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Episode 1: A Story is a Story
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Poem of Beginnings

A story begins where endings fall,

In silence, in laughter, in nothing at all.

A flame is fragile, yet dares to ignite,

Defying the dark with a flicker of light.

A step becomes many, a seed becomes more,

The smallest of sparks can open a door.

Though beginnings are fragile, uncertain, and small—

A story is a story. That’s the beauty of it all.

I don’t care what anyone says. I was never meant to be normal.

Not the way I dressed, not the way I talked, not the way I shouldered through subway crowds like the city owed me a lane. People hated that about me. They hated the rainbow streaks in my hair, the scuffed Jordans I’d saved three summers for, the way I laughed when I should’ve apologized. I knew I was loud. I knew I was too much. I just didn’t know how to be anything else. Or maybe I did and refused.

That morning started badly and then downgraded to worse. My alarm didn’t go off, or I smacked it into silence, or time chewed thirty minutes and spit them into the void, whatever. I woke up to the late morning sun melting through the blinds and a text from Kayla: “u up???” Which was code for “Mom is already mad.”

I threw on the first hoodie I found, stepped on a history packet, tripped over a laundry mountain, and nearly face planted into the mirror. My hair was a mess. I liked chaos, but there’s a difference between on purpose feral and actually feral. I grabbed a brush, wrestled the rainbow back into something like order, and ran for the kitchen.

“Good afternoon,” Mom said, like each syllable could scratch my face.

“Well, I'm cooked.” I thought to myself.

“It’s literally eight thirty.” I opened the fridge. Milk. Questionable leftovers. A single slice of cheese with bite marks. “Breakfast of champions,” I muttered, and closed it again.

Dad folded his newspaper a little harder than necessary and still didn’t look at me. “Suspension ended yesterday,” he said. “Meaning you go to school today. Meaning on time.”

“I’m on time for someone in a different time zone.”

“Thaleia,” Mom warned.

Kayla hovered in the hallway, backpack zipped to military precision, hair in the neatest bun I’d ever failed to replicate. She looked at me the way she always did before I went out. Like I was a burning match headed toward a room of fireworks. “Please just... don’t get in a fight,” she whispered.

I flashed her a grin that felt more like a grimace. “I’ll do my best.”

Running out the door, I passed multiple blocks on my way to school. On one of them was my boss, Pablo. Nice guy, really kind and I’m just glad to be working for him.

I waved at him saying hi and he said:”don’t be late for school today”.

I said “I’ll try”.

Passing another block with the walk signal visible I ran across the street only for a semi truck going 70 mph hitting me across multiple blocks.

People stared, others called 911.

Me? I got up, shrugged it off and kept running.

At the gate the principal saw the tire marks on my head, paused, thought about it, rubbed his eyes, and finally said,”what the hell is going on with your life”?

I responded,”I don’t really know.” 

The halls smelled like bleach and old gum. My homeroom was halfway across the building and three floors up, and I would’ve power walked there if the universe hadn’t decided to set a trap at the base of the stairs: Maya. Tall. Eyelashes engineered by aerospace. Smile like a paper cut. She tilted her head, blocking my path. John materialized behind me—her personal wall of muscle, brain sold separately.

“Well, well,” Maya sang. “The prodigal delinquent returns. Did they run out of detention slips?”

“what could you possibly want at 9:00 am in the morning?” I said. 

“nothing, just admiring your ugliness”.

“you disappoint me”Thaleia said.

She laughed, too loud. People turned to watch, because of course they did. She leaned in close enough that I could smell her perfume, sugar and smoke. “You’re late, you’re useless, and you’re going to fail junior year. Try not to cry about it.”

When I was younger, I used to tell myself to be the bigger person. These days, I just tried to be the faster one. I ducked under her arm and took the stairs two at a time, ignoring whatever she shouted after me. Words only stuck if I let them.

Homeroom was half empty and fully bored. I slid into a seat by the window. The teacher droned about the assembly schedule, my phone buzzed with Kayla’s “u ok?” and I texted back a thumbs up I didn’t feel. My mind wandered the way it always did, like an autistic child. To noise, to color, to the question that trailed me like a balloon tied to my wrist: Is this all there is?

By third period, the answer looked like yes. By lunch, it looked like yes but with the extra misfortune of soggy fries. I ate outside because the cafeteria air made me itch. It was colder than it should’ve been for spring, the kind of bright cold that knifed through your hoodie and made your teeth ache. I sat on the concrete steps and tried to count all the buses rolling past. I got to eight before the door creaked.

Maya again. Of course.

“You hit me last time,” she said. “You think I forgot?”

“No,” I said. “I was hoping.”

Her nails clicked against her phone. She stepped down a stair, eye level now, and smiled a smile that never reached her eyes. “You’re a glitch, Thaleia. Everyone gets that but you.”

