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            Chapter One

          

          THE FIRST CRACK

          NOVA CASTANEDA

        

      

    

    
      The floor of the Assembly Hall shuddered under my boots like it was trying to buck me off the world.

      Someone screamed, high and raw, the sound ricocheting between vaulted arches of living crystal, and the air tasted of burnt ozone, the metallic tang of starfire too close to skin. The central dais flared in warning runes, concentric circles of light that stuttered like a dying heartbeat. Every flare turned the faces around me into pale masks: judges in their rigid constellate collars, court ambassadors draped in their colors, military aides gripping holsters they weren’t allowed to draw in this room.

      Cael stood three paces away, separated from me by law and old fear, his jaw locked so tight I could see the tendon jump along his throat. A dark bruise bloomed under his left eye, fresh, angry purple, like someone had tried to remind him what his place was.

      I wanted to cross the space between us. I didn’t. Not because I didn’t want him. Because the moment I moved, the entire hall would decide what my movement meant. Threat. Plea. Admission.

      Bond.

      The ceiling above us was a dome of star-glass that usually reflected whatever sky the Assembly wished to show: a polite twilight for negotiation, bright noon for declarations, a gentle rain of aurora when they wanted to pretend mercy existed. Now it showed a void-black fracture spreading like ink through water. A crack in the sky.

      Not metaphor. Not poetry. A literal wound splitting the firmament, visible through the dome because reality itself had thinned enough that the Hall’s illusion couldn’t hide it.

      “The rift is growing,” someone whispered behind me.

      “The Unmaker is inside it,” another voice answered, reverent and terrified.

      I didn’t turn. I didn’t give anyone the satisfaction of seeing me flinch.

      I’d watched the Unmaker swallow a moon last cycle, a clean bite out of existence. The memory lived behind my eyes: the way light had folded inward, how the edges of the world had looked like paper being torn by invisible hands. How the screaming had cut off too abruptly, as if sound itself had been pruned.

      That was what the Unmaker did.

      It pruned.

      And the Assembly, every shining, self-important court crammed into this hall—still wanted to argue about jurisdiction.

      A chime rang out, sharp as a blade. The sound threaded through the panic and snapped it into order. Heads turned toward the central dais where the Eternal Judge’s seat sat empty, as it always had in my lifetime. A ceremonial throne for a figure most of the courts insisted was myth, an allegory made into law.

      Only it wasn’t empty now.

      The air above the seat condensed, glittering with stardust. Particles spun into a humanoid shape, shoulders forming first, then the fall of a cloak that looked woven from night. The Judge’s face resolved last—featureless except for a mask of shifting constellations, as if the cosmos itself refused to let anyone pin him down.

      The hall went dead silent, the kind of silence that made my ears ring.

      Cael inhaled sharply. Through the thin thread of our bond—suppressed, bound, bleeding at the edges, I felt the same spike of instinctive dread that hit me. Not fear of death. Fear of judgment.

      The Eternal Judge raised one hand. In it hung a chain made of compressed stardust, each link pulsing with pale light. The chain looked delicate. It was not.

      Separation magic.

      Old, unkind law.

      “My Assembly,” the Judge said, voice layered like multiple speakers talking at once. “Your deliberations have failed to produce stability. Your disputes have consumed time the cosmos will not grant you.”

      A murmur rippled, quickly smothered. Nobody interrupted him. Not even the High Arbitrator, who had once cut off my testimony mid-sentence because my “tone suggested sedition.”

      The Judge’s gaze, if you could call it that, moved across the hall, and I felt it like pressure against my skin.

      “Nova of House Aster,” he said.

      Every eye swung to me.

      Heat crawled up my neck. My palms were damp inside my gloves. I forced my spine straighter, chin lifted, the posture of a woman who didn’t know what it was to be small.

      “Yes,” I said. I didn’t add honorifics. If they wanted me to kneel, they could break my legs first.

      “And Cael Nightfall,” the Judge continued.

      Cael’s voice was rougher than mine. “Here.”

      The chain in the Judge’s hand pulsed brighter, and for a heartbeat I felt the bond between me and Cael flare as if it resented being named. That thread of connection had always had a will of its own, something alive and hungry and sacred. The courts called it corruption.

      I called it the only thing that had ever made me feel real.

      “You are bound,” the Judge said. No question. No debate. “And your bond is accelerating. Left unchecked, it will culminate in merger, an unsanctioned convergence of consciousness.”

      The word merger hit the hall like a thrown stone.

      Some ambassadors crossed themselves in their court’s fashion. Others leaned forward, hungry.

      Merger meant a new being. Not child, not parent. Something that contained us both, and neither.

      It meant Nova and Cael would cease to exist as we were.

      I’d tried not to think about it.

      “You have been offered remedies,” the Judge went on. “Severance. Suppression. Exile. You have refused them.”

      Because severance was death by inches.

      Suppression was a lie; it only delayed the inevitable, like holding a star in your palm and calling it contained.

      Exile would not stop the bond. It would only hide it until it exploded somewhere without witnesses.

      And the last time the Assembly had “exiled” a problem, a planet burned.

      The Judge lifted the stardust chain higher. It chimed softly, a sound like frost forming.

      “The ritual begins at moonrise,” he said. “If you refuse, we invoke Cosmic Law Article Nine: execution of both parties to preserve universal stability.”

      A collective inhale swept the hall.

      My stomach turned over. Not at the threat, death had circled me since I was born into this cursed bloodline, but at the cold ease with which the Judge said it. As if he were discussing weather.

      Cael’s hands flexed. I could see the minute tremor in his fingers, the one he fought to hide. His eyes met mine across the space. The bruise beneath his eye made him look more dangerous, but the bond let me feel what he didn’t show.

      Fury. Fear. And something worse, resignation creeping at the edges, as if part of him had already started tallying the least painful way to lose me.

      No.

      I wouldn’t let that part win.

      I opened my mouth to speak, to demand time, to demand a chance to fight the Unmaker first, to demand anything⁠—

      A door at the side of the hall slammed open hard enough to crack the crystal frame.

      Orion staggered in.

      He wasn’t supposed to be here. Scholars didn’t burst into Assembly sessions unannounced unless they wanted to be publicly humiliated. Orion looked like he didn’t care. His dark hair was loose, his robe half-fastened, ink smeared across his cheekbone like a war stripe. He clutched something in his hand—parchment, ancient and frayed, as if he’d torn it out of the mouth of time.

      Guards moved to intercept him, but he raised his free hand, palm out.

      “Stop,” he barked, voice carrying. “By writ of the Archive and emergency accord—stop.”

      The guards hesitated. The Archive held strange power here: not military, not political, but rooted in the Assembly’s obsession with precedent. If Orion truly carried an emergency writ, they’d have to listen long enough to verify it.

      Orion’s gaze found me. For a split second, the frantic urgency in his eyes softened into something like apology.

      I’d pulled him into this. I’d asked him to dig into forbidden records, to find anything about bonds like mine and Cael’s, anything about the Unmaker that wasn’t sanitized into court-approved mythology.

      He’d found something. I could tell by the way his hand shook around the parchment. The Eternal Judge tilted his head slightly, a gesture that somehow conveyed impatience despite the lack of facial features.

      “Orion Vale,” the Judge said. “You interrupt Cosmic Law.”

      Orion swallowed. I saw his throat bob. Then he lifted the parchment higher.

      “I bring evidence,” he said. “Relevant to the bond and to the breach.”

      A rumble of voices rose—protest, curiosity, anger.

      The High Arbitrator slapped the arm of his chair. “You’ll be censured for this⁠—”

      “Censure me after,” Orion snapped, surprising everyone, maybe even himself. “If there’s an after.”

      He stepped forward until he stood at the edge of the central circle, where only judges and condemned were permitted. The runes at his feet flared, testing him. Orion flinched but didn’t retreat.

      “The breach is not a singular event,” he said. “It’s the first crack.”

      My skin prickled. That phrase—first crack—felt like something my mind recognized from dreams I didn’t remember having.

      Orion unfurled the parchment. The material was darkened with age, edges brittle, the ink, not ink at all but metallic flecks that caught the light and rearranged themselves when viewed from different angles. Ancient text. Older than the courts. Older than the Assembly’s laws, if Orion’s trembling reverence was any indication.

      “The Archive has long catalogued myths of the Unmaker,” Orion said, voice steadier now that he’d started. “A force of destruction, pruning what should not be. But this fragment—this is from the First Weaver’s era. It predates the imprisonment. It speaks of balance.”

      The word balance drew attention like blood in water.

      Cael’s eyes narrowed. He’d grown up under the weight of Nightfall doctrine: that the Unmaker was the original sin, that it had to be caged at any cost. That anything like it—anything that touched void—was poison. Including him. Including me, by association.

      Orion continued, “It names two forces. Not one.”

      A hiss of denial from the Vexian delegation—Crimson Court, seated in a sharp line of red and black like a cut across the hall. Their ambassador, Lady Merrow, watched Orion without expression. Her hands were folded neatly, gloved to the wrist, as if she might be attending a recital instead of the possible execution of two people.

      Orion’s finger traced the text. “The Pruner and the Planter,” he read aloud. “Twin forces of cosmic balance. One ends. One begins.”

      A chill slid down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold light of the runes.

      Pruner. Planter. Unmaker. And… something else.

      Orion looked up, meeting the Assembly’s collective stare. “If the Unmaker stirs, its twin may also. The fragment implies they were never meant to be separated.”

      The hall erupted.

      “No,” the High Arbitrator said, voice cracking. “There is no twin. The Unmaker is singular⁠—”

      “This is heresy,” someone shouted.

      “This is Archive manipulation,” another accused. “A scholar trying to make his mark⁠—”

      The Eternal Judge lifted the stardust chain again. The sound it made—soft chime—cut the shouting off like a knife.

      “Silence,” he said.

      The hall obeyed.

      Orion’s breath came fast. He held the parchment like it might burn him. “That’s not all,” he said, pushing onward before fear could stop him. “There’s political interference compounding the crisis.”

      I felt my brows draw together. “Orion,” I said carefully, warning threaded into the single word. Not here. Not in front of⁠—

      But he was already looking past me toward the Crimson Court delegation.

      “The Crimson Court has refused all inspection requests of their classified research facility,” Orion said. “For months. They’ve blocked Assembly auditors, Archive observers, even neutral mediators. Their stated reason is ‘sovereign research,’ but the timing⁠—”

      Lady Merrow’s eyes flicked, quick as a blade, toward Prince Vexian seated two rows behind her. Vexian didn’t look at Orion. He watched the Eternal Judge, expression smooth, almost bored, but his fingers tapped once against his knee. A coded rhythm.

      My stomach tightened. I’d heard whispers about Crimson secrecy—everyone had—but Orion saying it aloud in this hall was a spark thrown onto dry paper.

      The High Arbitrator seized on it like a lifeline away from Orion’s myth. “This is irrelevant to the bond matter.”

      “It’s relevant to instability,” Orion snapped. “When one court hides a facility from cosmic oversight while the sky is cracking, it’s relevant.”

      Lady Merrow rose slowly.

      Her voice was soft enough that the hall leaned in to hear it. “The Crimson Court will not be lectured by an archivist who mistakes superstition for law.”

      Orion’s face flushed. “It isn’t superstition. It’s documented⁠—”

      “It is,” Lady Merrow interrupted, “a misinterpretation of a fragment you cannot contextualize. And as for our facility—our sovereign right to privacy is protected by⁠—”

      “By the same laws that will execute them?” Orion shot back, stabbing the parchment toward me and Cael without looking. “Convenient.”

      A few gasps. A few suppressed smiles. Most faces remained stone.

      The Eternal Judge’s presence seemed to deepen, like gravity increasing. “Orion Vale,” he said. “You are not the one on trial.”

      Orion swallowed. “Then put the right thing on trial,” he said, and I nearly winced at his audacity. “Put the laws on trial. Put the imprisonment on trial. Put whatever imbalance is cracking reality on trial.”

      The Judge did not respond to that. Instead, he turned that faceless constellation mask toward me again.

      “Nova,” he said. “Do you dispute the bond?”

      Every muscle in my body wanted to lie.

      I could say yes. I could say the bond was a fabrication, a rumor, an accusation thrown by enemies. I could buy time. I could give Orion time to prove his fragment mattered, to force inspections, to dig up whatever the Crimson Court was hiding.

