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1 THE IMPOSSIBLE CHOICE
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The ruins of Crossroads stank of ash and broken promises.

Finn Ashwood sat on a chunk of collapsed masonry that had once been part of the town's famous clock tower, watching smoke rise from a hundred dying fires across what remained of the marketplace. Three days ago, this had been a thriving trade hub where seven roads met—merchants hawking spices from the southern kingdoms, dwarven smiths displaying their finest work, even a few elven musicians playing for coin. Now it was just another graveyard, another casualty in the war between tyrants.

His war. Or rather, the war he and his companions had inadvertently unleashed when they'd broken an eight-hundred-year-old seal and woken the Sleeping King.

"You're thinking too loud," Sera Blackwood said, dropping down beside him with the kind of controlled grace that came from three decades of military service. Her armor was battered, her face smudged with soot, but her eyes remained sharp as Damascus steel. "I can hear you spiraling from across the plaza."

Finn managed a weak smile. "Just admiring the view. Very apocalyptic. Really captures the 'we've doomed the entire world' aesthetic."

"Gallows humor." Sera pulled a waterskin from her belt and took a long drink before offering it to him. "That's how I know you've accepted it."

"Accepted what?"

"That you're going to do it."

Finn took the waterskin but didn't drink, just stared at the leather surface as though it might hold answers. "Sera, I'm twenty-two years old. I've been a thief for most of my life—a good one, sure, but still just a guy who picked locks and stole bread when he was hungry. A month ago, my biggest concern was whether the City Watch in Ravencrest was going to finally catch up with me." He laughed, bitter and short. "Now I'm supposed to dissolve myself into some ancient magical construct to save the world? That's insane."

"Yes," Sera agreed. "It is."

The simple acknowledgment hit harder than any platitude could have. Finn finally looked at her, this woman who'd lost everything to Maltherion's Deathless Legion—her family, her homeland, her entire reason for living before she'd found a new purpose in trying to stop the awakening of Aregor. She'd been right about the Sleeping King being a monster. They all should have listened to her.

"I'm terrified," Finn whispered.

"I know." Sera's hand found his shoulder, squeezed once. "Anyone who wasn't would be a fool or a liar. But terror doesn't make you weak, Finn. It makes you human. And that humanity—that ability to feel fear and choose sacrifice anyway—is probably the only reason the Titan's Heart will accept you."

From across the ruined plaza, Finn heard voices rising. The others were gathering near what had been the town hall. Kaelen's distinctive scholar's cadence, urgent and precise. Thane's rumbling bass, measured and grave. Lyra's musical tones, sad as winter wind through bare branches. Mira's sharp retorts, all angles and edges.

"We should go," Sera said. "The others will have finished the calculations by now."

Finn nodded but didn't move. "If I do this—when I do this—what happens to me? Really happens? Kaelen explained the ritual, but he kept using words like 'dissolution' and 'integration' and 'consciousness absorption.' That's just fancy academic talk for dying, isn't it?"

Sera was quiet for a long moment. When she finally spoke, her voice carried the weight of someone who'd sent too many good people to their deaths. "Honestly? We don't know. The texts from the underwater library are fragmentary at best. What we do know is that you won't be Finn Ashwood anymore. Not in any way that matters to you, at least."

"But I'll still exist? Somewhere?"

"In a sense. Your consciousness will merge with the Titan's Heart. You'll become part of the power source that keeps reality stable, that channels magic properly throughout the world. But you won't have thoughts like 'I wonder what's for dinner' or 'I miss my friends.' You'll be too vast for that. Too... other."

"So I die."

"In every way that matters to you personally, yes." Sera's honesty was as sharp as a blade and just as kind. "But in another way, you'll be more alive than any of us could ever be. You'll be woven into the fabric of existence itself. Every living thing, every blade of grass, every raindrop—you'll be part of what sustains them all."

"That's supposed to be comforting?"

"No. It's supposed to be the truth." Sera stood, offered him her hand. "Come on. Let's go hear what the scholars have to say."

Finn let her pull him to his feet, and together they walked across the broken plaza toward the gathering. As they approached, he could see the others arranged in a loose circle around a makeshift table—really just a door laid across two stumps. Maps and books covered its surface, held down against the wind by chunks of rubble.

Kaelen Vross looked up as they approached, and Finn was struck by how much the young knight-scholar had aged in just two months. The idealistic dreamer who'd discovered the prophecy about the Sleeping King was gone, replaced by someone who understood that good intentions could unleash evil. Guilt had carved lines around his eyes that shouldn't have appeared for another decade.

"Finn. Sera." Kaelen's voice was hoarse. "We've finished reviewing the ritual requirements."

"And?" Sera asked.

Thane Ironfoot, the ancient dwarf historian, cleared his throat. At 156 years old, he'd seen empires rise and fall, but the weight he carried now went beyond mere age. "And it's worse than we thought. The texts are clear—only someone with a direct blood connection to both tyrants can serve as the anchor point for the ritual."

"Finn's descended from Aregor," Lyra Silverwind said softly, her elven features drawn with sorrow. "We knew that much."

"But Maltherion..." Finn's stomach dropped. "How am I connected to him?"

Kaelen pulled out a leather-bound journal, flipped to a page covered in his precise handwriting. "We found the answer in the genealogies. Your mother's line traces back to the coastal kingdoms, to a minor noble house. That house was founded by Maltherion himself, centuries before he became what he is now. Before he conquered death. You carry his bloodline too, however diluted."

The world seemed to tilt. Finn gripped the edge of the makeshift table. "So I'm descended from both of them? From both monsters?"

"The irony doesn't escape any of us," Mira Stonehelm said dryly. The dwarf warrior-engineer had her arms crossed, her expression caught between sympathy and pragmatism. "The thief who wanted nothing to do with his heritage turns out to be the only person in the entire world who can save it."

"There has to be another way." Brother Aldric spoke from the edge of the circle, his monk's robes hanging loose on a frame that had grown gaunt. The elderly human had sacrificed years of his life during the trials in the Dead Wastes, and it showed in every labored breath. "Someone else could—"

"No one else can," Thane interrupted, not unkindly. "We've been over this, brother. The Titan's Heart requires a bloodline connection to both sources of the parasitic drain. That's Finn and only Finn."

"Then we find a different ritual," Lyra insisted. "There must be other ways to stabilize reality, to—"

A sound like distant thunder rolled across the sky, except it came from below. The ground shuddered. Coffee cups danced on the table, and several books slid to the ground. The fellowship steadied themselves, waiting for the tremor to pass.

"That's the eighteenth one today," Sera said grimly. "The world is tearing itself apart. Reality distortions are spreading faster than our scouts can map them. Villages are vanishing, swallowed by voids where the laws of nature simply stop functioning. We're out of time for alternative solutions."

Another silence fell, heavier than the last. Finn looked at each face around the circle—these people who'd become more than friends, more than companions. They'd become family in a way he'd never known growing up as an orphan on Ravencrest's streets.

Kaelen, who'd taught him that knowledge could be a weapon sharper than any blade.

Sera, who'd shown him that survival wasn't just about saving yourself.

Thane, who'd proved that wisdom came from admitting what you didn't know.

