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Preface — Threads of Defiance

In the delicate tapestry of existence, time does not move as mortals imagine. It coils and loops, a spiral of cause and consequence the gods pretend to govern—and fear to lose. Echoes do not fade; they return, caught between Olympus and the dark where forgotten powers turn in restless sleep.

This story begins not with an ending, but with a challenge—one mortal scream against a decree.

Sharon Tait, a philosophy student, wrestled with freedom and fate. Is will genuine, or only the performance of a script? The gods answered her in fear. At her death—at the cry torn from her—something impossible was born: a spark of choice fierce enough to tug at the Fates’ own thread.

Pantheons felt it. The Hydra, coiled in secrecy, recoiled from it. Sharon’s scream was not only grief; it was rebellion. It made a becoming: the children who would tilt the balance—Sam, a boy of uncontainable fire; Lulua, a girl of seven or eight with hair the color of wheat and blue eyes impossibly steady a girl of cool void to temper him.

The cry also marked others: Lily Walsh, her closest friend, whose butterfly burns with transformation; Jeremy Templeton, the skeptic lover forced past reason into myth; and Detective Jameson Trainor, a man carrying older labors than his badge can name. Together with Sharon herself, they stand at the threshold of becoming New Olympians.

That is why the god’s tremble. That is why the cult hunts. Not for what Sharon was, but for what she proves: that mortals may rise beyond their makers—that free will can out-speak command.

Those who keep The Grove Nexus—the watchers some call Valarians—know this truth. The lattice of their light shivered at Sharon’s defiance, because it was not only the birth of two children, but the opening of an age where gods, mortals, and void can no longer keep to old dominions.

This tale does not walk a straight road. It unfolds in spirals—inwards and funerals, in puzzles and scripts, in the shadows of cults and the roots of trees as old as Gaia’s breath. What you are about to read begins on the day of Sharon Tait’s burial. Burial is not silence.

The gods may weave. The Hydra may coil. The cult may sharpen its knives. But free will—raw, mortal, defiant—has found its voice.

Burial is not silence.

And once a scream is heard in the void, it cannot be unmade.

_______________

The following events unfold before the final Chapter of Book One: A Butterfly’s Demise: A Flutter in Time – The Tattoo Murder Case. We begin on the day of Sharon Tait’s burial… for time is not linear for those the gods wish to forget, and for those they fear and wish to extinguish in the folds of time. One soul will not go quietly into the night.
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CHAPTER ONE – Whispers in The Ward: Shadows of the Void

The psych ward smelled like bleach and overcooked peas, a chemical cocktail that clung to the throat. It sank into everything: the paperbacks in the common room, the flimsy cotton of Lily Walsh’s gown, even the recycled air. It was the stench of survival scrubbed raw, like regret turned into a disinfectant.

Previously, Sharon Tait asked the questions the gods forbid, and the world answered her with a scream.

The morning light leaking through barred windows was pale, watery, as though the sun itself refused to see this place. The common room was wide but suffocating — chairs bolted to the floor, pale blue paint peeling in strips, a TV blaring a daytime talk show to no one.

Susan hunched at the puzzle table. Her thin fingers trembled over a half-finished landscape: mountains missing, rivers gone, an entire sky eaten out of the cardboard frame.

“Still working on that?” Lily asked, lowering herself into the chair across from her.

“Forty-two pieces gone,” Susan whispered. She clutched one fragment — a shard of blue cardboard shaped like sky. Her eyes darted to the corners, to the vents, to cracks in the walls. “The ward devours them. First the small things — puzzle pieces, hairpins, memories. Then bigger things. People. Parts of people. Their minds, who they are.” Her lips trembled. “Its appetite is ravenous.”

Lily’s black funeral dress lay folded across her lap, heavy as stone for something as fragile as goodbye. Her fingers traced its smooth fabric, memories rising with each touch: Sharon’s laugh under streetlights, the snap of her camera shutter at Sacred Skin Lounge, her teasing voice.

“I’m leaving today,” Lily said, the words ash in her mouth. “Funeral.”