I didn’t plan to swing. I swear I didn’t. I planned to stand and walk away, be the bigger person I retired years ago. But then she pushed my shoulder with two fingers, casual and dismissive, like I was a smudge to wipe away. Unfortunately my body decided for me.

My fist connected with her jaw. Her head snapped to the side. John lunged, and I met him halfway with a kick that taught him everything he needed to know about giving me space. He stumbled back, arms windmilling. For a breath, the whole world held still, like the air was listening.

Then security exploded through the doors, and the scene broke open like a dropped plate.

They didn’t ask questions. They never did with me. I had a reputation, and reputations fill in the blanks. An hour later I sat in a chair that squeaked every time I shifted, staring at a poster about conflict resolution on the wall of the principal’s office.

Mom arrived with her lips pressed into a line. The principal stacked papers on his desk as if paperweight could crush me into behaving. “This is the third violent incident this semester. We can no longer support your presence here. You’re a disruption, Ms.”

“Then stop looking at me like a problem,” I said softly.

Mom’s gaze snapped to me. “Apologize.”

“For what?” I asked. I knew the list. I wanted to hear them say it.

“For hitting a girl.”

“For defending myself,” I corrected. “But sure.” I turned to the principal. “I’m sorry your school is allergic to me.”

He slid the papers forward. “We’re recommending expulsion.”

The word hit like a dull metal sound. Not sharp. Not surprising. Just heavy. I felt something inside me unclench, like a door swinging open on its rusted hinges. Maybe relief. Maybe the kind of finality that tastes like freedom until the bill arrives.

At home, the air was thicker than the hallways ever were. Dad stayed at the table and pretended to read. Mom paced. Kayla didn’t come out of her room. The fight started small and got big fast, volume building, tempo quickening, the kind of crescendo that leaves everyone shaking.

“You can’t keep doing this,” Mom shouted. “You can’t keep throwing your life away.”

I let out a big ol’ sigh and said nothin’.

“You think pain makes you special?” She pointed at me like I was a broken appliance. “You think offending everyone in your path is a personality?”

“I’m not even gonna argue”.

Kayla’s door opened. Her face was pale, eyes red. “Please stop,” she whispered. Not to me. Not to our mom. To the storm

“Im done with this shit show, it’s turning me off”.

I grabbed my jacket and ran because if I stayed I’d say something I couldn’t take back. The hallway smelled like dust and laundry detergent. I hit the street, and the city swallowed me, as easy as breathing in smog.

The sky threatened rain but didn’t deliver. The sidewalks clicked and hummed. A bike messenger cursed. A child laughed like bells. Everything was motion, and I matched it, cutting through familiar blocks until the mouth of the subway yawned up in front of me like an invitation.

Cold air slicked my lungs when I descended the steps. The platform was a collage of lives: a woman in scrubs yawning, a man in a suit scrolling, a kid with headphones dancing in his own universe, me with my hands shoved in my pockets like they might hold my future if I curled them tight enough.

The tracks hummed. The tunnel breathed. Somewhere down there, a train was pushing air ahead of it like a tide.

“Bad day?” The voice was a purr at my shoulder.

I didn’t have to look to know. I looked anyway. Maya. No John. Her lipstick was too bright for underground. Her smile matched it.

“You followed me,” I said.

She tilted her head. “Maybe I was going home. Maybe the world is small. Maybe you’re important enough to chase.”

“I’m none of those things.”

The incoming train roared louder, headlights rounding the curve like two patient eyes. My body recognized the physics before my brain did: force, momentum, timing. The platform edge was a knife I was standing too close to. I took a half step back. Maya stepped with me, too close, too warm, perfume sweet as strangling vines.

“You make it too easy,” she said softly.

“For what?”

“For letting you prove everyone right.”

“Just do it already”.

I don’t remember the exact angle of her hands. I do remember the heel of her palm, the speed of it, the way the world tilted under me like a tray losing balance. I remember that brief, stupid thought: She wouldn’t. Then the longer, truer one: Of course she would.

The push was small. The fall was huge. Time stretched thin enough to see through. The last thing I saw before metal screamed was her smile. The last thing I heard was the crowd’s inhale, one giant organism preparing to decide if it cared.

Nothingness isn’t empty. It’s crowded with everything that can never be said. I fell into it and thought, so this is it then. Not brave. Not beautiful. Just done.

But the story didn’t end there.

When light returned, it wasn’t the fluorescent rotgut of the station. It was the kind of light that made colors I’d never seen before. I was falling again, but the air tasted different—sweet and sharp and clean, like biting into winter. Above me, a sky cracked into auroras. Below me, mountains shouldered out of clouds. Rivers of light stitched the world together like veins in a living thing.

I was terrified—and I laughed. A short bark that spooked the wind. “Two deaths in one day,” I told the sky. “That’s ambitious, even for me.”