Lyra, who'd demonstrated that carrying generational trauma didn't mean you couldn't shape the future.

Mira, who'd made him laugh even in the darkest moments.

Aldric, who'd believed in redemption even for someone with Aregor's blood in their veins.

"I'll do it," Finn said quietly.

Everyone froze. Even the wind seemed to still.

"Finn—" Kaelen started.

"I'll do it," he repeated, louder this time. "I'll undergo the ritual. I'll become... whatever I need to become to stop this."

"No." Sera's voice was steel. "Absolutely not. We'll find another way."

"There is no other way!" Finn surprised himself with the vehemence in his tone. "You all know it. You've been dancing around it for three days, trying to spare me, but we all know the truth. I'm the only one who can do this, and if I don't, everyone dies. Everyone. The entire world."

"Finn, lad," Thane said gently, "perhaps we should take more time to—"

"We don't have time!" Another tremor shook the ground, stronger than the last. Somewhere in the ruins, a wall collapsed with a sound like breaking bones. "You said it yourself, Sera. The distortions are accelerating. How long do we have? A week? Two?"

Kaelen's face was ashen. "Four days. Maybe five. After that, the cascade becomes irreversible."

"Then we leave tomorrow." Finn's hands were shaking, so he pressed them flat against the table. "We make for the Shadowspine Mountains, find the entrance to the Deep Beneath, and we perform the ritual."

"Finn—" Lyra reached for him, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

"I'm sorry," he said, and found that he meant it in ways he couldn't fully articulate. Sorry for being born with the wrong bloodlines. Sorry for being the key to salvation. Sorry for having to leave them all behind. "I'm so sorry. But someone has to do this, and I'm the only one who can."

The wind picked up again, carrying with it the scent of distant smoke—the smell of a world burning while two mad tyrants played out their final game.

"No."

The word came from Kaelen, sharp and absolute. The knight-scholar stepped forward, his jaw set with a determination that reminded Finn of the idealist who'd first discovered the prophecy. "No, Finn. I won't let you do this. It's my fault. All of it. I found the prophecy. I convinced everyone we should wake Aregor. I ignored the warnings, dismissed the concerns, and unleashed this nightmare on the world." He turned to face the others. "The blood requirement—it's symbolic, not literal. Magic often works through symbolism. I'll find a way to substitute myself."

"Kaelen, you know that's not how this works," Thane said gently. "The texts are explicit. Blood means blood. Lineage means lineage. You can't argue your way around fundamental magical law."

"Then I'll go," Sera said, her voice brooking no argument. "I've lost everything already. My family, my home, my entire kingdom. What do I have left to lose? Let me be useful one final time."

"You're not descended from either tyrant," Mira pointed out. "The ritual wouldn't even accept you. It would just kill you and accomplish nothing."

"Then perhaps that's the point," Lyra said quietly, stepping forward. "Perhaps we're thinking about this wrong. The Titan's Heart is dying because two parasites are draining it. What if we don't need to merge with it? What if we just need to sever the connections? I could—"

A sound cut through the air—not quite a voice, not quite a vibration, but something that resonated in Finn's bones and behind his eyes. The others felt it too; he could see them flinch, hands going to weapons or ears.

The sensation grew stronger, and then words formed in Finn's mind—not spoken, but somehow present, like memories that weren't his own:

Only one can bind both crowns. Only blood of both tyrants can anchor the severing. Only willing sacrifice can sustain the transformation.

"Did everyone hear that?" Finn asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Nods all around. Even Aldric, who'd been silent through most of the argument, had his eyes closed as though listening to something far away.

"The Titan's Heart," Kaelen breathed. "It's reaching out to us. Across all this distance, through all the damage... it's trying to communicate."

Another pulse of not-quite-sound, and more words crystallized in Finn's consciousness:

I am dying. Reality unravels. The parasites drain what little remains. Without the ritual, without the anchor, all ends. Three days. Perhaps four. Then silence eternal.

"Three days," Sera repeated, her face pale. "Not even four or five. Three days."

Mira swore in Dwarvish, something that sounded both inventive and deeply profane. "That's not enough time to reach the Shadowspine Mountains. It's a week's hard march through hostile territory. Both armies are between us and—"

There are ways. Paths known to the ancient one. But time grows short. Decide.

The presence faded, leaving behind a ringing silence that felt somehow emptier than before.

Finn looked at his companions and saw his own fear reflected back at him. But he also saw something else—determination, love, desperation. These people would do anything to save him, even if it meant dooming the world. That realization was both humbling and terrifying.

"I need to tell you all something," Finn said. "Something I've been thinking about these past few days while Thane and Kaelen were translating the ritual texts."

He moved away from the table, needing space, needing to not see their faces for what he was about to say. "I spent my whole life running. From the City Watch, from angry merchants I'd robbed, from any kind of responsibility or connection. When I found out I was descended from Aregor, my first instinct was to run from that too. Pretend it wasn't real. Pretend I was just Finn the thief, nobody special, nobody cursed."

The ruins of Crossroads stretched out before him, buildings reduced to broken teeth against a sky that flickered with unnatural colors—reality distortions creeping closer every hour.

"But here's what I've learned traveling with all of you. Running doesn't change who you are. It just means you're always looking over your shoulder, always waiting for the past to catch up." He turned back to face them. "The past caught up. I'm the descendant of monsters. Both of them. And maybe—maybe that's the only reason I exist at all. Maybe this is what I was born for."

"Don't talk like that," Lyra said fiercely. "You're not just a tool for destiny. You're a person. You're our friend."

"I know. And that's exactly why I have to do this." Finn's voice cracked, and he didn't try to hide it. "Because you're my friends. Because I've seen what Maltherion did to your grandmother's people, Lyra. Because I've watched Sera carry the weight of an entire lost kingdom. Because I've learned from Thane that history isn't just stories—it's warnings we ignore at our peril. Because Kaelen showed me that even terrible mistakes can lead to trying to make things right. Because Mira taught me that you can be brilliant and loyal and still scared out of your mind. Because Aldric proved that faith isn't blindness—it's choosing to believe in people despite everything."

He took a shuddering breath. "I have to do this because the math is simple. It's my life against millions. My identity against the entire world. And yes, I'm terrified. Yes, I want to live. Yes, I finally found something worth living for." His voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "But that's exactly why I know this is right. Because I'm not doing it because some prophecy says I have to. I'm doing it because I choose to. Because you all taught me what it means to be part of something bigger than myself."

Silence fell over the ruined plaza. Then Aldric spoke, his voice thick with emotion. "That is the most profound act of grace I've ever witnessed."

"It's suicide," Sera said bluntly, but her eyes were wet.

"It's both," Thane rumbled. "And perhaps that's what makes it sacred."

Kaelen was openly crying now, not bothering to wipe the tears away. "I'm so sorry, Finn. I'm so sorry I set all this in motion. If I could take your place—"

"I know you would. All of you would." Finn managed a smile, thin but genuine. "That's how I know I'm doing the right thing. Because I'm surrounded by people who'd sacrifice themselves for a street thief who didn't deserve any of you."

"You deserve everything," Mira said fiercely, her own voice rough. "You deserve a long life, a family, peace. You deserve everything this world stole from you."