      But the bond was not something the Assembly had guessed.

      It lived under my skin like a second set of nerves. It sang when Cael drew near. It hurt when he was injured. It had saved my life twice—once by warning me of an incoming blade, once by pushing power through me when my own reserves had run dry.

      It was truth. And I was tired of being punished for truth.

      “I don’t dispute it,” I said, voice ringing in the quiet. “I am bound to Cael Nightfall.”

      The hall’s reaction hit like heat—some satisfaction, some horror, some fascination.

      Cael’s shoulders sagged a fraction, relief and dread tangled together. Through the bond, I felt his emotion surge: gratitude that I hadn’t abandoned him to stand alone, fear of what my honesty would cost.

      The Eternal Judge’s chain pulsed brighter.

      “Cael Nightfall,” he said. “Do you accept her declaration?”

      Cael didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      The word landed like a final nail.

      The High Arbitrator looked like he might vomit. Lady Merrow’s expression didn’t change, but her gaze sharpened, calculating.

      Orion stared at the floor, eyes squeezed shut for a heartbeat like he was praying to something that might not exist.

      The Judge lowered the chain until it hung between me and Cael, links glimmering. The air around it crackled with separation magic, and my bond reacted like an animal threatened with fire. Pain licked along my ribs, phantom claws scraping the inside of my chest.

      Cael flinched at the same moment.

      The Judge’s voice was even. “At moonrise, you will submit to sanctioned merger or sanctioned severance. The Assembly may choose which.”

      My vision went briefly white at the edges.

      Sanctioned merger meant the courts would control it, shape it, bind it with clauses and chains. They would turn whatever we became into property.

      Sanctioned severance meant death—maybe not immediate, but inevitable. A bond ripped apart didn’t leave two living halves. It left corpses that walked for a while, empty-eyed.

      I forced myself to breathe.

      I couldn’t let panic show. Panic was blood, and this hall was full of sharks.

      “Eternal Judge,” Orion said hoarsely. “If I may⁠—”

      “You may not,” the Judge replied.

      Orion’s shoulders bowed.

      The Judge’s constellation mask turned slightly, addressing the Assembly as a whole. “The Unmaker’s breach expands. The cosmos approaches instability thresholds. Your laws exist to prevent collapse. Enforce them.”

      Then, softer—only to me and Cael, though the hall heard anyway because silence was absolute—“Your bond is not merely personal. It is structural.”

      Structural.

      The word stuck in my mind like a thorn.

      What did that mean? How could my love—my curse—be structural to the cosmos?

      Orion’s fragment flashed in my memory: Pruner and Planter, twin forces.

      Balance.

      The Judge lifted the chain again. “Prepare,” he said. “Moonrise.”

      His form began to dissolve, stardust drifting upward as if gravity had reversed for him alone.

      And as he faded, I caught Lady Merrow leaning toward Prince Vexian.

      She whispered something too low for human ears.

      But the bond made my senses strange. Sometimes it sharpened the world. Sometimes it made me hear what I wasn’t meant to.

      I didn’t catch the words.

      I caught Vexian’s expression.

      Calculating.

      Not surprised. Not afraid.

      As if the Judge’s threat was merely a move on a board he’d been studying longer than any of us knew.

      The Eternal Judge vanished completely. The hall’s illusion flickered, the crack in the sky above us widening a fraction, like reality was taking advantage of the Judge’s absence to breathe wrong.

      The Assembly erupted into noise.

      Chairs scraped. Voices layered. Orders barked.

      Guards moved toward me and Cael in coordinated lines, not to arrest us—yet—but to ensure we didn’t move too close, didn’t touch, didn’t let the bond flare in a way that might frighten the wrong people.

      My heart hammered. Anger rose hot in my throat.

      I wanted to scream at them that while they played politics, a cosmic entity was eating star systems.

      But anger didn’t help. Anger was a match in a room full of gas.

      Orion forced his way toward me through the shifting bodies, clutching the parchment to his chest. He looked like he’d aged a year in ten minutes.

      “Novo—” he started.

      I grabbed his sleeve and yanked him close enough that my words could be lost in the surrounding chaos. “Not here,” I hissed. “Do you want them to strip the Archive charter from you?”

      Orion’s eyes darted to the guards, to the judges, to Lady Merrow’s still, watchful posture. “They already might,” he said, voice shaking. “But listen to me. That fragment—there’s more context I haven’t translated yet. The terms—Pruner, Planter—they’re not poetic. They’re functional roles in the cosmic architecture.”

      “Architecture,” I repeated, because my mind latched onto the word like it was a rung on a ladder out of panic. “Orion, what does that have to do with⁠—”

      “With you,” he said fiercely. “With the bond. With the crack.”

      He shoved the parchment slightly toward me, not enough for anyone else to see the text, just enough that I could glimpse the shifting metallic ink.

      For a heartbeat, the ink rearranged itself into a pattern that wasn’t letters. It was a diagram. Four points around a circle. A framework.

      My throat tightened. “Orion,” I said, quieter now, “what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying the courts are blind,” he whispered. “They think your bond is a disease. But what if it’s—what if it’s a response? A system trying to correct itself?”

      A system. Structural. Balance.

      My fingers went cold around Orion’s sleeve. If he was right, then the Assembly forcing severance or controlled merger wasn’t just cruelty. It might be sabotage. Of the cosmos itself.

      A guard stepped closer, eyeing Orion’s parchment. “Archivist,” he said. “You are required to surrender all materials introduced into Assembly proceedings for review.”

      Orion’s jaw tightened. “This belongs to the Archive.”

      “It entered the Hall,” the guard replied. “It is now subject to⁠—”

      I stepped between them, shoulders squared. “It’s subject to nothing without proper writ,” I said, channeling every ounce of House Aster authority I’d inherited whether I wanted it or not. “And you will not lay hands on an Archive document in my presence.”

      The guard hesitated. He recognized my name, my rank, my political weight. He also recognized the way the room watched me, waiting for any misstep.

      He backed off half a step. “Lady Nova,” he said stiffly. “The High Arbitrator will demand⁠—”

      “Let him demand,” I snapped. “He can add it to the list of things he demands while the universe collapses.”

      Orion exhaled shakily. “Thank you.”

      I didn’t have time to respond. Across the space, Cael was surrounded by Nightfall security—his own people, which somehow made it worse. They stood close, murmuring in his ear, hands hovering near his arms as if ready to drag him away if he moved wrong.

      Cael’s gaze flicked to me again. The bond tugged, a painful yearning.

      Don’t, I sent through the bond—not words exactly, but intent. Not here.

      His response was a pulse of bitter agreement.

      A voice boomed from the dais—High Arbitrator again, trying to reclaim control. “This session is adjourned. All parties will report to their assigned quarters under guard until moonrise.”

      Assigned quarters. A polite phrase for containment.

      The courts began to file out in controlled streams, ambassadors gathering their entourages like predators collecting their packs. The Crimson Court delegation moved last, unhurried. Lady Merrow walked beside Prince Vexian now, speaking low.

      I watched them, trying to read what I could from posture and expression.

      Vexian’s face was handsome in the sharp, cruel way of court-bred princes. His hair was dark, tied back with a crimson clasp. He wore no visible weapon—Crimson tradition—but his entire body carried the promise of violence like perfume.

      As he passed, his eyes slid over me. Not disdainful. Interested. Like he’d just realized I was more useful alive than dead. My skin crawled.

      Orion leaned closer again, voice barely audible. “The facility,” he murmured.

      “What?” I asked, still watching Vexian.

      “The Crimson facility,” Orion said. “They’ve blocked inspections repeatedly. I filed three requests under Archive statute. All denied. That’s not normal even for them. They’re hiding something, Nova.”

      A memory flickered—recent, sharp: me in the Archive tower, Orion hunched over a desk strewn with requests, his face tight with frustration as he muttered about Crimson noncompliance. I’d dismissed it then. The Crimson Court always hid things. That was their nature. But now, with Vexian’s calculating look and Orion’s fragment in my mind, the secrecy felt… weighted.

      Like an unopened door in a burning house.

      “They’re hiding something,” I repeated, and my voice sounded strange to my own ears.

      Orion nodded. “And whatever it is, it intersects with this. I can feel it.”

      “You can feel it?” I echoed.

      He gave a humorless laugh. “Not like you can. But—Nova, I’ve read hundreds of bond accounts. None of them match yours and Cael’s. None of them accelerate this fast. None of them coincide with cosmic fractures.”

      My stomach clenched again. “So what do we do?”

      Orion looked past me toward Cael, surrounded and contained. “We survive until moonrise,” he said. “And we find an alternative.”

      “Alternative,” I repeated, tasting the word like hope and poison.

      Orion’s grip tightened on the parchment. “There’s something in the fragment,” he said. “A clause. A… contingency the First Weaver wrote into the architecture. I haven’t fully translated it. But it implies there was an option besides imprisonment or annihilation.”

      First Weaver.

      The name sent a quiet ripple through my mind. The Weaver was myth, founder of the old cosmic covenant, the one who had supposedly bound the Unmaker. Rosalie had spoken of her in my childhood like a bedtime story meant to frighten me into obedience.

      If there was a clause…

      If there was a contingency…

      Then maybe we weren’t trapped between execution and erasure.

      A sharp pain flared in my chest, and I bit back a gasp. The bond strained as Cael was pulled farther away, his guards guiding him toward the opposite corridor. Distance didn’t break the bond, but it made it ache like a stretched tendon.

      Cael’s head turned once, just once, as if he could sense my pain. His eyes met mine.

      In that instant, the hall fell away. There was only him, only the thread between us, only the terrible knowledge that if the Assembly had its way, that look might be the last thing I ever got to keep of Cael Nightfall as himself.

      Don’t let them, his emotion pressed through the bond. Not like that.

      I swallowed hard. I lifted my chin and sent the only response I could.

      I won’t.

      He was hauled through the corridor, swallowed by shadow. The ache in my chest remained, a constant reminder that the bond wasn’t a choice anymore. It was an approaching cliff.

      A guard at my elbow cleared his throat. “Lady Nova,” he said, too polite. “This way.”

      Orion stepped back instinctively, clutching his parchment. “I’ll go,” he said quickly, “before they decide I’m a threat.”

      “You already are,” I told him.

      His mouth twisted. “Then I’ll be a useful one.”

      I started to follow my guard, but my eyes snagged once more on the star-glass dome. The crack in the sky above the hall was still there, faintly visible through the stabilizing illusion. It looked like a hairline fracture in a mirror.

      Small. Manageable, if you pretended hard enough. But I’d watched it widen. I’d watched it deepen. And somewhere beyond the dome, something ancient moved in the void, pruning worlds as casually as trimming dead leaves.

      Orion’s words echoed in my mind: Pruner and Planter. Twin forces.

      If the Pruner was awake…

      What stirred on the other side of the balance?

      The corridor outside the hall was colder, lit by narrow strips of luminescent crystal. My footsteps echoed. The guard’s armor clicked softly as he walked.

      I kept my face neutral, but inside, my thoughts were a storm.

      Execution. Merger. Severance. Structural. Balance. Crimson secrecy. A facility no one could inspect. I wanted to ask Orion a hundred questions, to drag him into a room and lock the door until he translated every last symbol of that fragment. But the Assembly didn’t give me that kind of time.

      Moonrise. They’d chosen that deadline for a reason. Rituals were strongest when celestial alignments cooperated. The bond—my bond—reacted to the moon. I’d felt it every time the lunar cycle peaked: the way the thread between me and Cael tightened, the way my power hummed under my skin like it wanted out.

      The courts knew. They’d been waiting for the right moment to force their hand.

      My guard stopped at an intersection where corridors split toward different wings: one for House Aster, one for Nightfall, one for ambassadors, one for prisoners.

      He gestured toward the Aster wing. “Your quarters have been prepared.”

      Prepared. Like a coffin lined with silk.

      “Are you guarding me,” I asked, “or escorting me?”

      His helmet turned slightly toward me. “Both, Lady Nova.”

      I smiled without humor. “At least you’re honest.”

      He didn’t respond.

      As we walked, the bond tugged again, a dull ache that made my ribs feel too tight. I tried to breathe through it. Tried to ground myself in the physical world: the cold air, the light, the sound of my boots.

      But my mind kept slipping back to Cael’s face. To the bruise. To the resignation I’d felt creeping through him. He was already planning for the worst because that was what Cael did—he calculated pain the way other people calculated profit.