The ground rushed up, a smear of forest and stone and glittering something. My stomach did a gymnastics routine. I flailed because that’s what you do when you’re not ready to stop existing. The roar in my ears had no train inside it. The scream building in my chest had my name inside it.

Then the world answered back with a flare.

A bright light, almost like the sun was upon me, collided with me. I closed my eyes, feeling the warmth of this sudo sun. Basking in it. I opened them to see a little girl holding me her hair glistening yellow like an angel. Her clothes, like sacred cloth.

“You’re safe,” a voice whispered, steady and bright.

I blinked through tears I’d forgotten to stop. The girl holding me couldn’t have been more than a year or two younger. Pale hair haloed her face. Her eyes, they were, oh. Her eyes weren’t eyes you could categorize. They were conviction, given shape. Her hands shone where they touched me, and the glow wasn’t light the way I understood it. It felt like the sound a lullaby makes right before you fall asleep. It felt like a promise.

“Who,” I paused,”the hell”? I started, coughed, tried again. “Who are you?”

“Celandine,” she said, as if the name were a cure. “You’re okay now. I won’t let you fall.”

The wind quieted around us like it respected her. We coasted down through layers of cloud toward a rolling sea of green and stone, the rivers of light glittering like mirrored serpents. I didn’t ask how she knew where to land. I didn’t ask anything. I clung. Sometimes survival is letting someone else hold on tighter.

We touched down in a meadow that felt like the inside of a breath. I staggered and tried to stand straight and failed, which was embarrassing, so I pretended I meant to sit. Celandine knelt in front of me and brushed hair out of my eyes with careful fingers, checking for injuries with the ease of someone who practiced saving the way others practiced scales.

“where am I?” I asked.

“Nascentia,” she said softly, like saying the word too loud might break it. “Inside the Great Euphoria.”

I laughed once, because what else do you do when someone tells you you’ve fallen into a phrase that sounds like a song title? “That doesn’t help.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s okay that you don’t understand yet.”

She offered me water from a skin that smelled faintly of cherries and metal. I drank because my body remembered thirst better than my mind remembered manners. The water was cool enough to hurt and good enough to make me want to cry again. I swallowed it and the tears both.

“I’m Thaleia,” I said, in case that mattered here.

“I know,” she said again, and the corners of her mouth lifted. “I felt you falling.”

I wanted to ask what that meant. I wanted to ask a lot of things: how the sky could crack open, why the air tasted like the inside of a bell, whether death had rules I’d broken or if I’d outrun them. Instead I heard myself say, “Thank you.” The words were small and heavy and not enough.

Celandine’s smile warmed. “You’re welcome.” She sat back on her heels and studied me the way I studied trouble. Careful, curious, ready to move. “Can you stand?”

I tried. The world tried to slide out from under me. Celandine caught my elbow and steadied me without making a big deal out of it. We walked toward a line of trees where a narrow path threaded into the woods. Birds made a sound like coins chattering in a cup. The sky overhead kept bleeding auroras as if it didn’t know how to stop.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“A village,” she said. “It’s not far. You can rest there.”

“You don’t even know me.”

“I know you fell,” she said. “That’s enough.”

Her certainty was the kind that made arguing feel rude. We crossed the meadow and slipped into the forest, the air cooling, the light turning into green lace. The path buckled around roots like the earth had grown it in a hurry. Branches whispered secrets I didn’t speak. My body cataloged every new sensation. The weight of quiet, the taste of sap in the air, the way the ground hummed like a distant drum. I felt... tuned, somehow. Like a guitar string that had been slack for years was finally turned until it sang.

“Hey,” I said, because silence and I were not friends. “Back there. In the sky. You glowed.”

Celandine nodded, unbothered. “It’s my Dream.”

“Like ambitions?”

“Like a gift,” she said. “Like a truth you can’t unknow.”

“What’s yours called?”

“Savior.” She said it simply, without drama, and somehow that made it bigger. “I save people and things. Whatever it takes.”

The words slid under my skin and curled up there. Whatever it takes. I didn’t let myself think about what that might cost. Not then.

Eventually the trees thinned, and the village appeared. It was a pocket of roofs and smoke and voices, tucked into the curve of a small river. People looked up as we approached. Faces weathered by wind and something heavier. Their eyes snagged on me and then darted to Celandine, question marks waiting for answers.

“It’s okay,” she said to them, and somehow, it was. We passed a smithy where a man hammered glowing metal into a blade that sang when it met the anvil. We passed a garden where a woman coaxed vines into spirals with murmurs. We passed a child who looked at my hair and then at his hands as if he might will color into his life by wanting it hard enough.

Celandine led me to a small house with a door that stuck on the bottom corner. Inside, the air was warm and smelled like herbs and woodsmoke. She set a kettle on the small stove and moved like she was used to this space, the way I moved through my apartment kitchen while my mother muttered about bills. Familiar but lighter.

