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Glossary of Terms


Aquila: Flying Sky Realm creatures with a hooked beak, sharp talons, and a barbed tail.

Arkto: Massive, bulky Realm of Ore beasts with thick fur and teeth and claws made of Varis.

Dooms: Fates with the ability to sever one’s fate.

Fates: Hiarks who reside on the Trial Island, can be Oracles, Threadkeepers or Dooms.

Hiark: Humanoid species with the ability to hold the power of the gods.

Leocor: Large, golden feline Day Realm creatures with segmented tails tipped in venomous stingers.

Lycathos: Large, lupine Life Realm beasts with sharp facial tusks.

Manipulators: Hiarks with the ability to manipulate an aspect of/around the human/hiark body.

Mordrake: Massive, winged serpentine Death Realm creatures.

Nox: Large, black feline Night Realm creatures adorned with sharp branched antlers.

Oracles: Fates with the ability to see visions of the future.

Orb of Fate: God-powered veil that travels through the realms every seven years choosing and transporting the candidates to the Trial Island.

Quietus: Domain where the souls of humans and hiarks rest after death.

Shifters: Hiarks who have the ability to shift their physical form into a specific creature.

Strix: A Realm of the Seas nocturnal, man-sized, feathered predator known for their stealth and eight eyes.

The Fall: The event in which the gods abandoned the world that resulted in the breakdown of the Trials, turning them deadly.

The Towers: God-built structures located in each Realm where hiarks channel power directly back into the core of the world as it is expended through life on the surface.

The Trials: A series of seven divine trials, created by the gods to let humans prove their devotion and earn the powers of the deity to whom their life is bound.

Threadkeepers: Fates with the ability to tie a human life to one of the gods before birth.

Trial Island: Eighth realm created by the gods from the core of the world itself. Home of the Trials.

Varis: Exceptionally strong metal found within the mountains of the Realm of Ore.

Veil: A portal from one place to another, made by either a Death Realm Manipulator or the gods.

Vivara: Holiday to celebrate the longest day of the year.

Wielders: Hiarks with the ability to wield a specific element.


Guide to the Realms
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One


I’ve always felt comfortable surrounded by the forest. At the base of my favorite quercus tree, I’m settled into the familiar cradle of its ancient roots. Its gnarled limbs stretch skyward, tangled fingers clawing at the heavens. Against my back, the bark is worn smooth from years of use, the hollow at my seat deep enough to let me cross my legs with ease. A book sprawls open across my lap, its pages gripped in my fingers as I devour the final sentences like a hungry lycathos. Tucking one errant blond curl behind my ear, I smooth the last page down, lingering on the final words as if holding them might stretch the moment. A sigh slips past my lips, a farewell to the characters who have lived beside me, their world fading the moment I close the cover.

My fingers trace the creases along the spine, the leather worn smooth by countless readers, each mark a whisper of past journeys taken within its pages. My satchel, once a makeshift backrest, is now pressed against my chest, the book safely tucked inside. Leaning back against the broad trunk, I let my eyes drift shut. The sharp bite of pinus trees and heavy musk of rich soil fills my lungs, the scent carrying the essence of the forest: ancient, unruly, alive. There is a hint of dampness that is ever-present in the forest air. The slight breeze caresses my face, and the dappled light that the massive trees allow to peek through the canopy warms my skin. Even though it is getting late in the day, underneath the sounds of the birds and insects taking up residence in the foliage, I hear the distant back and forth of the Life Realm’s woodcutters. Their saws call out with a shhhk-shhhk-shhhk, occasionally followed by a sharp crack, then the groaning and rustling of the tree falling, completed by a boom when it finally connects with the ground.

A noise from above me urges my eyes open just in time to see a grimrook land on a gnarled branch, its wings folding in with a crisp shudder. It cocks its head, black eyes glinting, taking me in. His presence isn’t unusual, I often see the large black birds flying overhead or perched in the trees. They seem to favor this part of the forest—something we have in common. We watch each other for a minute, until the muffled crash of another tree hitting the ground rumbles around us. The grimrook clacks its pale gray beak a couple of times, then spreads its glossy midnight wings and takes off into the sky. A dull ache spreads through my chest, a longing so deep it tightens around my ribs. The grimrook’s wings beat against the air, and for a moment, I swear I can feel the wind lifting me too, before reality drags me back down. If only I had wings of my own, I’d spread them wide and never look back.

Sighing, I dig through my satchel and pull out my wimple, unfolding my legs from beneath me and standing. Reaching up, I remove the tress clasp from the back of my head, allowing the curls to spill across my back. The palm-sized clip glints in my hand, the only thing I have left of my mother. It is made of silver metal, five spindles curved toward each other on either side, fitting together like the teeth of a large reptile. The sides are held together by a delicate hinge, and the top is decorated with jade-colored gems, some of which are missing from years of use. I gingerly clip the clasp to the single strap of my satchel and throw the bag over my shoulder. Pulling it into place, the linen wimple molds to the shape of my face, its fabric whispering against my skin as I tuck away unruly strands of blond hair.

My fingertips graze the roots of my worn-in seat, tracing their knotted ridges, as if committing them to memory before I step onto the worn path that leads me back to town. The underbrush is thick in this part of the forest, and I trail my hands along the different bushes and shrubs as I navigate between them. My robes catch on a stray thorn, and I struggle to unhook it before moving on. I dip below a low hanging branch of a pinus tree, lifting it a little, and make sure not to get any of the sticky sap on my fingers.

Yes, I have always felt comfortable in the forest, but I have never felt like I innately belong here, like the forest is where I am meant to be. No, I’ve never felt that anywhere. Some people believe that humans can express an affinity for the favored elements of the god that their life is tied to. Someone tied to the Goddess of the Sky may have a sixth sense when it comes to the weather, or someone tied to the Goddess of the Seas may be drawn to the water. I don’t know what deity my life is tied to, and I doubt I ever will, but I am doubtful it is the goddess of the realm I was born in. The flora of the Life Realm has never spoken to me, beyond being a peaceful hideaway for a girl who wishes to escape into the pages of a book uninterrupted.

The sun is dipping lower in the sky as I reach the border of the forest, the narrow path leading to the edge of the dirt road. I step onto the compacted ground and pivot to the right, continuing the trek back to the abbey. It isn’t long before the trees give way to fields of golden wheat and stout, green bushes of lentils. The farmers of the Life Realm may not grow the same volume as the farmers living in the Sky Realm, but they do well enough to feed the majority.

I pass the familiar wooden sign displaying the words “Welcome to the village of Sylvamere” and can’t help but loose a sigh. This is the only town I’ve ever known. Even before the Maidens, Sylvamere was the closest town to our cottage. I don’t give the aged wood a second glance as I continue forward.

Soon enough, a squat cottage emerges from the sea of golden wheat, its timber walls darkened from years of sun and rain, the roof slumping ever so slightly as if weary from holding back the wind. Some may think the building is ready to be torn down, but the lumber produced in the Life Realm is the sturdiest in the world. As I get closer, I spot the owner out feeding his poultry handfuls of yellow grain. The farmer’s gaze meets mine for half a breath, long enough for his expression to harden as I raise my hand to my brow, dipping my head in his direction. His lip twitches in something close to a sneer before he turns away, continuing to scatter feed as though I were no more than another shadow stretching across the field.

The cottages get closer and closer together the farther I walk, before they give way to the larger townhomes, and then finally the shops and stalls of the town center. The terrain changes as well, the packed dirt road giving way to smooth cobblestone. A few people mill about the street, closing their shops for the day and finishing up their final tasks. I stick to the shadows of the street, not wanting to draw too much attention to myself.

I look to the large, circular fountain that is nestled in the center of the town. It’s about fifteen feet in diameter, and the stone walls are tall enough to sit on. In the center of the fountain, there used to be a stone statue that depicted Haya, the Goddess of Life, but since the Fall, it has been smashed into a pathetic pile of rubble. Water gurgles as it flows over the mass. By the fountain’s edge, a couple leans into each other, their laughter warm, intimate. The man murmurs something, and a secret smile ghosts across the woman’s lips before she pulls him into a kiss.

A hollow ache settles in my chest, heavy and unfamiliar, and absently my fingers raise to my own lips, brushing along the bottom one, wondering what a kiss might feel like. I turn away and begin to chew on the nail of my thumb as I hurry to reach the abbey. I’m almost late for evening prayers.

The structure is built of dark gray stone, one of the only ones like that in town, and as I get closer, I can see the cracks that run through its towering buttresses like veins. Ivy clings to the detailed arched windows, and moss creeps up the sides of the exterior walls. The grand entrance is marked by a stone platform with tall stone pillars at each corner and steps leading up from both the front and the sides. I climb the stairs at the front, catching my toe on one and almost falling. If grace is a divine gift, then I was thoroughly overlooked. Sighing, I force myself to slow my steps and make my way up the last few stairs and across the platform to the arched wooden doors. I stop in front of them, reaching up to make sure that my wimple is in place, and then brush off any dust on the front of my gray robes. I take a second to make sure my emotionless mask is in place before I push the heavy doors open with my shoulder.

The doors creak as they open, and I am barely through the gap before a voice calls out my name.

“Orla, there you are!” The familiar voice fills the open space of the entry hall. “I have sought you for the better part of the afternoon. Where is it you have been?”

Maiden Furnsby glides across the polished stone floor, her robes swishing with each step. Impeccable as always, not a single fold out of place, her wimple sits firmly atop her head. You would never know that she has a mass of hair as black as a grimrook underneath or how harsh it looks against the pale skin of her face. Her dark almond-shaped eyes, slightly upturned at the corners, are currently displeased, making the age lines deepen at the edges of her rectangular spectacles. That displeasure is aimed at me as she stops directly in front of me, blocking my path.

Stepping around her, I head toward the west chapel, where evening prayers are about to begin. “I was reading. I reviewed the task roster and found that no duties were assigned to me this afternoon.”

Maiden Furnsby scoffs, trailing behind me. “Out in the forest again? How many times must we speak of the perils that lurk beyond the town? I shudder to contemplate what misfortunes might—”

I bite the inside of my cheek, holding back the retort that rises unbidden, instead slowing my pace and lacing my arm with hers, cutting off her words before she has time to scold me further. The first songs of evening prayer echo through the halls, curling like smoke around us. “Your concern is most gracious, yet unnecessary. I assure you; I am quite capable of tending to my own well-being.” I laugh a little. “Surely there is naught in the forest more fearsome than High Maiden Plaskett herself.”

The moment the words escape, regret coils tight in my chest. My mask has slipped.

Furnsby’s eyes widen slightly before her brow furrows. “Maiden Blackthorn, you speak without restraint. A Maiden must govern her tongue as well as her thoughts, you know better.”

We both fall silent as we continue out of the entry hall and step into the arched opening of the west hall. Maybe Furnsby is right. Too much time in the forest, too much time lost in books. Have I forgotten who I am? As a Maiden of the Seven, I am observant, I am objective, and I am obedient. That leaves no room for speaking ill of my superiors, no matter how much I may want to.

“I offer my sincerest apologies, Maiden Furnsby. I shall endeavor to ensure such a lapse does not occur again,” I whisper after a few moments.

Furnsby tilts her chin in my direction, and her expression softens. “You are most fortunate, dear child, that it was I who took notice of your absence. Were it the High Maiden, I fear her mercy would not extend so far.”

“I am ever grateful for your vigilance, Maiden Furnsby. It does not go unappreciated.”

“It is not my watchful eye you should be thankful for. It is the gods who deserve your appreciation.”

The practiced stillness of my expression hides the wince before it can surface and get me in more trouble.

We step up to the door to the west chapel, and Furnsby pulls me to a stop, then grasps my shoulders and turns me to face her. The music is louder now, and the melody seems to curl out from under the door in front of us. She reaches up and tucks a curl back into my wimple before resting her hand on my cheek.

“I am not trying to be overbearing, my dear. I just worry for you.”

I lean into her touch, just a bit. “I understand, and I will work to be less of a concern in the future.”

Maiden Furnsby nods and turns toward the door. Mirroring her movement, I turn and freeze. Someone stands off to the side, half-hidden in the dim corridor, unnoticed until now. It is a woman, or maybe a girl is more accurate. She looks to be about sixteen, her light brown eyes, the color of dried autumn leaves, darting between myself and Furnsby. She wears a wimple, but instead of the white ones worn by the Maidens, it is the same gray as the robes, marking her as a novice. I can’t tell what color her hair is under the head covering, but I can assume it is the same rich brown of her eyebrows. I think I recognize her from the halls of the Seven’s Sanctum.

“Now, to the purpose of my search, Maiden Blackthorn. The High Maiden, in her wisdom, has deemed you worthy of a novice.” Furnsby gestures to the young woman, waving her forward. “Permit me to introduce our newest Maiden, Sysha Greenbrier. You may recall her from the most recent graduating class of the Sanctum. It is the High Maiden’s decree that she shall shadow you for the foreseeable future. I trust you shall guide her with diligence and wisdom.”

A silent groan knots my stomach. This was inevitable, but I’d still clung to the hope of avoiding it. Being assigned a novice is supposed to be a great accomplishment. Being deemed worthy to train the next generation of Maidens is what many of my fellow Maidens dream of. Truly, an honor. Nothing says “well done” quite like the gift of additional responsibility.

Externally, I plaster a small smile on my face, place my fingertips on my forehead, and bow my head, the customary greeting of the Maidens. “Welcome to the abbey, Maiden Greenbrier. It is so lovely to see you again. I look forward to assisting you in the advancement of your studies.”

Maiden Greenbrier mirrors the greeting back to me, “Thank you, Maiden Blackthorn. I am truly honored to be welcomed into this family.”

I see out of the corner of my eye that the soft expression is back on Furnsby’s face, something like pride there. Of course she’s proud that I have been chosen to be a mentor. She, after all, was my mentor when I was accepted into the Maidens.

“Excellent,” Furnsby says, her fingers curling around the chapel door. “Come now. We must not risk displeasing the gods with our tardiness.”

***

Half an hour later, sleep tugs at my eyelids, heavy and insistent. Evening prayers drag on, and numbness creeps into my legs from my spot at the end of the rigid wooden pew. High Maiden Plaskett’s voice has long since faded into a dull drone at the back of my mind. If endurance is a test of faith, then surely, by now, I am one of the most devout among us.

A hollow growl curls through my stomach, startling me enough to chase away the drowsiness. Skipping dinner for the lure of a book seemed worth it at the time, but now my body disagrees. A quick glance down the pew confirms no one else heard. Furnsby, directly beside me, sits with perfect posture, as if the pew isn’t a bother at all. Her hands are folded in her lap in front of her, her eyes are closed, and her lips turn up slightly in a peaceful smile. She didn’t hear my stomach; I don’t think much could interrupt her devotion to the readings echoing through the high-ceilinged chapel. Leaning forward slightly, I catch a glimpse of Greenbrier beside Furnsby. Completely at peace, she breathes in time with the slow rhythm of prayers. As if sensing my gaze, her eyelid flutters open, a small smile tugging at her lips. Embarrassed, I return the smile before quickly looking away, eyes snapping shut as I face the front once more.

Greenbrier fits here so effortlessly, as if this place has always been hers. That kind of belonging has always eluded me. She called the Maidens a family. Guardians, teachers, prefects—I have known them as all these things, yet never as family. Not once in fifteen years.

Soft music, once pooling around the floor, swells as Plaskett motions for us to rise. The Maidens obey, and I follow suit, stretching my stiff back as I straighten. Dozens of voices then fill the chapel, tangling together in a discordant chorus that never quite reaches harmony. My lips move, forming words I barely register, my focus drifting across the chapel. Rectangular in shape, its gray stone walls mirror the rest of the abbey, though unlike the exterior, no cracks or creeping vines mar the pristine surface. The entire chapel is quite clean, kept that way by our chore roster. One has to wonder if devotion is measured by faith or by the ability to scrub stone until it gleams.

At the far end, there is a raised dais where High Maiden Plaskett stands behind a podium. Her deep-set wrinkles and heavy jowls cast in the flickering candlelight. One long finger traces the lines of verse in the thick tome in front of her. Behind her, a massive stained-glass window is high up on the back wall. The rays of the setting sun shining through the colored panes ignite a breathtaking display of scarlet, sapphire, emerald, and amber that spills across the stone floor like a work of art, tangling together in an abstract way. More stained-glass windows line the right side of the room, and I glance to them through the rows of Maidens standing in front of their pews. Each window is dedicated to one of the realms, and the beams of the dying sun seem to make them sparkle.

As the song fades, I ease myself back onto the unforgiving wooden pew and shift slightly to relieve the pressure on my spine. I shift too far. My elbow slips from where it’s braced against the seat, nearly sending me toppling sideways. I right myself just in time, heat creeping up my neck as I glance around, relieved that no one seems to have noticed.

Plaskett begins to speak, and her voice promptly turns into background noise. A yawn creeps up my throat, but I stifle it, shifting my gaze to the left. Unlike the opposite wall, where stained glass catches the dying sunlight, this side opens to the courtyard, framed by a series of archways. The Life Realm is warm enough all year long that we can keep them open to enjoy the fresh air. My gaze sweeps across the space, taking in the various statues and benches that are veiled in darkness now that the sun has almost set. In the center of the courtyard, the Temple of the Seven looms in shadow. Just outside the nearest archway, a cluster of tiny yellow flowers catches the glow of candlelight, petals illuminated like embers. The sight tugs at something deep in my chest, stirring a memory.

Closing my eyes, I reminisce about my childhood. Days spent in the backyard of our little cottage. A book rests in my lap, all but forgotten. Across the garden, my mother kneels in the dirt, speaking softly to my sister. I don’t remember what she was saying, probably something about one plant or another, nor do I remember the sound of her voice, but I do remember feeling awestruck, not able to look away. My mother had that ability, she did not demand attention, it was gifted to her, drawn toward her as easily as the tide is pulled by the moon. Her presence was like a single candle in a darkened room, full of warmth and impossible to look away from. In my memory, she sits on the ground in front of one of her many flower beds. Her hands are caked with dirt, and some has been smeared across her forehead from wiping away sweat. Her golden blond hair is twisted back and clipped with the same clasp that is currently attached to the satchel at my feet. Her sharp green eyes, the same gray green I see in the mirror every day, are focused on my sister as they converse.

My mother owned an apothecary; she was best known for her flowers and herbs, selling them mainly as healing tonics and herbal remedies. My older sister, Khristale, was always much more interested in following in our mother’s footsteps than I was. I was, and still am, much more interested in books. I would spend hours at a time with my nose buried in an adventure, escaping the real world, even as a child. When I was not reading, I would spend my time exploring the forest around our cottage. I would even make up my own adventure stories and pretend I was living them, occasionally allowing my younger brother, Frelsic, to play a part. I remember my father coming home for dinner after working at the sawmill all day and laughing when I would take my seat at the dining table covered in dirt with leaves still stuck in my hair. He would call me his wild child, one who could not be tamed, as free as a bird gliding on the breeze.

The memory of my father’s words wraps around me in my spot on the pew, warming me as if I had just wrapped myself in a blanket. The warmth does not last long, however, because it inevitably sinks in that I am no longer that care-free child. It turns out that I could, indeed, be tamed and my wings have successfully been clipped.


Two


The wind drifts in from the courtyard, cool against my skin despite the warmth of the day. Pulling my shawl tighter, I pop the last bite of scavenged bread into my mouth, chewing as my steps echo down the quiet corridor. A shiver runs through me. Even in a place of eternal sun, the nights find a way to creep under my skin. At least the climate in the Life Realm is not as cold as some of the others. The Night Realm, for instance, is chilly almost the whole year. I suppose that’s what happens when you are the most northerly realm.

When evening prayers finally ended, I walked Greenbrier to her chamber, then retreated to my own just long enough to toss my satchel onto the chair and grab my shawl. Hunger gnawed at my stomach, demanding attention. I wander the empty halls now, sustenance in hand, keeping to the shadows. The abbey is silent, most of the Maidens have retired to their chambers and a scant few are in the library working on their readings. My turnshoes drag across the floor with each of my steps, creating the only noise in the otherwise quiet corridor.

Meandering past the curved stone archway that leads out to the courtyard, a stronger breeze blows in, ruffling the bottom of my robes. The cold slips against my skin, raising a line of goosebumps. Hugging my shawl tighter, I shift my focus. Golden light spills from the Temple of the Seven’s windows, flickering against the darkness beyond. My feet move before the thought fully forms, the decision made in an instant. Clutching my shawl in one hand and lifting my robes with the other, I break into a jog, cobblestones uneven beneath my steps. Running. A bold choice. Fortunately, I make it to the temple without collapsing, which is an achievement in itself.

The temple door groans as I push it open, and warmth rushes over me the moment I step inside. A sigh slips from my lips: relief, unbidden and undeniable.

As I catch my breath—my body not used to anything faster than a walk—I look around the familiar temple. A slight musty scent sits heavily in the air and the sconces hanging on the walls every few feet are aglow with candlelight, the flickering flames making the light dance across the polished floor. Two rows of intricately carved stone pillars separate the space. Directly in front of me, across the temple, there is a raised alcove where I know statues of each of the gods stand, watching over the space. On either wall to my left and right, paintings hang from large nails pounded into the mortar of the stone. The Temple of the Seven is dedicated to the Seven Gods, the deities who created the world itself. That creation story is what is on display within those frames: first the creation of the world and the humans and then later, the creation of the hiarks and the departure of the gods.

Drifting past a stone pillar, I pause before the first painting. The frame is large, about as tall as my arm is long and twice as wide, its carved wood painted gold. My eyes roam over the canvas within, a flicker of awe catching in my chest at the sheer beauty of the artwork. The background, meant to depict the universe, is a deep blue, almost black, littered with stars and fragments of asteroid. Floating in the middle are seven figures, the gods. From each of their forms, a different colored band of power drops toward a spherical mass below where the colors swirl and blend. From my education at the Seven’s Sanctum, I recall this first painting portrays the creation of our planet. The Seven Gods pooled their collective powers, pulling asteroids out of the sky and forming land masses around a core of power.

I shift my eyes to the next painting and step closer. This one is split into seven panels. Each panel illustrates one of the gods, standing in front of a massive stone tower, resting a hand on it. Their hands glow slightly where they touch the smooth stone. In each panel I see different terrain, flora, and fauna surrounding the gods. This painting represents the claiming of the realms and the raising of the towers. Each god chose a section of the land they had created and used their powers to shape how the realm looked and what lived there. They then raised the towers—one in each realm. The planet’s core continually expends its power through the life on the surface, which leaks back into the universe; however, the towers act as conduits, preventing that loss and allowing the gods to replenish the core.

The third painting shows the gods standing in a circle around a naked man, his skin glowing: the creation of humans. The mural depicts the Seven Gods pooling their powers again, forming humanity in their own image. A flush rushes up my neck at the sight of the man’s bare backside. I quickly avert my gaze and hurry to the next painting, chewing my fingernail.

The fourth frame, the last one on this wall, depicts the Seven Gods sitting around a large round table with several humans. They appear deep in conversation, wearing thoughtful expressions. Even in their humanoid forms, the gods seem to take up more space than the mortals beside them, their presence pressing heavy on my chest as I stare. This painting embodies the centuries the gods lived among the humans, guiding, protecting, and using their power to replenish the core.

Spinning around, I stride across the temple—my steps still the only sound in the quiet evening—and stop before the fifth painting. Like the second, it is broken into seven panels. Each shows the capital cities of the realms, glowing with life, thriving under human rule. The humans grew beyond what the gods expected, learning and evolving until the gods decided their physical presence was no longer needed. They could live as true deities and watch from afar. But the humans lacked the ability to channel power back into the core through the towers. If the gods left without a solution, the power would dwindle, and the planet would die.

This problem is addressed in the sixth painting. In it, the Seven Gods pool their colored power once more. Instead of forming a sphere, the power envelops a large group of humans. This was the creation of the hiarks. The gods chose humans from each realm and infused them with their blood. This godly blood gifted hiarks with otherworldly beauty, longer lifespans, and most importantly, access to a fraction of divine power, so they could feed it back into the core. Because each could only manage a fraction, they were separated into three categories: Wielders, who draw power from the elements; Shifters, who draw power from the creatures they become; and Manipulators, who draw power from the excess around the towers. For a heartbeat, I wonder what it would be like to be a hiark, to carry god-blood in my veins instead of scars on my palms.

Almost by instinct, my fingertips brush the painted cheek of a hiark, marveling at the artistry. I don’t realize I’m pressing too hard until the frame wobbles, my heart leaping into my throat. I jerk my hand back, stomach twisting at the thought of explaining to the High Maiden why I broke a centuries-old relic. This painting presents seven hiarks, all remarkably beautiful, each with the thumb of one of the gods upon their brow. The transfer of the Spark. Under the touch, unique designs glow upon their foreheads, the mark of an Heir. My eyes shift across the lineup of the first Heirs, taking in the tattoos that spread from temple to temple on each. The woman in front of the Goddess of Life bears a green mark, twisting vines curling across her brow. The man dedicated to the God of Night has a mark like the night sky, white stars scattered over his forehead.

Before the Seven Gods left the physical world, they ensured their values and visions would be upheld. They chose the most powerful hiarks of each realm and bestowed upon them the Spark, a shred of divine essence. With it came the ability of all three powers, sometimes unique gifts as well, and the title of Heir, the ruling seat of each realm.

A few centuries into an Heir’s reign, the gods would select a successor: an Heir in Waiting. This chosen hiark trained until the Spark transferred to them. When the reigning Heir’s life ended, the essence would pass on, ensuring the realms always had a ruler tied to the gods.

An uneasy feeling coils in my belly. No realm has ever stood without a tie to the gods, until now. Since the Fall and the decline in new hiarks manifesting powers, no Heir has died, and no new Heirs in Waiting have emerged. Has the cycle fractured, just like Trial Island itself? Or is it merely waiting? And if it is broken, have the gods truly forsaken us?

As my gaze drifts from the final painting, a deep stretch pulls through my spine, shaking off the last remnants of stiffness. The drowsiness from earlier is gone, leaving me restless, unwilling to return to my chamber just yet. The gods linger in my thoughts as my feet find their way toward the raised alcove. Each step stirs the musty air, thick with age, the scent growing stronger as I climb the stairs toward the statues.

Unlike the rough gray stone of the walls or the carved gray stone of the pillars, the statues are crafted from a stark white stone. The surface has been polished to a glossy sheen and the carved detail is extraordinary; each statue has a small piece of another material embedded into its brow. The first statue towers over me: a fierce woman, her long braids carved in intricate waves cascading down her back. At her side, she holds a sharp-looking scythe and embedded in her forehead is a yellow citrine carved into the shape of a lightning bolt. This is Zella, the Goddess of the Sky.

A few steps bring me to the next statue; this one is also a goddess. The Goddess of Life, Haya. She is quite a bit shorter than Zella and her body is shapelier. Her curvy hips taper into a small waist, where she has a double-edged axe clipped to a belt. A sparkling emerald has been placed on her brow, carved into the shape of a leaf. The sight stirs a pang of longing as memories of my mother surface, her hands always deep in the soil, the scent of her garden lingering on her clothes; she embodied so many of Haya’s attributes.

Next up, a burly god towers above me. I feel small beneath his massive frame, my hands tightening into fists at my sides. His shoulders are wide, his arms are filled out with muscle, and he holds a pair of swords in an X shape across his chest. As expected, Haldor the God of Ore bears a piece of varis embedded across his head. The rare, shining silver metal only found in the Mountains of Ore is carved to depict those mountains themselves.

The musty air tickles my nose suddenly, and I cover a sneeze before I move on to the next statue. A flowing goddess follows Haldor, a deep blue lapis lazuli crescent moon on her head and a large bow gripped in her hand. A quiver is strapped to her back, and she wears a sharp expression. This is Gali, the Goddess of the Seas. 

The tallest of the deities is next, causing me to crane my head back to look up to his face. Although taller and slimmer than the God of Ore, the God of Night, Izar, is no less menacing. He has a serious expression on his face, the sort that makes me suspect Maiden Plaskett must be tied to him. Their brand of unblinking severity could be carved from the same stone. A four-point star carved of howlite sits on his brow, the tiny gray veins of the gemstone breaking up the all-white stone of the statue. He holds a set of sharp-looking daggers at his side.

My head drops just a touch to take in the face of the next god in the lineup. The embodiment of fire, he unsettles me the most, and I instinctively take a small step backward. Heat seems to prickle across my skin, even though I know it is only carved stone. Up close, the statue of Aelius, the God of Day, seems to radiate power somehow, like the carved ruby sun on his forehead would radiate light. Instead of the flowing dresses and robes of the other gods, he is dressed in a soldier’s uniform, and he holds a spear out in front of him, the ferrule resting on the floor. Always the warrior.

The last deity in the line has me bringing my fingers to my mouth to chew on the side of my thumbnail. Though she is not as fierce looking as Zella and she doesn’t wear an expression as sharp as Gali’s, this goddess has something about her that makes blood roar in my ears and my chest tighten, each thump sharp and insistent. It could be the sinister-looking whip she holds in her hand, its braided thong flowing to the floor and coiling at her feet, or it could be the triskele embedded in her brow carved of the blackest obsidian. Or, perhaps, it could just be because of what she represents. She is, after all, Moriveth, the Goddess of Death.

Something about her pulls me closer, the sheer detail in the carved stone mesmerizing me. A sudden caw shatters the quiet, sharp and unexpected. My body jerks instinctively, a hand flying to my chest, heart hammering beneath my palm. Perfect. Just what this moment needed, an ominous sound effect.

The chill in the air deepens, needling into my skin. Something feels…off. My gaze sweeps the space, searching, but nothing moves. Nothing I can see. The flicker from the candlelight that—just a short while ago—felt like it was dancing across the floor now seems to make the shadows around me appear to grow and stretch.

Adrenaline spikes through me, and I don’t hesitate. I pivot sharply, striding down the steps with far more urgency than grace. My foot misses the edge of the last step, sending me lurching forward. I catch myself just in time and rush out the door. Another caw pierces the night as I cross the courtyard, leaving the temple and its gods behind.


Three


By the time my eyes flutter open the next day, golden morning light spills through the window, painting the walls in soft hues. A slow stretch chases away any lingering drowsiness, arms lifting high overhead before flopping back onto the covers, releasing a wave of dust that rises to playfully swirl in the growing sun. The breeze from the open window brings in the scents from the town center, vendors and shop owners having begun their preparations for another day of work. One gust brings the distinct yeasty tang of rising dough from the bakery just outside the abbey walls and another brings the savory aroma of aged meat, which lingers, thick in the air. My stomach growls. The single chunk of bread last night was not quite enough to satisfy it.

Small but comfortable, the abbey chamber assigned to me offers little beyond necessity. A narrow bed with a side table occupies one corner of the room, below the only window. Across the room, a desk bears neatly stacked books and papers, paired with a heavy wooden chair that is pulled back, my satchel resting on its seat. The only other furniture, a large wardrobe, holds gray robes and a spare wimple, nothing more. Beside the door to the hallway, an open arch leads into an attached bathing chamber. The entire room is void of personality: no color, no knickknacks, no clutter. As is the way of the Maidens; we are here to study the way of the gods and praise them for all they have given us, not get distracted by the temptation of material objects. Yes, because a single decorative pillow might be the downfall of my spiritual discipline.

With a groan, the covers are tossed aside, and I roll the rest of the way out of bed, almost misjudging the edge. My foot catches on the sheet tangled around my ankle, and I stagger a step before managing to regain balance. Bare feet whisper across the wooden floor into the bathing chamber. A quick turn of the valve sends water rushing into the basin as the plug settles into place. While it fills, my steps retrace their way to the desk, hands gathering the stack of papers and tucking them beside yesterday’s finished book in the satchel. The tress clasp comes free from the strap, and with practiced ease, I twist my blond hair into a loose coil, securing it with the clip. Quickly, I make my bed and step out of my nightgown, hanging it in the closet before making my way back into the bathing chamber.

The bath basin is only half full when my toes dip into the tepid water, but there’s no time to wait. I scrub away the last traces of sleep, working quickly. A linen towel rests on the wooden table, its familiar texture a welcome relief against cool damp skin. The plug slips free, water swirling down the drain as my feet meet the warm stone floor.

The wood-framed mirror hanging above the pedestal sink isn’t even fogged over, my reflection perfectly clear. My face and shoulders are all that make it into the frame due to my short stature, the wisps of honey-blond hair reaching up from the clasp giving the illusion I’m taller than I am. The unruly curls, if let down, reach midway down my back, but between the wimple and my clasp, they barely get time to breathe. My hair is not the only thing that is covered almost all the time. The color difference between my pale shoulders and my sun-kissed face is almost shocking, the deeper olive tone of my cheeks making the rest of my skin seem bleak and sickly. My lips are of average size, and my small nose is dusted with freckles. Hooded lids sit above…I inhale sharply, eyes widening in my reflection. Where yesterday they looked back at me in their usual shade of gray green, today, the iris on the left has faded to an almost colorless ice blue. The past creeps in like a tide, pulling me under, dragging me back to a memory I have played over and over in my mind.

My father came home late that night, the scent of damp earth clinging to his heavy cloak as he barreled through the doors of our cottage. He was never careless with his entrances, never one to barge in, but that night his movements were sharp, rattled, as if he had been pursued by shadows I couldn’t see.

I had been sitting by the hearth, a book open in my lap, but the weight in the air told me something was wrong before he even spoke.

My mother appeared instantly, drawn to him like a current answering the call of the sea. Their eyes met, something silent and urgent passing between them. Without acknowledging anyone else, they disappeared into their chamber.

The whispers started soon after.

Low, hushed voices slipped through the walls; words muffled but thick with tension. I lay awake, straining to understand, but all I could grasp was the sharp edge of fear beneath their tones.

My father was afraid.

Days passed in uneasy silence; his usual warmth dulled by whatever burden he carried. And then, one afternoon, a package arrived, wrapped in thick parchment and sealed with the crest of the Realm of the Seas.

“From a friend,” he had said.

The package sat on the dining table, untouched, for what felt like hours before he finally unwrapped it. Inside was a folded note and a small vial, its glass delicate but unassuming, a thin dropper resting inside it.

He exhaled slowly, then turned to me, his face unusually grave.

“Come here, little bird.”

His voice was steady, but something frayed at the edges. I obeyed without question, stepping forward as he held up the vial between us, the liquid inside catching the light.

“I have learned something…something that might put you in danger,” he murmured, his expression unreadable. “I’ll explain more when you are older, but for now, I need you to listen carefully.”

A knot formed in my stomach.

“These drops,” he continued, pressing the vial into my hands, “you must use them. Their effects should last about a month, maybe more, and you must not skip a dose. They will shield you. No one must ever see your eyes as they are.”

My mismatched eyes. The ones he had always told me were special. One of his, one of my mothers, a perfect mix of them both.

Now, suddenly, they were something to hide.

I didn’t understand. Not fully. But the urgency in his voice, the fear I had never seen in him before, left no room for argument. If my father was this afraid, I should be afraid too.

“Promise me,” he pressed.

A lump formed in my throat. “I promise.”

His eyes fluttered shut, exhaling as if he had been holding his breath. Then, softer, aching, he placed a hand over my head.

“Good girl.”

I have never missed a dose since. Nor did my father get a chance to explain what he was so afraid of.

I rush into my bedroom, my still-wet feet slipping on the polished floor. My hands dive into the side pocket of my satchel, searching for the familiar form I know will be there. There should be just enough left. With fingers wrapped around cool glass, I yank out the tiny vial, so similar to that first one my father had given me.

Tilting my head back, I squeeze the last of the elixir into my left eye, blinking rapidly as the familiar sting sets in. The sensation fades almost as quickly as it comes, gone by the time my reflection reappears in front of the mirror in the bathing chamber.

Slowly, the blue dissolves into green, like ink dispersing in water, shifting until it perfectly matches the other.

A breath escapes me. Relief. At least a month’s worth of cover.

But I’ll need more soon.

My gaze flicks to the empty vial in my hand. Vivara is coming up. The celebration of the longest day of the year, the biggest holiday in Aloria, but especially in the Life Realm. A festival of abundance, of life itself. It’s the one time of year when outside vendors flood the city, merchants from every realm lining the streets. And among them? A vendor from the Realm of the Seas that has what I need.

After tucking the vial back into my satchel, I dress in my gray Maiden robes and smooth the fabric, ensuring it falls properly. The weight of the wimple settles over my head, every fold perfectly in place. The ritual is familiar, grounding, but it does little to steady me this morning.

The situation with the eye drops has left me unsettled, my pulse still too quick, my thoughts still too loud. This is unacceptable. This is not the disposition of a Maiden of the Seven.

After ensuring my clasp is in its place on the strap, I throw the satchel on my shoulder and pause before the door, pressing my palms against the cool wood, willing my heart to slow. Emotion is a weakness.

Softly, I whisper, “I am observant. I am objective. I am obedient.”

The words anchor me, just as they always have. Drilled into me since childhood, they are both a comfort and a command. They remind me of who I was taught to be.

A slow breath. A steadying exhale.

My hand barely lifts toward the handle before a knock echoes against the door. I school my features into calm neutrality before pulling it open, ensuring the mask is firmly in place.

Maiden Greenbrier stands on the other side, bright-eyed and smiling lightly, hands folded neatly in front of her.

“Forgive me, Maiden Blackthorn,” she says, her tone warm but measured. “I thought to save you the trip to my chamber and seek you here, though I fear I may have overstepped. I thought I heard speaking just now. I hope I am not interrupting?”

“You must have misheard, Maiden Greenbrier. I was merely collecting my thoughts in preparation for our morning at the Seven’s Sanctum. I find that speaking aloud aids in organizing my thoughts.” Technically not a lie. Just an extremely generous interpretation of the truth.

She hesitates, then nods, ever polite. “Of course. My apologies for the intrusion.”

I step past her, closing the door behind me with precise control, every movement composed. “It is no trouble,” I say smoothly. “Shall we proceed?”

Her smile returns, pleased with the formality of it all, and she falls into step beside me.

By the time we reach the end of the corridor, my mask has suffocated any lingering emotion from this morning’s debacle.

I am observant. I am objective. I am obedient.

***

I move swiftly down the cobblestone street, keeping to the shadows as I always do, Maiden Greenbrier following closely behind. The townspeople pay us no mind, which suits me just fine. We’re on our way to the library; there are several texts from last week’s lessons to be returned and new ones to be collected. I also secretly hope to find something for myself, a book to occupy my thoughts and offer a welcome escape.

As I walk, my mind drifts back to the morning’s routine. Breakfast had been as unremarkable as ever, shared with Maidens Furnsby and Greenbrier at the long, narrow tables of the dining hall. A bowl of grain and weak tea—but at least my stomach was no longer complaining. Conversations had been hushed, whispers weaving between the other Maidens, a constant undercurrent in the air. Afterward, Greenbrier and I took the familiar cobblestone paths through the courtyard to the orphanage. The Seven’s Sanctum is housed within its walls, and the entire structure stands enclosed within the boundaries of the abbey.

A chill crawled down my spine when my gaze briefly landed on the towering spires of the Temple of the Seven. I suppressed a shiver, forcing my eyes forward. The memory of last night’s experience in that place still lingered, clinging to me like a shadow I could not shake.

Inside the learning hall, I pulled the stack of papers from my satchel, placed them neatly on the desk, or so I intended. As I set the final page down, my satchel slipped from my grip, hitting the floor with an unceremonious thud. The sound earned a glance from Maiden Greenbrier, and I cleared my throat, bending quickly to retrieve it, before taking my seat at the front beside her where she watched as the students settled in. We waited for the lesson to begin. It was not long before Maiden Truncus—one of the oldest among us—arrived, her posture rigid, her sharp blue eyes scanning the room with quiet authority. She took her place behind the large wooden desk and, in her usual crisp tone, announced, “Today, we shall discuss the creation of Trial Island, and with it, the Fates.”

Beside me, Greenbrier leaned slightly in my direction and whispered, “This is one of my favorite lessons. The history of the Trials is among the most fascinating of all our studies. It is a testament to the wisdom of the Gods and the divine order they established. Do you not agree, Maiden Blackthorn?”

A non-committal mumble was all I could manage as I shifted my focus to Truncus and found myself chewing on my thumbnail.

“When the gods bestowed their divine power upon humanity and created the hiarks, the very nature of human existence was altered. Those chosen became stronger, faster, more beautiful. Their wounds healed with unnatural speed, and their lifespans lengthened. However, another change took place, one of great significance. They no longer procreated at the same rate as ordinary humans.”

A boy in the back didn’t bother to raise his hand. “What does that mean?”

Maiden Truncus cast him a glance, her tone cool but firm. “It means, young one, that hiarks did not bear offspring as frequently as humans.” After waiting for the boy to nod his understanding, she continued, “The gods, understanding that a continuous presence of hiarks was necessary to sustain the planet, recognized that natural birth alone would not provide a sufficient number. Thus, the gods devised a fair solution, one that would ensure a steady ascension of new hiarks. They created the Trials.”

A hush settled over the room.

“They began by shaping an eighth realm,” Truncus went on, “one that they drew forth from the very core of the planet itself.”

Another child, Brenth, spoke, this time raising his hand. “That’s Trial Island, isn’t it?”

Truncus gave a curt nod. “Indeed. The island was imbued with great power and designed with seven trials. The gods set it in motion that every seven years, seven hundred humans in their twenty-fifth year—one hundred from each realm—would be chosen to partake in them.”

A girl in the third row, Kaliga, tilted her head and raised her hand. “Why twenty-five?”

“Because that is the age at which naturally born hiarks reach their full maturity and manifest their divine abilities,” Truncus explained. “Thus, it is the age at which a human’s body is best prepared for transformation.”

Kaliga nodded her head and raised her hand again, “And it is the Orb of Fate that chooses the candidates, right? During the Claiming?”

Maiden Truncus nodded in confirmation before folding her hands neatly atop the desk. “In the time before the Fall, the vast majority of participants successfully completed the Trials. Those who did so would cross the Hiark Line in the seventh trial and awaken the powers of the god to whom they were inherently bound. Those who did not would be sent back to their home realm.”

The murmurs among the children grew and a few hands shot into the air. Maiden Truncus pointed to a girl in the front.

“We’re tied to a god? How?” Her voice was soft and lyrical.

“An excellent question, Luentia; that leads us to the next chapter of our discussion. Alongside this island, the Gods created an eighth hiark power, not bound to a single god but to all of them. The power of Fate. Similar to the other hiark powers, the Fate’s powers were divided into three distinct orders: the Threadkeepers, the Oracles, and the Dooms. It was the Threadkeepers who were tasked with binding each life to one of the seven gods before birth.”

The first boy who had spoken, Flynn, hesitated before raising his hand. “So…that means I’m tied to one of the gods?”

“Yes,” Truncus affirmed. “Every life in this room is bound to a deity. It is that sacred bond which dictates the powers a human would receive upon ascension.”

Silence stretched as the children absorbed her words.

Flynn’s voice piped up again. “So…if I was tied to the Goddess of Death and I crossed the line, I would gain one of the Death Realm’s powers?”

Truncus inclined her head. “That is correct.”

She opened her mouth to continue but the boy’s expression lit up with curiosity and he blurted. “And then I would live in the Death Realm?”

Truncus merely stared at him, lips pressed in a thin line. I let out a quiet breath and said, “Yes, if you were ever to complete the Trials, you would take up residence in the realm of your god.”

The children seemed fascinated by the concept, but my stomach twisted.

Truncus’s voice took on a grave note. “The Trials were created to be a test of faith and devotion to the gods. Each trial reflected the values and strengths favored by the deity it honored. Humans were rewarded for their reverence.” She paused, a rare flicker of something unreadable crossing her features. “Of course, that is no longer the case. Not for the last three hundred and fifty years,” another pause, “and there does not seem to be an end in sight with the Orb continuing its merciless journey.”

The room fell silent, heavy with the weight of our world. Nothing like a centuries-old catastrophe to darken the mood of a morning lesson. To move it forward, I spoke. “Can anyone identify the remaining two Fate powers?”

A girl with round spectacles raised her hand and said, “The Oracles can see the future.”

Truncus straightened, her composure returning. “That is correct. The Oracles possess the ability to glimpse the many paths that may unfold before each person.”

The girl frowned. “I thought fate was unchangeable.”

“That,” Truncus said evenly, “is a common misconception. Fate is not a singular, immutable course. Rather, most individuals have multiple potential paths, each shaped by the choices they make throughout their lives.”

She reached for her cup of water, taking a measured sip before continuing. “However, there are rare individuals whose fates are far less pliable, those chosen for something greater. Though they retain the gift of free will, it is strongly encouraged that they follow the path set before them, for it was not chosen without purpose.”

A thoughtful hum spread over the room.

After a brief pause, Truncus resumed. “Can anyone tell me the role of a Doom?”

The class remained still until Greenbrier, ever eager, spoke with quiet confidence. “They hold the ability to sever one’s fate and set them upon an entirely new course.”

Truncus inclined her head. “Correct. But, like the Manipulators, the Dooms lost their power when Trial Island fell.”

I kept my expression composed, but the weight in my stomach grew heavier still as Truncus had carried on with the lesson, my mind lingering on Greenbrier’s words.

“They hold the ability to sever one’s fate and set them upon an entirely new course.”

A Doom’s power could change everything in an instant, unbind a life from the path the gods had carved for them and set them toward an unknown destiny. It was a terrifying thought. And yet…

Would I have wanted that, if it were still possible?

I had spent years feeling stuck, moving through the same motions, existing within the same carefully ordered cycle. My path had never wavered, nor had I been given much reason to believe it ever would.

Perhaps I had once imagined something different for myself, long ago, before I even knew what a Maiden of the Seven was. But that life, whatever it might have been, had never come to pass.

Could any choice I made now change my course in any meaningful way? Did I still have several paths laying ahead of me? Or had my fate been sealed from the moment I had been placed within the walls of the abbey? My stomach churned at the idea.

I exhale sharply, shaking the memory away as we approach the library’s arched entrance. The heavy wooden doors stand slightly ajar, the warm scent of parchment and candle wax drifting toward us. It’s a familiar comfort, one I find myself clinging to as I push forward.

“Returning already?” Havitta muses, glancing up from her work as we approach. Her tone is casual, but there is warmth in it, a rare kindness that few in this town offer me. She is one of the only ones who is friendly towards the Maidens.

I set the books down on her desk, the heavy wood groaning under the weight of its permanent clutter. “It is simply inevitable,” I reply smoothly, sliding the novel from my satchel onto the pile. “We shall require replacements for the coming week.”

Havitta eyes the growing stack with mild amusement. “You lot do go through them quick.”

I allow myself a small smile before tilting my head toward Greenbrier. “Permit me to introduce Maiden Greenbrier. She has been newly assigned as my novice, and I shall be entrusting her with the task of retrieving the texts.”

Havitta shifts her attention to Greenbrier, who stands beside me, poised and silent. After a brief assessment, she nods in approval. “Best way to learn your way around, I suppose.”

Lowering my voice slightly, I lean in. “Have there been any new additions to the shelves this week?”

Havitta gestures to the intake cart, stacked high with newly arrived tomes. “A few, though I haven’t sorted them yet. Could be anything in there.”

“Excellent,” I say, pleased, before turning my attention back to Greenbrier. I retrieve a folded parchment from my satchel and hand it to her. “Could you please locate the required texts upon this list.”

She accepts the parchment with a composed nod, though I do not miss the flicker of uncertainty in her expression. It is a deliberate test; I offer no direction. She will find her way or she will not. Survival through trial and error. A time-honored tradition.

With Greenbrier suitably occupied, I step away, moving toward the intake cart. My fingers skim across the spines of the newest arrivals. A handful of battle histories, a single tome on past rulers, a few children’s stories; none of them capture my interest. I exhale softly and turn away, my steps guiding me toward the familiar embrace of the fiction section.

My fingers drift along the bindings, pausing over well-loved titles: The Silent Guardian, Beneath the Glass Sea, The Heart of the Arkto. Each one a world I have inhabited, a life I have borrowed when my own felt too small.

Nothing is jumping out at me to take back to the abbey, most of the titles on this shelf have already passed through my hands at least once. Apparently, even my escapes are subject to repetition. Instead, I look for something to occupy my mind for just a while and I choose a book of shorter stories and retreat to the corner of the library, where an overstuffed chair waits in the hush of the shelves. I settle in, retrieving an apple from my bag, allowing the weight of the book in my hands to pull me elsewhere. Time bends, the world blurs, and for a little while, I am someone else.

Periodically, Greenbrier appears in my corner of the library, looking for clarification on one book or another, though her questions grow fewer as her confidence sharpens. Eventually, she returns, her posture straighter, her eyes sparkling with triumph. “I have located all of the texts.”

I close my book with a sigh, stretching languidly. “Good. It is well-timed. The dinner hour approaches, and we must return to the abbey. It falls to me to assist with the preparations this evening, which, naturally, means it falls to you as well.”

She nods. “Of course.”

I rise, putting the book back on its shelf. I gather my satchel and lead her out of the fiction section. As we pass by the cartography aisles, something rises in the air. A sound. No, not quite a sound. A sensation. A hum, familiar and insistent, reverberating not in my ears but within my very bones. I don’t resist its pull. I never do.

I direct Maiden Greenbrier to the front desk, tasking her with checking the books out under the abbey’s account, before my steps carry me to a well-known shelf where I’ll find a thick leather-bound tome, its spine decorated with intricate designs, tucked in with countless others. The closer I get, the louder the hum swells within me, as if it can’t contain its excitement. My fingers brush the cover, and at once, the hum ceases. In its place, warmth.

I open it. As always, the pages reveal nothing more than seemingly ordinary maps. Only maps. No matter how many times it calls to me, no matter how many times I answer, it never changes.

Greenbrier approaches, finished with her task. “What is that you have, Maiden Blackthorn?”

Leather-bound disappointment. I exhale through my nose, closing the book with firm resolve. “Nothing of significance, it seems.”

I return the tome to its place and by the time we reach Havitta’s desk, the hum is gone, as though it had never been.

“Taking anything on your personal account today?” Havitta asks me as we pass by.

“No,” I reply smoothly. “Nothing of interest.” Adjusting the strap of my satchel, I glance toward the door. “Perhaps the Vivara celebration will bring something new.”

With that, Greenbrier and I step into warm afternoon air, the library doors closing behind us.


Four


Vivara. The celebration of the longest day of the year. A day meant to mark growth in all its forms: growth in nature as the flora and fauna thrive, in technology and innovation as the world pushes forward, and in personal development as people strive to be more than they were the year before. But most importantly, Vivara is about the growth of power.

Or, at least, it used to be.

For centuries, every seventh year, this day has also signified the beginning of the Claiming. The seven days in which the Orb of Fate travels through the realms, selecting one hundred candidates from each to face the Trials. Those who succeed earn their hiark titles and the powers that come with them, securing their place among those who keep our world steady. Power is supposed to grow, to pass to new hands and fortify the balance. But it hasn’t. Not for nearly three hundred and fifty years.

And so, Vivara is no longer a celebration of what is to come. It has become a tribute to those we have lost—and continue to lose—a hollow excuse to drink, feast, and pretend that nothing is slipping away beneath our feet.

The market is alive with noise, laughter, and music, but beneath the revelry, I can feel the quiet solemnity threading through the air like an unspoken truth.

I adjust the strap of my satchel as I move through the crowded aisles of market stalls, careful with my steps. Too careful, apparently. My foot catches the edge of a loose cobblestone, sending me bumping into the side of a stall. A stack of neatly arranged spice jars wobbles precariously before the vendor catches them with a sharp glare in my direction. I mumble an apology and press forward, cheeks warm.

It’s rare to see the town center this full, transformed from its usual order of predictable shops into a chaotic sprawl of colorful stalls. There’s everything: foods roasted over open fires, delicate jewelry catching the sun, books stacked high beside shimmering vials.

Maiden Greenbrier had offered to come with me, but I’d convinced her to stay behind at the abbey with Maiden Furnsby, assisting in lessons at the Seven’s Sanctum. It wasn’t a hard task to do, convincing her to stay, she doesn’t seem to have the same desire to escape the abbey walls as I do. It’s been days since our trip to the library and I was getting restless. Her willingness to stay worked in my favor, I needed to take this trip alone. It would be far easier to secure the eye drops without her watchful eye.

I spot the vendor I’m looking for, a squat man with wiry gray hair, surrounded by rows upon rows of glass containers. Some hold powders, others hold thick, syrupy liquids, some shimmering with something almost unnatural. I greet him, lifting a few of the vials we need for the orphanage’s medical center. When I pass him the coins, I lower my voice.

“And what of the elixir?”

He barely pauses before reaching beneath his stall’s cloth-covered table. The exchange is smooth, his hand slipping the small bottle into mine, my fingers tucking it safely into my satchel. I slide a few more coins his way, from my own dwindling savings. No one notices. The market is too loud, too full.

As I turn to leave, a flash of white across the square catches my eye. Long, loose, stark white hair bobs in the crowd, atop the head of a tall woman. Stepping into her carriage with grace, her head turns toward me as she speaks to her driver. She looks to be middle aged and shockingly beautiful, even from this distance. Beside the door she just climbed through, the mark of the Oracle is displayed across the outside of the cabin: the all-seeing eye. An Oracle has arrived.

Rumors have been told of the years an Oracle would attend the celebrations and share a glimpse into the future with starry-eyed townspeople—at a cost of course. They rarely attend Vivara anymore, this probably being the first time anyone in this square has ever seen one, myself included.

My eyes are busy tracking a man that’s stepping up to the door of her carriage when I collide with something solid. Someone solid.

I stumble back, my satchel nearly slipping from my shoulder, heart lurching with the sharp shock of impact. The man I’ve run into is tall, his broad shoulders filling out the dark, practical garb of a woodcutter. His hair is auburn, a shade richer than his trimmed beard, and underneath his many freckles is a fair complexion. So many freckles. I can’t help but notice them, they cover almost every inch of bare skin. Rising from the neckline of his dark green tunic and dancing up his neck to splash across his cheeks, nose, and brow.

I blink up at him, then down at the book now lying between us. I crouch before he does, grabbing it and brushing off the dust before holding it out. The cover is worn, but one thing stands out, a twisted ouroboros, its serpent-like form devouring its own tail. Something cold stirs in my stomach.

“My sincere apologies,” I say quickly.

He takes the book from my hands, but his hazel eyes are hard. He looks at me with a quiet, simmering disgust, as if my presence alone is an offense. He doesn’t speak. Just turns away.

I flush. My mouth opens, but I shut it just as quickly, pressing my lips together. I sidestep away from him, moving quickly to the book vendor as he disappears into the crowd. Well, that was fun. Maybe next time, I’ll aim for a merchant cart instead.

The vendor greets me warmly, and I let myself slip into a friendly exchange, my hands brushing across well-worn spines, reading familiar titles. I select a few I’ve never seen, pay him, and clutch them close as I make my way back to the abbey. After slipping out of the thickest part of the crowd, I flip one over to read the back, absentmindedly chewing my nail. A sharp crack startles me, a burning log collapsing in one of the festival fires, sending a spray of glowing embers into the air toward me.

A flinch escapes my mask.

Bringing one hand to rest on top of the book, I stare down at the scars marring my palm. The melted, twisting lines, a grotesque tapestry of pain, a permanent reminder of all I’ve lost.

A memory rips through me, hot and sharp.

Screams surround me, but there’s no one else here. My cottage is on fire, I’m running toward it, down the path that leads to the entrance. My nightgown gets caught on one of the flower bushes my mother has so lovingly tended. The air is thick with smoke, choking my lungs, stinging my eyes. Running for the front door, desperation churns like a clawing thing in my chest. My hands stretch forward, grasping the knob, and agony sears through me as the heat eats into my skin. The scent of burning flesh is overwhelming. My palms bubble, the pain so intense I nearly collapse. But I push through, forcing my way forward—only to find myself swallowed by the flames. There is no escape. No air. No mercy.

My attention jerks back into the present, my breath unsteady, my fingers curling tightly over the book’s cover. I don’t spare my hands another glance. Instead, I shove the books into my satchel and pull the strap over my shoulder, forcing my feet forward.

Chewing on a piece of fruit from a vendor, the sweet juice lingers on my tongue as I scan my surroundings. Wandering through the market seemed like a better alternative than returning to the abbey with the shreds of my past clinging to me, like the smoke that had once filled my lungs. Drifting from stall to stall, exchanging pleasantries with the vendors as they eagerly describe their wares, it’s only now, as I pause to take another bite, that I realize where my aimless path has led me.

The Oracle’s carriage.

The doors are shut, the curtain on the small window drawn tight. Someone must be inside with her.

A chill prickles at my skin. The Fates rarely leave Trial Island, preferring to keep their small numbers together. But sometimes, an Oracle walks among the other realms. They have their own duties to fulfill. Unlike other hiarks, a Fate can only be born, never made, because their existence isn’t tied to a god. No human can ever be destined to become a Fate. And when one is born on Trial Island, the power of fate manifests in them without exception.

The white hair is their mark. A sign to all.

A voice, fluid and melodic like trickling water, breaks through the hum of the market, startling me from my thoughts. Turning sharply, my breath catches. The Oracle has stepped out of her carriage.

A dark-haired woman moves away in the opposite direction, her business here seemingly concluded. Closer now, the Oracle’s features come into clearer view, not just the colorless hair, but the absence of pigment in her irises as well. A striking emptiness, an unseeing yet all-seeing gaze—and it is focused on me, as if waiting for something. I really hope that something isn’t me.

Fumbling for words, I blurt “My apologies, were you speaking to me?”

A soft laugh escapes her lips, a smile tugging at their corners, only enhancing her beauty. “I don’t see anyone else in hearing range.”

Oh, great.

Her voice is even more mesmerizing when directed at me. Swallowing my embarrassment, an apology forms instinctively. “Could you kindly repeat that?”

“I asked if you’re looking for a reading.”

My already dwindling savings can’t afford the hit. “I am afraid I have nothing extra to spare. Your time would be better spent assisting other customers.”

She tilts her head, considering me. Just as I take a step back, preparing to leave, she calls out again.

“I can feel it,” she says. “There’s something you need to know.” Her eyes drop to where the pit of the fruit is still clutched in my hand before returning her gaze to mine. “For you, the cost is only a piece of fruit.”

My fingers twitch at my side, the last of my snack dropping to the ground. There’s one more piece of fruit tucked in my satchel, one I had intended to offer to Maiden Furnsby. But what did she mean, something I need to know?

Curiosity tightens its grip, pressing into my ribs.

Before I can think better of it, the peach-colored fruit leaves my bag and settles into her waiting palm. With a satisfied nod, the Oracle smiles and steps back into her carriage, gesturing for me to follow. “Please, come in. You may call me Naira, what’s your name?”

My pulse pounds as I step forward. The carriage is higher than I expect, and my foot hesitates for half a beat before I climb in, nearly misjudging the height. “Orla,” I say as heat creeps up my neck.

“It’s so lovely to meet you, Orla, please take a seat.”

Thanking her, I sink onto the plush cushion.

The interior of the carriage carries a soft herbal scent, a contrast to the lively chaos of the market. Shades of silver drape every surface, the seats, the curtains, even the carpet shimmers faintly. The table between us is arranged with practiced care: decks of cards stacked neatly, a bundle of dried herbs, and a large crystal sphere resting on an ornate silver stand.

Naira settles in across from me, taking her time with the fruit, savoring each bite. Keeping my hands in my lap, I fight the urge to chew on my fingernails as she eats. Finally, she sets the pit of the fruit aside and turns her full attention to me. No rush. It’s not like she just implied my fate is hanging in the balance or anything.

She extends her hands across the table, palms up. “Is this your first time?”

A nod confirms it, hands still glued to my lap.

She chuckles. “I will need your hands, Orla, unless you wish to leave here with nothing but a missing piece of fruit.”

I eye her hands, then slowly place mine in hers.

The instant our skin connects, her grip tightens, too tight. Pain shoots up my arms.

Her body trembles violently, and her head snaps back, eyes rolling into the whites. I try to pull away, but her fingers lock around mine, unyielding. My weak attempts to break free do nothing.

Her voice spills forth, not as it was before, but something more. Something ancient.

“The Orb will draw her mismatched eyes,

To face the Trials of certain demise.

The Sky demands a race through storm,

Life’s wild beasts and roots transform,

Ore’s steel men with swords of might,

The Seas will test her wisdom’s light.

The Night’s dark streets where shadows chase,

The Day’s hot sun, a strength to trace,

And Death, the final trial’s breath,

Will she rise or yield to death?

The balance tips, the gods all wait,

To see if she will seize her fate.”

Silence.

The crushing grip releases, and my hands tear away instinctively, breath coming too fast, too shallow. Goosebumps cover every inch of my skin. “I—I must go.” Without another word, the carriage door swings open, and I bolt, running as fast as my legs will carry me toward the abbey.

Behind me, Naira’s voice follows, a final warning slicing through the air: “Your fate waits for you, girl. It is best not to deny it!”

***

That night, I toss and turn, unable to find sleep. The words of the reading haunt me, wrapping around my thoughts like vines.

The Orb will draw her mismatched eyes.

She knew. Somehow, she knew.

Despite the elixir’s effects, despite the careful maintenance of the illusion, she saw through it. The mirror in my bathing chamber had reflected only gray-green eyes, identical as they had been this morning. Yet, somehow, she had known.

And the Trials.

To face the Trials of certain demise.

Could it be true? Was a place in the Trials fated for me?

My age is correct, having just entered my twenty-fifth year a couple months ago, and Claiming has just begun. But it couldn’t be. It simply couldn’t be.

Yet, doubt creeps in like an unwelcome whisper.

A hand presses to my chest, forcing my breaths to even out. More than the prophecy, more than the strange knowledge of my hidden eyes, it is her final words that rattle the most.

Fate waits.

My mind drifts back to the lesson with Maiden Truncus and what she had said about fate. Some individuals are chosen for something greater. Something more. But that cannot be me. It couldn’t be. The longing to leave this place has always burned quietly within me, but not like this, not with the weight of fate pressing down, not with a responsibility I never sought. One I may not be worthy of.

She must be wrong. I am nothing more than a lowly Maiden of the Seven.

I am observant. I am objective. I am obedient.

The plan is simple: avoid town until the Orb of Fate passes through. Without seeing it, without being seen, perhaps this possible path will cease to exist.

A firm decision takes hold. Rolling over, a final breath escapes me, willing sleep to come.


Five


For three days, I confined myself to the abbey. I followed my routine with exacting precision, teaching my lessons, completing my assigned chores, even taking on extra scribe work just to keep my hands busy. Maiden Greenbrier trailed behind me like a shadow, her silent presence a constant reminder that I had to keep my mask in place—not that I needed the warning. Evenings were spent cooped up in my chambers, devouring the new books picked up at the Vivara market. Already, two of the three sat completed on my desk, waiting to be donated to the library’s shelves.

I didn’t stray near the abbey’s walls, didn’t glance toward the town square, didn’t so much as peek through a window that might face the festivities.

But I could hear it.

Every night, laughter and music drifted through the stone corridors, the sounds of celebration carried on the wind. The townspeople reveled in Vivara, drinking, dancing, feasting. I imagined their fire-lit faces, carefree and unburdened, while I remained caged behind walls built for duty and devotion.

By the third evening, the walls had begun to close in around me. There had been no rumors of the Orb of Fate appearing, but then again, the abbey was rarely included in the flow of news. The townspeople preferred to keep their distance, except when coin was involved. Still, I could not stand another night locked away. Sitting on the front steps of the abbey seemed like a reasonable compromise, close enough to retreat inside should the need arise. I just needed to figure out how I could slip away.

Dinner hour came, and it is just as suffocating as ever. Maiden Greenbrier sits down beside me with her tray, setting it down with a soft clatter. “Ah, this is one of my favorites,” she declares, eyeing the bowl before her. That makes one of us. The dinner is a bland-looking stew, its pale surface unremarkable, yet Greenbrier eagerly takes a large, enthusiastic bite.

“Hmm.” A mumbled response, stirring my own portion half-heartedly.

Across from me, Maiden Furnsby tears off a piece of bread and gives it an appraising sniff. “The bread seems especially fresh tonight,” she remarks. “It must be from one of the visiting vendors in town.”

I can’t share in their enjoyment. The stew tastes as unremarkable as it looks, and my thoughts are already on the chore that follows. Cleanup duty. I loathe it, the endless scrubbing, the smell of stale food clinging to my robes. Lucky me, I’m on duty this evening. I absently stir my portion, my focus elsewhere, until my spoon slips from my fingers, clattering against the side of the bowl.

Greenbrier’s attention lands on me, a flicker of something thoughtful passing over her face. “Maiden Blackthorn, I could not help but notice you are on cleanup duty again this evening,” she muses, setting her spoon down. “You have been dedicating yourself to your studies these past few days, perhaps it is time I manage a chore on my own. I imagine I will have my own responsibilities soon enough, and I should not grow too accustomed to your constant assistance.”

I blink, surprised by the easy escape she offers. A part of me wants to grab onto it immediately, but I hesitate, unwilling to risk undoing my good fortune. “Are you certain? Perhaps it would be best if I assisted—”

Greenbrier waves a hand, dismissing my attempt at protest. “I can manage,” she insists. “You could use the time to catch up on your work, or perhaps simply rest before evening prayers.”

For a moment, I study her, searching for any hint of reluctance. When I find none, I nod. “Very well. I will not pass up the opportunity for more time with my work. Thank you.”

I make sure to keep my face in its smooth mask, but internally, I rejoice. An unexpected reprieve, an open door. I will finally be able to step outside these walls.

The rest of dinner seems to drag on, but finally, we all finish and part ways. Maiden Furnsby heads toward the dormitories, Maiden Greenbrier to the kitchens, and I slip away to the entrance hall and out the front doors.

The moment I step outside, the crisp air floods my lungs, uncoiling some of the tightness within me. The town square is alive with movement, but what catches my attention is the stage: a grand, makeshift platform erected in the square’s center, its backdrop of rich velvet curtains shifting in the evening breeze. People fill the space before it, sinking onto thin wooden chairs or standing in loose clusters, anticipation thrumming through the crowd.

Intrigued, I lower myself onto the top step, propping my chin in my hands.

A hush settles as a man steps forward, emerging from the darkness behind the curtain. He is tall, dressed in all black, his presence commanding. He lifts his arms, and in the silence, his voice rings out like a bell.

“Welcome, one and all, to this evening’s spectacle. Tonight, we have a wondrous lineup of talents and tales, each crafted to captivate and stir the soul. Please find your seats and let us begin with a vivid portrayal of the Fall, and how Vivara has changed.”

With that, he steps back behind the curtain, and another figure emerges to take his place.

This man, similarly dressed, steps onto the stage, his voice booming across the square. “Vivara, as you may know, is not as it always was.”

The curtain parts behind him, revealing performers in opulent, colorful costumes. Music swells softly, a harp’s delicate plucking, the low hum of a drum, but I can’t spot the instruments anywhere. The actors move in fluid harmony, hands raised in celebration, golden goblets lifted high.

“Prior to the Fall,” the narrator continues, “Vivara was a festival of promise. The Claiming marked the beginning of new power, a renewal of the cycle. We honored the gods, grateful for the gifts they bestowed upon us.”

The performers turn toward seven robed figures at the back of the stage, the gods, shimmering under torchlight. The actors kneel before them, their hands outstretched in reverence.

“But nearly three hundred and fifty years ago,” the narrator’s voice darkens, “everything changed. The planet shook, a great tremor spread to every realm.” A sharp, rumbling boom echoes across the square, as if the earth itself shudders. The performers stagger, some falling to their knees. Drums pound, rolling like distant thunder. “And with it, the towers, the very structures that kept our world stable, cracked and went dark.” The lanterns illuminating the stage flicker, then go dark all at once.

Gasps ripple through the crowd.

“The world did not understand what had happened,” the narrator goes on, the silence stretching unbearably. “Not until the Trials ended that year. When not a single candidate joined the hiarks or returned to their own realms.”

From the side of the stage, in the dim glow of relit lanterns, a line of figures emerges, actors in simple garb, wide-eyed, stepping hesitantly toward the stage’s edge. They move as if walking into a void, their expressions a mixture of awe and fear. Then, one by one, they falter. Some clutch their throats, others reach desperately for unseen hands. One crumples to their knees, a silent scream on their lips before they collapse. The light flickers again, and when it returns, all of them are still.

A breathless moment passes before a lone figure enters the stage, a man in a red soldier’s uniform, the fabric rich and pristine.

“Elmon, the brave Day Heir, took it upon himself to journey to Trial Island,” the narrator says, voice thick with meaning. “And he returned to us with grim news. The gods had abandoned us. The Trials, once sacred, had become a test that no one could escape with their life. Every single candidate, dead.”

The actor portraying Elmon falls to his knees, his face in his hands. A woman steps forward from the edge of the stage, a mass of fake white hair atop her head, her hands clasped before her chest, grief etched into her features.

“They had left us to wither on a dying planet,” the narrator says, his voice raw. “The core leaking into the void, its fate sealed by the destruction of the towers. Even so, the cycle of the Trials continued. Seven hundred lives, taken every seven years, without fail.”

A procession of actors in red enters the stage, solemn and unyielding. They approach Elmon and the woman meant to be a Fate, heads bowed. “Elmon and his soldiers sought to aid the Fates, to offer what little protection they could, to guide the doomed candidates as best they were able.” After a long, weighted pause, Elmon clasps hands with the Fate, and the stage goes dark as they walk off.

When the lantern light grows again, figures re-emerge on the stage. Seven of them, cloaked in their realm’s signature colors. The gods.

“And so, Vivara changed,” the narrator declares, his voice carrying across the square. “No longer a celebration of the chosen, blessed with the power of salvation, but a solemn mourning for those condemned to die.”

The air becomes heavy with grief.

On the stage, people emerge from the edges, grim looks on their faces, candle sticks burning in their hands. They stop in front of the gods, and abruptly, the seven turn their backs. “We do not know why the gods abandoned us,” he continues. “If we angered them, if they tired of their creation…or if they simply never cared at all. Whatever their reasoning, that decision reshaped the world as we know it.”

With those final words, the curtains close.

Silence drapes over the square, heavy and unyielding, stretching long after his words have faded. A shiver coils down my spine.

Then, a rustling. A soft flutter of wings.

I glance down just as a grimrook lands on the bottom step below me, its inky feathers gleaming in the flickering light. Its beady black eyes fix on me, unblinking, watchful.

My thoughts churn, spiraling against everything I have been taught. The performance tells a different story than the one I grew up learning, the gods, benevolent and just, guiding us, protecting us. But if that were true, how could they have let this happen? How could they watch as seven hundred lives are sacrificed, again and again? The Maidens have only one answer: The gods act in mysterious ways.

A hollow answer. And entirely unhelpful.

The rest of the performances hold no interest. Even if evening prayers weren’t about to begin, this was more than enough fresh air for one night. I’ll find my escape another way. Rising, I slip back into the abbey’s suffocating embrace. The doors groan shut behind me, sealing out the laughter, the firelight, the world beyond these walls.

***

“Your attendance is no longer required at the Seven’s Sanctum today,” Maiden Furnsby announces the next morning, setting her empty cup down with a soft clink. “The High Maiden has gifted the children the day off to celebrate Vivara.”

My eyebrows lift of their own accord. High Maiden Plaskett, known more for her rigid discipline than generosity, rarely spares a thought for student enjoyment. I take a deliberate sip of tea, buying a moment to mask my surprise. “That is very generous of her.”

The dining hall hums with quiet remnants of breakfast, though most Maidens have departed to tend to their duties or gather for group prayers. Greenbrier has, of course, run off to join them, her devotion knows no bounds. A half-eaten bowl of grain sits to the side of my tray, forgotten in favor of the steaming herbal tea in my hand. Earthy notes curl up from the surface, grounding and familiar.

Behind her glasses, Maiden Furnsby’s brown eyes take on a thoughtful glint. “Perhaps you could take some fresh air,” she suggests. “It has been some time since you last ventured beyond the abbey walls. You have taken your mentor assignment very seriously, and it is commendable.”

She believes my dedication to this new mentor position is what’s keeping me within the walls. I see now that this is exactly what she had hoped for, giving me something to focus on so I would spend less time in the forest. Perhaps she even had a hand in my assignment, or was High Maiden Plaskett truly the one behind it? If only she knew that existential dread is far more effective than assigned responsibility. It isn’t the novice that keeps me inside the walls, it’s the weight of my own fate.

I swallow another sip of tea before responding, keeping my tone casual. “Are you aware whether the Orb of Fate has visited town as of yet?”

“I am uncertain,” Furnsby admits. “However, given that it is the fifth day of the Claiming, and we reside in one of the larger towns, it should have passed through by now.”

The Orb of Fate serves as the gateway to Trial Island. When the gods set the Trials into motion, they required a means to both select candidates and transport them to the island. Thus, they created the Orb of Fate, a veil that not only chooses the claimed but also delivers them to their destiny. Every seven years, on the first day of Vivara, the Orb begins its journey across the realms, seeking those fated for the Trials.

Seven years ago, I witnessed someone being claimed. I had been in the square, making my way to the bakery, when suddenly the entire town stirred into motion. People rushed about, voices rising in alarm. Someone shouted, “It’s here!”

Skirting the edges of the gathering crowd, I quickly realized what they meant, the Orb of Fate had arrived. I was too far to see it clearly, but I could make out its subtle glow.

A choked sob rang out, sharp and raw. The crowd parted, and a man stepped forward, moving with an eerie inevitability. His eyes, wide and glassy, were locked onto the Orb, unblinking, as though he physically could not look away. A woman clung to him, sobbing, pleading for him to stop. But he didn’t. He couldn’t.

Once the Orb chooses you, your fate is sealed.

He had walked straight up to the Orb, his hand reaching out as if drawn by an invisible force. The moment his fingers brushed the glowing center, he vanished, gone in an instant, pulled through the veil. The woman’s scream tore through the square, raw and grief-stricken, echoing long after he was no longer there.

Furnsby clears her throat, pulling my attention back to what she had said. Relief settles in my shoulders, tension easing just slightly. “My apologies, I was lost in my own thoughts for a moment. Maybe I will take some fresh air. Thank you for the suggestion, Maiden Furnsby.”

Parting ways, I head toward my chambers, my steps slow with indecision. Normally, the morning would be spent in the forest at my secluded reading spot, but Vivara’s celebrations make slipping through town more difficult. Crowds. Noise. The hassle of it all settles unpleasantly in my stomach.

My fingers drift to my mouth, a nail caught between my teeth as I round the last corner to my chamber. My thoughts slide back to the man who had been pulled into the Orb seven years ago and the pain in the cry of the woman left behind. Did she ever find out what happened to him? Did she ever get any closure? Naira’s words mingle with the memory, the certainty in her voice that my fate is intertwined with the Trials. The unpleasant feeling in my stomach intensifies and I lean my head against the cool wood of my chamber door, breathing deeply. Is his fate going to be my fate?

Straightening, I shake my head side to side as if I can expel the thoughts with the movement. I can’t think about that right now. What I need is that escape. Stepping inside my chamber, I close my door behind me and lean against it, my eyes sweeping the small space. The two completed books from the market still sit at the edge of the desk.

My reading spot may be less accessible, but I know how to get to the library without using any of the main streets.

***

I chew my nail again as I descend the library stairs, the weight in my chest lighter than before. The journey here had been uneventful, and for the first time in days, I allow myself to believe that today might remain that way. Confidence grows with each step, the familiar path lulling me into ease. Taking the main streets back to the abbey seems harmless enough.

As I get closer to the town square, the fountain coming into view, I realize the weight of my mistake almost instantly. On the other side of the fountain, the crowd parts like water on stone, revealing what lies ahead. Coming in on the main road, the very one I would have taken to reach my reading spot, the Orb of Fate approaches.

Looming over the crowd, the Orb drifts forward, its perfect sphere perched atop an elaborate silver undercarriage. The intricate design resembles the Oracle’s crystal ball, its details both mesmerizing and otherworldly. It moves without a driver or team of steeds, its silver wheels turning smoothly as if guided by an unseen hand, propelled by the mysterious power of Trial Island itself.

Just like it happened seven years ago, a buzz passes through the gathered townspeople. Shouts ring out, voices raised in fear as the crowd shifts uneasily. The air thickens with panic, a ripple of terror spreading through the gathered bodies, but there is curiosity there as well. I feel the press of bodies tightening, the swell of movement closing in. Everyone wants a glimpse of the Orb but also wants to escape it.

My heart hammers in my chest, and my steps quicken, urgency clawing at my limbs. The crowd surges like an unrelenting tide, bodies pressing together, making escape nearly impossible. A sudden shift in the crowd presses against my side, and my foot catches against someone else’s. I stumble forward a step, catching myself before I fall entirely. A murmured apology dies on my lips, no one’s paying attention. All eyes are on the Orb. I can’t see where I’m going, only the shifting shapes and flashes of fabric ahead, but it doesn’t matter. I just need to reach the abbey stairs. I push harder, but it makes little difference. The only progress achieved is accidental, the shifting bodies spitting me out at the fountain’s edge. Not where I wanted to be.

No more than twenty feet from me, the Orb halts its advance, settling in close to the far side of the fountain, its presence imposing and absolute.

The instant my eyes land on it across the pile of rubble in the fountain’s center, all my panicked thoughts vanish, my heart settling into an eerie calm. Glowing wisps of silver mist coil and shift within its depths, swirling in an endless, hypnotic dance that holds my gaze captive. I can feel the cool tendrils advancing along the ground toward me.

The crowd is still shouting, still moving, but their voices seem distant, muffled, as if swallowed by the mist itself. The frantic pulse of fear that gripped me only moments ago dissolves into an unnatural stillness. Everything else fades away, the mist calls, its pull insistent and undeniable, drawing me forward.

My fingers twitch with the urge to reach out. The heat of the midday sun presses against me, heavy and stifling, and an ache builds in my scarred palms, a craving to sink my hands into the swirling mist, to let it coil around my fingers, to drink in its ghostly coolness. A distant whisper of unease stirs at the edges of my mind, barely audible beneath the overpowering need to get closer.

I take a step around the fountain. Another. The distance shrinks, my feet moving of their own accord.

A burst of laughter comes from beside me; it’s nothing but a muffled murmur on my ears. Children dart through the shallow water of the fountain, their feet kicking up playful splashes as they weave past one another. A misplaced flick of water lands cool against my cheek and forehead, sharp in its contrast to my heated skin.

Startled, my attention jumps from the Orb to the two boys. “Sorry,” the taller one says with a sheepish grin before they both run off in the opposite direction, resuming their splashing.

I blink, and realization slams into me like a crashing wave, knocking the breath from my lungs. What had I almost done? My fingers still hover in the air, tingling with the phantom sensation of movement. I was going to touch it. I wanted to.

The thought coils around my mind, refusing to loosen its grip. The Orb pulses ahead of me, its glow casting eerie reflections on my skin. My eyes stay far from its center. If not for that small splash, just a couple drops of water breaking the trance, would I have reached into its depths?

My thoughts flicker to the memory of the man who did. He hadn’t hesitated. He hadn’t resisted.

Would I have done the same?

Yes.

The weight of it crushes me. Fingers twitching again with the urge to reach forward, I force them into a fist, trembling at the thought. My pulse roars in my ears, drowning everything else out.

I need to move. Now. Without another glance at the Orb, my feet push forward, cutting through the crowd with newfound urgency. Its pull lingers, curling around my mind like an unshaken whisper. I shake my head side to side sharply, as if the physical motion could dispel it.

Inside. Must get inside.

Another glimpse of the Orb of Fate isn’t an option, because I know, next time, there might not be a splash to stop me.


Six


The study is quiet the next evening, the kind of quiet that settles in layers, soft breaths, the gentle scratch of quills against parchment, the occasional rustle of a shifting robe. The room is warm, enclosed by towering bookshelves that seem to drink in the glow of the lanterns. Plush chairs are scattered between the worktables and the scent of parchment, old ink, and candle wax lingers in the air.

Maiden Greenbrier sits across from me, her head bowed over her work. Every so often, she sighs contentedly, as if copying texts is a privilege rather than a chore. Imagine finding joy in transcription—must be nice. Her quill moves with an eagerness I can’t quite understand, her bright-eyed wonder undimmed even as the hours pass by.

“The Maidens of the Seven are truly remarkable,” she murmurs, her voice nearly reverent. “It is everything I have ever desired, Maiden Blackthorn, to be here, to serve, to learn. It feels as though I was destined for this.”

She looks up at me, her eyes alight with a joy so genuine it almost hurts to witness. It’s the kind of happiness that blooms from certainty, from belonging.

“Certainly, you were,” I say, because it’s true. She was made for this. Unlike me.

A pang of envy coils low in my stomach. I shove it down before it can grow teeth. Greenbrier was meant for this life, molded into it by her own dreams and faith. I was forced into it, carved and shaped until I barely recognized myself. A role pressed into my hands before I had a chance to question if I wanted it at all. I should be happy for her. I am happy for her. And yet…

My lips press together, eyes dropping back to my work, blinking away thoughts before they fester.

Greenbrier, undeterred, continues, her voice soft but insistent. “I do not believe the gods abandoned us.”

I stiffen but keep my gaze trained on the parchment before me.

