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    To everyone who was told they couldn't…and did anyway. This one's for the rebels.

      

    


Dedication

To everyone who was told they couldn’t...and did anyway. This one’s for the rebels.
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Chapter 1: Blood and Rain
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The rain pierces like frozen daggers, drilling into Vallen's neck and streaming down his spine, but he stands rigid as stone. His jaw locks against the chattering that threatens to betray him. Father will not see weakness. Not today. Not as the executioner's blade drips crimson onto the scaffold, not as heads thud into baskets like overripe fruit. 

The herald's voice drones on, meaningless sounds drowning under the roar in Vallen's ears as he stares at his mother. Her eyes find his across the crowd. The next neck for the blade. His mother's neck. His lungs burn for air he's forgotten to breathe, his mind screaming in a voice that cannot escape his throat: This cannot be real. This cannot be real. This cannot be real. His mother’s chin is high, like the Queen that she is, defiant even now. His mind screams in silent protest as she kneels where dozens before her have already fallen. This can't be real. This can't be happening. Yet the axe rises all the same. The blade is a blur, the world narrows to its arc, the snap of wet wood under the headsman’s boot, the slick midnight of his mother’s hair coiling over the block’s edge. Vallen’s breath tears loose too late, his ribs and skull and every cell vibrating with the thunderbolt impact of the blade cleaving flesh. He doesn’t see the instant. He never sees it. His eyes clamp shut, sealing away the knowledge, but the sound cannonades through him. A sound to haunt every sleep ever after: the splinter of bone, the liquid slap, the crowd’s ragged, uncertain cheer.

When he opens his eyes, the world fractures, rain, tears, and the predatory gleam of halberds bleeding together. The Queen, his mother, lies discarded, a marionette with severed strings, draped in velvet now black with rain and death. Her neck fountains crimson, too vivid to be real, too bright to be anything but his nightmares made flesh. Vallen's legs threaten to buckle beneath him. His father's fingers dig into his shoulder like talons seeking bone. "This was necessary," he hisses, breath hot against Vallen's frozen ear. The platform falls deathly silent as they drag his mother away, her limbs trailing limp across splintered wood. Vallen's gaze locks on the blood, his mother's blood, seeping between the scaffold's cracks, a crimson spider's web spreading beneath his feet. 

The next victims blur together, a parade of terror and pleading eyes, until a flash of copper sears through the gray veil of rain. A girl, trembling yet defiant, her hair aflame even in this downpour. She can't be older than twelve, the same age as him. Her crime? Existing, perhaps. Being on the wrong side. His father's face contorts with savage pleasure, lips curled back from teeth in what might be called a smile. The executioner tests his blade's edge with a thumb. The girl kneels, chin high like his mother's had been. Something snaps inside Vallen, a dam breaking, flooding him with molten rage. 

He lunges forward, voice cracking like thunder across the square: "BY RIGHT OF BLOOD, I CLAIM HER AS MY WARD!" 

The crowd recoils as one. His father's face twists in fury, but the ancient law stands. The girl is his now. And his father, king or not, cannot touch what is his. Whispers ripple through the crowd, hissing and snapping like sleet on slate. Beyond the thicket of halberds, the executioner sputters a protest, the girl’s copper hair already damp and matted to her skull as he yanks her to her feet. Her knees don’t buckle, not even when the jeers and curses surge anew, this time aimed at Vallen. His name buzzes at the edges of hearing, a wasp’s nest of contempt. He doesn’t flinch, even as the king’s fingernails dig deeper.

"You overstep," his father breathes. 

His words have weight, not sound. A warning. Vallen stares straight ahead, the clamor blurring to a single note in which only the sharpest sounds cut through: the girl’s wet, ragged breathing, the scraping of the thick rope on the ground, the hiss of his father’s ire.

She is thrust toward him, the world’s eyes upon them both. The girl’s face is pale, mud-streaked, and wild-eyed, but her voice is steady: “Are you saving me?” 

Her words saw at him, ragged and almost accusatory, but she doesn’t shrink back. He can’t speak. If he opens his mouth, he’ll vomit or, worse, let the sob waiting under his tongue leap out and expose him. Vallen’s hands are all ice and clumsy urgency as he works at the ropes binding her wrists. The knots are tight, fingers bloodying themselves on wet rope, the cord cut through with grit and gray filth. The girl’s pulse hammers visibly beneath skin so thin it’s almost blue. Her lips are cracked, but she doesn’t make a sound as he unwinds the last loop and the rope collapses to the boards between them. A single moment hangs, thin and shuddering—then her hands, trembling, lift to cover her mouth, as if she’s afraid she'll lose her own voice in the act of being alive.

The crowd hums, uneasy, a hive denied its queen. The king's gaze needles into Vallen’s skull. His father will make him pay for this later, and he will not wait for walls and privacy to do it. Vallen’s breath rasps sharply in his chest. Vallen half-drags, half-guides the girl from the platform while boots slip in the mixing slick of rain and old blood. He expects her to limp, to fall. Instead, she stands straight and defiant.  

“You shouldn't have done that,” the girl says as she stumbles beside him, just loud enough for him to hear. 

He hears his own unfamiliar voice say, “It’s done now.” He looks at her, really looks. Even soaked and shivering, she’s a flint shard, cocked and ready. The tips of her ears are raw; her hands, now free, clench and unclench like she’s winding up for a punch. Her voice, flat and fearless, leaves him no room to answer. Whatever gratitude dwells behind that question, it’s already buried.

“She was your mother,” the girl adds, nodding once toward the stain on the scaffold that used to be a person. “That’s why you—” She breaks off, blinking away beads of rain. “Never mind,” she spits, just as he remembers he was supposed to pretend it doesn’t matter.

He turns away. He can’t look at the blood-slicked planks, the crowd’s wolf faces, or his father’s silhouette looming at the scaffold’s edge. Instead, he concentrates on the way his boots slap against the square. Each step echoes up his bones, grit and hurt, each one a claim of territory in a world that wants to see him crawl. The girl’s steps match his exactly, exiles on a parade through hell. They cut a wet path through the throng, parting townsfolk and soldiers alike, some still jeering, some already bored and turning away. No one touches them. The ancient law is a shield; brittle, full of cracks, but a shield all the same.

Down the scaffold steps and into the avenue, Vallen keeps his eyes on the horizon, on the blurry, broken line where the palace walls met the sky. He tries to remember which way a person went to escape memory. There is no right answer. His hand goes unconsciously to the girl’s shoulder, prepared to steady her should she fall, but she doesn’t falter.

They make it halfway to the palace before the world stops moving. The king’s voice, amplified, comes down from the scaffold and batters Vallen forward, like a blast of wind at their backs, so hard Vallen nearly stumbles. The words obliterate all other sound:

“MY SON HAS CLAIMED HIS RIGHT. THE GIRL IS NOW HIS RESPONSIBILITY. SO HELP HIM, HE SHALL SUCCEED OR PERISH BY THAT CHOICE.”