      I refused. I would not let the Assembly turn our bond into a spectacle. I would not let them execute us to make themselves feel stable. And I would not let them force a merger under chains like a public dissection of our souls.

      The corridor opened into the Aster wing. Guards doubled here, their insignia a neutral gray—the Assembly’s own, not House Aster’s. That meant my family’s authority had already been sidelined.

      My guard led me to a door of pale crystal etched with containment runes disguised as decorative flourishes. He pressed his palm to the lock. It flared, recognized the Assembly seal, and slid open with a sigh.

      Inside, the suite looked like any diplomatic accommodation: a sitting area with curved couches, a sleeping chamber beyond, a washroom tucked behind a partition. Soft light glowed from the walls, warm enough to pretend comfort.

      But the runes on the threshold made my skin prickle. Containment. Anti-void. Anti-bond, if such a thing existed.

      The guard stepped aside. “You will remain here until summoned.”

      “And if I don’t?” I asked.

      He paused. “Then Article Nine will be invoked early.”

      He said it matter-of-factly, like he was reciting meal options.

      I nodded once. “Understood.”

      He backed out. The door slid shut, sealing with a click that sounded too final.

      For a moment, I stood alone in the silence, the soft hum of the runes the only sound. My hands shook. I clenched them into fists until my nails bit through my gloves.

      I walked to the sitting area and braced my palms on the back of the couch, leaning forward as if I could press my rage into the furniture and leave it there.

      Breathe. Think. Plan.

      The bond throbbed, not just ache now but a low pulse, like a second heartbeat out of sync with my own. Cael, I reached through it instinctively. A flicker answered—not words, not even clear emotion, but presence. Like touching fingertips through glass. He was still there. Still himself. For now.

      I closed my eyes, forcing myself to focus on Orion’s fragment. Four points around a circle. A framework. A system. If the bond was structural, maybe it wasn’t just a mistake of fate.

      Maybe Rosalie—no. I shoved that thought away. Rosalie was a rot in my bloodline, a ghost that refused to stay buried.

      But she’d always been connected to this. To the Weaver myths. To forbidden architecture.

      My mind snagged on something else Orion had said: inspections denied. Classified facility.

      Crimson Court hiding something.

      Why would they hide a facility now, of all times? When the Unmaker was tearing open the sky?

      Unless what they hid wasn’t a weapon.

      Unless it was… protection.

      I frowned, unsettled by the direction of my own thought. Protection of what?

      A knock sounded at the door.

      I spun, heart jumping. “Who is it?”

      Orion’s voice came through the crystal, muffled. “It’s me. They let me drop this off. Quickly.”

      I strode to the door. “Drop what off?”

      “The copy,” he said. “I made a trace before the guard tried to seize it. Open the door a crack. They’re watching.”

      My pulse kicked hard. I placed my palm on the lock. It warmed, recognized me, and unsealed enough for a narrow gap.

      Orion slipped a thin slate through—flexible, dark, etched with the faint shimmer of copied metallic ink. A traced fragment.

      His eyes met mine through the gap. They were wide, urgent.

      “Read it,” he whispered. “Especially the margin notes. They’re in Old Weaver script, but I think you’ll recognize the pattern.”

      “Orion—” I started, but he was already stepping back, hands raised in a gesture of innocence as a guard approached behind him.

      The guard glanced at me through the crack. “No further contact,” he warned.

      “Of course,” I said sweetly, and shut the door.

      The lock clicked again. I held the slate like it might explode.

      Then I carried it to the couch and set it on the low table. My fingers hovered over it, hesitant. Part of me feared what I would find. Part of me feared finding nothing.

      I activated the slate with a touch.

      The traced ink flared softly, forming lines and symbols across the surface. Not a perfect copy—some sections blurred, some incomplete—but enough to make my breath catch.

      The diagram was clearer here: a circle with four anchor points, each marked with a symbol I didn’t recognize. Between them, two opposing glyphs—one sharp, branching like shattered bone; the other curved, spiraling like a seed unfurling.

      Pruner and Planter. Unmaker and its twin.

      Below the diagram, text in a language older than my education. But the margin notes—those were different. Less formal. Almost… personal.

      The symbols there weren’t fully words. They were patterns. Constellation patterns. My skin prickled. Because House Aster taught constellation reading the way other houses taught swordplay. We navigated by star-map and omen. I’d been taught to recognize certain ancient patterns that predated the courts, patterns associated with the Weaver myths.

      I traced one with my fingertip.

      It resembled a chain. Another looked like a knot. Another, my breath hitched, looked like two stars connected by a line, burning too bright.

      Bond. A pulse of pain flared in my chest, as if the bond recognized its own mark.

      I pressed my palm over my sternum, breathing through it. “What are you?” I whispered, not sure if I was speaking to the bond, the fragment, or the universe itself.

      The slate’s lower edge flickered, revealing a final line Orion must have struggled to copy. It was half-blurred, but one phrase stood out in a language I could read—translated in the margin in Orion’s hurried hand.

      If the anchors fail, invoke the Clause.

      Clause. Alternative. My mouth went dry. There was a knock again—harder this time.

      “Lady Nova,” a voice called. Not Orion. Not a guard.

      Formal. Cold. Familiar. High Arbitrator. My fingers tightened on the edge of the table. I deactivated the slate quickly, sliding it beneath a cushion. I went to the door and opened it fully, face composed.

      Two guards stood flanking the High Arbitrator, who wore his constellate collar like a noose he’d learned to love. His eyes were flat.

      “Lady Nova,” he said. “You are summoned for preliminary ritual assessment.”

      So soon.

      I kept my expression neutral. “Moonrise isn’t yet.”

      “We prepare,” he replied. “The cosmos does not wait for your convenience.”

      A faint tremor went through me. “And Cael?”

      His mouth twitched. “Cael Nightfall is being assessed separately.”

      Of course he was. Keep us apart. Keep the bond from flaring. Keep us from making any plan together.

      The High Arbitrator stepped closer, lowering his voice. “The Assembly expects cooperation. If you attempt escape, if you attempt to contact the Nightfall prisoner, if you attempt any void manipulation⁠—”

      “I know the laws,” I said.

      He studied me for a moment, as if searching for cracks. Then he turned slightly, and behind him I saw Lady Merrow of the Crimson Court standing at the corridor’s edge, half in shadow. She hadn’t been there a moment ago. Or maybe she had, and I’d been too focused to notice. Her gaze met mine. Cool. Appraising.

      The High Arbitrator followed my line of sight, then frowned. “Ambassador Merrow,” he snapped. “This is not⁠—”

      “I request a private word with Lady Nova,” Lady Merrow said smoothly. “In the interest of stability.”

      The Arbitrator’s frown deepened. “You may submit your interest through proper channels.”

      Lady Merrow smiled faintly. “Proper channels are… blocked.”

      The words hung in the air like a thin blade. Blocked. Inspections blocked. Channels blocked. Crimson Court blocking everything. Orion’s warning echoed in my mind.

      Lady Merrow’s eyes flicked to the door behind me—as if she knew something about what I’d just received, what I’d just read. Impossible. But then again, nothing felt impossible anymore.

      The High Arbitrator stiffened. “You will not interfere⁠—”

      The corridor lights flickered. All of them. A ripple ran through the crystal walls, as if the building itself shuddered. Every guard snapped to alert, hands on weapons. My bond flared, hot, sudden pain and power surging together so violently I staggered back a step. My vision blurred at the edges, filled with a flash of black void and brilliant light.

      Not destruction. Not pruning. Something else, an image like roots spreading through darkness, like the beginning of growth where there should be nothing.

      Planter.

      My breath caught.

      Lady Merrow’s pupils dilated slightly. For the first time, her composure cracked.

      The High Arbitrator barked, “Report!”

      A guard pressed fingers to his comm bead, face pale. “Sir—there’s a new anomaly near the breach. It’s… it’s not Unmaker signature. It’s⁠—”

      He swallowed hard. “It’s creating matter.”

      The corridor went still. The High Arbitrator’s eyes widened a fraction before he masked it. “Impossible,” he said automatically, but his voice lacked conviction.

      My heart hammered. Orion’s fragment. Pruner and Planter. Twin forces. If the Unmaker was pruning— Then the other was waking.

      The High Arbitrator turned sharply toward me, suspicion sharpening into something near fear. “What did you do?”

      I let out a short, disbelieving laugh. “You think I can crack the sky from a locked room?”

      His gaze darted to Lady Merrow, then back. Calculation.

      The corridor flickered again, and this time the air itself seemed to bend, like pressure changing. Somewhere far away, an alarm began to wail, low, mournful, like a siren underwater.

      Lady Merrow took a single step forward. “Stability,” she murmured, and I didn’t know if she was praying or threatening. “We all want stability.”

      Behind her, Prince Vexian appeared at the far end of the corridor, moving fast, his earlier boredom gone. His expression was tight, focused. He spoke to Lady Merrow in a harsh whisper.

      And even from this distance, I saw it, the way his hand clenched around a small device, its surface pulsing with encrypted light. Messages. Plans. Protect the facility, Orion’s accusation had implied.

      Protect what?

      The High Arbitrator squared his shoulders, forcing authority into his voice as the alarm grew louder. “Lady Nova will come with me. Now.”

      I looked past him, down the corridor, where Vexian’s gaze lifted and locked on mine. His expression turned, for the briefest moment, into something that made my stomach drop. Not hatred. Not contempt. Recognition. As if he’d just confirmed a hypothesis. As if my existence in this exact moment was part of his calculus.

      He leaned toward Lady Merrow again, whispering. This time, I caught a single word, maybe because the bond had sharpened my senses, maybe because the universe wanted me to hear it.

      “Moonrise,” Vexian said. “We can’t lose her before moonrise.”

      Her. Not them. Not the bond. Not Cael.

      Her.

      I didn’t have time to ask who he meant. The High Arbitrator grabbed my arm, not hard enough to bruise, but hard enough to make a point, and pulled me into the corridor. As he did, the crystal walls shuddered a third time, and somewhere above, in the star-glass dome, the crack widened.

      The alarm’s pitch rose. And through the bond, I felt Cael—sharp, sudden—like he’d been struck. Pain lanced through my chest, mirroring his. Then, beneath the pain, a surge of fear that wasn’t mine. Cael’s fear. Not of the ritual. Not of death. Of something waking.

      I stumbled, catching myself, and the High Arbitrator tightened his grip, mistaking it for weakness. But I wasn’t weak. I was listening. To the bond. To the crack in the sky. To the universe shifting, preparing to enforce a balance no court could legislate. Ahead, the corridor opened toward the ritual wing, where they would begin measuring my body like it was already a component in a machine.

      Behind me, Vexian’s voice carried one more time, low and urgent to Lady Merrow.

      “Move the asset,” he said. “If the Judge proceeds, we’ll need sovereign leverage. Protect the facility. No inspections.”

      Asset. Facility. Her.

      Orion’s warning about Crimson secrecy snapped into alignment with the sudden, impossible creation event near the breach. My stomach turned cold. Whatever the Crimson Court was hiding wasn’t just political. It was structural. And the universe, cracking open above our heads, was done waiting.

      The High Arbitrator shoved open a door ahead, and blinding ritual light spilled out. “Inside,” he ordered.

      I crossed the threshold, and the door slammed shut behind me, cutting off the corridor, cutting off air, cutting off choice. For a heartbeat, all I could hear was my own breathing. Then a voice spoke from the ritual chamber’s center, calm as a verdict.

      “The ritual begins at moonrise,” it said. “And you will comply.”

      I turned toward the voice, and saw the Eternal Judge materializing again, stardust chain in hand, constellations shifting across his mask. The way his chain pulsed, not with separation magic alone, but with something darker threaded through it, as if the law itself had begun to crack.
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      The chain hit the air between us and sang. Not a sound I heard with ears, something the bond translated straight into nerve and bone. A note too pure to be human. Too old. It vibrated in my teeth, in the bruise under my eye, in the thin scar along my collar where Nightfall discipline had once tried to cut devotion out of me.

      I jerked against the restraints before I realized I’d moved. The ritual chamber was a circle carved into the heart of the Assembly’s oldest wing, built when people still believed stone could hold the sky in place. The walls weren’t crystal here; they were black basalt veined with pale metal that pulsed like blood. Runes crawled across the floor in concentric rings around a dais that wasn’t quite a platform and wasn’t quite an altar.