Susan slid the puzzle piece across the table. “Sharon visits you. I see her too. Keep this. For luck.”

Before Lily could answer, Sandra’s Vasques voice slithered from the doorway. Chipped pink polish on gold-hooped earrings. Her mouth shaped for the words she liked to weaponize

“Funeral day,” Sandra sang, hair a tangled nest, slippers dragging. “We love calling you Lock-down Lily. You and your stainless-steel toilet cell. Makes the staff nervous.”

Lily’s jaw tightened.

Sandra slithered closer, eyes cutting to Susan. “Talking to your dead girlfriend again? What’s next, puzzle magic? Maybe she’s giving you fashion tips from the grave?”

A hollow ache opened in Lily’s chest. “Walk away, Sandra. You don’t understand.”

Sandra smirked. “Bet it’s real comforting. Seeing her all quiet. All dead.”

Lily stood, trembling. “You want to test me? Today of all days?”

Sandra faltered, then scoffed, her laughter trailing down the hall. “Puzzle Girl and Lock-down Lily. Perfect pair.”

Silence pressed in again.

Susan nudged the puzzle piece harder toward Lily. Her gaze sharpened, feral. She seized Lily’s wrist where the butterfly tattoo burned faintly beneath her skin. Her pupils narrowed to pinpoints.

“They hunt by scent,” she rasped. “By flesh. By the syllables that shaped you. And you — you’re drenched in all three.”

The words scoured the air. Lily’s heart raced.

Susan slumped back, muttering, pushing a wrong-shaped piece toward an impossible gap.

Two nurses passed in the doorway. Their eyes lingered too long on Lily’s wrist, as if they smelled something the bleach couldn’t hide.

The Washroom Haunting

The ward’s public washroom was tiled pale green, scrubbed so hard the grout had faded bone-white. Warped steel mirrors turned faces into ghost masks. Lily gripped the sink, toothbrush foaming in her mouth, eyes fixed not on herself, but on the figure wavering behind her.

Sharon. Pale, familiar, unbearably close — and yet beyond reach. Her lips moved, shaping words Lily could not hear.

Lily’s hand trembled on the toothbrush. Foam dripped onto the porcelain. “I can see you,” she whispered, voice breaking. “But I can’t hear you. Not yet. Why can’t I hear you?”

Sharon’s reflection looked underlit—eyes bee-stung from grief, half-moons of sleeplessness beneath; the butterfly ink at her wrist beat red, a faint flush against her winter-pale skin.

Sharon’s eyes brimmed with something — warning, sorrow, defiance — but the glass stole the meaning. Each time her mouth formed the same silent phrase, the buzzing lights drowned it out.

The light’s hum sank a note, the way a voice does when it leans in to listen. Lily’s wrist tightened—not heat, not chill, but pressure—as if the butterfly ink were remembering her.

The fluorescent hum deepened, vibrating in Lily’s jaw. Then the butterfly tattoo on her wrist pulsed once, sharp as a knife point. Somewhere in the walls a voice, not human, rasped through the vent in Greek:

“The gates of Hades are opening.”

The lights flickered twice. Somewhere down the hall, a patient screamed — not in fear, but in rage, feral and unending.

The mirror shimmered. Behind Sharon’s reflection, a spiral door began to turn.

The Strange Gift of a Book

Back in her room, the black funeral dress lay folded on the bed. Beside it waited the Book.

It wasn’t large, yet when she lifted it into her lap it pressed down with an unnatural weight. The leather looked older than the ward, older than Detroit, its corners scuffed smooth where too many hands had tried and failed to hold it steady.

Her mind reeled back to the day she had lied. After Sharon’s tarot reading, she told her friend she was going to meet her Masters Biology supervisor before Beans & Bloom. But grief had driven her back to the astrology shop instead. Rage had carried her across the cobblestones; rage had pushed open Zara’s door.

“You’re a fraud,” she had snapped, voice shaking as the bell above the shop door rattled shut. “A quack. A tarot card reading — she is going to die? Are you kidding me?”