The last syllables hang like iron bells, and the square’s hush feels total for three heartbeats. Then, as the king strides down from the scaffold, the crowd breaks apart in restless, uneven waves, sloshing away from the murder and the memory.

The girl stares straight ahead, jaw tight. She is shivering hard enough that her shoulder bangs into his arm at each step, but she keeps moving, half a pace slower than him. He wants to say something, assure her, or at least apologize for the state of things, but the words evaded him. They slog through the palace gates, guards peeling off to let them pass. He realizes he doesn’t know her name. That strikes him now, absurd and intolerable, so he says,  

“What’s your name?”  

The words stick to the roof of his mouth, frigid and awkward. The hallway’s yellowish sconces paint her hair the color of copper heated in a forge, and she seems smaller than before, not a prisoner but a scrap swept up by fate. She eyes him. One brow twitches, torn between suspicion and battle fatigue.

“Nymeria,” she says. Not loud, but not whispering.

He nods like it explains everything, even though it explains absolutely nothing. He’s never heard of her. She isn’t a courtier’s daughter; her accent is too blunt, edges chip off in every syllable. A commoner, then. His father must be seething at the prospect of a commoner bloodline being polluted and paraded through the palace just to satisfy the ancient rules.  

“Nymeria,” he says, trying it out. “I’m Vallen.” Like she didn't already know, like anyone in this palace doesn’t know, but saying it makes the hierarchy of things feel less like a cage and more like a shared burden. She gives no sign she cares for the name nor the ceremony of it. Still, she walks in step beside him, her silence a pebble tossed into the well of the grand corridor’s hush. He hesitates at his own chamber door, warmth seeping out from the fire within. Nymeria pauses on the threshold, nose wrinkling as if the warmth itself were a threat. Vallen glances beyond her, half-expecting the guards to demand she sleep in the stables or perhaps drag her to the dungeon, just to carve out his - the King’s - final word. But the corridor is empty, echoing with nothing but the lash of rain against distant high windows. He gestures for her to go inside. She braces herself, then steps across the lintel, chin tucked like she expects a slap. As soon as the door shuts, her shoulders drop a fraction.

He waits for her to collapse; instead, Nymeria circles the room, hands folded tight under her ribs, inspecting every tapestry and memento with the wary calculation of a scavenger. She stops at the hearth, gazes into the flames, and Vallen sees the shimmer of wet against her cheek. For a moment, he almost believes he can see cracks running through her, jagged as the memory of his mother's neck collapsing. He forces his gaze away.

The fire makes the room too bright. The brocade chairs and lodestone tiles glare back at him with their self-importance; the ancestral blades on the wall seem to judge. The old stories call fire the coward’s warmth. He's always thought it a comfort, but now it presses in, sweaty, suffocating.

Nymeria’s hands hover over the flames, then retreat. Her fingers leave ghost trails in the air. "How did you know that?" she asks, not turning.

He doesn't know what 'that' means. The executions? The rescue? Being cold and alive, but not knowing which stings more? “You mean the ancient law?” He sees her nod, not looking at him. He looks out the window, “The ancient laws. I found it in the old texts. My mother used to—" he stops himself "—it still binds. My father would know it. He just didn't expect me to use it.”

Nymeria does look at him then, and he looks back. Both of them frozen, assessing each other in the moment. 

Coughing up the damp from his throat. "You can take the couch by the window," he says. The words feel brittle in his throat. "I can have someone find you dry clothes.” Like he ever gave an order that the servants didn’t already anticipate. “Or food.”

She shrugs, noncommittal, ungrateful, or just numb; it was impossible to say. The fire paints the hollows of her cheeks with feverish brightness. When she finally turns, for a second he thinks she’ll throw something, an iron poker or the battered boot she unlaces and drops by the rugs, but she just stands there, arms crossed, all the heat she’s drawn from the hearth already leaking away.

“Why did you do it?” she asks. Not gentle. Not curious. Not even suspicious. Just bored, like she’s already run this interrogation in her mind a hundred times and never found an answer worth keeping.

He almost says, Because I want to spite my father. Or, because you remind me of my mother, which was true enough in the way she holds her head, the way she lifts her chin and dares the room to strike her down. But neither answer sounded right. He wishes it were that simple. Instead: “Because I could.”

Her arms unknot, fingers digging into the thin sleeves of her shirt. “That simple.” A flat reply, but something in her stance eases. The girl with the hands left raw by rope, counting breaths and measuring escape routes, fades just a little.

Vallen shrugs, as if the motion doesn’t grind glass through his shoulder socket. “Law’s law. Even for bastards like me.”

She scoffs. “You think this makes you a bastard?” She looks around the room again, gaze skipping over the extravagance in every corner. “You should see where I came from.”

He doesn’t ask, not wanting to know if it would confirm his suspicions. He didn’t want to know if it was one of the rebel camps, the filthy outskirts where his father’s decrees filtered past the barricades. Those places were never more than a whisper’s distance from being erased entirely, and everyone in the palace likes to pretend they didn’t exist.

He says nothing. Letting the silence grow until Nymeria shifts her weight and scrapes a thumbnail across her palm.

She moves to the couch by the window, but doesn’t sit, she stands over it like a sentry, staring through the glass at a world smeared in rain and lamplight. Her reflection hovers there, thin and haunted, framed by the leaded panes. Vallen’s own reflection is a gray shadow in the glass, a head and shoulders barely distinguishable from the storm. He leans in the doorway, the damp in his own bones refusing to ease. The air between them is all static.

She says, “Was your mother... Was she a rebel?”

A question with teeth. He lets the words clatter around in his skull for a while before answering: “Not at first.” The words come out clipped, brittle, like a toe stubbed on stone. “She played the part. Stood by the king, did what she was told. Better than anyone.” He watches the memory flicker across the gold inlay of the mantelpiece: his mother’s hand on his shoulder, heavy and warm, before it all went wrong. “But he never forgave her for being clever. For speaking her mind, even when she was whisper-quiet about it. That’s all it takes, sometimes.” He lets the air settle, thick with smoke and memory. He can’t tell Nymeria the truth, that his mother ran an organization to help the people his father had forsaken.  

Nymeria squints at him, sizing up the way he said it. “So he...” She gestures, vaguely, toward the world outside. “Made an example.”

Vallen nods. “He said it was for the good of the realm. Or the bloodline. He says a lot of things.” He tries to laugh, but it sticks in his chest. “She was always braver than he was.” He expects mockery or pity, the faces these confessions usually draw. But Nymeria’s mouth is flat as the edge of a spade. She just nods once, tight.

He watches her reflection, unsure if he wants her to ask more or to let it drop. His skin itches with the feeling of a thousand unsaid things. Was there relief in the rescue, or only the transfer of a sentence? The silence dares him to find out. He says, “They’ll make you a servant tomorrow. Or a hostage. Depends what mood the king’s in.” He flexes his hands, half-remembering the feel of the executioner’s rope. “You’ll want to act grateful, even when you’re not.”