      It was a machine pretending to be holy. Guards in neutral gray armor held my arms. Not tightly, tight was unnecessary. The room did the work for them. Suppression sigils in the stone pressed down on my lungs, on my throat, on the parts of me that always wanted to reach for Nova even when my mind screamed don’t.

      Across the circle, Nova stood in the same position, the same posture, back straight, chin lifted, eyes burning with a rage she wouldn’t let anyone own. The guards around her were careful not to touch skin. As if that mattered.

      Her gaze met mine and the bond snapped taut, a string pulled too hard. Pain flared behind my sternum. I bit down on it. If I made a sound, if I showed weakness, the Assembly would interpret it as proof that the bond controlled me. It did. But not the way they thought.

      The Eternal Judge hovered at the chamber’s center like he belonged to the air itself. Stardust condensed into a cloak around him, shifting constellations flowing where his face should be. In his hand, the chain glimmered link by link, each segment etched with tiny laws that were older than nations and colder than void.

      He lifted it slightly, and the runes beneath our feet answered, brightening, aligning. Nova’s breath hitched. I felt it through the bond before I heard it.

      Then the Judge spoke, voice layered, as if the cosmos used him as a mouthpiece.

      “Cael Nightfall,” he said. “Nova of House Aster. Your bond destabilizes the architecture.”

      Architecture. That word again. Orion had said it in the hall, and the Judge had confirmed it like a sentence.

      Nova’s fingers flexed once, a tiny betrayal of fear. She steadied herself. “We’re not a structure,” she said, and her voice carried in the chamber as if the runes wanted to amplify defiance. “We’re people.”

      “You are both,” the Judge replied.

      I swallowed. My throat felt raw, like the runes were sandpaper.

      Nightfall doctrine rose in my mind uninvited: A bond is a crack. A crack becomes collapse. Collapse invites void.

      It had been drilled into me until I could recite it half-asleep. It had been used to justify the bruises, the isolation, the way my House treated love as a contagion.

      And yet Nova stood there, alive, furious, unwilling to kneel—and the bond between us felt less like rot and more like… a bridge.

      The Judge’s chain pulsed again.

      This time I saw it, dark threading through the stardust links. Not void, not exactly. Something like shadow ink, moving beneath the surface.

      A corruption of law.

      Or the law reacting to being stretched beyond what it was meant to contain.

      My guards stiffened. They’d seen it too.

      The lead assessor, an Assembly ritualist with silver-threaded sleeves, leaned in to murmur something to the High Arbitrator at the room’s edge. The Arbitrator’s mouth tightened. His eyes stayed on me like I was an animal he didn’t trust not to bite.

      Nova’s gaze flicked past the Judge toward the chamber’s high window slits.

      No sky was visible here, but I felt it anyway—the distant shudder of reality, the new alarm that had started outside, the wrongness in the air. Something else stirring.

      The Judge didn’t look up. He didn’t need to. “It is not only your bond,” he said, and the layered tone deepened. “The prison weakens.”

      A cold sweat broke across my back.

      Nova’s lips parted. “The Unmaker,” she whispered.

      “The Unmaker,” the Judge confirmed. “And the imbalance that follows its restraint.”

      The ritualists went still. Even the High Arbitrator’s posture shifted, unease creeping through his rigid authority.

      Nova took a breath like she was about to argue with the universe itself.

      I felt the impulse through the bond—Nova’s need to fight, to demand answers, to cut through their ceremony with truth.

      And I felt my own need alongside it: to protect her from saying the wrong thing in a room designed to punish honesty.

      I pulled against the restraints again, not enough to break them, just enough to force the guards to adjust their grip. Their gauntlets scraped my sleeves.

      The lead guard hissed in my ear. “Don’t.”

      I ignored him and spoke to the Judge because if anyone had the right to hear my voice, it was the one holding the chain.

      “You said execution,” I said. “Or merger. Which is it?”

      The Judge’s constellation mask tilted. “The Assembly will choose. The law will be satisfied.”

      “That’s not an answer,” Nova snapped.

      The High Arbitrator flinched as if the words were a slap. “Lady Nova⁠—”

      Nova cut her eyes toward him. “Don’t use my name like you own it.”

      I felt a fierce, ugly pride twist in my chest. It hurt because pride always did; Nightfall had trained me to choke on it.

      The Judge’s chain lifted higher. The runes on the floor brightened until the chamber was lit in pale, merciless lines.

      “The ritual begins at moonrise,” the Judge repeated, as if time itself was a law he enforced. “You will submit.”

      “And if we don’t?” Nova asked.

      The Judge didn’t answer immediately. The pause was heavy enough that I could hear the faint crackle of stardust in his cloak.

      Then: “Article Nine.”

      Execution. Clean. Final.

      Nova’s jaw clenched.

      My mind raced, searching for a seam. A loophole. A mistake.

      Orion had mentioned a clause. A contingency. He’d been dragged away from the hall before he could explain. Nova had been separated from me before she could tell me what he’d found.

      And now we stood in a chamber built to turn our bond into either a weapon or a corpse.

      The Judge’s voice shifted, as if he addressed me alone even though the whole room heard it.

      “Cael Nightfall,” he said. “You have been taught that the Unmaker is singular.”

      I stiffened. I didn’t like where this was going.

      “That it is the original error,” he continued. “That its imprisonment was salvation.”

      Nightfall doctrine, spoken by cosmic authority. It should have felt like vindication.

      It didn’t. Because his tone carried something else. A warning.

      “You have not been taught what imprisonment costs,” the Judge said. “The void does not tolerate asymmetry.”

      Nova drew a sharp breath. I felt it like a hook under my ribs.

      “What does that mean?” she demanded.

      The ritualists shifted again. The lead assessor’s hands hovered over a tray of tools: needles, stones, bowls of powdered star-metal. Preparation disguised as sanctity.

      The Judge’s chain chimed softly, frost forming in air.

      “Imprisoning the Unmaker,” he said, “created an imbalance.”

      The words landed like a blow.

      My House had never admitted that. They spoke of the prison as a triumph, a heroic binding, a righteous cage. They treated the void like a beast that could be muzzled without consequence.

      But the Judge, cosmic law embodied, spoke of it like a mistake.

      The High Arbitrator barked, “Eternal Judge, with respect, the imprisonment is the foundation of⁠—”

      The Judge’s mask turned toward him.

      The Arbitrator’s voice died in his throat. “You serve the law,” the Judge said. “Not its myth.”

      Silence. Absolute. Even the guards seemed to hold their breath.

      Nova’s eyes were wide now, fury giving way to something sharp and terrified. “If imprisoning it created imbalance,” she said slowly, “what’s the other side?”

      I already knew the answer, because Orion’s fragment had lodged in my mind like a splinter.

      Pruner and Planter. Unmaker and its twin.

      But hearing it aloud was different. The Judge’s chain pulsed. The dark threading inside it seemed to twist, as if responding to being named.

      “Something else stirs in the void,” the Judge said.

      My stomach dropped. Not because I feared a second entity. Because I feared what it implied: that all of this, the cracks, the bonds, the laws, were part of a system larger than any court. That my life and Nova’s life were not merely political problems. We were symptoms.

      Or corrections. Nova’s voice was tight. “What else?”

      The Judge didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Outside, beyond basalt and runes, the alarm’s pitch rose again, high enough to vibrate through the stone floor. A distant tremor followed, subtle but real. The chamber’s runes flickered. The lead assessor swore under his breath. The High Arbitrator’s comm bead lit, and he pressed fingers to it. His face drained of color as whatever report came through wasn’t something he could shout down.

      Nova and I looked at each other across the circle. The bond carried her fear into me in a raw surge. Not fear of death. Fear of not understanding before we were forced to choose. I sent what I could through the bond, steadying intent, a silent I’m here.

      Her shoulders eased a fraction. Then the Judge’s chain snapped downward. Not toward us, toward the runes between us. A burst of pale light flared, a line forming on the floor like a cut. For a heartbeat it looked like a crack, like the sky fracture above the Assembly Hall translated into stone.

      The air in the chamber thickened. My lungs fought. The guards tightened their grips, bracing.

      Nova’s eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “Demonstrating,” the Judge said.

      The cut of light on the floor shivered, and I felt something—pressure, like a tide pulling outward. A whisper from the void. It wasn’t the Unmaker. The Unmaker felt like absence, like scissors cutting the thread of reality. This felt like hunger. No—worse. This felt like need. A need to fill. To shape. To build.

      Nova’s eyes went unfocused for a heartbeat, like she was seeing something through the bond that her body couldn’t handle. I felt it too: an image of dark expanse and then, against it, a pulse of luminous growth. A seed cracking in nothingness. My hands clenched. Nails bit my palms.

      The Judge lifted his chain again, and the light-cut sealed as if it had never existed. The chamber exhaled. The pressure eased. The lead assessor steadied himself on a pillar, face pale.

      Nova swallowed hard. “That—” she started, voice rough. “That wasn’t the Unmaker.”

      “No,” the Judge agreed. “It was not.”

      The High Arbitrator’s composure cracked. “Then what is it?”

      The Judge’s mask turned toward him, and I hated the way the Arbitrator flinched like a child.

      “Pray it stays sleeping,” the Judge said.

      Nova’s laugh was sharp and humorless. “That’s your advice? Pray?”

      The Judge didn’t react to sarcasm. “Prayer is what the powerless call hope,” he said. “Hope does not alter law.”

      I pulled air into my lungs. “Then alter the law,” I said before I could stop myself.

      Every head snapped toward me, guards, ritualists, Arbitrator, even Nova with a quick flash of alarm like she feared what I’d invite by speaking.

      The Judge’s constellation mask tilted. “You presume much.”

      “I presume we’re running out of time,” I said. My voice sounded steadier than I felt. “You said our bond is structural. If it’s structural, then executing us isn’t stabilizing. It’s tearing out a support beam because you don’t like its shape.”

      The words felt dangerous the moment they left my mouth. Nightfall training screamed silence. But Nova’s presence in my mind was a fierce flame, and I’d spent too long letting other people decide what I was allowed to say.

      The Judge’s chain chimed once.

      Nova’s eyes were on me now, intense. Not reproachful.

      Grateful.

      The High Arbitrator recovered enough to sneer. “Spare us your metaphors, Nightfall. Cosmic law is not carpentry.”

      The Judge spoke over him. “Your analogy is closer than you understand.”

      The chamber went colder.

      Nova took one step forward before her guards stopped her, hands braced on her shoulders.

      “Then explain,” she demanded. “What are we? What does the bond have to do with the prison?”

      The Judge was silent long enough that the alarm outside seemed to fade, as if the whole building leaned in.

      Then he said, “The First Weaver designed balance.”

      My heart stuttered. First Weaver wasn’t just myth, not if the Judge spoke her title like it was record.

      “The Weaver bound the Unmaker,” the High Arbitrator said quickly, eager to reclaim familiar ground. “That is known.”

      The Judge’s constellation mask turned slightly, as if the statement bored him. “Known, yes. Understood, no.”

      Nova’s face tightened. “You said something else stirs. A twin force. The fragment calls it Planter.”

      The Judge’s chain pulsed again, and that dark threading beneath the stardust links writhed like it was alive.

      “The Planter,” the Judge said, and the chamber’s runes brightened as if responding to the name. “The Remaker.”

      The word hit me like a physical impact. Remaker. Creation as counterpart to destruction. Balance not as peace, but as tension between forces. I felt Nova’s mind latch onto it through the bond, her fear shifting shape into determination. Now we have a name, her emotion pressed into me. Names can be fought.

      I envied her that instinct. My instinct was to calculate how many seconds we had before moonrise and how many of those seconds would be wasted by Assembly ceremony.

      The High Arbitrator found his voice again. “You cannot claim there is a second entity without evidence. This is destabilizing⁠—”

      The Judge’s chain snapped upward, and the Arbitrator’s mouth shut like the air had been taken from him.

      Evidence. Proof. Courts arguing while the sky cracked. I hated them. I hated how helpless we were inside their rituals.

      Nova’s gaze flicked to the lead assessor’s tray of tools. “What are those?” she asked.

      The assessor cleared his throat, eyes darting to the Judge for permission. When none came, he answered anyway, voice stiff. “Calibration instruments. For the bond. To measure compatibility thresholds for sanctioned merger.”