"Maybe. But that's not what I'm going to get." Finn straightened his shoulders, feeling the weight of his decision settle into place—heavy, but solid. Something he could carry. "So here's what we do. Tomorrow morning, we leave for the Shadowspine Mountains. We use whatever paths this 'ancient one' the Titan mentioned knows about—"

"Wait," Sera interrupted. "The Titan said 'paths known to the ancient one.' Not paths it knows. Paths known to someone else."

A chill ran down Finn's spine. "Aregor. It's talking about Aregor. He's the only one old enough, connected enough to the Titan's power to know secret routes through the Deep Beneath."

"But he's insane," Lyra protested. "Obsessed with power, paranoid, murderous. Why would the Titan suggest we seek his help?"

Thane stroked his beard thoughtfully. "Perhaps because even monsters can serve a purpose. Or perhaps because the Titan knows something we don't about Aregor's true motivations."

"It doesn't matter," Finn said. "We're out of options. Three days to reach the mountains and complete the ritual. We'll take any advantage we can get, even if it comes from a tyrant."

Another tremor shook the ground, this one lasting longer. A fissure opened across the plaza, glowing with sickly green light. Reality distortion—a crack in the fabric of existence itself. As they watched, it slowly sealed itself closed, but the damage lingered in the air like an afterimage.

"Three days," Sera repeated. She drew herself up into commander mode, the grief pushed aside for the moment in favor of action. "Right. Here's what we do. Mira, inventory our supplies. Figure out what we can carry on a forced march. Lyra, scout the perimeter. I want to know if any patrols are nearby. Thane, Kaelen—gather every scrap of information about the ritual we might need. I don't want to get to the Heart and discover we're missing some crucial component."

"And me?" Aldric asked.

Sera's expression softened. "Rest, brother. You've given enough. We'll need you to have strength for the journey."

"What about me?" Finn asked.

Sera looked at him for a long moment, and in her eyes he saw a war between the commander who needed to be strong and the friend who wanted to rage against the unfairness of it all. "You write your letters. Say your goodbyes. Take the time you need."

"I don't want to say goodbye yet. We still have three days."

"Then don't call them goodbyes. Call them..." She searched for the right word. "Call them 'until we meet again.' Even if that meeting is in whatever comes after."

The fellowship dispersed to their tasks, leaving Finn standing alone in the center of the plaza. The sun was setting, painting the ruins in shades of gold and crimson—beautiful and terrible, like everything else in this dying world.

He felt rather than heard someone approach from behind. Kaelen.

"I know what you're going to say," Finn said without turning. "That I don't have to do this. That we can find another way."

"Actually, I was going to say thank you." Kaelen came to stand beside him, looking out at the sunset. "I've been so focused on my own guilt, on trying to fix my mistakes, that I forgot the most important thing."

"What's that?"

"That you have a choice in this. That your sacrifice means something precisely because you're choosing it." Kaelen's voice was thick with emotion. "I woke a monster because I believed in destiny, in prophecy, in the idea that some people are chosen for greatness. I was wrong. Greatness isn't chosen. It's not written in ancient texts or determined by bloodlines. It's this—it's a young man choosing to save people he's never met, giving up everything for a world that never gave him anything but hardship."

Finn felt tears prickling at his own eyes now. "I'm not great, Kaelen. I'm just here. And someone has to be."

"That's what makes it great," Kaelen said softly. "Not grand destiny. Just necessity met with courage."

They stood together in silence as the sun sank below the horizon and the stars began to emerge—though even they looked wrong now, flickering in and out of existence as reality weakened.

Three days.

Three days to cross hostile territory, reach the Deep Beneath, and undergo a ritual that would dissolve everything Finn was into something vast and incomprehensible.

Three days left to be Finn Ashwood, street thief, terrible liar, loyal friend.

Three days before he became something else entirely.

He'd make them count.
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2 THE LETTERS
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Finn found a relatively intact building on the eastern edge of what remained of Crossroads—a scribe's shop, judging by the broken quills and scattered parchment that littered the floor. The back room had survived the destruction better than most, with a small desk, a chair that only wobbled slightly, and mercifully, a cache of writing supplies tucked in a drawer that had somehow avoided the looting.

He lit a candle stub with the flint and steel from his pack, watching shadows dance across walls that still bore the faint outlines of removed paintings. A family had lived here once. Worked here. Built a life around words and ink and the simple act of recording things worth remembering.

Now they were probably dead or fled, and Finn was about to use their abandoned supplies to write his own epitaph.

The irony didn't escape him. A thief stealing paper to write farewell letters. Even at the end of the world, some habits died hard.

He pulled out a sheaf of relatively clean parchment, dipped a quill in ink that had somehow not dried out completely, and stared at the blank page. Where did you even start? How did you summarize a friendship, a bond, a life changed in just a few months? How did you say goodbye to people who'd become family when you'd never really known what family meant?

The quill hovered over the paper, a single drop of ink threatening to fall and ruin the pristine surface.

Just write, he told himself. They don't need poetry. They need truth.

He started with the hardest one first.



Kaelen,

I'm writing to you first because I know you'll blame yourself for all of this. You're probably already composing the apology in your head, cataloging every decision that led to this moment, building a tower of guilt so high it could reach the stars.

Stop.

I mean it. Whatever you're thinking right now—that this is your fault, that you should have known better, that you unleashed this catastrophe—stop. Yes, you woke Aregor. Yes, you believed in a prophecy that turned out to be a warning, not a promise. But you know what else you did?

You believed the world could be saved. In an age of cynicism and despair, when Maltherion's armies were grinding everything to dust, you had the audacity to hope. That's not weakness, Kaelen. That's not naivety. That's the kind of courage most people never manage their entire lives.

You taught me something important—that knowledge without wisdom is dangerous, but wisdom without action is pointless. You made a mistake. You owned it. You kept moving forward. That's what I'm doing now. That's what you taught me to do.

So here's what I need from you: Write the true history. Not the sanitized version, not the hero's tale. Write about how good people made terrible choices. Write about how a street thief became a sacrifice. Write about how we failed and tried to fix it anyway. Make sure the next generation learns from our mistakes instead of repeating them.

And Kaelen? Live. Find someone to love. Build something beautiful. Don't spend the rest of your life in a library cataloging regrets. You've got too much light in you to waste it on darkness.

I'm not brave. I was terrified every step of this journey. But you showed me that being scared and doing it anyway—that's what bravery actually is.

Thank you for believing in me when I was just a thief with the wrong bloodline. Thank you for showing me that I could be more.

Your friend always, Finn



He sealed that letter with a blob of wax he'd melted over the candle, pressing his thumb into it as a seal. Not elegant, but honest. Then he reached for a fresh sheet.



Sera,

You were right. About everything.

Aregor was a monster. Waking him was a mistake. The prophecy was a trap. You saw it all clearly while the rest of us were stumbling around in the dark, hoping destiny would save us.

But here's the thing—you were right, and you stayed anyway. You could have walked away, let us deal with the consequences of our stupidity. You'd already lost everything to Maltherion. You didn't owe us anything. But you stayed. You fought. You kept us alive through sheer stubbornness and tactical brilliance.