Nymeria doesn’t turn. She stands by the latticed window, shoulders rigid, jaw working as though she is crushing stones between her teeth. Outside, sheets of rain shred the sky. After a moment so long it stings, she gives a single, reluctant nod.  

“My parents were killed right before me,” she says, voice low, as if even the walls might judge her for speaking it aloud. “I had to watch their heads roll.”  

Vallen’s heart jolts. Every ounce of him tightens at the memory he shares, his mother’s final breath, twice stolen from him in the same cruel hour, but here is Nymeria, steady, eyes locked on the storm, cataloging the distant lightning as though it holds some hidden code. His disbelief wars with something like respect. Were they united somehow, his mother’s Dawnbreakers reborn in these two survivors?  

Nymeria still faces away. Impulsively, he tests her. “Is the Morning Star bright?”  

Her body jerks at the question. For a heartbeat, he thinks she might stay silent, that he’s overstepped. Then she turns. Even in this dim room, her eyes find him, the green of new leaves shot through with flecks of gold, like dawn creeping over wet grass. Her stare bores into him, and he feels exposed, as though she can sift his secrets just by looking.  

Quietly, she answers, “It heralds the sun’s first strike.”  

His chest thunders, twice as loud as the storm outside. He swallows, torn between relief and raw curiosity. “So you were testing me before, to see what I know.”  

It wasn’t a question, yet she let a flicker of something, regret? understanding? soften her stance.  

“Yes,” she admits, voice husky. Then she lifts her chin, adding with brittle calm, “But it still doesn’t answer where your loyalties lie.”  

He takes a step toward her, each footfall echoing in the hush. His pulse hammers in his ears as he searches her face. “My mother,” he says, voice catching on the word that carries so much grief. “Always. Whether she breathes still or lies under stone.”  

Nymeria’s hand flies to her mouth; tears shimmer on her lashes before sliding down her cheeks. She nods once, trembling.  

Vallen realizes he doesn’t know what comes next. He forces a smile he doesn’t feel. “You can stay here tonight, if you want.” His words waver. “Or I can—”  

She crosses the short distance between them, seizing his outstretched hand, and squeezes. “I want to stay,” she says softly. “Please.”  

He notices how ice-cold her fingers are against his palm. Instinctively, he shrugs off his damp jacket and drapes it around her shoulders. The fabric lies between them like an unspoken truce.  

“Okay,” he whispers, though uncertainty flutters through him. “But I need to—”  

Before he can finish, the door swings open. A guard stands there, posture rigid. “The King wants to see you, Prince.”  

Vallen’s breath catches. He glances at Nymeria, panic stark in her green eyes, and his chest tightens with guilt. He squeezes her hand once, then lets it go. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he follows the guard into the corridor, each step heavier than the last, knowing he is walking straight toward pain and a king’s merciless whip.
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Chapter 2: Sanctuary of Ages

[image: ]




Vallen steps into his father's study. The king's silhouette is framed against the storm-lashed window, his back turned, a dismissal even before a word is spoken. The guards seal the door with a soft click that sounds to Vallen like a trap snapping shut. His eyes dart around the room, taking inventory of escape routes, witnesses, threats, until they lock on the coiled whip lying across his father's desk. His mouth goes dry. The scars on his back seem to throb in anticipation, recalling how they'd multiplied until his mother intervened, her gentle hands on his father's arm. But she's gone now. Who will count the lashes? Who will say "enough"? Perhaps he should have let Nymeria face the executioner's blade; a clean death might have been mercy compared to whatever awaits her as his ward. Yet even now, picturing her frightened eyes, he can't bring himself to regret saving her. Or does he only want someone else to protect, to give meaning to his own suffering? He swallows hard. His mother died trying to shield others from his father's rage. Is he honoring her memory, or is he repeating her mistakes?

Without turning, his father's voice slices through the silence like a blade. "Do you have ANY IDEA what you've done, boy?" 

Vallen's jaw locks, throat constricting. He knows better than to answer when his father's shoulders bunch like that. 

The king's knuckles whiten against the windowsill. "That filth you've dragged into my castle, that GUTTER TRASH you've claimed, do you even know WHAT she is?"

Vallen doesn't answer. Vallen’s eyes fix on the back of the king’s head, where the obsidian hair, never graying, cascades down the collar. He notes the subtle tremor in the king's right hand as it releases from the windowsill, how it immediately balls into a fist before unclenching again. Malak's rage is rarely so visible, and that alone spikes a small, mean sliver of satisfaction in Vallen's chest.

The king turns at last. The air changes: every molecule points and shudders toward him. His eyes are all pupil, black and bottomless, set deep in a face so spare and handsome it could be hammered out of slate. Vallen stands his ground, but his fingernails draw sharp crescents in the meat of his palm.

“She is the daughter of traitors,” the king spits, hollering now, each word flaying a layer from Vallen’s composure. “Not just any traitor. The worst. The one who almost destroyed our house. She’s a weapon meant for us, and you, you bring her to our heart.” 

For a moment, the storm beyond the window is quieter than the king, Vallen’s father, a reeking silence, like before a knife slips through skin. Vallen’s tongue presses hard to the roof of his mouth, pinning words he’d never say. This is the game, the opening move. Malak never resorts to violence first; he lets the threat of it hang in the air. Vallen’s back itches, memory crowding his flesh. Does he think of his mother’s body crumpled on the marble? 

“Do you think her hair color, her eyes, could mask the stench?” The king paces behind the desk, slow, measured, dragging his finger along the whip’s leather. “You believe she matters. You believe you can see any good in her.”

He doesn't respond. Counterarguments only stoke the fire. He studies the whip, remembering its taste on his skin, the way his mother’s voice, steady, never pleading, used to count each strike. Her absence is a howl he carries in his ribs.

Malak grabs the whip. The movement is so sudden that Vallen’s instincts twitch, but he wills his body still. The king doesn’t raise it, just toys with the handle, flexing the length between both hands. 

“You have always had a soft spot for the broken ones,” he says, his voice dropping to the low, dangerous timbre that used to terrify the palace staff. “That’s your mother’s rot in you, Vallen. Her flaw. Not mine.” He drops the whip on the desk with a meaty slap and leans forward, bracing himself on splayed fingers. 

Something thick and sour rises in Vallen’s throat. The entire room is drenched with his father’s hate, and yet a stubborn, stupid heat flickers behind his ribs.

“You bring shame on this house,” Malak says, modulating his voice to a low, venomous whisper. “You think you’re better than your ancestors? Than your father?” He picks up the whip and coils it tighter. “Perhaps you think your mother’s blood makes you merciful, stones, even noble.” His face twists at the word as if tasting something rotten. “Mercy is for the weak.”