“I believe we simply do not yet comprehend their plan,” she says, her voice thoughtful. “Perhaps this is a test—the damage to the towers, the Trials—what if it all serves a purpose? One day, I am certain, it will all become clear.”

Silence settles once more, broken only by the steady scratch of quill against parchment. The passage on the page comes back into focus, its ink still drying.

Throughout history, the gods have been revered not only by their primary domains but also by lesser-known aspects of their personalities. For instance, Gali, widely revered as the Goddess of the Seas, wielded an unrivaled mastery over water, shaping it to her will with effortless grace. Yet her influence extended far beyond the tides. As the Goddess of Wisdom, she took it upon herself to ensure that history was recorded, preserving knowledge for future generations. Through her power to mend flesh and ease suffering, she also became known as the Goddess of Healing, a compassionate guardian of the ill and injured.

However, beneath her benevolent aspects lay a more mischievous nature. Gali was also the Goddess of Trickery, a deity who reveled in riddles, deception, and the art of the unexpected. Ancient texts speak of her delight in luring adversaries into a false sense of victory, only for them to discover, far too late, that they had fallen prey to her boundless cunning.

I blow lightly on the passage to quicken the drying and then dip my quill back into the ink, prepared to copy the next section down.

Another example is Izar. As the God of Night, he wielded the very light of the stars, bending their celestial glow to his will. When he used that stellar radiance to forge astonishing innovations, he ascended as the God of Technology, a divine architect of progress.

Among his many gifts, Izar also held dominion over time itself, earning him the title of God of Time. With a mere thought, he could manipulate the flow of existence, stretching or compressing moments as effortlessly as one might turn a page in a book. His intrinsic connection to time also earned him the title God of Patience, an inevitable victor in any waiting game, for he possessed more time than any other being in existence. And should his patience ever wane, he had the power to steal time away from his foes, long before they even realized it was gone.

Dropping the quill back into the pot of ink, I shake my cramping hand out before picking it back up. Maybe just one or two more passages before it’s time to call it a night. I flip the page, only to smear a fresh line of ink across my wrist. Sighing, I wipe at it with my sleeve, only making it worse. Lovely. Quill back to paper.

Haya, perhaps the most unexpectedly passionate deity, held a hobby that stood in stark contrast to her nurturing nature. As the Goddess of Life and Fertility, she was revered for her kindness and generosity, bestowing the gift of fertility freely upon humanity. She was also known as the Goddess of Beasts, crafting creatures of both lethal power and breathtaking beauty.

Yet, despite her role as a giver of life, Haya harbored an insatiable passion for the hunt. It was not mere sport to her but an exhilarating pursuit, a test of skill and instinct. So profound was her love for tracking and capturing her prey that, in times of war, she took on an additional mantle, Goddess of the Hunt, relentless and untamed, as fierce as the very beasts she had created.

My quill drops into the ink pot with a plunk. Greenbrier shifts, and when my gaze lifts, she is watching with that same unwavering optimism. “I am confident the gods have something greater in store for us all,” she says, a smile gracing her lips.

I force a small smile in return, steady but hollow. “I must admit that I am hopeful you are correct.”

She beams, satisfied with my response, and turns back to her work. However, my gaze is drawn to the flickering lantern beside me, the flame wavering like an unsteady breath. My thoughts drift, unbidden, to the Orb of Fate. Once, it had been a beacon of hope, a chance for renewal, for freedom. Now, it is nothing but a herald of pain and death.

Is that what the gods have in store for me?

***

Raindrops land on my face, cold and insistent, sliding down my skin in thin trembling rivulets. The sound of rain fills the night, a relentless patter against the uneven cobblestones. Somewhere in the distance, the wind howls, a lonely, hollow wail that snakes through the empty streets. The scent of damp earth and fresh rain clings to the air, thick and grounding, yet doing nothing to steady the fear crawling up my spine.

I blink, my eyelashes heavy with water, and darkness greets me—not the comforting darkness of my room, but the vast, endless black of the night sky.

I’m standing.

The realization slams into me, jolting my sluggish mind awake. My feet are bare, the cobblestones biting into my soles with their icy touch. Water seeps through the thin fabric of my nightgown, clinging to my skin like a second layer. I take a breath, sharp and uneven, and the cool air burns as it rushes into my lungs.

“Wha—where am I?” My voice is barely a whisper, fragile and breaking, stolen away by the wind.

The road stretches before me, familiar yet wrong. It leads out of town, past the farms, past the last lantern-lit windows, toward the forest where I go to read, where the world feels distant, and my thoughts are my own. But I am not meant to be here.

Somehow, my satchel is secured across my shoulder, the rain drenching it. Did I put it there? My mind scrambles backward, grasping for memory, for some explanation. The last thing I remember is saying goodnight to Maiden Greenbrier. The warm glow of candlelight flickering as I changed into my nightclothes, the soft press of my blankets as I crawled into bed. Safe. Sheltered. A world away from this.

Had I sleepwalked?

I try to stop. My mind screams at my body to still, to root my feet to the earth. But my legs don’t obey. My arms don’t respond. I remain a prisoner to something I cannot name. My knee buckles slightly on the uneven ground, a jarring misstep, but even that doesn’t stop me. My body corrects itself, steady, purposeful, determined to reach whatever unseen force is calling me.

The thought sends a fresh wave of unease curling through me. I’ve never sleepwalked before, never woken up anywhere but where I fell asleep. Yet, here I am, walking. Outside. In the middle of the night. Moving forward with a purpose I don’t understand.

This must be a dream. A nightmare.

I squeeze my eyes shut, willing myself to wake. My nails should dig into my arm, my fingers should press against my skin, but nothing happens. My limbs are not my own.

Panic rises, thick and suffocating, clawing at my ribs. I twist my head, looking back toward town. The familiar rooftops shrink in the distance, their warm glow swallowed by the night. No one is there to see me. No one is coming to help.

Then, I notice it.

The town square is empty.

The Orb of Fate is gone.

My body turns, unwilling, inevitable, down the dirt path of a farmstead. My bare feet press into the mud, leaving behind prints that will be washed away before morning. The wind howls again, curling around me like a whisper.

Behind a weathered shed, I see it.

The Orb of Fate looms before me, its mist shifting, writhing. It is waiting.

The truth is a blade, slicing through the fog of my mind.

I did not escape it.

Once the Orb choses you, your fate is sealed.

I didn’t want to acknowledge that, not until this moment. Not until I see what waits for me in the darkness.

The moment my eyes land on the swirling mist, all thoughts vanish.

Like before, like the afternoon when I first saw it, I am consumed. The world fades. The icy rain no longer chills my skin, the damp ground no longer presses against my feet. Instead, a warmth spreads through me, deep and consuming, like my mother’s arms used to be, wrapping me in safety, in belonging.

That is what the mist offers.

I know nothing but the need to touch it.

I can’t resist.

I don’t want to.

My feet keep moving. My heart beats a slow, heavy rhythm, a drum signaling surrender.

Closer.

The Orb pulses, soft and hypnotic. The mist inside churns faster, faster, pulling, beckoning. A gasp escapes my lips.

It’s mesmerizing.

One more step.

An arm reaches out.

The moment my fingers brush the mist, the world shatters.

A force grips me, drags me into the swirling depths. But there is no fear, only a rush, an overwhelming sense of flight, of soaring through endless space, weightless, boundless, free.

Euphoria bursts through my veins, a warmth more profound than any fire, more intoxicating than any dream.

I’m falling.

I’m flying.

I’m nowhere and everywhere.

And as my consciousness dissolves into the mist, my final thought flickers like a dying candle:

I tried to fight.

But deep inside, I wonder, did I ever truly want to?


Seven
Ezephriel


The telltale light flashes across the sky again, slashing through the darkness like a blade. I watch its bright yellow streak arc high before fading, a glowing trail lingering behind. For a moment, it casts eerie shadows across the clearing, stretching the trees into towering wraiths before the darkness swallows them again, like it might actually mean something.

I hold my breath. And wait. And wait. Nothing. Again.

I exhale sharply, my breath curling into the cold night air, vanishing like every shred of patience I have left. Five days of this. Five. Days. Five wasted days standing in this cursed mud. For what? Another flicker of nothing? Something that may not come? I tell myself I should have expected this outcome, but disappointment still crawls under my skin, coiling tight around my ribs.

Aurora said I’d know when she arrived, that it would be obvious, but if this is obvious, then I must be an idiot, because I don’t see anything. An idiot drenched in cold air and bad decisions. Maybe she’s wrong. Maybe she doesn’t know a damn thing.

I shift my weight, and the mud drags at my feet, sucking and clinging like it enjoys making my life miserable. My forehead throbs from hours of scowling, if those frown lines weren’t already a permanent map of irritation on my face, they certainly will be by the time this assignment is over.

The damp smell of rain lingers in the air, mixing with the earthy scent of rotting leaves and wet bark. The moisture seeps into my skin, clinging like a second layer, heavy and cold. The trees around me groan loudly, their branches swaying like skeletal arms, and of course, somewhere in the distance, the grimrooks won’t shut up. I don’t know what they’re so damn excited about. Must be nice, fluttering around without a care while I stand here, soaked to the bone and waiting on nonsense.

The noise of the forest doesn’t seem to bother the others, curled together in sleep behind me, their bodies pressed close, breaths slow and steady. They rest easily, but I can’t. Not when every flicker in the sky might be the sign I’m waiting for.

I turn my gaze back to the sky, jaw clenched. Another light flares, this one a deep, fluid blue, drifting across the sky like it’s in no hurry. It stains the heavens in a smooth, arching curve—slow, pulsing, lingering—as if it knows I’ve been waiting. As if it enjoys dragging this out. And then, just like the rest, it fades, dissolving as if it was never there. Mocking me. It wasn’t the one I’ve been waiting for.

But then—

A flicker.

A second light flashes almost immediately after, so faint I nearly miss it, like it’s hiding. It’s darker than the others, barely distinguishable from the night itself, a whisper against the stars. Great. That’s reassuring. It moves differently, not in a bold streak but in an uneven, twisting ripple, edged in wisps of gray that flicker in and out of sight until it dissolves into the sky. A strange pressure settles in the air, prickling along my skin like static before a storm, humming just beneath the surface.

And then the earth stirs beneath me.

Not just a tremor, something deeper. The ground pulses, a slow, steady thrum, like the heartbeat of something ancient. The leaves overhead tremble. The air shifts, charged, electric, sending a pulse of energy through the island. The whispering wind is no longer just a breath, it’s a voice, rising, eager.

A rustling spreads through the trees, the distant caws of the grimrooks rising. Now I see what they were so excited about.

The island feels it.

She’s here.

About damn time.

I swallow back my previous annoyance; Aurora was right. The weight of unseen eyes presses against me, not just from the island, but from above. The gods are watching. They’ve been waiting too.

And now that she’s here, I only hope we haven’t been waiting for nothing.


Eight


The world comes into focus in slow, uneven fragments. My skin registers the firm press of a mattress beneath me, unfamiliar and unyielding. The air feels wrong, too thick, too stale, as though the room itself holds its breath. My head throbs with the pounding of my heart, each pulse sharp and insistent behind my temples. My limbs are heavy, muscles sluggish and uncooperative. I inhale deeply, searching for the familiar scents of the abbey. Instead, my lungs fill with cool air edged with stone and something else, something sharp and unfamiliar. Some kind of cleaning agent maybe?

Panic coils low in my belly.

My eyes snap open. The ceiling above is plain and unadorned, smooth stone with faint lines marking where the slabs meet. I turn my head, taking in the rest of the room. Two narrow beds, one of which I occupy. The other is made up neatly, its surface untouched. A single desk sits under a small window between the beds, the wood polished but unmarked by personal items. Opposite the foot of each bed stands a clothing rod; the one on my side is hung with garments of black and various shades of green. The other remains empty.

The room is pristine. No dust lingers in the corners, no smudges mar the stone floor. And yet, the air carries the unmistakable scent of disuse, like a space left waiting for someone who might never arrive.

My breath quickens, heart thrumming in my chest. I sit up too quickly, pain lancing through my skull. I press a trembling hand to my forehead, trying to push past the haze.

What happened? Where am I?

And then it hits me with the force of a wave crashing into rock.

The Orb. The rain. The pull I couldn’t resist.

The Trials.

I lurch forward, legs swinging off the bed. My bare feet hit the cold stone floor, and the familiar sensation is a cruel contrast to the panic surging through me. But the moment I try to stand, my balance wavers, and I nearly topple back onto the mattress. My hand catches the edge just in time, fingers gripping hard as I breathe through the rush of dizziness. Steady. I have to stay steady. My hands fumble at my sides, tracing unfamiliar fabric: a plain white cotton nightshirt that reaches to my knees. My hair hangs in tangled strands around my face.

The window. Fresh air.

The desk’s edge digs into my hips as I lean toward the window. My fingers curl around the iron latch, straining against the rusted resistance until, with a protesting groan, the window creaks open. Fresh air spills into the room, crisp and sharp. I gulp it down like a drowning woman, my vision swimming as the oxygen clears some of the haze.

Outside, a dense forest stretches as far as I can see, thick with towering trees. To the left, the edge of a mountain rises, its rocky face stark against the pale sky. Judging by the sun’s height, it must be midday. In the distance, a flock of grimrooks bursts from the canopy, their dark forms scattering like ink across the sky, wings clacking as they rise in unison.

I grip the windowsill until my knuckles ache.

This is real.

A knock startles me, jerking me back to the present. The door creaks open before I can respond. A young woman steps inside, carrying a tray balanced on her hands. She’s dressed in plain gray linen pants and a loose-fitting white top. Her wavy hair is white, not the pale blond of age, but the stark, unnatural shade of snow. Half of it is pulled back with a silver clip, the rest cascading around her shoulders. Her irises match her hair, colorless and faintly luminous.

A Fate.

She can’t be more than twenty, her expression guarded but not unfriendly. “You’re awake,” she says softly, voice smooth and musical. “Good. I have some lunch for you.” She moves toward me and offers the tray. It holds a steaming mug that smells faintly floral, along with a covered bowl. My stomach twists at the mere thought of food. When I don’t take it from her, she moves to the desk, setting the tray down on its surface.

The Fate clasps her hands in front of her and dips her head in greeting. “I’m Anixsa,” she says. “I’m one of the Fates who live on the island. I’ll be your attendant for the duration of your stay in the Trials. If you need anything, you can ask me.”

My mouth is dry. “The duration of my stay,” I echo, voice hollow. The implication is clear: my time here might be short.

Her lips press together in acknowledgment.

I swallow hard and force my voice to work. “What…what day is it?”

“The sixth day of the Claiming,” Anixsa answers.

My knees weaken, and I grip the windowsill tighter. The Trials are so close now. My heart pounds harder, my pulse hammering in my ears. “What happens next?” I whisper.

Anixsa hesitates, her pale eyes filled with something that looks like pity. “When the Trials begin,” she says carefully, “the candidates will be brought to the Field of Veils. From there, you’ll be transported into the first trial.”

Field of Veils? “My apologies, but I was under the impression that the veils ceased functioning after the Fall, when the Death Realm Manipulators lost their power.” The Manipulators of the Death Realm hold the power to manipulate space, and with it, they can effectively fold said space so that two distant points touch, forming a passage between them. A veil.

“The veils on the island were not powered by the Manipulators, like the other veils around Aloria. Instead, these ones are powered by Trial Island itself, similar to the Orb that brought you here.”

Oh. That makes sense.

“Where will we be transported?”

“Each trial takes place in a different section of the island,” she explains. “One for each realm.”

I nod and she continues. “The trials grow progressively longer: the first trial lasts one day, the second lasts two, the third lasts three, and so on.” She looks away and bites her bottom lip before saying “They don’t only grow progressively longer; they also grow progressively more difficult.” Her eyes dart back to mine “There are seven days between each one, time to recover from one and prepare for the next.”

My hands tremble. The mask I’ve so carefully maintained for years shatters. My breathing quickens, panic clawing at the edges of my mind. I don’t even care that she can see it.

Anixsa watches me with a pained expression. “I’m not supposed to say much,” she murmurs, “but…the first trial is of the Sky Realm.”

Her words spark something in my memory. The Oracle’s voice: The Sky demands a race through storm.

A shiver races down my spine.

The Sky Realm. The first piece of Naira’s prophecy.

My mind snags on Anixsa’s phrasing. “You are not supposed to divulge much,” I repeat slowly. “Who forbade you?”

Anixsa pales, her mouth pressing into a thin line.

My thoughts leap to the abbey, to High Maiden Plaskett’s rigid rules and sharp eyes. “Your superiors here are strict, then?”

She flinches. “Something like that.”

I let the subject drop, the weight of everything presses down on me, suffocating in its enormity. Will I ever see Maiden Furnsby again? Sit beneath my favorite tree? Will Greenbrier be assigned a new mentor? Will they speak of me as one of the fallen, or forget me entirely? My life as I knew it—the one I didn’t even want—is gone. Somehow, I still find myself mourning it. Funny. I spent years trying to escape the abbey, and now I’d give anything to go back to cleaning pews.

My chest tightens, and I fight to keep breathing.

Anixsa clears her throat. “This will be your room; your roommate has not yet landed. The dormitory building also houses a cafeteria and dining hall, a library, and several training rings,” she says. “You are free to explore the grounds, but only during daylight hours.”

I say nothing. My hands tremble against my sides.

Her gaze flicks to the untouched tray. “You should eat,” she says gently. “There’s clothing for you on the rod.”

She turns to leave.

“Wait.”

She pauses in the doorway.

I gesture toward the clothing. “Perhaps you could provide a wimple?”

Her brows draw together in confusion. “Let me see what I can find.”

The door clicks shut behind her, and I am left alone with the weight of my situation, and the unfamiliar feeling of my hair cascading around my face.

A short time later, Anixsa delivered what she could find. Not exactly a wimple, but a plain piece of fabric large enough to wrap around my hair in a similar way. It’s off-white and slightly coarse beneath my fingertips, but it will do.

After dressing in a soft cotton shirt the color of pinus trees and comfortable linen pants, I pull the fabric over my hair, securing it with a knot at the base of my skull. Or, at least, I try. The fabric is stiffer than I expected, slipping free of my fingers on the first attempt. I fumble with it again, twisting it too tightly this time, and the knot tugs uncomfortably against my scalp. Huffing in frustration, I loosen it and try once more. This will have to do. I manage to eat a few bites of the food left on the tray, some kind of grain porridge, still lukewarm, and a slice of dense bread. My stomach protests with every mouthful, but I force it down. I’ll need my strength.

The walls close in around me, pressing against my chest. I can’t sit in this room any longer. Beyond the wooden door, the corridor stretches in two directions. To my left, a dead end. To my right, the hall continues until it opens into a larger space. I move toward the light, the cool stone floor grounding me with every step. The walls are smooth, unmarked save for the evenly spaced wooden doors identical to my own. Each conceals another room, another occupant. Another life claimed.

The hallway opens into an enormous oval room, so vast it takes me a moment to absorb it all. Long, cafeteria-style tables and benches fill the space, arranged in neat rows, though every seat sits empty. On either side of me, wide staircases curve upward to the second level. Behind these staircases, narrower staircases descend into darkness, presumably the basement level. Around the room, six more hallways, identical to mine, lead away from the central space.

Flanking the doorway I just stepped through are two guards. Both wear dark leather armor with red capes draped from their shoulders, a clear marker of the Day Realm military. The Day Heir must have sent them, tasked with protecting the island’s Fates and candidates alike. Their presence is imposing, but when they don’t acknowledge me, I return the favor.

As I move farther into the room, I notice that the space is bisected by a large rectangular structure, like a room within the room. Two large open windows are cut into the walls of this structure, one facing me, the other directly opposite it. The closer I get, the clearer its purpose becomes: a kitchen. The shelves behind the window are stacked with empty trays and baskets, though a small buffet-style station is set up nearby, likely for self-serve meals.

The aroma of yeast and flour hangs faintly in the air. Peeking through the window, I spot the source: a woman stands at a wooden worktable, kneading a ball of dough with rhythmic precision. Her skin is a rich, warm brown, her tight ringlets pulled back and secured with a length of yellow fabric. Flour dusts her hands, her forearms, even her cheek where she’s absently swiped a hand across her face. Her lips move as though she’s speaking to herself, though I can’t make out the words. Either she’s deep in conversation with herself or arguing with the dough.

She hasn’t noticed me, and I don’t announce myself. My attention shifts as a flicker of a flame draws my eye. To my left, mounted on the wall, is a large framed map, sconces hanging on either side. I drift toward it, curiosity pulling me closer.

At the top of the map, bold lettering reads “Wall of Mirehaven.”

The border of the map displays a thick, rectangular stone wall that surrounds it, keeping this territory separate from the rest of the island.

Within the wall, I recognize what must be the structure I stand in now, a building similarly shaped to a spoke system of a wheel, just lacking the circular outer rim. The label above it reads Candidate Dormitory.

The layout of the building is more intricate than I expected. The dormitory forms a massive two-story oval, just as this central room suggests, with seven wings branching off of it—the spokes. Each wing is labeled with the name of a realm: Life, Night, Ore, Sky, Day, Sea, and Death. Each floor of each wing holds twenty-five bedrooms.

I press my finger to the map, tracing the lines. On the second floor, the main oval holds training rings and a medical area. Below, an underground level houses the library and an auditorium.

The map indicates there is a small mountain within the wall, just west of the dormitory. It must be the one I glimpsed from my bedroom window. There’s a spattering of buildings sketched there, a label above it bears a single word: Kismet.

What’s that?

Around the mountain, forest creeps in toward the dormitories and spreads behind it to the boundary of the wall. The rest of the outdoor space of the map is filled with some kind of oval track and a massive field labelled “Field of Veils.”

A running track? Great.

Movement in the reflection of the glass catches my eye. I glance over my shoulder to see a group of people descending the stairs. Their conversation is low and easy, their laughter unfamiliar. I watch as they pass through the farthest hallway on the opposite side of the room. My gaze swings back to the map.

The Night Realm wing.

My stomach tightens. By the time the first trial begins, there will be seven hundred people in this building.

The odds are that not a single one of us will survive.

I sweep the room again, spotting a large bulletin board positioned directly across from the map. It’s mounted to the wall, empty space stretching between the few papers pinned there. My feet carry me toward it before I can second-guess myself, my steps whispering across the floor.

The board is bigger than I realized, easily able to hold dozens of announcements. But only three sheets of parchment cling to its surface: two pinned neatly to the bottom right, and one pinned high in the top left corner.

I start with the lower two.

The first is a menu, detailing a ten-week meal plan, an unsettlingly accurate timeline for the Trials. Gaps mark the days of each trial, empty spaces indicating when meals won’t be served. Because we won’t be here to eat them. We’ll be out there, facing whatever nightmare the gods left behind.

The second sheet is titled 'RULES', the letters sharp and bold:

	Candidates must stay within the Wall of Mirehaven at all times.

	All candidates must be inside the doors of the dormitory each day by sundown.

	Candidates must not go within fifty feet of Kismet.      




It would be helpful if I knew exactly what that was.

Swallowing, I lift my gaze to the last sheet, pinned alone in the top left corner.

The letters at the top are large and bold, written in thick black ink:

DEATH ROLL

My stomach lurches. This is where they’ll post the names of the casualties after each trial. All that empty space? It’s waiting to be filled.

***

Later that evening, the rumble in my stomach and the muted sounds of footsteps outside my door draw me back to the dining hall, the air thick with tension I can almost taste. The self-serve stations are now full, metal trays piled with steaming food, and a line of candidates winds its way between the tables. Keeping my head down, I step into the queue behind a small group chatting amongst themselves. Two of them, both men, probably friends, elbow each other with half-hearted jabs, each trying to get ahead of the other. Their laughter rings hollow in the cavernous space, like they’re trying to convince themselves this is just another ordinary meal.

I chew on the edge of my thumbnail while I wait. When I reach the station, I grab a tray and begin scooping portions of roasted vegetables, boiled lentils, and a thick slice of fresh-looking bread onto my plate. As I’m reaching for the ladle of stew, a Fate hurries out from the kitchen, balancing a tray of fresh dishes. Her white hair catches the light as she nods at me before disappearing back through the swinging door.

When I turn toward the tables, the sight steals the breath from my lungs.

The room is crowded, nearly every table is occupied. People talk in low tones or eat in silence, the air thick with dread that clings to the walls like damp fog. My pulse quickens as my gaze sweeps over the occupants. Eyes meet mine across the room, then flick to the plain fabric covering my hair. I resist the urge to adjust it. I’m the only one wearing one. Everyone else, though similarly dressed, is bareheaded.

Guess I’m the only Maiden claimed this round.

Each realm is marked by color. The Life Realm’s greens are easily spotted, mingled with the yellows of the Sky Realm and the varying shades of white for the Night Realm. Other clusters across the room reflect the hues of their own domains: slate gray for Ore, deep blues for Sea, crimson for Day. But no black. No one mingles with anyone outside their realm.

I scan the tables again, hunting for a space. As I feared, no table sits entirely empty. My stomach drops. But there, a table with Life Realm candidates, only half-filled. I make my way toward it, aware of every step, every stare. As I reach the end of the bench, the group looks up. Their gazes land on the cloth around my head, and a few of their mouths curl in disgust, like I’ve tracked mud across their polished floors.

If I didn’t feel so exposed without it, I wouldn’t have kept it on. It’s not just cloth, it’s a piece of the mask I’d built over years with the Maidens, a shield between me and the world. Without it, I feel raw, unguarded.

I slide into the seat without a word and keep my head down as I eat. The lentils are bland, the vegetables overcooked, but the bread surprises me. The crust crackles just right between my teeth, and the interior is soft, the flavor richer than I expected. I pause after my first bite, blinking down at the half-eaten slice.

Wow. I wasn’t expecting that.

Note to self: grab another piece on the way out.

When I finally lift my gaze, I regret it. Across the table, a dark-haired woman sits hunched over her tray, silent tears streaking her tanned cheeks. Her hand shakes as she lifts her spoon. The others surrounding her are equally grim, mouths tight, eyes downcast. The weight of our collective fate presses down like a stone.

I look to each of their faces in turn, and my breath catches in my throat.

A familiar one. My pulse spikes, sharp and sudden, as recognition crashes through me. For a moment, the sounds of the dining hall fade to nothing, leaving only the frantic thrum of my heartbeat in my ears.

The man at the far end of the table looks different without the book in his hands and the scowl I remember from the Vivara market, but I know him. The freckles across his nose—and cheeks, and forehead—are the same. Those same hazel eyes.

Those eyes meet mine. For a heartbeat, something passes between us: surprise, confusion. Then his expression hardens, and he looks away.

My fingers tighten around my cup, too tightly. The next moment, it slips from my grasp, tumbling onto my tray with a dull thud. I jolt, barely managing to stop it from rolling onto the floor. A few droplets of water splash onto my wrist, cold against my overheated skin. I force my breath to steady, ignoring the way my fingers tremble slightly. Wonderful. Now I just look nervous.

The din of the dining hall grows louder around me. My eyes drift over the other tables, observing without meaning to. Everywhere, fear makes itself known. A young man in a yellow Sky Realm tunic clenches his hands together in front of him, his knuckles white, his gaze empty. At a Night Realm table, a girl sobs into her friend’s shoulder.

But there’s another current here, too, a different mood at certain tables. Beyond those resigned to their deaths are others who wear determination like armor, their eyes sharp with resolve. I catch snippets of conversation—plans, strategies, whispered tactics. They fully intend to fight for their lives.

Resignation. Defiance. Two different camps, each crackling with a distinct energy, the quiet, heavy stillness of those who have accepted death, and the sharp, electric charge of those who refuse to yield.

Which one will I be in? Will I let the weight of my own certain demise crush me? Or will I fight, even if the odds are impossible?

Naira’s words return to me: will she rise or yield to death?

I know what the obedient Maiden of yesterday would have done, accepted her fate, resigned to the plan of the gods. But here, in this place where survival isn’t granted, do I need to be that person? When the abbey walls no longer surround me, when the rules I’ve lived by feel like a noose, who am I supposed to be? Maybe it’s time to follow a different plan.


Nine


The next morning, after bathing in the communal chamber designated for women, I return to my room and take a closer look at the clothing left for me. Among the loose-fitting pants and shirts I wore yesterday, I find several pairs of dark leggings, each with a stripe of green running from waist to foot on either side. Hanging beside them are a few tighter-fitting smocks in varying shades of green, their fabric lighter and more flexible. A pair of sturdy black boots rests at the foot of my bed.

These must be for training, and for the Trials themselves. I try not to think about what tomorrow brings.

Slipping into the garments, the unfamiliar tightness presses against my skin. I tug at the fabric, shifting uncomfortably, trying to smooth it over my frame. The leggings resist at first, the unfamiliar material catching on my skin as I pull them up. I have to hop slightly to get them to sit right, nearly losing my balance before catching myself on the wall.

I’m used to the flowing robes of the Maidens, the way they draped over me, concealing every line of my body. Now, with the snug fit of the smock and leggings, I feel exposed in a way I can’t quite name. My curves, once hidden beneath layers of fabric, are now undeniable, no longer softened by the safety of flowing cloth. For the first time in my life, I have a waist. It feels wrong. Like I stole it from someone else. With careful fingers, the head covering is secured in place. A deep breath steadies me before stepping out.

Breakfast is a quiet affair. Alone again, though the solitude feels lighter this morning. I enjoy the assortment of dried fruits and nuts, pairing them with another slice of the same bread I had last night. It’s just as perfect, crusty and warm, and I chew slowly, savoring it.

Fewer people stare today, and my chest feels a little lighter for it. Maybe the novelty of my head covering has faded. Maybe they’ve decided I’m not worth their attention. Either way, I finish my meal in peace, return my tray to the kitchen, and climb one of the wide staircases leading to the second floor.

The training hall is vast, similar in layout to the dining area below but without the central room that houses the kitchen. Instead, the open space is lined with enclosed chambers around the perimeter, while the center holds dozens of training rings. The air is thick with the scent of sweat and effort, undercut by something metallic. The entrances and exits, just like downstairs, are guarded by Day Realm soldiers, their presence a silent reminder that the Trials are not what they used to be.

A slow lap around the room reveals plenty of candidates hard at work. The sparring rings are filled, pairs moving in choreographed fights, testing their reflexes. Some groups have gathered by realm, teaching one another whatever skills they already possess. A few are alone, practicing footwork, striking at invisible opponents.

I stop by the enclosed rooms at the edges of the hall. The first I peek into is a bathing chamber, this one equipped with separate spaces for changing clothes. Useful for when sweat soaks through training gear, I suppose. The next room surprises me, racks of wooden weapons fill the space, lined up in neat rows. I recognize some: swords, staves, daggers. Others are foreign, strange blades and tools clearly designed for those who grew up fighting, not those raised in quiet halls.

Another room reeks of metal. I step inside briefly and see rows of candidates lifting weighted objects in different shapes and sizes, their grunts of exertion filling the air. The tang of metal sits heavy in my nostrils, and I move on quickly, feeling out of place among the lifting and straining bodies.

The next space catches my interest. Dozens of cylindrical bags hang from the ceiling, swaying ever so slightly from past impacts. A woman from the Day Realm stands before one, fists flying in rapid succession, her forehead glistening with sweat. Her strikes land with dull, rhythmic thuds, the sounds reverberating in my chest.

I approach another bag, pushing it lightly with my fingertips. It barely moves. I press harder, then give it a small shove. It swings back, and when it hits my hands, I hear the faint rattling of dried beans inside. Heavier than I expected.

The largest enclosed area is the medical wing. I linger by the open doorway, peering inside. Rows of beds line the space, a few occupied. A Fate moves between them, tending to wounds. One candidate, dressed in the gray of the Realm of Ore, sits on a cot with blood dripping from his nose, bruises forming along his cheekbone.

My stomach twists as I take in the sight. Will I end up like that? Broken and bleeding before the real fight even begins?

The thought of retreating to my room rises, but the very idea churns my stomach. If I have any chance of making it through even the first couple of Trials, I need to be stronger. Faster.

I force my feet forward, weaving through the training area. The rings in the center are loud, shouts of exertion mingling with the sharp cracks of strikes landing. One ring draws my attention more than the others, the noise is sharper, the impacts harsher.

A Day Realm man—identified by the red stripes on his leggings—with narrow shoulders and cropped blond hair circles a much larger opponent from the Realm of the Seas. The contrast between them is stark. The blond is lean, quick on his feet, eyes locked on his target with a predator’s patience. The Seas man is broad-chested and thick with muscle, his stance firm, confident. He smirks, rolling his shoulders as if this fight is already decided.

They throw a few testing punches, gauging each other’s movement. The larger man swings first, aiming a powerful fist straight for the blond’s ribs. But he’s too slow. The Day fighter pivots at the last second, slipping past the strike with effortless grace. He counters with a sharp jab to the side, not enough to do real damage but enough to irritate. The Seas man growls, adjusting his stance, fists up.

Another exchange, this time, the blond lets the hit get closer before twisting just out of reach, baiting his opponent forward. The Seas man takes the bait, lunging with a powerful hook meant to end the fight.

That’s when the blond moves.

Lightning fast, he ducks under the swing, drops low, and sweeps his opponent’s legs from beneath him. The impact is brutal. The larger man crashes to the floor with a deafening thud, the breath forced from his lungs. Before he can react, the blond is on him, twisting his arms behind his back and driving his knee into the space between his shoulder blades, pressing his weight down hard.

The Seas man thrashes for a moment, trying to buck him off, but it’s no use. His face is pressed to the mat, his arms locked, his body immobilized.

“Yield,” the blond demands, his voice calm, almost bored.

The larger man struggles for a second longer, his body heaving with effort. But he knows he’s beaten. “Fine,” he growls into the floor.

The blond releases him, rising fluidly to his feet as his opponent gasps for air, rolling onto his side and clutching his arms. Around them, a few spectators clap, others slap the victor’s back in approval.

He made it look easy, natural. As if he’d spent years preparing for this. I’ve spent years kneeling, hands folded in prayer, learning obedience and discipline, not how to throw a punch.

But obedience won’t save me here.

I turn away, stomach coiling tight.

My feet carry me back to the room with the hanging bags, all the way to the farthest corner, away from the others.

At least the bags won’t hit me back.

I set my feet, draw in a breath, and let it out slow. My pulse pounds in my ears.

The first strike lands.

The bag barely moves. A whisper of impact, nothing like the sharp cracks I heard from the others.

Shame creeps up my spine.

I hit it again.

Harder.

Again.

Again.

The doubt doesn’t fade, but with every strike, I chip away at it. I am not strong, not yet, but strength is something that can be built.

And I will build it.

Sweat drips down my back, soaking into the fabric of my smock. My knuckles are raw, sore with the effort of striking the bag, and a dull ache throbs in my foot where a kick landed wrong. I grit my teeth through the pain, shifting my stance, adjusting my grip, readying myself for another round,

But then a voice cuts through the air, sharp and angry.

“No! You’re not doing it right. Again!”

The sound comes from one of the sparring rings, followed by another sharp, frustrated “No!” I glance up, breath still heavy from exertion. A cluster of onlookers gathers near the commotion, shifting to get a better view.

Something about the energy of the crowd, anticipation laced with unease, piques my curiosity.

I shake out my sore hands and step away from the hanging bag, rolling my aching shoulders as I limp toward the ring. My pulse pounds as I weave through the mass of bodies, shuffling close enough to see what’s happening.

Two women spar in the center of the ring. One is from the Day Realm, her long brown braid swaying behind her as she moves. The other, to my surprise, is the woman from the kitchen, the one I had seen kneading dough the day before. The tight coils of her hair are now loose and damp with sweat, her dark skin shining under the training hall’s lanterns. The yellow stripes down her legs mark her as a candidate from the Sky Realm.

Standing just behind the Day Realm woman is the blond man from the earlier match, the one who brought down a fighter twice his size without breaking a sweat. His expression is tight with irritation, mouth drawn into a thin line.

“Stop hesitating,” he barks at the Day woman. “You need to follow through!”

The woman ignores him, shifting her stance, keeping her focus on her opponent. But the blond man huffs in frustration, stepping forward.

“Move,” he snaps, shoving the Day woman aside.

She stumbles, catching herself before retreating into the crowd, eyes downcast.

The Sky woman hesitates, flicking her gaze around as if searching for someone to intervene. No one does.

The fight begins again, but this time, it is no fight at all. The blond man is taller, faster, stronger. His movements are precise, brutal. He lands a hit, hard. Then another. The Sky woman barely blocks before he strikes again. And again.

She does not back down. She keeps her fists up, keeps moving, but it’s clear she has no chance. Not against him.

The crowd knows it. I can see it in the way their shoulders stiffen, in the grim set of their mouths. No one likes this. But no one moves.

A battle rages in my head.

I am objective. I am observant. I am obedient.

But I am also not blind.

I force my feet to stay planted, my breath coming shallow and quick. My fingers curl into fists at my sides, my knuckles screaming with the movement. Every instinct I have, the years of drilled-in discipline, the Maiden’s quiet acceptance, the belief that interference is not my place, screams at me to stay still. To watch. To let it happen.

I tremble with the effort of keeping myself in place.

Another hit. The sickening sound of impact. The Sky woman stumbles, blood smearing her chin from a split lip, her face already swelling from the repeated blows.

I can’t move. I have to move.

A final, brutal strike sends her crashing to the floor. A thud rings through the air, vibrating through my chest.

And suddenly, there is no decision left to make.

Before the blond man can land another punch, I lunge into the ring. My foot sweeps his from beneath him, and he collapses onto his knees with a grunt, the impact jarring through the floor.

Silence falls over the training hall, until a wave of murmurs sweeps through the onlookers. A few gasps punctuate the noise as he looks around, his face twisting with embarrassment before he schools his features back into something harder, sharper.

The Sky woman stares up at me, her eyes wide despite the swelling, her breath coming in shallow pants. Leaning down, I grab her by the elbow and help her to her feet.

A voice calls out from the crowd. “Jarek!”

A figure moves toward the blond man, but he waves them off, pushing himself to his feet. Slowly, he turns to me, taking me in.

His gaze lingers on the cloth wrapped around my head, the sweat glistening on my skin. Something changes in his expression. His face darkens, red creeping up his neck. His nostrils flare. A muscle jumps in his jaw, tightening with barely restrained fury. The flush creeping up his neck isn’t from exertion, it’s something colder, more dangerous. His fingers twitch at his sides like he’s stopping himself from lashing out again. He steps in close, so close I can feel the heat radiating off him, can see the clench of his jaw, the fury in his eyes.

He leans in, his voice low enough that only I can hear.

“That was very stupid,” he murmurs, his breath hot against my cheek. “But obviously, you’re not the smartest, being a Maiden and all.”

A shiver crawls down my spine, but I keep my face blank, unreadable.

Jarek tilts his head, considering me, then lets out a quiet laugh, dark and humorless. “I really hate to lose, Maiden, and you just cost me a victory. You owe me one.”

Oh good. Just what I needed, a debt to pay.

He steps back, spits at my feet, then turns on his heel and strides away.

The tension in the room snaps.

The shifting of bodies, the returning of focus to other fights, other training. The moment dissolves, swallowed up by the sheer size of the hall.

I feel the weight of the Sky woman’s stare, her swollen lips part like she wants to speak, but no sound comes out. Instead, she just nods, small, quick, almost imperceptible. A bond forged in bruises and blood.

Something coils deep in my chest, tightening, pressing against my ribs like a vice. Tomorrow, it begins. And I am not ready.

Heat lingers on my skin as I step away from the training floor, my body aching in places I hadn’t noticed before. My knuckles throb, my foot still protests every step, but it’s nothing compared to the weight settling in my chest.

After Jarek’s words, the truth I wanted to ignore presses down on me with the force of a closing door. The gods are the reason why these people are here, sent to their deaths. And here I am, someone who is dedicated to worshipping them. Their eyes catch on me because of the head covering, but it’s not why their lips curl and their brows furrow. They blame the gods for their fate, and by extension, they blame me.

I keep my shoulders squared, my pace steady, but it takes everything in me not to break into a run. A fingernail works its way between my teeth.

I’m almost to the stairs when I hear footsteps hurrying to catch up with me.

“Wait.”

I glance back as the Sky woman, bruised, and definitely sporting a broken nose, but walking steadily, comes to my side. She hesitates for a moment before meeting my gaze. “I just wanted to say thank you, for what you did back there. Not that I don’t enjoy getting my face rearranged, but I think I’ve had enough for one day.” She laughs a little.

“Thanks is quite unnecessary,” I say, too quickly, too sharply.

I shift on my feet, the ache in my body settling deeper with every passing second. The woman watches me, her expression unguarded, every emotion flickering across her face, pain, relief, gratitude, curiosity. No careful mask, no guarded words, just raw honesty. It’s unfamiliar. Uncomfortable. And yet, my shoulders ease, the tension in my jaw loosening just slightly.

She studies me for a beat, then offers a small shrug. “If you say so. Hey, what’s your name?”

A pause. “Orla.”

“Orla,” she repeats slowly, as if testing the word on her lips. She sticks her hand out toward me, “I’m Audette, but no one calls me that unless I’m in trouble. So, Dottie. Just Dottie.”

Dottie. A name that doesn’t quite match the bruises already darkening along her cheekbone. Our hands clasp together momentarily, her skin warm and soft, before I drop mine back to my side.

She touches her nose and winces. “I don’t even want to think about how far he would’ve gone if you hadn’t stepped in.”

Neither do I.

She rolls her eyes, “That guy has a seriously unhealthy relationship with winning.”

“You should seek medical assistance for your nose,” I glance around. The room is too loud, too much. I just want to be alone. But instead, I hear myself say, “Come, let me escort you to the medical room.”

We walk in silence, weaving through the candidates still lingering in the training hall. The noise is overwhelming, a mess of voices, grunts, and clashing wood. My head pounds. Dottie bounces a little as she walks, like her body can’t quite keep up with the energy buzzing inside her. Softly, she asks, “What did Jarek mean? Back there. Why did he call you a Maiden? Are you part of some kind of club? Oh! Can I join?!”

I blink. She must have been close enough to hear. She doesn’t know what a Maiden is?

Of course.

The Sky Realm has no abbey. The people there float high above the rest of the realms, separate from the politics, the history, the old wounds that still fester. She wouldn’t know.

“I am a Maiden of the Seven,” I tell her.

She tilts her head. “Yeah. And that means…?”

“The Maidens of the Seven are a sacred order, bound to the old ways, devoted to worshiping the gods.” The words come automatically, a phrase I’ve recited more times than I can count.

Dottie ponders this for a moment before narrowing her eyes. “But why would that make Jarek all hot and bothered?”

The phrasing is so unexpected, so casual, that it catches me off guard. I hesitate, the automatic response stalling in my throat, but then I shake it off.

I exhale slowly. “The Maidens have not been treated the same since the Fall.”

Dottie frowns. “Because the gods left?”

“Yes,” I say. “But the Maidens continued with our faith, even when everyone else abandoned it.”

She thinks for a moment, her brows drawing together. Then she scoffs. “Well, that’s silly. Maybe folks should be more concerned with their own lives instead of what y’all believe.”

A small, wry smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. “I do agree with that. But I think, in a way, we became an outlet for their anger. The gods left, but we were still here, still worshiping, still believing. So instead of hating them, they hate us. They see us as relics of a faith that failed, remnants of a time when belief still held meaning. To them, we are nothing more than reminders of all they have lost.”

Silence stretches between us as we walk, the weight of my words settling. In my peripheral vision, Dottie grasps something around her neck and twists it between her fingers.

As we reach the door to the medical room, Dottie suddenly reaches out, her fingers curling around my arm, stopping me just before we step inside. She leans in slightly, voice hushed but certain.

“I think people are more than their past…more than what others make them out to be.” She gives a small, hopeful smile. “You’re more than what they see, too.”

Then, as if she hadn’t just unraveled something inside me, she lets go and steps through the doorway, her words curling around my ribs like a quiet, lingering warmth.

A Fate glances up, then gestures toward a bench. “Sit. Someone will be with you shortly.”

Dottie obeys, stretching her legs out with a small groan. I stay standing, shifting my weight between my sore foot and my good one.

“I wonder how much time we’ll spend in this medical center; I’ll probably be here a lot.” She glances to me, “Do you think the Trials will be as bad as everyone says?”

Before I can formulate a response, a healer approaches, examining Dottie’s injuries with a practiced, detached eye. Without a word, she grips Dottie’s nose and snaps it back into place, making her tight curls bounce around her face.

Dottie yelps, then claps a hand over her nose. “That was awful,” she mutters through her fingers.

The healer merely hums, handing her a small tin of salve. “For the cuts.”

Dottie dabs it onto her lip, and I watch, fascinated, as the broken skin begins knitting back together before my eyes.

Medicine from the Realm of the Seas.

She must notice my stare, because she grins. “Magic, right?”

I nod, distracted.

She stretches her arms over her head, clearly feeling better already. Then she starts talking again.

And doesn’t stop.

“Oh! So, you’re from the Life Realm? That’s amazing! Is it really all trees and glowing flowers, or is that just a storybook thing?”

“Well—”

“And the treehouses, do you actually live in them?”   

I blink. “No, we—”

“Because I met this guy once, swore up and down that the houses sway in the wind like ships in the sky. That sounds equal parts magical and terrifying, wait, no, you were with the Maidens, right? So, did you live in some kind of temple or something? Was it in a tree? Please tell me it was in a tree.”

I open my mouth to answer,

But she’s already moved on.

“Did you have your own room? Oh! Was it better than the room you have here? My bed is so lumpy, and my roommate snores. What’s yours like? Is she from the Life Realm too?”

I nod. Then shake my head. Then realize I have no idea what I’m nodding or shaking my head at anymore. This girl moves faster than Jarek in the ring.

It’s too much. And yet, of all the things she asks, the one question that lingers in my mind is the very first one she asked. Do I think the Trials will be as bad as everyone says? I don’t know. But I do know that by this time tomorrow, I’ll have my answer.

The energy I had left drains out of me all at once.

“Hey,” she says suddenly, “do you want to get lunch together? Or—an after-lunch snack? I’m not sure what time it is, but I could eat more than a steed after plowing fields from sunrise to sunset.”

Something about this girl’s presence makes me feel lighter, like maybe I could let the mask slip just a little in her company. But I can’t forget where I am, or what we are both destined for.

“No, thank you,” I say quickly, already moving toward the door. “I, I need to rest. It was a pleasure to meet you, Dottie.”

She opens her mouth, maybe to protest, maybe to ask more questions, but I don’t wait to hear it.

I dash across the training hall and take the stairs two at a time, my breath tight in my chest, and don’t stop until I’m back in my room, the door shut firmly behind me.


Ten


Shadows coil around me, thick as smoke. The air is sharp and cold, my breath curling in misty tendrils as I walk. There is an unfamiliar scent in the air, something crisp, and I wonder if it is the smell of coming snow. My bare feet crunch over damp leaves and brittle twigs, but the sound is swallowed by the eerie hush pressing in from all sides. Trees loom in gnarled, twisted shapes, their dark bark gleaming as though slick with water. Mist clings to the undergrowth, wrapping around my legs like grasping fingers.

Whispers slither through the air. Soft, indistinct, layered voices echo from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

My pulse pounds against my ribs. Where am I? How did I get here? Did the first trial begin?

I call out, my voice fragile against the void. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

No answer. Perfect.

I press forward, but the forest seems endless. Thorny vines snag at my arms, curling around my wrists like shackles. I tear free, my breath hitching as thin lines of blood bead on my skin.

Ahead, the mist shifts and a shadowed figure emerges.

My steps falter. The shape wavers, like it isn’t fully formed. I think I see wings, no, a beak, no, something else entirely. The form refuses to settle, shifting with each blink of my eyes.

My throat is dry. “Who…who are you?”

The figure tilts its head, and its voice glides toward me, a whisper that coils around my mind like silk and steel.

“The question isn’t who I am by far, but rather, who you truly are.”

A shudder crawls down my spine. “I do not understand.”

The whisper turns to a rasping murmur, words barely audible but piercing all the same.

“Will you embrace what fate has in store? Will the seven gods rise once more?”

The words slither into my bones, cold and aching, stirring something deep within me. Naira’s prophecy whispers through my mind: The balance tips, the gods all wait, to see if she will seize her fate.

A chill spreads through my chest. What does everyone know about my fate that I don’t? The question coils tighter around my ribs, suffocating. I take a step closer to the shadow, my voice barely more than a breath. “Please, I beg of you, tell me what Fate has planned for me.”

The shadow’s voice slithers through my mind, lyrical and dark.

“Your choices shape the path you’re on, your fate’s not set, nor fully drawn. Survive the trials, endure the test, and Death will tell you all the rest.”

The words send a shiver through me, but before I can fully grasp their meaning, the shadow shifts. It drops to the ground in a sudden blur of motion before lunging forward, engulfing me in darkness.

I jolt awake with a gasp, my heart hammering, sweat chilling my skin despite the warmth of my blankets. For a moment, I am not here. I am still in the forest, the shadow’s voice whispering in my bones. The weight of the dark lingers on my chest, thick as if it has followed me into waking.

My breath stutters. My fingers clutch the sheets, twisting them, grounding myself in their rough texture. The room is bright, nothing like the darkness of the dream. But the unease doesn’t fade. The words, Survive the trials, endure the test, and Death will tell you all the rest, coil in my mind, sinking deep like a hook.

That doesn’t even make sense. If I somehow managed to complete the trials, I would still need to die to get my answers?

Great. So, either I fail and die immediately, or I succeed and die anyway. Truly, an inspiring range of options.

I press a trembling hand to my chest. Steady. Steady.

Sunlight filters through my window, casting slanted beams across the floor. Judging by the angle, it must be mid-afternoon. I slept through lunch.

My muscles ache, my fingers stiff and swollen, but those pains feel insignificant compared to the weight pressing on my chest. My knuckles may be sore, but tomorrow, I could be dead.

A knot forms in my throat. I reach for the glass of water on my desk and drink deeply, but it does nothing to wash away the dread curling in my stomach.

Something catches my eye.

Across the room, the once-empty rod at the end of the other bed is now filled with clothing: loose linen pants, woolen leggings, and tunics in varying shades of gray.

A light knock on my door makes me tense. I barely have time to swing my legs over the bed before Anixsa steps inside, another woman trailing behind her.

“Good afternoon, Orla. This is Tari,” Anixsa says. “Your roommate. She’s from the Realm of Ore.”

She’s taller than me, lean but not frail. Her tawny skin is dusted with faint freckles, her dark brown hair cut blunt at her chin. She meets my gaze with deep blue eyes, nervous, assessing.

“Hello,” I say.

She nods in return but says nothing.

Anixsa gestures to the other bed. “That’s yours, and the clothes on the rod are for you. There’s a bathing chamber down the hall, women’s is on the left.” She glances between us. “If either of you need anything, just ask. I’ll be in the library.”

It’s only then that I notice the stack of books in her arms.

I hesitate, then say, “May I come with you? To the library.” My muscles ache from training, and the thought of crossing paths with Jarek again unsettles me. If I won’t be strengthening my body, perhaps I can strengthen my mind instead.

Anixsa’s brows lift slightly, but she nods. “Of course.” She opens the door and steps out into the hall, and I follow.

As we walk, I try to shake the lingering unease from my dream, focusing instead on something that’s been gnawing at me since I first arrived. “What is Kismet?”

She adjusts the books in her grip. “It’s the living quarters for the Fates. A small town at the base of the mountain, with tunnels carved into the rock.”

I frown. “Are all Fates tasked with attending to candidates?”

She shakes her head. “No. Most stay in Kismet. And Fates who have already manifested are never chosen for candidate duty. Only those of us younger than our twenty-fifth year.”

“So, you have not yet manifested?”

“No. Not yet.” A flicker of something unreadable crosses her face. “I have four more years. This will be my last time as an attendant.”

I consider that. “What happens when you do reveal your powers?”

“It depends on my power.” Her voice is even, practiced. “If I’m a Threadkeeper, I’ll work with others to tie fates to the gods. If I’m an Oracle, I’ll be assigned people to watch over, recording their fates as my visions dictate.” She pauses. “Even though the Dooms’ power is muted, they still serve an important role in keeping our community running.”

Muted. Like the Manipulators. We both fall silent for a few moments.

“I saw an Oracle in my village; how is it that she was able to leave the island?” I ask as I weave through the tables in the dining hall.

She tucks a piece of white hair behind her ear, “Some of the Oracles are assigned with tasks in the other realms, sharing pieces of fate that need to be seen.”

I guess that’s how Naira made it to me. “Would you wish to leave the island if you were to become an Oracle?”

She presses her lips together, taking the first step down the stairs. “I had never really considered it,” she says thoughtfully, “I think I would be happy to play whatever role fate has in store for me.”

The scent of parchment and ink grows stronger as we descend the stairs, opening into a cavernous space that stretches far beyond what I expected. The library is massive, larger even than the two stories above it. Vaulted ceilings soar overhead, the structure supported by thick stone pillars carved with intricate patterns. Warm golden light spills from glass lanterns hanging at intervals along the walls, illuminating the vast expanse of shelves upon shelves of books.

On one end of the library, a large room is marked with a plaque that reads Auditorium. It matches the one labeled on the map I saw yesterday in the dining hall.

Otherwise, the library is a maze of knowledge. Shelves loom tall, each meticulously labeled with sections corresponding to various realms and subjects. Tables are scattered throughout, occupied by candidates hunched over books, furiously scratching with quills, their focus so intense that the entire space remains eerily silent. Only the rustling of turning pages and the occasional shuffle of a Fate pushing a cart through the aisles disrupts the hush. Anixsa says a quick goodbye and rushes to the side of one of these Fates, whispering to her and leaving me to stand alone.

I turn in a slow circle, absorbing the sheer magnitude of it all. My eyes catch on the labels atop the shelves, categorizing the knowledge stored within. A section dedicated to each realm stands prominently among them. The Sky Realm section, in particular, is bustling with activity. Candidates murmur in hushed tones, flipping through books with an urgency that sends a ripple of unease through my chest. They are preparing for what they may be up against in mere hours.

I search for a section labeled Fiction, but none appears in sight. Either it is tucked away somewhere deeper in the labyrinth of books, or the Fates do not see the value in offering stories to candidates who stand on the cusp of death. I press my lips into a thin line, sighing. Perhaps they are right, perhaps I should be preparing like the others. But a small part of me wishes to lose myself in a tale for a few hours, to escape the looming uncertainty that hangs over my fate like a blade poised to drop.

With resignation, I step into the Sky Realm section and skim the spines of the books. My fingers trail along the embossed letters of a title that catches my eye: Origins of the Sky Realm. I pull it from the shelf and settle into a deep, cozy chair nearby, sinking into its comforting leather-scented embrace.

Hushed voices brush against my ears. Candidates gathered at one of the long wooden tables behind me lean in close, their whispers sharp with unease.

“Does anyone actually know what the trials look like?” one murmurs.

“No one ever speaks of them,” another replies. “Not the Fates, not the Day guards.”

“They probably don’t know. They’ve never actually been in them,” a third voice cuts in, lower, grimmer. “Everyone who has stepped foot into the Trials since the Fall is dead.”

Silence. A thick, heavy silence that settles over them like a shroud.

“Then what are we preparing for?” someone breathes. “We could be reading for nothing.”

Suddenly uncomfortable, I shift my weight, and the movement sends the thick volume in my hands slipping slightly from my grasp. My fingers scramble to catch it before it can tumble onto the floor, a sharp inhale caught in my throat. The pages ruffle in protest as I clutch it against my chest, pulse thudding loudly in my ears.

I block out the voices, focusing on the words in front of me, hand still trembling slightly.

For hours, I flip through pages, absorbing the knowledge within, only to realize that I already know most of it. My time at the abbey has prepared me better than I thought. The history of the Sky Realm, the intricacies of its geography, the legends of its gods—I have read them all before.

A strange mixture of relief and frustration wells within me. I had hoped to learn something new, to find an edge that might grant me a sliver of advantage. Instead, all I find is confirmation that I already carry the weight of this knowledge. It is not ignorance I battle, but uncertainty. And no book in this library can tell me how to survive what is to come.

I close the book with a soft thud and bring my fingers to my mouth, gently chewing on one of the nails. The tension clings to me, stubborn and unshakable.

Tomorrow, the trials begin.

A sharp growl cuts through my thoughts. I freeze, glancing around before realizing. Oh, that was me.

Apparently, I was so busy contemplating my impending doom that I forgot I slept through lunch.

With a sigh, I push myself to my feet, sliding the book back onto the shelf. Dwelling on the unknown won’t help me survive. At the very least, I should go into the trials with a full stomach.

I weave my way through the library’s towering shelves and climb the stairs into the dining hall, the scent of roasted meat and fresh bread drifting toward me. My stomach clenches in response.

Maybe if I focus on food, I can ignore the fact that I might not be alive to eat again tomorrow.

Or at least, I can try.

***

The roasted meat is unexpectedly tender, its juices warm against my tongue. The bread, however, is a disappointment, crumbling like sawdust, sticking to the roof of my mouth; yesterday’s bread was far better. As I struggle through a swallow, a voice booms through the hall, quieting the low murmur of voices and the occasional clatter of utensils against plates. My head snaps in the same direction as everyone else’s, eyes locking onto the man at the far end of the room. He holds a strange, cone-shaped object to his mouth, amplifying his words.

“All candidates have now arrived. Report to the auditorium in one hour for the official welcoming.”

The murmur of conversation rises and falls like a wave as people exchange glances. My stomach twists.

Bodies press in on all sides as we descend the stairs, the heat of so many people turning the air thick, suffocating. A shoulder jostles against mine, the impact barely noticeable in the crush of movement. Somewhere behind me, someone exhales sharply, the sound too close, like a whisper against my skin. The line ahead moves in slow, shuffling steps, boots scuffing against the stone floor. My pulse beats against my ribs in time with the dull, rhythmic thud of footsteps.

A familiar face appears ahead, Dottie. A strange relief washes over me as she catches sight of me and beelines forward, her smile bright despite the uncertainty hanging over us like a storm cloud.

“Do you know what this is about?” she asks, falling into step beside me.

I shake my head. “I do not. Yourself?”

“Nope.”

A line has formed at the auditorium entrance. At first, I think it’s just the sheer number of us, but then I see the reason for the holdup, Day guards. A pair stand at the doorway, stopping each candidate, taking down their names. My turn comes fast. The squat guard in front of me runs his eyes over my body, lingers on my head covering, then meets my gaze. He doesn’t look away. His eyes jump back and forth between mine, the stare is too long, too searching, and something about it makes my skin crawl. Finally, he scratches something onto the parchment in front of him and steps aside.

What was that about?

Dottie and I slip inside, the large room filling quickly. The benches face a podium on a raised dais, and as I scan the crowd, something catches my eye: black clothes. My breath catches in my throat. Death Realm candidates. I hadn’t seen any before now. They sit apart from the rest of us, cloaked in layers of black that drink in the torchlight. They do not fidget, do not whisper. They are unnervingly still, their presence a void in the restless energy of the room. Even the air around them seems different, colder, heavier, like a breath of winter caught in the wrong season.

“Have you ever met one before?” Dottie asks, her voice hushed as she tilts her chin in their direction.

I shake my head, chewing on a fingernail.

The Death Realm, isolated for so long, locked away from the rest of the world after the Fall. The Manipulators’ veiling powers are gone. The towers cracked. Their veils shut down. Without them, the Death Realm has been cut off completely. An island, far to the south, known only for its role in the passage between life and whatever comes after. It has always been mysterious, feared, where no one dares to venture. But now, it’s something else entirely, trapped. The only way for them to leave, apparently, is through the Orb of Fate.

I wonder, absently, why none of the Shifters use their mordrakes to carry them across the ocean.

Before I can voice the thought, the last of the candidates file in. A door opens to the right of the dais, one I hadn’t even noticed before. A woman steps up to the podium, dressed in a crisp Day Realm uniform. She too holds one of the cone shaped amplifying objects. Her nasally voice fills the room, welcoming us; my mind is already buzzing when she mentions a special guest.

The door swings open without a creak, but the air shifts, as if the entire room just inhaled in unison. A presence steps through, and the torchlight seems to bend around him, casting deeper shadows at his feet. A very tall man stands before us, golden-blond hair gleaming. He wears a black tunic embroidered with red along the hem, cuffs, and neckline. A long red cape flows behind him, and his boots thud against the stone floor as he strides forward. The red glow of a tattoo peeks from the V-neck of his shirt, pulsing slightly, as if alive.

The Day Heir. Elmon.

Why is he here? Alarm bells begin to ring inside my head, nerves twisting in my stomach. Something isn’t right.

A suffocating silence grips the room as he approaches the podium. His gaze sweeps over us, slow and deliberate, landing on each face as if memorizing every one of us. When his eyes find mine, a chill races down my spine and I’m glad it lasts only a moment before he moves on.

His lips curl into something that barely resembles a smile, something cruel, and he begins to speak.

“Tomorrow marks the first day of the fiftieth Trials since the Fall,” he says, voice smooth, almost amused. “I have been waiting a long time for this moment.”

Confusion creeps into my mind. What? Why?

The silence thickens, pressing down on my chest. I can hear my own breath, shallow and uneven.

“You will all be dead in seventy days.” His eyes sweep the room once more, “Your fall will mark the beginning of my rise.”

My breath stutters. Wait, what?

“Because of that,” he continues, “I feel you are owed the truth. Not the carefully crafted lies you have been fed, not the story I spread to the citizens of the world so long ago. I will tell you exactly why your lives will be sacrificed. Not for glory, not for honor, but for power. My power. The gods were nothing but obstacles in my way, and you, each of you, are just another step in my ascension.”

My trembling hands clench into fists.

“The gods did not walk away from this world.” He pauses, as if savoring the moment. “I pushed them away. It was I who poisoned the core of the Trials the day the world shook. And I will be the reason it falls apart.”

His words land with the force of a falling blade, severing something inside me. My limbs go cold, numb, as if my body is trying to reject the truth, trying to unhear what has just been spoken. The room warps, voices stretching into something distant, unreal. My chest tightens. I blink rapidly, but the sight of him, tall, regal, unrepentant, remains fixed in place, unmoving, undeniable. He did this. He did this, and we are all going to die for it. The gods didn’t leave us. He shattered the world. The words ricochet in my skull, too big, too monstrous to fit inside my understanding. And yet, he says it so easily, so casually, as if our suffering is nothing more than an afterthought.

I glance at Dottie. Her mouth hangs open, shock frozen on her face.

Everything I have ever known, everything I was told, shatters like glass.

Elmon’s gaze sweeps over us one last time. “The gods may not have abandoned you like I led you to believe,” he says, voice full of mockery, “but there is still nothing they can do for you now.”

He turns on his heel and vanishes through the door.

The room erupts. Voices rise in frantic, disbelieving whispers, fear crackling through the air, I can almost smell it—a sharp tang. I feel lightheaded, untethered. The crowd is a living, breathing thing, writhing in its panic. Some grip the edges of their benches, knuckles white, eyes darting toward the doors as if considering escape. A girl near the front lets out a strangled noise, half sob, half broken laugh.

He caused the Fall.

The gods did not abandon us.

He is the reason so many lives have been lost, countless men and women forced to endure these deadly trials. He is the reason I am here, the reason I will die.


Eleven


I wake from another nightmare, drenched in sweat, my heart hammering against my ribs as if trying to escape. The remnants of the dream scatter like ash in the wind, leaving only a deep-seated unease coiled in my gut. Sleep is impossible now. The room is heavy with silence, darkness pressing in at the edges, but I slip from my bed, careful not to disturb Tari’s slow, steady breathing.

I pace in measured steps, inhaling deeply, the sharp scent of pinus drifting in through the open window. It grounds me. My thumbnail makes its way between my teeth. My feet barely make a sound as they trace an invisible pattern on the cold stone floor. These nightmares, shadow-laced and riddled with cryptic rhymes, haunt me relentlessly. The worst possible omen for the morning of the first trial.

The rest of the evening after Elmon’s confession settled into an uneasy silence, the weight of his words pressing down on all of us. No one spoke, no one dared to break the fragile hush that had fallen over the dormitory. It wasn’t just the horror of his revelation; it was the stark helplessness of it.

One man’s hunger for power had set the world on fire, condemning countless innocents to death, and for what? Ambition? Control? A desperate grip on something too vast to hold? The knowledge churned in my gut like spoiled food, but what could we do? Whether it was the gods that had placed us here or the Day Heir’s cruel machinations, the truth remained the same. We were here. We were trapped. And no confession, no revelation, could change the fact that we had no choice but to face the Trials.

If we hadn’t understood before, Elmon had made it abundantly clear: none of us were getting out of here alive.

His secret, like the weight of all our fates, would remain buried within these walls.

Tari stirs, shifting beneath her blankets, and I freeze until she settles once more. Moving swiftly, I pull on my clothes and quietly step into the hall. The corridor is dim, the only light coming from the slivers that slip from beneath closed doors. As I make my way toward the bathing chamber, a sound catches my ear, muffled moans drifting from one of the rooms. The low, breathy cadence of pleasure wraps around me—an undeniable contrast to the sharp tension thrumming in my own veins—and has my feet halting.

I guess if you could die in the next few hours, now is the time to enjoy whatever pleasure you can find.

Heat crawls up my neck, spreading like wildfire across my skin. A wave of goosebumps ripples up my arms, across my chest, and sinks deep into my belly, tightening something low inside me. The thought is unwelcome, yet I can’t help but wonder, will I ever experience something like that? Could anyone ever look through the mask and want me for me?

My feet begin to move again. The image of tangled sheets and whispered gasps lingers as I dip into the bathing chamber. Without hesitation, I splash cold water onto my face, letting it sluice away the thoughts, the heat, the restless ache coiling in my stomach. I inhale sharply, bracing myself against the porcelain basin, eyes locked on my dripping reflection. Focus. There is no room for distraction. Not today. I hastily clean my teeth and leave the bathing chamber.

The crisp morning air bites my skin, sharp and fresh, awakening me more than the water had. The sky is painted in slow strokes of deep indigo and pale pink as the first rays of sunlight crawl over the island. The world is eerily still, the usual hum of activity not yet begun.

The dirt track before me lies undisturbed, though I’ve seen candidates testing their endurance here. To my left, the Field of Veils sprawls out, a quiet menace, its shadows still clinging stubbornly in places even as dawn tries to wash them away. I turn in the opposite direction, eyes drawn to a worn path winding through the trees. That must be the route the Fates take between Kismet and the dormitory.

A second, less conspicuous path winds between the mountain and the dorms. I take it, my steps quick and sure. Hopefully, it won’t lead me too close to Kismet. But even if it does, what can they do? My punishment has already been dealt.

Time loses meaning as I climb. Minutes stretch like hours, the relentless incline setting my legs ablaze. The scent of damp earth and pinus needles thickens as I move, the foliage whispering with the faintest morning breeze. When I reach a fork in the path, I pause, catching my breath. The trail to the right disappears toward what looks like a sheer drop, the forest spread out below it. The one to the left, a tunnel gaping open into the mountain’s dark belly.

The horizon calls to me. Hints of color streak the sky, the first whisper of morning, and my feet carry me toward it. I find a quiet spot on the cliff’s edge and sink to the ground, the wind brushing against my cheeks. I try to clear my mind, to slip into the meditation I once practiced so effortlessly at the abbey. But it feels foreign now, like something that belonged to a girl who no longer exists.

I sit there, watching the sun bleed gold and pink across the treetops, painting the world in warmth I cannot quite touch. The air is clean, sharp with the scent of open space. No walls. No chains. I inhale deeply and, for the first time in what seems like forever, I let myself exhale.

A hollow ache gnaws at my stomach, a reminder of time pressing forward. I push myself to my feet, stretching out sore muscles. The journey down is easier, gravity pulling me forward. I tilt my face to the sky, drinking in the last untouched moments of solitude. Above me, the trees shift, their canopy sheltering a cluster of grimrooks, their gray beaks buried beneath layers of silky black feathers, not yet stirred from slumber.

The yard is more awake now, bodies moving, candidates stretching by the track, Fates emerging from the shadowed path beyond the trees. I slip inside the dormitory, boots echoing softly on the stone floor, breath steadying as I head toward the dining hall. Moving past the others, I grab a few thick pancakes, their warmth seeping into my fingers, and retreat to my chamber.

Tari is gone. On my bed, an outfit and a pack await. A small parchment rests atop them. I unfold it with one hand, chewing absently as I read:

Please dress in these clothes for the Sky Trial. Your pack contains permitted supplies.

- Anixsa.

The outfit is nearly identical to what I wore at the training center, a fitted tunic, dark leggings, the same green stripes. A woolen jacket is the only new addition, thick and reassuring against the chill.

As I smooth a hand over the fabric, my fingers brush against something unexpected, a small patch sewn onto the left side of the chest. I lean closer, my stomach twisting as I make out the embroidery. O. Blackthorn. My name. The stitches are precise, almost too perfect, standing stark against the dark material.

A chill runs through me, but it’s not from the cold. Why would they want us labeled so clearly? My thoughts turn dark before I can stop them. Identification. Not just for the living, but for the dead. The death roll.

My fingers curl into the fabric, a lump forming in my throat. I shake the thought away, but it lingers like a shadow, pressing against the edges of my mind.

I check the pack before slinging it over my shoulders. A filled waterskin. A length of rope. A small pocketknife. The drawer of the desk squeaks as it opens, and I close my hand around the familiar shape of my mother’s tress clasp.

The first day I had arrived on Trial Island, I thought I had lost it. Left behind in the Life Realm, never to be seen again. But I could have sworn I was wearing my satchel when I stepped into the Orb. After frantically searching through my chamber, ripping the sheets off the flat mattress and searching under the desk, I had found my mainly empty satchel tucked in behind the clothing on the rod.

The relief was palpable, it still is. Grasping at that small feeling of comfort, I slip the clasp into my pack and throw the whole thing on my back.

Wrapping my head covering around my face, I tighten it securely. It doesn’t feel quite the same anymore.

I whisper the Maiden mantra beneath my breath, each word quieter than the last. “I am observant. I am objective. I am obedient.”

The words don’t feel quite the same anymore either.

A voice echoes down the hall, distant but clear. “Everyone to the Field of Veils!”

I step out of my chamber and follow the steady stream of candidates toward the open field. The neatly trimmed grass stretches toward the dense treeline, where the veils wait in perfect formation. Seven in total.

Six are dormant, nothing more than arching structures against the landscape. But the first, the one on the far left, hums with energy, its depths swirling with restless golden clouds.

Candidates stand in a loose line, shifting, adjusting straps, murmuring. One by one, they step forward and vanish. As I move closer, I take in the intricate carvings decorating the veil’s arch, lightning bolts, swirling clouds, raindrops. An unfamiliar script winds across the surface. Twin aquila figures are carved into either side of the arch, their eyes hollow, piercing, watching.

The heat from the veil pulses against my skin as I step up to its edge. The golden storm inside writhes, alive, waiting.

The Day guard to my left clears his throat. “Step through.”

I hesitate only for a breath. Then, squaring my shoulders, I adjust my pack’s straps, inhale deeply, and step forward.

The wind howls around me as I step onto a cliffside, the jagged rock beneath my feet eerily similar to the one I sat upon this morning. Stepping out of the way of the candidates crossing the veil behind me, I inch closer to the edge, trying to catch a look at the other side of the drop, a gasp escapes my lips. Clouds swirl in the open air, shrouding my vision in thick, shifting sheets that coil and unravel like living things. They roll past in churning waves, dense and oppressive, momentarily parting just enough to tease glimpses of the world below before closing again like grasping fingers. In the brief gaps between the clouds, I expect to see the sprawling forest, as I did this morning, but instead, I catch glimpses of endless ocean. Its vast expanse is broken up only by the faint, ghostly outline of an island floating on its surface. Far, far below me. It flickers in and out of sight, a haunting reminder of how high I truly am.

The realization strikes me like a thunderclap. The Sky Trial isn’t on Trial Island. It’s above it. This place, this floating mass of rock, is a mock Sky Realm, suspended impossibly high in the air, untethered from the world below. Just like the much larger version floating somewhere to the west.

A tremor ripples through the ground, the stone groaning beneath me as if alive. My knees buckle slightly, my arms flailing for balance. A sickening lurch rolls through the rock, and for a brief, terrifying moment, it feels as though the entire world is tilting beneath my feet. Dust and loose pebbles scatter, tumbling over the edge and disappearing into the abyss below. My balance wavers. Instinct screams before reason catches up, and I throw myself forward, barely escaping the crumbling edge. The earth behind me gives way, tumbling into the abyss below. The wind surges, a force so strong it claws at my makeshift wimple, pulling strands of hair free, forcing air down my throat until I can barely breathe. My eyes sting from the rush of it, watering against its ferocity.

Amidst the chaos, something glows in the air before me, letters, shimmering yellow, untouched by the wind. The same energy as the veil that brought me here manifests these words, hanging as if written into the sky itself. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I focus on the words.

To the mountain’s peak, set your sights,

Through wild winds and crumbling heights.

The island shifts beneath your feet,

Its secrets dark, its whispers fleet.

Beware the clouds, where shadows play,

For the unknown waits to block the way.

I read the message once, twice, three times, willing the meaning to sink in. Instructions. Warnings. My eyes lift, tracing the barren rock surrounding me. Then, upward. The floating island isn’t just an island, it’s a mountain, steep and treacherous, its peak vanishing into a swirling crown of dark storm clouds.

Craggy footpaths wind their way up in multiple directions, some nearly vertical, others precariously narrow, cut into the jagged rock face. I can already see candidates traversing them, moving like small, dark silhouettes against the vast gray stone. Some climb with determination, others hesitate at the edges of paths that look barely stable enough to hold their weight.

A rocky shelf juts out just over halfway up, sharp spires of stone protruding from its edges like jagged teeth. A natural resting point, perhaps, or another obstacle waiting to collapse at any moment. The entire mountainside is raw and unyielding, like a creature waiting for its next victim.

My goal is clear: reach the summit. But with each shift of the island beneath my feet, each gust of wind threatening to pull me off balance, I know the path ahead is anything but certain.

The ground shakes violently beneath me once more, a sharp crack of stone breaking sounds from my right. A scream tears through the air, raw and panicked, reverberating against the jagged cliffs. Heart pounding, breath hitching, I spin toward the sound, adrenaline surging as my muscles tense for fight or flight. The cry rises, desperate and unrestrained, then is abruptly silenced as a massive chunk of land crumbles away. The sound echoes into the void, swallowed by the howling wind, leaving behind only an eerie emptiness where a voice once was. The candidates standing upon it are gone in an instant, swallowed by the sky. The words echo in my mind: The island shifts beneath your feet. So that’s what it meant. Lovely.

My stomach clenches at the sight of them plummeting, but I can’t afford to hesitate. Every second wasted could mean my own fall. I hike my pack higher and take off, my boots striking hard against the rock. A familiar hum settles under my skin, faint beneath the storm’s rage, but I ignore it as I move forward toward a random path up the mountainside.

The climb is brutal, my legs burning with every uphill push, the muscles trembling under the relentless strain. Maybe I should have paid better attention to my choice of path, maybe the others would have been less harsh. My breath comes in ragged gasps, each inhale dragging through my throat like sandpaper. Every step feels like a battle against both the mountain and my own body, but I force myself to keep moving, unwilling to let exhaustion claim me. Loose stone shifts treacherously, and my footing wavers more than once. I slip, once, twice, then finally my knee slams against the ground, sending a bolt of pain lancing up my thigh. I grit my teeth, swallowing a curse.

As if the trial wasn’t cruel enough, the sky splits open above me. Fat, heavy raindrops pelt my skin, drenching me in seconds. The air thickens with the scent of an oncoming storm. Sweat mixes with rain, stinging my eyes, and my fingers cramp from gripping onto whatever solid rock I can find.

It makes sense. The Sky Goddess was known for her dominion over the elements, her Wielders able to call storms, clear the skies, summon lightning with a mere flick of the wrist. This trial is a test against the very forces of the Sky Realm itself.

Lightning streaks across the sky, jagged and wild, illuminating the storm in brilliant, fractured veins. For a moment, the entire mountainside is cast in stark, blinding light, leaving ghostly afterimages burned into my vision. The darkness that follows feels heavier, the air charged with an electric hum that prickles along my skin. I brace myself just before the inevitable boom of thunder erupts, shaking the very ground beneath me. Screams from below cut off abruptly, and my heart clenches at the grim realization, more have fallen.

I force my gaze upward, my breaths coming fast and shallow. The rock shelf isn’t far now, its jagged edge just a few yards away, tantalizingly close yet still demanding every last ounce of my strength. If I can get there, I might allow myself a moment to rest, to feel solid ground beneath me before pushing forward.

Beyond the ledge, the peak looms somewhere within the dark, rolling clouds, shrouded in shadow and storm. The wind roars in my ears, whipping at my drenched clothing and stinging my eyes. Then, through the swirling mist, I catch it, a faint yellow flicker, barely visible against the chaos. The veil. It pulses in the distance, flashing in and out of sight like lightning caught in a storm, momentarily illuminating the path ahead before vanishing again.

Jaw tightening, I lower my head against the wind and keep climbing.

I don’t know how long it takes me to get here. Time has lost all meaning, blurred by exhaustion and the relentless downpour. By the time I reach the rock shelf, my arms and legs are shaking uncontrollably. Every muscle in my body screams in protest, and I am drenched to the bone. Rainwater drips from my head covering into my eyes, blurring my vision. My limbs give out, and I collapse onto the hard ground, relishing the sudden relief of pressure on my overworked muscles. A deep, shuddering sigh escapes me.

For a few precious moments, I simply lay there, letting the stillness sink in. After a moment, I push myself up and unstrap my pack, hands fumbling for my waterskin. I yank it out, uncork it, and gulp the water down, barely pausing to breathe. It’s not enough, but it’s something. As I shove it back into my pack, I take note of the others scattered around me, all in similar states of exhaustion, drinking, resting, or assessing the paths ahead.

Lifting my gaze, I try to see past the thick clouds swirling above, obscuring the peak. My eyes trace the different paths carved into the rock, searching for the best way up as my pounding heart begins to settle. Some seem less treacherous than others, though none look easy. I watch as three candidates push themselves off the shelf, heading up one of the trails together. They vanish into the mist, and I’m left wondering if they chose wisely.

Then, lightning cracks through the sky. It strikes somewhere in the clouds where they had just disappeared. My breath slows as something tumbles down the mountainside, a body. Horror grips me as the blackened corpse rolls across the rock shelf before disappearing over the edge. Another strike. A scream. Another body follows the first. My already cold body turns ice. A third bolt flashes, followed by another gut-wrenching wail. The realization sets in, this is the Trial. The mountain itself is testing us. And that is not a path I will take.

The rain, heavy with the acrid scent of burnt flesh, finally begins to ease. The torrential downpour fades to a drizzle before stopping completely. I rub at my aching knee, then force myself to stand, scanning the paths again. None of them are promising, but one looks slightly less steep. That will have to do.

I start forward, stepping cautiously. My sore knee protests with every movement. My boot catches on an outcropping, sending a sharp jolt of pain through my leg, but I grit my teeth and push forward. The path remains relatively manageable until I reach the cloud cover. The moment I step into the thick mist, everything changes.

Now, I am practically scaling the mountain. My fingers scrape against the sheer rock face as I search for holds. My shoulders burn from exertion, my sweat mixing with blood from my raw palms. The higher I climb, the denser the clouds become, shrouding everything in an eerie white void. It’s like the mountain is deliberately trying to make sure I have no idea how bad my decisions are. The labored breaths of others are nearby, but I see nothing. My heart pounds. My muscles scream. The adrenaline is the only thing keeping me moving.

A scream echoes somewhere close, too close. Then, just beneath the rumble of thunder, I hear it. The flapping of wings.

I freeze.

Lightning flashes, just a split second of clarity. I lunge forward, reaching for a hold, but my fingers barely scrape against wet rock before I smack into it instead. The impact jolts through me, and my fingers scramble uselessly against the stone and the rock vanishes from my grasp.

I drop. My body jerks downward, pain igniting in my other shoulder when it threatens to subluxate under my full weight. A white-hot brand of agony. My fingers spasm. Claw. Miss.

The abyss yawns below. I choke on my breath.

A shadow passes over me.

Out of the mist, a pair of taloned feet appear, pale gold, razor-sharp. They flex, readying to strike. As the creature descends, its full form is revealed: a massive aquila, its feathered chest impossibly broad, its wingspan casting a dark silhouette against the white mist. Its eyes, sharp and intelligent, lock onto me. I barely have time to scream before its talons pierce my shoulders.

Pain explodes through me. My body jerks as the aquila beats its wings, lifting me from the rock face. My screams are lost in the howling wind. My blood drips, warm and thick, down my arms. The beast veers sharply, giving me a look at its sharp barbed tail before it slams me against the mountainside. The impact knocks the breath from my lungs, my vision darkening at the edges. Warmth trickles down the side of my face. The pain threatens to consume me entirely. I fight against the encroaching blackness, the nausea, the sheer agony. Somewhere in the haze of pain, I marvel at the fact that hiarks can transform into these beasts.

Then—

A thump from above.

The aquila cries out, startled. The clouds clear briefly, revealing a figure sitting atop the creature’s back, boots braced on either side of its thick body. A flash of steel. The glint of a blade. A struggle ensues, fists striking, grunts of effort. The aquila shrieks in pain.

