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Chapter 1 – Part 1: "The Taking"
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Summary: Soldiers tear Avenis from her home before dawn to march her toward sacrifice.

The first blow against the door rattled the entire house, making the clay walls tremble as fine dust sifted from the rafters and floated like pale mist in the dim starlight. Avenis snapped awake, disoriented, heart kicking against her ribs as if it could outrun whatever waited on the other side of that door. She had been dreaming of water, of rain falling on cracked earth, and the sound of splintering wood dragged her violently back to the truth of the desert and its hunger. She reached blindly for the dagger beneath her thin sleeping mat, fingers brushing the worn hilt just as the second strike cracked the frame. By the third, the hinges screamed, then gave way entirely, sending the wooden slab clattering inward and spilling cold air and torchlight into the small room. Two men in dull bronze armor filled the doorway, hulking and faceless beneath their metal helms. They moved with the surety of men who had done this many times before, each gesture stripped of hesitation, each step a ritual of cruelty.

Her mother was up before Avenis could stand, throwing herself forward, hair falling loose from its braid as her bare feet slapped the dirt floor. “No, no, not my daughter,” she begged, voice hoarse with terror but sharp with defiance. “She’s barely a woman, you’ll not take her.” She pressed both palms to the chest of the first soldier, trying to shove him back. It was like striking a wall. His gauntleted hand rose and shoved her aside with brutal ease. She stumbled, her body hitting the wall hard enough to leave a smear of dust in her shape, the breath knocked clean from her lungs.

The sight of it tore something loose in Avenis, a piece of herself she hadn’t known could snap. Fury roared through her blood hotter than fear. She surged upright, knife in hand, voice raw. “Touch her again and I swear I’ll—” She didn’t finish. The second soldier closed the distance in two strides, seizing her wrist and twisting it so sharply she gasped in pain, the dagger clattering uselessly to the floor. Before she could recover, iron cuffs were biting into her wrists, chains dangling heavy and cold between them. The first soldier stepped close with a heatstone brand, its sigil glowing molten-red in the darkness, and without ceremony pressed it to the side of her neck. The sizzle of burning flesh filled the silence, a smell so vile she gagged on it. She clenched her teeth, swallowing her scream until it became another kind of weapon, sharp and quiet.

“Tribute claimed,” the man said, his voice flat, neither proud nor ashamed, as though she were a sheep tagged for slaughter.

Her mother dragged herself up from the floor, hands raw from scrabbling against dirt and stone, desperation pouring from her with every staggered breath. “Take me,” she rasped, on her knees now. “Take me instead, she’s all I have. Please.” Her voice broke on that last word, a crack that sounded like a heart splitting. The soldiers didn’t even look at her. One raised his boot and pushed her back with a force meant to erase her existence from the moment. The other muttered, almost idly, “The beast prefers younger flesh,” as if explaining a simple rule of trade.

The words fanned Avenis’s rage into an inferno. She spat at them, a sharp wet sound against the polished bronze of a helm. “You need chains to face a god, cowards,” she hissed, thrashing against their grip, her bare feet dragging furrows into the dirt floor as they hauled her toward the broken doorway.

Outside, the entire street was awake. Neighbors stood in the thresholds of their huts, faces ghost-pale under the moon, eyes fixed anywhere but on her. Some clutched children to their chests, others folded their hands as if in prayer, though no words left their lips. The ritual had taught them silence better than faith ever could. Not one soul stepped forward to stop the soldiers or even whisper defiance. Avenis felt a strange bitterness rise in her throat, a metallic taste like blood: this was not just her death they were witnessing. It was theirs too, lived out night after night, generation after generation, every sacrifice another nail in a coffin the desert had built around them all.

She twisted, desperate, just once, to look back at home. The doorframe was a jagged wound in the clay wall, and in it knelt her mother, arms reaching for her, tears streaking down her dust-caked cheeks. Her whisper floated over the clinking of chains and the crunch of boots on dry earth, so soft Avenis almost thought she imagined it: “If a chance comes... run.”

The soldiers didn’t pause. They dragged her into the cold predawn darkness where the stars looked sharp enough to cut, and the only sound following them was the relentless jangle of iron and the dying echo of her mother’s plea.
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Part 2: "The Procession of Fear"
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Summary: Chained to other sacrifices, Avenis is marched across the desolate salt flats toward the Serpent’s temple. The landscape and the people they pass reveal the kingdom’s cruelty and hopeless faith, fueling her defiance and quiet desperation.

The chains linked them all, ten souls dragged together like beads on a string no one wanted to hold. Avenis’s wrists ached, the iron biting deeper with every jolt of the lead soldier’s pace. The air smelled of rust and dust and the sour tang of fear rolling off the line of prisoners. Dawn had not yet come, but the stars were fading, leaving the sky the color of ashes. Each footstep kicked up pale powder that clung to their ankles, turning skin and rags alike the color of bone.