Vallen's teeth grind until his jaw aches. Blood-soaked retorts claw up his throat: I don't think about nobility, I think about survival. I think about how you murdered her while I watched. He wants to spit. Maybe if you weren't such a monster, you wouldn't need to shatter everyone around you just to ensure no one ever walks away like she tried to. Instead, he locks eyes with Malak, his face a deliberate void, the emptiness he knows will burrow under his father's skin like a parasite.

Malak's composure shatters like glass. "GUARDS!" he roars, veins bulging at his temples, spittle spraying across the desk. "STRIP HIM! HOLD HIM DOWN!" 

The whip unfurls in his white-knuckled grip, a serpent tasting blood. "I'll flay the weakness from your body until bone shows through!" 

The guards' hands seize Vallen's arms, their fingers digging into flesh hard enough to bruise. Terror floods his veins like ice water as they wrench his shoulders back. His heart hammers against his ribs, each beat screaming run-run-run. The desperate prayer burns through his mind: anywhere but here, ANYWHERE, until something inside him ruptures. The world blinks out. Reality tears. His body dissolves into nothing and everything at once. He crashes to his knees on cold stone, gasping, retching, the scent of ancient incense filling his lungs. 

"What—" Blood trickles from his nose as he jumps up and spins wildly, the temple's massive columns stretching toward a starlit ceiling. 

"How did I—?" He stumbles as he takes a few uneven steps. Then shock recedes, replaced by a jagged surge of fear that pulses through his veins, not for himself, but for Nymeria. Oh, stones, NO! In his mind flickers the image of his father’s wrath and Nymeria huddled, unsuspecting, in his bedchamber. Vallen’s chest constricts, and he lets out a desperate cry: 

“Is anyone here? I need to get home!” The words tremble on his lips, echoing against unseen stone.

From the swirling darkness ahead, the shadows shift. Long, curling wisps of gloom pool together, coalescing into a single thing. A figure steps forward, a creature sculpted from obsidian night. Its skin is a perfect, glassy black that seems to drink in all light, reflecting only the infinite void around it. Twin pools of violet flame spin in its eye-sockets, like miniature galaxies swirling at the edge of oblivion. Faint runic markings trace across the figure’s limbs, glowing a soft, iridescent purple, unlike the familiar Glyphs of ivory flesh and red-and-blue insignias. Vallen’s heart hammers; his instinct screams retreat, yet a reverent curiosity roots him to the spot.

The creature inclines its head, the violet stars in its gaze pulsing with interest. Its voice is an inaudible murmur, resonant as distant thunder: 

“Did you reach for the portal energy, young one?” Vallen blinks in disbelief. Glyphs do not speak, and yet this is far more ethereal than any white-skinned envoy he’s heard of. 

His throat constricts, and mimicking the creature’s gesture, he tilts his head. “What portal?”

The being glides forward on silent feet, movement so smooth it seems to float just above the ground. “Do you know where you are, young one?”

Annoyance sparks in Vallen’s chest at the infantilizing tone. He plants his feet and straightens his spine. “My name is Vallen. Not ‘young one.’”

Momentary silence hangs between them like a held breath. Vallen’s pulse races as he wonders if the figure even heard him. Then the violet orbs flare brighter, illuminating runes etched deep into the creature’s flesh. 

“I know who you are, Prince Vallen,” it intones. “The Prince of Shadows of the Vesper Court. I have watched you since the stars heralded your birth.”

Vallen’s breath catches in his lungs. “You’ve been watching me? Why?”

The creature’s form remains still, as if carved from night itself. Vallen exhales, thinking of Nymeria and how he needs to stop his father. 

The being’s voice, soft as wind through willows, replies, “Yes, you must indeed stop your father. But not for the reasons you presume. Fate has brought you here because your training must begin, even at your tender age.”

Furrowing his brow, Vallen steps closer. “I need to stop him now, before he hurts the girl. He nearly whipped me in fury, and Nymeria is alone in my chambers. He will find her and exact the same punishment. Please send me back!”

Without a word, the shadowy figure turns, melding into the darkness as it strides away. Panic surges through Vallen’s limbs. “Wait!” he cries, chasing the retreating silhouette. “Where am I? How do I return?”

The creature halts mid-stride, spinning to face him once more. Vallen skids to a halt mere paces away, his gaze locked on those swirling violet eyes. Before he can stop himself, he whispers the question pounding in his mind: “Who are you?”

It regards him for a long, silent moment. Then, its voice rings with the weight of eons: “I am Nexus, the First of the Glyphs, custodian of eternal time and all the knowledge it contains.”

Vallen’s knees go weak. Nexus...the First Glyph. Tales speak of such a being as legend, never real. Yet here it stands, both terrifying and wondrous, before him. Vallen can’t stop himself from saying it out loud, “Nexus?” Then his mind spins at the absurdity of this day, at the sheer exhaustion he feels in his bones. He watched his mother executed, claimed another as his ward, and now is somehow in front of a myth made real that says it has been watching him. He stumbles a step as his thoughts swirl and again return to Nymeria; he needs to get back to her to save her from his father's wrath. 

“The girl still lives. Ancient law shields her from immediate death, even your father won’t risk breaking ward claims so openly,” Nexus says. Vallen’s head snaps up. “Are you reading my thoughts?” Nexus strides on without turning. “Indeed, Prince...your thoughts are surprisingly loud.” Vallen follows, wondering how some ideas could ring out more clearly than others.

“You’re destined for more than princely duties. The shadows chose you for a purpose beyond court politics.” Vallen gazes at Nexus’s retreating form as they hurry down a torch-lit corridor. “Is that why you’ve been watching me?” Nexus keeps walking. “Yes, Prince.” Only now does Vallen notice they’re inside a vast temple, Nexus’s Sanctuary of Ages, custodian of time’s secrets. He thinks of his mother and how she would have thrilled to learn here.

“Your mother’s stories were fragments of truth. The prophecy was scattered on purpose; you must gather its pieces.” Vallen scowls at the back of Nexus’s head and wills silently, “Stay out of my mind.” Abruptly, Nexus stops and turns. “I would, Shadowborn, but you project like a beacon.”

Vallen searches Nexus’s face for deception. “How do I stop broadcasting my thoughts?” Panic flares: can my father—? “No, Shadow Prince. Your father can’t transcend to that level.”

Relief and confusion warred inside Vallen.

“Quiet your mind a moment, Prince.” Nexus points to a glowing glyph on the wall. Vallen focuses. “The prophecy speaks of balance, not destruction. Two halves of a whole, not enemies destined to clash. When the time comes, both must live for either to prevail. Watch for signs when you return: children with uncanny resilience, magic that appears too soon, those who draw attention without knowing why. Twins rarely understand what they are.”

Vallen opens his mouth, but Nexus raises a hand. “When you’re ready for more, seek the shadows with intent, not fear. I will teach you to uncover hidden truths.”