“Sit,” she said. I sat. The chair creaked as if happy to be useful.

“I don’t know how to be here,” I admitted, surprising myself with the honesty. “Anywhere, really. But especially here.”

“You know how to breathe,” she said, pouring water into two cups. “That’s a Origin.”

That word again. Origin. Fragile and foolish and stubborn. I wrapped my hands around the warm cup and let the heat teach my fingers the shape of holding.

“I don’t understand anything,” I said.

“You don’t have to yet.” Celandine’s gaze went distant for a heartbeat, like she was listening to a frequency I couldn’t hear. Then she focused back on me. “There’s time. We’ll start with names. Mine is Celandine. Yours is Thaleia. This is Nascentia, within the Great Euphoria. There are Wilderbeasts that would hurt us if they could. There is a Flame that keeps us safe, for now. And there is Zoe.”

The last word settled in the room like a note you only hear if you stop trying. “Zoe,” I repeated. “What is that?”

“Life,” she said, and then shook her head immediately. “No. Not just life. The thread that lets life mean something. Don’t worry. You’ll feel it before you understand it.”

I frowned at my tea as if it could translate. Outside, someone laughed. Farther off, a dog barked. Under it all, a low hum that wasn’t sound at all vibrated through the floorboards and into my bones. I thought of the train tracks back home, the way they warned you with tremors before they confessed the truth of what was coming. I thought of the moment between Maya’s push and the station’s scream, when I hung over a line and imagined I could choose not to fall.

“Thank you,” I said again, because the first thank you hadn’t been enough. “For catching me.”

Celandine took a sip of her tea and smiled against the rim of the cup. “You’re welcome, Thaleia. Rest now. Tomorrow, you’ll see more, and it’ll make less sense, and that’s fine.”

“Is that how Origins work?”

“It’s how the good ones do.”

I leaned back and let the chair hold me up. My body remembered a thousand things it wanted to forgive and couldn’t yet. My mind replayed the platform and Maya and the realization that one person could move you with two fingers if they picked the worst moment. My chest ached, but differently now, like a bruise deciding whether to bloom or fade.

A story is a story, I told myself, and for the first time since the shove, I believed it could be more than an ending. I closed my eyes, and somewhere beneath my breathing, I thought I heard it: a resonance, a thread thrumming, an origin stubborn enough to survive me.
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Episode 2: Things That Make No Sense (Yet)
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I woke up to the smell of herbs and woodsmoke and the sound of a kettle complaining about its job.

For five seconds I didn’t know where I was.

Right. Not New York, Not dead, allegedly. Very much confused.

I sat up and committed the crime of existing too fast. The room tilted; the bed creaked like it wanted a raise. I held still until gravity remembered how to be professional, then swung my legs over the side and planted my feet on a woven rug that felt like it had been loved by someone’s grandmother.

“Good morning,” Celandine said from the doorway, as if she’d been waiting for me to defeat floor physics. She carried a tray with bowls and a loaf of bread wrapped in cloth. Her hair looked like a well behaved comet. I hated that my first thought was that she probably woke up like that.

“If this is heaven,” I croaked, “the interior designer has a very specific rustic aesthetic.”

Her smile made the room decide to be kinder. “It’s not heaven.” She set the tray on a small table and poured something green into a cup. “But the tea is good.”

“It’s mint and skyleaf,” she said. “For grounding.”

“Grounding is my specialty,” I said, thinking of tracks and edges. I took a sip. Mint punched me in the mouth and then apologized with sweetness. “Okay,” I conceded. “You win.”

We ate bread and a stew that had the audacity to be delicious.

“Do you remember much?” she asked when I slowed down.

“Yes,” I said. “Unfortunately.” I told her the New York parts, or the ones that would make sense to someone who had never met a metro card. Maya’s shove. The roar. The way the world went thin and mean and then—this. “And then you flew.”

“I didn’t fly,” she said, like that was important. “Savior isn’t about flying. It’s about catching.”

“Semantics,” I said. “You were in the air, I was in the air, gravity cried, and here we are.”

She laughed, and I cataloged the sound because I collect things that make the world feel less sharp. “We should tell Kairo you’re awake,” she said after. “He’s been... hovering.”

“Kairo?” I repeated, suspicious of new nouns.

“My brother,” she said. “He’s older. And younger, sometimes.”

“That’s not ominous at all.”

She stood and offered her hand like we were at a ball and not in a tiny kitchen where the stove sighed like an old dog. I stared at her palm for a second, then took it. Her grip was steady, warm, normal, which somehow felt like the most magical thing yet.

Outside, the village was stretching itself awake.

People looked at me the way people look at a storm on the horizon: uncertain if they should go inside or get a better view. I tried to arrange my face into something less like “I fell out of your god and broke your lawn.”

Celandine led me toward a courtyard where a young man was doing violence to a stack of firewood.