The salt flats stretched endlessly before them, a wasteland of cracked white plates shimmering faintly under the weak light. It was said this had once been a fertile lake, the kingdom’s heart before the gods dried it to punish mortal pride. Now it was nothing but thirst and silence, broken only by the rattle of chains and the occasional barked command from the soldiers. Their boots left deep prints in the brittle crust; the prisoners’ bare feet left blood where the salt sliced skin. Avenis forced herself not to limp, refusing to give them that victory.

They passed the first village before the sun fully rose. Mud-brick huts leaned under the weight of wind and neglect. People emerged as the procession trudged through, drawn by the sound of shackles like flies to carrion. Mothers clutched children tight to their skirts. Men bowed their heads, lips moving in desperate prayers to a god that had long since proven deaf. The villagers’ eyes lingered on the prisoners’ branded necks, some with pity, some with envy—at least those marked would have a purpose, even if it was dying.

A small boy, no older than six, broke from his mother’s grasp to run toward them, clutching a cracked clay cup. His bare feet slapped against the salt-crusted earth as he held it up toward Avenis, his eyes wide, sunken cheeks streaked with dirt. “Water,” he whispered, voice too hoarse to carry far. She reached instinctively, but the soldier beside her swung his spear shaft, knocking the cup from the boy’s hands. It shattered in the dust. The mother caught the boy and dragged him back without a word. Avenis felt the heat of helpless fury rise in her chest, a tide she couldn’t stop. The gods took everything and left nothing but this: thirst, hunger, ritual, and fear.

Later, they stopped at a makeshift camp where a caravan of priests waited with their incense burners and endless scrolls of chants. The prisoners were forced to their knees, shackled to iron posts hammered into the ground. The guards ate salted meat and drank from their flasks just out of reach, making a show of pouring water into the dust where parched lips could see but not taste it. Avenis’s tongue felt thick as sand, but rage kept her spine straight. She met every guard’s glance with the hard glare of someone who wanted to see them burn.

When the darkness deepened again, Kaithar appeared, creeping closer along the line of prisoners as the guards dozed by the fire. He had been a boy once, laughing in the same narrow alleys as Avenis, sharing stolen figs under the eaves. Now his hair was shorn close, his face drawn tight by years of bending his knees to gods he didn’t believe in. His voice was low, barely more than the scrape of breath. “Don’t try it,” he warned, eyes flicking to the sharpened fragment of chain Avenis had been worrying at with her bound fingers. “You run, they’ll drag your whole family here next. You know it.”

“I won’t kneel,” she whispered back, keeping her eyes forward as if they weren’t speaking. “Not to them, not to their serpent.”

Kaithar’s lips pressed thin. “Then die on your feet. Just don’t make them die beside you.” His gaze shifted past her, to the other captives. One girl was no older than thirteen. Another clutched a strip of cloth, maybe a keepsake from a mother who hadn’t been able to fight like hers had. Avenis swallowed hard, the iron taste of hatred bitter on her tongue.

The night passed without sleep, every breath filled with the sound of soldiers shifting, the occasional muttered prayer from a doomed soul nearby. At dawn, the chains were yanked taut again, pulling them to their feet. They trudged onward under a sun that felt like a curse from on high, baking the salt flats until the light turned blinding. With every step closer to the cliffs on the horizon, a low hum seemed to grow under Avenis’s skin, as if something vast and ancient was waiting ahead, patient and hungry.

By the time they crested a final rise, sweat and blood streaking their legs, the cliffs were fully revealed—a jagged black wall where the desert ended. The temple of the Serpent was carved directly into the stone, vast pillars like fangs jutting toward the sky, its gates yawning open like a waiting maw. Even the soldiers fell quiet as they approached, muttering half-hearted prayers. Avenis lifted her chin and stared at the monstrous edifice, heart hammering not with fear, but with the cold certainty that if she was going to die, it would not be quietly.
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Part 3: "Whispers of Escape"
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Summary: Night falls on the prisoner’s camp again. Kaithar risks everything to speak with Avenis, the two friends weighing impossible choices under the watchful eyes of guards and gods alike.

Night had a way of making the salt flats even crueler. When the sun sank, it took its blinding fury with it, but the cold that replaced it was a sharper torment. The desert breathed frost into the air, creeping through torn clothes, gnawing at bone. Avenis knelt on the packed earth, chains clamped around a post with just enough slack to let her breathe but not enough to stretch her legs. The raw skin at her wrists stung with every twitch of movement, but staying still wasn’t an option either—the salt ground bit just as mercilessly if you rested on it too long. The camp was a circle of dim torchlight surrounded by endless darkness, the vast emptiness of the desert pressing in on all sides. Above them, stars glittered like shards of broken glass scattered carelessly by a god who’d long since stopped caring.