“And where am I? How do I get back? How did I even arrive here?” Vallen blurts. Nexus tilts their head, thinking.

“You pierced my dimensional gateway in your moment of terror. Your shadow magic found my rift and carried you here...to the Aevum Atolls, to this Sanctuary of Ages.”

Vallen gasps. He knows Terros’s map inside out. No mortal could step from Eldoria’s southern coast to its northern coast, then all the way west to the Atolls.

“Do not doubt me, Prince.” With a wave, Nexus disperses the shadows, revealing a colossal library, shelves rising to a vaulted ceiling. Vallen’s eyes go wide as he steps forward, eager to explore every spine.

“This is why I watched you: your calm when I appeared, your hunger for knowledge.”

Vallen glances at the silent rows of books. “Are there no others like me?” Nexus looks around. “None in millennia. Yet here you stand.”

Vallen exhales, half expecting to wake at his mother’s call. Surely this is a dream. 

“It’s time to return,” Nexus says. “But heed this: your gift carries a price. Your father will ward against such travel. Use your time wisely.” Vallen begins to protest, but Nexus lifts a hand.

“Remember these words: to go home, think ‘Nanwen Mélamar’ as you call your shadows and picture home. To return here, speak ‘Nanwen Aenas’ and envision this place. But beware, at your age, summoning that power can be deadly if you’re too exhausted. As you grow stronger, the cost will diminish, like training with a blade.” Vallen’s exhaustion kicks in, he must get back to Nymeria; his father could be searching. 

“Your thoughts betray concern,” Nexus notes. “Do not worry. I will open the portal for your return this time.” Vallen allows a small smile. He turns back to the library, then looks at Nexus. “So I can come back whenever I want?” Nexus tilts their head. “If you’re ready to learn, yes. Next time, we delve deeper into the prophecy instead of idle chatter.” Vallen nods. “Fair warning: I love reading. When I’m back, you may not be able to send me away.” Nexus considers, then says, “Then bring food, Prince, there is none here.” Vallen files that away.

With another sweep of their hand, shadows swirl aside to unveil a violet portal crackling with silver lightning. Vallen instinctively steps back, then steels himself.

“This won’t hurt. Now go, and do not forget the words,” Nexus says. Vallen meets their gaze. “Thank you.” Then he steps into the portal.
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Chapter 3: Crimson Crow
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When Vallen’s boots hit the stone floor, he finds himself in his chambers. He spins, heart hammering, and there, huddled in a shadowed corner, is Nymeria. She’s drawn in on herself, knees pressed to her chest, eyes wide with terror. He rushes to her side, voice urgent.

“Nymeria, are you all right? Did Father find you? Tell me what happened—”

She stares at him for a moment. “Bloody stones! You step out of a realm-crossing rift and want to know what happened? I think I should ask you that question.” 

He scans her arms and face for bruises or lash marks. “Are you hurt? Did he...did he lay a hand on you?”

Her shoulders ease as she lowers her knees and relaxes. Vallen exhales, again he is holding his breath, he really needs to stop that. “I’m sorry, I am not sure what happened. I’ve been trying to get back to you ever since I stepped far away.” 

Nymeria’s gaze drifts to a crack in the floor. “I’m okay. He...he held the whip but he never struck me. He wanted answers—he wanted loyalty. He gave me an ultimatum: serve him as his spy, or...” She shudders. “Or be cast into the void, there to meet Mother and Father.” 

Vallen spits the curse, “By the void!” She touches his arm, soft and trembling. “It’s not your fault. Are you...Are you all right?”

Vallen feels relief that she’s unharmed, but his anger flares into determination. “Yes. Tell me exactly what you agreed to.” 

She closes her eyes, as if shielding him from her shame. “I — I agreed.” She looks up, tears glistening at the corners of her eyes. “I said I’d be his eyes and ears, his spy.”

Vallen curses again. “Shadows take it, Nymeria! He regrets having reacted so strongly. “I’m sorry, I just, I hate my father threatened you and that I wasn’t here.” Vallen’s fists clench, and his knuckles turn white. Then a thought occurs, and he relaxes as it coalesces into a thought. 

“My mother...she called me her little Crow. I served her in the shadows.”

Nymeria’s eyes widen. “The Crow?” 

He nods, uncertainty and pride warring on his face. “You’ve heard the name?”

A fierce spark ignites in her features. “Every young operative whispers of The Crow.”

Vallen feels his ears turning red. He lets his fingers skim the frayed corner of the rug, settling his hammering heart. “Well, I was thinking, if you are spying for my father, that will give you...” 

Nymeria’s lips curl. “Insider information!” 

He returns her grin with a fierce light in his own eyes. “Exactly. I’ll tap Mother’s old contacts, the ones who escaped the king’s purge. We can build a network.”

Her nod is fierce, determined. “Yes! We can keep saving people and find a way to kill the king.” 

His smile falters under the weight of her words; his father’s power looms too close. Nymeria sees it, and her voice softens. “I forgot he’s your father. You’re nothing like him.”

He lifts his chin, warmth flooding him. “That’s the best thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

They share a steady look, hope kindling between them. She asks quietly, “What will we call this rebellion?”

He studies her: her red hair like embers, defiant and bright. “Well, we could use the word crimson for your hair and the blood spilled today that created this alliance between us.” 

Her hair flickers with latent flame. “And for my fire magic.”

He chuckles, fierce and proud. “Yes—and for my shadow magic. The Crimson Shadow?”

She shakes her head, eyes glittering. “No. We use the legend you’re already building—the Crow. It becomes Crimson Crow: crimson for the bloodshed and the dawn our parents dreamed of, and Crow for you—the hero every young spy aspires to be.”

Vallen breathes in, the weight of legend settling on his shoulders. “Crimson Crow. I like it.”

Nymeria extends her hand. “Partners?”

Vallen takes it. “Two against the court.”

They shake and sit smiling. Both breathing in this moment that will change everything. Then, a rattle starts, coming from his desk. Vallen jumps up and runs over to open a side panel on his desk. He removes the relay stone and uses his thumb to activate it. The coded message repeats twice before stopping. As he looks over, he sees Nymeria staring. He turns to his desk, scratching out the sequence he heard. He feels Nymeria move to his side to watch him. His instincts say stop, but they just agreed to start a rebellion together, and here are the first two fae he wants in on it. He finishes decoding the message. 

Nymeria leans over. “The Bone Orchard? What’s there?” 

Vallen grins, “Not ‘what’ but ‘who’, Storm and Quick Silver want to meet. We need to go.” 

Nymeria looks confused. "When?" 

Vallen smiles. "In a few moments, let's both get dry, clean clothes, and then we go. And I apologize in advance that they will be boys' clothes." 

Nymeria laughs, "You have no idea how many times I've had to dress up like a boy." 

Vallen grins, "And someone is stupid enough to mistake you for a boy?" 

Nymeria stops and blushes. "Well, yes, I'm a very good actress." 