His eyes flicked to my hair, to my face, to Celandine’s hand on my wrist. He gave me the look I’ve seen a thousand times: an inventory and a verdict. This one ended on “dangerous question mark.”

“Kairo,” Celandine said, “this is Thaleia. She’s awake.”

“I can see that,” he said. His voice was calm in the way of people who choose their words like stepping stones over a river. He planted the axe in the chopping block and wiped his palms on his trousers. “Welcome to Nascentia.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Nice wood.”

He blinked, possibly questioning whether I was real. “We, ah, have questions.”

“Shocking,” I said. “I have none.”

Celandine shot me a look that translated to be nice. I tried on a smile; it fit weird. “I mean,” I corrected, “I have many questions. I just don’t know which one goes first.”

Kairo’s mouth softened a fraction.

“Those,” I said.

“Fractures,” he said. “The Great Euphoria is cracked. They happen after storms. Or fights. Or for no reason anyone will admit.”

“That’s comforting,” I said. “Do they leak?”

“Sometimes,” he said. “Light. Or worse.”

“Wilderbeasts,” Celandine added quietly.

“That’s a metal band name,” I said, because my coping mechanism is jokes. “Let me guess: big teeth, bad attitudes, a passion for ruining picnics.”

Kairo didn’t smile. “They come from places that forgot how to be alive properly. They try to teach the lesson.”

“What lesson?”

“Go back,” he said, and the way he said it made my skin prickle. “Un begin.”

“Hard pass,” I said. “If anyone tries to un begin me again, I’m suing.”

He looked at Celandine as if to ask if I came with a manual.

I mean I was pretty confusing to them.

“Is that my new name? Skyfall?”

“If you insist,” he said.

“Don’t encourage her,” Celandine said, but she was smiling into her sleeve.

We spent the morning walking the village. Celandine introduced me to people whose names slid off my brain and bounced around my pockets. There was the smith with arms like tree trunks, who made blades that sang when they cooled. A woman in a blue dress whose garden listened when she spoke. A child who tried to touch my hair and then panicked and ran when I let him. I waved at chickens like a politician. They were suspicious.

I kept notes in my head like I was studying for a test no one would announce: The houses are built around the river like it’s a spine.

At the edge of the village, the ground rose into a small hill with a tree that had decided branches were a suggestion.

“What’s the plan with cracks that go across the sky?” I asked. “Do you put tape on them?”

“We pray the next storm doesn’t make it worse,” Kairo said behind us. I hadn’t heard him climb the hill. He looks like the type of person who can go places without the air noticing. “And we watch for things that crawl out.”

“Cool, cool,” I said. “So do I get a weapon, or are we going for the revolutionary option of ‘running away very fast’?”

Celandine tilted her head. “Can you fight?”

“Can I fight?” I snorted. “I grew up in New York.” Then I remembered the platform and felt my stomach try to chew through itself. “Yes,” I said more quietly. “I can fight.”

Kairo studied me like a problem he wanted to solve without making it feel like a judgment. “Then when you’ve rested, we’ll see.”

I ground the toe of my Jordan’s  into the dirt and tried to look like someone rest intersects easily. “What about the Zoe thing?” I asked, half to change the subject. “You said I’d feel it.”

Celandine sat with her back against the chaotic tree and patted the ground beside her. I dropped down. Kairo remained standing because of course he did. He strikes me as someone who would apologize to a chair for inconveniencing it. Celandine closed her eyes. “Listen,” she said.

“To what?”

“To everything.”

I made a face, because vague instructions are my old enemy, but I tried.

“There,” I said softly, startled into honesty.

Celandine opened one eye and smiled like I’d just passed a test I hadn’t studied for. “Zoe,” she said.

“It sounds like... like a note the world forgot to stop holding,” I said, surprising myself. “I don’t know if I’m hearing it or if it’s hearing me.”

“Both,” she said. “Depending on the day.”

Kairo glanced at the horizon. “Depending on the company,” he said, and the way he said it made me think of enemies I hadn’t met yet.

By afternoon, the village decided to pretend I was normal.

“Pick something that doesn’t bite you,” Kairo said from the doorway. “Some blades choose people. Some people choose badly.”

“Story of my life,” I muttered, running a hand over the ridges of a short sword. It felt... uninterested. A spear looked eager but in a golden retriever way that made me nervous. A pair of batons caught my eye—plain, slightly weighted, the right length to be extensions of decisions. I lifted them. My wrists remembered a rhythm from gym class brawls and afternoons teaching myself to twirl a broom handle because therapy was too expensive.

“These,” I said.

Kairo nodded once. “Good,” he said, like the word cost him something. “We’ll start simple.”

“Define simple.”

“Don’t die,” he said, and tossed me a grin so quick I almost missed it. Look at that—he had a sense of humor stored in a locked drawer.