Madam Zara hadn’t flinched. She raised her chin, bracelets whispering. “I tell what the cards can see, but not everything.”

“Then why show her at all?”

Zara’s eyes softened. She reached beneath the table and brought out a heavy, scuffed volume. The sound it made on the wood was more than a thud — it was a verdict.

“I’ve been waiting for both of you,” she said. “Time folds, Lily. Sharon came first, but she could not take this yet. Her path was to scream, not to carry.”

Her palm rested on the cover. “The cards only see fragments. But the Book carries what cannot be spoken aloud. It doesn’t belong to our world. Not entirely. It bears traces of hands… not human.”

She slid it across the table. “You still walk between doors. And this Book has been waiting for you.”

“To some,” she whispered, “it looks like a fairy tale. To others, a bedtime fable. That’s how it hides. Each person sees the same mask every time. But you… you’ll see what’s beneath. The two children use it now — one to teach, the other to learn. Sharon wasn’t ready. You are.”

The book had felt like lead in Lily’s hands.

“It chose you, Lily Walsh,” Zara had said. “Not her. Not yet the book had done nothing.”

Lily’s mind snaped back to the present, she waited for her freedom - pass time for the funeral. She would meet Jeremy outside.
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CHAPTER TWO – The Funeral’s Omen: Lamashtu’s Hunger

The world outside the ward hit Lily like a rush of cold water.

After weeks under humming lights and stale air, the brightness of the day was almost an insult. Detroit’s sky was pale, the blue streaked with thin ragged clouds, the air sharp with the first bite of autumn. Puddles from a morning shower warped the city into broken mirrors. Jeremy stood by the car; hands sunk in his leather jacket pockets. He looked older—not in years, but in the set of his jaw, the stiff weight in his shoulders.

“Walsh,” he said, voice caught between relief and caution. “You ready?”

“Define ready,” Lily answered, sliding into the passenger seat.

The hearse pulled ahead, and they followed in silence. Gray buildings loomed like silent guards; their windows dark. At each red light, Jeremy glanced at her, then back to the road, as if expecting her to vanish.

“You sure you’re up for this?” he asked. “We could just… go.”

“It’s a funeral, not an exorcism,” she said. “We’ve come this far. We’d better finish it.”

The city rolled past—graffiti layered over graffiti, cracked sidewalks slick with rain. The trees along the boulevard still held their leaves, but hints of gold touched the edges. Summer had broken, but winter was not yet close.

The church reeked of lilies gone soft with rot. Stained glass fractured the thin light into bleeding colors. Pallbearers carried the coffin down the aisle, murmurs rippling like cold drafts through the pews.

Father Marcus Duvall spread his hands, voice solemn and rich. “Death is not an end, but a passage. A vessel returns to earth, but the soul—ah, the soul—travels where it is called.”

Helen Tait wept silently; Robert’s hand crushed hers.

Inside the coffin, Sharon stiffened. Not heaven. Not blessing. Hunger. I hear it in you, Father.

Detective Jameson Trainor shifted on his feet. That isn’t comfort. That’s ownership.

Marcus’s gaze swept the congregation, pausing on Lily a heartbeat too long. “We commend our sister Sharon not to despair, but to destiny.”

Lily’s skin prickled. The puzzle piece in her pocket felt hot, her tattoo pulsed once like a heartbeat out of sync.

As the mourners spilled out of the church and the hearse’s doors shut, Father Marcus lingered on the steps. His vestments fluttered in the sharp September wind, but he stood perfectly still, eyes tracking the procession as though marking prey.

For a moment his lips moved, too low for anyone to catch. Not scripture, not prayer—syllables coiled in a language older than either. His thumb brushed a shape over the air, not the cross, but a spiral drawn inward.

When he noticed Detective Jameson Trainor watching from the far curb, Marcus’s expression smoothed into solemn gravity, the mask of a shepherd. But the faint curl at the corner of his mouth—gone in an instant—had already betrayed him.

The cemetery yawned open, its stones leaning, names eroded by frost. Bare maples lined the central path like pleading hands. The grave was already dug, black earth waiting.