Vallen swallows, realizing what he just did. He just let her know he finds her pretty. Looking through his wardrobe, his ears flush red once more. He grabs a few things and hands them to her. “You can change in there.” 

She takes the items and smiles, then heads to the room he pointed to. 

Vallen leans his head back and blows out a breath. Void knows why I picked a beautiful girl to save; it will make everything more difficult. He shakes his head and changes quickly. 

When Nymeria reappears, he’s shocked that she has made his clothes work. She got creative with how to make them fit. 

Vallen smiles, “You still don’t look like a guy to me.” 

Nymeria laughs, “I’m glad.” 

Vallen extends his hand to Nymeria. "Have you ever shadow-stepped before?"

She eyes his palm warily. "No."

"Hold tight. Don't let go until we're solid again."

She grips his hand, her fingers still cold from earlier, and shadows swallow them whole.

Shadows release them between twisted trees. Nymeria gasps, steadying herself against Vallen's arm. The stench hits them both, rot and something else, something that prickles against the skin like static.

"What IS this place?" She whispers, staring at the bone-white branches clawing upward from blackened earth. The trunks are unnervingly smooth; the leaves are sharp enough to cut.

"The Bone Orchard," Vallen says, guiding her forward. "Neutral ground. Neither court claims it; the magic here is too old, too hungry."

They weave between ruined mausoleums, crumbling stone monuments to fae long forgotten. Ahead, in a small meadow, two figures wait.

One stands tall, silver hair catching what little light filters through the canopy. Alaric's bright green eyes shift from relief to confusion as his gaze lands on Nymeria. The other paces nearby, equally silver-haired but with storm-gray eyes that miss nothing, Thorne, is never able to stay still.

Thorne stops pacing. "Crow, who—"

Vallen looks at Nymeria, stumped for a moment, then thinks of his interactions with her today and everything she survived. "This is Fox. Speak freely; you can trust her."

Thorne's gray eyes narrow, flicking between Vallen and the copper-haired girl in boys' clothes. His mouth opens to push further.

Alaric steps forward, cutting him off with a gentle hand on Vallen's shoulder. "We heard about your mother. Crow, I'm so sorry."

Vallen nods. "Thank you, Storm."

Thorne's jaw tightens, still wanting answers, but grief wins over curiosity. His voice softens. "I second that, Crow. She was one of the good ones."

Nymeria, Fox, stands slightly behind Vallen, sharp green-gold eyes cataloging everything.

Alaric's gaze settles on her. "Fox. Welcome."

Silence stretches between them, broken only by the whisper of razor-edged leaves overhead. Vallen draws a breath, feeling the weight of what he's about to say settle on his shoulders.

"I didn't come just for condolences." He meets Alaric's eyes, then Thorne's. "Fox and I watched our parents die today. Both of us. At the gallows, in the rain, while the crowd cheered."

Thorne goes still. Alaric's expression shifts from sympathy to something harder, more dangerous.

"No, child should watch their parents butchered and dragged off headless," Vallen continues, his voice low but steady. "No, child should have to stand there and pretend it doesn't matter."

Fox steps forward, shoulder to shoulder with him now. Her voice is rough but unwavering. "The king made me watch my mother and father lose their heads. Then he tried to take mine. I won't let him do that to anyone else. I'll die fighting before I let him."

Vallen's jaw tightens. "My father needs to be dismantled. Disgraced. Destroyed. Everything he's built needs to crumble."

Alaric and Thorne exchange a glance—that silent communication of friends who've known each other since childhood.

"Fox and I have already agreed to fight for this," Vallen says. "We're calling it Crimson Crow. But we can't do it alone."

The Bone Orchard seems to hold its breath. Even the razor-edged leaves go still.

Alaric speaks first, his green eyes steady on Vallen. "Crimson Crow." He tests the name, lets it settle. "Your father has spies everywhere. Resources. Armies. You're talking about dismantling a king from within his own court."

"I know what I'm talking about," Vallen says.

Thorne's silver-gray eyes are sharp as blades. "This isn't a game, Crow. This is treason. If we're caught—"

"Then we don't get caught." Vallen holds his gaze. "We're smarter. We're patient."

Thorne shakes his head. "You're asking us to risk everything. My family. Storm's family. Keeva. The Queen."

Fox tenses beside Vallen, but stays silent.

Vallen meets Thorne's eyes. "I'm not asking. I'm telling you what Fox and I are doing. You can walk away."

Alaric is quiet for a long moment. Then: "My father does nothing while Malak executes innocents. The Celestial Court looks the other way because it's easier than fighting." His jaw tightens. "I'm tired of looking away."

Thorne's expression shifts, something warring behind those silver-gray eyes. He looks at Alaric. "Storm, you realize what you're saying? If your father finds out—"

"Then he finds out." Alaric's voice is calm but firm. "I'd rather risk everything for something that matters than protect everything while doing nothing."

Thorne runs a hand through his silver hair, exhaling sharply. "Keth'ra shai!" He looks at Vallen, then Fox, then back to Alaric. "You're all going to get yourselves killed."

"Probably," Vallen says. "You in or not, Quick Silver?"

A long pause. The Bone Orchard creaks around them, ancient and hungry.

Vallen looks at Nymeria, searching her face, and decides to share, hoping she doesn't hate him for not asking. He turns back to his friends. "My father made Fox swear loyalty to him today, and she agreed to work as his spy."

Thorne's hand drops. His silver-gray eyes go sharp, dangerous. "She's working for Malak? And you bring her HERE?"

Alaric doesn't move, but his green eyes flick to Fox, reassessing.

Fox stiffens beside Vallen, her jaw tight. She doesn't defend herself, just waits—a test to see if Vallen will.

"Think, Quick Silver." Vallen's voice is calm. "She swore loyalty to my father. She'll be inside his network. Hearing his orders. Knowing his plans before anyone else."

Understanding dawns slowly on Thorne's face.

Alaric gets there faster. "She's not his spy. She's ours."

Fox finally speaks, her voice low and fierce. "The king thinks he owns me. He thinks fear will keep me loyal." Her green-gold eyes burn. "He s mistaken."

Vallen's grin is something dangerous. "This is how we win: we get close to the kings, we know their moves before anyone else, then we strike. Stop supplies, reroute them to those that need them, and move families before they are slaughtered. Protect the ones the kings have deemed unworthy because they aren't of noble birth."

Alaric nods slowly. "Use their own systems against them."

"Exactly." Vallen's eyes are bright with purpose. "My father thinks power comes from fear. But fear only works if people have nowhere else to turn. We give them somewhere."

Thorne crosses his arms, but his expression has shifted from skeptical to calculating. "So we're not just rebels. We're... what? A shadow court?"

"We're hope," Fox says quietly. All three boys turn to look at her. She lifts her chin. "For people like my parents. People who tried to fight and died because they were alone. We make sure no one fights alone again."

Silence settles over the Bone Orchard.