We trained in the courtyard. Celandine watched from the steps with a book open, as if reading and worrying occupied the same chair. Kairo showed me stances, and I pretended I didn’t already know how to put my feet when the world wanted me down. He corrected my elbows and said “again” until language felt like a drumbeat. Sweat mapped familiar countries down my spine. It felt good to do something my body recognized. Existing is easier when you assign your muscles a task and let your brain be a spectator.

“You fight like you’re telling jokes,” Kairo said after an hour.

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know,” I said. “But I took it that way.”

We broke when the bell in the square tolled once—lunch, according to Celandine, who brought out bowls that steamed like they had personal goals. We ate and let conversation be lazy. For a second, just a second, I forgot I was a foreign object in a fragile place. For a second, I was just a girl who learned how to pivot without falling on her face.

Then the scream cut the afternoon open.

Kairo was moving before the sound finished being a sound. I was behind him on instinct. Celandine beat both of us by not bothering with instinct; she simply became motion in a direction and we followed her wake.

At the far side of the village, a cart had lost a wheel. The ox that had been deciding to be cooperative changed its mind. The cart tilted. A child stood where future tragedy prefers its actors: underneath. People shouted various flavors of oh no.

Time did its thing where it turns syrupy so you can count bad decisions in slow motion.

I felt it before I understood it.

The child blinked and burst into tears, which is what you do when someone deletes your immediate future and writes a better one in the same space.

Celandine knelt and checked him. “You’re okay,” she said, and because she said it, he was.

I stood there with my batons hanging, mouth open enough to catch rain. “That’s Savior,” I said, and it wasn’t a question.

She looked up at me, a little breathless, like she’d run a staircase that existed inside her ribs. “Yes,” she said. “Whatever it takes.”

“Define ‘whatever,’” I said, because I am very good at asking the wrong part of the right question.

Kairo put a hand on her shoulder. The look he gave me said not now. The look I gave back said I will remember that you didn’t answer me. We shepherded the shaken crowd back into something like normal. The ox reconsidered its life choices. The cart, in a dramatic coup, pretended it had never been rebellious.

When it was quiet again, we returned to the house with the door that stuck at the bottom. Celandine leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. I wanted to ask if saving took pieces from her and where she kept the inventory. I wanted to ask if catching me had cost her anything she hadn’t tallied yet. I wanted to ask if I owed her more than a thank you. I settled for the most annoying version of care.

“You good?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she said, which is the lie heroes tell when they haven’t learned how to admit they’re people. Then she ruined my attempt to be irritable by smiling. “You ran toward it,” she said.

“I run toward everything,” I said. “Walls. Problems. Bad ideas.”

“Maybe that’s why you fell here,” she said, like fate has preferences.

“Or because someone pushed me.”

Her smile crumpled at the corners. “We’ll talk about that,” she said. “When you can.”

Evening landed like a slow bird.

“Tomorrow,” Kairo said, “we’ll take you to the elders. And we’ll start toward Dawnspire soon after.”

“The capital,” I said, pretending I’d been paying better attention when he explained. “Why?”

“Because they need to see you,” he said. “And because the fractures are worse toward the city. If something is coming, it goes there first.”

“Great,” I said. “I love going toward the part where the map says Here Be Monsters.”

Celandine nudged my shoulder. “You’ll be with us.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I said lightly. But the truth was the opposite. The truth was I could already feel the shape of a hole that would have been there if she hadn’t caught me, and I didn’t want to learn how to live around its edges.

After the dishes were stacked and the door argued with its frame and finally closed, I lay awake and let my thoughts get loud. I thought of Kayla’s texts and how my phone was somewhere I could never go back to. I thought of my mother’s accusation shaped like concern. I thought of Maya’s hands and the way small things change the world more efficiently than large ones. I thought of the note the world was holding and whether I was a harmony or a siren.

I tried to be wise and failed, so I settled for honest. I am scared, I told the ceiling. I am not broken, I told the part of me that wanted to be dramatic. I am here, I told the hum in the floor. It hummed back like agreement or mockery; I couldn’t tell. I fell asleep trying to decide which answer would make me more annoying in the morning.

Sometime deep in not night, thunder tested the borders of the world.

I got up, padded to the door, and eased it open.

“Can’t sleep either?” I said softly.

She didn’t turn. “The fractures sing when it rains.”

“Do they sing good?”

“They sing honest.”

We stood there a long time without pretending we had answers.

In the morning, Kairo knocked with the exact rhythm of someone who has never once in his life knocked wrong. We ate bread like we were racing hunger and lost politely. The village gathered in the square and pretended they weren’t nervous about the elders. I pretended I wasn’t nervous about pretending. Celandine squeezed my hand once, just once, and then let go so I could pretend to be a person who didn’t need that to stand up straight.

“Ready?” Kairo asked.