Before I can react, the talons retract from my flesh, and I am falling.

For a moment, there is no pain. No fear. Only the sensation of flight, as if I have grown wings of my own. But the illusion shatters the instant I hit solid rock. The world fades to black as I begin to tumble.

***

I wake to the sensation of water splashing onto my face. I gasp, bolting upright, only to be met with sharp pain radiating from my shoulders. I groan, wincing.

Dottie kneels in front of me, waterskin in hand, looking both relieved and exasperated. Her chocolatey skin, streaked with dirt and marred with cuts, glistens under the muted light. A tear gapes in her leggings at one knee, exposing scraped flesh. Her hands, just as raw as mine, tremble slightly as she exhales, the weight of our ordeal pressing down on us both.

“Dottie?” My voice is hoarse.

She gasps, relief softening the tight lines of her face. “Oh goodness,” she breathes, pressing a hand briefly to her chest. “You had me worried sick.”

Confusion swirls in my foggy mind. “Did you…save me?”

She shrugs, smiling. “Figured I owed you one. How are you feeling? You’ve got a pretty nasty cut on your head. How many fingers am I holding up? Do you remember your name? Wait, do I remember my name? Oh, phew, I do. Dottie, at your service.”

I glance around. We’re on another narrow rock shelf, higher than before but still precarious. I blink up at her, my mind sluggish. “How long have I been unconscious?”

“Oh, not too long. Less than an hour, I s’pose.”

I shake my head, struggling to make sense of it. “How did you…why did you—”

Dottie exhales, but it’s shaky. Her usual brightness dims just a little. Her eyes lose focus. Her fingers flex, gripping something unseen.

“I knew what it was,” she says quietly. “They lived near the cliffs of my home. I used to watch them circle. I heard its wings. Then I saw you in its grasp. And I didn’t think, I just moved.”

She rubs at her arm, shaking her head. “I grabbed my knife. Waited. It flew close.”

A breath.

“I leaped.”

A pause.

“It thrashed. I held on.”

Her eyes meet mine.

“I didn’t stop until it let go.”

She looks away.

“It was terrifying.”

She clears her throat and gestures at the rock, shaking her head with a small, incredulous smile. “Lucky we landed here instead of all the way down the mountain.”

Her words settle in my chest like stones, heavy and real. I don’t know what to say. My mind replays the moment, her frame clinging to the aquila’s back, striking at it with nothing but a blade and sheer will. She could have fallen. Should have fallen. The thought makes my stomach clench.

I stare at her, dumbfounded. “You endangered yourself on my behalf?”

Her eyes flick away again, and for a moment, I think she won’t answer. Then she shrugs again, but this time, it’s slower, more hesitant. “You risked yourself for me with Jarek. Guess we’re even.”

Something warm stirs in my chest, something unfamiliar. Gratitude? Something more? I shake it off. “Thank you.”

“No thanks required,” she says, mirroring my words to her after the fight with Jarek. Then quieter, “I have a feeling you’re worth saving.”

I swallow hard.

“No one has ever done that for me before.”

Dottie finally looks at me, her expression softer now, until it twists into a grin, her eyes bright once more. “Yeah? Do you often need to be saved from life-threatening situations? I knew tree houses sounded dangerous, y’all probably fall just looking for the bathing chamber in the middle of the night.”

Something in me cracks. A laugh, weak and rasping, pushes its way out of my chest, surprising even me. She grins wider, and for the first time in a long while, I don’t feel so alone.

She holds my gaze for a moment before looking up. “I think we’re close. I heard some candidates cheering when they reached the top a while ago.”

I glance toward the sky. The yellow glow in the clouds is larger now, closer. “We should continue forward.”

Dottie hesitates. “What about your shoulders?”

I suck in a sharp breath, willing the pain in my shoulders to anchor me. The turmoil inside me, fear, exhaustion, this relentless hum, clamors for release, but I refuse to let it show. I smooth my expression, layer by layer, until only a blank mask remains, concealing everything beneath. My voice is steady, controlled. “I can manage.”

“I could always try to carry you, no promises I wouldn’t drop you though.” Her eyes crinkle with her smile before uncertainty flickers across her face, she bites her bottom lip. After a moment, she exhales and shrugs. “At the very least, we should tether together,” she says. Without further discussion, we take the length of rope from my pack, looping it securely around my waist before she fastens it around her own. The knot is tight, binding us together for whatever lies ahead.

Together, we rise and press forward. The climb is slow, grueling. The humming under my skin grows louder, unsettlingly familiar, but the pain in my shoulders dulls my thoughts.

Finally, we reach the last ledge. Dottie hauls me up, and a shaky breath escapes me, relief flooding my aching limbs. My vision sways, nausea rolling through me, but the sight of the veil before us, identical to the one on the dormitory grounds, steadies me. We made it.

Just behind the veil, the very tip of the mountain juts out, isolated against an endless expanse of open sky. The clouds have fully cleared, revealing nothing but vast whiteness stretching in every direction. I had expected the summit to taper to a sharp point, but instead, it has been hollowed out, replaced by a gaping void. A volcano? Perhaps. But my mind, sluggish with exhaustion and pain, refuses to process the information.

My focus shifts back to the swirling golden clouds of the veil, its light pulsing like a heartbeat, beckoning us forward. The exhaustion in my limbs, the ache in my shoulders, the lingering taste of fear in my mouth, it all presses down on me, but the sight of that golden glow is a promise. A promise of rest. Of survival.

Leaning heavily on Dottie, I take the final step. As I step through, a rush of heat engulfs me, sinking into my frozen skin like the first touch of sunlight after a brutal storm. My breath stutters, my muscles unclenching one by one, as if the veil itself is unraveling the mountain’s cruel grip on my body. The weight of our struggle lingers, but we made it.

Together, we step into safety.


Twelve


My shoulders heal well with the help of salves from the medical room, and within a few days, I’m moving normally again. The pain is gone, but the stiffness lingers, making everyday movements feel oddly uncoordinated. More than once, I reach for something too quickly and nearly send a cup tumbling off my desk. When I catch glimpses of myself in the mirror, I almost miss the unmarked skin I once knew. Almost. But there is also a flicker of pride, proof that I survived something I wasn’t meant to, like the burns on my palms.

After completing the first trial together, Dottie and I started spending more time with each other. While I was healing, she brought me food, visited often, and talked so much that Tari left the room multiple times in frustration while trying to read. At first, her endless chatter exhausted me, each word feeling like an obligation to respond. I never knew what to say, was never quite sure how to mirror her openness. But once I realized I didn’t need to reciprocate much—I just had to listen—her stories became an escape from the pain, a distraction I hadn’t known I needed.

She told me about the Sky Realm, about growing up on a crop farm on the northern cliffs of the island, her father’s property stretching to the very edge. She painted such a vivid picture of the golden wheat fields swaying under endless skies that I could almost see it when I closed my eyes.

With the Sky Realm hiarks’ ability to control the weather and create perfect conditions, the Sky Realm produces the majority of the world’s grains and vegetables. While the Life Realm is home to woodcutters supplying the other realms with wood for shelter, the Sky Realm and its farmers ensure there is food for all.

She told me how her father would work the fields, her mother would bake and sell bread, and she and her brother would help where ever they were needed. When they weren’t busy running wild in the open fields. When I asked Dottie if they ever worried about falling off the floating island, she laughed. “The wind current keeps us safe,” she assured me. “It constantly pushes against the boundaries.”

She spoke of grand buildings, of markets brimming with fresh produce, of rainstorms called down by the hiarks to quench the land. Her eyes glazed over in awe as she described the Wielders calling storms into existence with a flick of their wrists, the sky darkening at their command. She spoke of winds that bent to their will, of lightning flashing from their palms as easily as breath escaped her lips. I watched her hands move with her words, illustrating the invisible forces she had witnessed. I could see it in her expression, reverence, longing, maybe even a touch of envy. I wished I could share in her wonder, but I had never seen a hiark wield, never felt the thrill of standing beneath a sky shaped by their power.

The Life Realm is the largest of the realms. The population is spread out; humans live in towns and villages, and hiarks live and work in larger cities. They rarely interact with each other. The Sky Realm, on the other hand, is much smaller. A single large city sits at its center, surrounded by endless fields. Hiarks and humans live and work together and coexist in a way that seems foreign to me.

For two days, while I was confined to bed, Dottie filled the silence with stories of her childhood, adventures with her brother, moments with her childhood friends. When I asked if she had a happy childhood, she said yes, then paused, her expression shifting. “Until we lost my mother,” she admitted, her voice quieter, as if speaking the words out loud makes the loss more real. Her hand drifted to her sternum, fingers closing around a charm that hung from a delicate chain. She rubbed it absently between her thumb and forefinger, the motion slow, reverent.

I didn’t ask her to expand on the subject.

I understand the pain of losing a mother.

***

When I returned to eating meals in the dining hall, Dottie and I took up sitting together.

Tonight, the scent of fish lingers in the air as I push food around on my plate. She chatters excitedly about the aquila that lived near her home as a child, her hands gesturing wildly. But my attention drifts. The once color-coded tables of the first night are now a swirl of mixed hues, greens with blues and grays, reds mingling with white and yellow. The only ones still keeping to themselves are the Death Realm candidates.

Dottie suddenly exclaims, “Oh shoot!” snapping my attention back to her. She slaps a hand to her forehead. “I forgot I was supposed to pick up a book from the library!”

“I’ll be back in a second,” she says, already pushing away from the table. I nod as she rushes away.

Since the Sky Trial had drawn from the attributes of the Sky Realm and the Goddess of the Sky, Dottie is determined to find books on the Life Realm. She’s eager to understand what might lie ahead. Anixsa has already confirmed that the next trial will be based on it, but I don’t need the confirmation, Naira’s prophecy has already revealed it to me.

I had shared the prophecy with Dottie while she was visiting me in bed. She had been confused about the mention of mismatched eyes, since she’s only seen both of mine as green. I was reluctant at first to share my secret, the thing about myself I kept to just myself for so many years, but after her sharing so much with me, I decided to lift the weight and tell her. I explained to her that when I was born one of my eyes had been green and the other blue. I told her of my father’s fear, how he had been so afraid that night, though he never had the chance to tell me why. I told her about the elixir from the Realm of Seas, how I had used it on a monthly basis to change my eye to green, just as he had instructed before he died. His fear was enough to make me obey, and I never stopped.

As I had told her, a realization settled over me like a slow chill. My most recent bottle of elixir was back at the abbey. I had maybe a few of weeks left before the effects wore off. And after that…I guess it was time to embrace this part of myself; there wasn’t really another choice.

My eyes follow her as she descends the stairs, then drift toward the notice board mounted on the far wall. The same two sheets hang on the right, their edges curling slightly from where others have touched them. A nervous pulse flutters in my throat as I tear my gaze away, my fingers finding their way to my mouth as I chew absently on a nail. I hesitate before forcing my gaze back to the board, my stomach twisting with dread. I steel myself and scan the top left, bracing for the weight of the lines of ink, names, I don’t want to see. But to my surprise, the death roll remains unchanged, the same as it was when I arrived. Huh.

Shrugging to myself, I pull my tray back toward me, eyeing the small square piece of cake nestled at the edge. It’s golden yellow, and judging by the scattered crumbs surrounding it, it might be dry enough to require more water to wash it down. My fingers hover over it for a moment before I pick it up, breaking off a corner and rolling it between my fingers. The texture is crumbly, slightly rough against my fingertips, and I hesitate before popping the piece into my mouth. The sweetness spreads across my tongue, pleasant and light.

Suddenly, a slow, creeping unease slithers up my spine, making the hairs on the back of my neck rise beneath my head covering. A shiver ghosts down my arms, and a tightness grips my chest, an invisible weight pressing down. Is someone watching me? My breath catches in my throat, shallow and uncertain, and a cold prickle spreads across my skin. My gaze flits warily over my shoulder and across the room, and then I see him—Jarek—sitting on the other side of the room, watching me. His eyes gleam with something wicked, and when he catches my stare, he winks. The gesture is slow, his sharp smile a silent threat. My dessert slips from my fingers, any appetite I had vanishes. I tear my gaze away, pulse hammering in my ears.

My eyes land on another table, closer this time. A figure sits at the end, surrounded by others but somehow isolated. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t look up, just keeps his head lowered, focused on his tray. The freckled man from Sylvamere. A frown pulls at my lips as I take in the fresh, pink scar running along his jaw, a raw reminder of the Sky Trial’s brutality. My fingers curl instinctively, aching with the memory of my own wounds. How much had he endured? Had he, like me, barely made it through?

Before I can look longer, Dottie drops into her seat across from me, breathless. “Those stairs,” she huffs. “They’ll be the death of me. So much cardio.”

A laugh bubbles up before I can stop it. Dottie grins, but the humor fades as reality settles over us. If the Sky Trial was meant to be the easiest, what comes next?

“I believe we will need to engage in significantly more cardiovascular exercise if we hope to endure the remaining trials.” I admit.

Dottie groans but nods. “Should we train? Build up resistance? I tried sparring, and we know how that turned out.” She glances over my shoulder for just a second.

I hold back a wince. “Yes, I do not think we are prepared for the rings. Do you have any knowledge about weights, training bags, or weapons?” Fingers graze absently over my knuckles where the bag had left them sore and raw. “I attempted the bags, but I do not think I was very skilled.”

She snorts. “I know how to plant wheat and harvest it. I can wield a scythe like nobody’s business, but that’s about it.”

I sigh. “Without guidance from someone experienced, I doubt we will achieve much success in the training center.”

“What about the outdoor track?” she suggests.

A groan surges up my throat, but I push it back down. Running. No thank you. But she’s right, we need to do something. And if we’re not fighters, endurance is our only option.

Hesitation lingers, until I nod, resigned. “Very well. Running it is.”

Dottie grins, far too excited about this. “Tomorrow morning?”

“‘Tomorrow morning,” I agree, already dreading it.

***

The morning light spills over the yard, golden and warm, but it does little to ease the reluctance settling in my chest. Why did I agree to this? Running, of all things, why did it have to be running?

I stand beside Dottie, shifting uncomfortably in my black leggings and deep emerald smock, the fabric suddenly feeling too heavy against my skin. The sun is already strong, and I can almost smell its heat as it soaks into my body, warming me from the inside. Maybe long sleeves were a mistake. A pang of longing flickers through me for the steady warmth of the Life Realm. Within the Wall of Mirehaven, the weather shifts unpredictably, one day crisp and cool, the next stifling with heat. It seems to dance with the wind, carrying the remnants of whatever trial it last touched. Even before the Fall, it was understood that each trial’s weather reflected its realm, a lingering echo of its nature.

Dottie claps her hands together, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Okay,” she says, stretching her arms over her head. “I asked this guy from my Realm, Ward, you know him? Probably not. Anyway, he said the best way to start is to stretch first, or you’ll never want to do it again.”

Might never want to do it again anyway, I think to myself. Out loud, I sigh. “Very well. How should we proceed?”

I follow along, first pulling my foot up to my glute, feeling the satisfying pull in my quad muscle, until I lose my balance and have to hop forward to keep from tipping over. Dottie snorts but quickly masks it behind an exaggerated stretch of her own. I scowl at her, but there’s no real heat behind it.

Next, we bend forward, reaching for our toes, keeping our legs straight to stretch the backs of our thighs. A pleasant ache spreads through me, my muscles still sore from the first trial, and the motion feels oddly soothing. We lift our arms over our heads, curving our torsos side to side before crossing each arm over our chests, pulling them tight. By the time we finish, I feel looser, more prepared.

Dottie bounces slightly on the balls of her feet. “Ready?”

I glance at the dirt track, at the other candidates moving around it at different paces, some sprinting, others barely shuffling forward. I exhale sharply. “As ready as I shall ever be.”

She laughs and starts into a jog. I hesitate for only a moment before following, my feet falling into rhythm beside hers. The track kicks up soft dust beneath us, and the air is thick with the scent of sunbaked earth. Beside me, Dottie asks between breaths, “Was there anything like this at the abbey?”

“No,” I reply. “The Maidens value faith, education, and discipline; physical strength was never a priority for them.”

She looks like she wants to keep the conversation going, but her breath grows heavier. Mine does too. My heart pounds, my lungs burn, each breath dragging in hot and ragged. My vision blurs at the edges, a pulsing haze creeping into my periphery. I push forward and by the time we finish two full laps, we both stumble to a stop, hands on our knees, gasping for air.

“Wow,” Dottie huffs. “That is embarrassing.”

Light-headed and breathless, I forget my mask. “Speak for yourself, I executed it flawlessly.” The words slip out too easily, too naturally, and a flicker of unease twists in my stomach. I never would have spoken so freely at the abbey, with such sarcasm. The moment stretches as I realize what I’ve said, but there’s no taking it back now. My heart beats a little faster, not from exertion but from the unfamiliarity of letting my guard down.

Dottie’s eyes widen for a brief moment before she erupts into laughter, doubling over as she clutches her stomach. Her black curls bounce wildly behind the tie holding them back, her joy completely uninhibited. Her laughter feels foreign, a stark contrast to the silence of the abbey’s halls, and I don’t quite know how to respond. A part of me wants to hold onto my composure, to keep my expression neutral as I had been taught, but another part, one I barely recognize, wants to embrace the moment. The sound is infectious, wrapping around me like warmth on a cold day, and before I realize it, I’m laughing too. It feels strange, unfamiliar, but somehow, it is exactly what I needed. She snorts, and that only makes us laugh harder.

When the laughter fades, she wipes at her eyes. “At least it was only bad for, like, the first…entire time. Which means next time will be slightly less bad. Maybe. I feel like I was getting dizzy from going in so many circles.”

A thought appears and I glance toward the forest’s edge. “I discovered a trail one morning, perhaps we could take that instead? It’s an incline, but we can go at a steady pace. It leads to a breathtaking view.”

Dottie brightens. “Deal.”

We walk side by side across the yard and into the trees. The path is as I remember it, tall trunks stretching toward the sky, soft light filtering through breaks in the canopy. Where the beams touch the forest floor, small plants reach toward the sun, as if desperate to be seen. Our conversation fades as the incline steals our breath. My legs burn with exertion and sweat dampens the edges of my head covering. The breeze is a welcome relief, cooling my skin as we wind along the trail.

We jog beneath the tree where I had seen the grimrooks before, and I glance up, expecting to find them still perched. I do, but instead of three, I count seven. More eyes than I expected.

When we reach the fork in the path, I lead us right, toward the cliff. The trees thin, opening up to an expanse of sky and rolling forest below. Dottie exhales in awe as her steps slow. “Wow. You were right. This is beautiful.”

She’s quieter when she’s out of breath, but I find I don’t mind the silence. I’ve grown accustomed to her voice, to the rhythm of her chatter, but this, this is peaceful.

Dottie takes a seat on the edge of the cliff, letting out a long breath as she gazes at the view, feet dangling over the edge. I follow suit, rolling up my sleeves and leaning back on my arms, letting the warmth of the sun seep into my skin. I close my eyes, tilting my face toward the sky, feeling the sun kiss my cheeks. A gentle breeze brushes against us, carrying the earthy scent of the forest below. We sit in comfortable silence, catching our breath as the wind carries the distant rustling of leaves.

After a while, Dottie shifts beside me, stretching her legs out before pointing behind us. Her eyes light up with excitement, a wide grin spreading across her face. “Guess we should head back. Lunch should be soon. Cured meats and cheeses were listed on the menu, I can’t wait! Those are so rare in the Sky Realm. The wheat and vegetable fields take up so much space, there’s barely any room for herdsmen.”

A nod. I understand the urge to head back. In the Life Realm, cured meats were common, supplied by herdsmen who thrived in the vast, green pastures. But at the abbey, they were a rare indulgence, replaced more often by plain lentils and grains. The thought of something rich and flavorful is enough to get me to my feet, to follow behind her as she leads us back down the mountain. At the fork, Dottie notices the other path, the one leading into the mountains. “What do you think is in there?” she asks.

I hesitate. “I do not know.”

“Let’s find out.”

A flicker of unease crawls through me. “Perhaps we should turn back. What if this trail leads to Kismet? There are only three rules, Dottie, and they must exist for a reason.” I chew on my thumbnail, staring at the dark path ahead. Something about it unsettles me, but Dottie groans, rolling her eyes.

“What could possibly be worse than the trials?” Her voice takes on a whiny tone, and she tugs at my sleeve. “Pleeease?”

Trying again to deter her I say, “What about lunch?”

She ponders for a moment, looking back at the path into the mountain. “We can just check it out quick, promise.” More sleeve tugs, “Pleeeeease?”

I sigh. “Very well. Just, stop that.”

She grins, victorious, and we step into the unknown.

We descend into the darkness. Our footsteps echo off the stone walls—the only sound in the silent tunnel. The ground is uneven, small pebbles shift beneath my boots. I reach out, fingertips grazing the damp, cool surface of the rock. The air is thick and warm, growing hotter with each step, clinging to my skin like a second layer. A trickle of sweat slides down my back.

The darkness is nearly absolute until, at last, a soft glow emerges ahead, an eerie shimmer breaking through the blackness. It pulses faintly, like the slow rhythm of a heartbeat.

Our eyes meet in the dim light, a silent agreement passing between us as we press forward. A flicker of apprehension coils in my chest, but curiosity tugs me onward, overriding the unease. My mind races with possibilities, what could be waiting for us beyond the glow? Danger, wonder, something entirely unknown? The weight of uncertainty presses down on me, yet my feet move of their own accord, drawn toward the mystery ahead. The path winds unpredictably, the damp walls narrowing and then expanding as we navigate through the humid tunnel. The air grows heavier, thicker, each breath carrying the scent of earth and minerals. The glow intensifies, no longer just a flicker but a steady radiance, pulsating with an almost hypnotic rhythm.

Finally, the passage opens up, and we step into a vast cavern. The sight steals my breath. Pools of vibrant aqua water glisten like liquid gemstones, their luminescent surfaces gently disturbed by rising tendrils of steam that curl and twist into the air.

Dottie gasps as she takes an unsteady step forward. Her dark eyes are wide, reflecting the glowing water like mirrors, her chest rising and falling with the sharp intake of breath. “Oh my goodness,” she whispers, awe laced in every syllable.

The cavern itself is alive with shifting reflections, the soft blue glow dancing across the uneven rock walls, casting ethereal patterns that make the space feel otherworldly. It’s mesmerizing, as if the light itself is alive. The source becomes clear upon closer inspection, luminescent crystals line the inside of the pools, shimmering like frozen starlight. It looks as if the core of the earth itself is glowing beneath our feet, ancient and endless.

Dottie crouches, reaching out, and when her fingers skim the surface, she gasps again. “It’s warm!”

Something stirs inside me, a longing that settles deep in my bones. My muscles ache, each fiber tight with exhaustion, and the water shimmers, inviting, soothing. The steam rises in delicate tendrils, curling through the air, wrapping around me like a whispered promise. What would it feel like to surrender to it, to let the warmth envelop me entirely? To feel weightless, free of tension, free of thought, cradled by warmth? For just a little while.

“Let’s get in,” Dottie says, already tugging off her boots.

“I am not certain we should.” The words feel weak, even as I say them. I want to. I really, really want to.

Dottie grins and strips down to her undergarments, stepping into the pool with a sigh, her expression melting into pure bliss. The temptation coils tightly in my chest, pulling me toward the water like an irresistible force. With a resigned exhale, I peel away my boots, leggings, and smock, casting them aside without hesitation. The air kisses my skin for only a moment before my toes slip beneath the surface, the heat steals the breath from my lungs. Warmth seeps through me, inch by inch, as my foot finds a natural stone shelf hidden beneath the water and I ease the rest of my body into the pool.

The warmth engulfs me, sinking deep into my sore limbs like a soothing balm. The tension I hadn’t realized I was still holding melts away, unraveling in the comforting embrace of the water. For the first time in what feels like forever, I let out a deep, contented sigh. Compared to the tepid baths at the abbey, this feels decadent, like something meant to be savored. The glow shimmers across the surface, making the water appear as if it’s alive, swirling and shifting around where it laps gently at my shoulders. I lean my head back against the smooth, heated stone surrounding the edge and allow my eyes to drift shut, surrendering to the moment.

A soft dripping sound draws me back, and I blink my eyes open. Across the pool, Dottie is cupping water in her hands, letting it slip through her fingers in slow, trickling streams. Droplets catch the light as they fall, creating tiny ripples that disappear into the larger motion of the pool. When our gazes meet, she grins widely, a spark of mischief lighting her eyes.

She lets her arms fall back into the water, sinking in with a contented sigh. “I might like running. Even if we’re missing lunch.”

A quiet smile tugs at my lips as I rest my head back against the stone, letting the warmth seep further into my bones. “Perhaps it is not as bad as I initially believed.”


Thirteen


The morning before the second trial, Dottie and I descend the stairs into the library after breakfast, the scent of ink and parchment wrapping around us like a familiar cloak. The air is still and cool, thick with the quiet presence of stories and knowledge waiting to be uncovered.

“So, what are we looking for?” Dottie asks, her voice hushed but still carrying the undercurrent of her usual enthusiasm.

“Details on the creatures of the Life Realm. The prophecy suggests beasts will be involved.” I say, scanning the towering shelves.

Dottie’s brow furrows in confusion, “Shouldn’t you already know all about that? Since you grew up there? Didn’t the Maidens teach you? You know everything.”

I shake my head with a small smile. “Not everything. The forests of the Life Realm are vast, and not all creatures venture near the edges of towns. Many dwell deep in the shadows, unseen. Life there flourishes in abundance, far beyond what anyone could possibly catalog. The Maidens taught me a great deal, but even they could not account for every species.”

Dottie grins. “Well, just most things, then.”

It’s a battle to not let my eyes roll at her words.

We move to the section labeled Life Realm, pulling books from the shelves, and stacking them on the long wooden table. The sheer volume of information is overwhelming. We spend the morning and most of the afternoon buried in books, flipping through endless pages filled with illustrations and descriptions, birds, insects, mammals, reptiles. Herbivores and carnivores. Tiny creatures barely bigger than a fingertip and massive ones that could shake the earth with their steps.

Yet nothing stands out quite like the lycathos: huge, lupine beasts, the forms Life Realm Shifters can take. Their quadruped bodies tower as tall as a man, their thick fur bristling like living shadows beneath the forest canopy. Teeth sharp enough to bite through bone gleam beneath snarling lips, but it’s the long, pointed tusks jutting from either side of their snouts that are the most terrifying. They are weapons of pure power, used to gore and shred, to establish dominance over prey and rivals alike. The thought of encountering one sends a shiver down my spine. A wild pack had a den near Sylvamere, their haunting howls drifting through the night, threading through the silence of the abbey like a distant warning. It was a sound that made my skin prickle, both beautiful and unsettling, a reminder that the Life Realm was not just sprawling forests and villages, but also a place of deep, untamed wilderness.

By late afternoon, my head throbs from the weight of too much knowledge, and we agree to close the books. Craving fresh air and a moment of clarity, we decide to raid the kitchens for food to pack, then take one last run up the mountain before tomorrow’s trial. One last chance to soak in the warm pools before we’re thrown into whatever comes next.

The water welcomes us with its soothing heat, wrapping around my aching body like a balm. I lean my head against the edge of the pool, letting my eyes drift shut as a sigh slips from my lips. The steady drip of water from the cavern ceiling echoes softly around us, a rhythmic sound blending with the gentle lapping of the pool. The scent of minerals lingers in the warm, humid air, earthy and rich, grounding me in the moment. The warmth seeps deep into my muscles, loosening knots of tension left over from the training they aren’t used to.

After a while, I open my eyes and turn my head toward Dottie. She has been quieter than usual. She sits in the water, one knee bent, an arm wrapped around it, her other hand absently fiddling with the chain around her neck. She stares into the center of the pool, lost in thought.

I sit up. “What does your necklace represent?”

She doesn’t answer, her fingers still on the charm, her gaze unfocused.

“Dottie?” I try again.

She blinks as if surfacing from deep thought. “Sorry, what?”

“Your necklace,” I repeat gently. “What does it represent?”

For a moment, she hesitates. Exhaling, she moves closer, the water sloshing softly as she leans in. The chain is delicate, gold-colored, and the charm attached to it is shaped like a tiny loaf of bread. It’s smooth and worn, like it has been rubbed over and over.

“It was my mother’s,” she says, voice quiet. “It’s the only piece of her I have left.”

Her fingers tighten around the charm, her thumb absently tracing over its worn surface. Something about the way she holds it makes my chest ache, a familiar kind of pain, the weight of loss pressing against my ribs. I recognize that grip, the way someone clings to the last tangible piece of a person they can never get back. A part of me wants to reach out, to say something that will ease the sorrow in her expression, but the words stick in my throat. Without thinking, I reach for my pack resting on the rocks behind us. Digging inside, beneath the change of clothes I packed, my fingers close around something small and familiar. I turn back and open my palm, revealing the intricate tress clasp nestled in my hand. My fingers twitch slightly, fumbling with it for a second before I manage to keep still. The metal feels cool against my skin, grounding me, but the weight of memory makes it heavy.

“My mother’s. She perished in a fire when I was ten,” I say, my voice quieter than I intended. “This is the only piece I have left of her.”

Dottie looks at it, sadness and understanding in her eyes, before she meets my gaze. “What was she like?”

My family is not something I have shared with anyone before. My fingers drift toward my mouth, the tip of my nail pressed lightly between my teeth as I gather the courage to speak. “She owned an apothecary, her talent for nurturing life far surpassed mine, she could revive even the most withered of plants.” My fingers tighten around the clasp in my palm as I remember her, the way she smelled of lavender and crushed herbs, how her hands were always stained with remnants of whatever remedy she had been working on. “She had this way about her…like no matter what was wrong, she could fix it. She was kind, gentle but strong, never hesitating when someone needed her.” I huff a quiet laugh, though my throat tightens, my voice growing softer. “She would sing as she worked, an old melody whose name I never knew. At times, I can still hear it, like an echo in my mind. I am ashamed to say I no longer remember what her voice sounds like.” I blink quickly, swallowing the unexpected sting of emotion before I look back at Dottie. “What was yours like?”

Dottie’s lips curve, a mix of fondness and longing. “She was beautiful. She had a personality as big as her hair.” A laugh slips through, though her voice thickens. “And it was big hair, wild curls that framed her face like a halo. She was warm, loving, always smelled like fresh bread, and her laughter could fill a room. Baking was her passion. She would wake before dawn to knead dough, humming softly as she worked, filling the house with the scent of yeast and flour. She would sell loaves to our neighbors, always slipping an extra to anyone struggling. She had a way of making people feel safe, cared for, like everything would be alright as long as she was there.” Her smile wavers for a moment. “She was my best friend. Sassy—kept my father on his toes, she never let him get away with anything. Sometimes, when she scolded him, she’d do it with a flour-covered hand on her hip, and he would just laugh and kiss her forehead, like no one else in the world existed.”

The light in her eyes dims slightly.

“Are you close with your father?” I ask softly.

She hesitates before letting out a jagged sigh. “No. Not after my mother died. I think I reminded him too much of her. I look just like her, and I think…it hurt him to look at me. The space between us just grew. And then—” She shakes her head. “It got worse when we could no longer afford the farm helpers with the loss of my mother’s income. I told him I didn’t want to work the fields, that the farm wasn’t the future I wanted for myself, but I had to leave school to work the fields anyway. My older brother was his pride and joy, but me? I was just another problem. Nothing I did was ever good enough. Seeds too close together, harvesting too careless. He never let me forget it. The only silver lining was that I was also designated to bake our bread. I could do that well.”

Realization dawns, “You were in the kitchen on the day of my arrival. Your bread was served with dinner that evening.”

Dottie nods, “Baking helps calm me down. I would wake early to make dough and slip away to bake whenever I could. One day, I made a loaf for a grieving neighbor, and they asked if they could buy more.”

“I can understand why they would want more, that was the finest bread I have ever tasted.”

Her lips curve up in an almost smile. “Eventually, I was supplying the same people my mother had. A merchant took some to the palace of the Sky Heir, and after that, I was asked to work in his kitchens.”

I blink, surprised. “That is amazing.”

“It was. With the coin I was making, my family was well taken care of, but even then, my father never warmed back up to me. Even when the farm did better than ever. It was like…I was a constant disappointment to him. He barely spoke to me after I left to move to the city.”

I can see the heartbreak in her expression, the way her shoulders sag just slightly, as if the weight of her past is pressing down on her. I want to say something, anything that might ease the pain I know too well, but the words elude me. So instead, I say the only thing that comes to mind. “I am so sorry.” The words feel inadequate, too small to hold the grief she carries. My chest tightens as I think about what she has endured, about what it must feel like to be unwanted by someone who was supposed to love you unconditionally. I wonder, for a fleeting moment, if it would be worse than not having a father at all.

She nods, looking away, her eyes glistening as she exhales shakily. “When I woke up in the dormitory after the Orb called to me, I was ashamed to feel almost relieved. I had this thought, maybe, just maybe, if I could complete these trials, I could earn his love back.” Her voice wavers, barely more than a whisper. “I know survival is a long shot, but I’ve spent eighteen years trying to be enough, trying to prove myself. Maybe this would finally do it.” She looks at me then, searching my face for something, validation, reassurance, hope. My heart twists at the vulnerability in her eyes. “Ain’t that silly?”

I shake my head, “I do not find it foolish in the least.” My voice is steady, unwavering. Dottie has spent her life chasing something that should have been hers without question: love, acceptance, the feeling of being enough. It hurts to think about, to know that she has spent years believing she had to earn what should have been given freely.

I hesitate for a moment, struggling against the familiar wall inside me, the one that has kept my own emotions locked away for so long. But if Dottie can be this open with me, then I owe her the same. I take a breath, choosing my words carefully.

“What I find truly foolish is that anyone could look at you and fail to see how remarkable you are, that someone could make you believe you must fight to be worthy of love.”

Her lips part slightly, as if she wants to argue, but no words come. Instead, she looks away, blinking rapidly, her fingers still curled around her mother’s necklace. The silence between us stretches, but it is not heavy. It settles, warm and unspoken, wrapping around us like the water we sit in.

Dottie exhales, her breath shaky but lighter than before. “Thank you, Orla.”

I nod, and we sit together in the quiet, the water’s glow reflecting on the cavern walls. We hold onto this moment, onto the warmth of shared understanding, before tomorrow’s trial takes it away.


Fourteen


Ninety-two.

That’s how many candidates lost their lives in the first trial. Ninety-two people—sacrificed for Elmon’s thirst for power. Ninety-two families who will never see their sons, daughters, husbands, wives, friends, maybe even parents, again. Ninety-two families who will never know why.

Gods, we don’t even really know why. Beyond his cryptic confession over a week ago, we’ve gotten nothing. No explanation, no justification, just silence. How exactly does our suffering translate into his power? He said he has been waiting for this trial for a long time, but why? What’s so special about it? He’s withholding something important, the biggest piece of the puzzle still missing. I don’t think he intends to share it with us.

But I can’t afford to dwell on it now. Not as I stand in front of the bulletin board, staring up at the list of the dead. The names blur together, a somber roll call of the lost. I rub my eyes, trying to clear my vision, but the letters still seem to shift and blend into one another. Around me, the dining hall is alive with movement, candidates rushing past, some whispering in hushed voices, others deathly silent. The remnants of breakfast cling to the air, mingling with the unmistakable tension. The energy in the room isn’t just nervous, it’s electric, thrumming against my skin, curling into my stomach, and clawing at my throat. I swallow hard, forcing down the nausea.

Focus.

The second trial looms ahead.

A familiar voice cuts through the noise. “Ready?”

Dottie.

I turn to face her. She’s clad in the same uniform as the rest of us: dark leggings and a matching jacket, pale yellow stripes marking her sleeves and running down the sides of her legs. Her name tag, A. Nimbus, stands out starkly against the fabric. Her unruly ebony curls are pulled back, but a few defiant strands escape to frame her face. Her eyes, nearly as dark, shine brightly. I’m learning that Dottie’s optimism is nearly unshakable. Even now, with death a near certainty, she still finds light. Clouds may gather, but for her, the sun always returns.

“It appears I have no alternative,” I murmur, my voice steady despite the unease curling in my chest.

The straps of my pack settle on my shoulders and together, we make our way toward the main doors. They stand propped open, heavy sandbags keeping them in place, letting the morning sunlight spill across the stone floor. The warmth touches my skin as we step forward, creeping up my legs, spreading across my chest and arms. When the light reaches my face, I pause for just a second, closing my eyes. The fresh air carries the scent of damp earth, crisp and new, tinged with something sharper, something metallic. A warning, perhaps.

Opening my eyes, I spot the clouds rolling in, their dark bellies shifting and coiling like restless serpents. Heavy and swollen, they churn against the sky, swallowing patches of blue in their slow, inevitable advance. The air hums with the promise of rain, the distant rumble of thunder a low growl of warning.

Ahead, the mass of candidates is gathering near the Field of Veils, a shuffling line of bodies stretching toward the glowing green gateway. There are still more than six hundred of us, yet somehow the loss of ninety-two is sharper in the face of that number. They are gone, and we are too many for their absence to make an impact. Too many to mourn them properly.

The memory of the first trial claws at my mind, the crumbling island, the screams, the moment bodies were swallowed by the abyss below. I can almost feel the shaking of the ground beneath my feet, how the tremors rattled through my bones. Goosebumps spread across my skin. Whether it’s the memory or the first drops of rain landing on my skin, I’m not sure.

My jacket is thick enough to keep out the cold. Too bad it can’t protect me from whatever lies beyond the veil. Wouldn’t that be nice?

The line inches forward. Few speak. The air is too thick with dread. Behind me, Dottie chatters nervously, filling the silence with questions as she thumbs her necklace. “What do you think will be in there? Do you actually think it will take two days to get out?”

Her face lifts to the sky, “What kind of weather did y’all have in the Life Realm? Do you reckon it’ll be the same in there?”

Her weight bounces from one foot to the other, “I bet there’ll be trees. I’ve never been in a proper forest before. The Sky Realm is all fields.”

I don’t answer. My mouth is too occupied with chewing on a nail. Not that she expects me to. She’s too focused on the veil, its eerie green glow growing brighter as we approach.

Now, I can see the way the light within it moves, twisting, curling like vines reaching for something unseen. The archway is intricately carved, much like the Sky Realm’s veil, but this one bears the shapes of leaves, vines, flowers, and animals. At the top, two menacing lycathos heads glare down, sharp teeth bared, eyes hollow and unforgiving.

Too soon, it’s almost my turn. The veil’s glow reflects off my skin as the gap closes with every step.

My heart pounds against my ribs, a drum beat in my chest. When we decided to stick together, we hadn’t considered that the veil might not care about our choices. It could separate us the moment we step through, flinging us into different parts of whatever nightmare waits on the other side. What if I lose Dottie and the fragile beginnings of the first friendship I’ve ever known? What if it never has the chance to grow, and I die without knowing what it means to have a true friend, even for just a little while? The thought sends a sharp, unfamiliar pang through my chest.

It’s strange how terrifying it is to lose something I never even believed I could have.

I turn to Dottie, swallowing hard. “I shall await you on the other side.”

“I’m right behind you,” she promises.

I step forward, tilting my head back as a shadow flickers across my face. Something moves above me, wings, dark and vast. But when I look up, there’s nothing there.

The candidate in front of me disappears into the glow.

With one last glance over my shoulder, I step forward, letting the curling green light consume me.

I step into a forest, the air thick with damp earth and the scent of soil. The canopy above is dense, letting only slivers of golden light filter through. The underbrush is rich and lush, swallowing my feet with each step. I spin in place as I walk, a strange sense of familiarity creeping over me. The towering trees, the sound of birdsong in the distance, the way the warmth of the air settles on my skin, I know this place. Or, at least, it feels like I do.

A shiver crawls up my spine, my breathing labors as my skin turns clammy, the sensation like ice spreading beneath my flesh. The forest is eerily like the one near Sylvamere, every detail sending a pulse of recognition through me. My stomach twists, but before I can dwell on it, the soft rustling of leaves behind me announces Dottie’s arrival. Relief washes over me, at least we are still together.

Like in the Sky Trial, words, instructions, appear in the air before us:

Trek through the forest, the task at hand,

But beware what Life may have planned.  

The creatures may watch, the path may sway,

And dangers will rise along the way.

The cave that blocks the sun’s first light,

Holds the way out, hidden from sight.

Dottie reads the words aloud, then turns to me. “So, basically, we need to hike through the forest and find the veil in a cave?”

I nod, my eyes scanning the message again.

“With the possibility of any and all deadly creatures trying to stop us?” she adds, crossing her arms.

Another nod.

Dottie claps her hands together. “Well. Seems simple enough.” A nervous laugh escapes her.

I hum in response, then look up, searching for an opening in the canopy. “‘The cave that blocks the sun’s first light.’ If it is blocking the first light, it must be in the direction in which the sun rises, we need to head east.”

Dottie watches as I find a break in the trees, orienting myself with the sliver of visible sky. Once sure, I point us in the right direction, and we begin to walk.

At first, it is quiet; our footsteps, the occasional whisper of wind, and the rare call of a grimrook are the only sounds. Even our conversations, mostly Dottie’s curious questions, feel hushed. We don’t run into any other candidates, which likely means the veil scattered everyone across the forest. Relief flickers inside me again, I’m glad we weren’t separated.

Then, ahead, something changes. The trees tighten into a thick grove, spreading across the width of the forest like a wall of sentries standing guard. Their trunks are massive, standing impossibly close together. I recognize them instantly: asher trees. Their roots push up from the ground, gnarled and twisted. I remember my mother’s words, recalling how the asher trees near our home grew so tightly together that their roots ran out of space beneath the earth, forcing them to claw their way upward. A shiver runs through me, and goosebumps spread across my skin. I have a bad feeling about this.

“I guess we’re going through there,” Dottie says, glancing my way.

“The forest does not seem to give us much alternative,” I murmur.

She rubs her arms, as if warding off a chill. “It’s too quiet.”

I don’t disagree. As we approach the grove, the light dims, the canopy strangling what little sun had made it through. The deeper shadows reveal strange, scattered shapes among the roots. My pulse kicks up as I study them, unfamiliar, draped across the tangled limbs.

Dottie lets out a low whistle as we take the first step into the darkened grove. “Well, ain’t this cozy, oh.” Her words end on a sharp inhale.

My stomach twists, my breath hitching as my eyes focus.

The shapes.

The shapes are bodies.

Bodies of other candidates.

I choke on my breath, my hand flying to my mouth as nausea surges up my throat. Dottie clutches her chest, a strangled sob escaping her lips.

Blood stains the roots, dark and thick, glistening in the low light. Limbs lie tangled among the twisted wood, some half-buried, some impaled. The iron scent is suffocating, mixing with the damp, earthy rot of the forest. My limbs shake, my breath turns shallow, my heartbeat pounds behind my ears. Every part of me screams to run.

The ground rumbles.

No. Not the ground, the roots.

Slowly, they begin to shift, the remains of the fallen shifting with them.

“We must move,” I gasp, grabbing Dottie’s arm. “Now. Or we shall end up like them.”

With renewed urgency, we push forward, our feet stumbling over raised roots, dodging bodies, the darkness pressing in on us. My foot snags on a root, and I crash to my knees, pain jolting through me. Now is not the time for clumsiness.

A deep groan fills the air, a low, resonant vibration that sends a shudder through the ground beneath us. The wood creaks and cracks, the sound like brittle bones snapping, as the roots begin to twist and shift, their movement slow but deliberate. A root lifts from the ground ahead, snapping toward us like a whip. There’s a wicked crack as it strikes down. We lunge aside just in time, hitting the ground hard.

More roots begin to rise, writhing like serpents.

I glance toward the east. There, in the distance, a sliver of light. The edge of the grove. The way out.

“Keep moving!” I shout, pulling Dottie to her feet.

Just as she’s upright, a root coils around her ankle and yanks her back down. She screams, clawing at the ground as it begins winding up her leg.

Heart hammering, I rip my pack open, my scarred palms scraping against the rough fabric as my hands scramble for the knife inside. My fingers close around cold metal, and I flip the blade open, sawing frantically at the root.

Come on, come on, come on,

It snaps with a sharp crack, and Dottie scrambles free. We don’t hesitate—we run.

Dodging, jumping, twisting, roots lash at us, some grazing our skin, leaving stinging welts as we push forward. The air is thick with the scent of damp earth and raw wood, each breath ragged and burning in my chest. My legs scream with exhaustion, but I force them to keep moving, eyes locked on that faint, golden sliver of escape, the only beacon in this nightmare. By the time we burst from the grove, we’re covered in cuts, our lungs burning, our limbs aching.

But we made it.

Just barely.

We walk in silence for hours, the weight of what we witnessed pressing down on us like a leaden fog. The lifeless bodies of the candidates replay in my mind, over and over, like a cruel loop I can’t escape, the way their limbs twisted unnaturally, the blood soaking into the earth, the empty, glassy stares that would never see again. No matter how hard I try, I can’t shake the sick feeling lodged in my gut or the lump in my throat that refuses to go away.

The sun has nearly set by the time Dottie finally speaks. The deep-orange light filtering through the trees casts long shadows across the forest floor.

“Maybe we should set up camp for the night?” she suggests, her voice tentative, like she doesn’t want to startle the quiet.

I nod. “Yes, that is probably a wise decision.”

We stop in a small clearing, a welcome reprieve from the dense underbrush. It’s not much, but it’s flat enough for our sleeping rolls, which were provided to us this morning along with a flint. I pull mine from my pack while Dottie does the same.

“I will gather some wood for the fire.” I say, brushing dust from my thighs as I stand. “Perhaps you could check if there is anything edible nearby? I believe I saw a bush earlier that looked familiar, sweet berries, if I recall correctly.”

Dottie nods, and we split off in opposite directions.

The ground crunches beneath my boots as I push into the underbrush, the scent of damp earth rising with every step. Twigs snap beneath my weight, the whisper of unseen creatures rustling in the distance. The dense foliage brushes against my legs, tugging at my clothes as if the forest itself resists my passage. The cooling air makes me shiver, and I pull my jacket tighter around me. I circle back to a tree I had noticed earlier, its bark dry and brittle, its branches bare and gray. Perfect for firewood.

Snap. Crack. The brittle limbs break easily in my hands. I shift the growing pile into my arms, reaching for another branch, but I pull too hard. It snaps free and jabs sharply into my stomach.

“Ouch,” I hiss, pressing a hand against the spot before sighing. That was my own fault.

Shaking it off, I gather the branches and make my way back to camp. By the time I return, Dottie is already there, the bottom of her smock bunched up to form a makeshift pocket overflowing with small, dark berries.

I nod toward them. “An excellent find.”

She grins. “I do my best.”

I drop the wood into a neat pile. “Are you skilled at building fires?”

Dottie shrugs. “I can try.”

Turns out, she does better than ‘try.’ Within minutes, she has a fire going, the flames crackling to life, casting flickering shadows that stretch and dance across the trees. The scent of burning wood rises into the cool night air, mingling with the distant whisper of the forest. It works out in my favor; I try to keep my distance from fire when I can. Even now, I sit just close enough to feel its warmth, but far enough that it can’t reach me. I rub my hands against my thighs, staring into the flames as they dance and flicker.

By the time Dottie hands me a handful of berries, the sky is fully dark, stars peeking through gaps in the canopy. I pop one into my mouth. My lips pucker instantly, the fruit more bitter than I expected. Probably out of season. Still, my stomach aches with hunger too much to care.

Dottie speaks first. “I keep thinking about the families of those candidates. They’ll never have closure.” Her voice is quiet, but there’s a sadness to it that makes my chest ache. Her fingers find her necklace. “When my mama died of the fever, it was slow and awful, but…at least I knew it was coming. I got to say goodbye.”

The firelight flickers across her face, deepening the shadows beneath her eyes, casting an orange glow that makes her look both weary and fragile. The flames dance in her irises, reflecting emotions too heavy to speak aloud.

After a long pause, she glances at me. “I know you lost your parents. Did you have any other family?”

My fingers tighten around a berry. I hesitate. I’m not used to sharing. But Dottie, she’s told me about her past, opened herself to me in a way few people ever have. I owe her the same.

After another handful of berries, “I had siblings,” I say at last. “A younger brother, Frelsic, and an older sister, Khristale.” I meet her gaze. “I lost them, and my parents, in a fire. It consumed our cottage completely. Even now, I find it difficult to be around flames.”

Dottie’s expression softens. “So that’s why you wanted me to start the fire.”

Finishing my berries, I rub my palms against my thighs, the old scars prickling with phantom heat. “Yes.” A shaky breath escapes me. My chest feels tight, like there’s something pressing against it from the inside. I look away, convincing myself it’s the smoke making my eyes sting, the thick air making it hard to breathe.

“I was supposed to be asleep,” I murmur, my voice barely above a whisper. “But I was restless, so I went for a walk in the forest.” I swallow hard, forcing down the lump in my throat. “By the time I returned, the cottage was already engulfed in flames.”

Dottie watches me, her face full of understanding, slightly raised eyebrows, soft eyes focused on me, her expression open and patient.

“I tried to reach them.” I say, my voice barely a whisper. “I burned my hands on the metal door handle in my desperate attempt to get inside.” My gaze drops to my palms, the scars a constant reminder.

“I’m so sorry,” Dottie says, and the sincerity in her voice almost breaks something in me. “Did you get to say goodbye?”

A memory flashes through my mind. The funeral, the air heavy with the scent of burning incense, the hushed murmurs of the mourners. The urns, cold and unyielding beneath my trembling fingers, lined up in a solemn row like silent sentinels of loss. The way I had stayed behind after everyone left, my fingers lingering on each urn as if I could still feel their warmth, as if touching them could somehow bridge the gap between life and the empty silence they left behind.

“Only before their ashes were scattered into the wilds of the Life Realm.”

Dottie nods slowly. “Is that when you ended up at the abbey?”

“Yes. The abbey oversees the orphanage in town. When I turned sixteen, they offered me a position as a Maiden. Unsure of what else to do, I accepted.”

“At least you had the other maidens,” she says. “With their shared devotion to the gods, I bet you found a family there.”

Something inside me snaps, like a taut rope fraying until it finally gives way. A hairline fracture deep within me finally breaks open, the weight of unspoken truths pressing against my ribs like an iron band, squeezing tighter with every heartbeat. A pressure builds in my chest, tight enough that I rub my sternum, trying to push it back down.

I don’t know what it is about Dottie—if it’s the way she feels so much, or how she always manages to see me, even when I try to keep the mask in place—but I can’t lie to her. I’ve lied to everyone for fifteen years, including myself, but not her.

The pressure in my chest builds. It climbs higher, higher, until I can’t stand it anymore.

A loud groan escapes me, unbidden.

“Gods, I despise it there!” The words burst from me before I can stop them, raw and unfiltered, my voice cracking under the weight of emotion.

Dottie blinks at me, wide-eyed, startled by the sudden outburst. Slowly, she shifts closer, as if closing the distance might soften the weight of my words.

I rub my face, shaking my head. “My apologies. I am not sure what came over me.”

She watches me for a moment, sets a hand on my forearm, then says, “You don’t have to hide who you are from me.”

I let out a breath, staring into the fire, watching as the flames curl and flicker, consuming everything in their path. My voice is barely a whisper, fragile, like the embers floating away into the night.

“I am not even certain who I am.”


Fifteen


I’m running.

The trees blur past me, their thick trunks and gnarled roots a maze I can barely navigate. My feet catch on unseen roots, stumble over uneven ground, knees slamming into the rough forest floor, sending sharp pain jolting up my legs. But I push forward, ignoring the sting, the dirt clinging to my skin like a second layer. I can’t stop. I have to get there. But I can’t see. Something is blocking my vision, thick and suffocating. My chest heaves, desperate for air, but my lungs burn.

Why can’t I breathe?

I freeze, standing in the oppressive darkness of the forest. My fingers claw at my throat, my vision swimming, and then I realize.

Smoke.

Heavy, choking, gray smoke coils around me, wrapping its tendrils around my limbs, pressing against my skin like unseen hands. It stings my eyes, making them water, and burns my throat with every shallow, gasping breath. The acrid scent of burning wood fills my nostrils, thick with something deeper, something worse. My stomach clenches.

A grimrook caws in the distance. A scream follows, sharp and high-pitched, cutting through the night like a blade.

It crashes into me. If there’s smoke, there is fire. My family.

I can’t think. I can’t breathe.

I run. I don’t know where I’m going. My feet move before my mind catches up. The smoke is so thick I might as well be blind, but I don’t stop. I push through it, coughing, gagging, eyes burning. I have to make it. I have to reach them.

Then, suddenly—air.

I break into the clearing, the smoke vanishing in an instant like it was never there at all, floating up into the night sky. My vision clears, and my breath catches in my throat.

No.

Before me, my childhood home is ablaze.

Flames eat at the walls, licking greedily at the thatched roof, black smoke billowing toward the sky. The windows shatter one by one, glass exploding outward, and a deep, thunderous crack splits through the night as the wooden beams inside collapse.

I sprint forward.

The heat sears my skin, an unbearable, blistering force that makes every step feel like wading through fire. Sweat trickles down my temples, stinging my already burning skin, mixing with the soot and ash clinging to my face. I reach where the front door should be, but it’s gone. Where is it? Eyes frantically search. There’s nothing there but flames, an impenetrable wall of fire that surges higher, as if alive, as if it knows I am trying to get inside.

I shove forward, my hands reaching for something, anything, but I can’t touch it. My fingers grasp at empty air, the entrance gone, the house sealed shut against me. I scream. I plead. My voice is hoarse, my throat raw from the smoke, but there is no answer.

I try one last time to break inside, my palms finally making contact with something, only for searing pain to shoot up my arms, making me stumble back.

I am helpless. I am too late.

The fire rages on, devouring everything I once loved, and all I can do is watch.

My knees buckle. The strength drains from my body, legs giving out as I collapse to my knees. My fingers claw into the dirt, nails scraping against the cold earth as sobs tear through me, raw and unrelenting. My chest heaves, but the air feels too thick, too heavy, each breath a battle against the crushing weight of loss. The flames dance in my vision, burning themselves into my mind, branding me with their terrible light.

I drop my head. The tears come, hot and endless, and I let them.

I have failed them.

***

I jolt awake, my breath sharp and ragged. The world around me is cloaked in darkness, the only light the dying glow of smoldering embers. The remnants of our fire pulse weakly, casting flickering shadows across the trees.

My head throbs, a dull, pounding ache reverberating behind my skull. I groan, pressing clammy fingers against my forehead. My skin burns beneath my touch, feverish and slick with sweat. My limbs feel heavy, like lead has been poured into my veins, pinning me in place.

With effort, I roll onto my side. My stomach churns, the motion sending nausea clawing up my throat. I swallow hard, forcing it down, and turn my gaze toward Dottie.

She lies still, her face pale in the dim light. A sheen of sweat coats her skin, catching the glow of the coals. Her chest rises and falls in shallow, uneven breaths. Even in sleep, she shivers violently, her body wracked with tremors.

Panic grips me, ice cold and paralyzing. My mind fights through the haze, struggling to make sense of what’s happening. Then it hits me.

The berries. The bitterness. They weren’t the right ones.

We poisoned ourselves.

The realization slams into me, but I can barely hold onto it before the world tilts. My vision blurs, dark spots creeping in at the edges. My body betrays me, dragging me under before I can fight it.

The last thing I know is the taste of iron on my tongue and the oppressive weight of the fever pulling me back into the abyss of sleep.

***

The sun beats down, warm and golden, but it can’t burn away the thick scent of soot and smoke that clings to me. It’s in my hair, my clothes, seared into my skin, lodged so deep in my nose that I wonder if I’ll ever breathe clean air again. It follows me, just like the heavy weight in my chest. The funeral service is over. It was awful. And now I am being led through the town by a woman dressed in gray robes, a white covering wrapped neatly around her head. She seems pleasant enough. She chatters as we walk, her voice gentle, but I don’t really hear her. I can’t.

My small pack rests against my back, light but impossibly heavy all at once. Inside, there are only a few pieces of clothing scavenged by kind neighbors, a book, my vial of eye drops, and my mother’s tress clasp. The clasp, delicate, silver, always tied into my mother’s long blond locks while she worked. She was always so upset when she couldn’t find it, only to turn and see me twirling it in my own hands. I had taken it that night, the night of the fire, and it survived when they didn’t. The book and the eye drops had been in my pack too, the latter hidden in an interior pocket. Small, insignificant things that made it through the flames while my family did not.

Tears slip down my face, carving burning trails along my cheeks, their heat a stark contrast to the cold emptiness settling in my chest. I would have sworn I’d be dry by now, that after a week of endless crying, there wouldn’t be anything left. But they keep coming, spilling silently as I walk.

The woman beside me glances down, her expression softening. “Hush now, little one,” she says gently.

She has kind eyes, this woman. What was her name again? Fern something? My mind is too clouded, too full of smoke and grief, to remember or care.

All that matters is my family. And they are gone.

We reach a set of towering stone stairs leading to an enormous building, its stone walls stretching out on either side, wrapping around the back like an impenetrable fortress. The sight of it looms over me, cold and unwelcoming. My feet hesitate at the base of the stairs, but the woman in gray gives me a gentle push forward, and we climb.

At the top, another woman waits. Unlike the first, her face is hard and unyielding, her eyes sharp as if they could cut through any weakness. There is no kindness there, only judgment, etched deep into the lines of her face like a chiseled statue.

“Finally, you have arrived,” she snaps, directing the words at the woman beside me.

“Apologies, Maiden Plaskett. The walk took longer than anticipated,” the gray-robed woman replies, her voice steady.

Maiden Plaskett scoffs, dismissing her with a flick of her hand before turning to me. Without warning, she grips my chin between her fingers, tilting my face up so I have no choice but to meet her gaze.

“Better wipe those tears from your face, girl,” she says sharply. “This is no place for them. Here, you will learn that such things are nothing but distractions.”

Her grip tightens, just slightly, before she releases me.

“You are amongst the Maidens of the Seven now. How you once were is no more. You are observant. You are objective. You are obedient.”

The words clang in my ears, heavy and final. I stand there, silent, the weight of them settling deep into my bones.

The doors behind her creak open, yawning like the mouth of something vast and consuming. The woman in gray gives me one last, fleeting look, then I step forward, into the unknown.

***

A sound pulls me from the depths of sleep, a ghostly call fading into the sounds of morning. My eyes flutter open, heavy with exhaustion. The first hints of sun filter through the thick canopy, casting faint golden beams across the forest floor. The fire is nearly out, its embers dim, my pack and head covering lie on the ground beside me. A groan escapes me as I push myself upright, my muscles weak and trembling. My head throbs, but the fever’s fire has finally burned out.

It could have been much worse; people have died from mistaking the wrong berries. The fever dreams alone could drive someone to the brink, make them beg for the end. A shudder courses through me as fragments of those dreams cling to my mind, dragging me back to the two moments I have always quietly named as the worst of my life.

I press my fingers to my temples, cursing myself for being so careless. The bitter berries, they poisoned us. My tongue is thick, glued to the roof of my mouth, and I fumble for my waterskin, ripping it from my pack. The first gulp barely registers, but by the time I’ve drained half of it, I can finally swallow without feeling like my throat is lined with ash.

Dottie.

I turn to her, my pulse spiking with fear, but she’s still there, her chest rising and falling steadily. Her skin, once slick with sweat, is now dry and flushed with color. Relief floods me, loosening the tight grip of panic in my chest. My heartbeat begins to slow, though the residual fear still lingers at the edges of my mind.

Then, a howl splits the quiet.

I freeze, every nerve in my body alight.

Another follows, longer, louder, and this time, I recognize it. My stomach drops.

Lycathos.

Not just one, they travel in packs.

A rush of panic crashes over me, cold and suffocating. My limbs feel sluggish, but I force myself to move. I reach for Dottie, shaking her hard.

“Dottie, wake up,” I hiss, my voice sharp with urgency.

She stirs, blinking groggily. “What—?”

“We must go. Now.”

I don’t wait for a response. I snatch my pack, shove my bedroll and makeshift wimple inside, and throw it over my shoulder. Dottie scrambles to her feet, still unsteady, and I help her pack up her things before we take off eastward into the forest. We don’t even stop to stomp out the embers of the fire. There’s no time.

My mind, sluggish with exhaustion, pulls forth an unwelcome memory.

Yet, despite her role as a giver of life, Haya harbored an insatiable passion for the hunt.

It’s Haya’s trial, of course we’re being hunted.

The howls multiply, rising in a chilling chorus, their eerie harmony twisting through the trees like a warning carried on the wind. Yips and snarls weave between the towering trunks, growing closer, their unseen presence a shadow pressing against my skin. The air is thick with the scent of damp earth and pinus, but beneath it, something fouler lurks, the musk of predators. Each call sends a shock up my spine, my body tensing with the primal knowledge that we are prey.

From ahead, I hear voices, footsteps crashing through the underbrush.

Five figures emerge from the trees. I recognize one immediately, the freckled man from Sylvamere. The others, strangers but familiar in their desperation. Two men from the Night Realm, a woman from the Sky Realm, and Tari.

We don’t have time for introductions.

“Run!” I scream.

And we do, scattering into the trees.

The forest rushes past in a chaotic whirl of green and brown, branches clawing at my arms, the damp earth churning beneath my feet as we sprint. Every step is a fight to stay upright, my lungs burning with the effort, but we cannot slow down. Loose curls whip against my face as I sprint, sweat and dirt tangling in the strands. My heart slams against my ribs, my breath coming in sharp gasps. But the lycathos are faster. Their snarls rip through the air, closing in, their padded footsteps barely audible but deadly all the same.

They’re herding us.

A blur of brown fur and glinting tusks bursts from the undergrowth, a snarling shadow moving faster than I can react. I twist hard, barely dodging in time, my shoulder almost slamming into Tari. One long foreleg slashes toward me, claws catching skin, and a white-hot pain ignites in the back of my calf, as if searing knives are being raked through my flesh. My leg buckles for a heartbeat, the agony lancing up through my thigh, but I bite down on a cry and force myself forward, the ground tilting beneath me as I push past the pain. The adrenaline surges, masking the full agony, but I feel the warmth of fresh blood trickling down my leg.

A scream—Tari’s.

I turn just in time to see her go down, a lycathos pinning her beneath its massive frame. My stomach hollows, but I have no choice but to push forward.

We are no longer a scattered group, but a desperate, panicked mass, corralled by the beasts snapping at our heels. One of the Night men is missing. The other, bloodied, barely keeps up, silent tears streaking his face. The freckled man is splattered in red, a gash oozing down his arm. The Sky woman limps beside Dottie, who is covered in dirt and leaves, her face tight with fear but determined.

The trees thin, and I see it.

A rock wall rises before us, a sheer cliff face of the mountain.

“We’re being cornered!” the freckled man bellows, his voice cutting through the chaos, rough with urgency and strained with fear.

He veers left, but a lycathos leaps from the shadows, snapping its jaws inches from his face. He stumbles back. We have no choice but to keep running, straight toward the mountain, straight into their trap.

The moment we hit the wall, we turn, pressing our backs against it. Five of us remain, standing shoulder to shoulder, breathless, bruised, bloodied. Dottie is on my right, the freckled man on my left. I have a moment where all I can think of, absurdly, inappropriately, is the way the freckled man’s skin feels against mine, warm where our arms press together. I glance toward the letters on his jacket, C. Buloke.

Another howl clears my mind.

They circle. Shadows in the trees, gleaming eyes and bared teeth. Claws scrape against the earth, dragging lines into the dirt as they prowl just inside the treeline. The air hums with their growls, the promise of violence thick between us.

On Dottie’s other side, the woman is sobbing uncontrollably, her voice raw and breaking as she chokes out desperate pleas over and over, “No, no, no…” Her arms wrap around herself as she rocks back and forth. The Night Realm man on the end stands rigid, his gaze fixed on the ground, unfocused and empty. His breaths come fast and shallow, his pallor nearly ghostly, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides as though trying to ground himself in this nightmare made real.

Dottie turns to me, her voice is barely above a whisper, her wide eyes filled with fear “What do we do?”

The lycathos emerge from the treeline, massive and deliberate in their approach. My breath freezes in my throat as I take them in: shades of brown, a massive black one, a couple of gray, and one pure white. Six that I can see. My eyes dart from one to the next, searching for the alpha.

Every child in the Life Realm is taught how lycathos packs function. If you are ever caught in the pack, your best option is to target the leader.

“We must locate the alpha,” I say, my voice low.

The freckled man, Buloke, as if reading my mind, responds, “I took one of them out earlier. Wasn’t the right one.”

“What are y’all talking about?” Dottie asks, her voice tight with fear. “What’s an alpha? How do we find it?”

Without looking away from the creatures, I answer, “The alpha is the leader of the pack. It will be the one giving the orders to the rest. If we kill or seriously injure it, the rest will retreat.”

Dottie looks at me and then back at the snarling creatures, nodding weakly.

The beasts close in, their slow, prowling movements heightening the fear clawing up my spine. My breath is shallow, my limbs trembling as they form a V in front of us. But I know better than to assume the one leading the charge is the alpha. The lycathos are smarter than that. They radiate smugness, as if they know how easily we’ve been caught.

“Don’t look them in the eyes,” Buloke murmurs beside me. “It’s about dominance.”

All heads drop.

A sound creeps into my awareness.

Not exactly a sound, more like a hum, a vibration crawling over my skin and settling deep in my bones. Familiar, but distant, just out of reach. It distracts me, gnaws at my focus. The closer the lycathos get, the stronger it becomes. They’re playing with us now, drawing out our fear.

“Do you hear that?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

Buloke gives me a strange look. Dottie frowns. “You mean the beasts? Because I can definitely hear them.”

No, this is different. This is something else. A pull, as if an invisible rope has wrapped around my waist, yanking me toward the treeline on the left. I glance that way, nothing but trees.

But I’ve felt this before.

The library. The atlas. That same inexplicable pull hums through my bones, familiar yet unsettling.

Every time I followed the pull to the atlas, I found only a book, its pages unchanging, its purpose elusive. Will this be the same? A meaningless chase ending in nothing? But if I follow it, I might die. If I don’t, I will surely die anyway.

My choice is made.

Slowly, I inch past the freckled man. The lycathos watch, their glowing eyes tracking my every movement. My pulse pounds, but I keep moving, step by step, toward the trees.

“What are you doing?” Buloke hisses.

“I do not know,” I admit.

A low growl ripples through the air, deep and resonant, vibrating through my chest. It came from one of the lycathos near the center, its massive frame sleek and powerful, its fur a deep brown that blends seamlessly with the earth beneath it. The sound is a signal.

Ah, so that’s the one in command.

In response, another beast peels away from the pack, muscles beneath light gray fur coiling as it veers toward me, its predatory gaze locked onto mine.

It charges.

I throw myself toward the base of a tree, fingers clawing at the rough bark as I scramble upward. My loose curls whip into my face, obscuring my vision as I frantically pull myself higher. This may be the first time I’ve ever missed my wimple.

The jagged surface bites into my palms, splitting skin, warm blood smearing against the wood. My injured calf throbs, a deep, pulsing agony that makes every movement a battle against my own body. My breath is ragged, heart hammering against my ribs. Below, Dottie calls my name, desperation woven into her voice, but I can’t look back. I can’t afford to. I barely escape the claws of the beast.

The hum is deafening now.

Reaching a thick branch, I follow the pull, my breath shallow as I scoot instinctively toward a knot in the trunk. There is no hesitation when weak arms lift a bloodied hand into the natural pocket. My fingers tremble as they brush against something smooth, a handle, cool and solid beneath my touch. The hum crescendos, vibrating through my bones, before cutting off abruptly the moment I grasp it. The silence that follows is deafening, pressing in around me like a held breath before a storm.

I pull it free.

A double-sided axe.

The handle is wrapped in supple leather, embossed with intricate swirling vines that seem to shift in the dim light. The twin blades gleam, wickedly sharp, their edges honed to perfection. It feels solid yet strangely weightless in my grip, the leather soft against the raw skin of my palms. It’s beautiful, more than that, it’s familiar. Eerily similar to the weapon carved at Haya’s hip in the temple at the abbey.

A shudder rolls through me as energy surges from my fingers where they grasp the weapon, coursing down my arm and spreading like wildfire through my chest. A gasp escapes me, unbidden, as a foreign yet intoxicating sensation grips me. It is warmth, but not just warmth, it is something deeper, something alive. It pulses through me, filling the hollows of my limbs, wrapping around my very bones. It feels like power.

Dottie stares up at me. “What is it?”

“An axe,” I call, lifting it for the others to see.

Buloke’s eyes widen briefly. Dottie’s mouth falls open.

The lycathos continue their slow prowl, waiting. One remains beneath me, its gaze locked on my every movement. I need to figure out how to get out of this tree. But before I can formulate a plan, the Sky Realm woman breaks. She lets out a sob and bolts for the trees.

The alpha barks, and the pack lunges after her, leaving only the pure white lycathos and the alpha behind. Her screams echo against the mountainside.

Something inside me shifts.

It’s as if I am someone else, seeing through different eyes. The knowledge, the certainty, it’s there, pressing against my mind, telling me exactly what I need to do. I barely register the pain in my calf as I slide down the tree. I hit the ground hard, falling to one knee before catching myself.

I rush toward the remaining candidates, gripping the axe. “We require the alpha alone,” my words are directed at Buloke.

He nods, hazel eyes flicking to the axe before they meet mine again. “I got it.”

Without another word, he bolts to the right. The alpha snarls, and the white lycathos takes off after him, leaving him alone.

I don’t hesitate.

With adrenaline surging through my veins, I charge. The alpha mirrors me, muscles bunching before it launches forward. Just before it reaches me, I drop, ignoring the fresh burst of pain in my knee. Both hands grip the axe as I swing it up, positioning the blade directly beneath its chest. The blade meets resistance, slicing deep. A strangled yelp escapes the beast, but I press on, pushing upward with every ounce of strength I have left. The axe cleaves through fur and muscle, severing vital arteries.

Blood and viscera rain down, warm and metallic, drenching me as the beast collapses beside me. Its body hits the ground with a heavy thud, sending up a spray of dirt and leaves. The scent of iron floods my nose, thick and overwhelming. I blink down at the carnage, my breath ragged, my pulse roaring in my ears. The lycathos’s lifeless eyes stare past me, its mouth still twisted in a final snarl. For a heartbeat, everything is silent, the forest itself holding its breath.

Suddenly, a howl reverberates through the trees, the call of a mourning pack. They know.

The battle is over. The world around me slows, the sounds of the forest muffled as my body sags under the weight of what just happened. My hands tremble around the axe, its handle slick with blood, some of it mine, most of it not. I am covered in it, drenched in the warmth of something that was alive just seconds ago. My breaths come fast and shallow, chest heaving as the reality of what I’ve done crashes over me like a wave.

Dottie meets my eyes, breathless, wide-eyed. Her lips part as if she wants to say more, but all she can manage is a whispered, “Oh my goodness.” She takes a hesitant step forward, but there’s something else in her gaze now, relief, yes, but also something closer to fear.

I try to stand, but my legs are weak, shaking uncontrollably. My vision wavers, the edges of my sight swimming. The blood weighs on me, thick and sticky, its metallic scent clogging my throat. The battle is over, but my body doesn’t know it yet, every nerve remains coiled, every muscle poised for a fight that has already ended. The smell of blood, the thick, cloying heat of it coating my skin—it overwhelms me. I gag, retching bile onto the ground.

Dottie is there in an instant, the other remaining candidate close on her heels, her hand warm against my back, grounding me. “You saved us,” she murmurs, but her voice sounds distant, as if I am underwater. Saved them. Killed for them. The words blur together in my mind, tangled in the image of the lycathos falling, its blood painting the ground.

A sharp snap echoes from the trees. The Night Realm man yelps, jumping back. “What was that?”

Footsteps.

Buloke emerges from the trees, the white lycathos nowhere in sight. His gaze lands on the body beside me, then shifts to my bloodied form.

He blinks. With a smirk, he says, “Way to go, Killer.”


Sixteen


The next few days pass in a flurry of activity. Dottie moves into my room, her presence a constant source of comfort. Guilt prickles under my skin as I watch the Fates methodically remove Tari’s belongings. I didn’t know her long, but her loss still hurts.

After we escaped the lycathos, the four of us stumbled through the dense forest, exhaustion weighing on my limbs. The adrenaline that had carried me through the fight waned, leaving me sore and aching. We pressed on, each step bringing us closer to our goal. When we finally located the cave and the veil within, relief flooded through me. For once, things had gone as planned. I was thankful for that.

Now that we are back in the dormitory, Dottie and I become inseparable, a quiet understanding binding us in the wake of everything. We start with slow walks in the mornings until my calf is strong enough to jog. Our feet drum against the dirt paths, breath mingling in the early morning mist, a rhythmic reminder that we are still here. We share meals, exchanging stories to push away the lingering shadows of the past few days. At night, she kneels beside me, carefully unwrapping the bandages on my hands and calf with patience and care.

The wounds are healing, but they ache, a steady, throbbing reminder of what we endured. Each twinge, each dull sting, anchors me to the present, a quiet testament to our survival. I wonder if the pain will ever truly fade, or if, like everything else from that night, it will linger, tucked beneath my skin, waiting to resurface. Nightmares claw at the edges of my mind, the lycathos’s hollow eyes, the suffocating weight of its death. Even in sleep, I feel it resting upon me.

Tonight, as we sit at our usual table during dinner, a voice interrupts our quiet conversation.

“Hey, Killer.”

A tug on the back of my head covering sends a shiver down my spine. I turn sharply to find Corbyn, whose first name I learned while we searched for the veil, standing behind me, a grin playing on his lips. His hazel eyes flick over me with something between amusement and curiosity.

No longer is he the stone-faced candidate sitting alone in the crowd; instead, he has opened up, a crooked smile often playing on his face, a smile that I refuse to admit makes my heart beat a little faster when it’s directed toward me.

He is dressed in casual clothing, a pair of linen pants and a soft green cotton shirt. His arms are bare, and among the hundreds of freckles, the gash in his arm is sealed into a thick pink scar.

“Where’d the wild blond curls go?” he asks, teasing.

Heat creeps up my neck, spreading across my cheeks. It’s an unfamiliar sensation, unsettling in its intensity. My stomach flutters, my fingers twitch. I force myself to focus, to resist the nervous impulse to bite my nails. Fantastic. Blushing like a fool over a guy who calls me Killer.

“This is their usual manner,” I mutter, fingers twitching toward the edge of the fabric.

Corbyn chuckles, sliding into the seat across from me. “I thought as much.” His presence has become familiar in recent days. Since the end of the trial, I’ve noticed him more around the dormitory, quick nods exchanged across the dining hall, fleeting smiles when we pass each other in the yard. Small, unspoken acknowledgments that we both made it through.

His expression shifts, amusement fading into something more serious. “So…the axe,” he says, leaning forward, elbows braced against the table. “Where is it now?”

The question catches me off guard and I hesitate for only a moment, “It remains in my chamber, still tucked away in my pack.”

He nods, “How did you know where it was?”

“I did not.”

He lifts an eyebrow at me in a ‘you can’t fool me’ expression.

“I could feel it,” I admit. “As if it were humming through me, drawing me toward it. I simply knew where I needed to go, though I cannot explain why or how.”

His gaze sharpens, interest plain in his features. Is his curiosity tied to the axe, or something else entirely? The thought unsettles me, warmth blooming up my neck. I swallow hard, my pulse quickening against my will.

Corbyn nods, as if considering something. “Do you know what it is?”

I shake my head. “I do not. Do you?”

He hesitates, then exhales slowly. “Yeah,” he says. “I think I do.”

Dottie leans in closer, her excitement palpable. “Well? What is it? Is it cursed? Blessed? Does it have a mind of its own? I bet it’s real old.”

Corbyn glances around before answering, voice lower now. “It’s a Hallowed Object.”

The words mean nothing to me. My brow furrows. “What is the meaning of that?”

Corbyn’s expression darkens slightly, his jaw tightening as he rubs a hand over the light stubble there, as if weighing whether or not to tell me. “During the time of the God War, the gods imbued certain objects with their power.”

The God War, conveniently left out of the creation story lining the walls of the temple at the abbey. During the time the gods walked among humans and hiarks did not yet exist, there was a devastating war between the gods.

Corbyn continues, “They were created for humans to use, mainly for protection. The objects could temporarily lend the mortals some godly power.” His eyes meet mine, “Power that you used to kill the lycathos.”

Wait, I wielded god power? Dizziness blurs my vision; my head falls heavily into my hands.

“They are immensely powerful, but their existence faded into myth over time. It’s rumored that some still remain hidden on Trial Island. And somehow, you were drawn straight to one.”

Dottie’s eyes are wide with awe. “That’s incredible!” She nudges my shoulder playfully. “I knew you were worth saving. I mean, I had a feeling, but this? This is next level! A god-forged weapon? That’s like something out of a legend. Do you think it has more powers? Do you think there are more of them?”

I barely hear her. My mind reels. An object imbued with divine power, something that should have been long lost to history, was buried in a tree, calling to me.

“How do you know this?” I ask, cutting off Dottie’s rambling questions.

Corbyn shrugs, lips curving in amusement. “My grandfather was obsessed with history. Read about them in one of his books.”

A silence settles between us as I process what he’s saying. Finally, I ask, “Do you believe anyone has ever wielded one of these during the Trials?”

Corbyn exhales through his nose. “No one knows. If they had, I’d imagine they’d have breezed through. Or at least gotten close. I’ve asked the Fates in the library, but they’ve never heard of anyone possessing one during the Trials.”

Silence settles momentarily, and then Dottie grins, the glint in her eyes unmistakable. “Who knows? Maybe there’s a whole collection of Hallowed Objects hidden around the island just waiting for us to find them.” Her excitement grows, “Maybe we really could survive all this if we have the power of the gods on our side.”

The thought lingers between us, heavy with possibility. My fingers curl around the edge of the table, grounding myself in the moment as the weight of what Corbyn has revealed settles deep in me. If this axe is truly a Hallowed Object, then what does that mean for me? For the Trials? For whatever comes next?

Is Dottie’s hope justified? Or is it severely misplaced? The weight of the unknown presses against my chest. If we have the power of the gods on our side, does that mean we’re destined for victory, or are we merely playing with forces beyond our comprehension? History has buried these objects for a reason. Perhaps they are better left forgotten. Or perhaps, they are the only chance we have.

***

The next morning, the crisp air fills my lungs as Dottie and I push ourselves around the track, our feet pounding rhythmically against the packed earth. My calf twinges, but the pain is dull now, a shadow of what it was. Sweat beads on my skin, dampening the fabric at the base of my neck. Dottie breathes heavily beside me, her determination unwavering despite the strain.

Just as we round a bend, Corbyn appears, jogging effortlessly alongside us as if he had been there all along. “Morning, ladies,” he greets, barely out of breath.

Dottie and I exchange a look before focusing on keeping our pace.

“Decided to accompany us?” I manage, pushing through my fatigue.

“Something like that.” His smirk is infuriating, and within moments, he pulls ahead, making it look effortless.

Dottie groans. “Show-off.”

I grit my teeth and try to catch up, but he only picks up speed. By the time we finish, he’s barely winded, while Dottie and I collapse onto the grass, sucking in air like we’ve been starved of it. We’re slowly getting better, but we’re clearly not up to his level yet.

Corbyn grins down at us, hands on his hips. “As much as I love to run circles around you both, you know the Ore Trial is next, right? Running will only get you so far, no pun intended. You should be training with a weapon.”

The Realm of Ore is home to the metal Wielders, where they pull the varis and other metals from the belly of the mountains and use them to forge the strongest of weapons. You cannot forge weapons without knowing how to use them. No doubt the Ore Trial will include some kind of combat component.

Dottie rolls onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. “Oh sure, let me just summon years of hidden combat skills I definitely don’t have,” Dottie quips, throwing her free hand up dramatically. “Unless swinging a bread knife counts, we’re doomed.”

Corbyn shrugs, giving me a pointed look. “You did okay with the axe.”

I sit up, frowning. “That was different. It felt as though…it was guiding me, telling me what to do.”

“Still,” he muses, “better than nothing.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “It is not as though you are some great warrior either, you are merely a woodcutter.”

He grins. “True. But my uncle was a soldier. I used to visit him every summer when I was a kid. He taught me how to fight, how to use a few different weapons. Got pretty good at it.” He finishes with a wink in my direction.

I ignore the flutter in my stomach that wink created and exchange a glance with Dottie. Corbyn isn’t just some arrogant guy that’s great at running, he may actually know what he’s doing.

“Speaking of weapons,” he continues, “I want to run a test.”

I frown. “A test?”

“I think you can find another Hallowed Object. And I have a feeling there’s one in the Ore Trial—maybe more in other trials, too.”

Something in his words strikes a chord, and my breathing falters. I remember feeling something during the Sky Trial, that same pull I’d felt toward the axe, but I had been too distracted by the perils of the trial to focus on it.

“If we work together, watch each other’s backs, maybe we could try to find one in the next trial.”

I hesitate. “I am uncertain whether I wish to do that.”

