then, fingers fluttering like they were touching a map he couldn’t see. He told himself that was good. He told himself the body dreams when it mends.

He wasn’t sure how much she truly understood even before this. She always followed orders with brutal efficiency—obedience etched into her bones at conception—but understanding lived in softer places she’d had to build by hand. How much would the damage set her back? Would she have to relearn her roles? Would her body hold when the fighting started again?

They needed to regroup. They needed to find Vanessa fast. She could be anywhere—anywhere. Had she run, like she had before, when the edges of herself got too sharp? Had her untrained power misfired and stranded her somewhere between doors? Or had someone taken her?

That last thought lodged like a blade. If she’d been taken, they’d need a suspect to find the place. She had too many enemies to count, some old and festering, some fresh and hungry. He paced the cave’s damp floor, grinding grit under his boots, reciting names in his head and placing them on maps only he could read. If he could pin each one to ground—truly know where they were—he could start cutting the list. That was the hope, anyway.

The cave was dark, wet, and mineral-cold. The universe beyond it felt endless and hostile—a snarl of space and time and bad memories. Stay on Earth, he thought, as if she could hear him. Stay tethered. If she’d slipped realms, everything got harder—gravity, distance, even the truth. But if she was still here, he could reach her. Or Myra could. Myra always could.

Another twitch rippled through her hand. He crouched, watching. “Come on,” he murmured. “Find her. Find me a way.”

He ran through his enemies again, and this time he let his mind make worse shapes: alliances forming in the dark; old grudges shaking hands; a net he couldn’t see. The list felt endless.

He pressed his palm to the stone to steady himself. The earth hummed back—a low, ugly comfort.

If he lost Myra, he’d lose Vanessa too.

And losing Vanessa... There were no plans for that. Only ruin. Only fire.

He stood and kept pacing, counting seconds like prayer beads, building a plan he hated but would follow to the letter if it got him one step closer to her.

​
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​Chapter Four
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​Catabasis: The Falling 

––––––––
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I COUNTED MY BREATHS until the dark felt thinner.

In. Out. In. Out. Seven times, then seven more. The chair had a mean way of reminding me I wasn’t going anywhere—metal biting into ankles, wrists, the back of my thighs. The air held that same heavy taste: dust, mold, old water that never found sunlight.

“Find your way out,” the voice had said before.

I listened so hard the silence answered back.

Nothing... and then the faintest brush of air, like fingers through my hair.

“There you are,” I whispered. “Do it again.”

The breeze didn’t return. A camera’s empty eye stared down from somewhere I couldn’t see. I kept still, the way prey keeps still when it knows the hunter likes movement best. Don’t cry. Remember. The last thing I remembered clearly was a couch, Myra, a show we never picked, laughter that wasn’t careful, a night that should have stayed ordinary.

“Timber,” I said under my breath, and the word felt like a splinter. Why that word? Why now?

The overhead light clicked on with a tired buzz.

She stepped in—the nurse with the flawless bun and the blood-red heels, the compassion she wore like a mask she couldn’t quite take off. Her eyes flicked to the tray I hadn’t touched. A small crease formed between her brows.

“You must keep your strength, dear,” she said softly. “Please try the fruit? The bread?”

I stared and said nothing.

“I’ll come back,” she murmured, as if she were promising herself something, not me. The door shut behind her, and the light went out.

I let the black close over me, and this time I didn’t fight the drift. It felt like falling through warm water—slow, inevitable. The sand was waiting for me when I landed. The sun had slid lower; the sky burned. Waves reached for my feet and broke like glass on the shore. Myra stretched beside me on a bright towel, black suit, tiny white skulls like constellations on silk.

“You’re late,” she said, and smiled the way she did when she was trying not to show she’d been scared.

“Traffic,” I said. “In the underworld.”

She sat up and shaded her eyes with her hand. “You’re avoiding the obvious.”

“Which is?”