“No,” I said. “Let’s go.”
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Episode 3: Elders, Lies, and Packing Snacks
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The elders’ house looked like it had opinions about time.

It hunched at the end of the square as if years had leaned on it and it learned to lean back. Vines put polite hands on its walls. The roof wore moss like a crown it didn’t smile about. The doorframe had been grooved by so many hands it had its own fingerprints. If buildings could sigh “we’ve seen things,” this one had rehearsed the line.

“I don’t love that we’re going into the house that could be a metaphor,” I said to no one and everyone.

Kairo heard me because of course he did. “Be respectful,” he murmured, which is the thing you say to people who can’t be trusted to be anything but themselves.

“I can be respectful,” I lied, and Celandine squeezed my wrist in the universal language of please try anyway.

Inside smelled like smoke and old paper and a kind of tea that could heal or kill depending on who poured it. The room wasn’t big, but it held more than people; it held attention. Seven elders sat in a crescent. They weren’t the crumbly kind; they were the weathered kind, faces mapped by surviving. On the table in front of them, a candle burned with a flame that didn’t flicker. It was unnerving—like someone had told it to behave and it listened.

We bowed, because sometimes you do the choreography even if you’re not sure of the song. Celandine did it gracefully. Kairo did it like a promise. I did it like someone approximating grace from a YouTube tutorial.

“Thaleia,” the center elder said, voice like a low drum. “Child who fell out of the sky.”

“That’s me,” I said, then remembered that sarcasm turns into a weapon when you carry it into rooms like these. “Yes. Thank you for seeing me.”

They watched me the way doctors watch a mystery symptom: curious, concerned, slightly excited. The center elder tipped her chin toward Celandine. “Our Celandine says you came through the fracture without breaking.”

“I broke plenty,” I said, thinking of metal and the station’s breath. “I just... didn’t stay broken.”

The elder to the left leaned forward, eyes like flint. “Do you know Zoe by name?”

“I know it by hum,” I said, which sounded pretentious even to me. “Like a note the world forgets to stop holding.”

That line made the rightmost elder blink, which I counted as a win. The center one reached out and, without touching me, felt the air around me the way you feel the heat around a stove you don’t trust. “You carry much,” she murmured, not to me. To the flame maybe. “More than is safe. More than is fair.”

“Cool,” I said. “My favorite combo.”

Kairo’s elbow brushed mine, a reminder that comedy has a blast radius. I pressed my mouth shut and let the elders do what elders do: ask questions like they were fishing for the shape of me. I told them the short version of New York, because the long version gets lost in translation. I told them about Maya’s hands and the second fall. I told them about the sky and the light and Celandine’s arms and how safety feels like an accusation when you’re not used to it. I did not tell them that sometimes I laughed when I should have cried. That part never sounds good on paper.

When I finished, the room listened to the part I hadn’t said. That’s how you know elders are good at their jobs. Finally the center elder nodded like a verdict she’d been carrying for months. “You will go to Dawnspire,” she said. “The capital needs to know the sky still sends us people who don’t know how to land.”

“Are you sure that’s not an argument for not telling them?” I said. “If I were a city, I’d like to remain blissfully ignorant of me.”

“Dawnspire must be warned,” she said patiently. “The fractures are widening. The Wilderbeasts are restless. Something old is moving in new ways.”

“Neat,” I said, because if I didn’t make a joke I would say the quiet part out loud: I’m scared.

Another elder spoke for the first time, voice papery but fierce. “And the Church will ask questions.”

The way she said Church made the word bite itself. I tucked that away. “Do they have answers?” I asked, because I know how institutions work: loudly.

“They have rituals,” she said. “And a habit of calling questions heresy.”

“Same thing,” I muttered.

Kairo cleared his throat. “We’ll go,” he said, answering before I could do something heroic like argue about going alone. “We can leave at first light tomorrow.”

“Tonight,” Celandine corrected mildly, and we all looked at her. She was watching the flame that didn’t flicker. “The fractures will be quieter after rain.”

“You want to walk in the dark?” I asked. “Is that on the Beginner’s Guide to Staying Alive?”

“It’s on the page where we circle back to ‘I won’t let you fall,’” she said, and it was somehow not corny when she said it.

The elders gave us things people hand to children when they send them toward danger: bread that stays soft, a skein of thread that never tangles, a charm that keeps foxes uninterested in your ankles. I tucked them away and tried not to think about how many stories begin with gifts like these and end with graves. Kairo bowed. Celandine bowed. I bowed. The flame finally flickered as if it needed to agree with someone out loud.

Outside, the sky was still hung with tired streamers of light. The rain had rinsed the edges off everything. People came up to wish us luck, which is village for please don’t die in a way that makes the rest of us look bad. A child handed me a smooth stone with a hole through its middle. “For seeing,” he said solemnly. I put it in my pocket and decided to believe him.