Corbyn bends, grabbing my hands and pulling me to my feet with an easy strength, “Come on, Killer,” he murmurs, a shy smile gracing his lips. “It’s just a test. Maybe I’m all wrong.” His hands linger on mine for just a moment, the contact igniting something restless in my chest. I force myself to keep still, to school my features into indifference. My mask has to hold, even as my pulse thrums unsteadily beneath my skin.

Dottie sits up, her face serious. “Orla, come on, this is huge! You could be the missing piece, the game changer! No one has completed the Trials since the Fall, but no one has ever had the Hallowed Objects either. We have to at least try, right? You should embrace it, see if it’s even a thing. Find out what it means. It can’t be a coincidence that you have some kind of connection to them and that you ended up here.”

My weight shifts from one foot to the other, my fingers finding my mouth to chew a nail. It all feels too big, too overwhelming. The weight of it presses against my ribs, tightening like a rope drawn too taut. I know more than most about the power of the gods, the things they are capable of, is that something I want to invite into my life? What if it makes the difference between living that life or not?

And then there’s the question I can’t outrun, the one that lingers like a whisper in the back of my mind. Why me? Why now? The possibility that my ability ties into Naira’s prophecy sends a chill through me, dread curling in my stomach. If fate is guiding my steps, I’m not sure I want to know where it leads.

My gaze drifts over Dottie’s face, her expression alight with hope and unwavering optimism. I shift my focus to Corbyn, his brow quirked in silent expectation. They are both waiting, the weight of their anticipation pressing in on me. I take a slow, steady breath, letting the cool air expand in my chest before releasing it in a measured exhale. “Very well,” I say, my voice quieter than I expect, yet firm. “I will try.”

Dottie stands and wraps me in an unexpected embrace. I blink, caught off guard, my hands awkwardly hovering at my sides before I hesitantly pat her back. “It’s going to work, I just know it,” she says with absolute certainty, pulling away with a determined glint in her eyes.

Then she turns to Corbyn, jabbing a finger at his chest. “But you, if you want us to survive the next trial long enough to search for this object, you’d better buck up and start training us with these weapons you claim to be so good with.”

Corbyn chuckles, “Yes ma’am, we can start this afternoon.” His eyes shift back and forth between us, “So it’s a plan then? We stick together?”

Dottie lifts her toned arm, offering her hand to him with a confident nod. “It’s a plan.”

He clasps her hand firmly, their handshake brief but resolute. Then he turns to me, extending his hand, his gaze steady. “It’s a plan?”

I hesitate for the briefest moment before answering by placing my hand in his. His large palm closes around mine and a strange sensation ripples through me, his skin rough with callouses, warm and solid. Goosebumps prickle along my arms at the unexpected jolt of awareness as the spark behind my sternum returns.

What is this? What is happening to me? Why does his touch make my heart race and my skin tingle?

If we are going to be working together, I can’t allow his presence to affect me this way. I pull my hand from his and curl the shaking appendage into a fist, willing the tremor to subside. With another deep breath, I fortify the walls of my mask, layering composure over the confusion twisting inside me.

***

True to his word, Corbyn begins training us. Our mornings shift from simple runs to grueling drills in the training center, footwork, stances, even some basic swordplay. The repetitive motions burn into my muscles, exhaustion settling deep in my bones, but there’s something oddly gratifying about it. The weight of a weapon in my hands, the sharp clarity of focus required, it all starts to feel less foreign, less impossible.

And somehow, Corbyn becomes more than just our trainer. His presence becomes a constant, woven into my days in a way that feels almost natural. He corrects my stance with a touch to my arm, lingering just long enough to send a spark down my spine. He teases me during sparring, grinning when I get frustrated at my own clumsiness, and offering pointers with an infuriating mix of patience and smugness.

At meals, he takes the seat across from me without asking, stealing bites of my food when I’m distracted. In the library, he leans over my shoulder, his voice low as he points out passages in old texts, the heat of him far too distracting for comfort.

I hate how much I notice the way his eyes crinkle at the edges when he smiles, or how he absentmindedly rubs his jaw when he’s lost in thought. I tell myself it’s just the intensity of the Trials, that we’re all clinging to whatever familiarity we can. But late at night, when exhaustion pulls at my limbs and my mind refuses to settle, when no one else could possibly know my thoughts, my mask slips, just a bit, and I allow myself to feel.


Seventeen


“I guess we were right about the Ore Trial having weapons.” Dottie says, eyes scanning the scene before us.

The rhyme floats above our heads, etched in the air as if spoken by the very world itself.

To conquer the Ore Trial, stand strong against steel,

Face warriors whose power is sharp and real.

Their mightiest general blocks the way,

Defeat him in battle, the veil obeys.

No path will open until victory is clear,

For only the strongest may venture from here.

I exhale slowly, forcing my heartbeat to steady as I take in our surroundings. The veil has deposited the candidates in a group this time, most of the 465 of us already milling about around me. The number presses down on my chest like a weight I can’t shake. The death roll had been updated this morning, and another 143 names had been added to the growing list. Another 143 lives, snuffed out just like that.

The sun blazes overhead, its relentless heat pressing against my skin, clashing with the lingering scent of rain that hangs heavy in the air. The sharp tang of metal and mud mingles, coating my senses. Around us, a war camp stretches in all directions, a stark reminder of what lies ahead. Tents are scattered across the space, their canvas walls fluttering restlessly in the biting wind. Near the back, a massive stone building—at least a dozen stories high—looms, its once-sturdy walls now dirty and crumbling with age. Encircling the entire camp is a towering stone wall, weathered but formidable, with wooden lookout towers perched at each corner, standing sentinel over the impending battle.

Weapons—dozens, maybe hundreds—lie scattered in piles throughout the camp, their once-polished edges dulled by rust and neglect. Some blades bear the stains of old battles, dried blood crusted along the hilts. Others are chipped and battered, as if discarded after losing their edge. Stacks of thick, leather armor accompany them, still damp from the recent rain. Corbyn talked me into leaving the axe in my chamber, tucked under my bed. He didn’t want to risk losing it, but I regret that decision now.

Beyond the camp walls, through the archway that acts as the only entrance, the battlefield stretches, a wasteland scarred by past battles, littered with shattered weapons and debris. Dark patches stain the ground, seeping into the cracked earth like ghosts of the fallen. A sickening realization coils in my stomach, bile rising in my throat as I understand what created those stains: blood, soaked deep into the soil, layer upon layer of the dead left behind.

And across the battlefield, waiting like an omen, are our opponents.

They are not men, not really. Towering figures atop massive four-legged beasts, arkto. The creatures are monstrous, their thick brown fur rippling over powerful frames, standing at least six feet tall at the shoulder. Their massive paws gleam with varis claws, and their elongated snouts reveal razor-sharp varis teeth. The warriors astride them are worse. Hulking figures of steel, each at least a foot taller than the tallest candidate. They carry massive weapons, their blades glinting with an unmistakable silver sheen. At the back, overlooking it all from a raised cliff, stands the general. Even from here, I can make out the round silver orb embedded in the center of his chest plate, the veil.

Behind me, the last candidate steps through the veil, and I watch as the silver swirls dissipate, fading into nothingness. The finality of it sends a shiver down my spine. Then, a sound tears through the heavy air: a horn. A deep, echoing wail that reverberates through my bones, shaking me from within. The ground trembles beneath my feet, as if the earth itself is bracing for what comes next.

The clanking of metal echoes across the battlefield, a sharp, rhythmic sound that fills the air like a war drum. My gaze snaps back to the steel warriors as they begin their advance, their hulking forms moving with terrifying precision. Their massive forms shift, armor grinding as they begin their advance, their heavy weapons gleaming under the sun.

“Oh gods,” I whisper, barely able to hear my own voice over the rush of blood in my ears. My gaze locks onto Dottie’s, her wide eyes reflecting my own rising panic. A muscle tenses in her jaw, her breath quick and shallow. I can feel the same fear clawing up my throat, suffocating, but I force myself to swallow it down.

Chaos erupts. The air shifts from silence to a cacophony of shouts, hurried footsteps, and the clatter of weapons being snatched up. The sudden explosion of noise is deafening, making my ears ring. “To the front! Anyone who can fight, get to the front!” someone bellows, their voice cutting through the noise.

Another call follows, just as urgent. “We need supplies! Search the fort, see if there’s anything there!”

Nearby, a group huddles together, urgency in their hushed tones. “There has to be medical supplies somewhere,” one mutters. “This is going to get bloody fast.”

“Check the tents,” another adds. “We’ll need all we can get.” A shudder ripples down my spine.

The crowd surges. People scatter, each choosing their course of action. My fingers curl around Dottie’s arm, anchoring us together so we don’t get separated. “We must find Corbyn.”

We weave through the shifting bodies, the urgency in my steps matching the pounding of my heart. The weight of the trial presses down, suffocating. Finally, we spot him, at one of the weapon piles, running his fingers over the hilt of a sword before settling on a long, curved blade.

“Corbyn!” I call out over the din.

His head snaps up, eyes locking onto mine. Without hesitation, he shoves his way through the throng of bodies, urgency carved into every movement. All signs of his easy smile are gone, his expression is taut, his broad shoulders rigid beneath the worn leather armor strapped across his frame. It’s dirty and shows signs of age around the stitching, but it is thick and covers his shoulders and the expanse of his chest. I realize he intends to go out on the battlefield.

“You are fighting?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper as a cold weight settles in my stomach.

Beside me, Dottie crosses her arms, her brows knitting together. “And the Hallowed Object?” she demands. “That was your idea, remember?”

“I know,” he murmurs, glancing over his shoulder at the battlefield before turning back to me. His expression is torn, conflict evident in the tight set of his jaw and the flicker of hesitation in his eyes. “I have to help,” he says, his voice almost pleading.

I turn to the battlefield, and it’s already descending into chaos. Candidates charge forward, desperation in their movements, but they are met with swift and merciless strikes. Blades flash, and bodies crumple, their screams slicing through the air, sharp as the weapons that cut them down. Some manage to break through the enemy’s ranks, slipping behind the towering warriors to strike at their exposed backs, a rare weakness. But the steel giants recover quickly, their sheer size and armor making them nearly impossible to take down alone. A single misstep, and any advantage is lost. Their only chance, our only chance, is coordination. If they don’t work together, if they don’t strategize, this battle will be over before it’s truly begun.

Looking back to Corbyn, I nod, the weight of unspoken understanding settling between us. I know what it means to do something you’d rather avoid for the sake of something bigger. Duty, survival, the pull of something beyond yourself. I don’t want to chase this Hallowed Object, don’t want to consider what it might mean, but if it gives us even the smallest chance of making it through this trial, and the ones to come, alive, I will do it.

“We will search.” I glance at Dottie, who gives a firm nod of agreement. Turning back to Corbyn, our eyes meet, and for a moment, the chaos around us fades.

My heart pounds, though I convince myself it’s just fear, nothing more. “Be careful,” I whisper, the words nearly lost in the noise around us. A strange, tight feeling coils in my chest as I watch him, knowing that once he steps onto that battlefield, there’s no certainty that he’ll return.

He nods, lips curling into a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes, “Don’t worry, Killer, you can’t get rid of me that easy.” Without another word, he turns and strides toward the battlefield, his figure swallowed by the storm of bodies and steel. I watch until I can’t see him anymore, until the clash of battle pulls me back to reality and I have no choice but to move.

The moment we try to form a plan for finding the Hallowed Object, the cries of the injured pull us in another direction. They’re piling up too quickly, being hauled inside the fort as fast as teams can carry them. Without hesitation, we join those setting up a makeshift infirmary within the crumbling walls.

The main floor of the fort is vast and open, a scattering of pillars throughout helping to support the upper levels. Dust lingers thick in the musty air, swirling in the streaks of sunlight that pour through gaping holes in the walls. The lanterns remain dark and cold. Above us, staircases hug the walls, leading to the upper floors. The stone beneath our feet is worn and filthy, but it’s the only place we have to line up the broken bodies that keep pouring in.

Teams rush out, returning minutes later with bloodied figures draped over shoulders, or dragged in makeshift stretchers. The room fills with movement, candidates scrambling to do what they can with the pitiful number of medical supplies left. Wounds are hastily wrapped, hands are held, water is pressed against parched lips.

That’s the role I take up. I don’t know what to say to the injured, don’t know how to soothe them the way Dottie does, so I haul water, filling buckets from the pump in the yard and lugging them back inside. My arms ache from the weight, my balance tilting slightly to compensate for the heavy slosh of liquid at my side.

Dottie, on the other hand, is completely in her element. She kneels beside the wounded, whispering to them, stroking their hair, offering whatever comfort she can. My eyes find her across the room, her presence a quiet reassurance amid the suffering.

The sounds of pain surround me as I move through the aisles of bodies, water bucket in hand. Groans, sobs, the occasional choked plea. Then, a voice, low and hoarse, reaches me. “The gods…please speak for me.” A trembling hand snatches at my boot.

I freeze.

The man on the ground is barely conscious, his pained eyes locking onto mine. My chest tightens. I spent years training to be a Maiden of the Seven, devoting myself to the gods, but never truly becoming that person. I thought I was free of that life, that the Trials had severed the last threads of obligation. But now, here I stand, my wimple marking me as something I am not.

More eyes turn toward me, silent but expectant. These people are broken, bleeding, dying, when faced with death, they reach for divine salvation. And right now, to them, I am a bridge to the gods who might spare them.

But I am no bridge. I am no savior.

The mask I have worn for years feels suffocating, crushing down on me harder than ever before. The weight of their belief is too much. I can’t be what they want. I never was.

By the time I reach Dottie, my breath is shallow, my head light. My fingers find their way to my mouth, gnawing at a nail. The weight of their belief still clings to me, suffocating. “I cannot do this,” I tell her, voice barely above a whisper. “They look at me as if I possess something to offer them, as if I can serve as a bridge to the gods, but I cannot. I am nothing more than an imposter.”

Dottie grips my shoulders, her fingers firm but reassuring. “Breathe, Orla. You are not that person. And you don’t have to be.” Her voice is steady, unwavering, like an anchor in the storm raging inside me.

“They don’t need a false prophet,” she continues, eyes locking onto mine with fierce determination. “They need you, the real you. The one who’s still standing despite everything. The one who fights to survive, the one who refuses to be just another name on the death roll. The one searching for the Hallowed Object, because it might be the only way to get out of this alive even though it’s scary.”

Her grip tightens. “They don’t need an illusion. They need Orla. The person you are, not the mask you were forced to wear.”

I open my mouth to argue, but she cuts me off. “So, stop letting them see the past. Show them who you are now.”

Her words sink into me, settling deep in my chest. My pulse thunders, my breath still uneven, but something inside me shifts. The weight of years of pretending, of playing a role I never wanted, begins to crack. And for the first time, I want to step out from behind it.

My fingers find the fabric of my wimple, gripping it tight. With a sharp tug, I pull it free. My hair tumbles down, wild and loose, cascading over my shoulders like an untamed wave breaking free from its restraints.

I throw the cloth to the dirty stone floor, watching as it lands in a crumpled heap, one final remnant of the version of me I was never meant to be. My chest rises, the tightness around my ribs easing, replaced by something light, something almost foreign, relief. The air in the room is still thick with blood and dust, heavy with the scent of sweat and suffering, but the head covering’s absence feels like a breath of fresh air.

Fingers shaking, I reach into my pack and pull out my tress clasp, green gems catching the light. Gathering my hair, I twist it up, securing it in place with a firm, final motion. “No more masks,” I murmur, the words feeling like a vow, a declaration. The version of myself that I wore for so long is gone. And in her place, something new is beginning to emerge.

***

Deciding I would start at the top and make my way down, I begin the climb to the top floor. The journey takes me longer than I would like to admit, and by the time I burst through the doorway of the top floor, I am panting and out of breath. But I am determined. The rest of the afternoon is spent searching the top three floors of the fort, with no success. Room after room, I feel nothing. No hum, no pull. Just dust and decay. I open every door, every drawer, my fingers sifting through layers of dust as I search for any sign of something more. I push over broken furniture, glance beneath overturned tables, but every effort turns up empty. The frustration builds with each passing moment, the silence of the abandoned fort pressing down on me like a weight.

The final door of this floor stands before me. As I push it open, the hinges groan, the sound breaking the silence. Like the other rooms, this one is a wreck. But it’s different, it sits at the far corner of the building, one wall partially crumbled away, revealing the open sky.

As I step inside, something shifts in the shadows. A flock of grimrooks erupts from the ruined corner, their dark wings cutting through the air as they vanish into the evening sky. All but one. It perches on the stone ledge, watching me with unblinking eyes. A chill trickles down my spine.

Just as the sun begins to dip, the horn sounds again, its deep, resonant call sending a shiver down my spine. I jump, my pulse lurching at the sudden noise, and the lone grimrook startles as well, its midnight wings unfurling before it takes off into the sky. My gaze follows it for a heartbeat too long, a pang of envy settling in my chest. How easily it escapes, free to soar above the chaos while I remain trapped below.

Movement on the battlefield pulls my attention back, demanding my focus. As quickly as the battle started, the steel warriors stop. As one, they turn their arkto and retreat, their massive figures vanishing into the dusk, leaving behind their fallen companions, the ones we were able to take down. The candidates left standing stagger back toward camp, their movements slow, heavy with exhaustion and grief. From here, I spot Corbyn among them, his auburn hair catching the last golden light of the day.

Relief floods through my chest. He’s alive.

I leave the room, making my way back down the winding stairs. The makeshift infirmary is quieter now, filled only with the sounds of shallow breathing and restless sleep. The dying sun casts a dim glow over the bloodied floor. Many lives were lost today. My stomach drops at the thought.

Outside, the scent of smoke fills the air. Campfires flicker among the tents, casting long shadows over weary faces. I turn in a slow circle, catching my foot and stumbling for a moment, before righting myself and continuing my search for tight black ringlets. There, by a fire near one of the tents, I find Dottie and Corbyn. Dottie sits nearby while Corbyn tends to the flames, coaxing them higher.

She spots me and rises to greet me with a small hug. “Did you find anything?”

I shake my head. “Nothing.”

Corbyn stands, brushing soot from his hands. He turns to me, ready to speak, but then his eyes catch on my bare head. A smile tugs at the corner of his lips, slow and deliberate, as if he’s savoring the sight. “I like the new look.” His voice is lighter than usual, teasing, but there’s something else beneath it, something almost thoughtful, like he’s seeing me differently now.

Heat creeps up my neck, a slow burn that spreads to my ears. I look away, fingers twitching at my side, resisting the urge to fidget. “It was time for a change,” I say, the words feeling heavier than I expected. A quiet freedom, long overdue.

“So,” he says, shifting gears, “no hint of that hum you mentioned?”

I sigh. “Not even a whisper.”

For a moment, disappointment flickers across his face, but then he nods. “How far did you get?”

“I was only able to search a few of the upper levels, there are still several more to cover.”

He nods again, pressing his lips into a thin line. His hand comes up to rub the side of his jaw. “We’ll keep looking tomorrow.” His tone is steady, but there’s an edge of resolve beneath it, a silent promise that we won’t stop until we have an answer.

Dottie speaks up, her words spilling out in a rush. “Oh, we’ll find it. I mean, we have to, right? There’s no way that was just some fluke with the axe. We just need to keep searching, cover every inch of this place. It has to be here somewhere!”

A heavy silence settles over us, thick with unspoken doubts. The fire crackles, filling the void where words should be, I restrain a wince at each pop. Will we find something tomorrow? Or have we been chasing a hope that was never there? If I don’t sense something, if I can’t find anything, does that mean it really was just a fluke with the axe? That I have no ability after all? The thought should bring me relief, I never wanted this ability in the first place. But instead, a hollow pit opens in my stomach, a quiet, gnawing ache that I can’t shake.


Eighteen


The chill of the morning air clings to my skin as we slip out of our tents at the first light of dawn. The fortress is silent, save for the scuff of our boots on the stone floor. Dottie moves ahead, light on her feet, while Corbyn walks just behind me, his presence solid and reassuring.

We start on the floor below the one I last searched yesterday, my legs protesting with every step as yesterday’s climb left my muscles sore and aching. Each movement sends a dull throb through my limbs, but I grit my teeth and push forward. The hallways are strewn with remnants of the past, torn tapestries hanging limp on the walls, dust coating splintered furniture, the air thick with the scent of decay.

Room after room, hour after hour, we comb through the wreckage with painstaking care, leaving no corner unchecked. Bedchambers with shredded mattresses, meeting rooms with shattered tables, offices where documents lie in scattered heaps, their words faded and lost to time. But there is nothing, not even the faintest vibration of the hum I’m searching for.

By the time we descend to the main floor, frustration gnaws at me, accompanied by a deep hunger. The sun hangs high, beginning its slow descent, well past midday. Heat radiates off the earth, sending spirals of dust drifting through the open spaces of the fort. Inside, the temporary hospital is once again a storm of movement, the chaos intensifying with the morning’s renewed battle. A pang of guilt settles in my chest, we’ve been so focused on our own mission that we’ve ignored the ongoing fight, the sacrifice of our comrades. Yes, we’re searching for something that may help us all escape, but while we scour the fortress, they are out there bleeding, fighting, dying.

We settle in a cleared corner, nibbling on dried fish and bread, though it does little to loosen the knot of unease tightening in my stomach. The cold stone presses against me as I take in the grim scene before us. The battle has spilled into the fort, bodies scattered across the ground, the acrid scent of blood thick in the air. My chest tightens at the eerie stillness of so many fallen. When I glance at Dottie, her expression mirrors my own, distress, helplessness, and the weight of the suffering around us.

Our eyes meet, and an unspoken understanding passes between us. We have to help. I turn to Corbyn, voice quiet but firm. “We must temporarily halt the search and lend our aid here, if only for a short while.”

Corbyn frowns, shaking his head. “That’s not a good idea. We’re running out of time.”

Dottie cuts in before I can respond. “I think it is. We can meet back up in the evening and search the main floor when things settle. It’s the right thing to do.”

Corbyn exhales sharply but finally nods. “Fine. But we can’t lose focus. We’ll regroup before dark.”

I feel a small weight lift off my shoulders. “Agreed. Let us proceed.”

Then we throw ourselves into the chaos, the hours vanishing in a blur of sweat, blood, and exhaustion. I haul water to the wounded, my arms aching from the weight of heavy buckets. The coppery scent of blood clings to the air as Corbyn helps move bodies, some still breathing, others not. My hands shake as I help Dottie wrap wounds, pressing torn fabric into gashes that refuse to stop bleeding. Cries of pain fill the space around us, blending into the steady murmur of candidates giving orders, whispering final words, and the relentless clatter of battle still echoing in the distance.

At some point, my body becomes numb to the work, driven only by urgency. I have no sense of time, only the rhythm of effort, lifting, wrapping, carrying, pressing. The chaos ebbs, not because the suffering has ended, but because there is nothing more we can do.

The sun dips toward the horizon, shadows stretching long and thin across the ground. Then the call of the horn echoes through the fort, a deep, resounding note that leaves my ears ringing. The battle has ended for the day. My limbs tremble with exhaustion, my muscles burning as I push myself upright from where I was scrubbing blood from the stone floor.

Beyond the walls, the battlefield is eerily still. It is no longer just a wasteland of broken weapons and shattered shields—it is littered with bodies. My breath catches at the sight of them. The smaller forms, scattered across the space, are the candidates. Among them, the massive, hulking figures of the steel warriors loom even in death. A grim satisfaction twists in my chest. At least we are taking some of them down with us.

I weave through the thinning crowd, my legs heavy, my mind even heavier, until I reach Dottie. She stands rigid, her eyes scanning the battlefield beyond the fort walls, watching as the others set out, off to count the living and mourn the dead.

At last, we are the only ones left in the fort, other than the candidates spread out on the stone floor, our bodies stained with dirt, sweat and blood— not our own. The weight of the day clings to us, pressing into our bones, but there is no time to rest. We exchange weary nods, unspoken resolve passing between us.

“We complete the search,” I say, my voice raw and cracked from the day’s toil.

Dottie exhales, pushing her hair back from her face. “Then let’s get it done.”

Corbyn straightens, rolling his shoulders as if bracing for the effort ahead. He exhales, glancing between us before turning on his heel. “Stay here. I’ll grab some torches. We need better light.”

He strides out to the yard, his steps steady despite the exhaustion weighing on all of us. Dottie and I exchange a glance but say nothing, using the moment to collect ourselves. The air is thick with dust and the lingering scent of sweat and blood.

A few moments later, Corbyn returns, carrying three torches. He hands one to each of us, his grip firm but his expression tight. “This should help,” he mutters, striking a flint to light them. The flames flicker to life, casting shifting golden light across the stone walls. The shadows stretch and sway, twisting across the ground like restless spirits.

I tighten my grip on the torch, steadying myself. “Let us see this through.”

And so, as night creeps upon us, we turn our attention back to the main level, our determination a fragile thread holding us together against the weariness threatening to pull us apart.

We check storage rooms, overturning crates, and sift through old supplies, dust rising in thick clouds with every disturbance. My fingers trail over shattered glass and rusted hinges, the remnants of a place long abandoned.

Still, we find nothing.

Doubt creeps in, a suffocating weight pressing against my chest. What if we’re wrong? I clench my fists, swallowing down the frustration threatening to consume me.

Dottie exhales sharply, a hand going to the charm sitting against her sternum. “We have to be missing something,” she murmurs, her voice tight with strain. As if unable to stop herself, she starts listing off possibilities. “Maybe we skipped a room? Or maybe it’s hidden behind a wall or under the floorboards. Oh! What if it’s in some secret compartment in one of those old desks we passed? You know, the kind with false bottoms? Ugh, I should have checked those.” She huffs, rubbing her temple. “I mean, it has to be here somewhere, right?”

Corbyn steps back from a toppled shelf, his expression dark. “Or maybe I was wrong.”

I shake my head, refusing to accept that. “No, it is here. It must be. We simply have not yet discovered the right place.”

Then Dottie stops abruptly. “There’s another door.”

I follow her gaze and spot the door she means. It’s wedged into a dark corner, almost invisible against the stone wall, its edges camouflaged by layers of dust and grime. An overturned crate leans against it, as if someone tried to obscure its existence entirely. My stomach tightens. How many people have passed by without ever noticing it?

Dottie moves first, her steps careful but determined. Corbyn follows, his brow furrowed as he grips the crate and drags it aside, the scrape of wood against stone echoing through the empty space. I hold my breath, half expecting something, anything, to react to the disturbance. But the silence remains unbroken.

Dottie reaches a hand out, fingers hovering over the surface of the door before finally pressing against it.

She nudges it open, revealing a narrow stairwell leading down into darkness. The air that drifts up from below is cool and stale, carrying the scent of damp stone and something else, something faintly metallic. My pulse pounds in my ears, a drumbeat of anticipation and unease.

I step closer, my breath hitching as my fingers graze the rough stone of the doorway. My elbow knocks against the frame, and a small cloud of debris flutters down, landing in my hair. I swipe at it hastily, heat creeping up my neck at my own clumsiness, but I shake it off and push forward.

The moment my boot touches the first step, a shiver courses up my spine, sharp and electric, setting my nerves alight. My skin prickles as the faintest hum stirs beneath the surface, a whisper threading through my veins, coiling deep in my bones.

The sensation is unmistakable.

Relief crashes over me, nearly making my knees buckle. A trembling breath escapes my lips as I turn to the others, my voice barely above a whisper. “I can feel it.”

“I knew you could do it, Killer.” Corbyn’s smile is slow, teasing, but there’s something else beneath it, something softer. The flickering torchlight catches in his hazel eyes, the glow deepening whatever emotion lingers there. Pride, maybe?

But beneath the relief, something colder takes root, an edge of dread curling through my mind. If it’s here, if we’ve finally found it, that means Corbyn was right. The thought unsettles me, a chill creeping through my veins. This isn’t coincidence. I have a connection to these objects. And I don’t know if I want to understand what that means.

We move cautiously down the stairs, the hum growing stronger with each step. They lead us into a long, dark corridor. Cells line either side, rusted iron bars standing like the ribs of some long-dead beast. Beyond them, small rooms with cots and discarded belongings speak of lives once confined here. But it’s not until we reach the end of the hall that the hum swells into something nearly deafening.

A door stands before us. My fingers tremble as I push it open.

Treasure. More than I’ve ever seen. Piles of gold coins, gleaming jewelry, and chests stacked upon chests fill the space, reflecting the torchlight in brilliant flashes. Air stalls in my lungs. For a moment, I forget why we’re here. Then the hum spikes, sharp and urgent. I snap my gaze to the far side of the room, where a smaller chest sits nestled among the others. Unlike the rest, it’s unassuming. It is made of simple dark wood, reinforced with varis bands. And yet, I know.

I step forward, drawn to it. The moment my fingers graze the worn surface, the hum ceases. The silence that follows is almost more jarring. “It is inside,” I whisper.

Corbyn and Dottie move closer, but when we try to open it, the lid doesn’t budge. My eyes land on a small keyhole embedded in the front.

“I saw keys back at the top of the stairs. I’ll get them.” Dottie’s voice is barely a whisper, but there’s a flicker of hope in her eyes.

She vanishes before I can respond, her hurried footsteps echoing through the stillness. The silence she leaves behind is thick, heavy with anticipation. My fingers make their way to my mouth, chewing a nail as we wait, the seconds stretching unbearably long. When she returns, she’s breathless, a ring of keys clutched tightly in her hand.

We all kneel on the dirt floor, passing the keys between us, each attempt a frustrating failure. The lock refuses to budge. One after another, the keys turn, but none click the lock open. My frustration mounts and my breaths come quicker as my pulse hammers against my ribs. I clench my jaw, my fingers curling into fists. “Where else might we locate the key?” My voice is sharper than I intend, laced with desperation.

Corbyn swears under his breath, running a hand along his jaw. When I glance at him, his expression is grim. “I saw a key,” he says, voice flat. “Around the general’s neck.”

A cold dread curls in my stomach, winding tight.

The general.

That has to be it. What else would it be for? Of course, the key to what is likely the end of the trial is kept in the most dangerous place imaginable. My stomach clenches as I recall the way the general fought in battle: merciless, precise, unstoppable.

Corbyn exhales, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ll go back out tomorrow,” he says, as if it’s a simple task. “Maybe I can get close enough to grab the key.”

I shake my head, my pulse quickening. “No one has ever managed to get close to him without being struck down.” My voice is sharper than I intend, the words scraping against my throat. “The veil would not be within his chest if he were easy to reach.”

Corbyn exhales, tilting his head slightly. “Yeah, but I’m pretty good, remember?” His grin is there, but it’s tired, the usual cocky light in his eyes dulled by exhaustion.

“That is not sufficient,” I snap, my frustration spilling over. “We cannot simply rely on the hope that you are fast enough, we need another plan.”

Dottie shifts beside me, her hands tightening into fists before she speaks, her words tumbling out in a rush. “Then we go together! Three against one gives us a better chance, right? I mean, sure, he’s terrifying, but if we spread out, maybe one of us can grab the key while he’s focused on the others. We could create a diversion, set something on fire, maybe? Or throw rocks, or, no, that’s stupid, he’d just dodge them. But still, three of us, one of him. That has to count for something, doesn’t it?”

Corbyn’s face hardens. “No. It’s too dangerous. A few days of swinging a wooden sword isn’t enough to take on someone like him. You saw how he fights.” His jaw clenches, his voice thick with determination. “I won’t let you two die for something that was my idea.”

I open my mouth to argue, but the words won’t come. Because I know he’s right. The general is unlike anything we’ve faced before. He may have the skills to get close, but we wouldn’t stand a chance.

The truth sits heavy in my chest, sinking like a stone. My throat tightens. “There must be something else.”

But when I glance at Dottie, I see it in her expression, she already knows the answer. Corbyn does too.

If we want to open this chest, there is no other way.

I shift my gaze back to Corbyn, at the faint smile still playing at his lips. I wonder if he truly believes he can pull this off. Or if he’s just pretending, for us, for himself.

I just hope he’s as good as he thinks he is.

***

The clash of metal rings through the air, sharp and jarring. From my place in the archway leading to the battlefield, I flinch as Corbyn’s sword connects with a steel warrior’s weapon. The sound is so loud it seems to reverberate through my bones.

The battlefield is already chaos, even though the day has barely begun. Bodies of candidates litter the ground, some still twitching, others horrifyingly still. Weapons lay discarded beside them, blades catching the morning light, useless in the hands of the fallen. The steel warriors are ruthless, unyielding in their slaughter. My guess is a third of the candidates who started this trial won’t be walking away from it.

Dottie throws herself into tending the wounded, but I can’t tear my eyes away from Corbyn. He fights with skill, fast and fluid, weaving through the battlefield with an ease that is almost mesmerizing. He ducks and twirls just out of reach of the steel warriors, always moving, always pressing forward. I hold my breath as he maneuvers past them, closer and closer to his target: the general.

When he finally reaches him, my stomach knots. The steel general is massive, his armor gleaming in the harsh light, his movements calculated and devastating. Corbyn is fast, but the general is relentless. Again and again, he sends Corbyn sprawling to the ground, his blows too heavy to parry, his strength overwhelming. I see it happen, the moment when Corbyn is thrown from the general’s back, his body hurtling through the air before crashing onto the hard ground. His head smacks against the dirt with a sickening crack. And this time, he doesn’t get back up.

Panic claws up my throat. My hands are shaking.

“Get up,” I whisper, barely audible over the sounds of battle. “Get up, Corbyn. Please.”

But he doesn’t move.

The steel general stalks toward him, his broadsword lifting, poised for the final strike. My vision tunnels. My pulse roars in my ears.

No. Corbyn can’t die for this.

I don’t know what these feelings are when I’m around him, but I know they tighten in my chest like a vice at the thought of losing him. It’s not just fear, it’s something deeper, something I don’t have a name for yet. I just know I want to keep being around him, hearing his voice, watching his stupid smirk. He can’t die. Not here. Not now. Not like this.

Without another thought, I take off through the archway. The stupid running track. I hate it. But gods, I’m grateful for it now.

I throw myself forward, lungs burning, feet barely touching the ground. I grab a discarded sword from the ground, its weight heavy in my hand. Just as the general’s sword begins its deadly arc toward Corbyn, I reach him. I put everything I have into my strike, slamming my blade into the general’s side.

It does nothing.

The steel armor repels my sword like it’s nothing more than a stick. It doesn’t even make him flinch.

But it does make him turn.

The general’s head shifts, his glowing eyes locking onto me. Slowly, he steps back from Corbyn and pivots to face me instead.

I retreat, gripping my sword with white-knuckled fingers. That’s when I see it, the silver chain hanging from his neck, the key dangling just above the silver veil embedded in his chest plate. The key is not what I was expecting. For all of this trouble, I thought we would be risking our lives for some one-of-a-kind key. It is nothing more than a shard of silver in a jagged shape. The most common looking key.

Corbyn stirs behind the general, groaning as he pushes himself up onto his elbows. He looks up at me, eyes wide with shock. “Killer, what the fuck are you doing?”

“Assisting you,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel.

The general advances, his massive form looming over me. I keep moving backward, my heart pounding so violently I can feel it in my throat. Corbyn is up now, bruised and bloodied, breath ragged, but standing.

Together, we face him.

I’m not good at this. Not like Corbyn. But I’m fast. Faster than the steel general. And that seems to make him angry. He swings at me, but I dart away just in time, the blade whistling through the air where I had stood moments before. His bulk makes him powerful, but it also makes him slow. I use that to my advantage, slipping in and out of his reach, forcing him to turn and reposition.

Corbyn moves beside me. “I’ll distract him,” he says. “You need to get that sword tip near his neck. Cut the chain.”

I don’t have time to argue.

Corbyn lunges, launching himself onto the general’s back. The force sends the steel giant staggering to his knees. It’s my chance. I slip into the space right in front of him, blade raised.

But he’s faster than I expect. His enormous hands shoot out, wrapping around my throat.

I choke as my back slams into the ground, his iron grip crushing the air from my lungs. Spots bloom in my vision, my limbs flailing uselessly against his strength. My fingers claw at his wrist, but it’s like trying to bend stone.

Corbyn shouts. “Cut it, Orla!”

I can’t breathe. I can’t think. My head spins as the darkness creeps in. But I have to move. I have to. With the last of my strength, I grip the blade in my scarred palm and force my arm up, angling my sword tip toward the chain dangling above me. I thrust. Metal bites metal, and I hear the snap before I see it.

Corbyn moves behind the general, scooping up pieces of debris and hurling them with desperate precision. Each impact pings harmlessly off the steel armor, but it’s enough to make the towering figure hesitate. The general is strong, relentless, but his focus is singular, easily pulled from one target to another. And right now, Corbyn is making sure that target is him.

The general loosens his grip. Then, suddenly, he lets go entirely.

Air rushes back into my lungs as he lifts off of me, and I gasp, my chest heaving. I don’t know if he thinks I’m dead, if he simply enjoys the chase more than the kill, or if his attention is truly that easily swayed. Whatever it is, I don’t care.

Because the key is falling.

I watch as it tumbles through the air, landing beside me in the dirt. I surge forward onto my hands and knees, frantically searching. My fingers brush against something small and hard. I grip it, the metal cool against my palm.

Corbyn’s voice cuts through the chaos. “Run! Take the key and don’t look back!”

I don’t hesitate. I push to my feet and sprint, tearing across the battlefield, my breath coming in ragged gasps. I don’t stop when the sounds of battle swell behind me. I don’t stop when the weight of the key burns in my grip.

I don’t stop once I’m through the stone archway and flying toward the basement doors, our only hope for surviving these trials clutched tightly in my hands.


Nineteen


The hum starts again long before I step into the room, threading through my skin like an unshakable pulse. The air is thick with the scent of metal, a sharp tang that clings to the back of my throat. Chests lay thrown open, their riches spilling onto the dirt floor, the sheen of silver and gold almost overwhelming in the flickering glow. But my eyes barely register them. They are meaningless compared to the pull inside me, guiding me forward, demanding my attention.

There.

A single, unassuming chest nestled among the excess. The hum sharpens, drawing me closer. My knees hit the dirt floor as I reach it, my breath ragged. The weight of exhaustion settles over me now that the adrenaline is wearing off. Every muscle aches, my limbs shaking as I reach for the key. My fingers fumble slightly as I slide it into the lock. For a breathless moment, I’m afraid it won’t turn. With a satisfying click, it does.

A slow exhale leaves my lips.

Lifting the lid, I expect to find something grand, something worthy of the ordeal that led me here. Instead, my gaze lands on a single object, a pewter-colored sword hilt, its surface dull compared to the wealth surrounding it. Confusion crashes over me, followed swiftly by the cold bite of disappointment. My body sags. All of that, for this? A weapon without a blade?

Defeat gnaws at the edges of my mind. But something inside me refuses to accept it. With hesitant fingers, I reach into the chest and lift the hilt.

The moment my skin meets the metal, a static charge prickles up my arm, raising the hairs on my skin. The air around me shifts, thickening, pressing in as if the room itself is holding its breath. A sharp, ringing sound cuts through the silence as a blade extends from the hilt, long and gleaming, the edge wickedly sharp. It is wide, powerful, and though its weight is undeniable, it feels balanced in my grip, as if it belongs there. Swirling designs curl along the hilt, and an intricate engraving of a mountain sits just beneath the guard. Unlike the other weapons strewn about the camp, this one is pristine.

Just like when I held the axe, the power surges through me like a current, crackling down my arms, seeping into my chest. It’s intoxicating, electric, like standing at the precipice of something vast and unseen.

Carefully, I run my fingertip along the edge. A sharp sting blossoms before I even realize I’ve cut myself. I hiss, sticking my finger in my mouth, the iron tang of blood sharp on my tongue.

I stay kneeling, staring at the sword in wonder, when the sound of approaching footsteps snaps me from my trance. Expecting Corbyn or Dottie, I glance over my shoulder, only to find Jarek instead.

I push to my feet instantly, heart beginning to pound. The sword is still heavy in my grip as I whirl to face him. His dark blue eyes flick over me before settling on the weapon.

“Hello, Maiden,” he drawls, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Though, you’re looking a little less maiden-like these days.” He gestures toward my bare head, amusement flashing in his gaze.

I don’t respond. I watch him, waiting.

He doesn’t seem bothered by my silence. “I was wondering what you were up to. Saw you run on the battlefield, then sprint back off again. Thought I’d follow you. And now…” He tilts his head, expression turning speculative. “That’s quite the sword you’ve got there.”

I tighten my grip. I don’t answer.

Jarek exhales through his nose, like he finds this all very amusing. “You know, I heard Corbyn asking about Hallowed Objects back at the library. Thought he was insane. But this…” His eyes flicker with something close to excitement. “This is one, isn’t it?”

I stay silent.

Faster than I expect, he moves.

My body reacts on instinct. The sword swings up just in time to block his attack, his blade clashing against mine with a burst of force. I stagger but don’t fall. The power coursing through me steadies my grip, strengthening my limbs in a way I’ve never felt before. Jarek’s expression shifts to something sharper, surprise.

We move. I block a strike, the impact jolting up my arms. Jarek’s blade is relentless, sharp, and every time I counter, he twists away, always a step ahead. Just like when I watched him spar on the mat. Our swords clash again, ringing through the chamber like a bell, the vibrations buzzing through my grip.

He grins, like he’s enjoying this, like he’s testing me.

I adjust my footing, trying to anticipate his next move, but gods, he’s fast. In a blur of motion, he ducks low, his leg sweeping out with precise force.

I don’t see it coming.

The ground vanishes from beneath me, and then I’m flat on my back, pain rattling through my ribs. The breath leaves my lungs in a painful gasp. The sword slips from my grip, clattering against the stone floor, just out of reach. The moment my fingers lose contact, the blade retracts back into the hilt.

Jarek steps over me, his boot pressing against my shoulder, pinning me down. I thrash, but his weight is solid, immovable. My heart hammers wildly. This is it.

He leans down and picks up the hilt.

The blade extends instantly at his touch. His dark blue eyes glint as he studies it, mesmerized. But his boot remains firm on my chest, and no matter how hard I struggle, I can’t move him.

He looks down at me, sneering. “Thanks, Maiden. I think this will get me that victory you stole from me.”

“Jarek—”

The hilt swings down, striking my temple.

Pain explodes behind my eyes, bright and unbearable, a white-hot flash that sears through my skull. A sharp ringing fills my ears, drowning out everything else. My limbs go numb, my body weightless, unmoored. Darkness swallows me whole.

***

A sharp, throbbing pain pulses in my skull, dragging me from the depths of unconsciousness. My breath stutters as I blink against the hazy darkness, my vision swimming, my thoughts sluggish. The cold dirt presses into my back, grounding me as I struggle to piece together where I am. My hand searches for something, anything to grab onto, and my fingers graze something small and cold. Like coins.

It all comes rushing back.

The basement. The sword. Jarek.

Panic surges through my veins as I jerk upright, immediately regretting it. The room tilts violently, and my stomach lurches. My head pounds so fiercely it feels like it’s going to split open. I squeeze my eyes shut, forcing air through my teeth, willing the dizziness to pass.

How long have I been out?

No time to dwell. I force myself onto shaky feet, staggering forward, my legs weak beneath me. My hands slap against the wall to steady myself as I push through the door, forcing my way down the hall. Every step is agony, my body screaming in protest, but I keep going. Up the stairs, one foot after the other, my breath sharp and ragged.

The noise hits me first. The infirmary is chaos, voices overlapping, orders being shouted, the clang of metal against metal. It grates against my already throbbing skull. I weave through the bodies, narrowly avoiding collisions, my dizzy steps barely keeping me upright.

Finally, fresh air.

The moment I step into the yard, sunlight blinds me, searing into my aching head. I wince, raising a hand to shield my eyes, but relief washes over me when I see the sun high in the sky. Not too much time has passed. I haven’t lost an entire day.

Cool air brushes against my overheated skin, clearing the last of the fog from my mind. My pulse slows just enough for me to catch my breath.

“Orla!”

I spin at the sound of my name just as Dottie skids to a stop beside me, her eyes wide with concern. “I was calling to you! What’s wrong?” Then her gaze lands on my temple, and her expression shifts from confusion to alarm. “What happened to your head?”

I lift a shaky hand to the tender spot at my temple, my fingers brushing over what I know is already bruising. “Jarek,” I say, voice hoarse. “Corbyn and I retrieved the key. I unlocked the chest. But Jarek followed me. He—” My throat tightens. “He took the sword. Struck me down.”

Dottie pales. “What? Why? Does he know what it is? Oh goodness, what if he senses them too? Wait, you said he followed you? From where? This is not good. What’s he going to do with it?”

I push one of my scarred palms to my head, squeezing my eyes closed, “I do not know.”

My stomach churns as my eyes open and my gaze sweeps the yard, searching for him. For any sign of that stolen blade. But he’s nowhere.

Before I can say another word, a commotion erupts from the battlefield. Shouts, frantic and urgent, ripple through the camp, but I can’t make out what any of the voices are saying. The energy shifts, tension crackling like a storm about to break.

“What’s going on?” Dottie looks confused.

“Let us find out,” I say as I move toward the archway. Pushing through the crush of bodies, we try to see what’s happening. But it’s impossible, there are too many people.

I scan the area, searching for another way, and my eyes land on a watchtower to our right. The stairs leading up are mostly clear. “This way!” I grab Dottie’s arm and pull her toward it, urgency pushing my feet faster. We race up the steps, our breath ragged, until we reach the top, high enough to see past the crowd.

That’s when I spot him.

Jarek.

He stands across the battlefield, his form a blur of motion, his blade a streak of silver light. He’s fighting the general.

With the hallowed sword.

I draw in a shaky breath. The fight is brutal, a flurry of relentless strikes and counterstrikes. Jarek moves like lightning, his attacks sharp and precise, his strikes hammering against the general’s defenses. Sparks fly each time their blades connect, the sound a deafening clash of steel on steel. The general, once an immovable force, stumbles under the assault, his footing unsure for the first time.

Jarek presses forward, relentless. He parries a crushing blow from the general’s massive weapon, then twists, slipping past the steel warrior’s guard to land a vicious slash across his plated shoulder. The force of it sends the general staggering backward, his balance momentarily lost.

Jarek doesn’t hesitate. He spins the sword in his grip, bringing it down in a sweeping arc meant to cleave straight through, but the general recovers just in time, bringing his own blade up to block. The impact sends a shockwave through the ground, dirt and debris kicking up around them. The sheer force of it rattles the watchtower beneath my feet.

It’s obvious now, the sword has made Jarek stronger, faster. The advantage is undeniable. And for the first time, the general is losing ground.

Dottie grips the railing. “What is he doing?”

I swallow hard. “He is claiming his victory.”

Even as I say it, I scan the field frantically. I need to find Corbyn. My chest tightens until I finally spot him making his way toward the camp entrance. He’s limping, blood staining his clothes, his auburn hair a tangle of dirt and dust around his face, but he’s alive. Relief crashes through me so hard my knees nearly buckle. I left him with the general. I left him. And yet, somehow, he made it back.

Then a crash rips my attention back to the battlefield.

Jarek just sent the general to his knees.

I watch, frozen, as Jarek steps up to him and places a firm hand on the steel warrior’s shoulder. With one swift, ruthless thrust, he drives the hallowed sword straight into the veil in the general’s chest.

The general stiffens, his body jerking violently. A tremor ripples through him, then—

Light.

Brilliant silver light erupts from the wound, spreading outward in a wave so intense I squeeze my eyes shut against the blinding flash. It engulfs everything, swallowing the battlefield, sweeping toward the camp. It crashes over my skin like mist, cool and tingling, spreading through me. For a moment, I feel weightless, suspended in the blinding expanse of silver. My pulse slows, the chaos slipping away, leaving only silence.

When I open my eyes, the battlefield is gone.

The warriors, the bodies, the blood, the camp, all of it, gone.

I blink, disoriented, my breath coming in shallow gasps. A light rain drizzles from the sky, cool against my face. The air is crisp, carrying the scent of damp grass, a stark contrast to the sharp metal and blood that filled the battlefield moments ago. I turn in slow disbelief, my pulse pounding in my ears.

Gone is the battlefield, and in its place, the familiar green expanse of the Field of Veils.


Twenty


The air in the room is warm, but I feel cold. Not just a passing chill, but a deep, creeping cold that coils in my stomach and sinks into my bones, pressing against my ribs like an unseen weight. The late afternoon sunlight spills through the open window, casting long streaks of gold across the stone floor, and a gentle breeze flutters the edge of the curtain. It’s peaceful—a stark contrast to the turmoil twisting inside me.

I pace, my boots scuffing against the floorboards, while Dottie sits cross-legged on her bed, watching me with quiet patience. She doesn’t interrupt, doesn’t try to pull me back to stillness. Maybe she knows I need this, the movement, the release of nervous energy.

I can sense the Hallowed Objects. I don’t know how or why but finding that sword proved it. I can sense them.

Jarek still has the sword, and Corbyn is the most upset about it. But really, it could have been worse. Jarek stole the sword, then ended the trial and ‘saved’ us all. He hasn’t tried to use the sword against us, actually, he’s been avoiding us altogether since the trial ended, soaking up the attention that comes with being the so-called savior of the Ore Trial.

We spent the morning training, something I’ve been pushing harder since the third trial ended, anything to avoid thinking about what I’ve discovered about myself. But now, as I pace back and forth in our room, I can’t ignore it any longer. The panic rises in my chest like a flood, and finally, I give voice to it.

“What does it mean?” My voice is strained, raw. “What am I?”

Dottie exhales, thoughtful, her fingers toying with the edge of the blanket. She opens her mouth, then closes it, frustration flickering across her face. Finally, she sighs. “I don’t know.”

“As if a cryptic prophecy were not enough, now I possess a mysterious gift as well?” A sharp exhale leaves my lips, frustration tightening in my chest. My feet stop and I glance at Dottie, searching for some kind of answer.

A hand presses to my temple, my thoughts a whirlwind. Without realizing it, my fingers find their way to my mouth, and I nibble at the edge of a nail. “Why is this happening to me?” My feet resume their rhythm.

“You know, when I was little, I was devastated when I didn’t get invited to a classmate’s birthday party. I thought it was the worst thing in the world. But it turned out her little sister had lice, and everyone who went ended up having to shave their heads to stop it from spreading.” Dottie grins to herself, a small, knowing smile.

I blink at her, my mind stumbling over the unexpected story. “I am not sure I follow.”

She chuckles lightly. “Everything happens for a reason.”

I let out a short, humorless laugh, “You sound like Greenbrier.”

She cocks her head, her turn to be confused.

“My Maiden novice, I was meant to train her,” I explain. “She told me before the Trials that she believes the gods must have departed for a reason. Now we know that is false.”

I shake my head, frustration bubbling up. “I do not wish to possess this power. “I was just beginning to understand who I am, and now…I once again do not recognize myself.”

Dottie stands, crossing the space between us. She places a steadying hand on my arm, and I stop pacing. “Orla, this isn’t something that changes who you are.” Her voice is so sure, so firm that I almost believe her. “You were always this person. You just didn’t know it yet. Now, you do.”

I swallow hard.

“You’re still the same girl who stepped in when a stranger was being beaten. Still the same woman who went up against an alpha lycathos. Actually, this…this ability of yours, it only heightens that. And you’re still the same woman who ran onto a battlefield full of steel men to save your friend.” Dottie smiles, her eyes shining with warmth. “You’re smart and kind and braver than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re amazing, just the way you are.”

A warmth spreads through my chest, slow at first, like the first rays of sunlight breaking through after a storm. It builds, seeping into the cracks of my mask, wrapping around my ribs, chipping away at the wall I have kept up for so long. It doesn’t erase the panic entirely, but it holds it at bay, like a fire staving off the cold. I don’t deserve her. I don’t know what I did in my past life to have Dottie here, now, grounding me when I feel like I’m slipping away. If it took another lifetime in that abbey to meet her, I’d take it.

I glance at her, at the way she smiles so easily, as if she doesn’t carry the weight of the world like the rest of us. But I know she does. She’s been through her own trials, her own pain, and yet she still finds a way to see the good in everything, in me.

I look away, exhaling slowly. “How do you do it?” I ask, my voice quieter now.

“Do what?”

“Remain so…certain. As if everything will be all right. As if you truly believe it.”

She shrugs. “Because if I don’t believe it, then who will? Someone has to hold on to hope, right?” She nudges my arm playfully. “Might as well be me.”

I shake my head, but a small smile tugs at my lips. Hope. I don’t know if I have it in me to believe the way she does, but for now, sitting here with her, I think I can borrow a little of hers.

A soft knock at the door startles us both. Dottie turns, crossing the room to open it.

It’s Corbyn.

He hesitates in the doorway, glancing between us before Dottie steps aside to let him in, then closes the door and takes her seat on her bed. His eyes scan the room quickly, taking in the simple furnishings, the messy beds, the window left open to the warm afternoon. I don’t know why I suddenly feel self-conscious, but I do. I retreat to my bed, perching on the edge as he crosses the space and lowers himself onto the mattress beside me. He doesn’t touch me, but the heat of his presence is undeniable.

“I want to talk to you both about something.” His voice is quieter than usual, measured. “Now that we know Orla can find the objects”, his gaze flickers to me, apologetic, “I want to discuss a plan for the rest of the trials. See if you want to join me.”

I swallow but say nothing.

He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “The Hallowed Objects are powerful. We all saw what Jarek did to that general.” His mouth presses into a thin line, as if he doesn’t quite want to admit it but knows it’s the truth. “If we gather enough of them, we might actually stand a chance. Not just in the next trials, but…beyond that.” He meets my eyes, earnest. “If we survive, if we can get these objects to the Heirs, maybe they could harness that power. What if it could stop Elmon? Maybe even set the world right again.”

The idea is intoxicating. The world, set right. What would that even look like?

Dottie’s mind is already racing. “Do you think they could do that? Why haven’t they done it yet? I feel like they should have, wait, they all think the gods are to blame! They don’t know it’s him. We could tell them it’s him! We need to get these objects. We could help save the world. How many do you think there are?”

“I really don’t know; I think there might be one in the Day Trial. And one in the Death Trial. But I don’t know for sure.” He looks at me again. “If they exist, Orla’s ability should be able to tell when we’re close.”

Dottie reaches up to grasp her necklace. “Do you really think we could make it through this alive?”

Corbyn doesn’t hesitate. “I think so.”

I glance at Dottie. Her eyes are wide, the hope on her face is almost blinding, so raw and unguarded that it tugs at something deep inside me. I may not know exactly who I am, or what it means to truly have friends, but I know I’m not the kind of person who would turn down the chance to save them if I could.

I turn back to Corbyn. His hazel eyes lock onto mine, searching for an answer.

I nod.

“Alright, I am in.”

***

The air in the training center is thick and heavy, filled with the scent of sweat and metal. It’s oppressive, clinging to my skin like a second layer, but I’ve come to take comfort in it. The low murmur of other candidates fills the space, bodies moving across the mats, grunts of exertion mixing with the slap of fists against flesh.

The fourth trial, the Seas Trial, begins the day after tomorrow. None of us know if there will be combat, but knowing how to defend yourself is never a bad thing. And besides, training keeps me grounded. Even if my body aches from pushing myself too hard this week, the burn in my muscles is welcome. My neck tilts side to side, easing the stiffness that clings to my tendons. A thin sheen of sweat glistens over my skin, the heat of the training center pressing in from all sides. My hair is pinned up in my clasp, and I still relish the air on the back of my neck, even if the heat in here makes it feel less like a relief and more like a reminder of how hard we’ve been working.

Across the mat, Corbyn stands beside Dottie, demonstrating a technique. “If you’re shorter and faster than your opponent, get in close. You have the advantage in close combat.” He bends his knees slightly, making himself shorter than her before moving in, feigning strikes at her ribs. Dottie watches him with sharp focus, nodding at his movements, her muscles tensed in anticipation.

When he steps back, she grins. “Okay, I think I’m ready.”

I cross my arms, watching as she takes position, her stance firm. They begin sparring, Dottie reacting quickly, her lean muscles moving with practiced ease. She’s getting good. The first time we started training, she could barely throw a punch without overextending herself. Now, she ducks, pivots, and strikes with precision. Corbyn grins at her improvement, nodding in approval as she lands a solid hit to his side.

“Nice,” he praises. With an amused glint in his eyes, he glances at me. “I think you two should go up against each other.”

I hesitate. “I am not certain.”

His smirk deepens. “What? You scared, Killer?” His tone is teasing, but it sends a rush of warmth through me. “Don’t worry, you’ve gotten better too.”

Pride rises inside me, pushing away the frustration that usually follows my training. My body is still clumsy at times, my movements lacking the natural grace others seem to have. But hearing that I’m improving? That means something.

He shrugs. “Plus, it’s good to practice against different heights and body shapes. Not everyone will be the same size as me. You can’t get too comfortable.”

I huff, but nod. “Fair enough.”

Without my approval, my eyes trail over him. His deep red hair is pulled back into a small knot, damp with sweat. His training gear—a fitted smock, wool leggings, and boots—clings to him, accentuating the defined lines of his body, the breadth of his shoulders, the way his muscles shift beneath his pale, freckled skin. Warmth creeps up my neck as my gaze lingers longer than it should. Corbyn catches me staring and grins, amusement flickering in his hazel eyes before I quickly peel my gaze away, willing the flush on my skin to disappear.

Stepping onto the mat, I square my shoulders, rolling them back to shake out the tension, then settle into my stance. I bounce slightly from one foot to the other, testing my balance, grounding myself before the fight begins.

Across from me, Dottie suddenly snorts, covering her mouth with her hand.

I narrow my eyes. “What is it?”

“I’m sorry,” she says between giggles, “you just look so serious.”

Out of habit, I suppress an eye roll, but her laughter is infectious, and soon I’m laughing too, until Corbyn claps his hands once and tilts his head. “I’m glad you two find this so funny, but let’s get back to it.”

Dottie and I focus again, shaking out our limbs before we start. We move in tandem, advancing and blocking, striking and dodging. My muscles protest, but I push through it. I even manage to land a decent hit, earning a nod from Corbyn.

“Hold on a second,” he says.

We pause, chests rising and falling, sweat dripping down our brows. Corbyn steps forward, his expression thoughtful as he looks at me. “You’re letting your right hook fall a little.”

Before I can react, he moves in close behind me. The warmth of his body is immediate, radiating through the space between us until it feels like he’s pressed against me. My heart skips a beat. His hand lifts under my elbow, steady and firm, and the touch sends an unexpected shiver through me.

“Try again,” he murmurs.

I do as he says, throwing the punch. He lifts my elbow slightly, keeping it aligned. I barely register the movement, only that Dottie’s eyes meet mine, amusement dancing in her gaze. She knows. She knows what Corbyn does to me, how my pulse speeds up when he’s too close, how my stomach flutters when he touches me.

We drop our arms, and as Corbyn steps away, his fingers trail down my forearm before falling to his side. He clears his throat. “That’s enough for now, I think.”

Dottie exhales dramatically. “Thank goodness, I could really use a shower. I don’t think I’ve smelled this bad since we had to harvest twice as fast to beat the rains the Hiarks announced were coming. Rows and rows of grain, hours in the sun—I had to throw my clothes out, they were so bad!”

I laugh, rolling my neck and lifting a hand to massage my sore shoulder. “I would greatly appreciate a soak.”

The words barely leave my mouth before I regret them.

His voice laced with curiosity, Corbyn asks, “A soak?”

Dottie’s eyes gleam mischievously. I silently plead with her not to say anything, but she ignores me entirely. “She found something,” she tells him. “A hot spring, deep in the belly of the mountain. We haven’t told anyone, but since you’re with us now, I guess you can know.”

Corbyn raises a brow. “It’s inside the mountain?”

Dottie nods. “Orla found it while jogging. The whole cave glows, and I swear the water has power in it. Takes every bit of tension right out of your muscles.”

Corbyn’s gaze flickers to me, playful. “You’ve been hiding this for weeks?”

I shrug. “Not intentionally. The subject simply never arose.”

Dottie stretches and then turns to me. “If you’re going, maybe Corbyn wants to join you. I’m going to get clean and maybe nap.”

I give her a stern look before meeting Corbyn’s gaze. Shrugging, he says, “I could use it too. If you don’t mind. I’d love to see it.”

A swallow. My teeth graze the edge of my thumbnail before I catch myself. Being alone with him in the springs? My pulse quickens. But then Dottie gives me an encouraging nod, and I find myself agreeing before I can think too hard about it.

Dottie grins. “Great! You two have fun. See y’all at dinner.” She turns for the stairs.

Scowling at her back, I sigh and look at Corbyn. “Fetch a change of clothes if you wish. I will retrieve my pack from my chamber and meet you at the front door.”

Twenty minutes later, we leave the dormitory, heading into the forest. The hike is quiet, both of us lost in thought. A grimrook flaps above us, its black wings cutting through the sky. I don’t know what Corbyn is thinking, but all I can think about is being alone with him at the hot springs. My heart races in my chest.

I’m nervous. Annoyed at Dottie.

And, despite myself, excited.

The tunnel looms ahead, its entrance slightly hidden behind vines, and Corbyn hesitates for only a second before following me inside. The air changes as we step through the rocky corridor, growing warmer, heavier. The sound of water echoes faintly, a soft, bubbling murmur that grows louder with every step. When we emerge into the cavern, I hear Corbyn exhale sharply.

“Dottie was right,” he says, turning in place to take it all in. “This is amazing.”

The water glows, casting rippling blue light across the high rock ceiling. Steam curls in the air, thick and humid, and the cavern walls shimmer with moisture. He explores the cavern a bit, touching the walls, studying the ceiling, before coming to stand by the largest pool.

We stand awkwardly at the edge for a minute too long. Corbyn shifts beside me. “Are you going to get in?”

A slow blink, “Yes.”

Turning from him, I reach for the ties of my leggings, peeling away the sweat-soaked fabric until I’m left in only my underclothes. This is different—so different from when Dottie and I come here together. I’ve never felt so aware of every movement, of every breath I take.

I turn back to find Corbyn has done the same. He stands at the water’s edge, his broad shoulders shifting as he stretches, wearing only a pair of undershorts. I can’t help but trail my eyes down his bare torso. The patch of auburn hair on his chest, the taut muscles of his stomach. His skin is still flushed from training and freckles cover almost every inch. I swallow hard, shaking myself, and force my eyes to his face. A flush spreads up my neck when I realize he’s taking me in the same way I was drinking in the sight of him.

Suddenly even more aware of my lack of clothing, I cross my arms and step into the water. The heat envelops me immediately, sinking deep into my sore muscles. I sigh, closing my eyes for a moment, letting the warmth soothe me. When I open them again, Corbyn has settled across from me, his arms resting along the edge of the rock, watching me with quiet curiosity.

The silence stretches between us. Water laps gently at my skin as I shift under his gaze, sinking deeper into the warmth, hoping it hides the way my pulse flutters under his scrutiny. Finally, he speaks.

“Why did you run out to help me during the Ore Trial?”

A jolt runs through me, surprised by his question. “Pardon?”

His voice drops, rougher. “Back on the battlefield, when you saved me, I need to know why.”

Heat rushes to my face, “It was the necessary course of action. We required the key.”

He tilts his head. “You could have stayed hidden. It was the last day of the trial. You could have let the general waste me and waited it out until the veil sucked you in on its own. But instead, you risked yourself.” He moves closer, his voice even lower now. “Why?”

My lips press together as my heart hammers against my ribs. “I could not just allow you to die.”

A slow, knowing smile spreads across his face, his eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that makes my stomach flip. He moves closer still, steam curling around him, wrapping us in something almost tangible. My breath shallows. The heat of the springs is nothing compared to the warmth radiating from him, and the space between us disappears, dwindling to something small and insignificant. My skin prickles with awareness, every nerve tuned to him. He’s so close.

“And?” he presses.

A sharp exhale escapes my lips, my chest tightening under the weight of his gaze. My stomach flips, a storm of nerves and anticipation warring within me. I tell myself to be confident, to hold my ground, but the heat of the springs and the heat of him make it difficult to focus. No one knows what will happen next in these trials, and maybe, just maybe, this is my only chance to admit what I’ve been trying so hard to ignore.

I lift my chin, determination threading through my nerves. “I find you utterly insufferable,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel. “With your handsome face and that smug little smile that makes me want to hit you. And yet, I cannot deny the way you make me feel. I saved you because it was the right thing to do…but also because I wanted to. Because the thought of you not being here, of never seeing that infuriating, foolish grin again, made me reckless.”

His smile turns victorious, like that was exactly what he wanted to hear. He leans in, so close I can feel his breath across the curve of my ear.

“You like me,” his voice is low and rough.

“Against my better judgment,” I whisper, breathless, heat pooling beneath my skin as the weight of his closeness settles over me.

He pulls back slightly, his eyes meet mine, then flicker down to my lips. “Enough to risk your life for me.”

I can’t breathe. The heat of the springs, the closeness, the intensity of his gaze, it’s all too much. My lips part, and his eyes darken slightly at the movement.

“Tell me, Killer,” he murmurs. “Have you ever been kissed?” His hand lifts slowly, deliberate, as if savoring the moment before his thumb grazes my bottom lip, featherlight but searing. The touch sends a shiver skittering down my spine, my breath stalling in my throat.

Oh gods. Is he going to kiss me?

My head shakes just slightly.

His hand moves to cradle my face, his thumb stroking along my cheek. “Would you like to be?”

His breath brushes my lips, and I nod, unable to find my voice. My heart is a wild, caged thing.

Corbyn moves slowly, giving me every chance to pull away, to stop this before it begins. But I don’t. I stay rooted in place, drawn toward him like the pull of the tides, the heat between us more consuming than the steaming water around us. His lips press softly against mine, warm and careful, and I lean into it, letting the sensation take over. A chill spreads through me, even in the heat of the water. His mouth moves over mine, guiding me, teaching me. When his tongue traces my bottom lip, I gasp, and he takes the opportunity to deepen the kiss, his tongue sliding against mine.

The taste of him hits me like lightning, sharp, unexpected, and searing straight through me. Every nerve in my body feels alive, humming with the sensation of him, of this moment that feels too big, too intense, yet impossible to resist. I kiss him back, following his lead, mirroring his movements. The softness gives way to something more desperate, more fervent. It’s warmth and urgency, a spark that spreads like wildfire, making my fingers tangle in his damp hair. His other hand moves to my waist, pulling me closer until my body nearly presses against his. A small moan escapes before I can stop it, swallowed by the humid air around us. My body melts against him, heat curling through my limbs, an ache building low in my stomach, unfamiliar but not unwanted. My fingers grip his hair tighter, desperately trying to anchor myself in the storm of sensation.

Corbyn breaks away, his breathing uneven, his forehead resting against mine as if he’s trying to steady himself. His grip on my waist lingers, fingers splayed against my skin below the water, sending little pulses of heat wherever they touch.

His voice is hushed when he speaks. “This wasn’t part of the plan.”

I open my eyes to find him watching me intently. “You weren’t part of the plan, Orla,” he continues. His fingers brush down my cheek, then trail down my arm before he leans back slightly. “But somehow, you’ve become my favorite part of it.”

My chest tightens, a strange mix of emotions swirling inside me. He studies me for a moment longer, then exhales softly.

“No, I definitely didn’t plan for this,” he murmurs, shaking his head. “But I don’t regret meeting you for a second.”


Twenty-One


The moment I step through the swirling blue veil, the air shifts. The scent of salt fills my lungs, thick and briny, and the crash of waves echoes around me, rhythmic and unyielding. The sunlight is blinding as it bounces off the white sands, the heat pressing down, wrapping around me like a weighted cloak. A steady breeze carries the cries of gulls overhead, their distant caws merging with the whisper of rustling grass. We’re on an island.

A glance out to the sea reveals the vast expanse of sapphire-blue water stretching endlessly, shimmering under the harsh sun. The brightness stings my eyes, making me squint, but I can’t look away. The surface glitters like scattered diamonds, shifting and undulating with the rhythm of the waves. This place is deceptive, its beauty hiding whatever trials lie beneath. Beyond the breaking waves, another island rises in the distance, larger. That must be the main island. I squint harder, trying to make out any details, but the distance and the way the water reflects the sky make it impossible to see anything clearly.

In the other direction, a dense forest sprawls before us, a tangled mass of towering trees draped in thick curtains of moss. The underbrush is wild and unkempt, an impenetrable wall of ferns, vines, and twisted roots snaking across the forest floor. Shadows dance between the trunks where the canopy blocks the sun, the air humming with the unseen rustle of creatures hidden within. The heady scent of soggy earth and greenery mingles with the salt in the air, juxtaposing the open air of the shore.

My pack digs into my shoulders, heavier than before, weighed down not just by the extra provisions packed for the extended days of the trial, but by the hallowed axe tucked securely inside. I refused to leave it behind this time. If we have it, we should use it. The weight is reassuring, a solid presence at my spine.

Around me, candidates stagger onto the beach, their expressions flickering with confusion and calculation. I only count a fraction of them, maybe a quarter of the 303 names that remained off the death roll. The realization is sobering. The Trials are successfully whittling us down.

A shimmer in the air draws my attention. Words materialize in glowing script before us, hanging in the space like a decree from the gods themselves:

Four islands await, each with trials anew,

In groups you shall venture, with dangers in view.

Seek out the veil, the key to your quest,

For only together can you face the next test.

On the final isle, your journey shall end,

A veil to home, where the waves fiercely bend.

A murmur spreads through the gathered candidates. The message is clear: we need to move from island to island, finding veils, until we reach the final veil home.

Dottie lets out a breath, tilting her head thoughtfully. “Four islands, four chances to prove we can make it through.”

“Optimistic as always,” Corbyn drawls, adjusting the strap of his pack. He steps closer, the brush of his arm against mine sending a now-familiar spark racing over my skin, more intense since our kiss. I swallow, forcing myself to focus, but the warmth lingers, impossible to ignore.

I glance at them both, then back at the glowing text that still lingers in the air. “But how are we supposed to locate the veils? They could take any form and be concealed anywhere on this island.”

As if in answer, the words fade, replaced by another rhyme:

In a shimmering pool, where moonlight does gleam,

The waters can heal, like the calmest dream.

Step in and be cleansed, let the magic take hold,

Only then will the path to the next test unfold.

I read it once, then again. A riddle. Of course. The words from the text in the abbey filter through my mind: However, beneath her benevolent aspects lay a more mischievous nature. Gali was also the Goddess of Trickery, a deity who reveled in riddles, deception, and the art of the unexpected. This trial isn’t just about survival, it’s about unraveling the clues that will lead us forward.

Low voices ripple through the candidates as they try to decipher the meaning. No one seems to have an answer. Frustration tightens in my chest, until a woman from the Realm of the Seas steps forward. A look of realization on her face. Her name tag reads S. Reeds.

“Of course! It’s a pool of healing water!” she blurts, her soft voice cutting through the noise.

Heads turn. Some nod in recognition, but most look lost. I catch the flicker of understanding in the other Seas candidates’ eyes, but the rest stare at her blankly, a stark reminder of how little the realms truly know about one another. She exhales, tucking a strand of her black hair behind her ear before elaborating.

“The Manipulators of the Realm of the Seas could heal flesh, but there was also water infused with their power; water that could heal flesh on its own. It hasn’t been seen since the Fall, probably because it was tied to the strength of the Manipulators themselves. But with all the magic concentrated on these islands, it must still be here.”

A hush falls over the group.

Dottie looks at me, eyes narrowing in curiosity, voice low. “Have you heard about that? The whole healing water thing?”

I hesitate for a moment before nodding. “I have. Gali was revered for her ability to create the healing water, one of the most treasured gifts of the Realm of the Seas.”

Someone in the group asks, “Then how do we find it?”

Silence stretches, the kind that presses down like the weight of the ocean itself. I open my mouth to suggest searching the forest, but before I can speak…

A sound emerges from the distance.

Trickling water.

At first, it’s barely more than a whisper, lost in the rustling of leaves and the distant murmur of the sea. But then it grows, trickling and steady, like a hidden stream winding through the underbrush. The moment it sharpens into something undeniable, the entire group stills. A hush falls over the beach, every breath seemingly held in anticipation. One by one, heads swivel toward the sound. I feel the tension ripple through the crowd, a silent agreement passing between us, we all hear it now, and we all know where it leads.

***

The thick canopy overhead dulls the midday sun, filtering it into a soft green glow that shifts and flickers as the leaves sway in the wind. The distant caws of unseen birds echo through the trees, blending with the rhythmic chirr of insects hidden in the underbrush. A low hum of buzzing wings passes close to my ear, sending a shiver down my spine. I move carefully through the dense forest, my boots sinking slightly into the damp earth with a quiet squelch. The scent of wet moss and decaying wood clings to the air, thick and heavy, making every breath feel dense in my lungs. Somewhere ahead, the faint rustling of unseen creatures slithering through the undergrowth sets my nerves on edge.

The group has spread out, fanning into different directions in search of the fabled healing waters. The plan is simple, if someone finds something, they call for the others. But finding anything in this swamp is proving more difficult than expected.

Dottie trudges beside me, stepping carefully over a gnarled tree root. She reaches for her collar, then suddenly gasps. “My necklace! Oh no, no, no!”

I glance at her. “What is it?”

“My necklace! I took it off when I was bathing last night and forgot to put it back on.” Her hand drops from her throat, fingers curling into a fist. “I never forget. How could I have forgotten? What if it’s not there when we get back? What if—” She stops, inhaling sharply, her eyes widening. “What if we don’t make it back?”

I push past the unease curling in my stomach at her last question. “Is it in our chamber?” I ask, keeping my voice steady.

She nods. “On the desk.”

“I am certain it will still be there when we return. No one has access to the dorms except the Fates and the guards, and they are hardly the type to steal jewelry.”

She exhales, her shoulders dropping slightly, but the tension doesn’t fully leave her. The worry lingers in her eyes, her fingers still fidgeting at her side, as if searching for something to hold onto.

Corbyn’s voice comes from ahead of us, light with curiosity as he steps over a patch of mud. “Really? You’re that upset over a necklace?” His tone is teasing at first, but as he glances back and catches the tightness in Dottie’s expression, some of the humor fades. “I mean…why is it so important?”

Dottie hesitates. “I don’t know, I guess maybe it’s silly, but it was my mother’s. It’s all I have left of her. She told me it would keep me safe, and maybe that’s not real, but it makes me feel like she’s still looking out for me.” She sighs, her shoulders slumping even more. “I just don’t feel right without it.”

I reach out, giving her arm a small squeeze. “Then we must simply solve these riddles swiftly, so you may return to it.” I try to muster the optimism she usually carries, offering her a small smile.

My words feel weak to me, but they seem to help, grounding her in the present, pulling her back into the task of the trial. She nods. “You’re right.” A beat passes, then she glances at me. “Do we even know what these pools are supposed to look like? They shimmer, obviously, but are they like…a certain color? I wonder if they’ll be warm or cold. If they can heal, do you think that animals just walk into them when they’re hurt or sick? Or maybe they wouldn’t even know the difference between it and regular water.”

“I’m not sure what they will look like,” I admit. My voice is quiet, and the unease wraps around my heart and squeezes, unrelenting.

We fall silent, our focus narrowing to each step, each movement. The chirr of insects grows louder the further we venture into the forest, a constant hum in the background, but not the one I am desperately hoping for. There has been no sign of a Hallowed Object.

The forest thickens around us, the trees pressing closer, their moss-covered trunks standing like ancient sentinels. The ground becomes treacherous, turning swampy, each step an exercise in caution as patches of standing water glisten in the murky light. The pools reflect nothing, just dark, stagnant surfaces that seem to stretch deeper than they should.

I step carefully, finding solid ground where I can, but the terrain is unpredictable. Every shift in weight feels like a gamble, the damp earth sucking at my boots, unwilling to let go. A bead of sweat trickles down my temple, and I swipe it away absently, my pulse thrumming steadily in my ears.

Dottie isn’t as lucky. She stumbles over a hidden root, catching herself on the rough bark of a moss-covered tree.

“Ugh!” she exclaims, yanking her hand away. A stringy green substance clings to her palm. “Ew! What is that?”

I grimace as Dottie wipes the slime against her leggings. “I do not wish to know.”

Corbyn glances back at us, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Huh. Usually, Orla’s the one tripping over things. Maybe the swamp is evening the odds.”

Dottie scoffs, crossing her arms. “Oh, please, you’re just saying that because you think she’s cute.”

Heat flares up my neck and spreads across my cheeks before I can stop it. My hand twitches toward my mouth, nails grazing my lips as I bite down without thinking.

He cocks a brow, shooting me a knowing look before he winks and says, “I’m not one to kiss and tell.”

The heat in my face flares even hotter and my stomach does somersaults. Dottie gasps, delighted, and nudges me with her elbow. I don’t dare look at either of them.

Before the conversation can go any further, a distant shout cuts through the trees, freezing me in place.

“Over here!”

The three of us exchange glances before breaking into a jog. My heart pounds as we weave through the dense undergrowth, rough branches scraping against my arms as I push forward. Each step stirs the loamy ground, releasing the scent of wet decay, mingling with the steady buzz of insects that seem to intensify the further we go. I leap over a root, barely missing a low-hanging vine that snags at my sleeve, my breath coming quicker as the oppressive warmth presses against my skin.

We reach a small group of candidates, and in front of them is a pool nestled between the trees.

The water glows with an eerie, unnatural green light, casting shimmering reflections against the surrounding trees. It’s wide, maybe fifteen feet across, but what unsettles me most is its stillness. Not a single ripple mars the surface. There’s no reflection of the trees or sky. It looks less like water and more like a void.

Not creepy at all.

A man from the Realm of Ore darts past me before I can react.

“Wait!” someone shouts. “We don’t know if it’s—”

Too late.

The man steps into the water and his scream tears through the air.

My body freezes in place. Horror coils in my stomach as I watch, unable to tear my eyes away. The moment his skin touches the surface, it begins to burn. Blisters bubble across his flesh, the water eating into him as though it’s alive. He falls to his knees, screaming, clawing at his arms as the glow intensifies around him. The scent of melted skin fills the clearing.

No one moves. No one breathes.

“We have to help him!” someone shouts, but there’s nothing to be done.

I swallow hard, a lump forming in my throat. Forcing myself to turn away, I grab Dottie’s arm and pull her against me, shielding her from the sight. Corbyn’s arms close around us both, his warmth steady against my back, grounding me in the midst of the horror unfolding around us. The man’s screams rip through the air, raw and inescapable, echoing in my skull long after the sound fades.

The words from the abbey’s text surface in my mind:

Ancient texts speak of her delight in luring adversaries into a false sense of victory, only for them to discover, far too late, that they had fallen prey to her boundless cunning. And we had walked willingly into the snare, unsuspecting prey to her game.

We walk on, the weight of what we witnessed pressing down on us like an invisible hand. The silence is unbearable, thick and suffocating, but none of us dare break it.

Then another pool. And another.

False pools litter the landscape, their haunting glow flickering between the dense trees. And in each one, there are bodies.

I count them before I can stop myself. One. Three. Five. Some are half-submerged, their faces twisted in agony, fingers clawing at the edges as if they had fought to drag themselves free. Others float motionless, their limbs eerily still, their bodies surrendered to the depths. The air smells wrong, stagnant water thick with decay, the stench curling into the back of my throat, heavy and inescapable. My stomach churns, the urge to gag pressing against my ribs, but I force myself to breathe through my mouth and keep moving.

Dottie grips my sleeve, her fingers cold and shaking. “I don’t like this,” she whispers, her voice barely audible.

I force down the bile rising in my throat. “Nor do I.”

Corbyn steps ahead of us, his jaw set tight. “We need to be careful. There’s no telling how many more of these are out here.”

A shiver creeps down my spine. He’s right. Gali could just be starting.

***

It’s dark by the time we reach a clearing in the dense forest. My breaths are shallow, each inhale laced with the lingering warmth of the day, though the forest now carries a faint, cool mist. The humidity clings to my skin, making every movement feel heavier, as if the weight of the unknown ahead is pressing down on me. We’re not the only ones here. Other candidates have already gathered, murmuring among themselves, glancing around with wary eyes. It seems we’ve all been led to the same place.

In the center of the clearing, four pools of water gleam under the night sky. Each is about ten feet across, aligned in a perfect row.

“It’s got to be one of those ones, right?” someone says, their voice edged with both fear and hope.

The pools glow with an unnatural light. The first shimmers a sky-blue, as if pearls themselves have melted into the water, swirling in luminescent eddies. The second is an abyssal blue, so dark it nearly swallows the night. Light shines from within, glinting like thousands of diamonds scattered across the bottom. The third is pure white, so bright it could have been poured straight from the stars themselves. And the fourth, an eerie deep green, the surface coated in moss, unsettling in its quiet stillness.

No one steps forward. No one dares. A thick silence stretches between us, broken only by quiet murmurs. Some shift their weight from foot to foot, hands clenching and unclenching at their sides. A few glance at each other, eyes darting toward the pools before quickly looking away, as if fearing that even meeting their glow might seal their fate. Someone exhales sharply, the sound too loud in the hushed air. We are all waiting, each of us unwilling to be the first to make a mistake. The fear of making the wrong choice, of perishing like the others lost on this island, looms over us like a thick fog. The murmurs grow into anxious debate, voices rising with desperate reasoning.

Dottie nudges me, her voice low. “It’s a riddle, right? There must be some kind of hint.”