      Sanctioned merger. A phrase that made my stomach turn.

      Because I knew what it meant in practice: they would map our minds like territory, chart where one ended and the other began, then force a joining under binding clauses that ensured whatever emerged would be loyal to the Assembly.

      They’d call it stability. It would be conquest.

      Nova’s lips curled. “So you’re going to dissect us.”

      “It is not dissection,” the assessor protested weakly. “It is⁠—”

      “Do not pretend you’re doing this for us,” Nova said, voice sharpening. “You’re doing it because you’re afraid.”

      The assessor’s face flushed.

      The High Arbitrator stepped forward, authority reasserting itself with an effort. “Enough,” he snapped. “The assessment proceeds. The Judge has decreed moonrise. We will not waste⁠—”

      The chamber shook. This time it wasn’t subtle. The basalt under my feet vibrated, the metal veins in the walls pulsing brighter like a heartbeat spiking. Dust fell from the ceiling in thin streams. Guards swore. One grabbed my shoulder harder, as if he could hold me in place against the building’s fear.

      Nova’s eyes widened. “That was closer,” she whispered.

      Through the bond, I felt something else—Cael’s own fear, yes, but also a thread of something that wasn’t mine or hers. A pressure at the edges of consciousness, like a third presence brushing against the bond and retreating.

      Not Stella. Stella’s presence—when I’d sensed it in nightmares and fractured memories—felt like ice and grief.

      This felt like… law. Or the absence of law. The Judge’s chain pulsed rapidly, stardust links chiming against each other without touching.

      The High Arbitrator pressed his comm bead again. “Report,” he demanded, voice tight.

      Static answered, then a panicked voice: “The anomaly is expanding. It’s not consuming, it's generating. Matter proliferation. Star-metal growths appearing in vacuum. It’s like—like something is trying to build a bridge through the breach.”

      My blood ran cold. Build a bridge through the breach. Creation where there should be void. The Remaker.

      Nova’s gaze snapped to the Judge. “You said pray it stays sleeping,” she said. “It’s not sleeping.”

      The Judge didn’t deny it. He looked almost, if a faceless constellation mask could convey anything—resigned.

      “The imbalance seeks correction,” he said. “Always.”

      Nova’s voice broke, just a fraction. “So what do you want from us?”

      The question was naked. Not defiant. Not political. Human. I felt it in my chest like a bruise. The Judge’s chain lowered, hovering between me and Nova again, and the bond reacted with a flare of pain so sharp my vision blurred.

      I gritted my teeth and held still.

      “Compliance,” the Judge said.

      Nova’s laugh came out ragged. “Compliance to what? Merger? Execution? You haven’t said which will stabilize anything.”

      The Judge’s voice layered deeper. “Your bond accelerates toward unsanctioned convergence. That convergence will interact with the prison. It may weaken it further. It may also—” He paused. The air thickened. “—It may also serve as anchor.”

      Anchor. Orion’s diagram. Four points around a circle. I felt Nova’s mind ignite with that word through the bond, like a star catching.

      “Anchor,” she repeated, carefully. “As in… holding something in place?”

      The Judge didn’t answer directly. “The First Weaver wrote contingencies,” he said. “But contingencies require choice.”

      The High Arbitrator stiffened, sensing threat. “Eternal Judge⁠—”

      “Silence,” the Judge said, and the Arbitrator went quiet again, jaw clenched.

      Nova took another breath. “What contingencies?”

      The Judge’s chain chimed once. The sound echoed in the basalt like a bell in a grave.

      “There exists an alternative,” he said.

      My heart kicked hard. Orion had been right. An alternative to merger under chains or execution under law. Nova’s eyes went bright with fierce hope, and then immediately wary, because hope in this room was often a trap.

      “What is it?” she demanded.

      The Judge’s mask angled toward me. “It is not offered lightly. It is invoked.”

      Invoked. Like a clause.

      “The First Weaver’s Clause,” he said.

      The chamber went still. Even the guards seemed to pause breathing.

      The High Arbitrator looked like he’d been struck. “That clause is apocryphal,” he said, voice strained. “It has not been invoked in⁠—”

      “It has not been invoked because your Assembly prefers simple solutions,” the Judge replied. “Execution. Severance. Control.”

      Nova’s gaze flicked to the Arbitrator with pure hatred. I felt it, tasted it through the bond. And I understood it, because Nightfall had always preferred simple solutions too. If you can’t control it, cage it. If you can’t cage it, kill it. The Judge’s chain pulsed again, and that dark threading inside it moved like ink in water.

      “The Clause,” the Judge continued, “permits a restructuring of the architecture.”

      Restructuring. Not destruction. My mind struggled to keep up, grasping for what that meant. Anchor. Architecture. Contingency. Two entities. Balance.

      Nova was quicker. “Restructuring means… changing the prison?” she asked.

      “Changing the relationship,” the Judge corrected. “Between force and law.”

      The lead assessor swallowed audibly. “That is forbidden.”

      The Judge’s mask turned slightly. “Forbidden by whom?”

      No one answered. Because the honest answer was: forbidden by courts who feared losing control.

      Nova’s voice was low now. “If we invoke it,” she said, “we don’t die?”

      The Judge’s chain chimed. “Death is not the only price.”

      I felt my hands go numb. Nova’s gaze met mine across the circle, bond-tight, desperate. I tried to send calm through it, but my own fear had teeth.

      “What’s the price?” I asked, because someone had to.

      The Judge’s mask tilted. “Identity.”

      The word dropped into the chamber like a stone into still water.

      Nova’s mouth tightened.

      I felt something inside me recoil. Because identity, selfhood, was the only thing the courts hadn’t already taken from me. Nightfall had taken my childhood. My House had taken my innocence. The Assembly wanted to take my future. But I still had my mind. My memories. My ability to look at Nova and know this is love.

      If the Clause demanded identity…

      Was it just merger by another name? A prettier phrase for becoming something else?

      Nova’s emotion surged through the bond, anger, betrayal, then a sharp spike of determination.

      “Tell us,” she said, voice shaking with controlled fury, “exactly what invoking it does.”

      The Judge didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he lifted his free hand and the air above the dais shimmered. Stardust swirled, forming an image, not a projection like Assembly illusions, but something heavier, like reality briefly reshaped.

      A diagram appeared between us, hovering in the air. A circle. Four points. The same structure Orion had shown in fragmentary trace, now rendered with terrible clarity. Two opposing symbols within the circle: one jagged, one spiraled. Pruner and Planter. Unmaker and Remaker.

      Nova inhaled sharply. I felt my throat tighten.

      “There were four anchors,” the Judge said. “In the original covenant.”

      Four anchors. Not two. Not us alone. I thought of the Judge’s earlier words: Your bond is not merely personal. It is structural. If there were four anchors, then a bond between two could be… incomplete. And incompletion in a cosmic system meant strain. Cracks. Imbalance.

      The Judge’s voice layered, older now. “The First Weaver partnered forces. She did not seek to control them through imprisonment alone. When she failed, when she chose restraint over partnership, the architecture shifted. It has held, imperfectly, for centuries.”

      Nova’s eyes were locked on the diagram. “And now it’s failing,” she whispered.

      “It is correcting,” the Judge replied. “Correction is not gentle.”

      The High Arbitrator’s voice was hoarse. “You are implying the Assembly’s foundational act was wrong.”

      The Judge’s mask turned toward him. “I am stating it.”

      The Arbitrator looked like he might shatter. Good, I thought, and surprised myself with the cruelty. But cruelty had been the Assembly’s currency for my entire life.

      Nova tore her gaze from the diagram and looked at the Judge. “Where do we fit?” she asked.

      The Judge’s chain lowered, hovering as if it wanted to connect the points itself.

      “You and Cael are bound,” he said. “Your convergence is one anchor point attempting to form without the others. It strains the system.”

      “So we’re a mistake,” Nova said, voice flat.

      “No,” the Judge replied. “You are a response.”

      My breath caught. A response. Not a disease. Not corruption. A response to imbalance. Nova’s eyes filled with something that looked dangerously like tears, but she blinked them away hard enough that her lashes clung together for a heartbeat.

      “What are the other anchors?” she asked.

      The Judge didn’t answer. His chain chimed again—soft, almost regretful. “That is not for me to disclose,” he said.

      The High Arbitrator exhaled like he’d been waiting for that. Control returned to his posture in a thin veneer. “Then the discussion is irrelevant,” he snapped. “We cannot invoke a clause based on incomplete information.”

      Nova’s head snapped toward him. “You don’t want information,” she said. “You want obedience.”

      The Arbitrator’s face twisted. “And you want to endanger the cosmos for love.”

      Nova’s laugh was sharp as broken glass. “The cosmos is already endangered. And you’re endangering it for power.”

      The chamber trembled again, as if reacting to her words. The Judge’s voice cut through before the Arbitrator could retaliate. “The Clause remains available.”

      Nova turned back. “How do we invoke it?” she asked, urgency cutting through anger.

      The Judge’s chain lifted, and the stardust links flared brighter. “Through consent,” he said.

      I felt a bitter laugh rise in my throat. Consent. In a room full of guards and laws and chains.

      Nova’s expression mirrored my thought. “Consent to what?” she demanded.

      “To restructure,” the Judge replied. “To accept the role you were not meant to seek.”

      Nova’s gaze flicked to me again.

      The bond carried her thought without words: Would you do it? Would you become whatever it makes us if it saves us? If it saves everyone?

      I didn’t know. I’d always told myself I would die before I let them force merger. But the Clause sounded like a different kind of death. Identity. Role. Anchor. And outside this chamber, the Unmaker was still tearing at the universe while its twin began to build in the dark.

      If the Clause was the only path that didn’t end in immediate execution…

      The Judge seemed to read the hesitation in the air. His chain’s dark threading pulsed, and his voice dropped, heavy with warning. “I warn you,” he said. “If you invoke it, you will wish I had simply executed you both.”

      The words punched the breath out of the room. Nova’s face went white. I felt the bond flare with fear, a raw instinctive terror at that promise of regret.

      The High Arbitrator’s mouth curled. “You see? Even the Judge admits it is worse.”

      “Worse is not always wrong,” Nova snapped, but her voice shook.

      The Judge lifted his chain again, and the hovering diagram of the circle dimmed.

      “The Assembly will proceed with sanctioned ritual at moonrise,” he said. “Unless the Clause is invoked before then.”

      I forced myself to speak. “How?”

      The Judge’s mask angled toward me as if he’d been waiting for me to ask, not Nova.

      “By asking for it,” he said simply. “Before the law. Before witnesses. In full awareness of consequence.”

      My stomach churned. So the Clause wasn’t a hidden lever in some ancient machine. It was a declaration. A choice that would bind us in a way even death wouldn’t undo. Nova’s guards shifted, uneasy.

      One tightened his grip on her shoulder and she shrugged him off violently enough that he nearly stumbled. “Don’t touch me,” she hissed.

      The High Arbitrator stepped forward, voice hard. “This assessment is concluded,” he said. “Return them to containment. We will prepare for moonrise.”

      The Judge’s stardust form began to dissolve, cloak unraveling into glittering particles.

      Nova lunged forward despite her guards, voice cracking. “Wait—if we invoke the Clause, does it stop the Unmaker? Does it stop the Remaker? Does it save⁠—”

      The Judge’s voice came from everywhere as his form scattered. “It restores possibility.”

      Possibility. Not certainty. Not salvation. Just a door. Then he was gone, leaving only the hum of runes and the distant scream of alarms. For a heartbeat, the chamber held its breath after cosmic presence, like a room after a storm.

      Then the High Arbitrator moved. “Take them,” he ordered, and the guards obeyed like machines.

      Hands clamped down on my arms. I didn’t fight, they wanted me to. Resistance would justify harsher suppression.

      Nova met my eyes across the space as they dragged us toward opposite exits.

      The bond strained, pain flaring, but beneath it there was something steadier: determination forged in shared terror.

      We need to talk, Nova’s intent pressed through the bond.

      We will, I sent back.

      But the guards yanked me through the doorway before any plan could form. The corridor outside was chaos. Ritualists ran in both directions, sleeves flaring, carrying trays of tools and scrolls and glowing stones. Assembly guards barked orders, trying to impose lines on panic. The alarm was louder here, a wail that seemed to scrape at the back of my skull.

      A distant tremor shook the floor again, and a few ceiling crystals shattered, raining sharp fragments.