Black coats gathered around the hole. The priest’s words scattered on the wind. Lily hung back with Jeremy, eyes catching faces—some blurred, some suddenly sharp, too still, too knowing. Not all here are here for Sharon, she thought. Some came for the spectacle of Detroit’s dead.

The first butterfly appeared.

Pale gold, impossible in September, it landed on the coffin’s edge, wings fanning slow as breath. Another joined it. Another. In seconds, the coffin glittered with wings—gold, white, deep crimson—moving as one.

Gasps rippled the mourners.

Jeremy’s whisper was hoarse. “That’s… not normal.”

The butterflies rose in unison, a spiral in the air—the same curve that haunted Lily’s dreams. The shape pulsed, then burst apart into shards of light, scattering across the gray sky.

A woman near the front — Marisol Rivera, one of Sharon’s classmates from her undergraduate elective — pressed a hand to her mouth as the butterflies scattered. “My abuela-grandmother always said butterflies carry the souls of those we’ve loved,” she whispered to no one in particular. “In Mexico, during Día de los Muertos, they return so we remember they never truly leave us — a reminder in cultural wisdom that our loved ones never truly leave us.” 

Lily clung to the hopeful words, not for their mysticism, but for the quiet mercy they offered: that Sharon might still be close, just transformed.

Jameson felt it then—not grief, not weather, but a pressure like the room before a secret is spoken. Sharon hadn’t just died; she had crossed into something no one was meant to cross. The butterflies weren’t comfort. They were confirmation.

The air changed—too heavy for weather, too sentient for grief. Sharon hadn’t been taken; she had trespassed. The butterflies didn’t console the living. They served dire notice of consequences.

The priest faltered. Thunder rolled across a clear sky. Lily’s pulse hammered. She felt eyes—watchers not of this world—fix on her.

A mourner glanced at the Book tucked under her arm and whispered to another: “Alice in Wonderland. Strange thing to bring to a funeral.”

But to Lily, the cover pulsed with spirals that only she could see.

The priest faltered. A woman crossed herself. Thunder rumbled although the sky was clear.

A raven landed on a bare branch above the grave, its caw jagged and harsh. The wind shifted colder, tasting of iron.

In the coffin, the first clod of soil struck with a dull thud. Sharon’s scream tore through her—but the sound coiled back into her, a scream devouring itself. Hunger breathed up from the earth, patient, gnawing.

Helen leaned over the grave. Stay with me. I’ll make your soup. We’ll talk about your syllabus, your class. Just stay.

Robert’s voice broke the hush. “She’s too young,” he rasped. “Too young.”

Lily’s pulse hammered. She felt eyes—watchers from another place—turn toward her, sharp as knives. Her tattoo burned. The puzzle piece seared.

The wind carried Greek through the branches: 

“You have stepped onto the stage. Play your part well.”

Jeremy touched her arm. “Lily? You, okay?”

“No,” she said. “But let’s get this over with.”

Far off, a tall figure moved between stones—thin, impossibly still, face hidden in a black hood. It paused, and for a heartbeat the world narrowed to just Lily and it. Then it slipped behind a monument and was gone.

Jameson clocked the movement, jaw tight. Too tall. Too still. Don’t make me chase a ghost today.

Marcus’s closing words fell soft as ash: “From dust and hunger to dust and rest.”

Lily flinched at the word hunger. It didn’t belong to any liturgy. It belonged to something with claws.

“You knew, didn’t you?” Marla Vescio one of Sharon’s cousins whispered, her voice cutting through the silence as the casket descended.

 “She wouldn’t stop talking about it. Free will. Determinism. Ancient gods and their games. She wouldn’t shut up about how everything is a system, a spiral.”

Lily’s throat tightened. “She was just… studying. Philosophy, metaphysics.”

Marla’s voice cracked with grief. “She was asking questions no one should ask. Questions that drag the gods’ eyes to you. And now she’s gone.” Then she turned and left.

The mourners began to drift away, murmuring. But Helen Tait stayed rooted at the grave. Her gloved hands clung to the railing of the lowering device.