Alaric breaks it first. "I can feed information from the Celestial side. My father ignores half of what crosses his desk—I can access it easily."

Thorne sighs. "And I know every back passage in the Elysian Palace. Plus, I have contacts in the merchant guilds."

Thorne steps forward. "Someone has to keep you fools from walking straight into a trap." He extends his hand toward Vallen. "I'm in. But when this goes sideways, I reserve the right to say I told you so."

Alaric places his hand over Thorne's. "Crimson Crow."

Vallen adds his hand. "Crimson Crow."

Fox hesitates only a moment before her hand joins theirs, copper hair catching the dim light. "Crimson Crow."

Four children stand in the Bone Orchard, hands clasped over a promise that will either save them or destroy them.

Vallen looks at each of them in turn. "Four against the courts."

The four of them say goodbye, and Vallen shadow steps Nymeria back to his chambers. The servants have built a fire in the hearth. Hours pass as he sits against the wall watching it burn. The fire has burned low. Nymeria is curled on the couch by the window, and Vallen thinks she is asleep until he hears it - a ragged, broken sound she's trying to muffle into the pillow.

He leans his head against the wall, knees drawn up, and he wants to say something. Wants to tell her it gets easier. But that would be a lie, and she deserves better than lies.

His mother's face flashes behind his eyes. Her chin lifted. The blade rising.

The splinter of bone. The liquid slap.

Something hot spills down his cheek. He doesn't wipe it away - that would mean acknowledging it. Instead, he just sits there, jaw locked, breathing through his nose, tears running silently while Nymeria's muffled sobs fill the darkness.

Neither of them speaks.

Neither of them has to.
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Chapter 4: Four Against the Courts
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Three sun cycles blur together in a haze of grief and silence. Vallen and Nymeria don't talk about what they saw - they don't have to. She wakes screaming from nightmares, and he's there. He forgets to eat, and she pushes bread into his hands. When the walls close in, they walk the tunnels his mother showed him, saying nothing, just moving. Two broken children learning that sometimes survival isn't about being strong. It's about having someone who understands why you can't be.

When the relay stone rattles again - Storm and Quick Silver wanting another meeting - Vallen looks at Nymeria. Three suns ago, she was a stranger he saved on impulse. Now she's the only person in this palace who knows exactly what it costs to keep breathing.

"Ready?" he asks.

Her eyes are shadowed, but steady. "Ready."

Vallen reaches for his shadows, picturing the safe house, the dusty rooms, the hidden corners where no one would think to look—

Nothing happens.

He tries again, pulling harder. The shadows curl toward him, eager, but when he tries to step through them, it's like hitting a wall of glass. The magic rebounds, snapping back into him hard enough to make his teeth ache.

"Fikenn stones!" He slams his fist against the desk.

Nymeria's eyes go wide. "What's wrong?"

Nexus's warning echoes in his mind: Your father will ward against such travel. Use your time wisely.

He hasn't used it wisely enough.

"My father." Vallen's voice is bitter. "He's put up wards. I can't shadow-step inside the palace anymore."

Nymeria's face pales. "So we're trapped?"

"No." Vallen grabs his cloak, mind already racing through the tunnels—the ones even his father doesn't know exist. "We just have to get outside the walls first. Then I can step us to the meeting point."

He moves toward the hidden panel behind his wardrobe. "Come on. I'll show you the path."

The panel slides open with a whisper of stone on stone. Vallen grabs a small torch from a hidden alcove and holds it out to Nymeria. "Care to do the honors?"

She blinks, then a small smile tugs at her lips. Her fingers brush the torch head, and flames bloom to life—warm and steady, casting dancing shadows on the ancient walls.

"Handy," Vallen says.

"I have my uses." There's a flicker of pride in her voice, the first spark of anything but grief he's heard in three suns.

"Stay close," he says. "Some of these passages have drops."

Nymeria follows without hesitation, her footsteps light behind him. The tunnel smells of damp earth and old secrets. Roots thread through the ceiling in places, pale and grasping.

"How many passages are there?" she asks quietly.

"Dozens. Maybe more." Vallen ducks under a low arch. "My mother mapped them over the years. Some lead outside the walls. Some connect to other parts of the palace. A few go places even I haven't explored yet."

Nymeria is quiet for a moment. Then: "She was preparing for something."

It isn't a question. Vallen's throat tightens.

"She was always preparing." He keeps his eyes forward. "I just didn't understand for what until it was too late."

They walk in silence after that, the only sounds their breathing and the soft drip of water somewhere in the dark. The passage narrows, then widens again. Vallen counts turns automatically—left, right, straight, left again—the route etched into his memory from years of midnight lessons disguised as adventures.

"Here." He stops at a rusted grate, barely visible in the torchlight. Beyond it, he can smell fresh air, rain-soaked earth, freedom. "This puts us outside the eastern wall, near the old cemetery."

Nymeria peers through the grate. "Your mother thought of everything."

Vallen pushes the grate open; the hinges groan. "Almost everything."

She didn't think she'd get caught. He doesn't say. She didn't think she'd leave me alone.

He extends his hand to Nymeria. "Ready to shadow-step?"

She takes it without hesitation this time. "Ready."

Shadows release them into a cramped room that smells of dust and candle wax. A single flame flickers on a warped table, casting long shadows across bare walls. Alaric and Thorne are already there, sitting cross-legged on the floor.

Alaric rises when he sees them, his green eyes scanning Vallen's face with concern. "Crow."

Thorne stays seated, but his silver-gray gaze is sharp, assessing. "You both look like death."

"Thank you, Quick Silver. Very helpful." Vallen lowers himself to the floor, back against the wall. Nymeria settles beside him, close enough that their shoulders almost touch.

Alaric sits back down, forming a loose circle. The candlelight makes them all look older, hollowed out. "How are you holding up? Really."

Vallen doesn't answer right away. How is he supposed to answer that? His mother's blood is still staining the scaffold in his dreams. He hasn't slept more than an hour at a time since it happened.

"We're breathing," Nymeria says quietly. "That's about all I can promise."

Thorne's expression softens—a rare thing. "My father sent a formal condolences to the Vesper Court. Called it 'a necessary correction of treasonous elements.'" His voice drips with disgust. "I wanted to burn the letter."

"Why didn't you?" Vallen asks.

"Because I'm playing the long game now." Thorne meets his eyes. "Like you taught me."

Silence stretches between them. The candle sputters.

Alaric leans forward. "At the Bone Orchard, you talked about dismantling Malak. About using Fox's position. But you didn't say what comes after."

Vallen frowns. "After?"

"After we tear it all down." Alaric's green eyes are steady. "What do we build instead? Because if we're just creating chaos, we're no better than them."

Vallen is quiet for a long moment. The question burrows into him, finding the places where grief and rage have been warring for three suns.

"My mother used to tell me stories," he says finally, "about the World Stones. About how they weren't meant to be hoarded for power—they were meant to heal. To balance."