      One guard swore and shoved me harder. “Move.”

      I stumbled, catching myself. My bruise throbbed.

      The Nightfall escort waiting in the corridor fell in beside Assembly guards, their black armor marked with my House’s silver starburst. Seeing the insignia should have felt like relief. It didn’t. Nightfall guards didn’t look at me like kin. They looked at me like a weapon they were ordered to keep sheathed.

      “Prisoner Nightfall,” one of them said, formal and cold. “You are to be returned to your quarters under enhanced suppression.”

      I bared my teeth. “I have a name.”

      He didn’t flinch. “Not in this matter.”

      They marched me down a side corridor away from the ritual wing. The air grew colder. The stones here were older, damp with a chill that seeped into bones.

      As we walked, I tried to keep my mind on what the Judge had said. Imbalance. Two entities. Four anchors. The First Weaver’s Clause. Identity as price. The words slammed into old Nightfall teachings and cracked them.

      If the imprisonment had created imbalance, then everything my House had revered was built on a flaw. And if that flaw was waking a twin force in the void— Then we were already past politics. We reached the containment wing: a set of doors etched with suppression runes so dense they looked like frost across black stone. The guards pressed palms to locks, muttering authorization phrases.

      The door opened with a sigh of cold air. Inside, my quarters were not quarters. They were a cell dressed up with furniture. A narrow bed. A desk bolted to the floor. A washbasin with water that tasted faintly of metal. A single slit window showing nothing but a strip of gray sky behind the Assembly’s inner walls.

      As they shoved me in, I felt the bond snap tighter with distance, pain, yes, but also a flicker of Nova’s presence like a hand reaching through darkness.

      The lead Nightfall guard stepped inside long enough to attach something to my wrist. A cuff of dull star-metal. Suppression tech. It clicked closed, cold against skin. Pain flared, immediate and sharp, as the cuff dampened the bond. I hissed through my teeth.

      The guard watched me without emotion. “Enhanced suppression will keep you stable until moonrise,” he said.

      “Stable,” I rasped.

      “Compliant,” he corrected, and stepped back out.

      The door slid shut. Locks engaged. Silence fell like a weight. I stood in the middle of the cell, flexing my cuffed hand. The metal felt like ice fused to bone.

      The bond was still there, but dimmed, like a star seen through storm cloud. I closed my eyes and forced myself to breathe. Think, Cael. Calculate. Survive. Moonrise wasn’t far. A handful of hours, maybe less. The Assembly would spend that time preparing ritual instruments and arguing over whether to execute or merge, as if both weren’t forms of death.

      And somewhere out there, the Unmaker pruned reality while the Remaker began to build.

      The Judge’s warning echoed: Pray it stays sleeping.

      Too late. I paced once, twice, the length of the cell. The cuff’s suppression made my skin crawl, like being wrapped in cloth that wouldn’t let me feel air. I stopped at the desk and gripped its edge, knuckles whitening.

      Orion. Nova. The Clause. Four anchors. If Orion had found the fragment, if Nova had a copy…

      They might already know more than I did. And I couldn’t talk to her. They’d planned it that way.

      A sharp knock sounded at my door, three quick taps, then a pause, then one more. Not a guard. A code. Nightfall code, old and rarely used, something my father had taught me when I was a child and still believed House loyalty meant protection.

      My blood went cold. The lock clicked. The door slid open a crack. A figure slipped inside and shut it quickly behind him. Orion Vale.

      He looked worse than he had in the hall, hair disheveled, robe torn at the shoulder as if someone had grabbed him. Ink smeared across both hands now, and his eyes were bright with exhaustion and fury.

      I stared. “How⁠—”

      “I lied,” he said, breathless. “And bribed. And used the Archive charter as a knife.”

      I crossed the cell in two steps and grabbed his arm, pulling him closer so the suppression runes in the walls couldn’t easily pick up sound. “Nova,” I demanded. “Is she⁠—”

      “Contained,” Orion said. “Angry. Alive. She has the trace slate I gave her.”

      Relief hit me hard enough my knees nearly buckled.

      Orion’s gaze flicked to my wrist cuff and his mouth tightened. “They’re tightening suppression.”

      “They’re scared,” I said.

      Orion barked a humorless laugh. “They should be.”

      He reached into his sleeve and pulled out a folded piece of dark parchment—thin, flexible, almost like skin. Metallic ink shimmered faintly across it.

      Another copy.

      “You’re going to get yourself executed,” I muttered.

      Orion’s eyes flashed. “If I don’t, you both will.”

      He thrust the parchment toward me. “I translated more.”

      I hesitated. The cuff made my skin itch, but it didn’t stop me from taking the parchment. The moment my fingers touched it, a faint pulse went through the metallic ink, like recognition.

      My bond, even suppressed, reacted.

      Orion saw it. His expression sharpened. “It responds to you too.”

      “It responds to the bond,” I said, voice low.

      Orion shook his head. “No. It responds to Nightfall. To void adjacency. The Weaver script—Cael, it’s older than the Assembly, older than the courts. It’s architecture language.”

      My stomach tightened. “Tell me what matters.”

      Orion nodded once, grim, and pointed to a line of script he’d annotated in hurried, cramped handwriting.

      “The Judge mentioned imbalance,” Orion said. “This is why. The First Weaver didn’t imprison just one force.”

      My pulse kicked. “You’re saying⁠—”

      “She imprisoned both,” Orion said, eyes locked on mine. “The Unmaker and its twin. The Pruner and the Planter. The Remaker.”

      The words felt like confirmation of dread.

      Orion continued, voice urgent. “The prison was designed as a pair. Two constraints in tension. But the covenant required partnership. Anchors. Four of them.”

      I stared at the parchment. The diagram wasn’t fully visible here, but pieces of it—curved lines, anchor points, peeked through.

      “Who are the anchors?” I asked.

      Orion’s expression faltered. “That part—” He swallowed. “That part is… deliberately obscured. Either the text was damaged, or the Weaver wrote it in a cipher that requires… something.”

      “Something like a bond,” I said.

      Orion’s eyes widened slightly. “Yes. Exactly.”

      The cuff throbbed against my wrist, as if offended by the conversation.

      I clenched my jaw. “The Judge offered the Clause.”

      Orion nodded sharply. “I heard. I wasn’t supposed to, but I—” He shook his head. “The Clause is real. It’s in the fragment. It reads like a failsafe—if anchors fail, invoke the Clause. It permits restructuring.”

      “Identity as price,” I said.

      Orion’s mouth tightened. “Yes.”

      I looked up. “Tell me the worst,” I said. “Don’t soften it.”

      Orion held my gaze. “The Clause isn’t just merger,” he said slowly. “It’s… role assumption. It binds living minds into architecture. Not metaphorically, Cael. Literally.”

      I felt sick. Nightfall doctrine called bonds corruption because they feared losing selfhood to another. And here it was, written into cosmic law: selfhood as component.

      “Nova won’t accept being used,” I said.

      Orion’s expression was bleak. “Nova will accept anything if it keeps you alive.”

      The words hit harder than I expected because they were true, and because I didn’t know if I deserved that kind of devotion.

      “And you?” Orion asked quietly. “Would you accept it if it keeps her alive?”

      My throat tightened.

      I thought of Nova’s face in the ritual chamber, rage held like a sword, fear hidden beneath it, hope flickering only when the Judge said alternative.

      I thought of her laugh, sharp and bright even when everything tried to break her.

      I thought of the bond—how it had made me feel human when Nightfall had spent a lifetime trying to make me a tool.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted, voice rough.

      Orion nodded as if he’d expected that answer. “Then we need information before moonrise,” he said. “Because the Assembly will not wait. And the Unmaker and Remaker—” His eyes darted to the slit window as if he could see cosmic forces through stone. “They’re waking faster than any of us calculated.”

      A tremor ran through the floor again, faint but real.

      Dust drifted from the ceiling.

      Orion flinched. “Time,” he whispered.

      I grabbed his shoulder. “How do we talk to Nova?” I asked. “How do we coordinate anything?”

      Orion’s jaw tightened. “Through the bond,” he said.

      “The cuff suppresses it,” I snapped.

      “Not completely,” Orion countered. “Suppression is damping, not severance. You can still send intent. Emotion. If you focus.”

      I closed my eyes and reached for Nova.

      The cuff fought me, a cold weight dragging at the thread.

      But beneath it, I felt her—a distant heat, a pulse of fury and fear.

      Novo, I sent, not her name but the private shape of it in my mind.

      Her presence flared in response like a match struck in dark.

      Cael, her emotion pressed back—relief so sharp it hurt.

      Orion watched my face, reading what I couldn’t hide.

      “She’s there,” he breathed.

      I opened my eyes. “Yes.”

      Orion leaned in. “Tell her—tell her the anchors are obscured. Tell her the Clause is role assumption. Tell her we need the missing piece.”

      “The missing piece is the anchors,” I said.

      Orion’s eyes flicked, calculating. “And the Crimson Court facility,” he said softly.

      My stomach tightened again. “Crimson.”

      Orion nodded. “They’re hiding something. Nova saw it too. Vexian’s messages. Merrow’s posture. And Rosalie—” Orion’s voice dropped. “Rosalie’s name is in the fragment margins in a way I don’t understand. Like she interacted with the architecture.”

      Rosalie. Nova’s mother. The ghost in her bloodline.

      “Rosalie built bonds,” I said, remembering old rumors Nightfall elders whispered when they thought I slept. “Engineered them.”

      Orion’s gaze sharpened. “Exactly. If Rosalie engineered bonds, she may have engineered anchors. Or backups.”

      Backups. Insurance policy.

      I didn’t like the way the thought slid into place. Nova had told me once, in a rare moment of vulnerability, that Rosalie never did anything without contingency. Even love.

      Orion exhaled. “I don’t have proof,” he said. “But I think the Crimson facility intersects with this. With anchors. With… something hidden.”

      A cold certainty settled in my gut. The Judge had said four anchors. We were two.

      Stella—Nova’s dead sister—had been mentioned in whispers, in fractured memories, in nightmares that felt like someone else’s grief. That made three. Which left one. Hidden. Crimson.

      I met Orion’s gaze. “You think the Crimson Court has an anchor,” I said.

      Orion’s eyes flicked with grim agreement. “I think they have something the Assembly doesn’t know exists. And they’ve been blocking inspections for months to keep it that way.”

      Another tremor ran through the floor—stronger.

      Orion swore softly. “I have to go,” he said. “If they catch me here, they’ll revoke the Archive charter and you’ll lose your only scholar with access to forbidden texts.”

      “You’re more than a scholar,” I muttered.

      Orion’s mouth twisted. “Tell that to the guards.”

      He moved toward the door, then hesitated. “Cael,” he said, voice low. “The Judge’s warning wasn’t theater.”

      “I know.”

      Orion’s eyes were haunted. “If you invoke the Clause, you might not come back as you.”

      I looked down at the parchment in my hand, metallic ink shimmering like starlight trapped in skin.

      “I know,” I repeated, and my voice sounded like someone else’s.

      Orion slipped out, door sealing behind him with a quiet click.

      Silence returned, broken only by the distant alarm and the hum of suppression runes.

      I stood alone with the parchment and the weight of choice. Moonrise. Execution. Merger. Clause. Identity. Anchors. I closed my eyes again and reached for Nova through the dampened bond. It was harder now that Orion was gone, harder without urgency to sharpen focus.

      But I found her, a pulse of heat in the dark. Novo, I sent again, intent strong enough to push past suppression. Her response came immediately, fierce and relieved. They can’t keep us apart, her emotion said. They can, I sent back. But they can’t make us silent.

      I shaped the next intent carefully, pushing it through the bond like a message tucked into a wound.

      Orion translated more. Four anchors. The Clause is real. It’s role assumption—architecture binding. The Crimson facility matters. They’re hiding something. We need the missing anchor before moonrise.

      For a heartbeat there was nothing. Then Nova’s presence surged, anger so hot it burned through suppression.

      Rosalie, her emotion pressed back, sharp with realization and horror. She said there was an alternative. She said⁠—

      Her thought cut off, abruptly, as if someone had struck her. Pain lanced through my sternum, mirrored. Nova’s pain. Not physical—suppression spike. Someone tightening her restraints. Someone punishing her for reaching through the bond.

      I staggered, grabbing the desk edge. The cuff on my wrist pulsed cold, as if responding.I forced myself to breathe.