You taught me that survival isn't just about saving yourself. It's about finding something worth surviving for. I spent my whole life running, stealing, existing day to day with no plan beyond "don't get caught." Then I met you, and you showed me what it looks like to have a purpose bigger than your own skin.

I'm asking something hard of you now. I need you to protect the others when I'm gone. Kaelen will want to do something stupid and noble. Thane will retreat into his books. Lyra will carry too much weight. Mira will build walls around her heart. Aldric... Aldric may not have much time left anyway, but he'll need someone strong at the end.

Be that person for them. Be the commander, the protector, the one who tells uncomfortable truths when everyone else wants comfortable lies. The world's going to need that more than ever once we've killed both tyrants. Chaos, power vacuums, people scrambling to fill the void. Don't let another Aregor rise. Don't let another Maltherion take root.

And Sera? Find peace. I know that sounds impossible right now. I know you've been at war so long you don't remember what peace feels like. But try. When this is over, when the battles are done, let yourself rest. Let yourself grieve. Let yourself heal.

You deserve that. You've earned it a thousand times over.

Thank you for teaching me that cynicism and hope aren't opposites. Thank you for showing me how to be strong without being hard. Thank you for seeing worth in a street thief when you had every reason not to.

Protect those who can't protect themselves. That's what you told me once. Keep doing that.

With respect and gratitude, Finn



Another sealed letter. Another piece of himself committed to paper and wax. Finn flexed his hand, feeling the ache already setting into his fingers. Two down, five to go. Plus his testimony for history.

The candle had burned down almost a quarter inch. Outside, he could hear the night watch making their rounds, the Fellowship and Free Company members keeping guard against threats that might not matter in three days if they failed.

When. Not if. He had to believe it was when.

He picked up the quill again.



Thane,

I'm writing this letter to someone who's seen empires fall and heroes turn to dust. You've lived through more history than most people can imagine, watched the cycles repeat—tyrants rise, tyrants fall, people forget, people repeat. So you already know how this story ends, don't you?

But here's what you probably don't know: You changed the ending.

When we first met, you were hiding in your archives, surrounded by the truth that everyone else wanted to forget. You'd withdrawn from the world because you were tired of watching people make the same mistakes. I don't blame you for that. Why participate when you know how it all turns out?

But then you chose to participate anyway. You left your isolation. You joined us. You brought your knowledge out of the shadows and into the light, even knowing it might not be enough. That decision—that willingness to try despite everything you've seen—that's what makes you a hero, Thane. Not the knowledge you've preserved. The fact that you shared it.

You taught me that history isn't just a record of what was. It's a guide to what could be. Every mistake you documented, every tyrant you catalogued, every tragedy you preserved—that's not just the past. That's a warning for the future.

So keep warning them. Keep writing. Keep teaching. When I'm gone and the world starts trying to turn me into a legend, I need you to tell the truth. Not "Finn Ashwood, prophesied savior" or whatever nonsense they'll try to spin. Tell them I was a scared kid who didn't want to die but did it anyway because someone had to. Tell them I stole bread and picked pockets and lied constantly until I met people who made me want to be better.

Tell them the truth, Thane. That's your sacred duty now. Not just recording what happened, but making sure people learn from it.

And here's something else: Don't go back to your archives when this is done. Stay with the others. Help build whatever comes next. The world needs your wisdom in action, not locked away in books that no one reads.

Live in the present, old friend. You've spent enough time with the dead.

Thank you for showing me that knowledge has value only when it's used. Thank you for taking a chance on a thief who never opened a book until he met you. Thank you for teaching me that the past doesn't have to define the future—but ignoring it guarantees we'll repeat it.

Preserve knowledge, but share it wisely.

Your student, Finn



Three letters sealed. Three more to write before he could even think about his testimony. Finn's hand was definitely cramping now, and he paused to massage his palm, staring at the growing stack of sealed parchments.

This was harder than he'd expected. Each letter felt like carving out a piece of his heart and pinning it to paper. But it also felt necessary—like these words were the only things he could leave behind that would truly matter.

The only legacy a thief could claim.

Finn stretched his fingers and reached for another sheet. The candle was half-gone now, wax pooling at the base. Through the broken window, he could see stars that flickered wrong—reality distortions reaching even the heavens. He forced himself to look away and focus on the page.



Lyra,

Do you remember the first time we met? You threatened to put an arrow through my eye if I tried to steal from your pack. I believed you completely. I still believe you would have done it.

But then you showed me your grandmother's journal—the one she kept during Aregor's purges. You let me read about the systematic murder of your people, the calculated cruelty, the way an entire culture was nearly erased. You trusted me with that pain. A thief. A stranger. Someone with Aregor's own blood running through his veins.

That trust changed something in me. Made me realize that bloodline isn't destiny. That I could choose to be different from my ancestors. That the past could inform the future without controlling it.

You carry so much, Lyra. Generational trauma, survivor's guilt, the weight of being one of the last who remembers. You wear it like armor, like if you just hold tight enough to that pain, you can somehow honor those who were lost. But here's what I've learned watching you: You honor them by living. By choosing joy when you can. By building bridges instead of walls.

When this is over, bring your people back into the world. I know the elves of Elvenwood have withdrawn, isolated themselves to avoid being hurt again. I understand why. But isolation is its own kind of death. Your people have so much to offer—wisdom, art, perspective that comes from centuries of living. Don't let Aregor's cruelty achieve its goal posthumously.

You taught me that being haunted by the past and shaping the future aren't mutually exclusive. You can carry grief and still plant seeds. You can remember the dead and still fight for the living.

Thank you for seeing me as a person instead of a bloodline. Thank you for showing me that trust is a gift, not a transaction. Thank you for proving that some wounds can heal without forgetting what caused them.

Bring your people back into the world. Help them remember that isolation protects nothing—it just makes the world smaller.

With admiration and hope, Finn



He sealed Lyra's letter with hands that had started trembling. Four down. The weight of what he was doing—really doing—was settling into his bones. These weren't just letters. They were his last words. The final conversation he'd ever have with people who mattered.

He blinked hard against the burning in his eyes and pulled out another sheet.



Mira,

You're going to read this and call me an idiot. Probably in Dwarvish. Probably very creatively. I'm okay with that. You've called me worse to my face, usually while saving my life with some brilliant piece of engineering or tactical insight.

You know what I love about you? You don't do sentiment. You don't do prophecy or destiny or grand gestures. You build things. Practical things. Things that work. You see a problem and you solve it, not with wishes or prayers, but with your hands and your mind and sheer stubborn determination.

That's what the world's going to need when this is over. Not more heroes. Not more legends. Just people willing to rebuild. To take the rubble and make something functional. To look at the broken pieces and figure out how they fit together.

You designed weapons to fight the Deathless. You engineered solutions when everyone else was paralyzed by fear. You kept moving forward when moving forward seemed impossible. That's the kind of strength that outlasts empires.

So here's what I'm asking: Rebuild. But don't just rebuild what was. Build something better. The old kingdoms, the old power structures—they failed. They created space for tyrants like Aregor and Maltherion to rise. When you're reconstructing cities and systems and societies, remember that. Build for people, not for power.

And Mira? Let people in. I know you think emotional walls are practical—they protect you from getting hurt. But they also protect you from being loved. You deserve to be loved. You deserve to have people see past the armor to the brilliant, loyal, fierce person underneath.