I chew on my nail, my mind churning. Corbyn steps closer, a wry smile tugging at his lips, but his eyes are serious. “Come on, Killer. That brain of yours should be able to figure it out.”

The words warm something inside me, but they also settle like a weight on my shoulders. Can I figure it out?

“Recite it again, please.” I ask him. “Out loud.”

He nods, then begins, “In a shimmering pool, where moonlight does gleam—”

“Moonlight,” I murmur, cutting him off. My gaze snaps back to the pools, my thoughts racing. The riddle says moonlight gleams, so shouldn’t I see it? Shouldn’t it be obvious? But when I scan the water’s surface, there’s nothing.

Corbyn frowns, confused, but Dottie’s eyes glimmer with understanding. She’s following my thought process.

I move closer, taking in each pool again, scrutinizing them. The blue one, like the sky before dawn, swirling with liquid pearls. The dark one, gleaming with a starry brilliance. The white one, so luminous, it seems to glow from within rather than reflect anything. And the green one, stagnant, unreadable.

I pause, frustration mounting. “I do not understand,” I admit, my voice quieter now, my fingers twitching. “None of them reflect the moon.”

They should. Even the calmest lakes mirror the world around them, but these? They devour the light, absorbing everything into their eerie depths. No reflections. Just…voids.

“Wait.” Corbyn steps closer, his brows furrowing as he leans in. “That one. The third one. There’s something on the surface, like divots? Craters?”

The Realm of Seas woman, Reeds, speaks in a hushed voice. “It almost looks like the moon.”

The realization slams into me, swift and sure. My breath catches, my pulse surging with sudden clarity. “It does not reflect moonlight, it is moonlight.” My words come out as barely a whisper, but I know, deep in my bones, that I’m right.

This is the pool. The only one where “moonlight gleams.”

A certainty anchors itself inside me. I know it’s the one.

I move toward the pool. Corbyn tries to stop me, his hand grasping at my arm, but I shake him off. Crouching beside the luminous water, I reach out.

I hesitate, my fingers hovering just above the surface. A heartbeat passes, then another. The glow ripples, as if sensing my presence, pulsing in time with my own uncertainty. Finally, I reach forward, and the moment my fingers graze the surface, the glow intensifies. A soft gasp slips from my lips. The water is cooler than I expect, a chill that sends tingles down my arm. It’s almost…comforting.

“What’s wrong?” Dottie asks, concern lacing her voice.

“Not a thing,” I whisper. “It feels…nice.”

I rise, meeting their hesitant stares, then reach up, fingers brushing through my hair as I unclip my tress clasp. With a measured breath, I secure it to the strap of my pack before stepping forward. The water laps against my legs, sending a shiver up my spine. The moment it touches me, a rush of cool relief spreads over my skin, as if the air itself has turned liquid and weightless around me. It’s not just cold, it’s soothing, like the first inhale of crisp night air after a sweltering day.

As I sink deeper, the sensation intensifies, wrapping around me like a silken current. My scrapes, the ones that had burned with each movement, dissolve into nothingness. The raw sting at my fingertips, the places where my nails had been bitten too short, no longer throb. It’s as if the water is erasing every ache, every wound, replacing pain with something…purer. I flex my fingers, expecting resistance, but there is none, only effortless movement, light as the water cradling me.

I look to Dottie, Corbyn, and the other candidates. They are all watching me, their expressions shifting, some with cautious hope, others with silent relief. For the first time in hours, I see belief in their eyes. I swallow hard and nod, my voice steady despite the weight of the moment. “This is the one.”

Dottie and Corbyn exchange a glance before stepping forward, their hesitation melting into quiet trust as they follow me into the water’s embrace. The coolness rises around us, wrapping us in its luminous glow.

I take one last breath, the night air filling my lungs. With a final glance at the world above, I close my eyes and slip beneath the surface.


Twenty-Two


I open my eyes, breath hitching, but I am no longer submerged. No longer in the pool. Not a drop of water remains in my hair or on my clothing. Darkness. It wraps around me like a heavy cloak, pressing against my skin, thick and absolute. The air is cool here, crisp against my skin, sending a shiver racing down my spine. A faint tang of salt lingers in the air, mingling with something earthy, something unfamiliar.

I was right.

I barely have time to process this realization before movement stirs beside me. A burst of air, a gasp, and suddenly Dottie is there, her arms winding tightly around me.

“You did it!” she breathes, squeezing me so hard it nearly knocks the wind from my lungs. I cling to her, my heart still hammering from the transition. As quickly as she appeared, Corbyn follows, stepping up to me. His expression is relieved, his gaze is locked on mine. His knuckles brush lightly down my cheek, a featherlight touch that sends goosebumps across my skin.

“Knew you could figure it out, Killer,” he murmurs, the corner of his mouth quirking up as he grazes my bottom lip with his thumb.

My heart flutters wildly in response, betraying me, but I can’t find words to reply. I’m too aware of the lingering sensation of his touch, of the heat beneath my skin where his knuckles grazed. The moment stretches between us, the darkness cocooning us in something intimate, until a glow pulls my attention upward.

Suspended in the air above us, words flicker like embers against the night sky, shifting and shimmering:

In the heart of the forest, where shadows take flight,

Wise guardians watch through the cover of night.

With feathers of white, you will pass this test,

To seek what you want, you must come to rest.

Dottie exhales sharply. “Sounds like another adventure through the forest.”

Around us, the other candidates groan and sigh, the weight of exhaustion settling over the group.

“Guess we need to head toward the heart of it,” she continues, rubbing her temple. “Why does it always have to be a forest? I mean, couldn’t it be a nice open field for once? Or, I don’t know, a beach? At least there’s no trees full of creepy crawlies in a beach. Ugh, I hate bugs.”

I squint into the dark, trying to make sense of our surroundings. The glow of the floating words fades, leaving only the dim silhouettes of trees stretching toward the sky and the faint glimmer of stars reflecting off the sea in the distance. The air is thick with the scent of pinus trees and salt. A tingle dances across the nape of my neck, a quiet warning that something—or someone—is watching.

I shift my gaze, scanning the treeline, but my eyes land instead on Corbyn. He’s already looking at me, his expression thoughtful. “Any sign of a Hallowed Object?” he asks in a hushed voice.

Disappointment flickers across his face when I shake my head, but he masks it quickly, exhaling through his nose.

“Well,” he says, voice shifting to something more pragmatic, “we could wander aimlessly in the dark and hope for the best, or we could be smart about this and make camp.” He rubs his jaw, his gaze sweeping over the group before adding, “Personally, I’d rather not walk straight into a trap we can’t see coming.”

Around us, the others seem to silently agree. The candidates spread out, some already settling in, while someone builds a fire, the flames crackling to life and throwing long shadows across the ground. The warmth is welcome, chasing the worst of the night’s chill away. We sit around it in a loose circle, pulling small rations from our packs, stale bread, chunks of dried meat. It’s barely enough to fill the hollow ache in my stomach, but I chew methodically, grateful for something solid.

Time slips past, the fire burning lower, embers pulsing softly like a living thing, their glow flickering against weary faces. Every so often, a log shifts, sending up a shower of glowing sparks that vanish into the darkness above, as if swallowed by the vast, endless night. I can’t help but flinch every time. One by one, people settle down for the night, stretching out on bedrolls and curling into the earth.

I lay between Dottie and Corbyn, my bedroll pressed against the cool ground. Their breathing evens out beside me, steady and deep, but sleep evades me. A whisper of unease coils through my chest, tightening with every passing second.

I scan the trees again, searching for movement, for eyes gleaming in the dark. Nothing stirs, yet the feeling remains.

I swear something is watching us. Great.

I force my eyes shut, but my chest feels tight, each breath shallow and uneven. My fingers curl into the fabric of my bedroll as if anchoring myself to something solid. I focus on steadying my breathing, counting each inhale, each exhale, trying to drown out the nagging feeling. The creeping sensation lingers, but the weight of exhaustion is stronger, dragging me down until, finally, I surrender to sleep.

***

A chorus of morning birdsong stirs me from sleep, the gentle chirps weaving into the croaks of amphibians hiding in the underbrush. My consciousness floats in the haze of waking until something feels…off. I blink, expecting the early glow of morning light, but when I open my eyes, I am met with darkness.

Not a good sign.

Pushing upright carefully, I try my best to avoid jostling Dottie and Corbyn. The night’s suffocating blackness has lifted, but only just. A single patch of sunlight lands on the ground near the water’s edge, casting the area in deep shadows. The air is dry, like it hasn’t felt rain in a long time, thick with the scent of dust and ancient bark.

Upward, my gaze climbs the towering trees surrounding us. They are enormous, twice the size of the tallest ones in the Life Realm, their canopies dense and impossibly high. My neck strains as I crane my head back, taking them in. Above them, instead of sky, something massive looms, a dark presence floating above the treetops.

A gasp escapes me.

A landmass. A floating one.

As I push myself up, my foot catches on the edge of my bedroll, sending me stumbling forward. I catch myself just in time, heat rushing to my face. Shaking it off, I step toward the light, stopping as I reach the single warm ray of sun. The brightness spreads across my skin, a sharp contrast to the cold shadows. I can see the sun glinting off the water in the distance, but here, it is blocked.

Head tilting back again, the colossal shape overhead comes into focus. Pieces of rock crumble from its edge, breaking away and tumbling into the sea with a series of muted splashes. Some vanish beneath the waves, while others skim the surface before sinking, leaving only faint ripples behind. A distant echo follows each impact, a soft, delayed reminder of the sheer scale of what looms above. The sight sends a jolt through me, a memory snapping into place,

The Sky Trial.

That’s what’s above us.

Somehow, the floating landmass has created a cavern between itself and the ground below, and this island has grown within it. It is thriving in the space between.

I turn toward the island’s center. In the far distance, past the shadows and dense foliage, a faint glow of sunlight pierces through. My mind races back to the hole in the top of the mountain from the Sky Trial, the one I saw before I stepped through the veil. If that hole goes all the way through…it would explain how the sun reaches the island’s heart. The very place we need to go.

Making my way back to the others, Dottie rubs her eyes sleepily, Corbyn stretches, rolling his shoulders, while the other candidates shake off the stiffness of the night.

Dottie yawns, “Is it still night?”

“No, no. This is just the most dramatic sunrise imaginable.” The sarcasm slips out before I can stop it. Dottie and Corbyn both blink at me, their expressions caught between amusement and surprise.

“Making jokes now, Killer?” Corbyn’s voice is low and rough with sleep, laced with amusement. The sound curls around me like a lingering warmth, his smile lazy, his eyes sharp despite the morning haze.

Clearing my throat, I force a sheepish smile and answer Dottie’s question. “It is not night. But I think I figured out why the morning is so dark.”

She raises a brow. “Already? Can’t you give my brain at least a few minutes to wake up?”

Laughing apologetically, I continue, “It was not very difficult to figure out.” I gesture upward. “There is a landmass floating above us, the Sky Trial. It is blocking most of the sunlight, so only the edges and the center of the island receive any light,” I explain, motioning toward the distant glow. “See that? The light is coming from the hole in the Sky Trial’s mountain, the same one we saw before stepping through the veil.”

Corbyn follows my gaze, his expression sharpening. “Think it shines at the heart of the island?”

“Looks like it,” I confirm, crouching to start packing my bedroll back into my pack.

Dottie sighs, pulling her wild curls out of her face and securing them with a band of fabric. “Great. More walking. Through a dark, most definitely dangerous forest, inside a cavern.”

Corbyn smirks. “What, you scared?”

“Not scared. Just tired. And maybe a little bit concerned about being squished if the Sky Trial decides it doesn’t want to be in the sky anymore.”

Standing, I smile, but it fades quickly as my stomach twists, slow at first, then tightening like an unseen hand gripping my insides. A deep, instinctual unease settles in, a warning I can’t quite place. “I do not think you need to worry about that specific scenario.” My gaze drifts to the treeline, the uneasy prickle at the back of my neck refusing to fade. “Save your concern for whatever is watching us from the darkness.”

This forest is easier to walk through than the one on the first island. Where that one was swampy and wet, thick with humidity that clung to the skin, this forest is its complete opposite. The ground beneath our boots is firm, cracked from lack of rain, and the trees stretch impossibly high, their trunks twice as thick as the ones back home. The canopy is dense, not that there is any light to let through. Among the trunks, large leafy plants fan out across the undergrowth, while thorn-covered bushes scatter in tangled patches. A musty scent lingers in the air, maybe from some kind of animal?

We’ve broken into groups of five or six. I walk with Dottie, Corbyn, and two Death Realm candidates, Phelix and Laurelle.

Dottie lets out a relieved sigh, stretching her arms as she walks. “Finally, a forest that isn’t actively trying to murder us. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s still creepy, but at least my boots aren’t sinking into a bottomless pit of mud with every step. The last one felt like it wanted to swallow us whole. One wrong move, and, whoosh, boot gone—forever. And whatever that sticky stuff was, yuck!”

Phelix chuckles behind us, but I can’t bring myself to join in. The uneasy prickling at the back of my neck hasn’t faded, and my fingers hover near my lips, teeth clamped on a nail. I glance over my shoulder for what must be the hundredth time, scanning the dense forest, half-expecting to catch a glimpse of something lurking just beyond sight.

Laurelle’s sharp green eyes narrow as she follows my gaze. Her long, sandy-blond braid slips over her shoulder as she turns to glance behind her. “What are you looking for?”

I force my fingers away from my mouth. “Nothing,” I say, though even I don’t believe it. “Just…cannot shake the feeling we are being watched.”

Nobody responds, but I see Corbyn’s gaze flicker toward the trees, scanning the shadows like he understands exactly what I mean.

We reach a stream cutting through the forest, its gentle trickle filling the quiet air. The water looks clear, but we hesitate. Corbyn crouches at the edge, dipping his fingers in. Nothing happens. He waits a beat, then cups a handful and takes a sip.

My stomach tightens. “Perhaps wait a moment before deciding it is safe?”

He grins up at me, unconcerned. “Oh, Orla, are you worried about me?”

I exhale sharply, crossing my arms and scowling at him. “You wish.” Reckless idiot.

He chuckles as he stands, closing the space between us. With a slow, deliberate touch, he tucks a stray curl behind my ear, his fingers brushing my skin. “I think you feel more than worry for me,” he murmurs, his breath warm against my cheek. A shiver courses through me, my body betraying me as I lean in before I can stop myself. I hate that he’s right. There’s something there, something unspoken, but in the tangle of new emotions I’m still trying to understand, I can’t quite name it.

Once we decide the water is fresh and safe, we fill our waterskins. Dottie and I settle onto a stump while Corbyn lounges on the ground beside us, lazily chewing on a piece of dried fish.

Dottie stretches her arms and whispers to me, “Alright, nature calls. And by ‘nature,’ I mean I’m about to have a deeply unpleasant experience behind a bush. If I’m not back in five minutes, assume I’ve been taken by a very aggressive rodent.”

Phelix chuckles from where he leans against a massive trunk, clearly having overheard her. “I think you’d hold your own against a rodent, even an aggressive one.” His lips curve into an easy grin as he winks at her. Dottie’s eyes widen slightly before she huffs, crossing her arms, but I don’t miss the way a faint flush creeps up her neck.

Phelix is tall, close to Corbyn’s height, though leaner, his frame lacking the same broadness. High cheekbones sharpen his face, his thin lips are often pressed into a thoughtful line. His dark hair contrasts strikingly with his eyes, a blue as clear and piercing as the open sky. Phelix is handsome, his sharp features striking, but Corbyn’s ruggedness holds a different kind of appeal, even when he has a stupid smirk on his face.

Dottie blinks up at him. “Try not to miss me too much,” she vanishes into the brush, and we begin repacking our supplies until her voice rings out a few minutes later. “Uh, y’all? You might want to see this.”

We push through the foliage to where she’s standing, staring at something on the ground. A pile of—what looks like—dried-out black hairballs, tangled and matted, sits among the undergrowth, each about the size of my fist. I notice a sharp, pale fragment jutting out from one of them. Bone? My chest tightens.

I frown. “That is…a peculiar thing to find in the middle of the forest.”

A creeping sense of dread knots my stomach. I know I’m missing something, something important. My fingers tighten around the strap of my pack as my mind turns over the riddle again.

Wise guardians watch through the cover of night.

It has to mean something, right? Every trial has had its creatures: the aquilas in the Sky Trial, the lycathos in the Life Trial, the arkto in the Ore Trial. What were the Realm of Seas shifters again?

A piercing scream shatters my thoughts.

Laurelle.

Phelix’s voice follows, panic twisting his words into a single, urgent command: “Strix!”

A gust of wind slams into us, sending leaves spiraling through the air. The heavy beat of wings fills the space above, a sound so powerful it drowns out my own breathing. Instinct takes over, I duck, throwing my arms over my head just as something massive swoops down. Of course, what I thought were hairballs are castings from the strix.

Phelix barely has time to react before the strix is upon him. A blur of feathers and talons, then a sickening crunch as claws clamp into his shoulders. His scream rips through the air, raw and desperate, sending a bolt of dread through me. His hands scramble at the creature’s legs, fingers digging in, but they slide uselessly against its rough scales. His body jerks violently as the strix lifts him, his legs kicking, trying to find purchase in the empty air.

Laurelle chokes on a sob, staggering back as if struck. Dottie’s hands are pressed to her mouth, her wide eyes locked on the nightmarish sight. Corbyn swears under his breath, his fists clenching at his sides. We are all frozen, powerless, as Phelix’s screams fade into the canopy above, swallowed by the endless dark as a deep, haunting hoot echoes through the trees.

The strix is enormous, at least the size of a grown man. Its wingspan stretches wide, feathers glossy in the fractured light. Its head swivels in an unnatural motion, revealing an unsettling feature.

Its eyes.

Four pairs of round unblinking eyes lock onto us, each set reflecting the dim light with an eerie, almost intelligent gleam. A shiver runs down my spine. There’s something disturbingly knowing about those eyes, too unyielding, too still. My stomach twists.

“Run!” Corbyn yells, and that’s all it takes.

We bolt.

My heart slams against my ribs as I fumble with my pack, fingers closing around the handle of the axe. I yank it free, the weight solid in my grasp. Without thinking, I skid to a stop, pivoting as another strix dives. Corbyn shouts for me to keep running, but I hurl the axe with all my strength, feeling the power of it surge through me.

The axe finds its mark. The strix lets out a shriek of pain, its flight faltering.

I don’t see where the axe lands, but the hit was solid. A small thrill flickers in my chest despite the fear, but it’s short-lived.

From up ahead, Corbyn’s voice cuts through the chaos, sharp and furious. “What the fuck was that?!”

I whip around, caught off guard by his anger. “I hit one.”

“You threw the damn axe! We need that!”

Before I can respond, something drops between us, the impact rattling the ground: a massive black strix, larger than the other, blocking my path. It fixes all eight of its golden eyes on me.

I barely have time to react before it lunges.

Talons clamp around my upper arms, and then I’m airborne.

Wind rushes past me, making my eyes water, as the strix ascends, carrying me toward the highest trees. My legs kick out, but its grip is like iron. Below, Dottie and Corbyn shout my name, their voices fading as I’m hauled higher. I swear the air begins to thin out as my breaths become ragged.

Panic grips me. I twist, struggling, but it’s useless. I wish I still had the axe, I could’ve used it, could’ve…

A hum fills the air. A vibration, a presence. I turn, just in time to see something cutting through the sky toward me.

The axe.

It’s flying straight for me.

I yelp, bracing for impact, but instead, my fingers close around the handle as if it was always meant to return to me. The soft leather conforming to my scarred palm.

No time to question it. I swing.

The blade sinks deep into the strix’s leg, cutting through muscle and tendon. It screeches, the sound splitting through my skull, and then suddenly, I’m falling.

A weightless, terrifying drop. Air rushes past me, the trees blurring as I plummet toward the ground. My breath rips from my lungs. Below, voices call out, shapes moving, but I can’t focus on them. All I can do is brace for impact.

Something in the trees catches my eye. Something I hadn’t noticed before, high among the branches.

Before I can make sense of it, I crash through the lower limbs, branches snapping against my skin, scraping deep lines along my arms. The impact rattles my bones, pain lancing through my ribs as my body slams against the rough bark. The air is driven from my lungs in a sharp gasp, the force of each collision leaving me dizzy and disoriented. Leaves whip past my face, and the sharp sting of splintered wood digs into my palms as I try desperately to slow my descent. I can hear Corbyn below, his voice urgent.

“I got you!”

Closer. Closer.

Instead of hitting the ground as I expect, I collide into something solid, but not unyielding. Arms wrap around me, the impact knocking us both backward. A rough landing, but not a deadly one.

I groan, untangling myself. Corbyn’s arms are still around me.

His voice is low, rough around the edges, breathless from the effort of catching me. “You okay?”

I stare at him, dazed. “You caught me.”

He shrugs, a small smile tugging at his lips. “I could not just allow you to die.”

It takes me a second, but then I realize, he’s repeating my own words from the hot springs. The words that made me question what I truly feel for him. Even with the ache in my ribs, my heart hammering from adrenaline, and my head still spinning from the fall, I can’t help but smile up at him.

The weight of his arms still lingers around me, grounding me in a way I don’t fully understand. His warmth seeps into my skin, steady and strong, a stark contrast to the cool earth beneath us. My pulse stumbles, breath halting as something coils tight in my chest. It’s not just relief, it’s something deeper, something unspoken, and it terrifies me just as much as it steadies me.

I swallow hard, my breath uneven. There’s something there, something undeniable, a thread pulling taut between us. I don’t know what it means yet, but I know I’m not the only one feeling it.

Corbyn’s arms loosen around me as I shift, and he helps me to my feet, steadying me with a firm grip as I nearly overbalance. My legs feel like they belong to someone else, and I step awkwardly before catching myself. The movement makes my ribs throb, and I press a hand to my side, wincing.

Dottie wastes no time, throwing her arms around me. Pain flares up my ribs, and I suck in a sharp breath.

She pulls back immediately. “Oh goodness, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to squeeze you so hard, although, to be fair, you did kind of almost die, so I feel like a hug was warranted. But do you think a rib is broken? Hopefully just bruised. Ugh, that’s awful. How would we even fix that out here? Do you just, like…not move? Because that sounds impossible for you.”

I shake my head. “I am not certain; I suppose I will need to take it easy.” I exhale, trying to steady myself. “But at least I am alive.”

The words hang heavy between us, because Phelix wasn’t so lucky. The reality settles in like a weight on our shoulders. Laurelle lowers her head into her hands, her breathing shaky. Dottie sniffles loudly. No one says anything for a long moment.

Dottie finally clears her throat and gestures toward the axe that Corbyn had just picked up from where it fell to the ground. “How did you get the axe back?”

I frown, turning my back to Corbyn so he can put it back in my pack for me. “I…I have no idea. I was merely thinking how much I wished I hadn’t thrown it, and then…it soared through the air and landed back in my hand.”

Dottie blinks. “That’s…that’s amazing.”

Corbyn furrows his brow, rubbing his jaw, his expression guarded. He says nothing, but I can see the gears turning in his head.

I let out a breath. “Yes, well, that is not something I want to unpack at the moment.” I glance around, pressing my fingers against my aching ribs. “However, I think I saw something up there, when the strix had me. I would rather explain once we get somewhere safer.”

No one argues.

We press forward through the forest, the towering trees stretching endlessly above, their trunks massive and spaced far apart, their bark rough beneath my fingertips when I brush against them. The air is filled with the soft rustling of unseen creatures moving through the underbrush, and the occasional distant call of what sounds like a grimrook. That musty smell lingers, and I realize now that it’s the smell of the strix. The ground beneath our feet is firm and dry, scattered with brittle leaves and twisted roots. Every so often, a gust of wind passes through, carrying with it the whisper of the unseen, the feeling that we are not alone.

It isn’t long before we come across a tree with a lower-hanging canopy, its thick leaves providing a semblance of shelter. It’s not perfect, but it’s better than nothing. We settle beneath its cover, resting against the roots.

Corbyn leans back against the trunk, his gaze expectant. “Alright, Killer, tell us what you saw up there.”

I take a breath. “First, can someone please repeat the riddle?”

Laurelle recites it quietly:

“‘In the heart of the forest, where shadows take flight, wise guardians watch through the cover of night. With feathers of white, you will pass this test, to seek what you want, you must come to rest.’”

I nod. “That is what I thought. I think I know what we must do.”

Dottie raises a brow. “You do?”

“The first part was clearly referring to the strix, but when I was up there, I noticed something—a nest. The strix rest in the trees. What if ‘you must come to rest’ means we need to go where they sleep?”

Dottie and Laurelle exchange glances, uncertain.

Corbyn crosses his arms, that smug look on his face. “So let me get this straight, we’re climbing into a nest full of things that want to eat us, and hoping they just…don’t come home early?”

When he says it like that, it sounds ridiculous. Probably because it is. “It is the best lead we have,” I counter.

After a pause, he sighs. “Alright. We wait it out and climb when we’re sure they’re gone.”

I look to Dottie and Laurelle; they both nod their approval.

We settle in under the tree, waiting for what little amount of light we have to dwindle further. Hoping the nocturnal strix will vacate their nests. We eat small bits of food, refill our canteens at a nearby stream, and even take turns trying to wash off some of the dirt and sweat clinging to us.

Then we try to sleep. Every time I shift, pain lances through my ribs, making it impossible to fully relax. Each breath feels tight, like something is pressing against my lungs, a dull ache radiating through my side.

The hours pass in restless silence, but eventually, it’s time. The lack of sun is disorienting, and my best guess is it’ll be up again in a couple of hours. Corbyn stands, rolling his shoulders, eyes scanning the trees. “Let’s go.”

Climbing is easier said than done. The trees are massive, their lower branches sparse, but we find a group that will work. Corbyn goes first, showing the rest of us the best way to get up, his years working among the trees giving him an easy advantage. I follow behind, my fingers gripping rough bark as I pull myself higher. A sharp jolt of pain shoots through my ribs with every movement; I struggle to breathe as I force myself to keep going. Dottie follows me, and Laurelle brings up the rear.

As I break through the dense canopy, the air changes, thinning. A hush settles over the treetops, the muffled sounds of the forest below seeming distant, swallowed by the immense height. I gasp as I take in the sight before me, dozens of nests, cradled in the crooks of massive limbs, stretching as far as I can see. The scale of it is overwhelming, a hidden world suspended in the darkness above.

Corbyn hauls himself, then me, onto one, before helping Dottie up and stepping aside to give Laurelle room.

She gasps when she takes in the nests, her green eyes wide.

They are massive, I could easily stretch out in one. Running my fingers over the woven surface, I feel the rough texture of dried vines and twigs beneath my touch, the strands interwoven so tightly it feels sturdier than I expected. The feathers are soft in contrast, layered within the nest like insulation, their edges tickling my skin as I brush against them. But among the organic material used to create the nests are more unsettling remnants: a colorful ribbon, the lace of a boot, a strap from a pack. The strix have been here a long time, and they’ve taken more than just Phelix.

We walk carefully across the network of nests, hopping between the sturdier ones. Each landing sends a fresh stab of pain through my ribs, and I grit my teeth, forcing myself to keep moving despite the discomfort. My frustration grows when nothing happens. No veil reveals itself; we’re not sucked into the next island.

Dottie frowns. “Maybe we were wrong?”

I chew at a nail. “We must be missing something. What else did the rhyme say?”

Dottie scrunches her face, thinking. “Something about a white feather?”

My gaze drops to the nearest nest, woven from vines and sticks, lined with sleek gray feathers.

“That is it,” I murmur. “Look at the nests, they use their own feathers to build them. We must find one with white feathers.”

Everyone straightens, scanning the nests with new focus.

“Keep your eyes sharp,” I say. “It must be here somewhere.”

It takes us longer than we’d like to find the true heart of the forest. I push forward, the dry air thick with the musty scent of the strix. My breaths come uneven, the muscles in my legs burning from the relentless climb, my side screaming. Then, at last, I see it, what must be the heart.

The first rays of the sunrise break through the hole in the mountain above, casting a golden, circular glow over the canopy, pushing back the lingering shadows. The light glimmers off the jagged bits of metal, fractured shards of glass, and smooth, pale bones carefully interwoven into the strix nests, creating a constellation of eerie, shimmering fragments. It is haunting yet mesmerizing, a breathtaking mosaic where nature and decay have fused into something both beautiful and foreboding.

It feels like another world entirely, removed from the darkness of the forest floor, a realm suspended in the sky, untouched. The nests stretch out before us in an intricate labyrinth, an interconnected city of branches and twigs, a world built on the edges of peril. The sight sends a shiver through me, both in awe and in warning. We are trespassers here.

The nests grow denser as we move forward, a sprawling collection of at least fifty structures. And there, at the center of it all, we see what we’ve been searching for: bright white feathers, glowing like a beacon in the morning sun.

We step carefully, moving from branch to branch, testing our footing on the enormous nests. The closer they get to each other, the easier it is to traverse them, but every step still holds danger. A misstep could send us plummeting to the depths below.

We aren’t alone.

Other candidates emerge from the trees, having reached the heart as well. Some of them hesitate, eyes scanning the nests, searching for our way out of here. Laurelle shouts above the rustling leaves, her voice cutting through the tense air. “We need to get to the nest with the white feathers! It’s the veil!”

Her words send a ripple of realization through the group, a sudden burst of movement as we all rush forward. The commotion is enough to distract us, just enough that we don’t notice the silent wings passing above.

A hush falls over the canopy. The temperature seems to drop, the hair on my arms rising with an impending sense of dread. A gust of wind sweeps through the branches, and then—

The screaming starts.

The strix have returned.

They descend from above with eerie silence, their talons flashing in the morning light. Panic erupts as they snatch candidates from the branches, carrying them up before releasing them to plummet through the canopy below. The sight makes my stomach turn. More screams echo around us. Chaos reigns.

I don’t stop moving.

Pain lances through my side, sharp and unrelenting, stealing my breath. Every step sends another jolt through my ribs, making it harder to move, harder to think. I tighten my grip on Dottie’s hand instinctively, as if anchoring myself to her can keep me from crumbling under the pain. My lungs burn, each inhale shallow, but I force myself forward. I can’t stop now. Corbyn strides ahead, his movements urgent, his steps reckless. The closer the strix get, the less careful we can afford to be.

I chance a glance over my shoulder and gasp.

The largest one yet.

A massive pure-white strix, its wings spanning wider than any I’ve seen, its feathers so pristine they seem to glow in the morning light. It moves with an eerie grace, gliding through the air with barely a sound, its wings cutting through the stillness like a blade through silk. There’s no frantic flapping, no wasted motion, just a slow, measured approach, as though it knows escape is impossible. The deep, rhythmic thrum of its wingbeats reverberates in my chest, a sound both hypnotic and suffocating. Each movement is deliberate, predatory. It is closing in. All eight of its black, glistening eyes are open, unblinking, each one trained on us with an unnatural intensity. Its talons flex, tightening in anticipation, and its beak parts slightly, ready to devour us whole. It watches us like a predator savoring the moment before the strike, before the kill. We are its next meal, moving willingly into its lair, the final steps before the inevitable end.

We are mere feet from the nest now. The heavy thud of my own blood pumping in my ears drowns out everything else, an erratic drumbeat of fear and adrenaline. Each frantic breath feels like a scream trapped in my throat, my heartbeat hammering against my ribs like it’s trying to escape before I do.

Corbyn grabs my free hand. “Jump!” he yells.

I don’t hesitate. I push off, every muscle in my legs burning as I hurl myself toward the nest.

The impact is brutal. I land hard on my stomach, pain exploding through my ribs as I hit the center of the nest. My vision blurs, my lungs struggling for air.

Nothing happens. Of course it doesn’t. It couldn’t be that easy.

More candidates close in, their expressions desperate. The strix are right behind us.

My mask shatters, the weight of my failure crashing down on me. “What do we do?” I whisper, my voice breaking, raw with desperation. My chest tightens, each breath sharp and ragged, fighting against the sob that escapes despite me. “I was mistaken. I have doomed us all.”

Corbyn tries to comfort me, but I can feel the tension in his grip, the stiffness in his limbs. His head swivels between the white strix closing in on us and the other candidates, who are being snatched from the branches and hurled into the abyss below. His breathing is sharp and uneven, his fingers twitching like he’s fighting the urge to run. But there’s nowhere left to go.

On my other side, Dottie’s attention is elsewhere. When she drops my hand, I finally notice what has drawn her in, a feather, larger than the others, its pristine whiteness too perfect, too deliberate. It stands out among the scattered plumes, resting at an unnatural angle, as if waiting to be found. In my panic and pain, I hadn’t noticed it before, but now, in the dim morning light, I swear it glows, a faint shimmer pulsing from its delicate barbs.

The moment she touches it, everything shifts. The air quivers, vibrating with an unseen force that hums through my bones. A rushing sensation grips me, like being yanked forward and backward at once, weightless and unmoored. With a pulse of brilliant light, reality snaps apart. A blinding blue light erupts from the feather, the same unnatural glow that had once pulsed from the chest of the steel general. It unfurls in a wave, expanding outward in a shimmering mist that dances across my skin, cool and electric. The very air trembles as the light surges, swallowing everything in its path.

I barely have time to react before it collides with the white strix. The force of it sends the beast hurtling backward, its piercing shriek cutting through the crackling energy. The surrounding nests quiver from the blast, loose feathers whipping into the air like a sudden storm.

The brightness grows unbearable, searing through my vision until I have no choice but to squeeze my eyes shut. And then, the same sensation returns, the weightlessness. A feeling of release, of being unshackled from gravity itself. My body lifts, the world falling away beneath me, and I revel in it, exhaling a long breath.

I was not mistaken. We made it out.


Twenty-Three


The riddle floats in the air above us, glowing faintly, but I barely spare it a glance. My body hits the ground, breath heaving, muscles trembling with exhaustion. My ribs scream in protest, but the adrenaline still coursing through me dulls the pain, for now. I force myself to sit up, scanning the immediate area. Relief floods through me when I see both Dottie and Corbyn, shaken but safe.

I pull my pack from my shoulders and let it drop beside me. Then I lean back, closing my eyes, focusing on steadying my breaths, slowing my heartbeat. As my pulse settles, the pain in my ribs sharpens, a deep, relentless ache that makes me wince. Around us, others begin arriving, landing in the sand with varying degrees of grace. I hear murmured voices, hushed conversations about the riddle floating above us, but I don’t try to decipher it yet. Right now, I just need to breathe.

When my heart no longer pounds against my ribs like a war drum, I push myself upright again, biting back a gasp. Before I get to my feet, I absently adjust the tress clasp in my hair, tucking back the blond curls that have escaped. Corbyn approaches, his sharp gaze locking onto me.

“Here, let me see if I can help,” he says, already shrugging off his pack and stripping off his jacket.

Before I can process what he’s doing, he peels off his shirt, leaving him bare-chested. My brain stalls.

“Whatever are you doing?” I blurt, my breath hitching. I try, and fail, to look away from the defined lines of his torso, the muscles shifting under his skin as he moves.

His lips curl into a knowing smirk. “Having indecent thoughts, Killer? Don’t worry, I’m a gentleman. I just want to wrap your ribs.”

My face burns. “Oh,” I mumble, my voice embarrassingly small. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to tear my gaze away as he works, his fingers expertly tearing the fabric into strips. His arms flex, the muscles shifting beneath his skin with effortless precision.

He steps closer, and I forget how to breathe as he wraps the fabric around me, the warmth of his hands seeping through the bandage as his fingertips brush my skin. The pressure of the binding sends a dull ache through my ribs, but it’s nothing compared to the wildfire currently blazing across my face.

I swear he knows exactly what he’s doing. His lips twitch like he’s holding back a smile, his eyes flickering with amusement. Every time his fingers linger just a fraction too long, my stomach tightens, and I have to remind myself to breathe.

He leans in closer, his lips nearly brushing my ear, “Careful. You keep looking at me like that, and I’ll start thinking you enjoy this.”

A pointed throat clearing makes me jerk my head to the side. Dottie stands there, eyebrows waggling, her expression positively gleeful.

I blow out a breath and shake my head, the tension breaking. Corbyn finishes securing the bandage and steps back, pulling his jacket on once more. The makeshift binding helps, not much, but enough.

Now that my mind is clearer, I finally take in my surroundings. The air is thick with the tang of salt, carried in the breeze that ruffles my hair. The distant cries of seabirds echo over the rhythmic crash of waves against the shore. A faint briny scent lingers in the air, mixing with the earthy aroma of damp stone and the sun-warmed sand beneath my feet. I step toward the water’s edge, the sand shifting below me. Across the shimmering waves, I can see the Sky Trial island in the distance, as well as the one we just left. A shudder crawls down my spine at the memory of those eight black, unblinking eyes watching me.

Spinning, I see the stone building beyond the beach, its form breaking the golden light of the rising sun. The structure casts long, uneven shadows across the grass in front of it, the edges softened by the shifting morning haze. The stones catch the light in patches, some reflecting a faint glimmer while others remain dull and weathered, creating a fractured mosaic of light and shadow. It stretches two stories high and nearly spans the entire width of the island. Two thick stone pillars frame an arched overhang, sheltering an enormous set of wooden doors. A cobblestone path, wide enough for four people to walk abreast, snakes from the beach to the entrance. Behind the structure, treetops sway gently, their green tips catching the morning light.

I turn back, heading toward Dottie and Corbyn, who stand near the start of the path with a handful of other candidates. Our group has thinned. Of the seventy-five who began this journey, it looks like little more than half remain.

After plucking my pack from where it still rests on the beach, I join them mid-conversation. A man from the Realm of Ore, his name tag reading H. Glint, frowns at the structure. “It’s not like the fortress in the Ore Trial.”

Corbyn eyes the weathered stone. “Looks like it’d crumble if those warriors stepped inside.”

I hesitate, embarrassed to admit I don’t even know what the riddle said. Releasing the grip my teeth had on my thumbnail, I mutter, “I did not have the chance to read the riddle before it vanished. Could someone repeat it for me?”

Dottie throws an arm around my shoulders. “Understandable,” she says warmly. “It was something like ‘A labyrinth of shelves that shift and play, let healing’s power guide your way.’”

She pauses, brow furrowed. Corbyn picks up where she left off.

“‘In the hidden section, four books await. Choose with care, as they hold your fate.’”

Dottie nods, “Yeah, that.”

A spark of excitement flares in my chest. “Ah, so it is a library,” I say, unable to keep the joy from my voice. Books. Oh, how I’ve missed books.

Dottie throws her arms up, one of her palms loudly smacking against her forehead. “Of course, it’s a library! I feel ridiculous for not realizing it sooner. I swear, I need sleep, my brain feels like it’s wading through mud. You’d think a Sky Realm hiark conjured up this fog in my head. They actually did conjure fog once when I was a kid, never figured out why, but it was the thickest fog I’d ever seen. Right now, my thoughts feel just like that.”

I nudge her playfully, and she beams, wrapping her arm back around me as we start up the cobblestone path toward the entrance. My mind whirls with the possibilities this library might hold, not just the answers we need about the Hallowed Objects, but something far more indulgent. I can’t help but wonder if it has a fiction section, a quiet refuge filled with stories waiting to be lost in.

As we approach, the stone pillars come into sharper focus. Intricate, curling script winds its way up their weathered surfaces, the edges softened by time. The stone itself has begun to pale under layers of white residue, giving it a ghostly appearance. I reach out, brushing my fingers over the rough surface, and the brittle deposit crumbles instantly beneath my touch, falling away like dust caught in the breeze.

Reeds, whose first name I’ve finally learned is Samatta, steps up beside me. Her clothing is streaked with dirt, and her straight black hair is tangled and unkempt. A thin cut runs across her brown cheek, a stark contrast against the grime. “It’s salt buildup,” she explains. “In some of the cities in the Realm of the Seas, they have crews that spend all day scraping it off buildings to keep them from decaying too fast.”

I glance from her face to my fingers, then back to the pillar, the rough texture still lingering on my skin. “How fascinating,” I say, genuinely intrigued.

Corbyn pipes up from behind us. “Doesn’t take much to impress you, huh?”

Beside him, Glint lets out a sharp bark of laughter, abrupt and full of amusement.

I glare at them over my shoulder, but before I can retort with my witty response, Dottie feigns a gasp, her hand landing dramatically on her chest. “Wait, something you didn’t know? Not possible. You know everything.”

I shoot her a mock glare instead, and she snort-laughs in response, clapping a hand over her mouth, but the damage is done. Her laughter is contagious, and I find myself giggling despite the pain. The movement sends a sharp, stabbing pain through my ribs, like a knife twisting between each breath. I clutch my side with a wince, gritting my teeth as the ache flares up, hot and unforgiving. “So, this is what friendship feels like. I suppose now I remember why I never had any before.”

Corbyn scoffs. “Yeahhh, that’s why you never had any. Couldn’t have anything to do with your sunshine personality.” He winks.

I shake my head, laughing despite the pain, despite the weight of exhaustion pressing down on me. Even if I don’t make it through these trials, even if this is as far as I go, I have something I never expected: friendship. Their teasing, warmth, companionship—it fills a space I didn’t realize was empty.

A masculine voice rises from near the other pillar. “Should we go in?”

No one answers immediately. All the candidates are now gathered beneath the stone overhang of the library, a dense cluster of uncertain figures. The massive wooden doors loom before us, but not a single person moves to push them open. Dottie, Corbyn, and I stand somewhere near the center, but with so many taller bodies around me, I can’t see much beyond shifting silhouettes.

“We’re not going to find the veil just standing here,” another voice says, impatient.

A woman counters, “We don’t know what’s waiting for us in there—”

“Books, probably,” someone interrupts, dryly.

A ripple of laughter spreads through the group. Even I feel the tension ease slightly, though the unease never fully leaves.

“Smart ass,” the woman mutters.

Glint steps forward, his presence commanding enough to quiet the murmurs. “According to the riddle, we need to find some kind of hidden section. Let’s spread out and search.”

Murmurs of agreement ripple through the crowd, and Glint reaches for the heavy doors. As he pulls, the wood groans, the sound splitting through the morning stillness.

“Be careful,” he warns. “We don’t know how these shelves will act. I suspect they’ll move.”

With that ominous thought hanging in the air, we step inside.

My foot catches on the door jamb, and pain flares sharp and sudden in my ribs as I stumble forward. Before I can pitch face-first into the dusty floor, a warm hand catches my elbow. “Easy there,” Corbyn murmurs, steadying me. His hand lingers, trailing down my arm, fingers brushing my wrist before finally intertwining with mine. A familiar tingle spreads over my skin, drawing attention to the rough, pale scars etched across my palm. For a fleeting moment, I hesitate, but I shove the thought aside and focus on the warmth of his hand in mine.

“Thank you,” I say softly, forcing my focus away from our hands and onto my surroundings.

The library is not what I expected. After all the mystery, the riddle, and the tension outside, it looks…like a normal library. Of course it does.

I inhale deeply, and the scent is familiar, parchment, ink, and the quiet promise of escape. The ceilings stretch impossibly high, with towering bookshelves lining the massive space. A grand entryway leads to two expansive rooms on either side, each brimming with shelves upon shelves of books. Sconces with flickering white light illuminate the space, casting soft glows against hanging tapestries and thick curtains, all in varying shades of blue. Spiral staircases wind up to a second-floor balcony, which is also lined with books. The entire place is coated in dust, except for the floor, where footprints disturb the thick layer, evidence of the groups that arrived before us.

The candidates disperse, branching off in different directions to search for the hidden section. Footsteps echo softly against the dust-coated floors, their sounds blending with the occasional creak of aged shelves. Murmured conversations drift through the aisles, voices hushed with uncertainty and anticipation. Now and then, a book is pulled from a shelf, its spine cracking with age as pages flutter, releasing the scent of parchment and time into the stale air. The building is enormous, and the hours pass in a haze of wandering aisles and fruitless searching. Every so often, a shelf shifts on its own, reshaping the library’s interior, but even those offer no clear answers. There are too many footprints to follow, too many paths taken by those before us. No one knows what we’re looking for.

I meander through the labyrinth of books, trailing my fingers over leather spines. I pause at a section labeled Technology, flipping open an old tome filled with strange illustrations I don’t understand. Technology was not in the curriculum at the abbey. Moving on, I reach what once must have been a section dedicated to the gods, only now, it’s a wasteland of destruction. Ash clings to the shelves, the charred remains of texts long since burned. The acrid scent of old fire lingers in the air; I wrinkle my nose, turning away.

Then, I see it.

The Fiction section. My heart stutters.

It is so much larger than the modest collection back home. Rows upon rows of colorful spines, endless adventures hidden beneath layers of dust. I press a hand to one, feeling the rough texture, the weight of stories long forgotten. Within minutes, I’ve plucked three titles I’ve never seen before, tucking them carefully into my pack. I wish I could take more, but I can only carry so much. The added weight pulls at my side, sending a dull ache through my ribs with each breath.

Reluctantly, I move on, weaving through the aisles until I find myself in History. My fingers trail absentmindedly along the books as I skim their titles, histories of the realms, chronicles of wars and Heirs. I stop. One spine catches my eye.

The word Hallowed stands out faintly on the withering spine, its gold lettering nearly swallowed by time. The brittle leather cracks under my fingertips as I trace the letters, a fine layer of dust clinging to my skin. The book feels ancient, fragile, yet weighted with something more than just history.

I pull the book from the shelf. Its brown leather cover is cracked, the gold lettering faded with age. I blow off a layer of dust, revealing the full title: Hallowed Objects and the God War.

A chill runs through me.

Without hesitation, I slip it into my pack alongside my fiction finds.

One thing has been nagging at me, throughout all these sections, I haven’t come across anything on medicine. It’s odd, especially for the Realm of the Seas, where healing is so vital. The riddle said to let healing guide us. Could that be the key?

I scan the shelves again, my gaze darting between sections, searching for anything I might have overlooked. My teeth graze my thumbnail as I think. No books on herbs, no texts on remedies, nothing that suggests healing in any form. The riddle’s words echo in my mind, but I still can’t grasp their meaning.

A sigh escapes me, the weight of exhaustion pressing down. My thoughts feel slow, tangled. I can’t make sense of it now. Not when my limbs feel heavy, and my mind begs for rest.

I spot Dottie curled up on a couch, lazily flipping through a book. My steps are slow as I make my way over, exhaustion settling deep in my bones. She looks up as I approach, her expression weary but warm. “I’m tired of looking for something that doesn’t want to be found. Actually, now that I think about it, I’m just tired in general.”

“I feel the same,” I murmur, sinking down beside her. I rest my head against her shoulder, catching a glimpse of the book she’s flipping through, a recipe collection. She’s in the bread section, her fingers idly tracing the faded text. The words blur before my eyes, my exhaustion weighing heavier with each breath. I don’t even make it to the end of the first recipe before sleep pulls me under.

***

A deep tremor rattles the floor beneath me.

I jolt awake as the screech of stone against stone splits the air. Dottie stirs beside me, bleary-eyed and confused. Across from us, Corbyn sits slouched in an armchair that is far too small for him, scowling at the horrid noise, his eyelids heavy with exhaustion.

Shouts ring out from deeper in the library, sharp and urgent, cutting through the thick silence. Some voices are frantic, filled with alarm, while others carry the sharp edge of excitement. The sound reverberates off the towering shelves, an unmistakable signal that something has finally changed. We scramble to our feet, but the sudden movement sends a sharp jolt through my ribs. I grit my teeth against the pain and push forward, racing toward the commotion. The candidates are gathered at the back of the room, forming a tight crowd. As we push our way through, we finally see it.

A section of the wall sinks inward with a deep, grinding groan, revealing a dark tunnel beyond. The heavy stone grinds to a halt, sending a final tremor through the floor before stillness settles over the room. A thick silence lingers in its wake, broken only by the flicker of sconces along the tunnel walls. One by one, they flare to life, casting wavering shadows that dance across the ancient stone, illuminating the path ahead with an eerie glow.

A tall woman with a deep tan and red-blond hair, one of the Sky Realm candidates, turns to Glint, breathless. “I got frustrated and started yanking books off the shelves,” she says, still catching her breath. “Then I grabbed one that wouldn’t budge. Instead, it tipped back, and…” She exhales, glancing toward the tunnel, as if still processing what she’s done.

She points to a book still embedded in the shelf. Upon closer inspection, the soft leather cover bears the faint imprint of a mortar and pestle, the symbol of medicine. Let healing’s power guide your way.

“Well,” Glint says, exhaling, “I guess this is the hidden section.”

The tunnel is cold and damp, the air thick with the scent of ancient stone and earth. My boots scuff against the uneven floor, each step carefully placed as we descend into the unknown. The deeper we go, the cooler it becomes, a lingering chill curling around my ankles like unseen fingers. Dottie presses close, linking her arm with mine.

“This is creepy,” she whispers, voice barely more than breath.

I nod, swallowing hard. “Very.”

On my other side, Corbyn walks in sync with me, his hand brushing mine every couple of steps. The warmth of his skin is a sharp contrast to the surrounding cold, grounding me against the eerie weight of the passage.

Finally, the walls widen, opening into an enormous cavern. The air shifts, musty stone giving way to old parchment and leather. The ceiling soars at least twenty feet above, and every inch of the space is filled with towering bookshelves.

In awe, we all scatter around the room, taking in the space. When I get closer to the wall, I see shelves packed tight with books, scrolls, and tomes on every imaginable form of medicine. Herbal remedies, water healing, the art of skin mending. This, this is what I had expected from the Realm of Seas’ medicine section.

In the center of the room, beyond the sconces’ glow, four floating orbs of white light flicker to life, drawing every gaze. As if compelled, we all begin to step forward, forming a loose circle around the four wooden pedestals standing in perfect symmetry. Resting atop each one is a tome, their presence radiating an unspoken power.

Corbyn murmurs beside me, “Guess these are our four books.”

Dottie and I nod in unison.

As we step even closer, my stomach clenches, and a gasp escapes my lips. These aren’t ordinary books. Each one moves in a different, unsettling way, as though alive, imbued with something beyond mere magic.

Dottie’s eyes are wide beside me, fixed on the books. “What are these?” she breathes, wonder and unease mingling in her voice.

The first book is rippling with water, its deep blue leather cover glistening under the glow. Tiny rivulets flow across its surface, trickling down like a perpetual waterfall. Droplets splash onto the stone floor, forming a delicate puddle that vanishes into mist before more water cascades down. The sound is soft but constant, an eerie whisper of waves against rock, as if the book itself is breathing with the rhythm of the sea.

The second book is thick, its heavy brown cover worn smooth with age, the leather peeling slightly at the edges. Its yellowing pages lay open and a quill, gripped by an unseen force, scrapes furiously against the parchment, the feather trembling with each stroke before thunking back into the inkwell. The moment the scratching halts, the book slams shut, only for the cycle to repeat as it snaps open again, ink glistening fresh on the pages.

The third is smooth and white, almost like porcelain, its surface unnervingly pristine. Eight blinking eyes adorn its cover, shifting and twitching with unnatural precision as they scan the room, tracking each of us in turn. The irises dilate and contract as though adjusting to the dim cavern light, the movement eerily synchronized. White feathers protrude from its pages, their edges slightly ruffled, as if they had been plucked mid-motion. My breath catches, a sudden chill coiling around my spine, seeping into my bones like icy tendrils. I step back instinctively, but the eyes follow, unblinking.

And the last,

It’s different. Rough and uneven, a sandy brown with a deep, jagged gash running up the center of the front cover. At the edges of the wound, the cover darkens to a slick, wet red, almost as if fresh blood seeps from it. The leather…

Gods, it almost looks like human skin.

And worse, it moves. Expanding and retracting, subtly, like the slow inhale and exhale of breath. A chill runs down my spine, the hairs on my arms rising. My stomach twists as if in protest, a nauseating unease curling through me. My fingers itch to recoil, to put distance between myself and the thing that should not be breathing, but I can’t look away. A thin sheen of sweat prickles at the back of my neck. It’s as though the book is watching, waiting. I watch as the gash knits itself together, healing before my eyes. Just as it reaches the top…rip. It splits open again. A vicious, endless cycle.

Nobody speaks. We just stand there, transfixed, the air thick with the weight of whatever we’re meant to do next. I just wish we knew what that was.

“Is it just me, or do they look like they’re waiting for something?” Dottie whispers, her voice barely audible.

Corbyn exhales sharply. “Or someone.”

“One of those has got to be the veil,” she says.

I force my gaze away from the books and back to her. She’s right. I glance at them again, realization settling in. My fingers drift to my mouth, nails pressing against my teeth before I even realize I’m biting down. The books aren’t random. They represent something, the three hiark powers of the Realm of Seas: Water Wielders, Strix Shifters, and Skin Manipulators. And the fourth, the duty of the knowledge keepers.

Before I can say it aloud, a woman pushes through the group. The same woman who found the tunnel. She’s moving fast, determined. “It’s the Realm of the Seas, right? It’s got to be the water one.”

“Wait—” someone shouts.

She doesn’t stop. Her hands press against the rippling blue book.

And then she chokes.

Water gurgles up from inside her, spilling from her mouth, her nose. Her hands claw desperately at her throat, nails digging into her own skin as she gasps, body convulsing with the effort to breathe. Her eyes, wide with terror, dart around the room, silently pleading for help. A couple of candidates rush toward her, but the water keeps coming, pouring from within her, drowning her from the inside out. She crumples to the ground, writhing for a moment before her limbs go still, the cavern falling into a horrified silence.

Corbyn rubs his jaw, eyes scanning the books as if trying to solve a puzzle in real time. He exhales sharply before speaking. “No one else touches the books!”

Dottie’s breath is ragged beside me. Her hand twitches toward her collarbone, reaching for her necklace that isn’t there. The moment she realizes, her fingers curl into a fist, and she exhales sharply.

I swallow back nausea, locking my gaze on Corbyn. “‘Let healing’s power guide your way,’” I murmur. “Corbyn, it must be the one on the end. They each represent a hiark power, and the final one belongs to the Skin Manipulators. That is where the healing originates from.”

Dottie gasps. “Oh goodness, that’s got to be it! I kind of thought we already used healing’s power to find the tunnel, but…it really is the only clue in the riddle, ain’t it?” She hesitates, glancing at the books again. “I really hope you’re right, because if that water book just drowned her, what do you think the one that’s bleeding will do?” She swallows hard. “I do not want to witness that gash being ripped open on someone.”

“That is a comforting thought.” I swallow the lump forming in my throat and begin to step forward.

Corbyn blocks me with his arm. “No,” he says firmly. “It’s my turn to take the risk.”

“Corbyn, no—” I start, but he cuts me off, stepping in front of me. He turns to me, then gently cups my face in his hands.

When I meet his eyes, they are filled with determination, and that infuriating smile tugs at his lips once more. “You think I’d let you steal all the glory? Let me do this, I’ll see you on the other side.”

He leans in, so close I can feel the warmth of his breath against my lips. His thumb traces my cheek, slow and deliberate. “You keep worrying about me, Killer. Makes a man wonder what you’d do if I didn’t come back.” His smirk deepens, but his voice drops lower, rougher. “Guess we’ll have to save that for later.” And then, just as quickly as he came, he pulls away, leaving only the ghost of his warmth, the echo of something more to come.

He turns and strides forward, each step slow, deliberate, as if defying the fear pressing down on all of us. My pulse thrums in my ears, my breath caught somewhere in my chest. Dottie and I follow, tension thick between us, our movements hesitant, as though the air itself resists our approach.

Corbyn hesitates for the briefest moment before reaching out, fingers trembling just a tiny bit. The book seems to respond, its leathery surface pulsing beneath his fingertips, inhaling, exhaling. The jagged gash begins to knit itself together once more, as if welcoming him. My throat tightens. The tips of his fingers make contact, and then—

He’s gone.


Twenty-Four


Darkness presses in on me from all sides. The air is thick, damp, suffocating. I blink rapidly, but there is fog everywhere, clinging to my skin, wrapping around me like a living thing. The scent of saltwater and smoke fills my lungs with every breath, heavy and briny, tinged with something faintly burnt.

Somewhere in the abyss, a low hum vibrates beneath my skin, a sensation I have grown familiar with, one I now recognize. There is a Hallowed Object nearby. It resonates through my bones, subtle yet unyielding, a tether to something unseen. I force myself to focus, pulse hammering as I turn, searching,

I walk into something solid, someone solid. A familiar scent fills my nose, sawdust and pinus trees. “Corbyn?”

“Miss me?” he asks, and I can hear the smug smile in his voice.

Relief cracks through my mask, a breath shuddering free, my body sagging with the sheer force of it. Before I can respond, his hands find my upper arms, steadying me. He leans in, lowering his forehead to mine, the warmth of his touch cutting through the cold pressing in from all sides. “Try not to look so relieved,” he murmurs. “You’ll ruin your reputation.”

I can’t help but smile as my eyes close, just for a moment, letting the world narrow to the steady rise and fall of his breath, the quiet strength in his touch.

We stand like that, time stretching, neither of us speaking. Just breathing. Just alive.

I exhale shakily. “We must find Dottie.”

He nods, silent agreement passing between us. “I have a torch in my pack.” With practiced ease, he retrieves it, striking the flint with a quick flick of his wrist. Sparks catch, and the small flame flickers to life, barely pushing back the thick shroud of fog. Still, it’s something.

It doesn’t take long to find her. A shape emerges from the shadows, tense and alert. “Orla?” Dottie’s voice is cautious, questioning.

Relief surges through me again. I reach for her instinctively. “It is us,” I breathe.

She pulls me into a brief embrace, careful with my side. A sharp twinge flares in my ribs, and I grit my teeth, forcing the pain down. The warmth of her presence is grounding, steadying me in a way I desperately need.

“Thank the gods this is the final one,” I murmur, fatigue settling into my bones as I drop my arms.

“What, you’re not having fun?” Corbyn teases, throwing me a lopsided grin I can barely see in the darkness, the torch making shadows dance in the hollows of his face. “I thought you enjoyed stumbling through eerie islands with questionable survival odds. Really, Killer, I’m starting to question your sense of adventure.”

Dottie scoffs and shakes her head.

I roll my eyes, but before I can respond, a soft blue glow blooms in the air before us. The fog catches on its edges, swirling lazily around the illuminated words that appear as if woven from light.

The realms will guide your careful tread,

Step true, or the sea will claim your stead.

Four at a time, you must make your way,

Reach the mortar without delay.

Well, that makes zero sense when we can’t see where we are. Lovely.

In the opposite direction from the riddle, a faint orange glow flickers through the fog, shifting and wavering like a beacon in the murk. The dim light barely penetrates the dense mist, but between it and Corbyn’s torch, vague shapes are revealed moving around us, our group, scattered like shadows in the gloom.

Like moths drawn to a flame, we move toward the unknown light, our footsteps cautious, barely more than whispers against the damp earth. The ground is uneven beneath my boots, softened by mist and scattered with unseen dips and ridges. Each step sends small echoes into the silence, the soft crunch of dirt mixing with the occasional snap of a twig hidden beneath the fog. The air itself feels heavier, thick with moisture, pressing against my skin as if urging me to turn back. My foot catches on a dip in the earth, and I stumble, pain lancing through my ribs as I jolt forward. My pulse spikes, and I bite down a wince before steadying myself with a sharp breath.

As we reach the glow, we see it is the remains of a campfire, its embers pulsing faintly in the darkness, wisps of smoke curling up and dissolving into the fog. The fire is nearly dead, the logs blackened and charred, but the faint warmth still lingers in the air.

“Must be from the last group of candidates,” Dottie murmurs, her voice barely above a whisper, as if speaking too loudly might disturb whatever presence lingers here.

Corbyn sighs, dropping his torch onto the dying embers. “It’s too dark to do anything tonight. We won’t get far like this.”

Murmurs of agreement ripple through the group, some dropping their packs onto the damp ground with resigned exhaustion.

One by one, the candidates spread out, setting up their bedrolls on the damp earth. Someone finds a pile of wood nearby and stokes the fire, coaxing the flames back to life. Even with its renewed glow, the fog remains unrelenting, thick and unmoving, swallowing everything beyond a few feet.

Corbyn, Dottie, and I huddle close together, spreading out our bedrolls. I tug a piece of stale bread from my pack, chewing without tasting. The night is too still. The humming beneath my skin has not wavered since we arrived. I exhale, reaching up to unclasp my tress clasp from my hair, wincing slightly as the movement tugs at the ache in my ribs. I clip it onto the strap of my pack, rolling my shoulders carefully to ease the tightness. Loosening my curls, I shake them free, letting them tumble over my shoulders.

I lean in toward Corbyn and Dottie, the fire casting a warm glow on their faces as they settle in. “There is a Hallowed Object here, I can sense it.”

That peaks Corbyn’s interest. “I wonder what it will be.” He looks thoughtful, rubbing his jaw. “I doubt it will be a weapon like the others. The Realm of the Seas is full of scholars and healers. Since they used to manipulate flesh, they didn’t need weapons in the war, not when they could do it with power.”

Dottie lights up, her hands gesturing animatedly as she speaks. “Maybe it’s something to control water? Or something hidden in it? I mean, who even hides these things, anyway? And what if it is a cool weapon? A trident? A dagger?” Her words pick up speed, excitement bubbling over. “Maybe something for me—”

She catches herself, then turns to me. “Orla, you grew up learning everything about the realms and their gods. You were surrounded by the Maidens who still praised them. What do you know about the Realm of Seas?”

I catch the way she says the Maidens who praised them, not me. The distinction is small, but it means everything. Dottie sees me, not the girl I pretended to be for so many years, but the person I am becoming. She has been beside me through this journey. The gratitude settles deep, warm and heavy, in my chest. What a gift it is to be seen, to be known.

I shift, recalling my lessons. “The Realms were each fashioned in the likeness of the deities who preside over them. So, this object must be linked to Gali. Beyond her dominion over water and healing, she was revered as the Goddess of Wisdom. She maintained the histories of the gods, ensuring their legacies survived. When she created her people, she instilled in them this sacred duty, so they, too, would become keepers of knowledge.”

Dottie hums. “So, maybe a book? A scroll? A quill?”

Corbyn is quiet beside me.

She thinks for a second, then shakes her head. “Nah, maybe not. Those items wouldn’t be helpful in a war against gods. What else do you remember?”

I close my eyes, reaching into memory. The halls of the abbey rise before me, then the temple in the courtyard, statues standing in a solemn row. The image flashes in my mind, Gali, the Goddess of the Seas, her back straight, a bow slung over her shoulder.

My breath hitches, my eyes fly open. “I think I know.” I glance between their expectant faces, feeling the weight of the realization settle in my chest, “At the abbey, there is a temple adorned with stone statues of each god, each depicted with their weapon of choice.” I chew my nail thoughtfully, sifting through my memories. “Haya is carved with an axe secured to her belt, Haldor stands with a sword at his side, and Gali, she bears a bow slung across her shoulders.” My voice lifts slightly with excitement. “She was not only wise but formidable. Her weapon of choice was a bow.”

Dottie nods. “That would make sense.”

“I wonder if that is what it will be,” I say. In my peripheral, I see Corbyn frown, as if he was hoping for something else. “But the real task will be locating it,” I finish.

“Once the sun is up and the fog clears, we should try,” Corbyn agrees, his voice low. “If we do find…something, we’ll take it with us.”

Dottie nods, stretching her legs out in front of her. “If we can get to it while dealing with whatever this island throws at us, we’d be stupid not to. But we don’t know what’s ahead.”

“Then we figure it out when the time comes,” I say, pressing my palms against the warmth of the fire. “For now, we get some rest.”

Silence settles over us, thick as the fog, not uncomfortable, but heavy with exhaustion. The fire crackles softly, warmth licking at my skin where I lay on my bedroll, chasing off the lingering chill of the night air that seeps through the fog. Above us, the stars fight to break through the mist, their light faint but determined. My eyelids grow heavy, exhaustion pulling at me.

***

The morning sun rises, its golden rays slicing through the thinning mist, warming the hard earth beneath me. The air still carries a lingering chill, the remnants of the night stubbornly clinging to the island. The faint scent of last night’s embers lingers, mixing with the salty breeze. I sit up, wincing as a dull ache pulses through my side. As I rub sleep from my eyes, I glance toward Dottie. The moment our gazes meet, she startles, her eyes widening.

“Your eyes,” she breathes. “They’ve changed.”

My stomach hollows. The drops must have worn off, and now they no longer match. Before I can even react, Dottie leans forward, studying me as if seeing me for the first time. Then, to my utter horror, she grins.

“They’re beautiful,” she says, her voice soft, awed. “They suit you. Unique and striking, just like you.” Her eyes shine with sincerity, and the warmth in her words makes my throat tighten. Another quiet reminder that Dottie sees me, not just for who I was, but for who I truly am.

I open my mouth to respond, but before I can, Corbyn appears, dropping down beside us with effortless ease. When he meets my eyes, his usual smirk falters for just a second, something unreadable flickering across his face, like a realization striking him all at once, before he smooths it away into practiced indifference. He says nothing about my eyes. Instead, he stretches his arms above his head with an exaggerated sigh, as if the weight of another trial is nothing more than a mild inconvenience.

“Ah, another glorious day of possibly dying in a trial,” he muses. “Can’t wait.”

I nod solemnly. “Truly, what more could we request? Luxury accommodations and certain death, what a dream.”

Corbyn cuts me a surprised look and Dottie snorts, rummaging through her pack. “At least we get to have breakfast before facing our inevitable doom. And look at this, extra crunchy bread and mystery meat. Who says the gods aren’t generous?” She tosses a piece to Corbyn with a grin. “Maybe if we eat slowly enough, we can pretend it’s a feast and delay the whole ‘possible death’ thing just a little longer.”

“We feast like Heirs,” Corbyn says, flashing her an easy grin.

I chew my own piece of tasteless bread, my gaze drifting as the morning light gradually lifts the veil of fog clinging to the island. By the time we’ve finished eating and packing up, most of the mist has dissipated, revealing the landscape in full.

It’s the smallest island we’ve encountered yet, oblong in shape, maybe three hundred feet long and fifty wide. Other than the small cluster of trees near us, it’s barren. Most of the island is taken up by a large, flat field.

A vast expanse of stone tiles, each roughly two square feet, stretches across the length of the island, arranged in meticulous rows like an enormous game board. The stones are weathered, their surfaces smoothed by time but marred with faint cracks and erosion. Some bear patches of lichen, their edges slightly chipped, as if many before us have tried, and failed, to cross. At the far end, a row of stone statues looms, their forms indistinct from this distance. The hum beneath my skin intensifies, a pull as undeniable as the tide. The Hallowed Object waits on the other side of the stone field.

The problem?

On either side of the island, sheer drops plummet into the sea below. The only way across is the stones.

Perched on a gathering of jagged rocks at the island’s edge, a pair of grimrooks watch in eerie stillness. Their beady black eyes track our every movement, their glossy feathers shimmering with hints of blue and green in the morning sun. They remain unmoving, silent sentinels observing our group.

With my hair secured back in my clasp and my pack strapped to my back, I approach the first row of tiles with the others, crouching to get a closer look. Corbyn kneels beside me, running his fingers over the stone with deliberate curiosity.

“Markings,” I murmur.

The tile in front of me has a small water droplet etched into its surface. The one beside it bears a leaf. Another, a lightning bolt. The realization clicks into place.

“They are marked by the realms,” I say, glancing first to Corbyn beside me, then up to where Dottie stands amongst the rest of the candidates. A murmur of agreement spreads among them as they too inspect the tiles.

“‘The realms will guide your careful tread,’” she recites. “The markings must be our guide.”

“Maybe we have to follow the stones marked with the Realm of the Seas?” Glint suggests, from beside her, rubbing the back of his neck. “Since this is their trial.”

Another murmur spreads through the group.

Dottie gathers her wild ringlets off her face, tying them back with quick, practiced movements. Her fingers twitch toward her collarbone, reaching for a necklace that isn’t there. The habit is so ingrained she doesn’t seem to realize she’s doing it, her hand hovering for a second before dropping back to her side. “Alright, so if the first line of the riddle means we need to use the Seas tiles, then the second line warns that if we don’t, the sea will claim us.” Her face pales slightly at her own words, and she swallows hard, unease creeping through me as well. “Then it says four at a time. That part’s obvious; four people have to step out onto the stones together.”

That seems like the logical thing to do, but no one moves. A charged silence falls over the group, tension thick as the morning air. No one wants to be the first to test Gali’s tricks, not after everything we’ve seen. Too many candidates have died being hasty, vanishing into nothing, their names barely murmured before the island erases them. Each of us stands frozen, knowing that one wrong step could be our last.

Glint straightens, his expression grim yet resolute. “I’ll go first,” he announces, his voice steady. “We need three more.” His gaze sweeps across the group, searching for volunteers, the weight of the moment settling over us all.

With a sharp inhale, Samatta steps forward. “I will.”

Then a candidate from the Night Realm, Rigel, follows her to stand next to Glint.

The fourth spot remains empty.

Beside me, Corbyn shifts. “Where’s the Object?” he murmurs, his voice low enough that only Dottie and I hear. He runs a hand over the beard on his jaw, the scratchy sound barely audible beneath the tension hanging in the air.

I swallow. “On the other side.”

His brow furrows briefly, then smooths as resolve sets in. “Then I’m going.”

My heart jumps. “No, you must not.”

He turns to me, that easy grin curving his lips. “Killer, we need to get to that Object. To do that, we have to know how to cross.”

“Someone else can go,” I argue, grabbing his arm before he can move. I don’t want anyone to risk themselves, but I also can’t lose Corbyn.

He leans in, his breath warm against my ear. “I’ll be fine.”

Before I can stop him, he grazes his lips across my cheek, planting a firm kiss there before shaking off my grip and stepping forward.

Before he can reach the front, Laurelle steps forward from the other side of the gathered group. “I’ll do it.”

I don’t know if I want to cry from relief or shame for feeling relieved at all. Dottie whispers beside me, a hand on her chest, “Thank goodness.”

Glint looks between his group. “We each take a stone marked with the water droplet.”

The four of them position themselves in front of their chosen tiles. Someone counts down.

“Three.”

My heart pounds in my ears.

“Two.”

My teeth grasp a nail.

“One.”

My breath gets lodged in my throat.

They step.

For a moment, nothing happens.

Then the ground begins to tremble. A deep, splintering crack echoes through the air, reverberating beneath my boots. The vibrations travel up my legs, rattling my bones, as the stone beneath us shifts like something alive. Dust shakes up from the ground, swirling around us. Our silent sentinels startle and with a sharp caw, their wings snap open, and in a flurry of dark feathers, they take flight, vanishing into the mist beyond the cliffs.

Around me, gasps turn to shouts, bodies jolting backward in frantic, instinctual retreat. The air is thick with panic, the island itself groaning as if waking from a long, restless slumber. I stagger, my ribs flaring with sharp pain as I fight to keep my balance.

Movement on the ground draws my attention. Cracks spiderweb across the stones beneath Glint, Laurelle, and Rigel. I barely have time to react before their tiles give way, the stone dropping out from beneath them.

Their screams split the air.

Glint and Rigel plummet instantly, their bodies swallowed by the gaping holes.

Laurelle manages to catch the edge, fingers clutching desperately. “Help! Please!” She scrambles, feet kicking against the crumbling rock.

I lunge forward, along with a few other candidates that stand close, ignoring the sharp pull in my side, but the ground quakes again, more violently this time, sending another ripple of pain through my ribs. We can’t reach her in time.

Her fingers scrabble desperately against the stone, nails clawing for purchase. A choked sob escapes her lips as she kicks, trying to haul herself back up. For a split second, I think she might make it.

Then, the ground lurches again.

She slips.

Her scream is cut short as she disappears into the abyss. Just before the stone seals itself back up, I catch a glimpse of the waves far below, the sea claiming its sacrifices.

Then, as if nothing happened, the tiles repair themselves, the pieces merging back together and becoming solid once more. As if there hadn’t just been human beings standing upon their surface. As if three lives hadn’t just been ripped away.

The earth still shudders beneath my feet, less violently now, and we all turn, stunned, to Samatta.

The only one left standing.

She takes a shaky breath, her chest rising and falling in uneven bursts. Her entire body trembles as she glances at the rest of us, her face is ashen, eyes wide with lingering terror, streaks down her face from where tears cut through the dirt. Her lips part as if to say something, but no words come. Slowly, she steps backward off her tile, her movements hesitant, deliberate, as though afraid the ground might betray her too. The moment both of her feet leave the stone, the ground steadies beneath us, the last tremors fading as though the island is satisfied, indifferent to the lives it has claimed.

Samatta cries quietly, her shoulders shaking in the arms of another Seas candidate. The air is thick with salt and sorrow, the crash of waves far below a distant, relentless reminder of what we’ve lost. A hush lingers over us, the tension pressing down like the weight of the storm clouds gathering on the horizon. No one speaks. Even Dottie, who usually fills any gap with endless chatter, has gone quiet. I bite at my thumbnail, staring at the stone beneath my feet as if it might betray me next.

Then Samatta’s voice cuts through the silence.

“Why me?” Her voice is hoarse, broken. “Why did I live?”

We all glance toward her. I follow her gaze to the rhyme, the words shimmering in the air like a taunt.

A murmur ripples through the group. Someone asks, “What realms were the others from?”

Another voice answers, “Ore, Night, and Death.”

Samatta’s head jerks up. She stares hard at the floating words, then whispers, “I was the only one who stepped on my own realm.”

Realization dawns. Step true. It makes sense.

“The stones,” I say suddenly, turning to the others. “We do not need to follow the path of the Seas; we must follow our own path. The path of our realms.”

A few candidates exchange wary glances. Dottie frowns, rubbing her hands together. “How would the island even know where we…oh, right, power of the gods.” She lets out a sharp exhale, eyes darting over the vast stretch of stones ahead. “But only the first row has symbols. How do we know where to go next? Are we supposed to just miraculously guess our way forward? Because I have to say, I’m really not a fan of guessing games when the penalty is drowning.”

“I had not thought of that,” I admit.

Samatta speaks up again, her voice steadier this time. “When I first stepped on the tile, before the others…” She hesitates, and the woman beside her wraps an arm around her shoulders. Swallowing, she clears her throat. “I thought I saw a new symbol appear on the stone diagonally from the one I was on.”

Corbyn raises a brow, “That might just be the answer.”

Dottie’s eyes light up, nodding her head enthusiastically. “We can do this!”

Ever the optimist, but I don’t quite share her confidence. Unease curls up my spine, and the quiet murmur spreading through the candidates tells me I’m not the only one feeling it.

“Unfortunately, we have to test this theory.” Corbyn looks at me, and I catch the trepidation in his eyes. He’s not as eager to step onto the stones now that he knows exactly what happens when you step incorrectly. His gaze moves over the group, “Any volunteers?”

To my surprise, Samatta steps up right away. “I lived when they didn’t. If stepping out there again means their deaths weren’t in vain, then I’ll do it.”

Some heads nod in the group, murmurs of agreement. Soon, three more candidates step forward to join her. They move to stand just in front of the first row of stones, each carefully choosing a stone from their realm.

Corbyn’s voice rings out beside me. “Three.”

Dottie steps closer, looping her arm through mine. Her grip is firm, but I can feel the slight tremor in her fingers. She forces a small, lopsided smile, but the worry in her eyes betrays her nerves.

“Two.” Corbyn’s hand finds mine, his fingers brushing over the rough scars on my palm, his warmth cutting through the cold fear tightening around my chest. My grip tightens instinctively, maybe too much, because he gives me a quick, amused squeeze as if reminding me not to break his fingers. The steady pressure of his grip anchors me, fighting against the trembling uncertainty creeping into my limbs.

“One.”

Three of the candidates step forward, the fourth hesitates.

The island shudders. A deep, groaning sound vibrates beneath our feet, sending tremors up my legs and rattling my ribs with a sharp, jarring ache. The cracks slither across the stone like living things, sharp and jagged. The candidates flinch, one stumbling as the ground shifts beneath them, their breaths coming in sharp gasps. Panic flickers in their eyes as we start shouting at the man to move.

“Step!”

“There needs to be four!”

“Now!”

He finally moves. The instant his foot lands, the ground stills. The cracks halt. The island stops its angry trembling.

“Okay,” Corbyn huffs. “So now we know what happens if there isn’t four in the row.”

“Look,” I say, pointing. The once-blank stones in the second row now have realm symbols etched into them, four of them, all within stepping range of the stones the candidates stand on.

Corbyn counts again, and they step to the next row. The island shudders once more, jolting through my frame, my ribs aching with each tremor, but the stones hold this time, the cracks spread but do not break.

“What’s happening?” Dottie shouts in alarm.

My stomach drops as I realize the mistake. “There are no longer four people on the first row!”

The group closest to the first row scrambles into action. They step onto their realms’ stones, and the shaking stops once again.

Corbyn nods. “We need four people on every row at all times. No gaps. No delays.” He rubs his jaw, scanning the stretch of stones ahead. “If someone missteps halfway through, they leave a gap, and that puts everyone at risk. We can’t afford hesitation. We need to be ready to move at a moment’s notice.” He exhales sharply, then turns to the group. “Let’s form lines. If we do this right, we might all make it across.”

Candidates rush to organize themselves, lining up behind the stones of the first row that match their realms. Murmurs of confirmation pass through the group as everyone double-checks their positions.

Dottie lets out a long breath. “Well, no pressure or anything,” she mutters, tugging at the sleeves of her jacket. “Just a deadly stone puzzle where one wrong step means getting swallowed by the sea. I always said I hated puzzles.”

Corbyn’s eyes meet mine, “This is going to be tricky.”

I tilt my head, “You do not say.”

A surprised laugh escapes his lips. He shakes his head. “You pick the weirdest times for jokes, Killer.” He bends down, pressing a quick kiss to my temple. Despite everything ahead, the gesture sends a flicker of warmth through me.

I force myself to exhale slowly, the lingering ache in my ribs a reminder of how unforgiving this place is. I look to Dottie on one side of me, then Corbyn on the other. “Let us get this over with.”

The three of us move to stand in line, ready. When the moment comes, we step out onto the field together.

Slowly, we make it more than halfway across the field, we finally have a system. Candidates line up behind their realm’s stones, ready to step forward. Those already on the field mark the path. The air is thick with tension, but for the first time since we started, it feels like we might actually make it.

From my position, I can see the stone figures on the other side of the field clearer now. The statues are all carved in the likeness of the goddess Gali. One wields a torrent of water, its stone surface impossibly fluid. Another holds a glowing mortar and pestle—the veil, we figured out. The third stands with its eyes closed, one hand raised, palm outward, as if channeling unseen power. The last grips a bow, an arrow nocked, ready to loose at whatever comes too close. A grimrook is perched on the arrow’s shaft, black eyes watching us with eerie stillness. The hum beneath my skin intensifies with every step I take, pulling me forward with an unseen force, like an invisible current tugging at my bones. That is the Hallowed Object.

Corbyn calls out, “Three. Two. One.”

We all step in unison. I focus on each movement, forcing precision into my footing. I can’t afford to be clumsy now. Samatta, in the first row, steps onto her next stone, and the tile sinks beneath her feet.

A quiet click echoes through the air. The ground beneath me trembles ever so slightly, a faint vibration I feel in the soles of my boots. The air thickens, charged with an almost electric weight, making it harder to draw a full breath. Movement on the other side of the field catches my eye, a slow, deliberate shift that sends a shiver crawling up my spine. When I look, my stomach drops. The statue wielding water, carved in intricate detail, tilts its head as if awakening from a long slumber. Its flowing stone robes shift unnaturally, the water it holds no longer frozen in place but rippling as though it were real. The grinding of stone against stone fills the air, a deep, grating noise that vibrates through my bones. Each movement of the statue sends tremors through the ground, the weight of ancient stone shifting. Dust crumbles from its joints, drifting like fine mist in the charged air. Its expression remains unchanging, unfeeling, its gaze locked on us with a dreadful inevitability.

“That is not a good sign,” Dottie whispers from two stones over. “I don’t like this. I really don’t like this.” She shifts her weight anxiously, her fingers twitching at her sides. “Why did it have to move? Why now? We were doing fine. We were making it.” Her voice tightens, barely more than a breath. “This is bad. This is really bad.”

The water in the statue’s hands surges to life, twisting unnaturally before lashing forward like a whip. It slams into Samatta’s chest with brutal force. She gasps, stumbling backward. Her foot lands on a tile behind her.

The stone beneath her cracks, a jagged fissure splitting it apart. A puff of dust bursts into the air, swirling in the chaos before the fragments crumble away, leaving nothing but an empty void beneath her feet.

Oh gods,” I gasp. “Samatta!” My hands shoot out toward her instinctively, but I know better than to move my feet. My entire body tenses, every muscle screaming to lunge forward, but all I can do is watch as she’s consumed by the abyss.

The entire field begins to shake harder, and the tiles beneath our feet crack dangerously. A jolt of pain shoots through my ribs as I struggle to stay upright, the impact rattling through my already aching body. The sudden loss of one of the four throws everything into chaos. The system we perfected, shattered in an instant.

“Move up!” Corbyn shouts from my right.

Amongst the shaking, one candidate from each row steps forward. Someone from the waiting line at the start sprints across the field, filling the vacant back row just in time. The tiles stop fracturing. The ground stills.

I swallow hard. “This is an exciting new addition,” I mutter.

We keep moving, stepping even more carefully, but the field doesn’t care about caution. It decides our path. We don’t have a choice in which tiles we step on. We never know which one may trigger one of the statues into action.