      Nova, I sent, panic rising. Are you⁠—

      Her presence flickered, dimmed, then returned in a ragged pulse.

      They felt it, she sent back, strained. They’re increasing suppression. But I heard you. Crimson. Missing anchor. We need⁠—

      Her message broke again with another spike of pain.

      I slammed my fist against the desk, anger flaring.

      The room’s runes didn’t care.

      They hummed steadily, indifferent to human suffering.

      Outside, the alarm changed pitch—lower, more urgent. A new sound layered beneath it: distant shouting, boots running, the Assembly trying to pretend they could control chaos with orders.

      I went to the slit window and pressed my forehead against the cold stone.

      A strip of sky showed above the inner wall.

      Gray. But not uniform. A faint shimmer moved across it, like heat distortion—except the air was cold. Reality flexing. The Remaker’s building bridge. The Unmaker’s pruning. Two forces straining against the same architecture.

      And the Assembly still wanted to execute two people for loving each other wrong. A hard knock hit my door.

      I turned sharply. “Nightfall prisoner,” a voice called. “Stand back from the door.”

      I didn’t move fast enough to satisfy them. The lock clicked and the door slid open. Two guards entered—Assembly gray, not Nightfall black. Their helmets hid faces; their posture screamed urgency.

      Between them stood the High Arbitrator.

      His collar gleamed. Sweat beaded at his temple despite the chill.

      “Cael Nightfall,” he said, voice tight. “New information has emerged.”

      I straightened, forcing my expression neutral. “Has the universe ended while I was in here?”

      His mouth twitched. “Not yet.”

      Yet. He stepped inside, and the guards flanked him like shadows.

      “The Eternal Judge has issued an addendum,” the Arbitrator said.

      My stomach tightened. “An addendum to what?”

      “To Article Nine enforcement protocols,” he said, as if reciting law soothed him. “Due to… external destabilization.”

      External destabilization. Like the Remaker building in void was a weather event.

      “And?” I demanded.

      The Arbitrator’s eyes narrowed. “And to your options.”

      Options. Hope flared, immediate and dangerous.

      The Arbitrator watched my face like he wanted to see it die.

      “Moonrise stands,” he said. “But if you refuse sanctioned merger, execution will be immediate. No delay. No appeal.”

      My hope collapsed into rage. “So nothing changed,” I spat.

      The Arbitrator’s gaze was sharp. “Something changed,” he said softly. “The Judge has authorized consideration of the First Weaver’s Clause.”

      My breath caught. Authorized consideration. That was Assembly language for we can’t ignore it anymore.

      The Arbitrator continued, voice low and venomous. “But only if you invoke it. Publicly. Before the Assembly.”

      A trap. If I invoked it, I would bind myself into architecture on the record. The Assembly could claim consent. If I didn’t, they’d merge us under chains or kill us and call it stability.

      My jaw clenched. “Why are you telling me this?” I asked.

      The Arbitrator’s mouth curled. “Because you will be presented with the choice first,” he said. “Nightfall blood carries proximity to void. The Judge believes you are the more… structurally relevant half.”

      Rage rose hot. Nova reduced to half. Me reduced to tool. I took a step forward, and the guards’ hands went to weapons. I stopped. Not because I was afraid. Because I needed to think.

      “You said new information,” I said, voice controlled. “What is it?”

      The Arbitrator hesitated. A tremor ran through the floor again, close enough that the washbasin water rippled.

      He swallowed. “The anomaly near the breach has intensified,” he admitted. “It is producing stable matter. Patterns. Structures.”

      Bridge, I thought.

      The Arbitrator’s eyes flicked to my wrist cuff. “Suppression remains necessary,” he said quickly, as if afraid I’d connect to Nova again. “You will be escorted to a preliminary hearing within the hour.”

      Within the hour. Before moonrise. Before I could find the missing anchor. Before Orion could translate more. Before Nova could recover from suppression punishment. This was the Assembly tightening the noose while pretending to offer a door.

      I forced my face blank. “And Nova?” I asked, careful.

      The Arbitrator’s gaze sharpened. “Nova of House Aster will be escorted separately.”

      Of course.

      He turned to leave, then paused at the threshold, looking back at me with something like satisfaction.

      “One more thing,” he said. “The Judge’s addendum included a warning.”

      My stomach clenched. “What warning?”

      The Arbitrator’s smile was thin. “That invoking the Clause may wake what should stay sleeping.”

      He let the words hang, enjoying the way my posture tightened. Then he stepped out and the door sealed again, locks clicking into place. I stood in silence, pulse hammering, Orion’s parchment still in my hand like a secret weapon that might also be a blade aimed at my own throat.

      Within the hour. A preliminary hearing. A public choice. Invoke the Clause or submit to sanctioned merger or die. And somewhere in the void, a twin force that wanted to create was building its way toward waking. I closed my eyes and reached for Nova one more time, ignoring the cuff’s cold bite.

      Her presence was faint, battered by suppression, but it flared when I touched it—stubborn as fire.

      They’re bringing me to hearing, I sent, pushing the message through pain. They want me to choose first. Clause invocation. Within the hour.

      Nova’s response came like a blade.

      Don’t you dare choose without me.

      A harsh warmth flooded my chest despite suppression.

      I won’t, I promised through intent. But we may not get that choice.

      Her presence pulsed, fierce, then softened for a heartbeat into something that felt like her hand against my cheek.

      If they force it, she sent, voiceless but clear, remember this: I’d rather become something new with you than die under their law.

      The words weren’t words, but the meaning hit like gravity. I swallowed hard. Outside my door, boots ran past, fast, urgent. The alarm screamed. The floor trembled.

      And for the first time, beneath the chaos and suppression, I felt it, deep in the bond, deep in the void-adjacent part of me Nightfall had always feared.

      A stirring. Not the Unmaker’s cold absence. Not the Remaker’s hungry need. Something else. Like a door in the architecture creaking. Like the Clause itself waking up, sensing it might be invoked.

      I opened my eyes. Moonrise was coming. And the next time the Eternal Judge materialized, it wouldn’t be to threaten execution. It would be to hand me a choice that might erase my name. A choice I had to make fast, before the universe made it for us.
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      The chain didn’t touch me, but my body reacted like it had. A pulse of pale light surged through the ritual chamber floor, and my knees nearly buckled, less from pain than from the way the runes recognized me, like a lock turning in a door I’d never agreed to open. Two guards steadied my arms, their gloved hands careful, almost reverent, as if skin contact might spark a catastrophe.

      I wanted to rip their fingers off anyway. Across the chamber, the Eternal Judge hovered above the dais, his cloak shedding stardust that never reached the ground. The chain in his hand chimed softly, each note vibrating through my ribs. In that sound I felt Cael, distant but present, like a star behind thick cloud, dimmed by suppression but impossible to extinguish.

      The High Arbitrator stood at the chamber’s edge with the posture of a man pretending he wasn’t afraid. His collar gleamed. His mouth was set in a hard line as if the law could be clenched between his teeth.

      “Begin the assessment,” he ordered.

      The lead assessor, a woman with silver-threaded sleeves and eyes that refused to meet mine—raised a shallow bowl of powdered star-metal. Her voice shook despite the practiced cadence. “By Assembly mandate, we confirm the bond’s acceleration and determine⁠—”

      “Determine how to control it,” I cut in.

      The assessor flinched. “Determine whether sanctioned merger can be stabilized.”

      “Call it what it is,” I said. My throat felt raw, the air in the chamber too cold and too thick. “You’re measuring where to put your hands so you can pull us apart without leaving evidence.”

      The High Arbitrator’s jaw tightened. “Lady Nova⁠—”

      “Don’t,” I warned, and surprised myself with how steady my voice came out. Rage helped. Rage always helped.

      The Judge’s constellation mask tilted toward me, the shifting patterns across it rearranging like a sky deciding which story to tell. “Nova of House Aster,” he said, and his layered voice made the stone hum. “Your defiance is noted.”

      “Good,” I said. “Write it in the margins of your cosmic ledger.”

      A murmur rose from the ritualists. One of the guards at my side twitched, hand hovering near the restraint cuff on my wrist—the one they’d fastened after Cael’s message burned through the bond and the suppression runes noticed. The cuff didn’t sever anything. It only dampened, like pressing a pillow over a scream.

      But I’d screamed anyway. Inside.

      The High Arbitrator lifted a hand. “Proceed.”

      The assessor stepped toward me with the bowl and a thin needle made of black crystal. She held it like a pen, not a weapon, as if that might make it less obscene.

      “Hold still,” she said quietly.

      I bared my teeth. “Or what?”

      Her eyes flicked to the Judge. “Or Article Nine,” she whispered, and there it was—fear disguised as procedure.

      The guards tightened their grips. Fine. I held still. The needle pricked the skin just inside my wrist, where the vein pulsed. A bead of blood welled up, bright against the cold light of the runes. The assessor caught it with a flake of star-metal powder. The powder hissed like something alive and hungry.

      My bond reacted instantly.

      Heat flared under my sternum, a sharp ache that wasn’t exactly pain—more like a thread pulled taut. For a heartbeat, I smelled Cael: iron and smoke and the faint spice of Nightfall ink. My vision flickered at the edges, the chamber momentarily replaced by a different image—darkness, void-black, then a thin line of light like a seam being stitched.

      Then the suppression cuff pulsed cold, and the sensation snapped back into the room.

      I sucked in a breath.

      The assessor’s eyes widened as the powder in the bowl swirled into a pattern—two points connected by a line, the bond’s symbol in living motion. It kept trying to extend, to form a larger shape, but the runes under my feet flared and forced it back into the bowl.

      The High Arbitrator leaned forward, hungry for evidence. “Acceleration confirmed.”

      “Confirmed that you’re idiots,” I muttered.

      He ignored me. “Proceed with threshold mapping.”

      The assessor’s hands shook as she traced the needle through the powder and blood, drawing lines that mirrored the runes on the floor. “The bond is… unstable,” she said, voice thin. “It’s pushing against containment. It’s⁠—”

      “It’s alive,” I said, because the word felt truer than anything they’d write in a report.

      The Judge’s chain chimed, soft as frost forming. “It is structural,” he corrected gently, and the gentleness made my stomach twist harder than cruelty would have.

      Structural.

      Like I wasn’t a person. Like Cael wasn’t a person. Like we were beams in a collapsing building.

      The Arbitrator snapped, “Eternal Judge, we request clarification on the Clause.” His voice didn’t crack, but I could hear strain under the authority. “The Assembly must know the parameters before⁠—”

      “The Assembly will know only what it requires,” the Judge said, and his mask turned slightly as if the Arbitrator was an insect that had mistaken itself for a god.

      The Arbitrator’s face flushed. He bowed his head, jaw clenched so tight I thought his teeth might shatter.

      I swallowed down my satisfaction. It didn’t help. Not really.

      The assessor stepped back, holding the bowl up for the ritualists to see. “The bond’s convergence curve exceeds allowable suppression limits,” she said. “Sanctioned severance⁠—”

      “No,” I said, and the single word rang in the chamber like a bell struck wrong.

      The assessor faltered. “Sanctioned severance may be required to prevent unsanctioned⁠—”

      I pulled against the guards’ hands. The suppression runes pressed down, making my skin itch, making my bones feel heavy, but rage cut through it. “Say it,” I demanded. “Say execution. Stop dressing it in silk.”

      The High Arbitrator’s eyes were cold. “Execution is mercy,” he said, as if he believed it.

      “Execution is control,” I shot back. “You don’t care about mercy. You care about stability the way a man cares about a cage—so he doesn’t have to look at what’s outside it.”

      A tremor ran through the chamber then, subtle but real. The powdered star-metal in the bowl vibrated, trying to climb the rim. The runes on the floor flickered in response.

      The Arbitrator’s composure cracked for half a breath. He glanced toward the ceiling, as if he could see the sky fracture through basalt.

      The Judge didn’t move. “Time collapses,” he said simply.

      “Moonrise,” the Arbitrator whispered, and hatred sparked in his eyes when he realized he’d spoken fear aloud.

      He recovered fast. “Enough. We proceed to preliminary hearing. The Assembly will decide whether to permit clause invocation consideration.”

      Permit.

      As if my existence required their permission.

      The guards began to steer me toward the side door.

      I dug in my heels. “Where is Cael?”