“You’re chained there. Not here,” she said, tapping the sand. “So stop asking this world to open that world’s door. It can’t. Find the hinge that belongs to yours.”

“I don’t have a key.”

“Not all locks want keys,” she said, tone feather-light, eyes very not. “Some want names. Some want blood. Some want the moon.”

“Helpful.”

She pointed downshore. “See it?”

I followed her finger to a line of trees shouldering the beach. One trunk had wings carved high into the bark—crude, child-strong lines that still looked like they could lift the world if they were allowed to. The sight shoved something inside my chest. A memory that hadn’t been given to me yet.

“Go at dusk,” Myra said. “Shadow-side. Don’t dig where it’s bright.”

“For what?”

“The thing that was yours before it found you.”

“Do you hear yourself?”

“Every day,” she said, and for a moment—I swear—I heard a second voice carry under hers. Younger. Close. Time is running out.

I blinked and the beach dimmed. The smell of lilac pushed through the salt. The cave of a room took me back in like a mouth swallowing.

The nurse didn’t return. The camera didn’t blink. My wrists ached where the metal hugged bone. I tested the slack between them—enough to touch my face, not enough to matter. My ankles were locked tight to the chair.

Names. Moon. Blood. I breathed. Counted. Let the room breathe back.

––––––––
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✦ ᛝ ✦

DEMIEN’S WATCH HANDS didn’t move, but time did.

He crouched by Myra again and pressed two fingers to the soft place at her throat where the pulse thrummed, light and stubborn. Her skin was warmer than it had been. Healing climbed the rungs of her body, one careful inch at a time. He wanted to be patient. He fought to be patient. Patience had never loved him back.

“Myra,” he said, the name softer than prayer. “Find her.”

Her eyelids trembled. The smallest line passed through her brow and smoothed again.

He’d brought her down here for the heat and the breath of the stone—the gasses that did their quiet work. He hated the smell. He loved the results. The cave sang its low, ugly lullaby.

He didn’t wake her, but he spoke as if she were listening.

“She’s not alone,” he said. “She never is.” He pictured Vanessa’s face the way it looked when she was trying not to break. He gave himself three heartbeats of that and no more. He couldn’t afford the fourth.

A twitch took Myra’s fingers. Her lips shaped a sound that didn’t cross. He bent close.

“...wings,” she whispered, or maybe the cave made that word up for him. “...shadow... key... not a key...”

“What then?” he asked, useless and human.

“...perfume...” came like a breath that wasn’t hers.

He closed his eyes and found the scent memory in the air of the room he hadn’t seen: sweet, too sweet, lilac dragged through something warm, narcotic. Anodyne. He filed it where he filed everything. He would pull that thread later. For now: the other words.

Wings. Shadow. Not a key.

“The hinge, then,” he said, half to her, half to whatever listened. “The lock that wants a name.”

Myra stilled again. The mineral song went on. Demien stood, paced the narrow length of the cave once, twice, five times, then stopped himself before he wore the stone to dust.

He sent his thoughts outward—quiet, controlled—through the channels he’d spent too long building. Watchers, runners, old debts. Warehouse. No windows. Concrete. Scent of lilac. No cameras in the obvious places. The orders rode out like iron filings on a field.

He came back to Myra and laid his palm over her hand. “Hurry,” he said, and the word hurt. “We are running out of mercy.”

––––––––
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✦ ᛝ ✦

––––––––
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I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG I sat before the dark slipped and the beach returned—the hush before night, the water turning to ink, the horizon holding its breath. The tree with wings was waiting, shadowed on the side that wanted me.

“I hate this,” I told Myra, who didn’t answer. Maybe she wasn’t here. Maybe I was exactly as alone as I had always feared.

I crossed the sand. The carving was rough up close, but good. I put my palm on the wings and felt the heat the day had left behind. My other hand pressed into the shadowed earth at the roots. It was harder than I wanted it to be. I dug anyway. Nails full of grit, skin torn, none of it mattering.
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