Two steps later, the statue with the bow stirs. With a slow, mechanical precision, it draws back its arrow, the tension in the stone string eerily lifelike. A heartbeat later, it fires. The arrow slices through the air, striking a candidate three rows back in the shoulder. The force of the impact sends him sprawling sideways, his arms flailing as he crashes onto the wrong tile. For a brief, terrible moment, he scrambles to regain his footing, but the stone beneath him crumbles away. He barely has time to scream before he is swallowed whole.

Shouts fill the air as we scramble to fill the gap.

We step again, and relief floods through me when none of the statues move. My shoulders, locked tight with tension, ease just slightly, but my hands remain clenched, nails pressing into my palms. My breath is shallow, my body braced for the next inevitable disaster.

Another step.

The statue with its hand raised begins to move, the other arm slowly rising in a precise, deliberate motion. Its stone limbs shift fluidly, following a practiced pattern as if enacting some ancient ritual. A low hum reverberates through the air. The space around a candidate near the front shimmers, the air bending and warping like heat rolling off scorched rock. Her scream pierces through the chaos, raw and agonized, as her skin blisters before my eyes. The stench of burning flesh fills the air, thick and acrid, curling in my throat and making me gag. Candidates flinch, some recoiling, others frozen in horror. Someone stumbles back, eyes wide with terror, barely catching themselves before stepping onto the wrong tile. The moment stretches unbearably, her screams cutting through the rising panic, until finally, her body falls to the ground and the tile splits open beneath her.

Again, we rush to fill the space. Corbyn lunges forward, his movements sharp and determined, feet barely skimming the tile’s edge before he finds his footing.

For a few steps, we are safe, but the illusion of security vanishes quickly. Every few paces, a statue stirs, and chaos erupts again. Panic surges through the group, thick and suffocating. The statue with its palm raised unleashes its power, the air shimmering before skin blisters and peels away. Another arrow whistles through the air from the hallowed bow, striking its target and sending them sprawling onto the wrong tile. The ground beneath them crumbles instantly, swallowing them whole. The Wielder statue moves, its once-rigid stone rippling unnaturally, shifting from solid to liquid in a sickening, seamless transition. What was once an unyielding form now moves with eerie fluidity, its limbs bending as if reshaped by unseen hands. With terrifying speed, the liquefied stone surges outward like a crashing wave, slamming into candidates, sending them hurtling backward. Their feet slip from the tiles, their screams lost to the chaos as they are ripped from their footing, vanishing into the abyss below.

There is no pattern, there is no escape.

Every moment counts. If we take too long to fill a missing spot, the tiles beneath others tremble and splinter, threatening to drag more down with them. We’re losing people too fast. Too many gaps. Too many deaths. And there is nothing we can do but keep moving forward, hoping we won’t be next.

The further we get, the fewer of us remain. And then, suddenly, the waiting line is empty. No one left to replace the fallen.

Now, when someone falls, there’s no one to take their place. Entire rows vanish in an instant, the statues’ attacks swift and merciless. The sickening crack of stone giving way is followed by the sharp, panicked cries of those falling. Their screams cut off too soon, swallowed by the churning sea below. The air feels heavier with every loss, the weight of the dead pressing in, but there’s no time to grieve. We have to keep moving, even as the field thins around us.

I watch death after death, frozen in horror. My ribs throb with every ragged breath, as if my body itself is protesting against the sheer number of lives lost. My fingers sting where I’ve bitten my nails down to raw skin. But I can’t stop. I can’t breathe. I can’t look away.

The Goddess watches us with stone eyes, unblinking. And we keep moving forward, because there is no other choice.

After what feels like days, I finally stand in a row near the end of the field. Safety is so close. Some candidates have already reached the mortar, using the veil to get off the island and complete the trial. I can almost taste the relief, the promise of solid ground. Just two more steps.

Dottie is behind me, one extra row away from finishing. Corbyn has already completed the field, he had to move up a few times when candidates were lost, so he finished before us. But he didn’t go through the veil. He waits, watching, counting for us.

He had made his way to the statue with the bow, a towering figure of weathered stone, its features smoothed by time yet still regal. The Goddess of the Seas loomed, her expression serene but powerful, her gaze seeming to pierce through time itself. Her bow was raised, poised as if to strike down those who dared trespass, the string frozen mid-pull, the arrow aimed at an unseen enemy. Corbyn had tried to pry the weapon from her grasp, but her fingers remained locked around it, steadfast and unyielding. Without movement, she was just stone. Yet, standing before her, it felt like she was waiting, watching.

I eye the tiles in front of me, spotting the one with the leaf etched into its surface.

“Three. Two. One,” Corbyn calls.

We step. A breath holds in my chest, but the ground does not shake. No clicks. No movement. My next step will bring me to safety. I finally allow some of the tension to unwind from my spine, letting a trickle of relief slip in. I glance back at Dottie, and she meets my eyes, her face bright with exhilaration.

“I knew we could do it!” she says, breathless. “There was some doubt there in the middle, but, Orla, we did it! We actually—”

“Three. Two. One.”

I take my final step. Solid ground meets my feet. The field is behind me.

Before I can react, Corbyn lifts me off the ground, spinning me effortlessly. A startled gasp escapes me before laughter takes over, light and unrestrained. For a moment, the weight of the trial, the exhaustion, the fear, they all disappear. The world blurs around us, and for the first time in days, I feel something close to free. If we’d eaten more than scraps over the last four days, I might have lost my stomach, but right now, all I feel is light.

“We did it, Killer!” he shouts, his voice raw with triumph. Laughter bursts from his lips, a sound so full of disbelief and joy that it sends a matching thrill through my chest. His hands are still on me, steady, grounding, as if making sure I’m real—that this moment is real. Before I can think, he lowers me and his lips meet mine, a fleeting press, fierce and full of relief. A moment of victory, of survival, of something deeper that neither of us can name just yet.

A click snaps through the air, sharp and wrong.

My head whips around just in time to see it, the tile that has sunk, the one beneath Dottie’s feet.

“No. No, no, no,” I whisper, the air strangling in my throat as I lurch forward.

Dottie’s wide, terrified eyes meet mine.

Before I can reach her, the statue wielding water shifts. Its arms rise, and liquid stone lashes out, striking Dottie square in the chest.

Her hands clutch at the impact site, and she staggers back, her foot landing on the tile behind her. Our eyes lock as the ground shudders, a slow, creeping dread coiling in my chest. Cracks slither outward, thin at first, then widening beneath the candidates in the final row, and the ones behind them. Including Dottie.

Corbyn moves fast. He lunges onto a Life Realm tile in the final row, halting the fractures from spreading further. But the tiles behind him remain unprotected, and the destruction marches on.

Time slows.

I lunge forward, stretching my arms toward Dottie, my feet still planted safely off the field.

“Orla, no!” Corbyn yells. The ground quakes, candidates panic around us, but I hear nothing except the blood pounding in my ears. Feel nothing but the desperate need to hold on. To save her. My first friend.

My hands grasp for hers, and our arms connect, forearm to forearm, gripping tight, desperation fueling my hold above the final row of tiles.

The tile beneath Dottie fractures, splintering with a deafening crack. A jagged web of fissures erupts from the impact, spreading in all directions like lightning frozen in stone. The ground beneath her shifts, an agonizing, drawn-out moment of instability before the stone gives way entirely. A sickening lurch, then the first chunk of the tile crumbles, vanishing into the abyss below. Chunks of stone crumble away, and she screams as her legs disappear into the void. The force of her descent yanks me forward, dragging me to my knees, my body stretched desperately across the tile between us. Our hands slip, but I catch her wrists at the last second, my grip burning with desperation.

Pain flares through my ribs at the stretch, but I grit my teeth and hold on. She dangles from the crumbling stone, her weight straining against my grip. The tile beneath me quivers under the added pressure, the tremors radiating outward, unsettling the others still on the field.

“I got you,” I tell her, inching forward, straining to pull her up. The tile beneath me begins to crack.

Dottie’s grip tightens, then she looks in Corbyn’s direction and back to me shaking her head.

“Dottie, no,” I plead. “I cannot do this without you.”

Her dark brown eyes lock onto mine, calm in a way they shouldn’t be. A sad smile flickers across her face.

“If you pull me up, we both die,” she says softly. “And probably Corbyn, too. I won’t let you do that.”

The tile beneath me groans. Dust bursts into the air, stinging my eyes and clogging my throat.

“Thank you,” she says, her voice gentle. “For being my friend. For showing me that love should be given freely. Thank you for loving me as I am.”

“No,” I choke, shaking my head. “Do not say goodbye. Please.”

She swallows, eyes shining with unspoken sorrow. “I know you’re scared, Orla. I know this feels impossible. But you were meant for something more. You have a strength inside you, deeper than fear, stronger than doubt. And one day, when you finally see it, you will change everything.”

Her voice wavers, but the certainty in it is unshakable. “You are more than the fear holding you back. More than the past that haunts you. I have seen it from the very start. You are worthy, Orla. You are capable. And no matter how much you doubt it, you are exactly where you are meant to be. And I believe in you, always.”

She exhales, a shaky, resigned breath. “Save the world, Orla. Save it for me.”

The ground lurches violently. My tile begins to crumble beneath me, jolting my senses as a wave of noise crashes back, screams, shouts, Corbyn calling my name. My gaze wrenches from Dottie to the chaos around me. The entire field is trembling, cracks spreading like veins across the stone, and pieces of tiles begin to break away, vanishing into the abyss below the panicked candidates.

Dottie’s grip falters, the strength in her arms fading. The sweat-slick grip on our wrists begins to slip, leaving only our fingertips clinging together. My eyes snap back to hers, desperate and pleading.

“You need to let go,” she tells me.

Somewhere deep inside, I know the truth, I know letting go is the only way. If I save Dottie, it won’t just be her life at risk, but Corbyn’s and mine as well. The weight of that knowledge crushes me, but my fingers refuse to release her. “No,” I sob, my voice breaking. “I cannot let you die.”

Her fingers begin to loosen. “It’s time to let go, Orla. Please. Don’t die for me. I need you to live.”

Tears blind me. I shake my head, my whole body trembling.

“Do something for me?” she asks, her voice barely above a whisper. “Complete these trials. Save the world. And when you can…get my necklace to my brother. He deserves to have a piece of her, and maybe, maybe, it’ll be a piece of me too.” She smiles, a bittersweet flicker of warmth amidst the fading light, and I cannot deny her this.

A sob wrenches from my chest. I nod. “Okay, Dottie. I will.”

Her smile widens, the ghost of something peaceful, her lips trembling at the edges. Her eyes soften, dark pools glistening with something unspoken, reassurance, maybe, or quiet acceptance. It’s a look that lingers, one last imprint of warmth before the cold takes her. “Thank you.”

Her grip loosens, fingers trembling before slipping from mine, the warmth of her touch vanishing in an instant.

And she falls.

I scramble backward, desperate to remove my weight from the crumbling stone, landing hard on the ground. The impact jolts through my spine, rattling my ribs, but I barely feel it. My breath stutters, short and uneven, my chest heaving as if trying to draw air through a closing throat. A sharp ringing drowns out the chaos around me, the screams, the shifting stone, it all fades beneath the unbearable weight of what just happened. The field stills around us, but I scarcely register it. Sobs tear through me, raw and unrelenting, as pain consumes everything. It radiates from the center of my chest, twisting through me, hollowing me out until there is nothing left but grief. My stomach twists, nausea curling in my gut, and my head sways, light and unsteady. I curl into myself, wrapping my arms around my knees, pulling them close as if I could shield myself from this unbearable loss.

Dottie is gone.

Muffled voices echo around me, distant and blurred, as if coming from underwater. The grief is a gaping chasm, swallowing sound, sensation, everything but the ache in my chest that won’t let me breathe. After a moment, warm hands gently guide me upright, arms wrapping around my back. The scent of sawdust fills my nose, familiar and grounding, yet I don’t breathe it in the way I normally would. Strong arms slip beneath my knees, lifting me effortlessly. Pain flares through my ribs, sharp and unforgiving, but I barely flinch. None of it matters.

Dottie is gone.

We’re moving toward one of the statues, her beautiful face filling my vision before I squeeze my eyes shut, forcing more tears to spill. The sobs won’t stop, my whole body trembling uncontrollably. Distantly, a deep voice murmurs, trying to soothe me, but the words are empty, meaningless. Nothing can help. Nothing will ever help.

Dottie is gone.


Twenty-Five


The tears have finally dried by the time we make it back to the candidate dormitory, replaced by a feeling of utter hollowness. Corbyn walks beside me in silence. Every now and then, I catch him glancing at me from the corner of my eye, but I don’t have the energy to acknowledge him, let alone speak.

We reach my door, mine and Dottie’s. No, just mine now. A lump forms in my throat, but I swallow it down as I take a deep breath and turn the knob. The door creaks slightly as it swings open, the sound unnervingly loud in the empty hallway. A few hesitant steps carry me into the center of the room. I let my pack slip from my shoulder, the weight hitting the floor with a dull thud, and my eyes are immediately drawn to Dottie’s side. Her yellow clothes still hang neatly on the rod, untouched. Her bed remains unmade, just as she left it the morning of the Seas Trial. The faint scent of warm, yeasty bread lingers in the air, wrapping around me like an embrace, deceptively comforting. It mingles with the memory of her laughter, light and carefree, echoing in my mind as if she’s still here. But she isn’t. The scent and the sound clash, a cruel contradiction, an illusion that vanishes the moment I reach for it. The absence that follows is sharper, heavier, mercilessly pressing against my chest.

Something on the desk catches my eye. Corbyn lingers awkwardly in the doorway as I approach. The room is too quiet without Dottie’s endless chatter. The silence is suffocating.

It’s her necklace. A simple gold chain, warm from where the sunlight has kissed it. I pick it up, running the delicate charm between my fingers the way Dottie always did when she was nervous or deep in thought. The links are worn from years of wear, the charm small but familiar. I lift it to my neck, my movements slow and deliberate. As I fumble with the clasp, Corbyn steps forward.

“Here, let me.”

I gather my curls, lifting them out of his way. His fingers brush against the nape of my neck as he fastens the chain. Normally, the lightest touch from him would send a shiver down my spine, but now I feel nothing. Just the weight of the necklace against my collarbone.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my voice barely audible as I lower my arm, letting my hair cascade back into place. My fingers wrap around the charm, holding it close. It’s the last piece of her I have left, and I need to fulfil my promise.

Corbyn hesitates. “Do you want me to stay?” His voice is quiet, all the usual playfulness stripped away.

“No, thank you,” I murmur. “I would prefer to be alone.”

“If that’s what you want.” He hesitates for only a moment before stepping back, his eyes lingering on me. Then he turns and leaves, shutting the door quietly behind him.

I tug off my boots, not caring where they land, and crawl into bed. The mattress dips beneath my weight as I pull the covers over my head. My fingers remain curled around the small loaf-shaped charm as the tears begin again, soundless and unrelenting.

***

Three days pass in a haze of grief. I barely leave my bed, only venturing to the shared bathing chamber when absolutely necessary. Sometimes I sleep. Other times, I simply lie there, staring at nothing, caught in the endless loop of my thoughts. The healers come and go, tending to my ribs, badly bruised but thankfully not broken, applying salves from the Realm of the Seas with practiced efficiency. The irony isn’t lost on me, the very realm that broke me is now healing me. If only it could take away all the pain it has caused.

Anixsa knocks on my door, leaving food that I never touch. Corbyn visits too, whispering words meant to comfort me, his touch gentle against my face, my back, my neck. I don’t respond.

On the second day, they take Dottie’s things. I watch from my bed, frozen in horror, as Fates clear away the last traces of her existence. Her yellow shirts. The stack of books from the library. Her scent, lingering in the fabric of her blankets. Gone. Just like her. My breath shudders as I turn away, unwilling to watch them erase her from this place.

On the third evening, Corbyn returns. He sits at the edge of my bed, placing a dinner tray on the desk. For the first time in days, I murmur a question.

“Did we secure the bow?” My voice is hoarse, my throat raw from disuse. I turn, blue and green eyes meeting his hazel ones. Surprise flickers across his face, followed by something else, a flash of rage? But it vanishes in an instant, replaced by relief.

He exhales, a slow, measured breath. “No. I couldn’t get it out of her hands.” His jaw tightens, and he rubs a hand along it. “But it doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about that.” Gently, he brushes a stray lock of hair from my forehead, his touch lingering just a second too long before he pulls away.

I release a slow breath and push up into a sitting position. “I am not certain what to do.”

He studies me, then reaches into his pack. “I might have a solution.”

I frown as he pulls out Hallowed Objects and the God War. I hadn’t even realized he’d taken it from my things. He flips through the pages before stopping on a sketch of an intricate pocket watch. The chain is thick, the face inscribed with symbols I don’t recognize. Four hands of different lengths stretch across its surface.

He reads aloud, his voice steady. “The Night Realm is dedicated to technology and advancements rather than weapons, but a rare few of their creations were imbued with the power of time. Among them, the most legendary is a hallowed pocket watch. Forged in secrecy by the God of Night, it is said to grant its user dominion over time itself. Those who wield it can traverse through the ages, slipping seamlessly between the past and future.”

He glances up at me, then continues. “However, its power is bound by a single immutable law: fate cannot be altered. Attempts to use it to rewrite destiny have always failed, the timeline resisting any effort to change what is meant to be. It was believed to have been lost to time itself, abandoned centuries ago. If it still exists, it will not be unguarded. There are those who would protect such power at all costs. Time isn’t something to trifle with, and those who seek to control it often meet tragic ends.”

My brows furrow in confusion. Why would Corbyn be reading this to me? How could this help? The words are clear, it cannot alter fate, and I am certain that means it cannot undo death. I think for a moment, searching for another possibility, another hope. “Even if we locate it,” I say slowly, “how is it a solution? It will not bring her back. It cannot alter fate.”

“No.” He closes the book gently. “But it could save you. You could go back, five hundred, seven hundred, even a thousand years, before the trials became what they are now. Before fate decided to take so much from you. You could live your life freely, without this burden. Explore the realms the way you always wanted. Escape all of this.”

He exhales, his fingers tightening briefly around the book before he sets it on the desk beside the tray. His voice softens. “Nothing will bring Dottie back, and I’m so sorry for that, more than you know. But I can still save you.”

Something in his expression, in the quiet urgency of his voice, stirs something deep within me. A flicker of warmth, hesitant but undeniable. The idea burrows into my mind like a seed taking root, expanding, unfurling. Freedom. A life beyond the trials, beyond the prophecy, beyond the crushing weight pressing on my chest. Could I really do it? Could I walk away from everything I’ve ever known? Could I truly escape?

I look at him, searching his face. “Why would you do that for me?”

Corbyn exhales softly, his gaze steady, unwavering. He reaches out, tucking a stray curl behind my ear, his touch featherlight, as if afraid I might break. His fingers linger, tracing the curve of my jaw with an absent-minded softness, before tilting my chin up, coaxing me to meet his eyes. The warmth of his skin against mine sends a shiver down my spine. “Because I see you, Orla. I see how much you’re hurting. And I can’t stand it. I want to see you somewhere, anywhere, else but here.”

***

That night, I dream of the realms.

I feel the warmth of the sun on my skin in the Day Realm, its golden rays casting long, shifting shadows that ripple across the rolling dunes. The sand, fine and sun-kissed, flows between my bare toes, soft yet firm beneath my weight. A breeze stirs the dry air, carrying the earthy scent of sunbaked stone and distant citrus groves. The heat wraps around me, heavy and unyielding, yet there is comfort in it, a familiarity that soaks deep into my bones.

The wind brushes against my face as I stand in the golden wheat fields of the Sky Realm, the stalks swaying and whispering secrets as they tickle my scarred palms. Each gust sends ripples through the vast expanse of grain, a rolling tide of gold beneath an open sky. I close my eyes for a moment, feeling the wind tug at my hair, cool against my skin, carrying with it the crisp scent of approaching rain. In the distance, an aquila calls out, its cry sharp and clear, cutting through the silence.

I gaze up at the towering structures of the Night Realm, their sheer height defying comprehension, steel and glass gleaming beneath the vast expanse of night. I imagine standing atop one of those rooftops, the world stretching endlessly beneath me, the air crisp and full of possibility. Above, the sky stretches vast and unending, a sea of stars shimmering against the velvety darkness. They pulse with quiet brilliance, their light ancient and unwavering, burning bright and boundless.

Visions of the realms flash before me, each one bursting with life, free from the weight of the trials, from the ache of loss pressing against my chest. I feel the ground beneath my feet shift, carrying me through time, through possibilities I have never allowed myself to dream of before.

When I wake, my heart is pounding, my breath coming in short, uneven bursts. The remnants of my dream cling to me, and yearning settles deep in my chest, sharp and undeniable. I know what I want.

As I prepare for the day, I slip my mask back into place, layering it over the sorrow that lingers just beneath the surface. I push my grief down, burying it behind the walls I have spent a lifetime constructing. After bathing and dressing, I twist my hair up into my tress clasp, securing it with practiced ease before stepping into the corridor.

As I enter the hall, the guards remain at their posts, their presence unchanged, yet they no longer offer comfort. Not now. Not when I know the truth. My gaze flickers toward the bulletin board. It remains untouched, the announcements unaltered. A small fraction of tension eases from my shoulders, though I know it is only temporary.

I step into the line, waiting my turn before grabbing a tray. Steam rises from a bowl of hot grains, and beside it, a selection of unfamiliar fruit gleams under the dining hall’s dim lighting. As my gaze drifts, it catches on the tray of bread. My throat tightens, grief pressing sharp against my ribs. Great. Now even bread makes me want to cry. I take a slow breath, steadying myself, reinforcing the mask I’ve carefully reconstructed. With my tray balanced in my hands, I step away and scan the room, searching for someone.

Corbyn sits near the middle of the room, surrounded by a few candidates from our trial group. As I weave through the tables, some of them notice me, eyes flickering my way. Some look away quickly, but others don’t hide the pity on their faces. My stomach twists at the weight of their stares. Then Corbyn notices me. For a moment, surprise flickers across his face, brief, before it melts into a smile, warm and comforting, sending a familiar flutter into my stomach.

“It’s good to see you out of your chamber, back to the land of the living.” He winces at his choice of words, then quickly recovers, patting the empty seat next to him, “Come, sit with me.”

I slide into the seat and the other candidates return to their quiet conversations. Corbyn runs a hand down my back before settling his arm across the top of my chair and leaning in, his voice low. “How are you?”

A shiver runs down my spine where his hand brushed against me, sending a ripple of awareness through me. Goosebumps rise along my arms, my skin attuned to the fleeting warmth of his hand. I don’t answer his question; instead, I steady my breath, lift my gaze, and meet his eyes with quiet determination. “I wish to locate the watch.”

His grin spreads, slow and knowing, almost triumphant. “Let’s do it.” He leans back slightly, amusement flickering in his hazel eyes. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist another one of my great plans.” The excitement in his voice is barely contained, a spark igniting in his hazel eyes.

I roll my eyes at him, the familiar gesture grounding me, making me feel a little more like myself. For the first time in days, something stirs in my chest, something close to anticipation, cutting through the heavy fog of grief. This is it: a chance. A way forward.


Twenty-Six


Five hundred and forty-three. That’s how many have died since the trials began thirty-eight days ago. I stare at the bulletin board, my stomach churning. The scent of breakfast lingers in the air—eggs, bread, something sweet—but it only makes my nausea worse. I swallow against the rising bile and force myself to focus.

The board is cluttered with pinned-up lists, names pressed into the paper like gravestones. My eyes flit over them, the inked letters blurring together. Phelix Lethe. Laurelle Draven. Henryx Glint. Samatta Reeds. And then—

Audette Nimbus.

I freeze. My chest tightens and my eyes burn, but I don’t let the tears fall. Instead, I reach out, my fingers brushing over the letters of her name.

“I am so sorry,” I whisper. “If we succeed in getting the hallowed watch, I will not be able to get your necklace to your brother. But Corbyn will. He promised me.”

I swallow the lump in my throat, forcing myself to straighten. “I am going to live for you, Dottie. Just like you wanted.”

I pull my hand away and turn, steeling myself. The fifth trial awaits.

***

The Night Trial takes place in the largest city I’ve ever seen. The moment we arrive, my breath is stolen away. The Night Realm is known for its technology, its towering structures, its power drawn from the stars themselves. Even in my studies, I couldn’t have imagined this place.

Buildings stretch high into the sky, their sheer scale making Sylvamere feel like a forgotten speck in the universe. They loom, dark against the ever-present night, metal and glass glinting under the soft glow of the harnessed starlight. Tall metal posts line the cracked streets, their white light pulsing steadily, fed by power drawn from the heavens. It was morning when we entered the trial, but here, the sky remains locked in eternal darkness. Izar, the God of Night, created it this way, his realm forever shrouded beneath an endless sky of stars.

And they are stunning, the clearest I’ve ever seen. My breath catches as I take them in, but I don’t allow myself to be distracted for long. The city is silent, almost deathly so. The air is cool but not unbearable, carrying a crisp scent that reminds me of the moments just before dawn back home. The buildings are damaged, their stone foundations crumbling, glass blown out from windows, leaving jagged shards scattered across the pavement. Debris litters the streets, and a feeling of desolation creeps under my skin.

The rhyme shimmers in the air above us, as if woven from the very starlight that fuels this realm:

To the Tower of Stars, your journey must go,

But watch the clock, time’s sands swiftly flow.

Beware the streets, where paths deceive,

And Night’s dark creatures who won’t let you leave.

The other candidates splinter into smaller groups or set off alone, vanishing into the shadows of the crumbling city. I exchange a glance with Corbyn, my pulse steady, though tension coils in my muscles. Absentmindedly, I bite at my thumbnail. We can’t waste time. My pack sits heavy on my shoulders, the weight of the axe inside a constant reminder of what lies ahead. At least my ribs aren’t screaming anymore. Corbyn surveys the skyline, his gaze sharpening before he lifts a hand to point.

“Look,” he says.

I follow his gaze. Far in the distance, past the maze of darkened buildings, a white glow pulses high in the sky. It’s faint, barely visible through the towering structures, but unmistakably there.

“What do you suppose it is?” I ask.

“I’m not sure,” Corbyn replies, “but I bet it has something to do with the Tower of Stars.”

I hum in agreement, my mind working through the possibilities.

A sudden cawing shatters my thoughts. My head snaps up as a group of grimrooks soars above us, their inky black wings cutting through the starlight.

“We require a better view,” I say, swiveling my head to find the tallest building nearby. “We must know where we are headed.”

Corbyn follows as I make my way over to the massive building. The entrance was once made of glass, but now the shards lay scattered across the floor. I step carefully over the wreckage, the crunch of debris underfoot the only sound accompanying our breaths. The darkness inside is thick, the shadows stretching unnaturally. But I don’t hesitate.

The stairwell is easy enough to find. I grip the rusted metal door, its surface rough and pitted beneath my fingers. It resists for a moment before groaning open, the hinges shrieking in protest. A faint metallic tang lingers in the air as I step through, bracing myself for the climb ahead.

Each step burns. The relentless ascent steals my breath, floor after floor, my legs screaming in protest. This is worse than the fortress climb in the Ore Trial. The weight of my pack drags at my shoulders, but I grit my teeth and push forward, refusing to slow down.

Corbyn is barely winded. I hate him a little for it.

“You feel anything yet?” he asks between steps, his voice only slightly strained.

There is no familiar hum of the Hallowed Objects—at least not yet. I shake my head, too breathless to answer properly.

Corbyn notices my breathlessness, and the corner of his mouth twitches up. “I have to admit, Killer, I’m a little jealous of these stairs making you pant that hard. Wish it was me instead.”

“Wha—” I choke on absolutely nothing, a cough tearing from my throat as I try to steady myself. My already labored breaths turn ragged, my heart stuttering in my chest. Heat sears the nape of my neck, flaring across my face like wildfire. But beneath the nervous energy, there’s something else, something almost welcome. It feels good to be flustered by something other than grief, to have my mind occupied by something that isn’t loss.

My steps falter, and for a terrifying moment, I nearly pitch forward, barely catching myself before I crash into the stairs. That was not something I expected. I’ve never considered what it would be like to be with a man in that way. As a Maiden, it was strictly forbidden, and during the Trials, survival has always come first. A strange unease settles in my stomach. Is that something Corbyn wants? More importantly, is it something I want?

Corbyn chuckles as he strides past me, effortlessly taking the lead while I struggle to compose myself. He’s said things before, teasing remarks laced with his usual arrogance, but nothing quite as bold as this. Nothing quite as…sexual. “That flush looks good on you,” he drawls, his voice teasing. “And so easy to bring out.”

By the time we reach the roof, my body is screaming. The door is locked, but Corbyn slams his shoulder into it. Once. Twice. On the third hit, it gives, and the cool night air rushes over us. I push away my fatigue and step onto the rooftop, letting the night air ground me.

I bend forward, hands braced on my knees, forcing oxygen into my lungs. Dottie would be laughing at me right now. The thought stabs deep, and I shove it away before it can take root.

Instead, my gaze drifts to Corbyn. His movements are effortless, each step precise, controlled. Strength radiates from him, not just in the way his muscled legs powered him up the stairs without faltering, but in the way he carries himself, unshaken by exhaustion. His broad shoulders flex as he rolls them back, shaking off the strain as if it’s nothing. The way he slammed through the metal door with ease was almost unnerving, a reminder of the sheer force he’s capable of when he chooses to use it. His arms fill out his jacket well, the fabric stretching over the strength beneath. For a fleeting moment, I wonder what it would feel like to have them wrapped around me, steady, warm, unyielding. The thought unsettles me, sending a slow, unfamiliar heat curling low in my belly before I push it away.

Straightening, I take in the view, and my breathing falters for an entirely new reason.

The city stretches endlessly, a sea of metal and glass bathed in eternal starlight. It’s quieter than it should be, no hum of distant machinery, no murmur of unseen life. Just an eerie stillness, as if the city itself is fast asleep. The horizon glows where the ocean meets the sky, its surface rippling with the reflection of the stars above. The water shifts in gentle, rolling waves, distorting the celestial glow as if the stars themselves are swaying in the night breeze. It’s hauntingly beautiful, but my focus locks onto something else.

In the distance, one building rises far above the others. The Tower of Stars.

At its peak, massive glowing stars shimmer, marking it as unmistakable. But something else catches my attention, a digital timer displayed prominently on the rooftop. The numbers shift, even as I watch.

119:23:36. The seconds tick by, the number dropping.

Realization crashes over me. The Night Trial lasts five days. One hundred and twenty hours. This is our timer.

I turn to Corbyn who is also taking in the building, one hand on his hip and the other rubbing his jaw. “How long do you estimate it would take to reach there on foot?” I ask.

His eyes roam over the city again before he answers, “I would say at least two days.” He looks at me then, “And that’s without factoring in…whatever the riddle warned about.”

Not an encouraging thought. I remember Anixsa’s words from when I first arrived on the island, they don’t only grow progressively longer, they also grow progressively more difficult. The thought settles like a stone in my stomach, but I push it down. We’ve come this far. We’ll find a way. “We have five days for a reason, I suppose.”

“Yeah,” he says, nodding slightly. “It’s a tough stretch, but definitely doable. We might even have time to search for the watch if things go smoothly.”

His words ease the tightness in my chest, just a bit. Hope stirs, hesitant but insistent, weaving its way through my lingering doubt. Maybe we can do this.

“Okay, so it looks like if we follow this main street, it’ll take us most of the way there,” Corbyn says, looking out over the city again. “Then maybe we can find another roof and plot the path from there.”

“That seems reasonable,” I say, my gaze trailing over the path we intend to take. Without the sun to guide us, we’ve had to rely on the city’s structure, orienting ourselves through observation alone.

Corbyn leads the way back down the stairs, and my legs immediately protest. How is it possible for them to hurt both going up and coming down? It seems like a cruel trick of nature. I grit my teeth and follow.

Out in the vacant street, we begin to walk in the direction we planned. Other than the occasional squeak or patter of rodents and the soft echo of our footsteps, the night is eerily quiet. We don’t speak much, but the silence isn’t awkward, it’s comfortable, the kind shared between people who don’t need to fill every moment with words.

I take the opportunity to observe the city. We seem to be on the outskirts, the industrial sector. The buildings here are taller than any I’ve seen, made of gray stone and endless panes of glass, reflecting the glow of the endless starlight. The air is cool, cleaner than I would expect from a crumbling city. As we walk past a stone wall, my eyes catch on something unexpected, a splash of color in the sea of gray.

A mural.

Yellows, blues, and greens swirl together in broad strokes, faded with time, forming something abstract but beautiful. A field of wheat? A desertscape? It’s impossible to say, but I feel drawn to it all the same.

The hours slip by in quiet intervals, punctuated by brief snippets of conversation. We cross paths with two other candidates, exchanging brief glances before continuing our separate ways. The silence settles between us once more, not uncomfortable, just a quiet understanding.

Corbyn breaks the silence with a smirk. “You ever been to a city before? Or have you been locked away in that abbey your whole life?”

I pull my fingers from where I was absentmindedly chewing at my nail. “No,” I admit. “The Maidens rarely left the abbey, let alone the town.” I glance at him. “What about you?”

He’s watching his feet as he walks, his shoulders loose, his head dipped. “One time,” he says, kicking a loose stone ahead of him. “We went to visit my uncle in the capital city. I think I was maybe twelve.” He lets out a soft laugh. “I hated it.”

I open my mouth to ask why, but something catches my eye. My steps slow, and I turn to the left.

The mural.

I stop short. “Wait.”

Corbyn halts a few paces ahead, turning back. “What’s up?”

I point at the stone wall. “I am nearly certain we have passed this spot before.”

He frowns, looking around. “No, it must just be another one. We haven’t even turned off the street.” He turns in a slow circle, his expression shifting. “But…this does seem familiar.”

I press a palm to my forehead, the rhyme from earlier whispering through my mind. “‘Beware the streets, where paths deceive.’” A sigh escapes me, frustration curling at the edges of my thoughts. “Naturally, it could not just be simple.”

Corbyn curses, rubbing his jaw. “I am so sick of these rhymes.” He kicks another rock, muttering under his breath.

But something else suddenly demands my attention.

A hum. Deep inside me, low and insistent. Familiar.

I spin, trying to pinpoint the direction, but the sensation flickers, slipping just out of reach. My pulse quickens. “I can feel it.”

That snaps Corbyn out of his frustration. He strides over, anticipation sharpening his expression. “Which direction?”

I turn in place again, seeking the pull. Then, I feel it—solid, unmistakable. “This way,” I say, breaking into a jog down a side street branching off from the main road.

Corbyn keeps pace beside me. We make it a block, maybe two, before the pull shifts. I stop abruptly, nearly causing Corbyn to collide with me.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

I shake my head, frustrated. “The direction just altered.”

Corbyn exhales sharply, and I catch something like disappointment in his face. “Just allow me to focus,” I say, closing my eyes. I home in on the hum, feeling it settle into my bones. And then—

It grows louder, closer.

“Corbyn,” I say slowly, opening my eyes and turning toward him. “It is drawing nearer, despite our lack of movement.”

Before he can respond, a shout rips through the silence.

Our eyes meet.

Without hesitation, I take off toward the sound. My boots pound against the pavement, my breath ragged as we race forward, turning corners blindly, guided only by the hum and the screams. The closer we get, the stronger the pull. Not a good sign.

We skid around a corner and sprint through a narrow alley, water splashing beneath our feet. Broken crates and rusted metal litter the ground, forcing us to weave around obstacles. A tattered sign, half-fallen from its hinges, creaks softly in the stillness. I’m not expecting what we find.

Three nox—massive, black antlered felines, the Night Realm Shifter creatures—have a candidate backed into the dead end. The candidate is breathing hard, his back pressed flush against the cold stone wall. His chest heaves with exertion, a fresh gash running down his arm, blood dripping onto the gravel. Wide eyes dart between the advancing creatures, his trembling hands clenched into fists, as if preparing to fight despite knowing the odds are hopeless.

Glowing gray eyes snap toward us. Corbyn and I freeze.

The creatures are enormous, their shoulders nearly reaching Corbyn’s. Their fur is sleek, dark as the abyss, absorbing the faint light around them. A pair of bone-white antlers rise between their ears, each tip tapering into a deadly, razor-sharp point. Their eyes, otherworldly, too intelligent, seem to see through us, reading every flicker of hesitation. One lets out a low growl, and two of them peel away from their trapped prey, their silent paws carrying them toward us.

The third stays, closing in on the other candidate.

My heart pounds. My body screams at me to move, but my feet refuse. “Corbyn,” I whisper. “What shall we do?”

“Run!” he yells.

He bolts. My body doesn’t listen.

Because I see it.

A chain. Hanging from the neck of one of the nox. And dangling from it, a small, round, silver object.

The pocket watch.

Shock roots me in place. The nearest nox pounces. Its claws rip down my right thigh, knocking me backward. Pain flares white-hot, but the trance shatters.

I stumble, then turn and run.

Catching up to Corbyn, I gasp, “The watch, Corbyn, they possess the watch.”

“Fuck,” he whispers harshly.

We weave through the streets, our surroundings blurring as adrenaline drives us forward. The nox stay close, their padded footfalls nearly silent, but I can feel their presence, shadows stretching toward us, relentless. My boots slap against earth, every step jarring. The ground is uneven, slick in places from puddles reflecting the dim glow of the streetlights, forcing me to stay sharp, to keep moving or risk stumbling. The air is thick, carrying the faint scent of damp stone and something else, something primal, a hint of the nox’s breath lingering too close for comfort. We aren’t losing them; we’re only getting more lost.

My lungs burn. My leg screams. Sweat drips down the back of my neck, and in the chaos, I have one absurd thought: I’m so glad I don’t have to wear the wimple anymore.

We dash beneath a flickering streetlamp, its weak glow casting jagged shadows against the cracked pavement. I swear we’ve passed it before. A quick glance over my shoulder reveals nothing but empty streets, yet unease prickles at my skin. We round a corner and press against the cold stone of a building, its rough surface biting into my back. My breaths come in ragged gasps, each inhale sharp and burning as my lungs struggle to catch up. The cold seeps through my clothes, grounding me for a moment, but my legs tremble, ready to give out beneath me. Corbyn leans beside me, his own breathing heavy, the warmth of his body a stark contrast against the chill of the wall. For a moment, I let myself believe we’ve lost them.

But the nox are faster. Two of them slip from the shadows, forcing us to retreat, straight into the third.

I’m out of breath. My leg is slick with blood, pooling in my boot. Every muscle screams, refusing to carry me another step. I stumble backward until my shoulders hit a wall, and with a shuddering exhale, I slide down, the cold, unforgiving ground pressing against me.

Corbyn still has fight left, shifting on his feet with practiced ease, feinting one way before darting the other. His breath is sharp, controlled, but I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way exhaustion tugs at the edges of his movements. He reaches for the watch, trying to distract the nox with a sudden lunge, but he’s just a second too slow. A nox lashes out, claws raking through his shoulder and down his arm. His scream is sharp, cut off by a pained grunt as blood blooms instantly, soaking into the tattered remains of his jacket.

“Corbyn,” I call weakly.

He clutches his arm, staggering back to my side. The nox close in.

One steps so close that the scent of its carrion breath makes my stomach churn. It’s thick and rancid, suffocating in the cool air, as if decay itself clings to its teeth. The stench floods my senses, burning the back of my throat, forcing me to swallow against the rising nausea.

My pulse thunders in my ears as the world shrinks to this single, terrifying moment. The nox’s glowing eyes lock onto mine, unblinking. The slow, deliberate curl of its tail inches toward me, a flicker of movement in my peripheral vision. Every muscle in my body screams for me to move, to run, but I’m frozen, trapped in its gaze, as its tail inches closer, the space between us vanishing with agonizing slowness.

Then the tip of its tail, soft and warm, touches my forehead.

And everything goes black.


Twenty-Seven


Images, memories I realize, flicker through my mind, one after another, like a deck of cards being shuffled too fast for me to grasp. My mother kneeling in the garden, dirt streaked on her hands, humming softly. Khristale laughing, the sound bright and full, like sunlight on water. Frelsic grinning as he chases me through the thick forest, his footsteps quick, mine quicker. The tall trees loom overhead, their shadows swallowing the golden light that filters through the canopy. The memories shift again, faster, a blur of color and feeling, until they slow, settling.

I am small again, curled on the floor of our cozy living room, the fire casting flickering patterns along the walls. A book rests in my lap, its worn pages smooth beneath my fingertips. My father sits a short distance away in his favorite chair, the newspaper unfolded in his hands. Behind me, my mother is mending my brother’s pants, the rhythmic pull of thread through fabric filling the warm silence. My sister’s muffled singing drifts from the next room, soothing and familiar. Somewhere beyond the door, my brother stirs, shifting in his bed, his breath slow and even as sleep takes him.

A sharp rustle. My father exhales sharply, curses under his breath, and folds the paper with a snap. He doesn’t speak at first, just looks at me, his blue eyes heavy with something unspoken. He sets the paper aside, rubbing a hand over his face as if the weight of the world presses down on him. When he finally speaks, his voice is low, steady, but there’s something underneath it, something like sorrow. There will be a better world someday, he says. And you, Little Bird, you’re going to help save it.

A flicker of hesitation. A shadow passing across his face before he schools his expression into something softer. He reaches out, brushing a hand over my hair, his touch lingering just a moment longer than usual. As if he wants to say more. As if he knows more. But he doesn’t. He only watches me, memorizing me, like he’s afraid I’ll slip through his fingers.

I don’t understand, not really. But his words fill me with something bright and warm. A weightless kind of happiness. I nod, basking in his praise, not knowing what it would mean.

The memory crumbles. The deck shuffles again. Faster. Fire rises around me, crackling and snapping, heat licking at my skin like molten fingers. Thick smoke coils through the air, searing my throat with each breath, its acrid scent sharp and suffocating. The edges of the world blur in the blistering heat, waves of distortion warping the space around me as if reality itself is unraveling. Pain and grief bleed into the vision, sharp and overwhelming, as if the echoes of loss have taken form and wrapped themselves around me.

The shuffling stops.

I am older. The street is damp with the morning rain, the air thick with the scent of fresh produce from the stand we’ve just left. High Maiden Plaskett walks beside me, her steps measured, her expression unreadable. I gnaw at my thumbnail as we pass through the busy streets. Ahead, a boy cowers against a stone wall as a stall owner strikes him, his blows sharp and merciless. How dare you steal from me! he bellows, his face red with anger. The boy flinches, arms curling around his head, too small to fight back.

Something surges in my chest, fury, instinct. Before I can think, I lurch forward, a cry ripping from my throat. Stop!

The man hesitates.

A hand clenches around my wrist, tight. Plaskett.

I look back at her, pleading. I just wanted to assist.

Her scolding is swift, cold. You are a Maiden, nothing more. Your wants do not matter. A chill prickles down my spine, my stomach twisting as if something inside me is being forcibly locked away. It is not your place to help anyone. You are a humble servant of the gods, a vessel for their will. Nothing more. Her grip tightens, her gaze severe. You are no one, Blackthorn. You do not have an opinion. You are observant. You are objective. You are obedient.

I stare at the boy, his lip split, his gaze darting between me and his attacker. My hands tremble. I want to scream, to fight. But I don’t. I swallow it down. The lesson burns into me like a brand.

The memories shift again, tumbling faster. Completing my education at the orphanage’s Seven’s Sanctum, the quiet whispers of expectation pressing in on me. The invitation to join the ranks of the Maidens, a moment that should have felt like an honor but instead felt like the tightening of a noose. My gray wimple of a novice replaced by the stark white of a Maiden, the fabric cool against my skin as it is fastened around my head. Something within me being buried beneath the weight of duty.

The shuffling stops on the memory of Naira from the Vivara market. Stepping into her carriage, sinking into the plush cushions, the scent of herbs thick in the air. Her fingers, cold and bony, clamped around mine with a force that sends a sharp ache through my hands. Her pupils disappearing as her eyes roll back, lids fluttering like she is caught between realms. Her lips parting, and in a voice both melodic and chilling, she shares her prophecy:

The Orb will draw her mismatched eyes,

To face the trials of certain demise.

The Sky demands a race through storm,

Life’s wild beasts and roots transform,

Ore’s steel men with swords of might,

The Seas will test her wisdom’s light.

The Night’s dark streets where shadows chase,

The Day’s hot sun, a strength to trace,

And Death, the final trial’s breath,

Will she rise or yield to death?

The balance tips, the gods all wait,

To see if she will seize her fate.

Again, the memories shuffle before my eyes, Maiden Greenbrier’s steadfast faith, the Orb’s glimmering surface, Elmon the Day Heir revealing he is to blame for the broken Trials, and then—

Dottie.

Dottie’s laughter, light and free. Her voice, sharp with determination in the Ore Trial. They don’t need an illusion. They need you. The person you are, not the mask you were forced to wear.

Another shift.

Dottie’s dark eyes, shining with unshed tears, filled with unwavering certainty. Her voice soft but resolute. I know you’re scared, Orla. I know this feels impossible. But you were meant for something more. You have a strength inside you, deeper than fear, stronger than doubt. And one day, when you finally see it, you will change everything.

But can I?

You are more than the fear holding you back. More than the past that haunts you. I have seen it from the very start. You are worthy, Orla. You are capable. And no matter how much you doubt it, you are exactly where you are meant to be. And I believe in you, always.

The words echo. They settle deep inside me, folding into the spaces where doubt has lived for so long.

You are worthy, Orla. You are capable. And no matter how much you doubt it, you are exactly where you are meant to be.

The deck nears its end.

Save the world, Orla. Save it for me.

The final card lands.

A shadow. A tail, sleek and dark, reaching toward me. The nox. It touches my head.

I gasp, my body jerking upright. Cold, damp air floods my lungs. My heart slams against my ribs. The world rushes back in sharp detail, too real, too fast.

I am awake.


Twenty-Eight


The humming beneath my skin is deafening, resonating through my bones, rattling in my skull. It’s all I can hear, all I can feel. I gasp, my chest heaving, the cold ground beneath me a sharp contrast to the feverish buzzing inside me. Beside me, Corbyn lies still, his body curled.

I rub my eyes, my limbs stiff, and take in my surroundings. We are underground, in what looks like a basement, the air thick with dampness. The walls are stone, the floor cool where I sit, and the space is barely illuminated by a single lantern, its white light flickering, casting long, shifting shadows. The wet air is stale, laced with the scent of earth and something musky.

Movement catches my eye. In the corner, curled around two small cubs, is the nox. My breath hitches. The beast’s sleek black fur gleams under the pale light, its massive body rising and falling in steady breaths. Around its thick neck, the pocket watch glints, swinging slightly with each exhale. My stomach clenches.

Corbyn stirs, shifting against the cold stone, and I reach over, pressing a hand against his arm. “We are not alone,” I whisper, peeling my tongue from the roof of my mouth, my voice barely audible.

His eyes dart across the space, landing on the nox and its cubs. He tenses, his jaw tightening as he pushes himself into a sitting position, wincing at the effort.

My mouth is so dry it feels like sandpaper. I reach back, unfastening my pack, my fingers trembling. Pulling out my waterskin, I drain nearly all of it in greedy gulps before placing it back in my pack. As I swallow, the gnawing pain in my stomach sharpens, I am starving. I dig for a strip of dried meat and shove it into my mouth, forcing myself to chew slowly. Corbyn does the same, his eyes never leaving the sleeping beasts.

A dull throb pulses in my leg. I reach down, tugging at the fabric of my leggings, expecting to find the gash still raw and bleeding. But in the dim lantern light, I see that the wound has closed, scabbed over, dried blood and dirt caked against my skin. Confused, I glance at Corbyn. He’s inspecting his own wound, his brows furrowed.

“Wha—” he murmurs, his voice barely above a breath. “It’s…partly healed?”

“Yes. Mine as well,” I whisper back, my stomach twisting with unease.

I scan the basement again, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. Piles of stone debris litter the floor, jagged edges catching the lantern’s glow. Dust clings to the air, settling on the damp stone. Other than us and the nox, the space is eerily empty, silent except for the faint dripping of water somewhere in the distance.

Then I spot an open doorway on the far side of the room, beyond the beast. Starlight spills in through the opening, illuminating an incline. It must lead to the street.

“There,” I whisper, nodding toward it.

Corbyn follows my gaze, rubbing his jaw as he takes in our only escape route. Then his eyes drift back to the nox. “We can’t leave the watch behind. Not now that we’re so close.”

I hesitate, fingers finding the charm around my neck. My pulse flutters with the memory of Dottie’s words, her voice whispering in my mind. Save the world, Orla. Save it for me. We came here with a purpose, to take the watch, so I could leave the Trials, to finally be free. What I have always wanted. And yet, unease coils in my gut, mingling with the guilt pressing against my ribs.

The humming under my skin intensifies, insistent. I push the guilt down and refocus on the watch. “But how?”

Corbyn rummages through his pack, his movements careful, deliberate. He pulls out the small silver knife we were all given at the start of the Trials. I stare at it, unimpressed.

“You will not be able to inflict any damage with that—”

“Woah,” he murmurs, cutting me off with a whisper. “I’m good, but I’m not that good.” A slow smirk tugs at his lips. “I’m not going to fight it. I’m going to cut the chain.”

He intends to get up close and personal with the nox. I don’t like it, but what other choice do we have? My gaze lands on the feline, nerves clawing at my insides. “Please be cautious.” My fingers creep to my mouth, nails digging against my teeth.

He flashes that infuriating smile of his again, the one he knows makes me want to hit him. His eyes linger on mine for just a beat too long, before he winks. “Always.” For a moment, I forget to be annoyed.

Silent as a shadow, he rises to his feet.

I follow, each step painstakingly careful. The last thing I need is to trip over my own feet and get us both killed.

Corbyn moves first, slipping toward the nox, his steps barely a whisper against the stone. I angle toward the doorway, my breath shallow, heart hammering against my ribs.

The nox does not stir. The cubs remain curled against its hind legs, their tiny bodies rising and falling in peaceful sleep.

Corbyn reaches for the watch, his injured arm trembling slightly. He wraps his fingers around it, securing it in his palm, and raises the knife with his free hand. Ever so carefully, he works the blade against one of the chain links.

A faint clink rings through the silent room, sharp and unnatural against the stillness. The sound slices through the quiet like a blade, sending a pulse of dread through me. I draw in a shaky breath, my pulse stuttering as if the noise has jolted it from its rhythm. Every muscle in my body locks up, frozen in anticipation of what comes next.

The nox shifts, exhaling a deep, rumbling breath. Its ears twitch. My lungs burn from holding my breath.

It settles again.

I release the breath in a quiet gust, relief washing over me like a tide, loosening a bit of the tension gripping my chest.

Corbyn wastes no time. He moves toward me, steps soundless. As soon as he reaches me, he presses the watch into my scarred palm. The instant my fingers close around it, the humming vanishes. A rush of power shooting up my arm and through my chest.

I shove the watch into my jacket pocket, and we move.

Up the incline.

Out into the street.

The night air is crisp, clean, filling my lungs in a way the damp basement never could. We don’t stop, don’t even glance back, not until we’ve put a safe distance between us and the nox’s den. My leg aches, slowing me down, but I push through it.

The buildings around us are unfamiliar, shorter than those on the city’s outskirts but still looming. They are packed tightly together, almost touching. A maze of structures.

In the distance, I spot the glow of the Tower of Stars. We are closer now. That’s something at least.

By the time we slow, even Corbyn is winded, his breaths heavy. He cradles his injured arm in the other. He looks around and silently chooses a building nearby, we enter and climb to the top to get our bearings.

At the top, exhaustion presses against me, but when I look out over the city, my stomach drops. A cold tremor surges through me, turning my limbs weightless and unsteady.

The great clock reads 6:32:12, its glowing numbers unrelenting, each second vanishing into nothing. The weight of lost time sinks deep into my chest. Four days, gone. Stolen from us. My pulse pounds in my ears, a frantic rhythm against the eerie silence of the night. I swallow hard, but my throat remains dry, panic scratching at the edges of my mind.

Six hours left.

My voice is hoarse when I speak. “What, in the name of the gods, has happened?”

We lost four days. Four. Days.

“I don’t know,” Corbyn says, running a hand through his hair. “It doesn’t make sense. How long were we in that den?”

“It did not seem like very long,” I say, but my gaze lands on his injured arm. The wound looks days old, not hours.

“It doesn’t make sense,” he repeats. “It must be a mistake.”

I search my memory for anything that might explain what happened. Other than the last line in the rhyme, which must have been about the nox, nothing else offers a clue. Digging deeper, fragments of the text from the abbey filter in.

Among his many gifts, Izar holds dominion over time itself, earning him the title of God of Time. With a mere thought, he can manipulate the flow of existence, stretching or compressing moments as effortlessly as one might turn a page in a book. His intrinsic connection to time also grants him the title of God of Patience, an inevitable victor in any waiting game, for he possesses more time than any other being in existence. And should his patience ever wane, he has the power to steal time away from his foes, long before they even realize it is gone.

God of Time. This is his Trial.

Realization crashes into me.

I gasp. “It is not a mistake,” I whisper. Then louder, “The time was stolen from us. Izar is the God of Time. We were unconscious for four days.” No wonder I was so hungry.

I look toward the Tower of Stars, looming above us. So close. “We will never make it there in time, not with the deception of the streets.”

Corbyn eyes the city again, then gives me a half-smile, mischief dancing in his gaze. “Think you can keep up, Killer?” he murmurs, gesturing ahead. “What if we didn’t take the streets? What if we took the roofs?”

I look to where he gestures and see that the roof of the next building is close enough for us to jump. The one beyond it is, too, forming a path that stretches toward the horizon. The rooftops, uneven and weathered, offer an escape from the tangled maze of streets below. The idea is reckless, dangerous even, but it’s also our best chance. I understand what he means, and more than that, I know it’s our only way forward.

My hand moves to my injured thigh, feeling the dull ache pulsing beneath my fingertips. It will hurt, but it’s nothing worse than what I’ve already endured. I glance back at him, and a smile breaks across my face. “It is worth a shot.”

The city stretches beneath us, a crumbling maze of shattered glass and broken rooftops. My legs burn with every jump, every desperate push forward, but stopping isn’t an option. Corbyn moves ahead, fast and sure-footed, while I stumble, my knees already scraped raw from too many missteps. The gashes along my thigh sting, freshly sealed wounds threatening to break open again. After hours of running and jumping, I am exhausted. But the tower is so close now. The clock ticks down, forty-two minutes left.

The buildings have spread further apart again, and we can no longer safely jump between the roofs. We take the stairs down and emerge onto the street, picking up a jog. My hand flies to my pocket, pressing against the cool metal of the watch. Still there. Still my best chance at freedom.

The light from the tower pulses through the darkness, a steady beacon against the chaotic ruin of the city. The streets, once an endless maze, now seem to converge toward our destination, their jagged edges and collapsed structures framing the path like guiding hands. Relief is short-lived.

We round the corner, and the nox is there, waiting. Lovely. Its hulking form is tense, its long claws flexing against the uneven ground. A low, guttural growl rumbles through the silence, the sound reverberating in my ribs.

“Fuck,” Corbyn says under his breath and grabs my hand, yanking me in the opposite direction. We sprint through the labyrinth of alleys, twisting and turning, but the nox is right behind us. It seems to be alone this time. We double back, pushing toward the tower, and somehow, we lose the beast.

At last, we reach the base of the tower and shove through the doors. The inside is a wreck, dusty, broken, abandoned. There’s no veil, just a faded sign in the lobby: “Best view in the city—Tower of Stars rooftop patio.”

“I believe we must go up,” I say.

The stairs are torture. Each step sends a fiery ache through my legs, my muscles screaming in protest. My foot catches on the edge of a step, and I stumble, barely catching myself on the rusted railing. I grip it tight, my knuckles white as I force myself upright, my breath coming in short, ragged bursts. My lungs burn, and my knees threaten to buckle, exhaustion pressing against me like a weight, but I can’t stop now. The veil is close. We’re going to make it.

We burst onto the rooftop. The veil shimmers before us, one of the stars glowing atop the roof, a swirl of white mist calling us forward. Corbyn runs ahead. I push forward, but suddenly, the nox is there. It lands between me and Corbyn, blocking my only path. I skid to a halt, heart hammering. The countdown ticks away.

Corbyn yells my name. “Run!”

“I cannot get past it!” I shout back. “You must go!”

“I’m not leaving without you.”

The nox’s eyes lock onto mine, sharp and knowing. Slowly, it drops its gaze, to my stomach. A chill runs through me. Is it preparing to strike? It doesn’t move. Its gaze lifts to mine again, then lowers once more.

I frown, pressing a hand to my stomach. My fingers brush something hard. The watch.

Realization slams into me.

“The watch,” I say. “That is what it desires.”

Corbyn tenses. “Orla—”

What was it he read to me from Hallowed Objects and the God War?

If it still exists, it will not be unguarded. There are those who would protect such power at all costs.

The nox is its protector. Protecting time itself.

Corbyn’s voice is urgent. “If you want to fight, I’ll have your back. But we don’t have much time, please tell me you brought the axe. If we take it down with that, we might have a chance of making it out of here with the watch.”

The veil swirls behind him, casting a glow onto the surface of the roof, beckoning me forward.

I battle within myself, unsure what to do. My fingers find my lips, and before I realize it, I’m biting at my nails. I pull the watch out of my pocket and stare at it. With this, I can escape. I can leave the Trials behind and return to a time before all of this. I can be free, not just from the deadly island, but from whatever fate has in store for me. From whatever larger part I play.

Dottie’s words run through my mind again. I know you’re scared, Orla. I know this feels impossible. But you were meant for something more. You have a strength inside you, deeper than fear, stronger than doubt. And one day, when you finally see it, you will change everything. But can I? Can I truly be the person Dottie saw in me? The one with strength deeper than fear, stronger than doubt? I want to believe it, to feel it in my bones, but doubt is a stubborn shadow that clings to me, whispering that I am not enough. That I never have been.

You are more than the fear holding you back. More than the past that haunts you. I have seen it from the very start. You are worthy, Orla. You are capable. And no matter how much you doubt it, you are exactly where you are meant to be. And I believe in you, always.

With her last breaths, Dottie told me she believed in me. She saw something in me, something strong, something unbreakable. But standing here, with the weight of this decision pressing down on me, I feel anything but strong. My heart hammers against my ribs, my breath shallow and uneven. The fear whispers insidiously, reminding me of every moment I doubted myself, every time I wanted to run instead of fight.

But Dottie never doubted me. Even in the end, she chose to believe I was capable of something greater. She saw beyond my hesitation, beyond my fear. She saw who I could be, not just the mask I built for myself.

I squeeze my eyes shut for a second, searching for the strength she claimed I had. The strength to rise above my fear, to make the choice that isn’t just about me, but about standing for something bigger than myself. I take a breath, and when I open my eyes, they are clear.

Can I believe in myself the way Dottie did?

Save the world, Orla. Save it for me.

Resolve hardens in my chest, not just a fleeting thought but a weight settling deep in my core. The fear, the doubt, the endless what-ifs, they don’t disappear, but they no longer hold me captive. I lift my chin, standing straight despite the exhaustion dragging at my limbs. My fingers tremble as I close them into fists, steeling myself.

Dottie believed in me, even when I couldn’t. Maybe she was right. Maybe I am more than the fear trying to consume me.

A breath shudders out of me. “I shall do it for you, Dottie.”

“What are you doing?” Corbyn asks, his voice edged with something sharp.

I lock eyes with the nox, my pulse thundering in my ears. With a sharp breath, I toss the watch forward. It clinks onto the rooftop, the sound impossibly loud in the heavy silence. The nox’s gaze flickers down, then it moves, slowly, deliberately, dipping its head to grasp the watch in its mouth.

It crouches, muscles rippling beneath its dark form. I can’t suck in a full breath. My heart slams against my ribs. Every instinct tells me it’s preparing to strike, to finish what it started. I brace myself for the attack, for the pain, for the inevitable.

But then it leaps. Soaring over me, vanishing into the night, gone in an instant.

I steady myself, my legs trembling beneath me, wincing as pain flares through my thigh. I limp toward Corbyn, breath ragged, determination forcing me onward.

Corbyn stands by the veil, his expression hard as his eyes flick between me and where the nox disappeared. He rubs his jaw, exhaling slowly as he watches me. “You gave up the watch,” he says, his voice quiet, almost disbelieving.

“Yes,” I breathe. “I must see this through.”


Twenty-Nine


The days after the fifth trial pass in a blur, a strange mix of exhaustion and anticipation settling over me. Corbyn seems a little irritated that I gave up the watch, but he lets it go quickly, too preoccupied with the Hallowed Object he expects us to find in the next trial.

Because the Day Realm is known for strength, we push our training harder than ever, expecting that it will test ours. Every movement, every repetition, is designed to test our limits and force us past them. The days are brutal. Sweat drenches my clothes, my muscles ache, and my breath is never quite enough, but Corbyn drills into me that this is necessary.

“The trial will push you beyond your limits,” he says after another punishing session. “You have to be ready.”

By the time we finish each evening, I can barely stand, let alone think. But I make time for my books. The adventure stories I took from the library become my refuge, a way to escape into another world, one where my choices don’t feel so heavy. An escape into someone else’s adventure for a while.

Two nights before the sixth trial, I decide I cannot avoid it any longer. I need to go to the hot springs.

“Are you sure you want to go alone?” Corbyn asks after dinner. We’re still at our table in the dining hall, our trays pushed aside, the clatter of the hall distant compared to the quiet that lingers between us.

“Yes,” I say. “I believe I must. It was our place, you know?”

The room feels emptier than it should. From the loss of hundreds of candidates, but also from the quiet that lingers at our table, where Dottie’s chatter once filled the spaces between bites. The ache never really fades, only dulls for a while before surging back stronger.

Corbyn watches me, concern flickering in his gaze. He rubs his jaw, like he’s debating whether to argue, but in the end, he just nods.

The walk is quiet, the sun low on the horizon, casting golden streaks through the trees. It should feel peaceful, the warmth of dusk settling over the world, but instead, it only makes the loneliness more pronounced. The hush of the evening carries a weight to it, pressing against my chest as I move forward, alone with my thoughts. I don’t have much time before I need to be back to the candidate dormitory. I don’t know what happens when the rules are broken, and I don’t care to find out.

Halfway there, I pause under the sprawling tree where the grimrooks always perch. They’re there again, black feathers gleaming in the fading light, their dark eyes watching me.

I slide my pack off my shoulder and pull out the slice of bread I took from dinner, tearing it into small pieces before scattering them across the ground.

“Just in case you are hungry,” I say softly, looking up at them.

The moment I turn my back, the air stirs, first a whisper, then a rush, the sudden flutter of wings breaking the stillness. The sound lingers, fading only as I continue forward, the weight of unseen eyes pressing against my back.

The tunnel is as dark as ever, the air thick with damp warmth. My footsteps echo against the stone as I make my way deeper, the faint blue glow of the cavern casting shifting patterns across the walls. It should feel safe. It used to.

The moment I step into the open space, the memories hit me like a wave. The glow of the water, the steady drip of condensation from the rocks above, the soft ripple of movement against stone, every detail is burned into my mind. Dottie and I spent hours here, talking, laughing, simply existing. Now, it’s just me.

My throat tightens. My eyes sting. But I don’t cry. Not yet.

I strip down, my body aching with every movement, and sink into the water. The heat wraps around me, chasing away the tension in my muscles. My eyes slip closed, my head tilts back, and for a moment, I simply breathe.

After a while, I lift my head, gaze drifting to the spot where Dottie would sit.

Nothing but steam.

I reach for the charm at my collarbone, rubbing it between my fingers as she always did. The silence presses in. The emptiness is suffocating. Alone in the cavern, surrounded by the ghosts of the past, I finally let the tears fall. They drip into the water, sending ripples outward, each one another reminder of what I’ve lost.

***

The sadness doesn’t last. Corbyn makes sure of that.

The next morning, he throws himself into training, and I have no choice but to keep up. He’s relentless, pushing me harder than ever, making sure I don’t have time to think about anything but the fight ahead.

By the time evening comes, I feel like my body is nothing more than bruises and exhaustion. I stumble into my chamber, kicking off my boots before collapsing onto the bed. Corbyn follows me in, shutting the door behind him before dropping into the chair at my desk with a groan.

“I did not realize I was capable of feeling such pain.” I mutter into the mattress.

“I know it sucks, but it’ll be worth it in the trial,” he says.

“I do not believe it has made any difference.”

“You’re wrong.” His voice is steady, sure. “You just need to look a little closer.”

A knock at the door interrupts us. I groan but push myself up to answer it. Anixsa stands there, peering past me to where Corbyn sits.

“Are you coming to dinner?” she asks. With the number of candidates dwindling, the dining hall has grown quieter, the once-crowded tables now sparsely occupied. Anixsa, with extra time on her hands, has taken to sitting with us, filling the empty spaces left behind.

I glance over my shoulder. “What do you think about dinner in my room tonight?”

He nods.

Meeting her pale gaze again, I soften my voice. “Are you also comfortable with that?”

Anixsa nods, her eyes brightening with the invitation. “I’ll bring trays.”

“Thank you,” I say as she turns away and the door clicks shut.

On my way back to bed, I stop in front of the mirror hanging on the wall. My reflection stares back at me, tight-fitting pale green smock, wool leggings. My hair is still pinned up. I unclasp it, letting the blond curls spill over my shoulders. I run my fingers through them, eyes skimming my face. I still see the same woman. The same small nose, the same sprinkling of freckles across it, the same short frame. The wimple is gone, my eyes no longer match, but beyond that, nothing feels different. A frown tugs at the corners of my mouth. Without thinking, my fingers drift to my lips, my teeth catching on the edge of a nail.

Corbyn notices. He rises, moving to stand behind me. His frame towers over mine, his hazel eyes hooded as our gazes lock in the mirror. A slow, knowing smile spreads across his freckled face.

“Maybe you don’t see the changes, but I can,” he murmurs.

His hands move to my wrists, fingertips trailing lightly up my arms. Goosebumps rise across my skin, my pulse quickening. His eyes darken.

“I can see it here,” he murmurs, fingers brushing over my biceps. “In the way your strikes land harder, how you don’t hesitate before throwing a punch anymore. Do you see it?”

I glance down, taking in the shape of my arms. He’s right. The softness that once clung to them has been replaced with lean muscle, the subtle ridges of strength I never thought I’d have. My biceps flex slightly as I turn them, the new definition evident even in the low light. Strength I earned. Strength I never imagined could be mine.

“I do,” I whisper.

His hands shift to my shoulders, his thumbs pressing firmly into the knots of tension buried deep beneath my skin. A motion so slow, rolling against the ache, coaxing the soreness to the surface. I exhale, a sound escaping me before I can stop it—a soft, involuntary mix of relief and something dangerously close to pleasure.

“I can see it here too,” he says, his thumbs continuing their assault, heat blooming everywhere our skin connects. “The way your muscles shift beneath your skin when we spar, how each strike carries more power than the last. You’re not just swinging anymore, you’re controlling the blade, moving with purpose. Can you feel it?”

I roll my shoulders, feeling the tension ease slightly, the ache shifting into something more like strength. I do feel it. But words fail me, so I just hum in response, letting the sensation speak for itself.

His hands glide down my back, slow and deliberate, before settling at my waist. One slides over my belly, pulling me closer until his warmth seeps into me, pressing against my spine like a steady, grounding force. The familiar scent of sawdust surrounds me, comforting yet intoxicating.

My head tilts back onto his shoulder, my breath catching as he leans down, his lips brushing against the shell of my ear. A shiver runs down my spine, my heartbeat stuttering in response to his closeness. The warmth of his breath sends a slow, unraveling heat through me, leaving my mind foggy; my body betrays any pretense of control. “I see it here,” he murmurs, his voice a low hum against my skin, “in the way your core has strengthened.”

Heat rushes up my neck, flushing my cheeks, pooling deep in my belly. His lips trace a slow, featherlight path down the side of my throat, leaving warmth in their wake.

He chuckles, the sound vibrating through me. “Oh, that blush,” he murmurs, lips curving into a slow, knowing smile against my skin. “How I love it.”

His hand lifts from my belly, fingers finding mine. He takes my hand and presses it back against my stomach, his palm resting on top of mine. “Do you feel it here too?” he asks, his voice barely above a whisper.

He presses my fingers more firmly, guiding them over the muscle beneath my skin. It’s more solid now, stronger, undeniable where only softness once was.

“Yes,” I whisper, “I feel it.”

Our eyes meet in the mirror again. His hands trail back down my sides, achingly slow, until they settle on the curve of my hips. “I see it in your legs too,” he murmurs. “All that running you hate so much—it’s done its job.” His eyes meet mine in the mirror, “Can you see it?”

I am breathless, my mind hazy, lost in the sensation of his skin against mine. But when I force myself to look down, I see he’s right. My legs are stronger, my thighs and calves firmer, shaped by every step, every grueling run I once despised. A quiet surge of pride swells within me. “Yes,” I whisper, my voice ragged, barely more than breath.

His head dips into the curve of my neck again, his nose grazing along my skin until his lips hover near my ear. His warm breath sends another shiver racing down my spine. “Sometimes I can’t help but imagine what it would be like to have those legs wrapped around me.”

I forget to breathe, pulse hammering against my ribs. In a swift motion, he spins me around, bringing us so close that his breath fans across my lips, the heat of him pressing into me. His hand moves to the small of my back, pulling me in, while the other cradles my face, his thumb skimming over my cheekbone.

“But mostly, I see it here,” he murmurs, tapping his fingers lightly against my temple. “You’re stronger than you think. Even stronger than I expected.”

His lips hover just inches from mine, his voice low, coaxing. “Do you finally see it?” he asks, his breath warm against my skin. “Do you finally see yourself the way I do, Killer?”

I can feel his need, the pull between us growing unbearable. And in this moment, there is nothing else. Nothing but him. Nothing but this. I don’t think I have ever wanted anything more than I want his lips on mine.

I meet his gaze, my fingers lifting to curl around his wrist where he holds my face, my other hand threading into his auburn hair, feeling the soft strands slip between my fingers. “All I can see in this moment is you,” I whisper, my voice barely more than breath.

His eyes darken, something unreadable flickering in them before he closes the distance, capturing my lips with his in a kiss that is both demanding and unyielding, as if he’s been waiting for this moment just as much as I have.

His lips are warm, softer than I expect even with the intensity of the kiss. I follow his lead, pressing into him, letting the moment consume me. When I part my lips slightly, he groans—a deep, raw sound that sends a jolt through me—and claims my mouth with his tongue. His hands drop to my hips, fingers digging in just enough to make me gasp as he pushes me back until I’m pinned against the mirror.

This is all still so new, these feelings unraveling inside me, unfamiliar and overwhelming. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do, but I follow his lead, letting instinct take over. I reach up, threading the fingers of both hands through his hair, pulling him closer, my chest flush against his as the heat between us rises.

He breaks the kiss, his lips trailing down the side of my neck as he whispers my name. I arch into him, wanting more, needing more. The caress of my breasts against his chest ignites something deeper, and a soft moan slips past my lips before I can stop it. The warmth in my belly spreads, a slow burn that coils low, insistent, and undeniable. I can’t believe I ever questioned if I wanted this, if I wanted him.

A low, throaty laugh rumbles against my skin, and Corbyn whispers, “I knew you liked me.” His voice is smug, teasing, and entirely too self-satisfied. I try to glare at him, to roll my eyes, but it’s impossible when my body is betraying me, melting into his touch instead of pulling away. His hands slide from my hips, across my backside, then lower, his fingers curling around the backs of my thighs. In one smooth motion, he lifts me, and instinct takes over, I wrap my legs around his waist, my arms locking behind his neck.

“So that’s what it feels like,” he murmurs against my lips, his voice thick with desire. “It’s just as good as I imagined.”

With my legs wrapped around him, we’re face to face, our breaths mingling, my heart hammering against his chest. A dizzying rush of heat coils low in my belly, and for a moment, I forget to breathe. I should say something, I should slow down, but the words tangle in my throat, lost beneath the weight of his gaze. He presses forward, grinding his hips into my center, and a sharp gasp escapes me at the contact. Even through layers of fabric, the heat of him is unmistakable.

“Please tell me you want me,” he whispers against my lips, his voice rough, edged with something almost desperate. His plea ramps up my already burning desire, unraveling the last bit of restraint I have. In that moment, I don’t just want him, I need him.

“Yes,” I breathe, “Yes, Corbyn, I want—”

A sharp knock at the door shatters the moment. I jolt, breathless, my fingers still tangled in his hair, my body still pressed against his. My heart is racing so fast it takes me a second to process what just happened, what was about to happen. We break apart, both of us breathing heavily, eyes locked in a haze of lingering heat. My pulse is still racing when I murmur, “I forgot all about Anixsa.”

“Right,” Corbyn says, exhaling as he presses his forehead to mine for a brief moment. A grin tugs at his lips. “She has awful timing.”

A breathless laugh slips from my lips. I hesitate, my pulse still unsteady, before murmuring, “Perhaps a postponement?”

Corbyn’s gaze burns into mine, his voice low and certain. “I would love nothing more.”

From the other side of the door, Anixsa’s voice carries through. “Orla? Corbyn? I have our dinner.”

I swallow hard, forcing my voice to steady. “Just a moment!” I barely recognize the breathless sound of it.

Corbyn slowly sets me down, his hands lingering at my waist before he steps back. I turn to the mirror, smoothing my smock, running my fingers through my hair. My lips are swollen, my cheeks flushed. There’s no hiding any of it.

I take a breath, cross the room, and open the door.


Thirty


Test your strength, with shackles bound,

The pyramid’s key must first be found.

In the treasury, your chains will fall,

Ascend the peak to complete it all.

The rhyme lingers in the sweltering air as I step into the Day Trial with the other candidates, sixty-eight of us, according to the death roll.

The first thing I notice is the weight, the unforgiving pull of thick metal shackles around my wrists and ankles, each linked to a massive iron ball. Every step away from the veil is a battle, the sand shifting beneath me, making the weight feel even heavier. The metal bites into my skin, chafing where sweat has already pooled. Corbyn walks beside me, his own chains dragging through the dunes, his muscles straining under the burden. Even he is struggling, and that alone tells me just how brutal this trial will be.

I stop and scan my surroundings, a desert stretches endlessly, an ocean of golden dunes rolling under the relentless blaze of the sun. Waves of heat shimmer off the sand, warping the horizon. The sky is a stark, cloudless blue, pressing down like a smothering weight. Sweat beads at the nape of my neck, soaking into the vest Anixsa had given me this morning. Now I understand why. I tug at the fabric, but it offers no relief. My dark leggings cling to my legs, sealing in the heat like a second skin. I wish they had given us something lighter.

In the distance, a pyramid rises from the sand, its peak glowing with a faint red light. Jagged rock formations dot the landscape, offering no real promise of shade. The sun is merciless, baking the ground beneath my boots.

Corbyn stands beside me, watching as the other candidates begin their slow, grueling march toward the pyramid.

“The task is straightforward,” he says. “Reach the pyramid, find the treasury, release the shackles, then climb to the top to find the veil.”

His gaze drops to the chains. He rubs his jaw, frowning. “I knew they would test physical strength, but this is brutal.”

I exhale sharply, wiping sweat from my brow. “I thought my pack was already heavy enough.” A sudden thought strikes me. “Wait, my pack! Perhaps we can use the axe to break through the chains.”

Corbyn’s eyebrows lift, a smile tugging at his lips. “There’s that brain power at work.”

I kneel in the sand, a small cloud of dust swirling around me. Corbyn crouches behind me, unzipping my pack with steady hands. As soon as his fingers wrap around the axe handle, he inhales sharply. “Whoa,” he murmurs, the word barely more than a breath. I know what he’s feeling, the pulse of power, alive beneath the surface, thrumming with energy.

He recovers quickly, adjusting his grip as he steps in front of me. “Let me try cutting your wrist chain,” he says, his voice steadier now.

I pull the chain taut, giving him the best angle. Corbyn raises the axe high, his muscles tensing, then swings down with force. The impact rings through the air, the sharp clang vibrating in my bones. Sparks fly, but when I look, the chain remains intact. Not even a scratch.

Corbyn exhales, running a hand through his damp hair. “Figures. Everything made by the Day Realm is ridiculously strong. Worth a shot, though.”

His eyes flicker to me. “Any sign of another Hallowed Object?”

I close my eyes, fighting against the heat-induced haze, reaching out with my senses. Nothing. Just the weight of exhaustion already pressing down on me.

“Nothing,” I say, and Corbyn’s expression tightens.

“We should get moving.”

We force ourselves forward, step by agonizing step, each movement a battle against exhaustion. The iron weights drag through the sand, carving deep tracks behind us. Every tug sends a fresh wave of fire through my muscles, my limbs trembling under the strain. The sun blazes overhead, baking my skin until it feels raw and stretched too tight, like it might split open at any moment. I can feel blisters rising, raw and tight, each step only worsening the friction. It’s as if the sun itself is carving its mark into me, branding me like it has the desert. By the end of this, my whole body will look like my scarred palms, worn, burned, and unrecognizable.

My throat is parched, each breath scraping like broken glass. My lips split further with every dry gasp, blood mixing with the dust caking my face. Sweat pours down my temples, stinging my eyes, but I barely have the energy to wipe it away. Corbyn stays close, his face tight with pain, but he doesn’t complain. Instead, he exhales sharply, rolling his shoulders as if trying to shake off the ache. “This is nothing,” he mutters, though the strain in his voice betrays him. He adjusts his grip on his chains, glancing at me with a smirk that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Think of it as endurance training. With an even worse trainer than I am.”

He tries to steady me when I stumble, but he’s struggling just as much. We ration our water, taking careful, measured sips. It’s never enough. It will never be enough.

Others are not as careful. By nightfall, some have collapsed, their empty waterskins discarded beside them. The heat eases only slightly as the sun dips toward the horizon, painting the sky in streaks of deep orange and violet. It never fully sets. The Day Realm’s sun never truly relents.

I stumble, knees hitting the sand. The grains dig into my torn skin, embedding into the open wounds on my wrists and ankles. Corbyn kneels beside me.

“You okay?” His voice is rough with exhaustion.

I want to say no, that I can’t do this anymore. That my body is breaking. But I force out, “Yes.”

Lying is easier.

Blood seeps from my wrists, mixing with the dirt. My tongue is so dry I could sand wood with it.

Corbyn presses a waterskin to my lips. “Here, drink.”

The water is warm, sliding down my throat like liquid gold, thick and heavy, but still the greatest relief I’ve ever known. My tongue unsticks from the roof of my mouth, my parched throat loosening just enough to make breathing easier. I swallow too fast, and Corbyn murmurs, “Careful, don’t drink it all at once. I know, I know, I’m insufferable.”

I roll my sore eyes but obey, slowing down to savor each drop. When he finally pulls the waterskin away, I exhale. “Thank you,” I murmur, my voice hoarse but grateful.

He nods. “Let’s rest for a few hours. We should move when it’s cooler.”

I don’t argue; I’m too exhausted. I don’t even bother with my bedroll, I just collapse onto the sand, my body sinking into its coarse warmth. Sleep claims me instantly.

A few hours later, Corbyn shakes me gently, his touch careful but insistent. I barely register the press of his lips against my temple before his voice cuts through the haze. “I know you’re tired Killer, but we need to move.”

Groaning, I pry my eyes open, blinking against the grit clinging to my lashes. My limbs protest as I push myself upright, rubbing dried sand from my face. The exhaustion lingers, but I force myself to my feet, brushing off the dirt. There’s no time to waste.

We begin the grueling walk again.

A handful of candidates move at the same time, taking advantage of the cooler air, though it still carries the day’s heat. We exchange few words, there is no energy for conversation, only movement. The night offers some relief, though the air is still thick with heat, and every breath carries the scent of dry earth and sweat. Sand shifts beneath our feet as we trudge forward, the pyramid still distant, the weight of our shackles an ever-present burden.

We continue well into the morning, trudging forward until the sun sits at its highest, an unyielding inferno above us. The sand shimmers in the harsh light, waves of heat rising in rippling distortions that warp the horizon. The golden dunes seem endless, their surfaces blazing like fire beneath my boots. Every breath is searing, as if I am inhaling embers. My skin feels like it’s burning from the inside out, and my legs tremble under the combined strain of exhaustion and the heavy shackles. Each step feels slower than the last, my body screaming for rest.

Our water rations dwindle. Each sip is more precious than the last, measured out carefully, never enough to quench the thirst clawing at my throat. The warm liquid offers little relief, only the grim knowledge that there is less and less left. I try not to think about it, but my body won’t let me forget. I force myself to swallow, to ignore the ache, to push the thought away. There is no other choice.

When we finally stop, we huddle beneath a makeshift tent of bedrolls and stretched packs, desperate for shelter. It barely helps. The sand beneath me is hot, its warmth seeping into my skin, refusing to let go. Sweat clings to every inch of me, mixing with the dust, turning into an irritating grime. Sleep is impossible, but my body is too weak to move, so I drift in and out of restless half-consciousness, caught in the limbo between exhaustion and discomfort.