Thank you for teaching me that engineering isn't just about building things—it's about understanding how pieces work together. Thank you for showing me that being practical doesn't mean being cold. Thank you for keeping me alive long enough to make this choice.

Rebuild for learning, not just war. Make something beautiful.

Your friend, Finn



Five letters. One more to go before his testimony. Finn's hand was really cramping now, but he pushed through. Aldric deserved no less than the others, even though—especially because—the elderly monk might not live to see the rebuilding at all.



Brother Aldric,

You guarded Silverwatch Hill for decades without knowing what slept beneath it. You kept vigil over Aregor's tomb in genuine faith, believing you were protecting something sacred. Then we came along and destroyed everything you believed in. We proved that your life's work was built on a lie.

And you know what you did? You adapted. You questioned. You came with us anyway.

That's real faith, Aldric. Not blind adherence to dogma, but the willingness to change when confronted with truth. Not closing your eyes to uncomfortable facts, but opening them wider and asking "what now?"

You sacrificed years of your life in the Dead Wastes to help us survive the trials. You gave up your future so we could have a chance at ours. I see you weakening every day, feel the weight of those lost years pressing down on you. You're dying, and we both know it.

But you're dying for something that matters. You're dying so the world might live. If that's not the most profound act of faith I've ever seen, I don't know what is.

You taught me that redemption is possible. That believing in humanity doesn't mean ignoring human flaws—it means choosing to see the potential for growth anyway. You showed me that faith and doubt aren't opposites; doubt is how faith stays honest.

I don't know what happens after this. If there's something beyond, some continuation of consciousness or just peaceful nothing. But if there is something, and if any part of me survives the transformation, I hope I see you there. I hope we can sit together and talk about what we learned, what we built, what we tried to leave behind.

Thank you for believing in my redemption when I was just Aregor's heir. Thank you for showing me that some knowledge is necessary, even when it's painful. Thank you for proving that true faith isn't about certainty—it's about choosing to trust despite uncertainty.

Rest easy, brother. You've earned it.

With gratitude and peace, Finn



Six letters. Six pieces of his heart sealed in wax and ink. Now came the hardest part—his testimony for history. The account that Kaelen and Thane would use to write the true story. The words that might be all that remained of Finn Ashwood when legends tried to smooth away the messy reality.

He pulled out a larger sheet of parchment, took a deep breath, and began:



To whoever reads this,

My name is Finn Ashwood. I am twenty-two years old. I am a thief, an orphan, and the last known descendant of both Aregor the Uniter and Maltherion the Endless. I am writing this three days before I will cease to exist as an individual human being.

I need you to understand something important: I am not a hero.

Heroes are supposed to be brave, noble, chosen by destiny for greatness. I am none of those things. I am terrified. I have been terrified every single day since I learned what I would have to do. I don't want to die. I don't want to dissolve into some vast magical construct. I want to live. I want to grow old. I want to fall in love, have children, learn a trade that doesn't involve lockpicks and climbing through windows. I want all the ordinary, boring, beautiful things that everyone deserves and most people take for granted.

But I can't have those things. Because I am the only person in the entire world with the specific bloodline required to perform the ritual that will save reality from collapsing. That's not destiny—that's biology and terrible luck.

So I'm making a choice. Not because I'm brave, but because the alternative is letting millions of innocent people die. The math is simple: one life versus countless others. My identity versus the continued existence of the world. When you frame it that way, there's really only one answer.

But I want the record to show that this choice is hard. That sacrifice isn't noble or glorious—it's painful and sad and fundamentally unfair. I'm angry that I have to do this. I'm angry that I'm the only one who can. I'm angry that my bloodline—something I never asked for and actively tried to escape—is the thing that dooms me.

I'm also grateful. That probably sounds strange. How can you be grateful when you're about to stop existing? But I am. I'm grateful that I met six extraordinary people who showed me what friendship means. Who taught me that running from yourself only makes you tired. Who proved that even someone with monster's blood can choose to be better.

Kaelen Vross, Sera Blackwood, Thane Ironfoot, Lyra Silverwind, Mira Stonehelm, Brother Aldric—if my story survives, let it survive alongside theirs. They woke a monster trying to save the world. They made a terrible mistake. Then they spent every moment afterward trying to fix it, even though the cost kept rising.

That's what heroism actually looks like. Not grand prophecies or chosen ones. Just people trying to make things right, failing, trying again, doing their best with incomplete information and impossible choices.

I wasn't brave. I was terrified. But I had friends who made me want to be better than I was. And in the end, maybe that's enough.

To whoever reads this: Question your leaders. Hold them accountable. Don't let anyone accumulate too much power, no matter how noble their intentions. Remember that good people can unleash evil when they believe too strongly in their own righteousness.

And remember Finn Ashwood—not as a hero, not as a legend, just as a young man who was scared and did it anyway because someone had to.

Because someone has to.

Written in the ruins of Crossroads, three days before the ritual Finn Ashwood



He set down the quill with a hand that shook from more than just cramp. There. It was done. The letters, the testimony, the final accounting of a life that would end before it had really begun.

Finn gathered the sealed letters into a neat stack, tucked his testimony on top, and extinguished the candle. The darkness was complete for a moment before his eyes adjusted to the starlight filtering through the broken window. Wrong starlight. Dying starlight.

He stepped out of the scribe's shop into the cool night air. The camp was quiet, most people already asleep and preparing for tomorrow's desperate march. But a single figure stood near the center of the ruined plaza, silhouetted against a small fire.

Sera.

Of course it was Sera. The commander who never slept when her people were in danger. The survivor who'd learned to keep watch because no one else would.

She turned as he approached, her expression unreadable in the firelight.

"Finished?" she asked quietly.

Finn held out the stack of letters. "Six letters. One testimony. All sealed." He paused. "Read these after. Not before. Promise me."

Sera took the letters with the same care she might handle a holy relic. "After. I promise." She tucked them into her pack, into a waterproof pouch designed to protect valuable documents. "Did it help? Writing them?"

"I don't know. Maybe. It felt like... like leaving something behind. Like proof that I existed beyond just being a name in a history book." Finn stared into the fire, watching sparks drift up toward those wrong stars. "Does that sound stupid?"

"No. It sounds human." Sera was quiet for a moment. "I wrote letters too, you know. After Maltherion destroyed Greykeep. Before I joined the resistance. I wrote to my dead family, told them everything I wished I'd said when they were alive. Never sent them, obviously. Just burned them and watched the smoke carry the words away."

"Did it help?"

"Yes and no. The pain didn't stop. But at least I'd said what needed saying." She looked at him directly. "That's what you just did. You said what needed saying. That matters, Finn. That matters more than you know."

They stood together in companionable silence, two people who'd seen too much, carrying weight no one should have to bear.

"We leave at first light," Sera said finally. "Forced march, hostile territory, reality distortions increasing by the hour. It's going to be hell."

"Sounds about right for this fellowship." Finn managed a smile. "We don't do easy."

"No," Sera agreed. "We certainly don't."

She gripped his shoulder once, firm and solid—a connection, an acknowledgment, a promise. Then she turned back toward the fire, resuming her vigil.