      The Arbitrator didn’t look back. “Nightfall prisoner will be escorted separately.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Because if you let us speak, your rituals fall apart.”

      A guard hissed, “Move,” and shoved.

      I stumbled, caught myself, and the bond flared as distance increased. My cuff pulsed cold, trying to dampen it, and I tasted copper at the back of my throat.

      Cael, I reached instinctively⁠—

      Pain spiked, sharp and immediate, like a needle in my sternum. The cuff punished the attempt. My vision blurred. One of the guards tightened his grip, interpreting my stumble as weakness.

      I forced my breath to steady. Not weakness. Not surrender. I was listening. The corridor outside the ritual chamber was chaos dressed in order: ritualists rushing with trays of instruments, guards running in formation, scribes clutching scrolls like prayers. The alarm screamed in a pitch that made my teeth hurt, and every few seconds the crystal lights flickered as if the building blinked.

      We passed a window slit and I caught a glimpse of sky: gray, torn by a shimmer that moved wrong. Not the crack itself—too far to see from here—but the air had that heat-distortion ripple like reality was trying to decide whether to hold shape.

      Remaker, I thought, and the name felt like a dare. The guards pushed me faster.

      The Arbitrator walked ahead, rigid spine, as if moving quickly would outrun cosmic forces. He led us into a smaller chamber off the main corridor—an antechamber to the Assembly’s hearing hall. Basalt again, but here the walls were lined with mirrored metal that reflected us in warped fragments. I saw myself in those reflections: hair coming loose, eyes too bright, cuff on my wrist like a bruise made of machinery. The reflections made me look like multiple versions of me trying to exist at once.

      Maybe that was what the bond did. Split possibility. The door sealed behind us with a heavy click.

      The High Arbitrator turned. “Wait here.”

      “I’m not your dog,” I said.

      His mouth twitched. “You are a structural hazard,” he replied, and the words were meant to cut.

      They did. Not because they hurt my pride—because they sounded like the courts had already decided my humanity was negotiable.

      The Arbitrator nodded to the guards. They stepped back but didn’t leave. One stood at the door. Another lingered close enough to grab me if I moved wrong.

      “We will convene the preliminary hearing,” the Arbitrator said. “You will be asked to state whether you invoke the First Weaver’s Clause.”

      “And if I do?” I asked.

      He smiled without warmth. “Then you will beg to die instead.”

      I laughed, sharp and ugly. “Is that supposed to scare me?”

      His eyes flicked, briefly, to my cuff. “It should,” he said. “Because the Clause is not salvation. It is surrender.”

      He left.

      The door on the opposite side opened for him with a soft sigh and sealed behind him, leaving me with guards and the hum of suppression runes threaded into the walls. I paced once, two steps, then stopped because the guard’s gaze tracked me like a weapon.

      Fine. I stood still and did what the Assembly hated most. I thought. Cael had sent me a message through the bond. They’d punished me for responding. But I’d felt him. I’d heard the shape of his intent: They’re bringing me to hearing. They want me to choose first.

      Choose first. I closed my eyes and pressed my palm to my sternum, right over the bond’s ache. The cuff was on my wrist, not my chest, but pain radiated there anyway, a phantom limb of connection.

      They couldn’t make Cael choose alone. He’d do it, he’d sacrifice himself so fast it would look like obedience, because he’d been trained to treat his own wants as expendable.

      And I’d let people make choices for me my whole life. No.

      I opened my eyes and looked at the nearest guard. “How long,” I asked, “until you drag me in there to be judged like livestock?”

      He didn’t answer.

      I smiled thinly. “Right. Obedience without voice. You’re the Assembly’s favorite kind of person.”

      His jaw tightened. Still no answer.

      The suppression hum shifted, almost imperceptible, like the room reacting to my anger. The mirrored walls shimmered, reflections blurring for a heartbeat into something else—an image of a woman in crimson armor, her face too much like mine, staring back with cold eyes.

      I blinked hard.

      The image vanished, leaving only my warped reflection.

      I swallowed.

      Hallucination. Stress. Bond feedback.

      Or—my mind supplied unhelpfully—alternate paths, like Orion’s fragment implied. Possibility splitting.

      I forced my breath to steady. Don’t spiral. Not now.

      The door on the far side opened. Not the Arbitrator’s door—the smaller one behind me, the one I’d assumed was storage. A figure slipped in with the ease of someone who belonged anywhere power congregated. Lady Merrow of the Crimson Court.

      The guards stiffened. One took a half step forward as if to block her. Then hesitated—because ambassadors had protections, and Crimson Court protections were the kind that came with blades behind them.

      Lady Merrow’s red-and-black robes made the basalt seem paler by comparison. Her hands were gloved to the wrist, as always, and her posture was so controlled it looked like she’d been carved from etiquette.

      “Leave,” she told the guards.

      One of them bristled. “Ambassador, this prisoner is under⁠—”

      “Cosmic instability protocols,” she finished for him, voice soft. “Yes. I’m aware. And I’m invoking sovereign diplomatic counsel under Accord Twelve.”

      The guard’s eyes widened. “That accord is for⁠—”

      “For succession matters,” Lady Merrow said, and the word succession landed like a stone thrown into a pond. “Which, as you know, supersede your little procedural cages.”

      The guard hesitated, then pressed fingers to his comm bead. A pause. Static. A muffled response.

      His face tightened. “Two minutes,” he said reluctantly. “No physical contact. No⁠—”

      “No bonds, no void, no truth,” Lady Merrow said blandly. “How exhausting your laws must be.”

      The guards withdrew to the edges of the room, close enough to listen, far enough to pretend privacy existed. One remained at the door, hand on weapon.

      Lady Merrow’s gaze settled on me.

      For the first time since the Assembly Hall, I saw something flicker in her expression—something like calculation layered over urgency.

      “You’re wasting your two minutes,” I said.

      “Am I?” Her voice was smooth. “You have a talent for assuming you know what others mean.”

      I didn’t like how close to home that hit. “Say what you came to say.”

      Lady Merrow stepped closer, the mirrored walls catching her profile in fractured angles. “The Assembly intends to force your bond into sanctioned merger,” she said, as if she were announcing weather. “They will bind the outcome with clauses, install oversight, and claim stability.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “They will fail,” she continued. “Because the architecture doesn’t respond to paperwork.”

      My skin prickled. “Architecture,” I repeated. “So even the Crimson Court admits this is bigger than politics.”

      Lady Merrow’s eyes narrowed slightly. “The Crimson Court has always known it was bigger than politics. We simply have the good sense not to let the Assembly write itself into the center of cosmic law.”

      “Is that why you block inspections?” I asked, sharp. “Because you’re so noble?”

      A faint smile touched her mouth. “Because sovereignty is not a toy you hand to frightened bureaucrats.”

      I stepped forward, close enough that I could see the fine stitching on her gloves. “Or because you’re hiding something.”

      Her gaze didn’t flinch. “We are protecting something,” she corrected.

      The word protecting made my stomach twist, because Orion had used it too, and the coincidence felt like a trap springing shut.

      “What?” I demanded.

      Lady Merrow’s eyes flicked to the guards, then back. “Not what,” she said quietly. “Who.”

      My breath caught. The bond throbbed hard enough to make me sway. The suppression cuff pulsed cold, trying to dampen the surge, but it couldn’t stop the instinctive flare of recognition that came with that single word.

      Who. Not facility. Not weapon. Not research. A person.

      I heard my own voice come out rough. “Who are you protecting?”

      Lady Merrow’s gaze sharpened, and for a heartbeat I saw the outline of something like pity in her composure—quickly buried, but real enough to make my skin crawl.

      “You’re running out of time,” she said.

      “So are you,” I snapped.

      She nodded once, as if that was fair. Then she did something I didn’t expect: she reached into the sleeve of her robe and pulled out a small object—no larger than a coin. It was dark metal etched with crimson sigils. It hummed faintly in her palm.

      A memory key.

      My blood went cold.

      Memory keys were illegal outside sanctioned Archive procedures. They weren’t just recordings; they were direct neural imprints, a way to force someone to experience what another person had lived.

      “Where did you get that?” I whispered.

      Lady Merrow’s eyes held mine. “From someone who believes you deserve the truth,” she said.

      “Or from someone who wants to control me,” I countered.

      Her mouth tightened. “Control is the Assembly’s obsession,” she said. “Not ours.”

      I laughed. “Right. The Crimson Court never controlled anyone.”

      Lady Merrow’s gaze didn’t soften. “This is not a gift,” she said. “It’s a warning. You can refuse it. You can walk into the hearing blind. Or you can take it and understand why the Crimson Court has been blocking inspections and why Prince Vexian is willing to burn half the galaxy to keep one facility untouched.”

      My throat tightened at Vexian’s name.

      I remembered his look in the corridor—recognition, not hatred.

      “You have sixty seconds,” the guard at the door called, impatient.

      Lady Merrow held the key out toward me.

      My cuff pulsed cold as if reacting to the object’s proximity.

      “Who is it?” I asked again, softer now, because my anger had hit something like fear.

      Lady Merrow’s voice dropped. “Rosalie’s ninth.”

      My world tilted.

      For a heartbeat, the mirrored walls seemed to stretch, reflections warping into a dizzying corridor of faces that were mine and not mine, some older, some younger, some wearing different colors. Crimson. Nightfall. Assembly gray. All of them staring.

      “Ninth,” I breathed, and the word tasted like myth. Like a number that shouldn’t exist.

      Rosalie had created seven clones. That was the story the courts told with grim satisfaction, a cautionary tale about arrogance and forbidden science. Seven was enough to be monstrous.

      Eight had always been a whisper, a rumor Orion had chased.

      Nine—no. Nine was absurd.

      Lady Merrow’s gaze didn’t waver. “You were told Stella died,” she said.

      “She did,” I snapped, and grief flared so sudden it made my eyes sting. “I watched her burn.”

      “Did you?” Lady Merrow asked softly.

      I froze.

      Because I had watched a girl burn. I remembered the smell of it, the way her scream cut off too soon. I remembered holding ash and calling it my sister.

      But memory wasn’t proof. Not anymore. Not in a world where bonds could alter perception and memory keys could rewrite experience.

      My voice came out thin. “What are you saying?”

      Lady Merrow didn’t answer directly. “Rosalie created eight,” she said. “No—nine. She gave one away. Hidden where even she couldn’t reach.”

      The words hit with a sick sense of déjà vu, like I’d heard them before in a dream.

      I swallowed hard. “Where?”

      Lady Merrow’s eyes flicked again toward the guards, then back. “Crimson territory,” she said. “Sovereign succession. Protected. Trained.”

      My heart hammered. Orion’s accusation in the Assembly Hall. The Crimson facility. Vexian’s messages. Asset. Her. It aligned too perfectly, like pieces snapping into a shape I hadn’t wanted to see.

      “You expect me to believe Rosalie—” My voice broke. I forced it steady. “You expect me to believe my mother gave a clone to the Crimson Court?”

      “I expect you to believe Rosalie never trusted anyone,” Lady Merrow replied. “Not even herself.”

      My stomach churned.

      Rosalie’s ghost had haunted my life through absence—through the way people flinched at my name, through the way House Aster treated me like a relic and a liability. I’d spent years swearing I wouldn’t become her.

      And now her contingency plans were crawling out of the past to wrap around my throat.

      Lady Merrow stepped closer, holding the memory key between us. “You will be asked to choose,” she said. “The Clause or death. Merger or execution. But you are not the only variable in the architecture.”

      Architecture again. Four anchors. Cael had told me: the anchors were obscured. The missing piece mattered. Crimson.

      My hands trembled. I hated that she could see it.

      “Take it,” Lady Merrow said.

      “Why?” I whispered. “Why give me this?”

      Her expression shifted—just enough that I saw something raw behind the diplomat mask. “Because if you invoke the Clause without understanding the anchors,” she said, “you will tear the system apart trying to hold it alone.”

      I stared at the key.

      My cuff pulsed cold, but underneath it the bond flared, as if Cael felt my fear and pushed back with steady presence. A reminder: I wasn’t alone. Even if the Assembly tried to make me feel that way.

      I reached out and took the memory key.

      It was colder than I expected, like metal left in snow. The crimson sigils on its surface glowed faintly when my skin touched it, reacting to my heat, or to my bloodline.

      Lady Merrow exhaled once, controlled. “Press it to your temple,” she instructed. “And decide quickly. The hearing will begin.”
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