The soldiers sat in a cluster around their fire a few paces away, their armor thrown off, faces sullen with boredom as they gnawed at dried meat and drank from their dented flasks. None of them even looked at the line of chained prisoners now. To them, the offering was already dead in every way that mattered. Avenis sat hunched, fists tight around the bit of chain link she’d pried loose earlier in the day, its jagged edge scraping her palms. She turned it over and over, planning, imagining the feel of it sawing through her bonds, the wild dash into the darkness, the wind in her lungs for just a heartbeat before the inevitable arrow found her spine. She didn’t care about the outcome, only the chance. Anything was better than walking meekly into a god’s jaws.

A soft shuffle to her left caught her attention. Kaithar, moving like a shadow, crouched low to the ground. He risked a glance at the guards before leaning closer, his breath misting pale in the cold. “Still got fight in you,” he murmured, voice barely audible over the crackle of the soldiers’ fire. “Thought maybe the heat would have baked that stubbornness out by now.”

She didn’t look at him, eyes fixed on the horizon where the black wall of cliffs slept in the starlight. “Stubborn’s all I’ve got left,” she whispered, the chain fragment clinking softly between her fingers.

Kaithar’s lips tightened, the faintest shadow of a smile tugging before it faded to something heavier. “They’ll kill you before you take ten steps,” he said. “Then they’ll take your mother. Your cousins. Every name that’s ever shared your blood.” He didn’t say it as a threat—it was worse than that. It was just fact, a truth neither of them could unmake.

The words landed like a stone in her gut. Her breath hitched, anger rising to smother the fear, because fear would make her weak and weakness was exactly what they wanted from her. “So I sit and wait? Let them brand me again, march me into that pit, feed me to their cursed god like a lamb with its throat already cut?” Her voice was a blade held tight, just loud enough for him to hear. “I’d rather make them spill their own blood first.”

Kaithar’s eyes glimmered in the faint light, something sharp and sad in them. “I know,” he said softly. “I know what you are, Avenis. I remember.” A pause, a breath, like he wanted to reach out but didn’t dare. “But the ones who try to run don’t just die. They make their whole line vanish. That’s how the king keeps us docile. No bloodline, no legacy. Just empty houses left for the sand to swallow.”

Her hands clenched so hard the jagged chain bit into her palms. She imagined cutting through the iron, imagined cutting through the guards, imagined running and taking her mother with her. The image wavered like heat-haze because it wasn’t real—not here, not yet.

For a moment, the silence between them was almost heavier than the chains. The other prisoners shifted restlessly, one girl quietly sobbing, another murmuring prayers under her breath, as if words could build a wall between her and what waited ahead.

Finally Avenis let out a breath that tasted of salt and blood and hopeless rage. “Then I’ll bide my time,” she muttered, eyes burning as she stared at the distant cliffs where the temple slept. “I’ll walk where they tell me, kneel if I must. But I won’t die on my knees. If there’s a breath left in me when I see that god’s face, it won’t be begging.”

Kaithar’s mouth twisted into something that wasn’t quite a smile, wasn’t quite grief. “That’s the Avenis I knew.” He glanced toward the guards again and melted back into the shadows, leaving her with nothing but the bitter cold, the weight of iron on her skin, and the promise she’d just sworn to herself.

Above them, the stars burned, pitiless and distant, as the desert wind picked up, carrying with it a sound too faint to name. A hum beneath the earth, a slow heartbeat in the stone ahead, as if something vast and patient was waiting for the moment the offering finally arrived.
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Part 4: "The Temple Looms"
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Summary: As dawn breaks, the prisoners approach the cliffs where the Serpent’s temple is carved from black stone. Avenis feels the weight of something ancient watching, waiting, as the truth of where she’s being taken finally towers before her eyes.

The sun rose without warmth, a pale disk dragging itself above the jagged horizon, spilling weak light across the salt flats. It turned the cracked earth blinding white, making every grain of salt glitter like broken glass scattered by careless hands. The chains jerked taut, pulling Avenis forward with the others, their footsteps crunching in a slow, uneven rhythm that never quite matched the soldiers’ boots. Her muscles burned from hours of stumbling through rough terrain, her throat raw and dry as if she’d swallowed handfuls of sand. Each breath tasted of dust and iron.

The air grew different as they walked. At first, Avenis thought it was only the wind changing, but soon it felt heavier, thicker, as though the desert itself were holding its breath. The horizon shifted, resolving into towering cliffs that stabbed upward like a row of serrated blades. Black stone, veined with strange white streaks that glimmered faintly even in daylight. The closer they drew, the more she noticed the formations didn’t look natural. The cliffs curved, arched, leaned toward them, like the ribs of some colossal beast half-buried in the earth.
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