Finn walked toward the tent he was sharing with Kaelen and Thane, his pack already prepared, his letters entrusted to someone who would honor them. Tomorrow they would begin the final march. In three days, he would cease to be Finn Ashwood.

But tonight, he was still himself. Still whole. Still here.

He intended to appreciate every moment of it.
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3 THE GATHERING STORM
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Dawn broke over the ruins of Crossroads with the kind of light that belonged to a fever dream—amber bleeding into purple, shot through with veins of sickly green where reality had grown thin. Finn watched the sunrise from his bedroll, unable to sleep, and wondered if this would be one of the last natural dawns the world would ever see.

"Scout reports are in."

Sera's voice cut through the camp's morning preparations. Finn rolled to his feet, joints protesting from a night spent on cold ground, and followed the sound to the command tent. The structure was little more than a salvaged canvas sheet strung between broken walls, but it served its purpose.

Inside, the fellowship had gathered around a makeshift table covered in maps. Lyra stood at the center, fresh from the night's reconnaissance, her ranger's leathers still damp with morning dew. Her face was grim.

"Both armies are mobilizing," she said without preamble. "Aregor's forces are gathering at Ironhold, approximately sixty miles southwest. Maltherion's legion is converging from three directions—his main force moving up from the Dead Coast, secondary columns from the eastern provinces."

Thane leaned over the map, tracing routes with one thick finger. "That puts them on a collision course. Where's the likely battlefield?"

"Here." Lyra tapped a point on the map—the Plains of Ash, a vast flat expanse that had once been fertile farmland before Maltherion's blight touched it. "It's the only terrain that can accommodate armies of that size. Open ground, no civilians left to worry about. They'll meet there in—" She paused, calculating. "Twelve days. Maybe ten if they force march."

"But we only have three days before reality collapses completely," Kaelen said, his voice tight with stress. He'd been up all night re-checking calculations, desperately hoping he'd made an error. He hadn't. "The timeline doesn't work. We have to reach the Shadowspine Mountains and complete the ritual before the armies engage, or—"

"Or we'll be caught between two tyrants tearing the world apart while we're trying to save it," Mira finished. The dwarf warrior-engineer had dark circles under her eyes. "Perfect. Because this wasn't complicated enough."

A distant boom echoed across the ruins—not thunder, not artillery. Reality itself, fracturing somewhere to the east. Everyone fell silent, counting the seconds until the sound faded.

"That's the fifth one this morning," Aldric said quietly from his corner. The elderly monk looked frailer than ever, as though the night had aged him another decade. "The distortions are accelerating."

Sera spread her hands flat on the table, a gesture Finn had come to recognize as her way of centering herself before making difficult decisions. "Right. Here's what we know. Both tyrants are mobilizing full strength. The final confrontation is coming whether we want it or not. We have three days to reach the Deep Beneath, complete the ritual, and sever both tyrants' connection to the Titan's Heart before reality fails completely." She looked up, meeting each person's eyes in turn. "Questions?"

"Just one," Finn said. "How exactly are we supposed to cross sixty miles of hostile territory, evade two massive armies, navigate through the Shadowspine Mountains—which, I should note, no one has successfully explored in over a century—find the entrance to the Deep Beneath, and complete a ritual we barely understand, all in seventy-two hours?"

"Magic," Mira deadpanned. "Obviously."

Despite everything, Finn found himself smiling. "Right. Magic. Why didn't I think of that?"

"Because you're a thief, not a scholar," Kaelen said, but there was warmth in his voice. "But actually, Mira's not entirely wrong. The Titan mentioned paths known to 'the ancient one.' If that refers to Aregor, and if he truly does know secret routes through the Deep Beneath, then we might be able to shave days off the journey."

"That's an awful lot of 'ifs,'" Sera pointed out. "And it requires trusting Aregor, which seems like a spectacularly bad idea."

"All our ideas are spectacularly bad at this point," Thane rumbled. "The question is which bad idea gets us closest to our goal."

A commotion outside the tent interrupted further discussion. Raised voices, urgent and frightened. Sera was through the tent flap in an instant, the rest of the fellowship on her heels.

What they saw stopped them cold.

The eastern horizon was dark with movement—not armies, but people. Thousands of people, maybe tens of thousands, a massive tide of refugees streaming across the broken landscape. Men, women, children, elderly, all carrying whatever they could salvage. Carts piled high with possessions. Livestock driven in panicked herds. The desperate exodus of entire populations fleeing the coming storm.

"Sweet merciful gods," Aldric whispered.

"The Free Company's evacuation routes," Sera said, already moving. "They're funneling civilians through Crossroads on their way to the northern kingdoms. We knew this was happening, but I didn't realize the scale..." She turned to one of the Free Company lieutenants stationed nearby. "Get me Commander Torven. Now."

The lieutenant sprinted off. Sera stood watching the approaching mass of humanity, her commander's mind already working through logistics. "We need water stations. Medical triage. Traffic control to keep the roads clear. If this flow stops, if there's a bottleneck, people will die from crushing alone."

"I'll help with the wounded," Aldric said, already heading toward the refugees despite his obvious exhaustion.

"Lyra, take high ground, watch for raiders," Sera ordered. "Desperate times bring out desperate people. Mira, check our water supply. Kaelen, Thane—inventory whatever food stores survived the destruction. Finn—"

"I'll help coordinate the flow," Finn said. "I spent enough time in Ravencrest's slums. I know how to move crowds."

Sera nodded, and the fellowship dispersed to their tasks. But as Finn moved toward the refugee column, he couldn't shake the weight of what he was seeing. This wasn't abstract anymore. This wasn't just "saving the world" in some grand philosophical sense. This was real people—a mother carrying a sleeping child, an old man supporting his even older wife, a young girl clutching a doll that had seen better days. These were the lives that hung in the balance. These were the people who would die if he failed.

The math suddenly felt a lot more personal.

For the next three hours, Finn worked alongside Free Company volunteers to manage the refugee flow through Crossroads. He helped direct families to water stations, pointed lost children toward reunification points, assisted an elderly farmer whose cart had lost a wheel. Every face that passed was a reminder of why this mattered.

"You're Finn Ashwood."

The voice came from behind him—a woman, maybe thirty, with a baby strapped to her chest and a toddler clinging to her leg. She looked exhausted, but there was something fierce in her eyes.

"I am," Finn said carefully.

"They're saying you're the one who woke the Sleeping King. That this is all your fault." She didn't sound angry, just tired. "Is it true?"

Finn could have lied. Could have deflected. Instead, he found himself saying, "Partially. I'm part of the group that broke the seal. We thought we were saving the world. We were wrong."

The woman studied him for a long moment. Then she said, "My husband died three weeks ago. Deathless Legion raid on our village. He died protecting us so we could run." Her voice cracked. "They're also saying you're trying to fix it. That you're going to stop both tyrants."

"I'm going to try."

"Then that's enough." She shifted the baby on her chest. "We're all just trying, aren't we? Making the best choices we can with what we know. You made a mistake. Now you're trying to fix it. That's more than most people do."

She moved on before Finn could respond, disappearing into the river of refugees. But her words stayed with him, a small absolution he hadn't expected and probably didn't deserve.

