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    To my children. 

To my brother  for always having my back.
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THE LAST PRIESTESS

The world was breaking.

Kaelen felt it in her bones before she saw it. The earth had not stopped shaking for days. Stone shrines toppled. Rivers had become stagnant and the surface of the earth was mysteriously riven with cracks. The sky split as gods battled each other.

Behind her, something roared.

Theron staggered through the snow, each step leaving a trail of blackened ice. Divine blood spilled from the wound in his side, hissing where it touched the ground. Once, his presence alone had bent the world towards warmth and light. Now, even the air recoiled from him.

“Hurry Kaelen,” he said, his voice stripped raw. “They are close.”

Kaelen did not look back. She could not afford to look at him. Her hands trembled as she pressed them against her swollen belly, breath coming in sharp, painful bursts. Every step felt heavier than the last. The weight of what she carried terrified her.

Above them, the sky burned.

Gods clashed across the firmament, their forms half-seen through storms of fire and falling ice. Blades of light struck the land, carving valleys where cities had stood only hours before. Towers collapsed into smoking craters. The screams of mortals rose, then vanished, swallowed by the roar of divine war.

Kaelen had served the gods since childhood. She had washed blood from altars. She had memorized prayers older than the mountains. She had believed foolishly that faith in the gods meant she would be safe. She was so wrong

“They will not stop,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Not until nothing remains.”

Theron said nothing. His eyes which were once like gazing into the sun was dim.

They reached the ruins at dawn. The place had no name anymore. It had been erased long before the war, abandoned when the gods turned their attention elsewhere. Broken pillars lay half-buried in snow. Carvings of forgotten rites stared blindly from shattered stone. This was where Theron had brought her.

“Here we will make our last stand.” Theron said, for a moment he stared softly at Kaelen, then he hardened his gaze at the storm approaching.

Kaelen fell to her knees at the center of the ruin. The ritual circle was still there, etched into the stone like an old scar. Her fingers traced the symbols, and memory surged through her: words whispered by dying priests, warnings spoken only once, truths that had never been meant for human tongues.

“They cannot be killed,” Theron said, sinking heavily beside her. “Not anymore.”

Kaelen swallowed. She knew what he was asking. What it would cost.

“They will come for you,” she said. “For the child.”

Theron’s hand tightened around hers. “Then bind them.”

The first god arrived before she finished drawing the circle. He descended like a falling star, shattering stone, his form shifting between man and beast and something far worse. Others followed.

Kaelen began to chant.

The words tore her throat raw. Power flooded the circle, ancient and violent, ripping through her veins. The gods screamed in fury as the binding took hold. Light lashed the sky. The earth split. One god lunged for her, claws inches from her face—

Theron rose. What divine strength he had left, he burned. He met them head-on, divine might against divine might, buying her precious moments. 

Kaelen finished the final verse as blood filled her mouth.

The gods were dragged, screaming into silence, bound beyond the world, their echoes shuddering through stone and bone. The sky dimmed. The storm stilled.

Kaelen collapsed.

Theron caught her as she fell. He felt her life slipping away. His gaze dropped to her belly, to the faint, steady heartbeat within. 

“No,” he whispered.

There was only one thing left he could save. The binding would be undone but the world would be ready.

With the last of his power, Theron tore open the world, not wide enough for himself, but enough for a child. Enough for a future where the child would be born and set things right. He willed his power into being. He was a god after all.

Light swallowed the infant.

When the world sealed itself shut again, only ruins and snow remained. Only the dead body of Kaelen remained, last priestess of the gods.
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A WORLD WITHOUT MERCY

The snow had not stopped falling in Kai’s lifetime. Seven hundred years after the world broke and winter had never ended.

It fell softly most days, drifting like ash, settling into the cracks of broken streets and the hollows of abandoned homes. Other days it came down hard, stinging exposed skin, erasing footprints within moments. 

The city of Rimegate crouched beneath its walls like a wounded animal. Most of the upper tiers had collapsed generations ago, their stones scavenged to reinforce the lower districts. What remained was a maze of narrow alleys roofed with salvaged timber and rusted iron sheets, smoke from dung fires clinging low to the ground.

Kai pulled his scarf higher as he moved through the crowd. No one spoke much on execution days. They gathered because gathering meant warmth from the extreme cold. The square was already half-full when Kai arrived, boots crunching on packed snow stained grey with soot and old blood.

The post stood at the center.

It had been repaired many times. New wood spliced into old. Iron bands bolted where it had split. The city took care of the post. It was one of the few things everyone agreed was necessary.

Kai stopped at the edge of the crowd.

The condemned was already there, wrists bound behind his back, head bowed. He was thin in the way hunger made everyone thin, ribs visible beneath his tunic. Frost clung to his lashes and hair. Someone had shaved his neck clean, exposing the brand burned into his skin.

A godborn.

Kai felt the familiar tightening in his chest. He told himself it was the cold.

A priest stepped forward, boots sinking slightly into the snow. He wore layers of white and grey, his breath fogging as he spoke.  “This one carries the taint of the gods,” the priest said. “The blood that cursed our world.”

No cheers. No chants. Just the low murmur of people shifting their weight, rubbing their hands together.

The condemned lifted his head. For a moment, his eyes met Kai’s. They were not defiant. They were tired.

Kai swallowed. He watched as the blade came down. Blood splashed across the snow, steaming faintly before freezing dark.

The world lurched. Kai’s knees buckled. His vision blurred. The square fell away. He stood somewhere else. The air was warm. The stone beneath his feet was smooth. Towers rose around him, banners snapping gently in a golden breeze. People moved through wide streets, laughing, arguing, living. And towering above them was ...Gods.

They walked openly, their presence felt in their midst.

A woman ran past Kai, her face pale with fear, her hands pressed protectively to her stomach.

“Kai.”

The vision shattered.

Kai hit the ground hard, breath tearing from his lungs. Hands grabbed at him, dragging him back as the crowd surged.

“Another one fainted,” someone muttered.

“Shouldn’t bring the young ones.”

Kai lay on the frozen ground, heart pounding, the echo of warmth fading from his skin.

Above him, snow continued to fall.
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THE SANCTUARY BENEATH ICE

The sanctuary lay hidden beneath a collapsed aqueduct, its entrance concealed by layers of ice and scavenged stone. From above, it looked like nothing more than another ruin claimed by the cold.

Inside, it was cramped but lanterns burned low along the walls, their flames fed carefully. The air smelled of boiled roots, damp wool, and old parchment. Voices echoed softly as people argued and laughed.

This was one of the last places the godborn were not hunted or it just hadn’t been found yet.

Kai sat on a rough bench near the far wall, his head in his hands. His vision had not left him. The warmth still clung to him like a fever.

“You went to the square again.”

He looked up. Marek stood over him, arms crossed, his expression tight. Marek was older by a few years. The faint shimmer beneath his skin—the mark of godborn blood was visible when the lanternlight caught him just right.

“I wanted to see,” Kai said.

Marek snorted. “See what? How they die?”

Kai didn’t answer.

Marek sat beside him with a sigh. “You’re going to get yourself noticed.”

“I already am,” Kai said quietly.

That night, Kai dreamed.

He stood knee-deep in snow that burned like fire. The sky above was split open, gods tearing at one another with weapons that sang as they struck. Cities burned below them. Rivers froze solid in seconds.

At the center of it all, a woman knelt in a ruined circle of stone.
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