We packed fast. Kairo’s version of “fast” included exactly arranged bedrolls and knots tied like they’d written the book on knots and were now trying to plagiarize themselves. My version included shoving things in a bag until the bag complained. Celandine moved between us, fixing my straps when they tried to rebel, softening Kairo’s edges when they tried to sharpen. She checked our water skins, tested our boots, tucked extra bread into places bread would be surprised to find itself. Watching her prepare made me feel like I’d been winging survival my entire life. Which, to be fair, I had.

Before we left, we stood at the edge of the village where the path turned from friendly dirt into road with opinions. People think there’s a big speech before journeys. Sometimes there’s just breathing.

“You don’t have to come,” I told Kairo, because that was the brave thing to say and I’m a sucker for pretending to be brave.

“I do,” he said simply. “I swore to protect what begins.”

“That’s a dramatic vow for someone who’s still very into proper axe storage,” I said, because sincerity makes me itchy.

He smiled without showing teeth. “And you?”

“I swore to make every authority figure regret meeting me,” I said. “But I’m learning to multitask.”

Celandine took both our hands for a heartbeat and then let go like she understood that bravery only sticks if you’re not holding it too tight. “Let’s go before the road decides not to like us,” she said.

We went.

Travel is mostly feet and the conversations you keep having with yourself. The road threaded through fields that tried to be green and woods that succeeded at being complicated. Every so often we passed a shrine—a small stacked stone with a ribbon of cloth around it, a bowl of seeds, a symbol carved like a flame or a spiral or something a child might draw when they discover circles. Celandine stopped at each one to press her palm to the stone and listen. Kairo left a piece of bread at the first, a river polished pebble at the second, a promise at the third. I left a joke at the fourth and a whispered sorry at the fifth because guilt has an endurance record.

We walked until the sun got tired of watching us. When it went down, the fractures thinned—the sky deciding not to embarrass itself in the dark. Stars came on like a rumor people wanted to believe. We made a small camp in the lee of a rock that had decided not to be a hill after all. Kairo lit a fire with the competence of someone who deserved merit badges. Celandine warmed her hands and stared into the flames like she could interview them.

“Tell me about the capital,” I said through a mouthful of bread. “Dawnspire. I want to know what I’m supposed to dislike in advance.”

“It’s beautiful,” Celandine said, because of course she would start there. “White stone. Bridges like harp strings. Towers with windows that catch sunsets like nets. The Flame of Origin sits in the heart and everyone pretends not to look at it while they look.”

“And the politics?” I asked Kairo, because that’s the question you aim at boys who want to be knights.

“Messy,” he admitted. “But noble.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Define noble.”

He looked at the fire like the word might be hiding in there. “Trying to do the right thing,” he said finally.

“Trying is doing with fewer results,” I said. “But okay.”

Celandine poked the fire and little embers jumped like sparks learning to dance. “The Queen tries the most,” she said softly. “People forget to thank her for the trying because it doesn’t always change outcomes.”

“And the Church?” I asked, blinking as smoke tried to adopt my eyes. “The elders made faces like the word tastes bad.”

Kairo’s jaw worked like he wanted to crack a walnut with it. “They are... necessary.”

“That’s not an adjective,” I said. “That’s a hostage note.”

Celandine didn’t look up. “They keep rituals. They keep records. They keep power.”

“Do they keep secrets?”

“Everyone keeps secrets,” she said, which was not the answer and therefore exactly the answer.

I didn’t push. Some questions are like bruises; you only poke them if you want to know where you still hurt. We went to sleep with the fire on low and the road sighing out there in the dark. Somewhere, an owl asked the same question twice and got two different answers. I dreamed of trains that turned into rivers and a pair of hands catching me before I learned how to love the ground.

At first light we were already in motion because Kairo’s body believes morning is a religion. My body believes pillows are holy relics, but it tried to be ecumenical. We ate while we walked—bread gone dignified, apples that tasted like trees trying to apologize for winter. The road narrowed into a path that couldn’t keep its confidence. It threaded between two boulders that had broken up with a mountain and still weren’t speaking.

That’s when we heard it. The not sound of something deciding it should be here.

Kairo’s hand went to the hilt of his sword. Celandine’s breath went quieter than air. I sighed I felt the world’s hum change key. We stepped into a clearing where the grass had been combed by a nervous giant. At the far edge, a shape uncoiled from a shadow that hadn’t been there and tried on the idea of being real.

It was a Wilderbeast, but not the big kind that make bards rich. This was a scout—low, sleek, too many joints, eyes like a moth’s dream. Its skin wasn’t skin; it was regret wrapped in muscle. It saw us and got interested.

“Okay,” I whispered. “Ground rules. We don’t die. If we die, we do it inconveniently for our enemies.”

Kairo stepped forward because he does chivalry even for things that want to eat his face. “Stay behind me,” he said, which is adorable.
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