“Come on, Helen,” Robert Tait whispered, coaxing gently, then firmer. “There’s nothing more we can do here.” Standing ramrod with a tie that looked too tight for breadth: his wind burned hands kept folding and unfolding the church service card.

Helens eyes never left the churned soil. “She hated the dark,” she whispered. “She always hated the dark.”

Robert’s face broke. He tried again, urging her away. “She’s not in there, Hel. Not anymore.”

But Sharon was still in there. Sharon screamed and screamed, unheard, until even silence grew teeth.

The raven cawed and lifted off. Its shadow slid across the grave.

Something watched from the far side of the stones—a small, hooded stillness that thickened the air. When Lily looked straight at it, there was only rain-dark ivy and the priest’s sleeve; when she looked away, the pressure returned, like a held breath in the seams of the world. Later she would learn the Valarians prefer to witness first—and speak only once.

The earths want swallowed sound. The crowd was gone. The grave seemed to what to keep what it was given.

A dark sedan idled at the cemetery’s edge; its engine barely audible over the wind. The windows mirrored only clouds, yet Lily felt the gaze inside—clinical, measuring. A hand in a black glove rested on a small device engraved with faint spirals pulsing blue. A distorted voice crackled through the comm: “Resonance spike confirmed. Subject Tait frequency persists. Initiate retrieval protocol when the sacred time is right.”

The window slid up; the car rolled away, leaving the scent of ozone and lilies in its wake.

When the first soil thudded on the coffin, Sharon’s scream did not end. It broke the air, then broke further — into black. Pressure. A hush without edges pressing on her soul.

She floated, or thought she floated. Space curved, stars like knives too far to touch.

Sharon heard a male voice boom from the void of space.

“What are you?” the voice was loud and reverberated.

Sharon: “Is this God? Am I judged? Am I in hell?” Her voice cracked, raw, pulled out of her in a loop that would not stop.

A gravity older than time recoiled, circling her like a predator.

Your planet calls me TON 618. I am the largest of Black Holes in the Universe (a weight inside her skull): You are not judged. You are not ended. You are noise in my silence. A scream that makes Matter from voids of space and Time. You know the secret of gods. That existence is the balance of logic and the divine spark of the creative. I have known this since the beginning of time itself -E = LC² (Existence=Logic x Creativity²) you have hacked the mind of gods. There very core. Taken what they hold as sacred. No mortal may do this. It is forbidden knowledge. Free will morphed by millions of lifetimes.

They—your scientists—heard me too, TON 618 murmured.

The black between them seemed to thickened until even Sharon’s non-existent breath grew a stifled texture. Gravity thinned; the rain began and became static. The cemetery fell away as if peeled from a photograph. Sharon understood—this was not imagination but the physics of her awareness tearing open.

“Do you think you were the first to draw the forbidden pattern?”

TON 618’s voice deepened; a gravity older than judgment itself. “Your species has traced it before—each time believing it served the light. When one of your own, a dreamer called Einstein, wrote E = mc², he unveiled the symmetry between matter and the fire that births it. The gods trembled. For the first time, mortals held the spark of stellar creation in trembling hands. And when Oppenheimer whispered, ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds,’ the echo reached even my distant horizon.

Those were not inventions but awakenings—reflections of what you name E = LC². Logic and Creativity, the twin engines that sculpt existence, wielded without wisdom become annihilation.

Einstein opened the gate of the atom; you, Sharon, opened the gate of consciousness. Both were thresholds the gods sealed for a reason.

Sharon’s voice wavered. “And yet both gates were built by curiosity.” “Curiosity,” TON 618 replied, “is the most divine of your sins. It burns cleaner than one’s faith.”

The void rippled with faint radio static—ghosts of human broadcasts drifting between galaxies. Countdowns. Equations. A voice reading yield reports. “They heard me too,” TON 618 murmured. “Each formula was a prayer disguised as progress. Each explosion, a confession that knowledge cannot be undone. You have called me and my daughter and the impossible journey in Time and Space I have made.”