By midday, the refugee flow had slowed to a more manageable trickle. The fellowship regrouped near the command tent, all of them showing the strain of the morning's work.

"Preliminary estimates," Sera said, consulting notes from various scouts and Free Company officers. "Approximately forty thousand refugees have passed through or near Crossroads in the last week. Another hundred thousand are on the move throughout the region. Maybe more."

"Millions," Kaelen said, his voice hollow. "You said millions would be in the conflict zone."

"I did. And they are." Sera's expression was grim. "These are just the ones who got out early. The ones who had resources, transportation, warning. Most people are trapped in their homes, hoping the armies pass them by, or that the fighting ends before it reaches them."

"It won't," Lyra said softly. "When two forces like Aregor's and Maltherion's collide, there won't be anything left for miles around. No structures. No people. Just ash and death."

Another reality distortion boomed somewhere to the south, closer than the last. The ground shuddered, and Finn saw the refugee column ripple with panic before the distortion passed.

"We're out of time," Thane said. What should have been obvious felt like a revelation when spoken aloud. "Every hour we delay, more people die. More reality fractures. We need to move. Now."

Sera looked at each of them in turn, and Finn saw the weight of command in her eyes. She was sending them into almost certain death, into a desperate gambit with odds that would make a street bookie laugh. But she was also the only one who could.

"Pack up," she ordered. "We leave in one hour. Travel light, move fast. The Free Company will continue coordinating evacuations here. We're taking only what we absolutely need for the journey."

"What about guides?" Mira asked. "The Shadowspine Mountains are treacherous even in the best of times. With reality falling apart—"

"We'll have to trust the Titan's word about Aregor knowing the way," Kaelen said. "Or hope we can find the path ourselves. Either way, staying here isn't an option."

The fellowship dispersed to make final preparations. Finn returned to his tent to collect his pack—already prepared, already waiting. Everything he owned in the world fit into one travel-worn leather bag: lockpicks, rope, a water skin, dried rations, a spare shirt, the knife Sera had given him after their first fight together.

Not much to show for twenty-two years of life. But then again, most of what mattered couldn't be carried in a pack.

The fellowship assembled at the northern edge of Crossroads exactly one hour later. Six people, six packs, six lives bound together by impossible circumstance and something that had grown beyond mere necessity into genuine love.

Sera had changed into traveling leathers instead of her commander's armor—lighter, quieter, better suited for the evasion tactics they'd need. Kaelen carried both his sword and an oversized pack stuffed with books and scrolls, unwilling to leave behind the ritual knowledge even if it meant extra weight. Thane had his historian's satchel slung across his broad back, centuries of knowledge condensed into journals and carefully copied texts. Lyra traveled lightest of all, ranger-trained to move fast with minimal supplies. Mira bristled with practical gear—tools, rope, medical supplies, everything they might need if things went wrong. Aldric leaned on a walking staff, his breathing already labored, but his eyes were clear and determined.

And Finn, thief and sacrifice, carried his single pack and tried not to think about how few sunrises he had left.

"The Free Company will hold Crossroads as long as possible," Sera said, addressing the small group of officers who'd gathered to see them off. "Continue evacuations along the northern routes. If either army approaches, don't engage—melt away and regroup at the Fallback Points. Your job is to save lives, not win battles."

"Yes, Commander." A scarred veteran named Torven saluted. "We'll buy you every hour we can."

Sera clasped his forearm, warrior to warrior. "Every hour matters. Thank you."

With final nods exchanged, the fellowship turned north and began walking. No fanfare, no speeches, just six people disappearing into the broken landscape while the world crumbled around them.

They'd barely gone a mile when the first sign of wrongness appeared.

A tree stood in the middle of the road—old oak, thick-trunked, impossible to miss. Except Lyra, who'd scouted this route not six hours ago, swore it hadn't been there.

"Trees don't move," Mira said, but she sounded uncertain.

"This one did." Lyra circled the oak, examining it with a ranger's eye. "Fresh root damage. It's been... relocated. Physically moved from somewhere else and deposited here."

"Reality distortion," Kaelen said grimly. "Geography is becoming unstable. The Titan mentioned this might happen as it weakens further."

They gave the tree a wide berth and continued, but the incident set the tone for the hours that followed. The landscape itself was turning unreliable. A hill that Lyra's map showed on the eastern side appeared instead on the west. A stream ran uphill for a hundred yards before remembering gravity and correcting itself. They passed a farmhouse that seemed to exist in two places simultaneously, a ghostly double image that made Finn's eyes water to look at.

Worse were the voids.

They encountered the first one around mid-afternoon—a perfect sphere of nothing, roughly ten feet in diameter, hovering at chest height over what had been a merchant's way station. Not darkness, not emptiness, just... absence. A hole in reality where even light forgot to exist.

"Don't touch it," Thane warned unnecessarily. They all stood well back, staring at the impossible thing. "I've read accounts from the last Reality Cascade, eight hundred years ago when the Titan was first corrupted by the twin drains. These voids consumed anything they touched. Completely. Not destroyed—erased. Removed from existence as if they'd never been."

"How do we get past it?" Sera asked. The void blocked the road entirely.

"Carefully." Lyra had already found a path around, skirting the void with at least twenty feet of clearance. "Single file. Watch your footing. If anyone stumbles—"

"We don't stumble," Mira finished. "Got it."

They made it past the void without incident, but Finn's skin crawled the entire time. He could feel something from it—not heat or cold, but a wrongness that made his teeth ache and his stomach lurch. It was the feeling of standing at the edge of a cliff, knowing one wrong step meant oblivion.

How many of these existed now? How many more would appear before they completed the ritual?

As the sun arced toward evening—or tried to, the sunset was happening at the wrong angle, as if the world couldn't quite remember which direction west was supposed to be—they made camp in a sheltered hollow. No fire; they couldn't risk the smoke giving away their position. Cold rations and colder comfort.

"Seventy miles still to go," Sera said, studying her map by the fading light. "At our current pace, assuming no major delays—"

Thunder boomed overhead. Except it wasn't thunder—it came from below, from deep in the earth. The ground heaved, a rolling wave that knocked Finn off his feet. Trees swayed like grass in a hurricane. Rocks tumbled down the hollow's slopes.

The tremor lasted nearly a minute. When it finally subsided, everyone lay flat, breathing hard, waiting to see if reality would hold or tear completely.

"The Titan," Aldric whispered. "I can feel it. The pain, the weakness. It's dying faster than we calculated."

Kaelen pulled out his journal with shaking hands, flipped to his timeline calculations. "If the deterioration has accelerated this much in just one day..." He did rapid calculations, lips moving silently. When he looked up, his face was ashen. "We might not have three days. We might have two. Maybe less."

The weight of that statement settled over the camp like a burial shroud. Two days. Forty-eight hours to cross hostile territory, navigate treacherous mountains, find a hidden entrance to the Deep Beneath, and complete a ritual that would end Finn's existence.

"Then we move faster," Sera said flatly. "Night marching. Minimal rest. We push until we can't push anymore, then we push harder."