By evening, we force ourselves forward once more. The air has cooled slightly, but the heat still lingers, wrapping around us like a suffocating cloak. The sand, no longer scorching, shifts beneath my feet with a sluggish weight, almost as if it resists my steps. A faint breeze stirs the air, carrying the dry scent of dust and sweat, but it does nothing to relieve the suffocating thirst scratching at my throat. Every step feels like wading through molasses, my muscles screaming in protest, my mind fogged with exhaustion. Corbyn and I walk behind Kylas, a Day Realm man, and Dwyer from the Realm of Ore.

Dwyer pants, his breath ragged. “Is it like this all the time in the Day Realm?”

Kylas lets out a dry laugh. “Not exactly. Well…mostly. The sun never sets, and the heat is relentless. But we have cities, places built to withstand it, with buildings that offer shade and relief. And then there are the oases…cool, crystal-clear water. The water is sweeter than anything you have ever tasted.”

All four of us sigh at the thought. Water.

I imagine it, diving into water so cold it steals my breath, feeling it wash away the heat and grime. The thought is so overwhelming I nearly weep.

Kylas eyes his shackles. “It’s insane how strong the Day Wielders are. This would be nothing to them.”

Silence falls between us. Corbyn nudges my shoulder. “How you holding up?”

I attempt a smirk. “I have been in better condition.”

He lowers his voice. “Any humming?”

I shake my head. “Nothing.”

“I assume it will be in the pyramid,” he murmurs, more to himself than to me. His voice feels distant, my mind too fogged with exhaustion to focus.

We crest a dune, and for a brief moment, everything is still. My breath is labored, my pulse a slow, heavy drum in my ears. Then, I see it, the sight ahead that makes my stomach drop. A fallen candidate lies sprawled in the sand, arms outstretched as if she had tried to rise but couldn’t. Her skin is cracked, raw from the relentless sun, her lips split and dry. An empty waterskin rests beside her, half-buried by the shifting dunes. The wind blows a thin layer of sand over her motionless form, as if the desert itself is already claiming her.

The sun is our greatest enemy here, an unrelenting force that drains every ounce of strength. The thought of enduring four more days of this feels impossible, yet I have no choice.

I tell myself I just need to keep moving.

One step at a time.

The sun climbs higher as we begin the steep ascent up the tallest dune yet. Every step sinks deep into the shifting sand, and my legs burn with the effort. Sweat trickles down my spine, my breath is ragged, my limbs sluggish. The weight of my chains drags at me, making every movement torturous. My foot slips, and I drop to my knees with a gasp, the hot sand burning against my skin.

Corbyn is beside me in an instant. He grips me around the waist, his arms solid and steady, and lifts me enough to help me regain my footing. “You know, if you wanted my arms around you, all you had to do was ask,” he teases, his breath uneven but his smirk intact.

I roll my eyes with an exhausted “Ugh,” but I don’t pull away. I lean into his strength, relying on it, and together we push forward.

When we finally crest the dune, I stumble forward and let my pack drop. I collapse onto the ground, panting, my arms trembling as I fumble for my waterskin. I allow myself only a tiny sip, even though my body screams for more. “Please, may we take a break?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

Corbyn and the others are already lowering themselves to the ground, too exhausted to argue. Their faces are streaked with dust, their skin red and burned, their clothes damp with sweat. Corbyn sits beside me with a grunt, rubbing at his wrists where the shackles have rubbed the skin raw. His gaze fixes on the distant pyramid, his eyes shadowed with exhaustion and something else, determination, or maybe doubt.

His dark red hair has fallen loose from its knot, strands sticking out in messy angles. Without thinking, I reach forward and brush some dust from his beard. He turns his head at the touch, tilting into my palm, and for a moment, we just sit there, the heat and the exhaustion forgotten. His hand lifts to cup mine, his fingers rough and warm, holding me there before he exhales and lets both of our hands drop, though he keeps mine in his.

We stare out at the horizon together. Above us, grimrooks glide through the sunlit sky, their long wings casting fleeting shadows over the sand. Their cries echo, sharp and distant, carried by the wind. I watch them for a moment, before turning my gaze back to the endless desert ahead.

“It never appears to draw any nearer.” I whisper, my throat dry as I take in the unchanging distance between us and the pyramid. It looms ahead, distant and unmoving, no matter how far we walk.

Something shifts at the top of the next dune. Movement, quick, sleek.

“Look,” I breathe, tension gripping my spine.

Corbyn follows my gaze, squinting. “What is that?”

Five creatures move rapidly over the sand, their lithe feline bodies nearly indistinguishable from the shifting dunes, moving with an unnatural grace. The sunlight glints off their sleek, golden fur, shimmering like liquid metal as they weave through the desert. Their lean, muscular frames ripple with each stride, barely disturbing the sand beneath their paws. One stands apart, his thick red mane framing his face, eyes sharp and intelligent. Their tails, long and segmented, whip through the air, the curved stingers at their tips glistening with venom. Even from this distance, I can see the way the creatures move, a perfect blend of calculated stealth and raw, predatory power.

My heart stutters. “Leocors.”

Dwyer shifts behind me. “The Day Shifter creatures?”

“Yes,” Kylas confirms grimly. “We need to move.”

But it’s too late. The leocors have seen us, and their prowl shifts into a hunt.

“Go!” Corbyn shouts.

We barely have time to snatch up our packs before chaos erupts. A deafening snarl splits the air as the leocors descend, kicking up clouds of sand that sting my eyes and choke my breath. Claws slash through the air, the sharp scent of blood quickly mingling with the dry heat. Shouts of panic rise as candidates scramble in all directions, some tripping over their own chains in desperation. The ground trembles beneath the pounding of paws, and through the swirling dust, flashes of golden fur and gleaming fangs dart like specters, too fast to track. The air is filled with the sound of ragged breathing, the clang of metal shackles, and the sickening thud of bodies hitting the sand.

Corbyn and several others try to fight, but we’ve all lost too much strength. I drop to my knees, fumbling with my pack, fingers clumsy with desperation.

A scream rips through the air. My head snaps up in time to see Kylas pinned beneath one of the creatures, its claws sinking into his chest. His screams taper off into a gurgling silence. Panic shatters through the group. Candidates scatter in every direction, and the leocors follow, splitting apart to chase their prey.

One stays behind. And she is looking right at me.

My blood turns to ice as the leocor prowls forward, her stinger curling, ready to strike.

Corbyn lunges in front of me, one of the iron balls attached to his ankle dragging my pack further away.

The leocor pounces. Corbyn meets her head-on, and they crash into the sand in a blur of claws and dust.

I scramble for my pack, panic clawing at my chest. I need the axe. My fingers dig into the burning sand, sifting through the grains, but I’m too slow. My shackles pull at me like dead weight, each movement a brutal reminder of my dwindling strength. My lungs heave, my body sluggish with exhaustion, and my vision swims. I lunge forward and fall, my knees slamming into the shifting dunes. The heat of the sand scorches through my clothes, but I barely feel it over the sheer desperation hammering in my skull. I drag myself forward, my chains carving deep trenches in the sand, every inch gained a battle against my own failing body.

Corbyn barely dodges the leocor’s swipe, twisting his body just in time to avoid the deadly claws. He exhales sharply, his stance shifting as he braces for the next attack. The leocor snarls, her sleek muscles coiling like a spring ready to snap. Corbyn clenches his fists, preparing to counter, but she moves too fast. Before he can react, she lunges, a blur of golden fur and flashing fangs.

“Corbyn!” I scream.

The leocor’s tail snaps through the air with lethal precision, its stinger driving deep into Corbyn’s side. A sharp grunt escapes him, his body jolting from the impact. His stance falters, a hand instinctively clutching at the wound as his legs give out beneath him. He stumbles backward, his breath coming in short, pained gasps before he collapses onto the scorching sand, the force of his fall kicking up a cloud of dust around him.

“No!” The word tears from my throat, raw and desperate, as I lurch forward, my fingers reaching for my pack that sits maybe two feet away. The sand shifts beneath it, trembling, as if caught in a current of unseen energy. My pulse pounds in my ears, drowning out everything else. I am too panicked to process the impossibility of what’s happening, too frantic to question how the pack suddenly jerks toward me. I will it, no, demand it, to come to me. Then, as if answering my unspoken call, it is in my grasp.

My hands shake as I rip it open, fingers fumbling past fabric and supplies until they find the handle of the axe. The moment my skin touches it, a jolt of power surges through me, sharp and undeniable. It fills every fiber of my being, electric and alive, sending a shudder down my spine. My exhaustion dims, replaced by something raw, something burning beneath my skin.

I rise, my legs trembling. The leocor’s piercing gaze snaps to mine. She prowls forward, her golden fur bristling, her muscles tensing, prepared to lunge.

But this time, I am ready.

I don’t hesitate. I raise the axe and hurl it with everything I have.

The blade finds its mark, sinking deep into the creature’s skull. She lets out a strangled yelp before crumpling into the sand, still.

I don’t stop to think. I stagger toward Corbyn, wrenching the axe from the beast as I pass by, my chains dragging behind me, every step feeling heavier than the last. He is crumpled on the ground, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps. His face is pale beneath the dust and sweat, his skin clammy. A sheen of sweat beads on his forehead, mixing with streaks of blood from a gash above his brow. His lips are slightly parted, dry and cracked, his chest barely rising. The sight sends a bolt of panic through me, freezing my blood.

“Corbyn, Corbyn!” I drop beside him, the axe falling to the sand, and press my hands against his side. My fingers come away slick with blood. His eyes are barely open, just a sliver beneath heavy lids.

“Come on,” I beg. “Stay with me.”

His lips part, a whisper of a smirk tugs at his lips. “Way to go, Killer.”

Then his eyes close.

“No,” I choke out. “No, no, no—Corbyn, wake up!” My hands shake as I press against his chest, as if I can will him back to consciousness. Tears blur my vision, slipping down my cheeks and onto his dust-covered chest. “Please.”

He doesn’t move. His eyes don’t open again.

I collapse onto his chest, my sobs shaking through me, my fingers curling into the fabric of his sweat-soaked shirt. Beneath my skin, something stirs, a faint hum, a quiet pulse, like an ember flickering to life.


Thirty-One


Dragging Corbyn is harder than I thought. His body is dead weight, his shackles just as heavy as my own, my pack hangs heavy on my back with the axe restored to its place. Every inch forward is a battle. My wrists and ankles scream with pain, raw and bleeding where the metal has cut into my skin. The sun bears down, relentless, searing through my clothes, turning the sand beneath me into fire. The air shimmers, waves of heat rising in distorted ripples that make the horizon swim. Each step sends a burn through the soles of my feet, and when I stumble, my hands sink into the scalding grains, the heat biting into my skin like tiny, burning needles.

I don’t know how long it takes. It feels like an eternity. The sky shifts, the sun creeping across it as I drag him, step by agonizing step, toward a distant rock formation. My muscles shake, my throat is a dry, burning wound, and still, I pull. The world narrows to nothing but his body, the unbearable weight of my own chains, and the humming beneath my skin.

By the time I finally reach the cave, the sun has started to dip, but its heat still radiates from the rocks. My body gives out, and I fall to my knees, my chest heaving. Corbyn lies still beside me. Too still.

I force myself to move, shifting him into the cool shade, away from the burning light. My hands linger at his side, hovering just above the wound. His breathing is shallow, but it’s there.

“I apologize,” I whisper, my voice cracked and nearly gone. “But I must leave you here for now and try to save us both.”

I push myself to my feet, my legs trembling beneath me. The air finally begins to cool, the suffocating heat loosening its grip, though the relief is faint. The hum pulses through the silence, vibrating in the air like a whisper only I can hear. It tugs at something deep inside me, insistent, unrelenting. It isn’t coming from the direction of the pyramid. My body moves before my mind catches up. One step. Then another. I follow the sound.

It’s so hot. The kind of heat that feels alive, pressing down on me like a weight, curling into my lungs with every breath. My skin burns, every inch of me coated in sweat and dust, the sun a relentless force beating against my back. How can it still be this hot?

A shadow glides over me, and I squint up at the sky. A grimrook soars overhead, its midnight wings outstretched, gliding effortlessly on the warm updrafts. It barely flaps, riding the air as if weightless, shifting its course with slight tilts of its wings. The bird moves in the same direction I am, its presence both a quiet companion and a silent omen.

I keep walking. My fingers drift to my mouth, a nervous habit, and I chew absently on a nail. Grit coats my tongue, dry and bitter. I grimace, pulling my hand away to find my nails caked in sand, the fine grains lodged deep beneath them. Everything about me feels like the desert now—my skin, my mouth, even the spaces under my nails. I spit to the side, but even that feels dry.

Hummmmmmm.

***

How long have I been walking?

Am I even going anywhere?

The horizon stretches endlessly, an unbroken expanse of dunes shifting beneath the fading light. The sky bleeds orange and purple, swirling into gold like fire melting into the sand. My vision wavers, the edges of my world blurring, flickering in and out of focus. My steps falter, my legs trembling under the weight of exhaustion and the relentless heat still lingering in the air. The chains around my ankles drag through the sand, carving shallow trails behind me.

Hummmmmm.

I keep walking.

***

I’m going to die.

This was all for nothing. The weight of my shackles, the pain in my body, the unbearable thirst, none of it matters. I won’t make it.

I can barely see, sand caking my eyes. I wipe some grit away and through the shimmering air, something appears, something blue. My heart lurches, a flicker of hope so faint it almost feels cruel. My mind screams that it’s a mirage, a trick of the light, but I can’t look away.

I must be hallucinating.

Hummmmmm.

***

My body gives out. The heat, the exhaustion, the hunger, the thirst, it all crashes over me at once. My vision darkens at the edges, pulsing with every weak beat of my heart. My legs tremble violently before buckling beneath me, sending me sprawling onto the burning sand. A wave of dizziness swallows me whole, the ground tilting, spinning, as if the desert itself is shifting beneath me. My limbs feel leaden, detached from my own body, and when I try to move, I can’t tell if I actually do or if it’s just in my mind. My breath rasps, each inhale scraping against my throat like sandpaper. The hum is all I hear now, pulsing through my skull, vibrating through my bones, swallowing every other sound until it is the only thing left.

I reach for my waterskin, my fingers fumbling with the strap, my movements clumsy and slow. I barely manage to lift it with shaking hands, tipping it toward my cracked lips.

Nothing comes out.

No.

A broken sound escapes me, something between a whimper and a sob. I shake the skin, willing even a single drop to fall, but it remains dry. The last of my strength vanishes. The world tilts, the horizon rippling like liquid heat, and my body follows. I collapse fully, the rough sand pressing against my cheek, swallowing me into its suffocating embrace.

My eyes flutter shut, finally some relief from the relentless burning. The last thing I hear is the hum, growing louder, a steady, inescapable rhythm pulling me under.

And then, nothing.

***

I wake up to fire.

The sun is merciless, pressing against my skin, searing through my clothes. My mouth is dry, my limbs stiff. My entire body aches.

The hum is deafening.

I lift my head, trying to focus, and my vision locks onto something in the distance.

A tree. And water.

My breathing picks up. My mind rebels against it. It can’t be real. It has to be a mirage. But I don’t care.

I force myself to my feet, swaying, my shackles dragging deep trenches in the sand. Each step is agony. The oasis shimmers, distant but unmoving. Real.

Please don’t disappear.

I move as fast as my failing body allows, stumbling, gasping, dragging myself forward. My heart pounds, fear and hope warring inside me. When I finally reach the water’s edge, I fall to my knees, my hands shaking as I cup the liquid and bring it to my lips.

Cool. Real.

The first sip is salvation. It rushes over my tongue, down my throat, soothing the ache that has been clawing at me for days. I drink and drink until my belly is full, the relief so overwhelming that I can’t stop the tears that well in my eyes.

The world sways, and I let myself fall backward into the grass, surrendering to sleep once more.

***

I wake slowly, blinking away the grit from my eyes. The delirium of dehydration has lifted, and my mind is clearer. How long was I asleep? The sun is low in the sky, the heat of the day giving way to slightly cooler air.

I look around me. The oasis, it’s real.

The tree stands tall, its thick branches drooping under the weight of strange, purple fruit, their skin glistening with moisture. A grimrook perches on one of the branches, tilting its head as it pecks at the soft flesh, dark juice staining its beak and dripping onto the sand below. The sight is almost dreamlike, too vivid, too out of place in the endless desert.

Beneath the tree, a small patch of grass grows in defiant contrast to the barren dunes, its blades vibrant and thick, as if untouched by the relentless sun. The scent of damp earth lingers in the air, mingling with the faint sweetness of the fruit, an impossible relief from the dry, acrid winds of the desert.

But none of it holds my attention for long.

The pool stretches before me, a perfect circle of glimmering blue, its surface smooth and unbroken, shimmering like molten glass beneath the shifting sunlight. Faint ripples dance across the water, stirred by a breeze that barely kisses my skin. It reminds me of the pools in the Seas Trial.

Yet beneath the beauty, the hum persists, stronger than ever, vibrating through the air and deep into my bones. It resonates in my chest like a second heartbeat, pulsing through my fingertips, making them tingle as if energy is gathering beneath my skin. The sensation is neither painful nor comforting, just an undeniable force, drawing me forward, compelling me to listen. It calls to me, drawing my gaze to the center of the pool, where something lies beneath the surface.

Even in the dim light, I can make out what lies beneath the crystal-clear water. A pair of thick, red gloves, waiting at the bottom.

The ball and chains make it impossible for me to remove my clothes, so I shrug off my pack and step out of my boots, leaving them on the shore with my tress clasp. The first step into the water is a shock, a blissful, numbing relief that spreads over my burning skin. My muscles loosen, the ache that has settled into my bones easing slightly. The liquid is pure, crisp, nothing like the suffocating heat that has wrapped around me for days like a second skin.

I wade in further, the water cool against my legs, licking up past my knees, then my thighs. The ripples shift around me, small waves brushing against my shackles, making them feel momentarily lighter, as if the water itself is trying to lift their burden. The cool liquid swirls around the heavy metal, creating a fleeting sensation of weightlessness before the reality of their weight settles back in with each movement. I inhale deeply, the scent of clean water filling my lungs, and then I dive.

The world above vanishes in an instant, swallowed by the water’s embrace.

The hum is even louder beneath the surface, a steady pulse that vibrates through the water, pressing against my skin, filling my ears like a rhythmic heartbeat, it resonates deep inside me, urging me downward. I push myself into the depths, my arms cutting through the water, reaching for the red gloves resting at the bottom, their color stark against the shifting sand.

But my shackles are heavier here. The moment I dive, the weights drag me down faster than I anticipate. The pull is sudden, merciless, yanking me toward the bottom with an iron grip. Panic flares in my chest, cold and sharp. What if I can’t get back up? What if I drown right here, just inches from what I need?

I force the thoughts aside, clenching my jaw. I kick harder, pushing my body downward, stretching my arms toward the gloves. The water is thick around me, resisting my every movement, but I keep going. Just a little more.

My fingers graze the thick red leather. The material is smoother than I expected, yet firm, almost resistant to my touch. Even beneath the cool water, there is a strange warmth to them, as if they hold a pulse of their own. I grab them, a shiver running through me at the odd sensation.

As soon as they are secured in my left arm, the water shifts.

A sudden current surges around me, powerful and unnatural. The sand below me trembles, then begins to swirl, sinking into itself like a whirlpool. My long hair whips around my face, tangling in the rush of water, obscuring my vision as I fight against the pull. A deep, guttural force tugs at me, a slow and consuming hunger that coils around my legs and refuses to let go. I jerk in alarm, trying to swim upward, but the force is too strong. The water drags me down, spinning me in a tight spiral. I thrash, kicking against the current, but my shackles are dead weight, keeping me tethered to the chaos below.

My lungs burn, screaming for air, my chest tightening like a vice. My vision darkens at the edges, pulsing with every frantic beat of my heart. My limbs feel sluggish, the water spiraling around me as my strength begins to wane. Panic surges through my veins, sharp and consuming, making my heart hammer against my ribs like a caged animal. I thrash harder, but the more I struggle, the more the water resists, dragging me deeper into its grasp.

The iron balls attached to my ankle shackles slam into the ground of the pool, and the sand pulls them in as if they are an anchor. My feet hit next, sinking deeper with every desperate struggle. The quicksand grips me, creeping up my legs, wrapping around me like hands pulling me under. My arms flail, but the more I struggle, the faster I sink. I open my mouth to scream, but only a rush of bubbles escapes. Water floods in, filling my throat, my lungs.

No.

Through the fog of panic, one thought surfaces, the gloves. They are in my hands.

With every ounce of strength I have left, I force my trembling fingers into one. The leather is thick, the fingers stiff and oversized, making my hand feel three times bigger than it is. A familiar jolt of energy floods my arm, surging through my veins like fire and lightning combined.

All at once, the weights on my right arm vanish. No, they’re still there, but I can hold them. I am strong enough to carry them now.

Hope surges through me, along with the desperate need to breathe. I shove my other hand into the second glove and reach down through the swirling sand, fingers clawing at my ankles. The shackles, once impossible to move, now feel fragile beneath my grip. I rip them off, then the ones on my wrists, my heart pounding as the sand loses its hold on me.

I am free.

With a final, powerful kick, I push upward. The water churns around me, fighting to keep me under, but it’s no match now. I break the surface, gasping, choking in air, my lungs burning as they fill. I drag myself toward the shore, collapsing onto the grass, my chest heaving, my entire body trembling from exertion. I remove the gloves and set them beside me.

As I lie there, steadying my heartbeat and my breaths, I realize the deep ache that had settled into my muscles is gone, as if washed away by the water itself. I flex my fingers, brushing them over my wrists, expecting to feel raw, torn flesh where the shackles had bitten into me. But there’s nothing—no stinging pain, no rough scabs. Just smooth, unblemished skin. I sit up, examining myself more closely, my pulse quickening with realization. The wounds…they’ve vanished.

The water must have healing properties. A gift hidden within this oasis. A gift from Gali, woven into the Day Trial in ways I hadn’t expected, though, true to Gali, it came with a trick. First, the healing water, then nearly being swallowed whole by quicksand. Classic.

I exhale a shaky breath and pull my waterskin from my pack, filling it to the brim at the edge of the pool. If this can heal me, it can heal Corbyn too.

Movement catches my eye. I glance up at the tree. The grimrook is still there, perched on its branch, watching. But it no longer pecks at the fruit.

I study the deep purple fruit hanging from the branches, my stomach twisting with hunger. I hesitate for only a second before reaching up and plucking one. “If it is good enough for you, it is good enough for me,” I mutter to the bird. He clacks his stained beak as if in response.

I take a hesitant bite. Sweetness floods my mouth, rich and full, unlike anything I’ve tasted before. My empty belly rejoices as I devour the fruit, the nourishment spreading through me like warmth. I sit on the patch of grass for a while, eating until the hunger is gone, drinking until I feel human again.

When I am satisfied, I gather as much fruit as I can carry, packing them carefully alongside my refilled waterskin and the hallowed axe. I twist my hair up into my clasp and then look down at the gloves resting beside me.

I won’t be packing those just yet.

I slide them back onto my fingers, flexing my hands, feeling the raw power humming beneath my skin. Then I throw my pack over my shoulders and turn in the direction I came.

Corbyn is waiting for me.


Thirty-Two


The trek back to the cave is so much easier without the shackles. My legs move freely, the hallowed gloves strengthening every step, making me feel almost weightless. The blistering desert heat is still brutal, but at least I don’t feel like I’m dragging myself through the sand anymore.

When I reach the cave, Corbyn is still unconscious. My stomach clenches, but then I see the slow rise and fall of his chest. He’s breathing. I kneel beside him, pulling the waterskin from my pack. Lifting his head carefully, I press the spout to his lips. At first, the water spills over the side of his mouth, trickling down his jaw, beading in his beard. But then, he stirs, his lips parting, and he begins to swallow.

Relief crashes through me like a wave. I watch as the wound on his side knits itself together, color seeping back into his face. His eyelids flutter open, unfocused at first, then locking onto me. He pushes the waterskin away, voice rough as he asks, “What happened?”

I tell him everything, the fight with the leocor, my journey to the oasis, the hallowed gloves. At the mention of the axe with the leocor, he smirks. “Really keeping your nickname true, huh, Killer?” His tone is laced with amusement, his hazel eyes glinting with mischief. I shake my head, letting out a breathy laugh as I continue the story.

As I speak, I grab the shackles around his limbs one by one, the metal groaning in protest before giving way under my touch. The pieces crumble, clattering to the cave floor in a dull, final sound of release.

Finally, he’s free.

The wounds beneath where the shackles once were have completely healed, the oasis water working its magic.

He studies the gloves on my hands. His brow furrows momentarily and something crosses his face too fast to catch. “Can I see them?”

I hold them up, flexing my fingers, the material sleek yet powerful. We admire them in silence.

“You got the Object,” he says, voice softer now. “And you saved my life. Again. This is becoming a habit for you, almost as much as biting your nails.”

My brow furrows momentarily as I look down to my hands in my lap.

His hands lift, fingertips grazing my cheeks, their warmth sending a shiver through me as he tilts my head back up. I stop breathing, and before I can fully register the moment, he leans in, his lips brushing against mine with quiet intent. The world narrows to this single, delicate touch. A slow burn ignites in my chest, spreading outward, and it has nothing to do with the relentless desert sun.

When we break apart, I swallow hard, my heart pounding in my chest. Corbyn’s eyes search mine, lingering for a beat longer than necessary before I lean back, flexing my fingers inside the gloves. The power hums beneath my skin, steady and potent, as I tug the gloves off and tuck them safely into my pack. My fingers brush against the smooth skin of the fruit I gathered from the oasis, and I pull one out.

“Here,” I say, handing it to him.

He takes it without hesitation, biting into the soft flesh. A low groan of satisfaction escapes him. “This is incredible,” he mumbles around a mouthful. “You really brought back more than just the gloves, huh?”

A small chuckle escapes me, tension easing slightly from my shoulders. “I assumed you might benefit from the added strength.”

He nods appreciatively, finishing the fruit in a few quick bites before wiping the juice from his chin with the back of his hand. His eyes return to mine, still wide with disbelief.

“You actually did it,” he breathes.

I shrug, exhaustion pressing down on me. A yawn escapes before I can stop it.

“You need rest,” Corbyn says, his voice firm.

I shake my head. “We cannot afford to wait. I have no way of knowing how many days I was gone; we may already be cutting it close to completing the trial.”

He exhales sharply. “You looked after me. Now, it’s my turn to look after you. Besides, the sun is barely past its peak. Traveling in this heat would be a mistake.”

I hesitate. I don’t want to stop. But he’s right. The desert sun is merciless. “Just a few hours,” I mutter.

Side by side, we lie down, the exhaustion from my journey weighing heavy on my limbs. The cool stone beneath us is a welcome relief from the relentless heat of the desert, and I let out a slow breath, feeling the tension ease from my muscles. Corbyn shifts slightly beside me, his warmth close enough to be comforting but not intrusive.

The last thing I hear before sleep claims me is his steady breathing, the quiet rhythm lulling me into rest.

***

When we wake, the sun is lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the dunes. Our journey to the pyramid is grueling, the heat still intense, but without shackles and injuries slowing us down, it’s bearable.

As we approach, the pyramid looms larger than I had imagined. From a distance, it was just a speck on the horizon. Up close, it towers like a monolith of sand-colored stone, as tall as a three-story building. Its smooth sides reflect the red glow of the veil at its peak.

We find only one entrance, a massive doorway carved into the side. Stepping inside, the air shifts, the pungent stench of decay lingers, thick and suffocating, clinging to the back of my throat. A shiver coils down my spine. I force myself to breathe through my mouth, steadying my nerves as we press forward.

I shrug off my pack and hand Corbyn the gloves.

“Are you sure?” he asks, frowning.

“Yes, in case we require them to reach the peak.”

He takes them gently in his hands, his hazel eyes widening in wonder as he slips them over his fingers.

We move cautiously down the corridor, the flickering flames in the sconces casting long, shifting shadows along the sand-worn stone. Every step echoes, amplifying the tension curling in my stomach. At the end, the passage splits, one set of stairs plunging downward into darkness, the other winding upward toward the unknown.

I assume the treasury lies below, hidden in the depths of the pyramid, but we have no need to seek it out. The shackles are gone, their keys rendered useless thanks to the gloves.

“We go up,” I say.

We climb, step after grueling step, my legs burning with effort. The walls press close, the heat thick and stifling. I thought I hated running, but it turns out, stairs might be worse.

A gap in the stairs stops us in our tracks. Sand crumbles over the jagged edge, vanishing into a void of darkness below. I take a step closer, peering down, but there’s no way to tell how deep it goes. The drop could be endless.

Corbyn steps beside me, testing the stability of the remaining edge with a careful foot. He turns to me, nodding. “I’ll go first. Then I’ll help you.”

He takes a few steps back, then sprints forward, leaping effortlessly across the gap. He lands on the other side with a soft thud, shifting slightly to regain his balance.

“Your turn,” he calls, extending his hand.

I ready myself, muscles coiling, and push off the stone. My feet leave the ground, heart hammering as I clear the space. I land, but my heels skid on the edge. A yelp escapes my lips as I start to slip.

Corbyn lunges, grabbing my wrist just in time. He hauls me up, his grip firm, his breathing heavy.

“Got you,” he murmurs, his fingers lingering just long enough to make me notice. His lips quirk into a smirk. “You really do like falling for me, huh?”

I exhale sharply, rolling my eyes even as warmth creeps up my neck. “And you continue to catch me.”

He winks, and we press on.

As we move further ahead, the stench of decay thickens, turning the air heavy and foul. It clings to my skin, settling in the back of my throat like something tangible. My stomach clenches. Corbyn grimaces beside me, lifting a hand to his nose.

Then I see the source.

A man is pinned to the wall by arrows driven deep into his chest, his body slumped forward as if he tried to keep moving even after death. A thin metal wire lies snapped across the step he must have triggered. His face is slack, the skin pallid and already beginning to wither in the dry air. The rot curling off him is unbearable.

I know him. He was always tagging along with Jarek, never speaking much but always lurking at his side. His name tag reads V. Zora.

My hand flies to my mouth, nausea rolling in waves, but I force it down. We don’t have time to stop.

We press on, reaching the final staircase where the red glow beckons. At the base, a black scorch mark mars the wall, the acrid scent of burnt stone and charred air clinging to my senses. The scorch mark is wide, stretching across the lower steps. My stomach twists as I take a cautious step closer, my boots scuffing against the edge. The scent of soot fills the air, thick and foreboding. Not a good sign.

Halfway up, the stairs tremble beneath us, a deep, guttural groan echoing through the chamber as if the pyramid itself is awakening. Dust trickles from the ceiling, and a faint vibration hums through the soles of my boots. Every muscle in my body tenses, waiting. The stone shifts again, this time more violently, a sickening lurch that sends a crack spiderwebbing across the wall beside us. Something is about to happen, and I don’t think we’re going to like it.

“Oh gods,” I whisper.

Stone grinds against stone. The steps retract, flattening into a slick ramp. At the base, fire bursts from the walls.

We lose our footing and begin to slide. My stomach lurches as the stone disappears beneath me, my limbs flailing for something, anything, to hold onto. A flash of memory sears through my mind, fire roaring, smoke choking the air, heat searing my skin. The old burn scars on my palms tingle, the ghost of past pain curling into the present. My breath catches, panic pressing into my ribs like a blade. The fire below flickers hungrily, the heat licking up toward me, scorching the air. No, no, no, anything but fire. I twist, desperate to stop my descent, but the smooth stone offers no grip. A cold sweat breaks out across my back. I’m falling. And the fire is getting closer.

Corbyn grabs my wrist, his grip firm and unyielding. His muscles tense as he swings his other fist into the stone, the gloves biting deep and carving out a solid handhold. The impact reverberates through the chamber, but he doesn’t hesitate. With a grunt, he hauls me up, shifting me onto his back with ease.

“Hang on,” he orders, his voice strained but steady.

I obey, wrapping my arms around his neck, my legs clenching around his waist for balance. With me clinging to him, he scales the smooth incline, methodically punching new holds into the slick stone. My pulse hammers in my ears, but Corbyn moves with unwavering determination, carrying us upward, away from the danger below.

He pulls us over the edge, and we roll, landing in a tangled heap. I end up on top of him.

“Thank you,” I murmur, pushing myself up with my hands on his chest.

“I think I owed you one,” he says, his grin lazy. “Not that I mind you on top of me, but if you wanted this position, you could’ve just asked.”

His hazel eyes hold mine, and my heart stutters as awareness crashes over me, the press of my chest against his, the way my leg is slotted between his, the heat radiating from his body. Every inch of me is suddenly hyperaware of every inch of him. A slow, unwelcome warmth spreads up my neck, settling in my cheeks. I should move. I should say something. But for a fleeting moment, all I can do is stare, caught in the tension tightening the space between us.

He clears his throat, his hands sliding ever so slightly along my waist. “We should probably move before I get any ideas…or before you realize you like this a little too much.”

A scoff, “You really are insufferable,” I say, rolling off him.

We stand, shaking off the moment, though the heat lingering on my skin betrays me. Corbyn stretches lazily, rolling his shoulders before shooting me a look, amusement flickering in his hazel eyes.

“Shame,” he muses, rubbing his jaw as if considering something. “I was getting comfortable.”

I huff, crossing my arms, though the warmth creeping across my cheeks makes my irritation less convincing. “Let us proceed before you convince yourself that you are utterly irresistible.”

His smirk widens, but he falls into step beside me as we approach the red sun-shaped veil embedded in the floor.

Then, together, we step through.


Thirty-Three


“Anything good?” Corbyn asks from his seat beside me, his voice a whisper, barely disturbing the heavy silence of the library.

The only sounds are the occasional rustle of a turning page and the soft shuffling of the Fate assigned to library duty today. A dim light flickers above us, casting long shadows across the endless rows of bookshelves. The scent of old parchment and dust clings to the air, thick and suffocating.

“Nothing,” I murmur, shutting the book in front of me with a quiet thud.

The final trial is tomorrow, the Death Trial. Between the stolen moments of desperate kisses that never go beyond lips pressing feverishly together, and the brutal training sessions that leave my muscles aching, most of our time has been spent here. We’ve combed through countless books, chasing whispers of the Death Realm, searching for anything, any warning, any weapon, any forgotten scrap of knowledge that might give us an edge. The library has become our second battlefield, a silent war of patience and desperation as we try to predict what horrors await us on the other side.

So far, we have nothing useful.

Hallowed Objects and the God War is no help, listing artifact after artifact tied to the Goddess of Death, each one more cryptic than the last. Weapons forged in shadow, amulets laced with darkness, relics said to whisper secrets from Quietus, all of them potent, all of them dangerous, and not a single hint as to which we might come upon. The unknown gnaws at me, a constant pressure at the back of my mind, an ache in my chest that won’t subside. I flip through another tome, half-expecting the words to shift and rearrange themselves into something useful, but they remain stubbornly useless.

There are only eleven of us left.

Maybe ten, if the healers can’t bring down the fever of one of the candidates who collapsed after the Day Trial. Corbyn and I fared better, our healing water and the hallowed gloves gave us an edge.

A shadow moves at the edge of my vision as I flip to the next page.

I look up just as Jarek approaches, his sharp blond hair gleaming under the dim library lights. He moves with that same easy arrogance, like the world bends to his will. At his side is Rudis, his last remaining ally. The tall Day candidate is built like a warrior, his dark skin glowing faintly under the golden sheen of the library lanterns. His plump lips press into a firm line, his black hair shorn close to his scalp.

Jarek doesn’t ask for permission before dragging a chair across the floor, the screeching sound cutting through the quiet like a blade. He drops into the seat with an air of ownership, leaning back just enough to feign ease, but his sharp eyes give him away. Rudis follows, his movements more measured, but no less watchful.

Corbyn exhales, already annoyed. “What do you want?”

Jarek laces his fingers together, leans forward slightly. “I want to work together in the Death Trial.”

The words land like a slap.

“Pardon?” I blurt out before I can stop myself.

Jarek’s lips twist into a sneer, cold and calculating. “I don’t like you,” he says bluntly, looking between Corbyn and I. “But I’m not stupid. The odds of surviving are better if we work together.” His eyes flick back to me. “And you, Maiden, are the smartest one here.”

A sharp spark of pride ignites in my chest before I can shove it down. Coming from someone as self-important as Jarek, it’s an unexpected acknowledgment. I steady my expression, keeping my face unreadable, the familiar mask falling into place, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of knowing how much his words affect me.

“You’re not wrong there,” Corbyn says, sliding a hand onto my thigh beneath the table. His touch is light, almost casual, but the heat of it sinks into me, sharp and immediate. “But why would we work with you?”

Rudis leans forward slightly, speaking for the first time, his voice deep and measured. “We’re well-trained in combat,” he says, his tone smooth, unwavering. “We know how to fight, and we know how to survive. We could be an asset to you.”

Corbyn hums, tilting his head and rubbing his jaw. “We seem to be doing just fine on our own.”

Jarek exhales, clearly prepared for resistance. “Then let’s make it worth your while.” He bares his teeth, something that resembles a smile. “If we make it through this trial and cross the Hiark Line, I’ll give you the sword from the Ore Trial. Since you wanted it so badly.”

My pulse kicks up. The hallowed sword is powerful, more than just a weapon, it’s a game-changer. If we make it to the Heirs, it could mean the difference between survival and failure. But can we really trust Jarek? The thought coils in my mind, tightening like a noose. I open my mouth to voice my doubt, but Corbyn speaks first.

“Deal.”

My mouth parts in shock, my gaze snapping to his freckled face, searching for any sign that he might be joking. His eyes gleam with a mix of excitement and something else—satisfaction, maybe.

I guess we’re working with them. Great.

Jarek sneers, standing without another word. Rudis follows, sparing me a glance before they both disappear between the shelves.

The moment they’re gone, I turn on Corbyn. “What in the gods’ names was that?”

“We need that sword, Orla.”

I cross my arms, the weight of frustration settling in my chest. “We must keep our plans from Jarek. We cannot allow him to see us uncover another Hallowed Object. He is unpredictable, dangerous.”

Corbyn tilts his head, a lazy smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth as he leans back in his chair, stretching his arms behind his head. “Come on, Killer, don’t look at me like that. You know I’d do anything to make sure we have the best chance of survival. And if that means taking a deal with someone we don’t trust…well.” He lets the words hang, then leans forward, dropping his voice. “Besides, he probably won’t last long anyway.”

The casual way he says it makes my stomach twist. I glance toward the darkened rows of bookshelves where Jarek and Rudis disappeared, a weight pressing against my ribs. I don’t like Jarek. I don’t trust him. But I don’t want him dead either.

Corbyn watches me carefully, then he leans in even more, close enough that his breath warms my cheek, sending a shiver down my spine. “You worry too much.” His fingers slip through my loose curls, slow and teasing, the motion designed to distract. My resolve wavers as I instinctively lean into his touch, my breath hitching. His lips twitch into something smug, like he knows exactly what he’s doing. “We’ll get in there, and if you start to hear the humming, we’ll change direction. Casually. He won’t even notice.”

I exhale slowly, forcing the tension in my chest to ease, though it never fully disappears. My fingers find their way to my mouth, and before I can stop myself, I bite at my nails. The sharp edge scrapes against my teeth, grounding me in the uncertainty of it all. The unease still lingers, coiled tight beneath my ribs. But what choice do I have? Corbyn’s gaze is steady, unwavering, his confidence a contrast to the doubt gnawing at me. And maybe, just maybe, I want to believe him.

“Alright,” I say, though the word feels like a stone in my mouth.

Corbyn’s smile deepens, something knowing in the way his eyes flick over my face. He leans in slowly, his breath warm against my lips, giving me just enough time to anticipate the kiss before his mouth brushes against mine. It’s soft at first, teasing, until he presses in deeper, like he’s trying to melt away my doubt with the heat of him. When he finally pulls back, his voice is a murmur against my skin, low and sure. “We can do this, Orla. Trust me.”

***

The knock on my door comes as expected. It always does, every Trial morning. A steady, familiar rap that could only belong to Anixsa.

I open the door to find her standing there, a smile on her face, though it doesn’t seem to reach her pale eyes. She’s in her regular clothing, loose white top, linen pants. Her white hair is untied, down around her shoulders.

She holds a jacket in her hands, similar to the one I typically wear in the Trials, though this one looks thicker, the fabric more insulated. Great, I hate the cold. “You’ll need this,” she says, handing me the jacket. Her voice is calm, measured, but there’s a flicker of something in her eyes, sadness I realize. This is the last time we will see each other. Whether I survive or not, I won’t be back here.

A twinge of sadness grips my heart. I didn’t know her as well as Dottie or Corbyn, but in the past few weeks, I’ve come to see Anixsa as a friend, an unlikely one, perhaps, but a friend, nonetheless.

I reach for the jacket, but as soon as Anixsa places it in my hands, I fumble with the unexpected weight, nearly dropping it before catching the thick fabric against my chest. Heat rises to my face as I quickly adjust my grip, clutching it more securely. The jacket is heavier than mine, far heavier. A very cold trial, then. My stomach sinks. I really hate the cold. “Thank you,” I murmur, my voice quieter than I intend, but sincere.

I remove my other one and throw it onto the bed, then slip it on, the extra weight settling over my shoulders. The fabric is stiff at first, rough against my skin, the cold weight of it sending a slight shiver down my arms. But as I move, it molds against me, the warmth slowly seeping in, a small comfort against the chill already settling in my bones. I fasten the clasps, my fingers brushing over the thick material, feeling the ridges of the stitching.

A thought stirs in my mind, pressing at the edges of my unease. I glance up at Anixsa and ask, “Did the candidate in the infirmary survive?”

Anixsa’s expression shifts. She lowers her head and shakes it once. “Unfortunately not.” Her voice is quiet. “There are just ten of you going in.”

Ten of us left. My stomach tightens, but I nod.

“What becomes of you now?” I ask. “Once the final Trial is complete?”

She lifts her chin again, her colorless eyes meeting mine. “Life goes back to normal,” she says, and there’s a small, wry laugh beneath her words. “I’ll be counting down the days until my powers manifest. Then I’ll take my place with the hiarks on the island.” She shrugs like it’s simple, like it’s just another step in life. A predetermined fate, the way everything is.

I offer a small smile. “I hope you attain all that you desire.” And I mean it.

She nods, then reaches into the satchel slung over her shoulder and pulls out an extra waterskin. “For your pack,” she says, handing it to me.

I reach for it, but as our hands meet, I watch the waterskin tumble to the ground. Anixsa doesn’t move to pick it up. Instead, she seizes my wrist, her fingers locking around me like iron.

“Whatever are you—” I start, but the words die in my throat as I look up to her face.

My time in Naira’s carriage flashes across my mind.

Her eyes roll back, leaving only the whites. When she speaks, her voice is hers but…not. There’s something otherworldly about it, something layered and deep, as though multiple voices are speaking through her.

“Trust not the ones who stand so near,

For hidden lies may soon appear.   

Listen close but heed this plea:   

Use more than ears, and you’ll be free.”

A violent shudder runs through me, the sensation of unseen fingers trailing along my skin. My breath halts halfway up my throat, a sharp, involuntary intake that seizes my chest. My vision tunnels for a fraction of a second, the edges of the world blurring before snapping back into place. I rip my hand away, my body moving before my mind can process the urgency of it, and I stumble back, my balance thrown off by the weight of my pack.

Anixsa blinks rapidly, as if rousing from a dream, her pale eyes flickering with confusion and something else—fear. Real, unguarded fear. Panic flashes in them, raw and unspoken.

“What was that?” My voice is hushed but urgent. My hands tighten into fists at my sides. “Anixsa, what does that mean? Whom am I not supposed to trust? What hidden lies?”

She shakes her head quickly, stepping back as if she can physically distance herself from the moment. “I…I don’t know,” she stammers. “I swear, I don’t know. That wasn’t me. I didn’t mean to say that.”

“But you did say it!” My voice rises despite myself, my pulse hammering in my ears. “You said it as if you knew. As if—”

“I don’t know!” she interrupts, her voice edged with something close to desperation. “I just, one second, I was handing you the waterskin, and the next, I was…I don’t know.” She swallows hard, her hands trembling at her sides, her eyes meet mine and they shine with unshed tears. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Orla.”

I exhale sharply, trying to steady myself. Her fear is real. Whatever that was, she wasn’t in control of it. And yet, her words, whether she meant them or not, are burned into my mind. The warning lingers, heavy and inescapable.

“I’m so sorry,” she breathes, bending quickly to snatch up the waterskin. She thrusts it toward me but doesn’t reach for my hand again. “I…I don’t know what just happened.”

I force myself to take it, careful not to touch her fingers. My skin is still tingling where she held me. Taking a breath to steady myself, I put my mask in place before I tuck the waterskin into my pack and throw it onto my back, adjusting the straps before lifting my hands to twist my hair up into my tress clasp. The motion is familiar, grounding, something to focus on besides the lingering unease crawling under my skin. “It is fine.” But my voice is tight, my heart still hammering.

What just happened? Was that a prophecy? How is that even possible, she said herself she has not yet manifested her power. With the weight of the Death Trial already looming over me, I try to push her words to the back of my mind. I can’t afford distractions right now.

Instead, I take in the details of the dormitory one last time as we make our way toward the Field of Veils, Dottie’s necklace wrapped in my fist, the tiny chamber I shared with her, where whispered conversations stretched long into the night, where we clung to fleeting moments of warmth before sleep claimed us. The soft flicker of the lanterns in the corridor, casting dancing shadows along the walls, feels almost welcoming now. The faint scent of lingering breakfast in the dining hall—fresh bread, over-steeped tea, and something vaguely sweet—wraps around me, familiar, grounding.

The sound of my footsteps echoes louder than before, each step weighted with finality. A part of me wants to stay, as if lingering just a moment longer might rewrite the future waiting for me beyond these walls.

This has been my home, my cage, my battlefield. I never wanted to come here, and yet, standing on the threshold of what comes next, I find myself wanting, just for a second, to stay.

Rain drizzles lightly from the sky, a fine mist that clings to my skin and soaks into my hair. I chew on my thumbnail absently, my mind still tangled in Anixsa’s warning, the words circling like vultures in my thoughts even though I tried to ignore them. The clouds are thick and gray, the scent of dampness mixing with something else. Something sharper: fear.

I glance at Anixsa as we stop in front of the Field of Veils. Her face is even paler than usual, her expression stricken. Her lips press into a tight line, and her shoulders are rigid, as if bracing against something unseen. Whatever just happened has her on edge, too.

Slowly, I reach out and place a hand on her shoulder. She looks at me, her eyes searching mine. “It was a pleasure to have met you, Anixsa,” I say softly. “Perhaps someday, we shall cross paths again.”

She forces a smile, and so do I, though we both know the chances of that happening are near impossible.

I drop my hand and step away from her, forcing the tears back. Blinking rapidly, I take a steadying breath and scan the field, my gaze sweeping over the other candidates standing in the open space, waiting for what comes next. Jarek is beside Corbyn, Rudis on his other side. The three of them remain silent, their faces unreadable. Corbyn’s shoulders seem to relax slightly when he catches sight of me, a flicker of relief in his expression.

But my attention shifts back to Jarek. He’s already watching me, his sneer sharp and knowing, as if he can sense my hesitation, my uncertainty. A chill creeps up my spine, and Anixsa’s words ring in my mind once more. Trust not the ones who stand so near.


Thirty-Four


The forest is the darkest I have ever seen. The trees loom, their bark so deep and shadowed they might as well be black. Their thick canopy swallows what little daylight filters through, leaving the world around me in a dim, perpetual twilight. The silence is unnatural, oppressive. No rustling leaves, no distant bird calls, just the cold, creeping stillness. My breath escapes in thin white plumes, vanishing as quickly as they form. The air is sharp in my lungs, the chill biting against my skin. The shadows feel alive, shifting at the edges of my vision, like unseen hands reaching for me. I press forward, stepping carefully over gnarled roots and uneven ground, until I reach Corbyn.

He stands still, staring at the rhyme hanging in the air, its letters glowing faintly in the gloom:

The path leads south to the black sand’s gate,

Cross the Hiark Line and seize your fate.   

But Death looms near at every stride,

A harrowing journey where few abide.

Jarek and Rudis step up beside us. Jarek exhales sharply. “Guess we’re due south.”

I glance up, trying to gauge the sun’s position through the thick foliage. Morning should mean the sun is in the east. I turn slightly and point. “It appears to be that direction.”

The other six candidates begin to scatter, each choosing their own path through the darkness. We exchange a glance, and without much discussion, Jarek starts down a path to the south. Rudis follows after him, then Corbyn, and I take up the rear, my eyes scanning the shadows around us.

As we walk, the silence begins to shift. At first, it’s subtle, the faint rustling of unseen creatures, the flutter of wings above. I glance up and lock eyes with something perched in the trees. A grimrook. Its dark, glossy feathers blend seamlessly into the shadowed branches, but its eyes, cold, unblinking, watch us intently. A shiver crawls up my spine.

A gust of wind cuts through the trees, howling like a distant scream. The branches groan and creak overhead, their skeletal limbs swaying as if whispering secrets to the dark. The icy air slips through the gaps in my clothing, stinging my skin, biting at my fingertips. I pull my jacket tighter around me, grateful for the heavier one Anixsa gave me. The warmth is fleeting against the creeping cold that lingers in the forest air.

My foot catches on a thick root, and before I can steady myself, I stumble forward, crashing onto my knees. A sharp sting radiates up my palms from the frozen earth.

Corbyn stops instantly, turning back. “You good?”

I scowl as he reaches down, offering a hand. “Yes.”

He smirks, pulling me up with ease. “There you go, falling for me again.”

I dust off my knees, rolling my eyes. “You take far too much pleasure in this.”

Corbyn grins, his voice dipping into something almost lazy, almost smug. “You have no idea.” His eyes linger on mine, full of mischief, and the smirk tugging at his lips is just cocky enough to make my stomach twist. He winks, slow and deliberate, and warmth flares up my neck despite the cold.

I tug my jacket tighter, blaming the chill for the way my skin burns.

Before I can step away, his fingers reach out again, curling around mine. His grip is firm, warm, grounding. He doesn’t let go. Instead, he falls into step beside me, his presence steady against the cold that seeps through the trees.

I say nothing, but my pulse beats louder in my ears. His hand is rough, calloused from years of woodcutting, but the warmth is comforting, so different than the chill biting at my skin. I don’t pull away. Neither does he.

We press on, and the feeling of being watched suddenly presses down on me, settling deep in my gut like a weight that won’t lift. At first, it’s just a trickle of unease. A twig snaps somewhere behind me, but when I glance over my shoulder, there’s nothing but endless blackened trunks. A rustle stirs in the underbrush, low and whispering, as if something is moving just beyond sight.

“Did you hear that?” I whisper, my breath barely forming sound.

Corbyn cocks his head, listening, then shakes his head. “Nothing.”

From the front, Jarek lets out an exaggerated sigh. “Don’t tell me you’ve made it this far just for the forest to spook you.” He glances over his shoulder, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Aren’t you from the Life Realm? Thought you were supposed to be in tune with nature or whatever.”

I exhale slowly, forcing down the irritation, and keep walking. My fingers find their way to my mouth, and I chew absently on a nail.

The shadows seem thicker here, stretching and curling between the trees, flickering unnaturally at the edges of my vision. My heartbeat picks up, each step feeling heavier than the last. I glance back again, still nothing. Just darkness and the cold hush of the wind threading through the trees. And yet, the unease grows, gnawing at the base of my spine like teeth sinking into flesh.

On the third glance over my shoulder, I see something.

A figure, moving just behind the trees, keeping pace with us.

My chest tightens. “Stop.”

Jarek groans. “What now, Maiden?”

Corbyn’s gaze sharpens as he steps closer. “What is it?”

I stare into the trees, my pulse quickening. “I saw something.”

Jarek mutters a curse under his breath. I release Corbyn’s hand as I take a step back, scanning the trunks. My heart pounds as I move toward the spot where I saw the figure.

It doesn’t take me long to find her.

A woman stands partially hidden behind a massive trunk. The blue stripes down the arms of her jacket mark her as a citizen of the Realm of the Seas. She’s taller than me, with a lean frame and sharp angles. Her hair, bright red and cut short, sticks out wildly around her face. She stands with an almost unnatural stillness, her blue eyes fixed on me.

Tension eases from my shoulders as I let out a slow breath. I had been bracing for something sinister, something twisted by the trial’s design, yet here she is, just another candidate.

I step toward her. “Hello.”

Her chin dips slightly but she says nothing, her blue eyes shifting to look at something over my shoulder.

The rustling of footsteps behind me signals Corbyn’s approach. “Who are you talking—” He stops mid-sentence, his voice trailing off as his eyes land on her. His usual ease shifts into something more guarded, his posture tensing just slightly beside me.

“Why are you trailing us?” I ask her.

Again, she doesn’t answer. But her eyes widen just a touch, a flicker of fear breaking through the mask of stillness. It’s brief, barely noticeable, but I catch it, the way her fingers tense at her sides, the slight shift of her weight as if preparing to bolt.

She’s scared. We’re all scared, but she’s alone. The thought of being left to navigate this dark, cold forest by myself makes me feel nauseous. I glance at Corbyn. He watches me with a questioning look, his brow slightly furrowed, but he doesn’t say anything. I turn back to her, my decision already made.

Slowly, I reach out, wrapping my hand around her forearm, firm but not forceful. “Come along,” I say gently. “You may accompany us.” I pause, meeting her eyes. “What is your name?”

When she remains silent, I glance down and catch the name stitched onto her tag: T. Pontus.

Corbyn steps closer to my back, his hand lands on my shoulder and he leans in, lowering his voice. “You sure about this?”

I turn my face toward him, so close I can feel the warmth of his breath against my cheek. “You didn’t want Jarek and Rudis tagging along.” His words are measured, deliberate, meant just for me. “So why her?”

“We cannot simply leave her,” I say, my gaze shifting back to her. “And let us be honest, she would follow us regardless.” I exhale, steadying myself. “This trial is about overcoming Death. If there is even a chance that we can help one another survive, I intend to take it.”

“Fair enough,” Corbyn says as he lifts his hand from my shoulder and steps back, leading us toward where Jarek and Rudis wait.

She walks quietly beside me. “My name is Orla,” I say, my voice soft but steady. Yet again, she doesn’t respond, but she inclines her head toward me slightly. Chatty. 

As we reach the other men, Jarek scoffs. “You’re really picking up a stray?”

“She is not a stray,” I snap. “She is a candidate, just like us.”

Rudis crosses his arms, his voice low. “Her name’s Thialla,” he says. “She doesn’t speak. Not sure how she’s made it this far, but here she is.”

“Thialla,” Corbyn says, his voice warm and steady. “Nice to meet you.”

I glance at him, a quiet wave of gratitude washing over me. He doesn’t question my decision, doesn’t challenge it, just accepts it, standing beside me as if it had been his choice all along.

Jarek shakes his head, furrowing his brow as he glares at Thialla.

“If she slows us down—”

Corbyn cuts him off sharply. “We’re all probably dead anyway. What’s a little extra time before we get there?” His words hang in the cold air, heavy and undeniable. No one argues, the weight of his statement settling over us like a shroud.

The forest is mainly silent amongst the crunch of our footsteps over damp leaves and tangled roots. The darkness is thick, pressing in from all sides, and the cold gnaws at my fingers despite the weight of my jacket. No one speaks for a long time, the eerie hush swallowing any attempt at conversation.

Jarek breaks the silence. “So, the Hiark Line…what exactly is it? And where are we supposed to find it?”

I glance at him, my breath a faint mist in the freezing air. “It is said to be at the very edge of the island, just a simple line in the sand. But once you cross it, everything changes.”

Jarek raises a brow. “That’s when we get our powers?”

“Precisely. It is said that when you step over it, you are granted the power of the god bound to your life.” The words flow automatically, ingrained in me since childhood. “Beyond that line, the veils to all seven realms await. When your power awakens, the veil to your destined realm opens, and the realm’s Heir is there to guide you into your new life.”

Jarek whistles low, shaking his head. “Wild.”

Rudis, who’s been silent, finally speaks. “So, if you could choose…which realm would you want?”

Jarek doesn’t hesitate. “The Day Realm. No question.” He grins. “I’ve seen what the hiarks can do, and I’d want that. The power, the flames, either would be fine.” A short laugh escapes him. “Plus, no more freezing my ass off like this.”

A tight knot forms in my stomach at the thought. The Day Realm is the last place I’d ever want to end up, not just because Elmon is a power-hungry murderer, but because fire and I have never belonged together.

Rudis chuckles. “Not bad. I’d probably go for the Sky Realm. Imagine controlling lightning.”

They turn to me expectantly. I shift uncomfortably. “I have never truly considered it. The Life Realm is all I have ever known.” I swallow hard. “And right now…I simply want to live.”

Corbyn doesn’t say a word. I glance at him, but his expression is unreadable, his gaze locked ahead.

Distantly, the call of birds rings out, a scattered, discordant chorus echoing through the trees. As we push forward, the sound grows, swelling into something almost unbearable. The screeching and fluttering overhead sets my teeth on edge, and then—

The trees thin, opening into a clearing. Above us, the branches are thick with grimrooks, their black eyes gleaming in the dim light. Their wings shift, feathers rustling in agitation, their cries bouncing off the trees in a chaotic, echoing cacophony. The sound rattles in my skull, clawing at my nerves.

Then, all at once, silence.

The grimrooks stop. The absence of sound is almost worse. A shiver runs through me as the hush settles, thick and unnatural.

Corbyn exhales slowly. “Well, that’s not creepy.” His voice is quiet, but there’s an edge to it, something wary lurking beneath the sarcasm.

My stomach begins to churn as I look around us. The ground of the clearing is uneven, littered with crumbling stone piles, their edges worn smooth by time. Some are cracked, split open like wounds in the earth, their insides hollowed by decay. Thick, black flowers twist between them, their petals glistening like wet ink, their scent strangely sweet beneath the overpowering dampness. The air carries the heavy scent of frozen dirt and something deeper, something decayed. Fog clings low to the ground, swirling through the debris in slow, curling tendrils, creeping toward us like it has a will of its own.

“Come on, they’re just birds; let’s keep moving,” Jarek says, though the slight hitch in his voice betrays his uncertainty.

We move carefully across the clearing, spreading out, stepping over twisted roots and slick, uneven stones. Corbyn walks just ahead of me, his movements cautious but sure. I focus on my breathing, keeping it even, steady, trying to ignore the prickling sensation crawling up my spine. The unease curls tighter in my gut, impossible to shake.

Suddenly, the ground shifts in front of Corbyn.

Something lunges from the earth, wrapping around his leg and yanking hard, sending him stumbling. At first, I think it’s a root, gnarled and twisting from the soil, but then I see it: gray, rotting flesh, torn and peeling away to reveal glimpses of pale bone beneath. Grime-clotted fingers clutch his calf, skin hanging in ragged strips. The stench of decay rolls up from the disturbed ground, thick and suffocating. It’s an arm.

Everything erupts into chaos. The ground trembles violently, chunks of debris crumble away as the earth itself seems to convulse. Screams tear through the air, ours blending with the sudden, shrieking cries of the grimrooks overhead.

Corbyn stumbles, cursing, yanking at the rotting arm latched onto his leg. The ground splits open, and more limbs claw free, desperate, and relentless. Skeletal fingers rake at the air, grasping for anything living. The soil gives way, and from beneath its depths, entire skeletons begin to claw their way into the world.

The crumbling piles of stone. The buried bodies. We’re in a graveyard.

“Run!” Rudis yells.

We bolt, but the corpses are rising faster than we can outrun them. I skid to a stop, yanking my pack from my back, catching a glimpse of Corbyn and Jarek doing the same. My fingers scramble for the axe, and the moment I grip it, a familiar hum courses through me, power surging along my skin. I barely manage to throw my pack back over my shoulders before I’m forced to swing. The blade cuts clean through brittle bones and rotting flesh, the impact jolting up my arms. The scent of decay heightens, clawing at my throat, but I don’t stop—I can’t. The only way out is forward.

I make it a few paces, but then a pair of decayed arms clamps around me from behind, yanking me backward. The smell of putrid rot fills my lungs, making me gag. My fingers spasm, and my axe slips from my grasp, clattering to the ground.

A sharp tear of air, and suddenly the weight is gone.

Corbyn is there, the hallowed gloves stark against the darkness. “Gotcha, Killer,” he murmurs, voice taut with adrenaline.

I dive for my axe, gripping it just as another undead lunges. I swing upward, the blade catching it square in the skull, sending it crumbling into dust.

The grimrooks continue to shriek above us, their cries mingling with the low, guttural moans of the dead. The sound is a relentless cacophony, clawing at my nerves, making it impossible to think beyond the next step, the next breath. We press forward, the five of us staying close, cutting through the relentless swarm of undead. The graveyard stretches endlessly before us, the bodies rising faster than we can take them down. Every breath is laced with the stench of decay, every step a struggle. And then—

A cry of pain. Rudis falls a few paces behind me.

I turn just in time to see the horde swarm him, pulling him down. His voice rises in a frantic scream. “Help! Please! Don’t—”

Jarek lunges toward him, but Corbyn grabs him, holding him back. “We have to keep moving!” he shouts.

Jarek fights against him. “We can’t just leave him!”

Corbyn’s grip tightens. “It’s too late!”

Thialla covers her mouth with both hands, her shoulders trembling as a silent sob wracks her frame. Her wide eyes glisten in the dim light, her breath shuddering as if she’s trying to hold in the panic threatening to spill over.

I squeeze my eyes shut as Rudis’s screams fade, swallowed by the swarm. A sob tears from my throat, but I keep running, my legs moving instinctually, even as my heart begs to stop.

With most of the corpses drawn elsewhere, we finally reach the edge of the graveyard, where the trees begin again. The grimrooks’ shrieks fade, replaced by the heavy beat of wings as they take off into the sky, vanishing into the darkness above. I watch them go, a hollow ache settling in my chest. If only I had wings, preferably ones that could carry me far, far away from here.

Breathing hard, I collapse against the nearest trunk, my entire body trembling. My scarred hands are slick with sweat and grime, my muscles burning. My heartbeat slams against my ribs, my lungs struggling for air.

“Oh gods,” I sob and Corbyn steps close to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. Thialla trembles, silent tears slipping down her face, while Jarek stares ahead, his expression hollow, as if his mind is struggling to catch up with what just happened.

Corbyn tugs on my shoulders. “Come on, we should keep moving.”

We walk in silence, each step heavier than the last. We do not put away our weapons. The loss of Rudis hangs over us like a suffocating weight, but none of us speak. There’s nothing to say.

The darkness thickens as the sky fades to black. Eventually, we can’t see where we’re stepping.

Corbyn stops first. “We should stay off the ground.” His gaze sweeps over the forest floor, tense and searching, as if expecting more corpses to claw their way out at any moment. He rubs his jaw, exhaling sharply, his unease barely masked beneath the steady tone of his voice.

No one argues. One by one, we climb into the trees. Jarek finds a thick branch, Thialla perches on another, and Corbyn and I settle onto the largest one, side by side. The bark is rough against my hands, cool against my back as I shift, trying to find the most comfortable position I can.

Corbyn stirs, glancing at me with that smile. “You know, we’ve spent the night together in all kinds of places—a battle camp, an island surrounded by strix, a basement, a desert—but none of them are quite how I imagined spending the night with you.”

“What, exactly, did you imagine?” I whisper, my voice barely audible.

He leans in closer, his breath warm against my skin, his lips mere inches from mine. “Maybe I’ll get to show you one day.”

I choke on a breath, pulse stuttering. Before I can react, he presses a quick, feather-light kiss to my lips and pulls away, leaving behind a lingering heat. He closes his eyes, and minutes later, his breathing evens out.

Exhaustion pulls at me, but sleep doesn’t come easily. The shadows seem to shift and sway, my heartbeat spiking at every tiny noise, each rustling leaf and distant creak of a branch setting my nerves on edge.

I curl in on myself, shivering as the night air seeps through my jacket. Almost in response, the shadows around me seem to pulse, drawing closer, wrapping around me like a living thing. A strange warmth unfurls in my chest, subtle but undeniable, just enough to take the edge off the cold.

I don’t know if it’s exhaustion, or something else entirely. But I don’t fight it. Instead, I let the darkness pull me under.


Thirty-Five


The sound of insects hums through the dark forest, a rhythmic chorus of chirps and drones filling the still morning air. It’s different from the eerie silence of the night before, softer yet persistent, grounding me as I slowly drift toward wakefulness.

I am warm—warmer than I expected to be. My body is cocooned in heat, and for a moment, I sink into the comfort of it before my awareness sharpens. Something solid is beneath me, not the rough bark of the tree, not the cold of the night air.

My eyes crack open, blinking against the dim morning light. The first thing I see is the soft fabric of his jacket beneath my cheek, the steady rise and fall of his chest with each slow breath. His warmth surrounds me, and I hold my breath as realization sinks in.

I am lying on Corbyn’s chest, my arm draped across his torso, our bodies molded together in sleep. We didn’t fall asleep like this.

Heat rushes to my face, my stomach flipping as I realize I must have gravitated toward him in the night, drawn by instinct, by warmth, by something I can’t quite name. I should move, but the moment the thought forms, he stirs beneath me.

Carefully, I inch away, my palm brushing against the warmth of his skin through his jacket. I shift just enough to put space between us. His arm tightens around me, pulling me back in. A quiet chuckle rumbles through his chest.

“Not so fast,” he murmurs, voice husky with sleep.

I release the breath I was holding and will my heartbeat to slow. I glance around; the others are still asleep, undisturbed by our movements. It’s just us in this quiet moment before the day begins.

He shifts slightly, his fingers tracing slow circles against my back. “You know,” he says, voice still thick with sleep, “I could get used to waking up like this.”

A smirk tugs at my lips. “You mean in a tree?” I tease.

“You always pick the best times to make jokes,” he says, his tone amused. More softly, he adds, “I can’t believe we lived in the same town our whole lives, and I never even knew you were there.” His fingers brush through the ends of my loose curls.

I swallow, unsure what to do with the sudden flutter in my chest. “What good fortune that you found me, then,” I say, my voice lighter than I feel, “right when we were both sent to perish.”

His grip on me tightens just slightly. “That doesn’t mean we can’t live right now.”

I lift my head to look at him, and his hazel eyes smolder, the warmth in them unmistakable, and a flush blooms beneath the many freckles dusting his cheeks. He dips his head, and our lips connect.

His lips are warm against the cool morning air, a contrast that sends a shiver racing down my spine. Heat flares through me as his arm tightens around my waist, pulling me closer, his body solid beside mine. The kiss deepens, his tongue brushing against my bottom lip, coaxing a quiet moan from me before I can stop it. The sound is swallowed between us, lost in the slow, intoxicating pull of his touch.

His grip shifts, firm yet fluid, and before I can react, he rolls me on top of him with effortless ease. I suck in a breath, my stomach flipping at the sudden movement. A fleeting sense of weightlessness washes over me before I settle against him, his hands steadying me at my waist. A warmth ignites beneath my skin, curling low in my stomach, spreading outward like fire, until every part of me is humming under his touch, lost in the moment, in him.

Wait…

That’s not just him.

The sensation sharpens, turning into something more than heat, something familiar. A vibration that hums through my bones, insistent and inescapable. My heartbeat picks up as I recognize the pulse of energy running beneath my skin, the unmistakable hum of a Hallowed Object.

I break the kiss, my breath coming fast. “I can sense the Object,” I whisper, my fingers pressing against his chest as I try to ground myself.

Corbyn sits up abruptly, the haze of sleep and warmth vanishing from his expression. “Where’s it coming from?”

I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, focusing, gathering my bearings. The hum is slowly getting stronger, pressing against the inside of my skull like an insistent whisper. I lift my head, swiveling my gaze through the trees, searching.

My eyes land on a grimrook perched on a branch across from us, its dark gaze locked on mine. The humming intensifies, turning sharp. I wince, pressing a hand to my temple.

“South,” I breathe, the word barely audible.

Corbyn doesn’t hesitate. In one smooth motion, he lifts me and sets me down beside him. The warmth of his body fades instantly, replaced by the cool morning air that creeps over my skin. A shiver runs through me, not just from the loss of heat, but from the abrupt shift in mood. My heart still pounds from the kiss, but urgency drowns out everything else.

“Wake the others,” he says, already reaching for his pack. His voice is steady, but there’s an urgency beneath it. “We need to go.”

***

The deeper we go into the forest, the colder it gets. The sunlight barely filters through the thick canopy, casting fractured beams of gold that do nothing to warm the frostbitten air beneath. The ground is stiff with ice-laced soil, crunching sharply beneath our boots with each step. Frost clings to every blade of grass, every brittle twig, and the frozen, uneven surface jars my soles with each step, sending sharp jolts up my legs and making it impossible to move gracefully.

My breath drifts out in pale, ghostly wisps, vanishing into the gloom. My clothes are useless against the relentless chill that seeps into my bones. I’ve left my tress clasp on the strap of my pack today, my loose curls spill down around my ears, offering a bit of protection against the biting wind. It’s the kind of cold that makes my muscles stiff, my fingers sluggish. I curl them into fists inside my gloves, but the numbness lingers. Gods, I hate being cold.

The humming beneath my skin is a constant thrum, like a thread woven into the fabric of my mind. It vibrates, low and insistent, pulling at me, guiding me forward. But the cold gnaws at my concentration, making it harder to focus. Each step feels heavier, like I’m pushing through unseen resistance.

Corbyn leads, his broad frame cutting a determined path ahead. Jarek follows just behind him, his eyes sharp, his movements measured. Thialla and I take up the rear, our breath mingling in the frigid air. The only sounds are the occasional rustle of hidden creatures, the flap of wings from somewhere high in the trees, the brief chirp of a lone insect, and the steady rhythm of our march. The deeper we go, the denser the forest becomes; the trees press in like silent sentinels. The thick grayish underbrush snags at my clothes and scratches my hands, forcing me to stumble as I try to yank my arm free from a particularly stubborn bramble.

Luckily, we haven’t run into anything else nefarious in the forest—yet. By midday, we stop for a short break. I sink onto a frost-coated rock, my limbs aching from the constant walking. I nibble on a slice of crusty bread, taking my opportunity to settle the grumble in my stomach. After it is gone, I blow into my hands, but the warmth is fleeting, lost before it can even spread. Corbyn steps in front of me, his presence blocking the cold wind that bites at my exposed skin. Without a word, he takes my hands in his, his palms rough but blessedly warm. The heat seeps into my numb fingers as he pulls me to my feet and wraps his arms around me.

His warmth is instant relief, a barrier against the creeping ice in my veins. I exhale, letting my head rest against his chest for just a moment.

“Are we getting closer?” he murmurs, his breath warm against my hair.

I close my eyes, reaching for the hum, but as soon as I do, a sharp pain lances through my temple. I inhale sharply through my nose, fighting the wave of dizziness that follows. “I think so.”

His arms tighten for a brief moment before he steps away, and I immediately miss his warmth. The cold rushes back in like an unrelenting tide. “I know you’re tired, but we should keep moving. The longer we stop, the more the cold will affect us.”

The day fades into dusk by the time we stop again, but not by choice. A river sprawls out before us, wide and dark, cutting through the frozen land like a deep wound. It stretches a hundred feet across, curving sharply from the northeast before twisting away into the southwest. The water is as black as ink, and the thick ice covering its surface shimmers under the dying light of the sun. A low groan echoes from beneath the frozen expanse, a hollow, ancient sound that makes me shiver. The wind slices off the river in sharper gusts, colder and more bitter than before, stinging my face like tiny needles.

I drop my hand from my mouth, realizing I’ve been chewing my nail. My breath curls in the frigid air as I glance toward Corbyn. “Shall we camp here? It is almost nightfall.” I rub my arms, trying to chase away the relentless shivering, but the cold has settled too deep. It rattles through me, making my muscles feel tight and uncooperative.

He rubs his jaw, his brows drawn together in thought. “We should keep going if we can.” His gaze flickers to me, laced with quiet apology.

Jarek steps closer to the riverbank, scanning both directions. “No way around unless we want to waste time figuring out where this starts or ends.” He exhales and shifts his weight, then cautiously places a boot onto the ice.

“I don’t know if you should—” Corbyn starts, but Jarek takes another step, pressing down, testing his weight. We all wait, breath held, expecting the telltale sound of cracking ice. But it holds.

Jarek glances back at us, a small grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Guess we’re going across.”

Unease knots in my stomach. I glance at Thialla, whose wide eyes mirror my own hesitation, then at Corbyn. He shrugs, but his broad shoulders are tense, his jaw set.

The ice might hold. Or it might not. But we don’t have another option.

“We need to spread out, so we don’t put too much pressure on one spot,” Corbyn says.

“You three go ahead, I’ll take up the rear,” Jarek says. He makes it sound like stepping out first was his offering, and now it’s someone else’s turn to test the rest of the way across.

Corbyn gives me an exasperated look, his brow furrowed, one corner of his mouth twitching like he wants to say something but decides against it. He exhales sharply through his nose, then steps out onto the ice, movements careful and calculated, shoulders tight with restraint. I follow a few paces behind and slightly to his right, keeping my distance. Thialla steps out next, her jaw clenched, and Jarek follows a few paces behind her. The further we move from the shoreline, the more exposed we are. The cold wind cuts across the open river, numbing my face, my thighs, my fingers clenched at my sides. My foot slips, just a fraction, but I catch myself before I fall, heart slamming against my ribs.

We move painfully slow, every step a test of balance and nerve. The ice groans faintly under our weight, and my heart skips a beat each time my boot slides on the frictionless surface. I can feel the fatigue in my legs now, not just from the tension of staying upright, but from the relentless chill seeping through every layer of clothing. I start to wonder if we’ll ever make it across, or if this crossing is meant to break us. The sun finally disappears, swallowing the last dim glow of day. The shadows grow heavier, and we’re just past the river’s center when something shifts, a new source of light radiating from below our feet.

A glow. Blue, faint but distinct, pulses beneath the ice, shifting with the slow rhythm of the river’s hidden current. I frown and glance down, my breath fogging the air. The onyx ice, smooth and opaque, reveals flashes of movement, something glimmers and slithers far below. I crouch, squinting to cut through the blur. There’s a fluid, almost hypnotic motion to it, a ribboning drift of long, narrow shapes. Their glow pulses in time with something deeper, like a heartbeat echoing from the depths. The sight is both beautiful and wrong, a dream turned cold and unnatural.

“What are they?” Jarek asks from behind me.

“Maybe some kind of fish?” Corbyn offers, uncertain.

Great. Creepy glowing fish. Just what this nightmare needs.

I glance at Thialla. Her eyes are wide with fear. She starts shaking her head, her gaze fixed on the far bank. I turn back to the ice and lean closer. One of the glowing figures is drifting toward me. Its shape sharpens as it nears. It speeds up.

And then—

A face. Hands. Pressed right up against the underside of the ice, blue and distorted, as though the river had frozen mid-scream. The features are grotesque, twisted with desperation, the eyes wide and vacant but locked on mine. For a heartbeat, I forget how to breathe. Then I shout—the sound sharp and too loud in the open air—and jerk backward. My heel slips, skates out a few inches, but I manage to catch myself, arms windmilling for balance. “They are not fish,” I gasp, voice trembling. “They are specters.” My frantic eyes dart from shape to shape, all pulsing with that same eerie blue light. A sick feeling coils in my gut. “I believe this is a river of the dead.”

The thing beneath me slams its fists against the ice. Its mouth opens in a howl. The sound is so mournful it grips my chest, tightening around my ribs like a vice. My muscles tense without permission, like my body’s bracing for something it can’t fight. Its face twists in rage. All around us, others begin to do the same. Dozens. The ice groans under their assault.

Adrenaline surges through me, hot and sharp. Behind me, Jarek fumbles with his pack.

“I don’t think they’re friendly,” Corbyn says, his voice grim. “We need to get off this ice. Now.”

We start moving again, faster now, but my legs are sluggish, as if wading through waist-deep water. My muscles protest with every step, and the cold has burrowed so deep it feels like part of my bones. My body resists, like it’s no longer mine to command. The sound, those howls, aren’t just noise; they press against me, heavy and invisible, each one clawing at my resolve, slowing my limbs, fogging my thoughts. It’s like they’re trying to pull us down with them.

“What are they doing to us?” Jarek groans. “I feel like I’m being weighed down.”

“I have no idea. Just keep moving,” I yell, grabbing Thialla’s arm as she stumbles. Her eyes are glassy, her steps erratic.

The pounding and wailing intensify as we near the opposite bank. The sound becomes unbearable, a chorus of grief and fury, clawing at the edges of my sanity. My vision swims. I clench my teeth, forcing one foot in front of the other. Every step feels like it takes hours. My fingers are numb. My skin prickles. And then a sharp, metallic ringing sound cuts through the noise.

I whip my head around at the sound, catching sight of Jarek with the hallowed sword already drawn, its blade fully extended from the hilt. Instantly, his knees crash into the ice, his legs folding awkwardly beneath him. The hallowed sword slips from his grip and skitters across the surface with a harsh screech, the blade retracting mid-spin as it clatters to a stop. A pained moan escapes him as his hands go to his head, fingers digging into his scalp. His whole body trembles like something is tearing through him from the inside.

A fracture zigzags out from where he landed, a jagged wound in the ice. I barely have time to register what’s happening before the surface gives way beneath him. Water surges up in a violent gasp. Half of Jarek’s body plunges below. He scrambles, elbows hooked over the edge, gasping, his eyes wild. He’s holding on, but just barely.

Dottie, dangling from the edge of that stone tile, fingers slipping, eyes wide and tear-filled. The image slams into me with the force of a blow, as real and raw as the day it happened. My heart clenches and I struggle to breathe. I’m not watching Jarek, I’m watching her all over again.

I start toward him. I can’t stop. My feet move without permission, each step a defiance of the heavy dread dragging at my limbs.

“Killer, no! Turn around!” Corbyn shouts behind me, his voice ragged with panic.

But I don’t listen. I can’t. Jarek is still above the ice, still fighting, and I won’t let him slip away, not like Dottie.

“Get off me!” Jarek screams over the wailing of the specters, voice raw and desperate. He kicks wildly, the heels of his boots scraping against the ice, trying to find traction. His eyes lock on mine, wide with a terror I’ve never seen in him before. “Don’t let them take me!”

And then the ice under his arms gives way with a hollow crack, like a ribcage breaking.

A blue hand, thin and luminous, bursts up from the water. Another follows. They latch onto him with eerie precision, yanking him down as if he had no weight.

He’s gone, dragged under in one violent pull.

Silence.

The wailing stops. The pounding ends. The weight vanishes from my body all at once, like a string cut. The only sensation remaining is the familiar hum of the Hallowed Object.

I stare at the hole where Jarek had been, the water already darkening, swallowing the last ripples like it never held him at all. The silence is deafening. The deep crack, the same one that splintered out the moment he hit the ice, shudders again, louder this time. It spreads from the hole like lightning across the sky, radiating outward in a jagged, living web.

My eyes lock onto the hilt of the hallowed sword, lying where it landed, just at the edge of the spreading fracture. My heart kicks into a faster rhythm when I realize it’s directly in the path of the crumbling ice. No. I can’t let it fall. I inch forward, one cautious step at a time, every shift in weight answered by a groan from the unstable ice beneath my feet.

“No, Orla! I can’t lose you,” Corbyn shouts, his voice raw with urgency. “You have to move! Please!”

The desperation in his voice grips something deep in my chest. My gaze lingers on the sword for half a breath longer before I force myself to turn and run. The ice behind me cracks open with a violent shatter, fragments bursting up as if chasing me. There’s no time for careful steps now. I sprint, heart pounding, boots skimming slick ice.

For a terrifying moment, I think I’ve waited too long, that I’ll feel cold hands wrap around my ankles and drag me down.

But then my feet strike solid ground. Thialla and Corbyn are there, reaching for me. The moment I cross the edge, I collapse into Corbyn’s arms, the worn wool of his jacket soft against my cheek, the heat of his body jarring after so much cold. His arms close around me with desperate force, steady and grounding. My knees nearly buckle from the sudden shift, ice to earth, terror to safety.

My breath tears in and out of me, sharp and burning in my throat, each inhale like dragging frozen air over raw skin. My lungs ache from the effort, but I can’t seem to slow it down.

“You’re safe,” he murmurs into my hair.

I meet his eyes.

“But the sword is gone,” I whisper, and it feels like the wind steals the words the moment they leave my mouth.

Disappointment hits hard, heavier than I expect. The realization sinks in like cold water: we’re not getting the sword. Whatever Hallowed Object we find in the Death Trial will have to be enough. It has to carry the power the Heirs need. Enough to stop Elmon. Enough to set the world right.

The thought follows me like a shadow as we walk through the night.

None of us say much. Corbyn is quiet beside me, his shoulders tight with tension. We decided to put some distance between us and the river after what happened. None of us wanted to linger near it.

The forest is cold and unforgiving, the trees towering, watching from above. Their trunks are gnarled and frost-covered, roots jutting from the earth like twisted fingers. The air smells of rot and wet bark, heavy and earthy, clinging to the back of my throat with every breath. Thialla jumps when a grimrook calls somewhere in the distance, the shrill sound echoing through the trees like a warning. I try not to react, though my heart stutters.