Sharon: “I don’t understand. Then why am I still here? Why are you here? Why am I not ended for my transgressions?”

TON 618: From your cry came a boy. We call him Sam. Too fierce. Too bright. Too precious to unique to destroy. So, I made a girl — a needed balance for what you birthed as your protector, so I did not need or want to destroy him. My daughter Lulua serves as his guardian now.

The black uncoiled. Two figures flickered.

A small boy’s voice broke the void, stammering like a child barely three: “Saved… protect mummy… from bad people. I strong.”

Her heart cracked. “Sam?”

Then the girl appeared — hair like wheat, eyes like winter water. Her voice was steady, far older than her face. “He can burn The Grove, mother of Sam. He can burn Valaria. They fear him. They fear you. I do not.”

Sharon: “I never meant—”

TON 618: Intent does not matter. Your scream shattered their sky. They will bury you again and again. The mark on you bleeds this truth. But I fear you now. And fear is new to me.

Her scream kept looping, refusing to close. Two sparks spun out of her grief — one born of flesh, one born of void — children who would carry her defiance into worlds already trembling.

 


[image: Image]

 


[image: Image]

 

CHAPTER THREE – The Wake’s Shadow: Pazuzu’s Shield

The drive from the cemetery to Detroit’s east side stretched long and silent. Jeremy’s hands locked on the wheel, his jaw hard. Lily kept her eyes on the window, watching the city change from gray towers to sagging row houses. Rain-streaked brick blurred past like tired faces.

The Morcant house loomed at the corner: a brick relic once elegant, now sagged and brooding. Gutters streaked like dried blood. Windows gaped like black eyes.

Jeremy pulled to the curb. “Eveline Morcant,” he muttered. “Sharon’s aunt. Runs a tea room in back, though everyone knows it’s more séances than sandwiches.”

“Perfect,” Lily said, and stepped out.

Inside, the air was thick with incense and the cloying sweetness of lilies. Too warm, as though the house itself was holding its breath. Narrow halls displayed photographs not just of faces but of objects: a rusted key, a cracked mirror, a deck of tarot cards fraying at the edges.

In every photo she kept that teacher’s brightness—freckles like spilled cinnamon, a smile that tugged dimples she tried to hide when a question got too big.

The living room was crowded with mismatched chairs huddled in clusters. Conversations rose and fell like uneasy tides. The moment Lily stepped in; the air shifted. Heads turned. Some eyes were curious. Others cold — accusing, as if she had dragged Sharon into the grave.

A sharp voice cut through the hush. Marla Vecio. Sharon’s cousin stood rigid; her mouth curled into a sneer.

“You,” she spat. “You were the last to see her at Specter’s Speak. Don’t even try to deny it — half the bar remembers you two in the corner that night.”

Marla had cornered Lily near Sharon’s photographs Just before the kitchen doorway, her voice sharp, desperate.

A mourning veil she kept pushing back with the same hand that clenched a rosary—voice calm enough to sound like permission, words sharp enough to cut.

 “She wrote about it, didn’t she? Pages of it. Symbols, equations, all her theories. Do you still have them?”

Lily swallowed. “Lying, No. Not anymore.”

Marla’s hand trembled. “She thought she could out-think fate. That she could map the gods’ silence. But silence punishes those who try to break it.”

From the corner, an old aunt muttered: “She read too much. She asked too much. Some questions aren’t meant to be answered.”

The whisper cut deeper than the priest’s sermon ever had.

Somewhere in the dark between heartbeat and thought, a memory of Sharon’s scream circled back.

What none of them understood was that Sharon’s death had not ended the story but inverted it as defiance. Her final scream became a signal—a living algorithm pulsing through dreams, machines, and bloodlines waiting to awaken and remember. Lily would be its first translator. Sharon the first to awaken. The Hydra, their pursuer of destruction and eradication.

Lily froze, pulse quickening.

Marla stepped closer. “And don’t think I don’t know about that quack astrology shop you dragged her to. Sharon told me in an email — said you insisted on a tarot reading. Said some old fraud laid death on the table. Well, here we are.” Her lip trembled into a vicious smile. “The cards came true. You killed her, Lily.”