"I'll slow you down," Aldric said quietly. "My age, the years I sacrificed in the Dead Wastes... I can feel myself failing. Perhaps you should—"

"No." Finn surprised himself with the vehemence in his voice. "We don't leave anyone behind. We've lost too many already."

"Finn's right," Thane said. "We move together or not at all. Aldric, you ride when you need to. We'll take turns supporting you. But we're not sacrificing anyone else. Not if we can help it."

Aldric's eyes were bright with tears, but he nodded.

They settled into uneasy rest, taking watches in rotation. Finn drew second watch, which meant a few hours of attempted sleep first. He lay on his bedroll, staring up at stars that blinked in and out of existence like dying candles, and tried not to think about how the universe itself was coming apart at the seams.

He must have dozed, because Lyra was shaking him awake for his watch shift. The elf's face was troubled.

"What's wrong?" Finn asked, sitting up and rubbing sleep from his eyes.

"Everything," Lyra said. "But specifically—look at the horizon. Southwest."

Finn looked. At first he saw nothing unusual, just darkness and wrong stars. Then he realized what Lyra meant. The darkness wasn't uniform. There was a glow, faint but growing, the color of forges and funeral pyres.

"Aregor's army," Finn said. "They're burning everything in their path."

"Scorched earth tactics. Deny resources to Maltherion, terrorize the population, make sure everyone knows the emperor has returned." Lyra's voice was tight with old anger. "My grandmother's journals described this. Aregor always announced his presence with fire."

"How far away?"

"Forty miles? Maybe less. And moving fast." Lyra paused. "Finn, if they're moving that quickly, and if Maltherion's forces are converging from the other direction..."

"We're going to end up right between them," Finn finished. "Perfect. Just perfect."

Lyra squeezed his shoulder once, then disappeared into the darkness to rest. Finn sat alone with his watch, wrapped in a thin blanket, watching distant fires and feeling the earth shudder beneath him with increasing frequency.

Somewhere in the darkness, Sera appeared and sat down beside him without speaking. They stayed that way for a long time, two people keeping vigil over a dying world.

"I've been thinking," Sera said finally. "About what happens after."

"After I'm gone?"

"After we've severed the tyrants' connections, after reality stabilizes, after the dust settles. Assuming we succeed." She stared into the distance. "There will be a power vacuum. Two massive empires suddenly without emperors. Armies without leadership. Millions of displaced people. Chaos on a scale that makes the current crisis look small."

"You'll handle it," Finn said with more confidence than he felt. "You and the others. You'll build something better."

"Will we?" Sera's voice held genuine doubt. "Or will we just create the conditions for the next tyrant to rise? History suggests that's what usually happens."

"Then break the cycle." Finn surprised himself with the passion in his voice. "You've seen what happens when power concentrates. You've fought against two different versions of it. Don't let it happen again. Build something that disperses power, that holds leaders accountable, that gives people a voice."

"Democracy," Sera said. "You're describing democracy. Most scholars think it's impractical for anything larger than a city-state."

"Most scholars haven't watched the world nearly end twice in two months." Finn pulled his blanket tighter against the night chill. "I'm a thief, Sera. I'm not educated, I don't know history or politics. But I know that absolute power corrupts absolutely. I've seen it up close. In Aregor. In Maltherion. Even in smaller ways in Ravencrest's corrupt guard captains and merchant lords. So maybe it's time to try something different. Maybe it's time to trust that ordinary people can govern themselves."

Sera was quiet for a long moment. "You've changed, you know. When we first met, you were just trying to survive day to day. Now you're talking about political philosophy and the future of civilization."

"I had good teachers." Finn managed a smile. "And besides, when you know you're going to die soon, it clarifies what matters. I won't be around to see whatever comes next. But you will. All of you will. So make it count. Make it worthy of what we're sacrificing."

Another tremor rolled through the earth, gentler than the last but lasting longer. Somewhere in the distance, a tree fell with a crash.

"We should wake the others," Sera said. "Get moving early. Every hour we save might be the difference between success and failure."

They roused the camp quietly, efficiently. Within minutes, the fellowship was packed and moving through the pre-dawn darkness, guided by Lyra's unerring sense of direction and what little remained of reliable geography.

Behind them, the fires on the southwestern horizon grew brighter. Ahead, the Shadowspine Mountains rose like broken teeth against a sky that couldn't decide which color it wanted to be. And beneath everything, the earth continued its death tremors, counting down the hours until reality failed completely.

Two days. Maybe less.

They walked faster.
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4 THE MESSAGE



[image: ]




They'd been walking for six hours when Finn felt the first prickling at the base of his skull.

Not pain exactly—more like the sensation of being watched, of having someone's attention focused on you with uncomfortable intensity. He'd felt it before in Ravencrest when the City Watch was closing in, that animal instinct that something was wrong even before conscious thought could name it.

This was different. Heavier. More deliberate.

"Something's not right," he said, slowing his pace.

Lyra, who'd been ranging ahead, dropped back immediately. "What kind of not right? I haven't seen any patrols, no signs of pursuit—"

"Not that." Finn pressed a hand to the back of his neck where the sensation concentrated. "It's like... like someone's reaching for me. Through the air. Through space." He shook his head, frustrated by his inability to articulate it properly. "I sound insane."

"You sound like someone's attempting magical contact," Kaelen said, already pulling out his journal. "Blood magic specifically, if I'm not mistaken. The sensation you're describing matches historical accounts of scrying through familial connections."

"Aregor," Sera said flatly. "He's trying to contact Finn directly."

The prickling intensified, becoming uncomfortable. Finn's vision wavered at the edges, and for a moment he saw double—the forest path they traveled and something else, something vast and golden and wrong.

"Kaelen, how do I make it stop?" Finn asked through gritted teeth.

"You don't. Not easily. Blood magic doesn't require consent—that's what makes it so dangerous. If Aregor wants to reach you badly enough—"

Reality folded.

There was no other way to describe it. The forest disappeared, replaced by a throne room Finn had never seen but somehow recognized. Massive columns carved from single pieces of marble. Banners bearing the crowned sun of Aregor's empire. And at the center, seated on a throne that seemed to drink in light, the man himself.

Aregor the Uniter. The Sleeping King. The tyrant who'd nearly destroyed the world eight centuries ago and was doing his level best to finish the job now.

He looked nothing like Finn had imagined. The legends painted him as terrible and beautiful, a warrior-king in gleaming armor. This man wore simple traveling clothes—fine quality but practical. His face was neither cruel nor kind, just... tired. Ancient beyond reckoning, despite the preservation magic that kept his body in its prime. Dark hair shot through with silver. Eyes the same green as Finn's own, family resemblance undeniable.

"Hello, nephew." Aregor's voice was cultured, almost gentle. "I apologize for the intrusion. I know this type of contact can be disorienting."

Finn realized he was standing in a vision-space, a magical construct that existed somewhere between minds. His body was still on the forest path with his companions, but his consciousness was here, trapped in conversation with a monster.

"Let me go," Finn said.

"In a moment. I only need a few minutes of your time." Aregor leaned forward, studying Finn with genuine curiosity. "You look like her, you know. Your mother. Elena had the same stubborn set to her jaw, the same defiant eyes. She was my great-great-great-granddaughter, though we never met. The bloodline diluted over the centuries, but it's still there. I can see it."
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