Thorne shifts. "The stones are myths."

"They're not." Vallen's voice holds the same certainty Nexus planted in him. "Our fathers know they're real. That's why they're hunting them. That's why my mother—" He stops, breathes through the tightness in his chest. "She believed the fragments were scattered across Terros, hidden. Waiting for someone to gather them for the right reasons."

Nymeria draws her knees up, watching him. "And you think we can find them?"

"Not yet." Vallen shakes his head. "We're twelve. We can't exactly march into royal vaults or ancient temples. But we can start building something. A network. People who believe in protecting the helpless instead of crushing them. People who can gather information, move in shadows, find things that are supposed to stay hidden."

Alaric nods slowly. "So, the Crimson Crow isn't just about revenge."

"It can't be." Vallen looks at each of them in turn. "Revenge burns out. My mother knew that. She wasn't just fighting against something—she was fighting for something. A better way."

"And if we find the stones?" Thorne asks. "Then what?"

"Then we figure out how to use them. Together." Vallen's jaw tightens. "Not for power. For balance. For healing."

Thorne runs a hand through his silver hair. "That's not much of a plan, Crow."

Vallen almost smiles—the first hint of it since his mother died. "It's a start."

The candle flickers again, shadows dancing across their faces. Four children carrying a weight no child should bear, making promises that could save them or destroy them.

Nymeria breaks the silence. "The best way to know what the kings are planning is to be inside their networks. Not just me spying for Malak—but all of us. Positioned where we can see everything."

Thorne straightens. "You mean become spymasters?"

"Why not?" Nymeria's green-gold eyes catch the candlelight. "I'm already inside Vesper. What if you worked your way into Celestial Intelligence?"

Alaric frowns. "Thorne's father expects him to take over the family legacy. Not become a spymaster."

"Exactly." Thorne's voice is quiet, but his expression has shifted. "No one would suspect it. I'd have access to everything—every secret, every plot, every move the Celestial Court makes."

Vallen studies his friend. "That's dangerous. If your father finds out—"

"He won't." Thorne's silver-gray eyes are hard. "I'm tired of being what my father wants. I want to be something that matters."

Alaric shakes his head. "You're talking about years of work. Decades, maybe."

"Good." Nymeria's voice is fierce. "Malak didn't become a monster overnight. We don't have to tear him down overnight, either. We just have to be patient. Smarter. Better."

"And what about Storm?" Thorne looks at Alaric. "What's your role?"

Alaric is quiet for a moment, his green eyes distant. Then: "I'm the Starlight Prince. My father listens to me more than he listens to his advisors—when I bother to speak. Maybe it's time I started bothering."

"Influence from within," Vallen says.

"Someone has to." Alaric's jaw tightens. "The Celestial Court pretends Malak's atrocities don't exist because acknowledging them would mean having to act. I can change that. Slowly. Carefully."

"So we have a spy in Vesper," Thorne counts off on his fingers, "a future spymaster in Celestial, a prince whispering in his father's ear, and..." He looks at Vallen. "What about you, Crow? What's your role?"

Vallen stares at the candle flame. What is his role? Not a prince—that title feels like a chain now, not a crown. Not a spy—he's too visible, too watched, too trapped inside his father's wards.

"I'm the one who finds things," he says slowly. "The prophecy fragments. The hidden truths. The people we can trust." He looks up. "And when the time comes, I'm the one who puts it all together."

Nymeria reaches over and squeezes his hand. "The Crow."

"The Crow," Alaric echoes.

Thorne sighs, but there's a hint of a smile on his face. "Keth'ra shai. We're really doing this, aren't we?"

"Four against the courts," Vallen says.

"Four against the courts," they repeat together.

The candle burns lower. 

The others have fallen asleep—Alaric stretched out near the hearth, Nymeria curled in a corner with Vallen's cloak pulled over her shoulders. But sleep won't come for Vallen. Every time he closes his eyes, he sees the axe falling.

Thorne appears in the doorway, jerking his head toward the narrow corridor. Vallen rises silently and follows.

They stand in the dark passage, shoulders against opposite walls, close enough to talk without being heard.

"Val." Thorne keeps his voice low. "You know I meant what I said in there. About becoming spymaster."

Vallen studies his friend's face in the dim light. "Your father will never allow it. He has plans for you. The family legacy."

Thorne's laugh is bitter. "The family legacy. You mean the one where I smile and nod while he beats the opinions out of me?"

Vallen's gut tightens. He knows that laugh. Knows what lives underneath it.

Slowly, he pushes up his sleeves.

Thorne's breath catches.

Fresh wounds run up Vallen's forearms—angry red lines, some still weeping, the unmistakable pattern of a whip's kiss. Malak's signature punishment for a son who showed too much compassion at his mother's execution.

"I know what fathers do when they disagree," Vallen says quietly. "Don't sacrifice your safety for—"

But Thorne is already pulling his hands from behind his back. Bandages wrap his knuckles and fingers, spotted with red seeping through.

"He broke two of them this time," Thorne says flatly, "because I asked why we weren't sending aid to the villages Malak burned."

They stare at each other. Two boys with wounds that match in all the ways that matter.

"I won't become my father." Thorne's voice is rough. "No matter what he does to me."

"And I won't become mine."

Thorne reaches out and grips Vallen's wounded forearm. Vallen flinches at the contact—then holds steady, gripping back. Blood and bandages pressed together.

"Brothers," Thorne whispers.

"Brothers," Vallen agrees.

They stand there for a moment, forearm to forearm, two broken boys refusing to stay broken.

Then, Thorne shoves him. Hard.

Vallen stumbles back, catching himself on the wall. "What the—"

"That's for making me feel things." Thorne's silver-gray eyes glitter with something between tears and laughter. "I hate feelings."

Vallen shoves him back. "That's for being dramatic about it."

Thorne swings—not hard, but enough to connect with Vallen's shoulder. "Dramatic? You're the one with the 'I know what fathers do' speech."

Vallen hooks his leg behind Thorne's ankle and sends him sprawling. "At least I don't curse in dead languages."

Thorne yanks Vallen down with him. They hit the floor in a tangle of limbs, shoving and grappling, too tired to actually fight but too stubborn to stop.

"Keth'ra shai," Thorne wheezes from underneath Vallen's elbow.

"What does that even mean?"

"Wouldn't you like to know?"

Vallen gets him in a headlock. Thorne bites his arm.

"Did you just BITE me?"

"You started it."

"I absolutely did not—"

A door creaks. They both freeze.

Alaric's voice drifts down the corridor, thick with sleep. "If you two are done wrestling like dolts, some of us are trying to rest."

They look at each other. Thorne's hair is a disaster. Vallen's lip is bleeding. Neither of them can stop grinning.

"Brothers?" Thorne whispers.

"Always," Vallen confirms.

They help each other up, bruised and bleeding and somehow lighter than they've been in a while.
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