Whispers rippled through the room.

Lily’s throat tightened. “I didn’t kill her.”

Marla’s laugh was sharp. “Didn’t you? You set the whole thing in motion.”

“Enough.”

The command silenced the room. Eveline Morcant stood by the fireplace, tall and wiry, silver hair coiled like a crown. Her pale eyes fixed on Lily with the calm of a predator.

“Blame is for the blind,” Eveline said softly. “Sharon’s death was not an ending. It was an opening.”

Her gaze slid to Lily’s wrist. The butterfly tattoo caught in the firelight, as though it fluttered on her skin.

“A beautiful mark,” Eveline murmured as she moved closer and Marla left. “The butterfly carries Pazuzu’s shield — the wind that drove back Lamashtu’s hunger. In the old world, mothers clutched his image to guard their children from her teeth. But Lamashtu never died. She waits. She hungers for the children born of breach and void. For Sam, pulled from Sharon’s scream. For Lulua, daughter of the Black Hole. Their power would remake her.”

Lily’s stomach knotted. She pulled her sleeve down, but her pulse hammered beneath the cloth.

A new voice intruded, smooth and composed. Father Marcus stepped from the doorway, cassock stark in the dim light. His eyes lingered on Lily, calm and unblinking.

“Grief makes us reckless,” Marcus said. “Do not chase shadows, child. The Father’s embrace is all that can keep you safe.”

Eveline’s brittle laugh rang out. “Obedience won’t save her, Marcus. You would chain what you fear. I would crown it.”

Their voices pressed against Lily, one crushing, one cutting. The air thickened. She needed to breathe.

Lily escaped onto the porch.

The night air carried a damp chill. Beneath the skeletal elm, a hooded figure waited—not tall but undeniable—five feet of inward gravity. The cowl shadowed a face the porch light could not hold: slate-gray skin, a high, enlarged cranium, and eyes wide and elliptical, mirror-gray, set to swallow starlight.

“You returned,” Lily said, though she hadn’t meant to say anything at all.

“Not I,” the figure answered, voice like layered wind. “A figment again—we walk your streets unseen; this borrowed shape spares your sight.”

Your kind has always danced with the forbidden,” the emissary said, eyes reflecting a distant worldly fire. 

“When you split the atom, your people called it progress; when you split conscience, you called it knowledge not wisdom. Sharon only followed the pattern—seeking light without permission. Each time the same warning returns: creation without compassion collapses back into death.” He paused. “Beware the next flame you kindle.” You call it physics; we call it the language of stars.”

He paused, gaze dimming into the sky. “The gods once struck Prometheus for stealing flame.

Your world builds monuments to those who light the sky with foolishness of attaining power they can never fully wield. Beware the next flame you kindle.”

Lily’s stomach tightened; the word flame felt aimed at her and her tatto.

“Valarian,” she breathed. “The book told me. Madam Zara spoke in passing of you.”

“Of Valaria,” it corrected gently. “We are Valarians—a people of the starlight lattice. Long ago we bound one of our roots to your world at The Grove Nexus so the two realms would steady one another. Sharon’s scream tore our lattice; your grief keeps mending it. We send figments—borrowed bodies your minds can bear as a shell—because our true shapes blister human sight. We exist because we balance, we protect. Sharon’s scream tied to bound and unmade life threads you have kept for ages. We are using the energy of what she left and now is becoming—to bind what can still be bound bound back together ours and your world back to normal by her existence and death awakening and transformation.”

“We share your plane—Earth and Valaria joined at The Grove. We walk your streets as shadow and patience, sometimes people you know but we may not steer your choices. Our law forbids it. We can warn once; we can shield at thresholds—birth, death, the sainted hinge of nights—only against hunger like Lamashtu’s. We may steady a door, not open it. Any ward we weave must be paid—the lattice keeps accounts. Sharon’s cry is the balance we borrow for renewal now, her emergence and rebirth from free will and not a life we command.”
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