The shadows seem to move just beyond my line of sight. I keep my eyes forward and pretend I don’t notice. I don’t want to think about what might be watching us, about what else could be living—or not living—in this forest.

I focus on my steps. The path is uneven, slick in places from frost or damp leaves. The patches of moonlight that filter through the canopy provide the only light to guide us. I move carefully, my boots crunching softly over fallen debris. My fingers are numb, my face raw from the cold.

The hum in my skull is still there, a dull, persistent ache I’ve grown used to. It buzzes faintly behind my eyes, a small comfort. It tells me we’re still moving in the right direction.

Corbyn steps closer, his presence a quiet reassurance.

I glance sideways at him. “Holding up alright?”

He sighs, his breath white in the freezing air. “I just want this to be over.”

His hand brushes mine, our fingers interlacing, warm and steady. Through our gloves, his hand isn’t much warmer than mine, but the contact pulls a little heat into my scarred palm, easing the ache.

“Agreed,” I say softly. “Feels like we have been treading through the same nightmare for days.”

He squeezes my hand gently. “Just got to keep moving. One nightmare at a time.”

I stifle a yawn with my free hand.

Corbyn notices. “We should stop for the night.”

We gather what little dry wood we can find and build a small fire in the hollow between two thick roots. The wood crackles and pops as the flame catches, the smoke rising in thin wisps that carry the faint scent of burning pinus and damp bark. The first wave of heat brushes my face, startling in its warmth after so much cold, and I inch closer, drawn instinctively to the comfort of it, the desire to defrost temporarily overpowering my fear of the flame. I sit back, a few feet away from the flames, close enough to feel the heat start to seep into my fingers. I exhale slowly as sensation begins to return to my skin, the tingling painful but welcome.

We eat in silence for a moment, chewing slowly. Corbyn takes a bite, grimaces. “This is basically frozen bark.”

I raise an eyebrow. “That would probably hold more flavor.”

He huffs a laugh, shaking his head. “At least you’ve found your sense of humor.”

Thialla curls up on her bedroll across from us, wrapping her arms around herself, her face turned toward the fire. Within minutes, her breathing evens out.

I stay where I am, sitting beside Corbyn. The fire crackles quietly.

“Do you think we will make it?” I whisper, the words slipping out before I can stop them.

He’s quiet for a moment. “We have to.”

I lean into him and rest my head on his chest. The steady thump of his heartbeat echoes in my ear, a quiet rhythm that grounds me. His arm wraps around me without a word, and the warmth of him, the rhythm of his heartbeat, lulls me.

Sleep comes quietly, and I let it take me.


Thirty-Six


The sound of metal unsheathing cuts through the quiet like a scream.

I jolt awake, heart hammering, blinking fast to make sense of the shape in front of me. The hum beneath my skin remains, filling my head with noise. The fire has burned low, just a scattering of orange embers glowing weakly. Corbyn shifts beneath me, and we both push up to sitting.

It’s still night. The sky is a dark, bruised blue. We’ve only been asleep for a few hours, if that. But none of that matters now.

Across the fire, Thialla gasps.

My vision sharpens, and standing over me is Jarek, the hallowed sword glinting in his hand, its tip resting so very close to my throat.

I freeze. My breath goes thin and shallow. My heart hammers, loud, uneven. I can’t stop staring at the blade, then at the hand gripping it, and finally up to the thing wearing Jarek’s face.

It’s Jarek, but it’s not Jarek.

His skin is pale—not just pale, nearly blue. Sickly, frostbitten. Patches of frost cling to him like mold, with black rot blooming at their centers. His blond hair sticks out in jagged clumps, brittle with frost, strands frozen stiff like straw left out in an endless winter. His chest is still. Not still like sleep, still like stone. No breath clouds the frosty air. No heartbeat. No warmth. Just the rigid, frozen form of a corpse that should be buried deep beneath the water. His eyes, creamy white, glazed over, lock onto mine. Then, he grins. Slow. Cruel.

He doesn’t speak.

“Whoa—” Corbyn’s voice is steady but sharp. “Let’s take a step back here.”

Jarek’s head swivels, slow and stiff, and the hallowed sword moves with it, angling toward Corbyn.

From the corner of my eye, I catch movement, Thialla. She darts behind him, fast as a shadow, and then leaps.

She slams into his back. The impact makes him stumble. He snarls, an awful, gurgling sound, and reaches behind him like she’s nothing more than a thorn to be plucked. He rips her off with terrifying ease and hurls her across the clearing.

She hits a trunk with a crack that echoes through the trees, bone against bark, and crumples to the ground in a heap. My stomach pitches.

Jarek lunges forward. I scramble for my pack in the dim, flickering light, fingers trembling as I fumble with the clasp. It slips once, twice, my breath catches in panic, then finally, it pops open with a snap.

Too late.

The sword rises above me, cold and gleaming. I yank the hallowed axe free and swing it up to shield my face.

I flinch, breath caught in my throat, but the blow never comes. Instead, there’s a heavy thud, solid and close. I lower the axe, just enough to see past the edge of the blade.

Corbyn stands between me and the sword, arms raised, the hallowed gloves catching the full force of the blow. The blade skids harmlessly off the thick leather, not a mark left behind. I scramble to my feet and stagger back, putting space between me and the fight without taking my eyes off the blade.

Jarek snarls and strikes again. Corbyn blocks him, again and again, the gloves absorbing each brutal blow. But Jarek’s stronger than he should be. Faster, too. Even faster than before the river took him.

He feints left. Corbyn moves to counter, too slow.

Jarek twists, slipping from Corbyn’s grasp like smoke, and strides straight toward me, each step sharp and sure.

I raise the axe just in time. His next strike crashes into it, and the force sends me flying. I hit the ground hard. Pain spikes up my spine, white-hot. The axe slips from my hand as all the air is knocked out of my lungs.

In my peripheral vision, I see Thialla stir.

Jarek pivots just as Corbyn charges from behind, and with a sudden, brutal motion, he slams a kick square into Corbyn’s chest. The impact lifts Corbyn off his feet and sends him crashing into the underbrush with a sharp rustle of broken branches.

Then Jarek spins again, too fast.

I’ve barely found my footing when his arm snaps forward and the sword leaves his hand, a blur of silver cutting through the dark.

Time slows.

The sword spins through the air, humming as it cuts the space between us. Moonlight flashes along its edge, catching every notch and curve in the metal. My body locks up, breath frozen, heart stuttering in my chest. I watch it come, helpless, too slow, too far inside the moment to escape it.

A sudden weight crashes into my side, sending me stumbling. It’s Thialla, throwing herself into me, full force, knocking me out of the sword’s path.

“No!” The scream tears from my throat.

The sword buries in her chest. Dead center.

She took that sword for me. She saw it coming, and she didn’t hesitate. Oh gods.

Her green eyes find mine, shocked, unfocused, already starting to dim. I can’t breathe. My hands twitch toward her, useless. The world narrows to just that look, her soul slipping behind her gaze. I want to move, to scream, to do something, but I’m frozen, trapped in the horror of what she’s just done for me. Her mouth opens, trembling slightly, but there’s nothing, no words, no breath, just the silent, desperate shape of something she’ll never get to say.

She blinks, slow. Then her gaze drops to the hilt. Her fingers close around it, trembling so hard I want to scream at her to stop. But she pulls.

The blade comes free with a sickening, wet rip, a sound I feel in my teeth more than hear. It’s the kind of noise that sticks to your bones, that you know you’ll remember in every nightmare after this.

The sword clatters to the ground, slick and red, the blade retracting back into the hilt.

Thialla sways, then collapses lifeless on the cold forest floor.

A sob tears its way out of me like it wants to break my ribs. I reach for Thialla, instinctively, like I can still save her, like I can pull her back from what’s already happened. But suddenly Corbyn is there. His arm locks around my waist and he yanks me back.

“No—” I gasp, trying to shove past him, but his grip is solid.

Then, I see Jarek.

He’s stalking toward us like a predator, face carved from stone, eyes lit with fury. Each step of his is deliberate, silent. Dangerous.

Between us lies the hallowed sword, its hilt glinting in the moonlight beside Thialla’s body. It shouldn’t look that peaceful. Not next to her. Not like this.

Jarek moves for the sword.

Before he reaches it, a grimrook drops from the sky like a thrown dagger, dropping onto the earth in front of him. Jarek halts mid-step, his eyes narrowing. Another follows, wings folding in sharp jerks, then a third, heavier than the others. The air tightens, thin, metallic. My breath fogs in front of me, and a chill seeps through my boots like the cold is coming from under the ground itself.

Mist starts sliding out from the trees like it’s alive, curling around roots and leaves, slinking across the forest floor. With every new grimrook that lands, the mist thickens. It brushes Jarek’s boots.

He screams.

The sound is raw, guttural. He collapses to his knees, clutching at his skin as the mist burns into it, sizzling on contact. A strange vapor rises from his skin, like steam but darker, as more grimrooks dive, their huge wings blotting out the already-sparse moonlight. Then he disappears. Swallowed by feathers and fog.

Corbyn and I stand rooted to the spot, unable to tear our eyes away from the horror in front of us.

“What the fuck is happening…” Corbyn whispers behind me, his voice tight, almost hoarse.

“I do not know,” I murmur, barely hearing my own voice over the thundering in my chest. My head moves in a slow shake, but it’s not denial, it’s disbelief, helplessness.

Jarek’s screams warp into a wet, choking gurgle, and then silence.

The mist pulses, alive with movement. I see it now: dozens of glinting black eyes in the fog, all staring. All hungry.

I spot the hilt of the hallowed sword again. My heart leaps. I twist in Corbyn’s arms, desperate. “Release me,” I say. I don’t beg. I don’t need to. He sees my face and releases me.

I grab the axe from the ground beside me. Corbyn’s already grabbing our packs, shouting my name.

“Killer! Wait, don’t go near it!” he yells, panic threading his voice.

I ignore him and run.

The mist is spreading fast.

I make it to the edge of the sword, my hand stretching toward the hilt, and then the mist lashes over it. It hits my skin like fire.

I scream, stumbling back, cradling my scorched hand to my chest. The pain is blinding. The humming in my skull suddenly spikes, shrill and sharp like a blade drawn across bone.

I can’t lose it. Not again.

Images flash through my mind, sharp and urgent. The weight of the axe landing solid in my palm as the strix’s claws dug into my shoulders, how I hadn’t even reached for it, yet it had come. The pack dragging itself across the sunbaked sand during the Day Trial like it had a will of its own. This, this has happened before. It can’t just be luck. It’s something else—something in me. I have to give it a shot.

“Please work,” I whisper. My voice shaking.

I close my eyes, hand extended, and imagine the sword in my grip. Imagine the feel of the hilt as my fingers wrap around it. The pain throbs in my head, pounding like war drums, but I push it away and concentrate on the hilt.

When I open my eyes, the hilt is trembling on the ground, vibrating so violently it kicks up flecks of dirt. The air around it seems to warp, like heat rising from a flame. I hold my breath. With a sudden, almost violent snap, it launches off the earth, slicing through the mist like a bullet, and slams into my open palm with a weight that jolts up my arm. The impact stings, but I don’t let go.

“Oh my gods,” I breathe.

There’s no time to think, the mist is still crawling across the ground, getting closer. Many sets of beady black eyes are focused on me. I spin and run.

Corbyn is already moving. He falls in beside me, his eyes wide as I hand off the hilt. He tucks it into his pack without a word, and we sprint through the trees, lungs burning.

The mist is gaining. Fast.

Wings beat the air above us. Heavy. Close. My head pounds harder with every step. It’s like something is trying to break through my skull from the inside.

I veer right, but the mist lashes out, cutting me off. Corbyn tries left, same thing. It’s driving us. Herding us.

We keep running; my legs are on fire, lungs shredding with every breath. The mist is right behind us, clawing at our heels. Then, through the trees, an opening. A clearing.

It hits me as wrong the moment I see it. Too perfect. The ground is level, the grass clipped short like it’s been tended. No roots, no stones, no debris, just a flawless circle bathed in the first light of the morning. Unreal, like it’s part of a dream I don’t want to be having.

As soon as my boots hit the grass, the humming in my skull ceases.

It’s like someone rips the noise out of my head. The absence of pain is so jarring I stumble and drop to my knees. I suck in a breath, dizzy from the relief.

I spin around. The mist halts at the treeline, as if it’s hit an invisible wall. It doesn’t creep forward, doesn’t curl inward. Just stops. Like it knows it’s not allowed here. The heavy wing beats that once filled the air are gone too, fading into a silence so complete it presses against my ears. The grimrooks perch in the trees, eyes locked on us. Watching.

I scramble to my feet and back up toward Corbyn. “The mist, the grimrooks they halted. And the hum of the Hallowed Object has also ceased.”

When he doesn’t respond, I glance over, expecting him to still be watching the mist like I am.

But his eyes aren’t on the grimrooks. Not even on me.

He’s fixed on the center of the clearing, completely still, like whatever he sees there has stolen the breath from his body.

I turn, following his gaze, and breath escapes me too.

A figure stands there.

Tall—taller than Corbyn by far. Shrouded in black robes that ripple like they’re suspended in water, never quite still. Mist curls and twists at its feet but does not go any further. It has a set of wings that are massive, covered in glossy black feathers, tucked with precision behind its back. And—

Its head.

A grimrook’s. That same sharp gray beak, that long, sinuous neck. But where eyes should be, there are only gaping voids. Black holes that drink in the light. Cold. Endless.

And still, even with no eyes, I know it’s looking at me. Not just seeing me, studying me. Knowing me.

A chill runs down my spine, and my stomach flips. My legs scream to flee, but I’m frozen. My heart pounds so loud I think the figure must hear it. Something tugs at the back of my mind, like I’ve seen it before.

Its beak tilts, the faintest shift.

It’s smiling. Not with joy. With recognition.

And something inside me recoils.

Corbyn snaps out of his trance so suddenly it jerks my heart into my throat. He yanks the hallowed sword from his pack, as he lifts it, the blade extends from the hilt with a resonant shhhk, humming faintly in the early light.

“Corbyn, wait—”

He doesn’t. He charges.

The figure doesn’t move. Just raises one black skeletal hand from the folds of its robes and flicks it.

Corbyn lifts off the ground like a ragdoll, tossed backward through the air. He crashes against the edge of the clearing with a sickening crack that echoes through my chest. I flinch. For a split second, all I can hear is the ringing in my ears. My legs twitch to run to him, but I stay frozen, heart thudding, breath caught somewhere between a gasp and a scream. His body lies twisted in the grass, unmoving. Dread coils in my gut like a knot pulling tight.

“Corbyn!” I scream, but he doesn’t stir.

Then the figure speaks.

But not with its mouth.

Its beak doesn’t move at all. The voice echoes inside my head, low and cold, coated in rhythm and rhyme.

“So, you have come, as fate foretold, with heart unyielding, spirit bold. I’ve long awaited this decree, since word of prophecy came to me.”

As soon as the voice echoes in my mind, something clicks. This is the shadowed figure from my nightmare, the one I had when I first arrived on Trial Island. The one who whispered to me about my fate, whose presence I couldn’t explain. Cold recognition slides down my spine.

I reel back slightly as the word hits me, prophecy. It echoes in my skull, heavy with meaning I don’t understand. My thoughts stutter, trying to catch up.

“What…what are you speaking of? Who are you?”

“The grimrooks keeper, that is me. Branokh, named in prophecy. I serve the lovely Moriveth, the one and only Goddess of Death.”

His words sift clumsily through my brain A servant of Moriveth. “So, you are a demon?” I ask.

“Not like a demon, more like divine, Quietus was never mine. Once I lived, now I defend, a guardian where the shadows bend.”

This is the first I have heard of a being other than the hiarks who have been given divine powers. What else are we ignorant of?

“What is it that you want with me?”

“I’ve had my kin keep watchful eyes, in shadowed trees and twilight skies. Long before this trial took shape, they watched to see if you’d escape your fate.”

My brow furrows as I think. I remember them, grimrooks in the forest of the Life Realm, watching from high branches. At the abbey, their calls filling the silence in the courtyard at night. At the candidate dormitory, just outside the window, and on the path to the hot springs. And during the Trials, they were there too. Not just once or twice. But in almost all of them. Watching. I’d never paid much mind to them. But they were always there.

“I know what it is your spirit seeks, the hallowed prize of ancient peaks. Your heart is pure, your soul holds true, and so, I offer this to you.”

He begins to drift closer, and something instinctive coils tight in my chest. I take a step back before I even realize I’m moving. His hand re-emerges from the black of his robes, and this time it’s not empty. Draped across the length of his bony fingers is a sleek black whip, as dark as the voids in his eyes. It gleams with a strange sheen, like it’s been dipped in oil and shadow. The whip doesn’t hang limp, it pulses gently, alive with a low, resonant hum that vibrates in the air and settles in my chest like a second heartbeat.

The Hallowed Object.

A dozen questions crash through my mind at once. Why would he offer it? What does he want in return? Is this real? Is any of this real? I swallow hard, forcing the words out past the confusion tangled in my throat.

“I do not understand, is this some sort of trick?” I glance from the whip back to the dark voids of its eyes, my thoughts still reeling. The weight of what it offers presses heavily against the chaos swirling in my mind. “What is it that you seek in return?”

The voice in my mind deepens, still lyrical, still calm.

“You’ve danced with death since you were small, but still, you do not know it all. To earn this gift, you must now see the buried truth of memory.”

He pauses. I can feel the weight of his gaze, even with those voids for eyes.

“This is the Trial, the final breath, to face the truth of fire and death. If you endure and bear the flame, the whip is yours. You keep your name. But fail, and I will take your fate, and he—”

He gestures toward Corbyn’s still body.

“—the child of sun, shall share your state.”

My pulse stutters. The truth of fire and death? What don’t I know? And child of the sun? What is that supposed to mean?

Branokh continues.

“The truth you seek, the path ahead, depends on things long left unsaid. You must accept what death will show or fall beneath what you must know.”

My mind reels, trying to make sense of the terms he’s laid before me. Without thinking, I raise my hand to my mouth and bite down on a nail. It grounds me, barely.

Everything feels too large, too fast. But there’s no time to slow down. “Allow me to ensure I understand you correctly. You intend to show me something from my past? And if I am unable to accept it, if I fail…” I glance back at Corbyn, heart hammering. “We die?”

A nod.

I clench my fists, my jaw. I don’t understand it all, but I understand enough. I nod once in return. “Show me.”

He lifts his arm slowly, and something shifts in the air, a pressure, like the moment before a storm breaks. The hairs on my arms rise. My stomach turns cold. Then the ground beneath my feet hums, and a high, strange frequency fills my ears. My vision wavers. I feel the world around me stretch, pulling, bending, and then, like glass cracking under heat, it shatters.

The forest fades. The morning light blinks out. In its place, fire.

I’m there again. A child, barefoot and coughing, running through choking smoke. I see the flames leaping up the walls of my home, hear the rafters cracking. I reach the front door and burn my palms on the knob. My skin sears, and I scream. I am in the foyer, desperately searching for my family but lost in the smoke and flame.

But the memory doesn’t stop where it usually does.

I hear voices. Deep masculine voices.

In my panic, I burst through the front door, lungs burning and skin seared, and dive into the thick garden shadows behind the old bench. My hands tremble as I press them against the damp earth to keep still. Through the curling smoke and the roar of fire, I hear the crunch of boots, three Day soldiers emerge from the side of the burning cottage, weapons drawn, eyes scanning the wreckage like predators. Their faces are hard, unyielding. I press my back tighter to the bench, heart hammering in my throat, barely daring to breathe.

“Ack, I got mud on my new boots,” one mutters with a grimace.

“Poor you. Now focus.” Another one murmurs, “You see anything?”

They’re searching for something.

One of them wanders close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off of his armor. I hold my breath, still as stone.

After a tense pause, they begin to pull back.

“Obviously a false tip,” the last one says. “There’s no girl with mismatched eyes here.”

“Guess the tipster’s out of luck,” the second one adds. “Elmon is not going to be happy about this.”

“Can’t believe I got mud on my boots for nothing,” the first one snaps again, angrier this time.

The last shakes his head. “I’m starting to think this whole prophecy thing is a joke.”

The vision fades.

The world re-forms around me like smoke pulling back into shape. The heat of the fire is gone, replaced by a chill that bites at my skin. The sudden shift makes my head spin. My knees nearly buckle. I stumble a step to the side and steady myself, breath ragged. My heart pounds so hard it aches, and for a moment I forget where I am, like I’ve been torn from one life and slammed into another.

That night…

It wasn’t a random fire.

It was set on purpose, by Day hiarks sent by Elmon.

To find me.

Because of me, my whole family died.

The weight of it crashes over me like a wave I never saw coming. I can’t draw in a full breath. I want to scream. To claw at something. But I just stand there, frozen in that truth, hollowed out by it. The guilt is so sharp it feels physical. Like the smoke is back in my lungs. Like I’m burning all over again.

Branokh is suddenly close. Too close. His eye voids bore into me, hungry for my reaction.

“Now you see, the reason why, the ones you loved were made to die. And still you stand, with spine held straight, what will you do with such a fate?”

I swallow the sob threatening to rise. I feel the mask of Maiden Blackthorn slide into place, cold, composed, unreadable.

Inside, I am screaming.

“I will ensure they did not perish for nothing.” My voice comes out steady and sure, even though I can still feel the tremor in my chest. It doesn’t shake. It doesn’t waver. Somehow, I sound like someone who believes it.

He steps back.

“You pass my test, my test of death, you stood your ground, you keep your breath. Hold fast to strength you showed today, you’ll need it on the road you lay.”

The whip drops at my feet with a soft hiss.

He spreads his wings, massive, soundless, and lifts off the earth. His comrades rise with him, a dark storm breaking into the morning sky.

I am left alone in the clearing.

And Corbyn, finally beginning to rouse, lies at its edge.


Thirty-Seven


The second my fingers wrap around the handle of the whip, it pulses. Not with sound, but with something deeper. Power. It hums beneath my skin, racing through my veins like heat rising.

I walk to where Corbyn stands. He’s just pushed himself upright, brushing dust from his clothes. He’s watching the sky, eyes tracking the last of the grimrooks as they disappear into the pale morning light.

He hears my footsteps and turns, blinking slowly.

“What happened?” he asks.

I meet his gaze but feel no words come. My mouth is dry; my chest aches. “I would truly prefer not to speak of it.”

I hand him the whip. His brows lift in surprise as he takes it, holding it in both hands like it might disappear if he’s not careful. He looks at it, really looks, and awe slowly overtakes his features.

I keep walking.

Behind me, I hear the sound of leather shifting as he puts it in his pack. Then his boots crunch lightly over the forest floor as he follows.

“Orla,” he tries again. “What happened back there?”

I don’t respond. I can’t.

We walk. I bring my fingers to my mouth, teeth catching on a nail. The silence stretches, and the guilt churns, and I let the bite linger a second longer than I should.

My mask stays firmly in place.

The forest quiets around us, fading into a hush that mirrors the one between us. Sunlight filters through the shifting canopy above, broken gold dappling the trail. We reach the base of the mountain and begin to trace its edge, the stony slope ever at our side. We walk for what feels like hours, our boots crunching softly over leaves and grit. Each step feels heavier than the last, like the guilt is dragging at my ankles. My thoughts turn and turn, looping without mercy.

They were looking for me.

They didn’t find me.

They burned it all anyway.

They were looking for me.

They didn’t find me.

They burned it all anyway.

It’s my fault.

It’s my fault.

It’s my fault.

By midday, Corbyn has had enough.

He spots a break in the mountain wall, a shallow cave just past a bend in the trail and pulls me toward it.

Inside, it’s cool, dim.

He turns to me, frustration in his face. “I can’t stand it anymore,” he says. His hand cups my cheek, thumb brushing my temple. “Please talk to me. Killer, what happened?”

The word hits like a slap. I flinch.

“Please do not call me that,” I whisper.

His eyes narrow. “Why?”

“Because I am one. I got them killed.”

My chest aches, sharp and painful. The mask I’ve worn since dawn shatters in an instant. I suck in air like I’m drowning, and a tear slides down my cheek before I can stop it. I hate how easily it comes, but I’m too tired to hold it back.

I press my back to the cave wall and slide down, the stone cold even through my clothes. I fold inward, tucking my face into my hands as everything unravels. My shoulders shake with the force of the sobs, raw, unfiltered; there’s nothing left to hold them back. The grief barrels through me like it’s been waiting to strike. I barely hear Corbyn sit down beside me, but I feel it when his arms wrap around me, steady and warm, holding me together while I fall apart.

The words come out broken, tangled between sobs and the occasional gasp for air. I try to keep them straight—Branokh’s words, the vision, my family, the Day soldiers—but they spill out of me in fragments, raw and painful. My throat tightens around every sentence, and I’m not even sure how much he hears or understands. But I keep talking, because I have to. Because if I don’t let it out, it will crush me.

Corbyn’s jaw tightens. His arms around me become more protective.

The sobbing slows. The exhaustion sets in. I feel too wrung out to cry anymore.

“I can’t believe you were that close…” he murmurs, “that close to being caught.”

I nod slowly, voice thick. “I was concealed behind the bench. Had I breathed too loudly, they would have discovered me.”

Corbyn drags a hand across his jaw, his brow furrowed. “Did they say why they were there?”

“Yes,” I say quietly. “They were searching for a girl with mismatched eyes.”

His eyes snap to mine.

I nod again, tears threatening. “I believe their intent with the fire was to kill me. I was not inside…but my family was.”

“Fuck,” he mutters, voice low.

“One of them spoke of a prophecy,” I continue, barely above a whisper. “And it is not the first time I have heard mention of it. I just…I still do not understand what it means, or what connection it has to me.”

He doesn’t answer, just holds me tighter. And for now, that’s enough.

Eventually, I slump against him, and he cradles my head in his lap. His fingers stroke gently through my hair.

And I fall asleep.

***

I wake with a jolt.

Guilt hits first. Hard and sharp, like it never left. I suck in a breath, blinking hard against the low light in the cave. My head is still in Corbyn’s lap. He stirs, his fingers lifting from where they were tangled in my hair, and I sit up.

His hazel eyes open, warm and a little blurry with sleep. His auburn hair is a mess, curling against his cheek. He looks beautiful in a way that makes my chest ache.

I study him, his lashes, the line of his jaw, the softness in his expression. My eyes drop to his lips, and something inside me pulls tight. I lift a hand and brush my fingers over my own lips, remembering the feel of his. And suddenly I want nothing more than to taste him.

He watches me, quiet at first. Then his eyes darken.

“Tell me how I can help you,” he says, voice husky with sleep.

I whisper, “I no longer wish to feel this way. I need to feel something else, anything else.”

He doesn’t hesitate. His hand cups my face.

“I could make you feel something else.”

He closes the distance between us.

His lips are soft, slow at first, like he’s trying to give me space to change my mind. But I don’t want space. I want him. I kiss him back harder, slipping my arms around his neck, pulling him into me. I want to get lost in him, his taste, his smell, his feel. I want him to drown out everything else. I swing one leg over his lap and straddle him.

He freezes, just for a heartbeat, then exhales a shaky breath and grips my hips. His hands tighten, grounding me. His mouth parts beneath mine and I deepen the kiss, tongue brushing his bottom lip.

He moans into me.

The sound sends a wave of heat spiraling through my belly. My body answers without thinking, hips grinding against his, where I feel the firm length of him pressing against me. That spark becomes a flame, and another surge of heat rolls through me, faster, sharper.

I need more.

As if he feels it too, Corbyn lifts his back from the cave wall, bringing our chests flush. His hands slide under my jacket, up my smock, and find my bare skin. I shiver as his fingers trail up my spine.

The heat of him is everywhere, wrapping around me, pressing into me. He pulls back from the kiss just enough for our breaths to mix in the narrow space between us, both of us panting, flushed.

His hands find the buttons of my jacket, pausing only to search my face. “Are you sure about this?” he asks, voice low and rough.

“Yes,” I whisper, my voice barely holding together. “Corbyn, please, I need you.”

He groans softly. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to hear you say that.”

He unfastens my jacket with careful urgency, then eases it off my shoulders. My smock follows, and then my breast wrap. The air kisses my skin, cool and sharp, but I don’t flinch. I still sit on his lap, bare now, vulnerable, but not afraid.

“You’re killing me, Orla,” he breathes, his eyes raking over me. “You look like a dream.”

I think I should feel embarrassed, but I don’t. I feel powerful. Wanted.

His eyes travel over me, wide and reverent. His hands slide up my stomach, palms warm and steady, until they cup my breasts. I gasp, hips twitching. He breathes in that sound like it’s the only air he needs.

Then he pulls me into another kiss, this one even deeper, needier. Like we’re both trying to memorize each other.

His hands slide to my waist, then lower, cupping beneath me as he gently shifts our weight. I gasp as my back touches the cold stone of the floor, but Corbyn lowers himself with me, his warmth chasing away the chill.

He kneels above me, eyes dark with want, and begins to shrug off the layers of his clothes. His jacket goes first, then his tunic, revealing the firm, sculpted lines of his chest. The faint patch of red hair at the center matches the mess on his head. He looks like fire and feels like gravity.

I sit up, drawn to him, and run my hands across his skin, smooth, warm, alive. My palms glide down his chest, over the curve of his stomach, lingering on the lines carved into his abdomen. I trail my fingers lower, just above the waist of his leggings, and he lets out a soft groan, his hips twitching toward my touch.

The sound unravels me further, hunger curling tight in my belly. I want more of him, every part, every breath.

I lay back, heart pounding as Corbyn reaches for my leggings. He peels them off slowly, one leg at a time, my undergarments following. The cave air brushes over my bare skin, cool against the heat pooling in my body. I lie completely exposed before him, but instead of shrinking under his gaze, I hold it.

He stands, slipping off the rest of his clothes until he’s fully bare. In the soft glow filtering into the cave, I see all of him for the first time. My eyes catch on the length of him, sizable, though I have no frame of reference. Still, the sight makes my breath hitch.

He kneels back over me, and when I reach out and wrap my hand around him, he gasps, his hips jerking slightly into my touch. Voice low and wrecked, like he’s barely holding himself together, he murmurs, “You don’t even know what you’re doing to me.”

I run my hand slowly down the length of him, surprised by the contrast, solid beneath my palm, wrapped in skin that’s soft, warm, and impossibly smooth. The sensation sends a thrill through me, grounding and electric all at once.

I drop my hand, and he nudges a knee between my legs, and I part them, inviting him closer. He lowers himself above me, balancing his weight with one arm, his other hand sliding down my stomach, pausing just before reaching the place that aches for him most.

A flicker of nerves sparks in my chest. But when his fingers finally slip inside, all hesitation melts into heat. I exhale sharply.

“Oh my…” he whispers, voice teasing. “I knew you liked me.”

I roll my eyes, smirking despite the flush on my face, and pull him back into a kiss, my hands tangling in his hair.

He shifts, guiding himself to my entrance. I bend my knees to give him more space, and slowly, he pushes in.

The stretch is sharp, unfamiliar. I gasp, breaking the kiss, my fingers clutching his shoulders, anchoring myself to him as my body adjusts.

“It’ll get better,” he murmurs into my hair. “I promise.”

Soon, he’s fully seated inside me, filling me completely. He pauses for a breath, as if to ground us both, then retreats with the same slow care, pulling almost all the way out. When he pushes back in again, the discomfort has lessened, still there, but softened. My body is adjusting, welcoming the rhythm he begins to build.

He moves in a measured pace, deep and controlled. Each time he slides into me, the friction starts to awaken something else entirely. My breath comes faster, gasps replaced by soft moans. It’s not just the sensation of him inside me now, it’s the way we move together, the slow stoking of something powerful and primal. The tension inside me coils, waiting to snap.

He lifts his head and captures my lips again, and with that kiss, the tempo of his hips begins to shift. He moves faster now, more insistent, driving into me with a rhythm that sends heat surging through my core. Each thrust pulls a moan from my throat, helpless and breathless, as his pelvis grinds against a spot that makes my whole body shudder.

I cling to him, every muscle wound tight, the pleasure cresting so high it almost hurts. My thoughts are lost to the sensation building inside me. I don’t know how much longer I can hold it together. The pressure inside me builds faster than I can brace for, like a wave gathering speed, unstoppable, aching to crash. My nails dig into his back, my whole body straining for release.

Then Corbyn slides his hand back between us. His fingers find me, in just the right place, and he circles it with practiced care, like he knows exactly what I need.

The pressure inside me detonates.

I break the kiss with a cry, “Oh gods—” as the wave hits me, fierce and blinding. My body convulses around him, every nerve alight, the force of it stealing the air from my lungs.

Somewhere above me, I hear Corbyn chuckle, low, rough, and breathless, as the pleasure overtakes me completely. The pressure breaks like a storm, and my body arches against his, wave after wave crashing through me. I lose myself in it. I don’t want to come up for air. All I know is the white-hot pulse of sensation and the sound of his name torn from my lips.

My muscles quake, my limbs tremble, and I cling to him like he’s the only solid thing left in the world. Slowly, the peaks of it begin to fade, leaving me shaking, stunned, gasping.

Corbyn groans my name, a sound of surrender and need. His elbows brace on either side of my head as he thrusts once, twice more, deep and hard, then stills. His body stiffens as his own release finds him, and he drops against me with a ragged breath.

We lie there tangled, skin to skin, our heartbeats slowly syncing. For the first time since the vision, since the truth, the guilt in my chest feels muted.

Not gone, but softened, dulled beneath the weight of his body, his warmth, and the steady rhythm of our breath.

After a few minutes, we rise, limbs still heavy, skin warm and flushed. We dress slowly, neither of us speaking, the silence between us different now, softer, deeper. Outside the cave, the air meets us with a gentle breeze, but the cold doesn’t bite the way it did before.

There’s a break in the trees overhead, sunlight spilling through in golden shafts. It touches the earth around us, painting the forest floor in warmth. I lift my face to it, closing my eyes. Maybe it’s the sun. Maybe it’s just the lingering heat from what Corbyn and I shared. Either way, I don’t shiver.

For the first time in days, I don’t shiver.

We follow the sound of trickling water to a narrow stream, nestled between moss-covered rocks and curling tree roots. The water is icy-cold, and the shock of it jolts me fully awake, chasing off the lingering fog in my mind. I scrub my hands, my arms, splash my face, watching the dirt and sweat swirl away downstream. Corbyn kneels beside me, silently refilling our waterskins.

We head back to the cave, the light already beginning to shift, shadows stretching longer across the trees. Corbyn unrolls our bedrolls while I pull some dried meat and hard bread from our packs. We sit beside the fire he builds, small, steady flames crackling softly. Our shoulders brush as we eat in silence.

After a while, Corbyn glances over at me, chewing the last bite of bread. “That whip,” he says, nodding toward his pack. “Do you know what it does?”

I shake my head. “Not particularly. I didn’t spend much time with it, just picked it up, and everything seemed to spiral from there.”

He watches me, curious. “It feels powerful.”

“It most certainly feels like something,” I murmur. “We should test it tomorrow, see what it’s capable of.”

He nods, the firelight dancing in his eyes. “Yeah. Tomorrow.”

By the time my food is gone, I’m spent. Not from the walk. Not even from the grief. But from everything, like I’ve emptied myself out, and there’s just…nothing left.

I don’t ask. I just curl into Corbyn’s arms. And he holds me like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

With my head against his chest, listening to the slow beat of his heart and the soft snap of fire on stone, my eyes drift closed.

And for the second time today, I fall asleep in his arms.

***

I wake to sunlight spilling into the cave, bright and golden, cutting across the stone floor like it’s trying to drag me into the day whether I like it or not. My body aches, in a good way. That kind of sore that reminds me I’m alive, that last night happened. My chest is still warm, still carrying the echo of him.

I stretch slowly, letting the feeling roll through my limbs. But when I reach out beside me, my fingers brush only the cold stone. My eyes snap open. Corbyn isn’t here.

I sit up fast. The cave is quiet, still. No sound of breath, no rustle of movement. The air is damp and smells faintly of frost and ash. The silence presses in thick, like a blanket that’s just a little too heavy, suffocating in its stillness. I twist around, scanning the shadows, my stomach tightening with every second that passes.

“Corbyn?” My voice barely makes it out of my throat.

Nothing.

I scramble to my feet and bolt toward the entrance. The morning air hits me sharp and clean, with the chill of the mist clinging to my skin and the scent of frozen earth thick in my nose. But the world outside is just as empty. Trees. Mist. Silence. No sign of him.

Panic claws its way up my throat.

What happened to him? Did something get him? What if it was Branokh, or any variety of the living dead we ran into during the Death Trial, or, gods, what if he’s bleeding somewhere, alone?

I stumble back inside, heart thudding. My pack is still near the fire pit. I snatch it up, hands shaking, ready to run, ready to go and save him from whatever took him, and freeze.

It’s too light.

I yank it open.

The axe is gone.

I drop to my knees, digging deeper, faster, but the axe isn’t there. A scowl crosses my face, confusion setting in. I sit back on my heels, heart hammering in my ears, a rising thrum of dread tightening every muscle in my chest. Slowly, I turn my head.

Corbyn’s pack, the one that held the sword, the whip, the gloves, is gone. The space where it had rested is empty, undisturbed except for a faint impression in the dirt. No sign of struggle. No blood. Just a clean, quiet absence.

The realization sinks in slowly, like ice water pouring through my ribs.

He left.

He took them all.

The Hallowed Objects. Every. Single. One.

He didn’t just leave; he made sure I couldn’t follow. He took our chances, our protection, and left me with nothing. Not even a goodbye.

The shock hits first, like a slap, sudden, stinging, unreal. It knocks the thoughts from my head, wipes the air from my lungs. I blink, but nothing shifts. The cave is the same. The emptiness is still there. But it feels like the ground has dropped out from under me.

Then the pain comes. Slow and sharp, like a blade pushed deliberately into the softest part of me, burrowing into the space where Corbyn had been. Where he’d made himself at home. Where I let him in. He kissed me like I was something sacred. And in the same breath, he walked away with everything holy in his hands.

I collapse against the cave floor. The breath leaves me in one harsh gust, as if the betrayal physically tore something loose inside. I can’t think. I can barely feel anything except the hollow, gaping wound where trust used to be.

Why did he do this? Was this his plan all along? Did he ever mean any of it, the smiles, the closeness, the warmth that felt so real pressed up against me in the dark? I retrace every moment, looking for signs I missed, for cracks in the lie he wore like a second skin. How could I have let this happen? How could I have let him in? Was I blind? Or did he wear the lie that well? I keep thinking I’ll find a note. A sign. Something that makes this make sense. But there’s nothing. The worst part isn’t even that he left.

It’s that a part of me still wants to believe he didn’t mean to.

For the rest of the day, I don’t move. I curl into myself on the stone floor, arms wrapped tight around my knees. The cold creeps into my skin, but I don’t feel it. Not really. All I feel is the fracture inside me, the way my chest seems to cave in with every breath.

It’s my fault.

All of it.

I killed my family, and now I’ve destroyed what was left of me. If I had been smarter. If I hadn’t let him in. If I hadn’t trusted him. Maybe I wouldn’t be here like this, gutted, left to rot alone in this hollow place. Or maybe I’d be dead already. And I can’t tell if that would have hurt less.

The weight of it pins me down. The guilt, the grief, the betrayal—it crushes me.

I wish Dottie were here.

The thought splits me open even further. Her name is like a knife. And with it comes the avalanche. Her loss. My parents. Corbyn. Everything. I can’t breathe under the pressure of it all. I feel myself cracking. Splintering.

I drift in and out of consciousness, slipping between hazy moments of awareness and the dull, gray fog of oblivion. Time loses meaning. Everything blurs together into one long stretch of numb.

Eventually, my body forces me up. I dig through what’s left in my bag and find my waterskin. There’s the extra one Anixsa gave me, too.

I make myself move. One foot, then the other, to the stream nearby, the one Corbyn and I had bathed in. Now, the air feels colder here, the ground harder beneath my boots. The stream gurgles gently, indifferent, its surface catching the dying light like shards of broken glass. The scent of moss and wet stone is heavier than I remember, clinging to everything. It’s the same stream, but it feels like a stranger now. Just another place that hurts. The memory sends another crack through my heart.

I crouch to fill the skins, and another memory punches through me like lightning.

Anixsa’s reading. The accidental one. A warning.

Trust not the ones who stand so near,

For hidden lies may soon appear.

Listen close but heed this plea:

Use more than ears, and you’ll be free.

I thought it was about Jarek. Of course I did.

But it was Corbyn.

Stupid. I was so stupid.

A wave of anger flares, hot and violent, sharp enough to make my fingers curl into fists. My jaw clenches tight. For one brief second, I want to scream, to throw something, to tear apart the world for being so damn cruel. But this fire inside burns out before I can do anything. It sputters into ash. I’m too tired. Too hollow. The rage collapses in on itself, leaving only the ache behind.

On the way back to the cave, I fumble with one of the waterskins. My fingers are clumsy, numb with exhaustion, and it slips right through them. It hits the dirt with a muted thud, bouncing once before rolling crookedly into a patch of weeds. I sigh, bending to retrieve it, but something catches my eye. A flicker.

Then another.

Flashes of light, sharp and quick, darting distantly among the trees. They’re too erratic to be sunlight filtering through the canopy. It’s not the setting sun, I know that much. The light is colder, paler.

I freeze, half-crouched, watching, waiting. But nothing else moves. Just the distant shimmer and the weight of silence pressing down again.

Whatever it is, I can’t bring myself to care.

I turn my back on it and keep walking.

I crawl back into the darkness of the cave and curl up on my side. It feels like the shadows swallow me whole, wrapping around my limbs, pressing into my skin. The cold settles in again, but it doesn’t bother me now. It fits. Like it’s always been part of me. Like it’s all that’s left.

Sleep comes. No dreams. Just empty, blessed silence.


Thirty-Eight
Dottie


The cave is quiet.

Cold, but not in the spooky, ghosty way you might expect. More like the kind of cold that just makes you want to nudge someone with a warm drink and a blanket. Not that I can do that. Specter problems, you know?

Sunlight slices through the jagged cave entrance, but it isn’t the only glow. I hover near her, watching the slow rise and fall of her breath, resisting the urge to poke her awake just to say hi. She’s still here. Still fighting, even if she doesn’t realize she’s doing it, which is so very her.

She’s curled up like a little comma, arms wrapped tight around herself like she’s trying to keep from unraveling. Her blond curls are a fluffy mess around her head, the soft sound of her slow, steady breathing blending with the faint, rhythmic drip of water deeper in the cave. I wish, so badly, I could give her a hug—one with rocking and squeezing and an everything-is-going-to-be-okay kind of energy.

A faint blue shimmer pulses around me, casting soft shadows against the wall. I used to wonder what it would feel like to sit this close to her again, even if she couldn’t see me. But she should be able to see me, a benefit of being in the Death Trial.

She stirs.

Orla wakes with a jerk, rubbing at her swollen eyes. She sits up and pushes her hair form her face, releasing a long breath. Then she sees me.

She scrambles back with a cry, panic written all over her face, her mismatched eyes wide.

“It’s okay,” I say quickly, raising a hand that glows. “Don’t be scared. It’s just me.”

Her eyes dart over me like she’s not sure I’m real. Like I might disappear if she blinks too hard. “I do not understand. How…how are you here? Have I died?”

I grin, because oh my goodness, this is kind of amazing. “Nope, you are not dead.” I let out a laugh, still a little breathless from how surreal this all feels. “Death runs thick through the Death Trial, like, soupy thick. And when it gets that heavy, the line between the living and the dead gets all wibbly-wobbly, bendy-stretchy. And for someone like you, well, you’re practically vibrating on both frequencies. It’s wild, really.”

She rubs her eyes again and shakes her head, glancing around the cave like she’s half-expecting it all to be a hallucination. Her gaze skips across the shadows, the walls, the shimmer of my glow, like she’s trying to logic her way out of seeing me. Then my words seem to land, and she frowns, still breathing hard. “Someone like me?”

“Don’t worry about that right now,” I say gently, settling cross-legged across from her like we used to in our room back at the dormitory. “Right now, I want to be here for you.”

She reaches a hand out, slowly, like she doesn’t quite believe it. But when her fingers touch my cheek—oh stars—it’s warm! Her warmth spreads across my skin and I actually sigh out loud. It feels like sunlight. Like safety.

I can feel her.

I don’t even wait, I dive forward and wrap her in the biggest, squeeziest hug I can manage. I squeeze her tight and she doesn’t even hesitate.

“I missed you so much,” she whispers against my shoulder, voice cracking.

I let out this goofy little laugh that’s half joy and half ugly cry, and it even ends with a snort. “I missed you too. Like, so much it’s embarrassing. I would’ve haunted you just to say hi if it wouldn’t have been super creepy.”

We laugh together, real and loud, the kind that bubbles up from someplace deep. Orla wipes tears from her eyes, her shoulders shaking with it, and I swear I float a little higher from the joy. It’s a full-body, can’t-help-it laughter, the kind that scrubs out the ache for just a minute. It’s so good to see a little of the pain uncoil from her shoulders, like a knot finally loosening. Even just a little. Even just for now.

When the laughter settles and the cave grows quiet again, she leans in close and whispers, “So much has transpired.”

I nudge her knee with mine and smile. “Then you better start talking, because I want every single detail.”

We talk for hours, all day, really. The sun shifts across the cave mouth and the light changes, but we barely notice. Time softens around us, stretching as we sink into it, word by word.

She tells me everything.

About the weight she carried after I died, how she didn’t think she could go on. Then they found the hallowed pocket watch in the Night Trial, and suddenly she was faced with this massive choice: take it and live another life or give it back to the nox and keep fighting. And oh goodness, she chose to keep going.

She tells me about the Day Trial, about the burning heat, the oasis, the gloves, and saving Corbyn. She tells me about the start of the Death Trial, watching people fall around her, fighting to keep her head above it all. She talks about Branokh, what he said about her family. She tells me about the guilt that eats at her and the grief that swallows her whole, and she tells me about Corbyn. How she trusted him. What he did. How Anixsa warned her, but she didn’t see it coming.

I grab her hand and squeeze it tight. “Neither of us saw it. That’s not your fault.”

She sniffles, and I keep going. “The spirits over here? They knew. Corbyn? Yeah, total red flag.”

Her eyes widen. “What? How?”

“Death has its perks,” I say with a shrug. “You get answers. You see things clearly. But they couldn’t warn you.” Giving her hand another squeeze, “And your family, their deaths? That wasn’t your fault. Not even close.”

Her eyes flick to the floor, and she starts biting her thumbnail. Her voice is barely above a whisper. “But they perished because of some prophecy concerning me.” The words come out heavy, like she’s finally voicing the fear that’s been rotting inside her.

I shake my head. “The choices other people make…You don’t have to carry those. That weight doesn’t belong to you.”

She takes a shaky breath. “Are you aware of the prophecy?”

I nod, but I hesitate. The words are right there, pressing at the edge of my tongue, aching to be said. I want to tell her, every part of me wants to hand her the answers, to lift that weight. But I can’t. I let out a breath and say, “I do. But I can’t tell you. Not because I don’t want to, but because it’s not my place.”

Her face crumples like that might undo her again, so I jump in fast.

“But hear me now, because this matters. You have so much more ahead of you. I know it hurts. I know the weight you carry. But you need to understand; it wasn’t your parents’ death that defined you, it was their life. The way they loved, the way they lived. And it wasn’t my death that changed you either. It was us, our friendship, our laughter, every moment we shared.

“Those memories shaped you. But they are not the whole story. The pain, the past, the losses, they’re part of your path, not the end of it.

“You are more than what’s happened to you. You are more than the mask you wore when I first met you. You’ve come so far. And there is still so much waiting for you.”

I watch as my words settle over her, the truth slipping into some of the emptiness she is feeling. Finally, her eyes meet mine, clearer, steadier, like something inside her has clicked into place. She shifts slightly, sitting a little taller, her shoulders rolling back as if she’s physically stepping into the space her courage made. She doesn’t say anything yet, but I can see it in her face, she’s turning it over, letting my words settle into all the cracked places she’s been carrying. Remembering how far she has come.

I lean in closer, trying to press the truth into her heart. “You think this is the end of you, but ohhh no. This? This is the messy, magical, painful, powerful beginning. Orla, if you can embrace who and what you are, the world won’t know what hit it. You are the only one who can do what’s coming. And you’re already so close. You’ve already become so much of the person you’re meant to be. It’s time to finish the becoming. Go the rest of the way.”

“How am I even supposed to begin?” she asks, her voice small as she looks away, shoulders curling inward. “I do not know if I can.”

“You can do anything you set your mind to,” I say, giving her a small smile. “Remember that moment with the nox? How you stood there, terrified, but still chose to keep going? Well…it’s time for another moment like that. Another big, scary, bold decision.”

I squeeze her hand again until her eyes lift to meet mine. I continue, “You can lie down in this cave and let it all swallow you…or you can rise. You can fight. Fight for your family. Fight for me. And most of all, fight for you. Because you are so worth that fight.”

We sit in silence for a long moment, her eyes searching mine for something, courage, maybe, or permission to believe it. Ever so slowly, she nods. Not with confidence, but with determination. Like someone fitting armor back over bruised skin, knowing the next blow will still land but choosing to face it anyway.

“I am worthy,” she whispers. “I am capable. I am exactly where I am meant to be.”

My heart does a little flip, and I beam so hard it almost hurts. Of course she picked the fight. She’s Orla. She always had it in her. She just needed to remember.

“I always knew which option you’d choose,” I say, and I mean it with my whole entire soul.


Thirty-Nine


The next morning, I wake to silence. Dottie is gone. I sit up slowly, my joints stiff from sleep, tendons tugging and crackling like brittle twine. A dull throb pulses through my back and shoulders, every movement dragging through the resistance of cold, cramped muscles. That familiar ache blooms in my chest. Painful, but edged with something softer. Closure, maybe.

A breath catches in my throat, and I let it out slow, steady. Seeing her again, even if only in that brief moment, was more than I ever let myself hope for. It was enough. She was the light I didn’t know I needed on my darkest day, a final tether back to something good. My thoughts begin to wander to Corbyn, and a different pain grips my heart, sharp and sudden. The ache pulls me into a memory—his laugh, the way he always had that infuriating smirk on his face, the way I let myself trust him when I shouldn’t have. I see the moment again, the one where his betrayal split something inside me: waking up alone in this cave, the fire cold, and every single Hallowed Object gone. His bedroll was gone, no tracks, no note, just absence and silence and that awful weight in my gut that told me he’d chosen himself over everything we’d fought for.

Then my family surfaces. Their faces flash through my mind: my father’s gaze softened by worry, my brother’s hand clutching mine, my sister brushing my hair, my mother humming while she worked in the garden. Guilt presses against my lungs, heavy and smothering.

But I won’t let it win. Not again.

“No,” I say aloud in the quiet cave, voice rough but firm. “I am worthy. I am capable. I am exactly where I am meant to be.”

Around me, the cave is still dim. The walls drip with moisture, and the stale smell of smoke from last night’s fire clings to everything. But at the mouth of the cave, sunlight stretches long golden fingers over the earth, beckoning. Morning has broken. And with it, the last day of the trial.

I stare at the light for a long time. My heart pounds like it knows what’s coming. No more hiding. No more waiting. It’s time. Time to leave. Time to fight. Time to face whatever’s out there.

I chew the last of the dried meat, tearing it slowly, letting the salt sting my tongue and keep me grounded. My hands are trembling, not from hunger, but something deeper, anticipation, fear, maybe both. I force myself to swallow, then begin to roll up my bedding with deliberate care, smoothing each fold like it matters. Like control over something small might anchor me.

When I step outside, the sun ambushes me, brilliant and sharp, flashing between the tall trunks like blades of gold. A gust of wind rustles the branches high above, and somewhere in the distance, a bird calls once, clear and lonely, before silence settles again, thick and expectant. The air bites, crisp and cold, stinging my nose and fingertips. I pause at the edge of the clearing, just breathing, letting the sun warm one side of my face as I tie my hair back. My fingers fumble with the clasp; it takes longer than it should. I close my eyes and steady myself, then slide my fingers around Dottie’s necklace. I promised her again last night. No matter what, I’d get this to her brother. That vow sits heavy in my chest, like a stone I refuse to set down.

I make my way toward the stream, each step slow and measured on the frost-hardened ground. Moss crunches beneath my boots. The stream gurgles softly, a low, soothing whisper in the quiet morning. The scent of wet earth and moss rises with the mist, grounding me in the moment. I crouch beside the water, dipping my hands in first. It’s freezing, sharp enough to make me hiss through my teeth, but I welcome the sting. It jolts me awake. I fill the waterskins one by one, sealing them tight, the leather creaking in my grip. When I’m done, I linger there a moment, watching the stream tumble over smooth stone.

Finally, shouldering my pack, I step away from the stream and into the shadowed woods to begin my march south. The trees thicken around me, towering, ancient things with bark like cracked leather and limbs that groan in the wind. The canopy swallows the light quickly, and soon I’m walking in a tunnel of cold green and gray.

With every step, the air grows colder. It seeps into my clothes, my skin, down to the marrow. I wrap my arms around myself, trying to hold onto whatever warmth I can. My breath fogs in front of me, ghostlike. The weight of my pack pulls at my shoulders, but I don’t stop. I can’t.

It’s the seventh day. The final day of the trial. The words echo in my head like a curse. I feel the pressure of the ticking clock like a hand at my throat. I don’t know how far the beach is now. I don’t know if I have enough strength left to make it in time.

Grief took too much from me. I let it. I let it curl around my legs and drag me down for days. And now here I am, trying to outrun it in the last hours I have left.

As I walk, flickers of light flash ahead, just like they did a few days ago when I first left the cave. My feet remain on my southward path, and it seems to take hours to reach the spot the flashes are coming from.

I slow my pace when a faint, acrid smell hits my nose—sulfur. Then the ground begins to tremble beneath my boots, subtle but real, like something massive is moving.

Without thinking, I begin to chew on a nail.

Then comes the roar. Deafening. I drop instinctively, covering my ears, heart slamming against my ribs.

After a few moments, I force myself upright, whispering courage into the void. Step by step, I inch closer until I see a clearing in the trees. The branches here are stripped low, like something enormous passed through. I press my back to a thick trunk and peer around it.

I freeze.

The clearing ahead teems with mordrake. Huge, winged, serpentine beasts, the forms of the Shifters of the Death Realm. The air is thick with the stink of sulfur and scorched earth, heat haze rising visibly from their bodies. I can hear the low, rumbling growls that roll from their throats, layered with the crackle of smoldering underbrush and the snap of brittle branches beneath their massive limbs. Of course they’re here. I should’ve known.

Their huge, dark bodies seem to mainly be at ease, as if this clearing is a place they feel comfortable. A nest perhaps. Some lounge on the ground, others spread their massive, leathery wings, as if sunning them. The wings glisten faintly in the haze, each fold ridged and veined like old parchment, edges twitching now and then as if sensing the air. I can see now why all of the lower branches are missing.

To the left, two smaller ones—offspring, maybe—snap at each other and toss bursts of fire through the air, warming the breeze that passes by. They hop around on their four clawed feet, as if playing. That explains the light and the shaking. An adult mordrake whips its head toward them and lets out another furious roar. Its mouth is a nightmare of teeth, sunlight flashing off rows of glistening fangs. Fear coils up my throat like smoke and I swallow it down the best I can.

The young ones retreat, scurrying behind another adult who lounges lazily on the grass, seemingly asleep.

The one who roared twists its head toward me and I duck back behind the tree before I can be spotted. My back presses to the trunk and I slide to the ground. A wave of nausea rolls through me, hot and sudden, and sweat prickles along the back of my neck despite the cold. My fingers tingle, light-headedness threatening to tip the world sideways as I press my forehead to my knees and try to breathe. I need to be able to get by them to continue my southward journey. Going around would take too much time, but what are the chances I’ll be able to make it through them alive?

I press my back harder to the tree, trying to stay small, invisible, as I wrack my brain for a way to get around the mordrakes unnoticed. My heart pounds so loudly I swear it’ll give me away. Behind me, heavy footfalls are approaching, crunching on frozen leaves. Getting closer. Too close.

I don’t dare move, breath caught tight in my throat. The air smells like smoke and scorched metal, and the ground vibrates beneath my feet with each heavy step. A mordrake. Right behind me.

Suddenly, a voice, not aloud, but deep and resonant, echoes inside my skull. “I know you’re there.” I flinch, my spine jerking upright. Someone else is talking in my head. Of course. Why do none of the creatures in the Death Realm believe in personal space?

“I won’t hurt you,” the voice adds, sounding almost bored.

I swallow hard and straighten. If I’m going to die, I’d rather face it head-on. I take a long breath, push away from the tree, and step into the clearing.

The mordrake stands before me. Towering. Maybe six feet at the shoulder, ten at the head, but its massive neck dips low so our eyes can meet. A steady, guttural huff of breath escapes its nostrils, each exhale misting in the cold air. As it shifts its weight, its joints creak faintly, and the leathery scrape of wings brushing its sides sends a chill down my spine. Its scales are the color of midnight, and its wings, folded tight, look like they could blot out the moon. Its eyes catch me, hold me. Deep, endless blue with a slit pupil, like a serpent staring through ocean depths.

“You are awfully far from the beach, human,” it says, the words a grumble in my mind.

Heat flashes up my neck. Is he mocking me? I don’t need a reminder that I’m failing this trial.

“Your perception is remarkably sharp.” I snap back, then grind my teeth together the moment I realize how I just spoke to a creature that could swallow me whole.

His eyes narrow, slitted and gleaming. “You’ll never make it there by sunset. Trust me, I’d know.”

Annoyance prickles under my skin. “You have a talent for voicing the obvious.” I mutter, folding my arms.

He lets out a noise halfway between a sigh and a growl. “Wonderful. A mouthy little human. Just what I needed today.”

I blink, not sure how to respond.

“Look,” he mutters, tail flicking behind him in irritation, “I’m offering you a ride. Not because I care. I was told to. So don’t make me regret it.”

I open my mouth to ask what that’s supposed to mean, but he cuts me off with a grunt.

“Let’s just get this over with. I’ll take you to the beach.”

The words hit me like cold water. My instincts scream trap. I take a step back. “You mean to fly me there?”

He unfolds his wings at that, stretching them out with a rustle of leathery membrane. The sheer size of them makes the air shift.

“What do you think I meant? Swim?” he mutters, eyes rolling slightly.

I hesitate, pulse hammering. Another mordrake lumbers closer, eyes locked on me. The first one reacts instantly, his head whips around, teeth bared, and he lets out a low, annoyed growl.

The newcomer snarls but backs off with a hiss.

“Decide,” he growls, turning back to me, voice sharp with impatience. “The others aren’t as…disciplined. And I’m not standing here all day.”

I look at him, really look. His muscles ripple beneath the scales, wings still half-extended. I don’t know why he’s offering, and I don’t care. If I’m going to die, I might as well do whatever I can to make it to the end. I nod once, stiff and uncertain, the motion barely more than a twitch.

He lowers himself to the ground with a grunt. “Get on. Try not to jab anything important.”

I approach, legs shaking. I find hand and footholds along his side, his scales warmer than I expected, smooth in some places, but ridged like old bark in others, with a leathery give beneath my grip that shifts slightly as his muscles tense and relax.

I see him wince as I shift my weight, and guilt twists in my chest. “Sorry,” I whisper.

“Already a thorn in my side,” he grumbles, the words low and annoyed as I continue climbing.

I settle just ahead of where his wings arch up, the warmth of his body rising through my legs and the steady heat from his wings wrapping around my back like a shield. His scales shift faintly with each breath, alive beneath me, and I press in tighter, trying not to slip.

“Hold on,” he rumbles, clearly already regretting this.

I grip even tighter.

And then we rise. A jolt runs through me as his powerful legs launch us skyward, the sudden drop pulling my stomach into my throat. The wind slaps at my face, cold and sharp, tearing tears from the corners of my eyes. My arms strain as I cling tighter, every muscle tensed. The air thins as we climb, and the trees blur into shadow below. The night swallows us whole, vast and endless.

At first, panic claws at my chest as we soar into the sky. The mordrake’s wings beat the air with thunderous force, and I cling tightly to the ridges of his back, heart slamming against my ribs. The ground drops away fast, and a dizzying rush spins through my gut. I squeeze my eyes shut, wind lashing my face, until finally I manage to shift into a steadier seat. I breathe. In. Out. Again. And something shifts.

The wind roars past my ears and whips through my hair, pulling curls free from my clasp. The sky stretches wide and boundless above me. I open my eyes and gasp. The view is breathtaking, but even more overwhelming is the sudden rush of freedom that floods through me. Up here, with the clouds beneath us and the wind in my face, it feels like I could go anywhere, be anyone. Unbound. Weightless. Tears spill from my eyes, unbidden, and I tell myself it’s just the wind, only the wind, though I know better.

The mordrake doesn’t speak. Minutes pass in silence, broken only by the steady rhythm of his wings and the rush of wind. The sun inches along its path, shadows shifting across the land below. My muscles ache, but I stay still, not wanting to disturb the fragile balance. I sit, legs tucked tight, and watch the world unfold beneath us. The thick forest gives way to something darker, marshland. Swampy and strange, it glows faintly with specks of blue like stardust scattered across the muck. The air above it looks hazy, and I imagine it would smell of rot and damp stone, heavy and cloying. Even from this height, the temperature seems to dip slightly, a cool draft rising from the wetland below. My skin prickles, as if the marsh itself is watching. Whatever’s down there…I’m glad I’m up here.

As we fly lower, the beach comes into view. Endless black sand stretches out beneath us, quiet and ominous. At the peninsula’s tip, a faint glowing line slices through the sand: the Hiark Line. My heart pounds at the sight. It’s real. It’s here. The end of these brutal trials is finally within reach, and the weight of that realization settles deep in my chest. Beyond the line, seven tall arched veils stand, their surfaces shimmering faintly.

At the edge of the swamp, where the beach begins, a single massive ulmus tree rises from the emptiness, gnarled branches reaching toward the sky. It’s the only sign of life out here. The rest of the beach is bare. No movement. No sound. Maybe the others have already crossed. Or maybe…maybe they never made it this far.

The mordrake lands with a heavy thud about twenty feet from the tree. The ground shudders under his weight, a deep vibration that travels up through my legs and into my chest. A gust of warm air rushes past me as his wings fold in, kicking up sand that stings my skin.

I quickly climb down, my legs stiff and shaking.

“Thank you,” I say, gently tucking a windblown strand of hair behind my ear. “Forgive me, I do not believe I ever asked your name.”

His head tilts slightly, and he huffs out a hot breath. “You can call me Zeph. Good luck, human.”

Before I can say more, he launches into the air, wings snapping open with a rush of wind that lifts the sand around us. He doesn’t glance back or hesitate. Just turns south, toward the open ocean, and climbs fast, much faster than we had just been flying, vanishing into the deepening blue like he can’t get away fast enough.

I watch until he disappears into the haze, a dark speck swallowed by the horizon, where the sky glows dim with the last light of day. The clouds stretch low and gold-tinged, and the ocean below reflects it all in broken silver. It’s as if the world exhales with him gone. The silence he leaves behind feels immense, pressing in from all sides. The only sound now is the soft hiss of the wind across the black sand and the distant, low hush of waves.

I take a breath, deep and slow, and turn toward the peninsula. My legs feel heavy, like the flight has stolen something from me, like part of me is still up there in the sky. But I made it. I’m here.

The black sand shifts slightly beneath me, soft but dense, crunching faintly under the weight of my feet. It clings to my boots as I step forward, gritty and cold, like ash soaked in shadow. One step. Then another. Each one deliberate. Toward the glowing line that waits ahead like a challenge.

Seven veils stand beyond it, their arches distinct, marked by runes, colors, shapes that hint at the realms beyond.

Which one is mine?

I stare at them, searching for some kind of sign. I wonder which one I’m meant for. Which deity has my life been tied to? Is it the Goddess of Life, the realm where I was born and raised beneath the canopy, the smell of soil and leaves always on the air? Or the God of Night maybe, whose realm is lit by the stars.

A voice interrupts my thoughts, cutting through the quiet, familiar and amused, like it’s been waiting for just the right moment to strike.

“Hey, Killer.”

I whirl around as Corbyn steps out from behind the tree.


Forty


Corbyn steps closer, his boots crunching on the sand. I don’t move. I can’t. My heart twists painfully in my chest just looking at him. He doesn’t even look like the same person anymore. That sneer, cold, twisted with disgust, makes him a stranger. This is not the man I thought I knew.

“I was hoping the rest of the trial would take you out,” he says, voice sharp, casual, like he’s discussing the weather. “Especially without the Objects. But apparently, I have to do it myself.”

My voice catches in my throat, barely more than a whisper. “I do not understand,” I say, staring at him like the words alone might break the spell, rewind time. “I had believed…” My heart aches, and the next words scrape out. “I had believed we were friends.”

I can’t meet his eyes anymore. The weight of everything crashes down, heavy and suffocating. I look away, blinking hard. “I thought you cared for me,” I say again, softer this time, like maybe if I say it gently, it won’t sound so pathetic.

He throws his head back with a short, cruel laugh, no joy in it, just venom. “Cared for you? Please. I never even liked you. Not really. You were just…convenient. A lonely, desperate Maiden dropped into a broken game. All it took was a half-smile and a few flirty words. You clung to me like a lifeline, and I let you. Because it served me.”

My stomach turns. The words sting, but it’s the way he says them, so smug, so proud, that makes me want to scream.

His tone sharpens, each word honed like a blade. “You were a steppingstone. A shortcut. Nothing more. We weren’t expecting you to land in these trials,” he says, drawing out the word “we” with a twisted smile, like it hides a thousand secrets. “But that sneaky little power of yours sure was handy. When we figured out what you could do, when we saw how easy it was to manipulate you…well, why waste the effort?” His cruel smile drops a fraction, “Even if you didn’t find any of the keys.”

I am too confused to speak. Who is we? What keys?

He kneels beside the pack at his feet and uncoils the whip with deliberate care, like he’s unveiling something sacred. The braided leather catches the dying light, throwing back a dull gleam that makes my stomach tighten. He holds it aloft, the way a victor might brandish a prize, his eyes shining with grim satisfaction. “This is a pretty good consolation prize though, and you practically delivered it to me yourself.”

My chest tightens, the pain sharp and spreading, as if something inside me is splintering apart. I’d held onto this desperate thread of hope, this illusion that maybe it was all some kind of twisted mistake, that he was just pretending, that deep down he cared. But now, hearing him spell it out with such cold certainty, there’s no escaping the truth.

I was never more than a tool to him. A pawn. Something to be used for his own gain.

The reality hits harder than any blow. Shame surges up like a tide, hot and bitter. I feel sick—at him, at this moment, but mostly at myself. Because I let him in. I believed the lies. I wanted to believe them. And now I have to live with that. The self-loathing sinks deep, curling in my gut, because I was the one who gave him that power.

He turns his head just enough to meet my gaze, the smile on his face razor thin. “And now, with the power of the Hallowed Objects you so kindly delivered to me, I can finally claim what’s mine. What’s always been mine.”

My eyes narrow, but not in anger—confusion swirls in my chest, heavy and paralyzing. I bite at the edge of my thumbnail and shake my head slowly, trying to grasp the edges of what he’s saying, but everything slips through my fingers. “What…what are you even saying?” My voice trembles, raw. “What is any of this supposed to mean? What do you intend to do?”

Another laugh, darker this time. He gestures to the massive veil across the Hiark Line, the one adorned with dancing flames licking up the sides of its arched frame. “I’m the next Day Heir,” he says, voice thick with conviction. “When Elmon steps through that veil, after I cross the Hiark Line, I’ll strike. I’m going to kill him and take my rightful place.”

For the briefest moment, something like relief flickers through me. Elmon, he’s the reason behind all the deaths in the trials. He revealed himself to be the true monster, and maybe, just maybe, this means he’ll finally be gone. But the second that thought touches my face, Corbyn sees it. His eyes light up with cruel satisfaction, and a wicked smile curls across his lips. I force my expression to go flat again, locking the mask back into place before he can see more.

“Oh, Killer,” he says with a mocking tilt of his head, “don’t start getting your little hopes up. That old man? His time’s done. He was just a placeholder, got the towers down, served his purpose. But I’m the one she truly needs. I’m the one who must continue her work.”

Dread twists cold and deep in my gut. He isn’t trying to end the nightmare; we’re not escaping anything. He just wants to swap out one monster for another. And this time, the monster will wear his face.

Wait, who is she? 

My voice cracks as I ask him.

His voice drops to a whisper, full of eerie devotion, his hazel eyes glazing over. “She’s been in my head for as long as I can remember. Whispering. Guiding me. Preparing me. I’m the chosen one. I’ll set her free…and when I do, all of Aloria will kneel.”

That cleared up absolutely nothing, except that Corbyn is dangerously obsessed with her.

I don’t get time to ask again. His expression shifts, hardens into something murderous. His eyes lock onto mine like I’ve betrayed him. “But I’m not going to let you ruin this. Not because of what some ancient crone said in a dusty prophecy. Luckily, I know how to fix that.”

He carefully secures the whip to a length of rope around his waist before he bends, digging in his pack again, and tosses something toward me. I catch it reflexively and feel the familiar hum of power surge up my arm. The hallowed axe.

“Wouldn’t be fair if you weren’t armed,” he says with a smirk as the hallowed sword extends in his hand.

I stare at him, heart pounding, the truth hitting harder than anything else has yet. The hallowed axe thrums in my grip, warm and steady, as if it already knows what’s coming. The air between us tightens, heavy with anticipation. Even the shadows seem to still, like the world is holding its breath. I’m going to have to fight him.

In a flash, Corbyn moves.

I barely raise the axe in time to block the sword crashing down toward me. The force of the blow jolts through my arms, rattling my bones. I stumble back, scrambling to stay on my feet as he comes at me again, relentless. His strikes are brutal and fast, I block one, then another, but each time I lose ground, trying desperately to create space between us.

I’ve gotten better at fighting. I can feel it in the way my body reacts, faster, sharper. But it’s not enough. A couple months of training can’t erase the years he has on me, the hours he’s spent perfecting this, teaching me, even. Teaching me to lose.

I drop into the stance he drilled into me, feet braced, weight low. His voice echoes in my memory: use your speed. I dart forward, ducking low, and slam the axe into his ribs. He grunts, surprised, and I spin, sprinting toward the Hiark Line, adrenaline flooding my veins.

Behind me, his footsteps pound the sand.

“Ah ah,” he calls, voice smug and approaching fast. “Wouldn’t want you crossing that pesky line.”

A hand grabs my jacket collar, yanking me back like nothing. The axe flies out of my grip, and I crash to the ground, palms scraping the rough, dark sand. Grit fills my mouth. I flip over, gasping, and scramble backward as he stalks toward me.

“There really isn’t much point in fighting me,” he says, tone almost bored. “We both know how this ends.”

I force myself upright, hands trembling, and reach for the axe. But he’s already on me. I hear the sickening rip of fabric and flesh as the sword slices across my side, smell the sharp tang of blood in the air.

A jagged scream tears out of me as white-hot pain explodes through my ribs, sharp enough to steal my breath. My skin feels like it’s been set on fire.

Before I can move, another strike slams into my shoulder, bone crunches under the weight of it. The shock of it locks up my muscles.

Then his blade carves deep into my thigh.

The world spins. My legs fold. My knees hit the ground hard, every nerve screaming. Pain floods me, electric and merciless, like I’ve been struck by lightning. I can’t think. Can’t breathe. I can only feel it—raw, endless, and all-consuming.

He walks up slowly, like he has all the time in the world, and chuckles as he drives the heel of his boot into my cheek.

My head snaps to the side. The world tilts and blurs. And darkness folds in.

***

I drift back into consciousness and immediately wish I hadn’t. Pain sears through my side, shoulder, and thigh, sharp, relentless, overwhelming. Nausea churns in my gut, and bile surges up my throat. I roll onto my side, certain I’m about to vomit.

I manage to breathe through the pain. In and out. In and out.

I blink, trying to clear my vision. Corbyn is already walking away, calm, composed, like none of this has touched him. The sword hangs loose in his hand as he strolls toward the Hiark Line. At the edge, he stops and unhooks the whip from his waist with quiet precision.

Then he steps across.

For a heartbeat, nothing happens.

Until fire erupts around him, violent, blinding. Heat blasts outward in a wave, searing my skin even from a distance. The flames roar, a guttural sound that drowns out everything else, as if the world itself is cracking open. He stands in it like he belongs to it, wrapped in the raw power of the Day Wielders.

And then he screams.

His body twists, bones contorting. His form stretches and reshapes, skin pulling over muscle until he’s no longer human. A massive leocor now stands where he was, his Shifter power on full, terrifying display.

Managing to roll over, I inch forward, sand dragging at my limbs like chains. The ground beneath me is blistering, still hot from Corbyn’s blast of fire. Every movement sparks a fresh wave of pain, my side throbs with each breath, my shoulder pulses with a dull, grinding ache, and my thigh feels like it’s been torn open. My head swims, disoriented and heavy. The sky tilts. I can’t tell if I’m crawling straight or in circles. Dizzy, nauseous, I edge closer to the tree, desperate to put anything between us, anything to slow him down, to give me a chance to breathe, to survive.

I risk a look over my shoulder. The sound of bones grinding and snapping fills the air, wet, brutal, unmistakable. Corbyn is shifting back to his human—or rather, his hiark—form.

Behind him, the veil to the Day Realm flares to life. Light blooms from the arch, sharp and radiant. A red shimmer pulses like flame licking at the edges of reality, distorting the air with heat.

And then Elmon steps through, a vicious look on his face, like he’s expecting a fight, like he’s ready to deal with whoever dared to win his broken trials. The tension in the air snaps taut, as if the veil itself knows something irreversible is about to happen.

Before his boots fully touch the ground, Corbyn lunges.

No words. No hesitation. Just motion and blade. He drives the sword deep into Elmon’s shoulder, the sound of metal against flesh ringing louder than the rush of power still humming through the veil.

Elmon scowls and yanks the sword from his shoulder, irritation etched across his face. But then his expression shifts, his eyes widen as recognition dawns. It’s a Hallowed Object, and in response, fire ignites in his other hand, shaping into a gleaming sword of flame. Without a word, he surges toward Corbyn. The moment their blades meet, the clash sends a burst of heat through the air. Elmon’s fire sword flares bright, sparks flying as it scrapes against Corbyn’s hallowed blade. Corbyn’s free hand lifts, palm open, and it too alights in flame, dancing across his skin without burning, a living extension of his will. Their powers twist around each other, heat meeting heat, creating a vortex of pressure that blisters the air.

Corbyn shifts quickly, unnaturally. His new strength is apparent, raw, barely contained. He absorbs Elmon’s blows, then counters with wide, arcing swings as he unleashes concentrated bursts of flame, igniting the sand at their feet and sending arcs of heat outward like whips of fire. One blast scorches a furrow into the sand, causing Elmon to stumble.

He recovers fast, heat radiating off him in shimmering waves. He steps into Corbyn’s space, their blades locking with a hiss. Power collides again and again, fire against fire, pressure building with each strike. Sparks rain around them, and the very air seems to warp with heat and force. The air pulses with it, sand swirling at their feet, glassing beneath the pressure.

I scramble backward, dragging my aching body through the scorched sand, trying to put distance between myself and the inferno. My heart thunders in my chest, wild and panicked, as heat lashes across my skin and every breath tastes like smoke. But I’m slipping. The wound in my side is a pulsing fire, and blood pours freely from my thigh. I can feel it, every heartbeat weaker, every breath shallower. My limbs are numb, my head foggy, and my vision tunnels. I don’t have the strength to keep moving. My body is too broken.

Just before my eyes close, something stirs in the sky. A grimrook sails high above, its midnight wings cutting through the breeze. It feels like a lifetime since I was up there with Zeph, soaring, weightless, free. I miss that. I miss the wind, the height, the illusion that nothing could ever hold me down. Not for the first time, I find myself wishing I had wings of my own.

I cannot keep my eyes open any longer. Behind my closed lids, visions of my family filter through, my parents, my siblings, each face a flicker of warmth in the dark. I think of how long it’s been since I felt their arms around me, heard their laughter.

And then Dottie. Her smile, soft and steady, like a candle cutting through the dark, holds me in place just a moment longer. A quiet part of me is almost happy—I’ll get to see them again. I’ll get to see her again. Maybe it won’t be so bad if that’s what’s waiting.

But then I remember her voice, her eyes blazing with that fierce love only she ever gave me: You can fight. Fight for your family. Fight for me. And most of all, fight for you. Because you are so worth that fight.

It echoes through me like a heartbeat. And suddenly, the pull of rest feels less like peace, and more like surrender.

From somewhere deep inside me, I hear something…a whisper. Faint. Wordless. It stirs in the pit of my skull. I force my eyes open, but the world stays empty. Still, the whispers get louder, clearer. They’re calling to me, pulling.

I’ve heard things like this before: the humming of the Hallowed Objects, the voices of the creatures in the Death Trial. Not with my ears. With something else. Suddenly, I remember Anixsa’s reading, use more than ears, and you’ll be free. That phrase thrums in me and I lean into it, letting go of trying to understand. The whispers sharpen.

Get to the shadows.

I grit my teeth and roll onto my stomach. The movement sends knives of pain through my body. I nearly black out. But I see it, the shadow of the ulmus tree, stretching across the scorched sand just feet away. I glance toward Corbyn and Elmon, locked in combat, blades clashing. The sound is distant, muffled. My blood is leaving me. My breath comes shallow and rough. I can barely keep my eyes open. But the shadows won’t stop. They call to me. Plead.

I claw at the sand, dragging myself inch by inch. The grains are coarse, grinding into my torn skin and sticking to the blood on my hands. Everything hurts. Every nerve screams. Halfway there, my elbow knocks into something hard, a jagged rock buried just beneath the surface. I have to shift around it, which sends a fresh wave of fire up my side.

I risk a glance toward the fight. For a heartbeat, Corbyn’s head turns, just slightly, in my direction. I freeze, barely breathing. But then Elmon presses him, and Corbyn turns back.

I exhale and keep going. Slower now. Lower. But I move.

Finally, my fingers reach the shadow, and it comes alive at my touch.

The darkness curls around my hand, coiling up my arm like liquid night. Strength surges into me, unfamiliar and ancient, but not hostile. My wounds throb as shadows press against them, firm and steady, closing the open flesh with something deeper than bandages. They wrap around me, weaving through my bones, soothing the fire in my veins. It’s not cold, not empty; it’s warm, grounding, like they were always meant to be there, like they are a part of me.

The pain slowly lessens to a manageable level, and I can finally breathe again.

I stagger to my feet, the world pitching sideways, a slow, nauseating spin that makes my stomach churn. My vision blurs at the edges, shapes warping and swimming, and my head throbs in time with the beat of my heart. A sudden shout, “No!”, cuts through the air, followed by a sickening grunt. I whip around.

Corbyn has Elmon pinned to the ground on the far side of the peninsula, their brutal fight dragging them back across the Hiark Line. The sand around them is scorched and scattered with footprints, chaotic evidence of their struggle. The whip is looped around Elmon’s throat, black flames licking up along his cheeks like burning ink. His hands claw weakly at the cord, legs kicking once, twice, before they fall still. A strangled gasp rattles from his throat, eyes bulging, then glazing over as his body goes slack. I freeze, rooted by shock, as I watch the color bleed out of his face. His skin turns ashen, lips losing their hue, eyes wide and unblinking. A stillness so absolute it swallows the moment whole. He turns gray. Lifeless.

The Day Heir is dead.

And the new one is standing on this beach with me.

Corbyn yanks the whip back and wipes the blade of the hallowed sword on Elmon’s body like he’s cleaning a kitchen knife. Then he stumbles backward and begins to scream, raw, primal, a sound that tears through the air like it’s ripping open the sky. He hurls both weapons to the ground. His hands fly to his head, clutching it like it’s splitting in two.

This must be the transfer. The Spark of Aelius pouring into his body.

I can’t look away. I’m frozen, not with fear, but with something heavier. The weight of what I’ve just seen crushes all thoughts, pins me still. But then a cool caress presses against my leg. Urgent. Intentional. A nudge from something not-quite-natural. I blink and remember I need to move.

I limp toward the Hiark Line, each step a battle. It’s so close. Freedom is so close. But then that familiar hum begins beneath my skin. Soft at first, like something waking up inside my bones. I glance toward the line…and then back to where the whip lies in the sand near where Corbyn is still doubled over. The humming intensifies.

I exhale sharply and change direction. Anixsa said to listen. So, I’m listening.

I crouch low, my heart pounding in my ears, every step whispering against the sand. The ground feels alive beneath me, thrumming faintly, as if it carries a pulse of its own. The air is thick with the charge of power, prickling against my skin, raising goosebumps along my arms. A tingling sensation dances across the back of my neck, like I’m standing in the eye of a storm about to break. A few yards from the whip, I stretch out a shaking hand and close my eyes, calling it to me. Within seconds, I am wrapping my fingers around the whip’s hilt.

The moment it lands in my hand, power floods into me like lightning striking bone. It surges through my arm, settling deep in my chest. The whip feels right. Familiar. Not just a weapon. It sends a jolt through my arm, not painful, just electric, like cold water down my spine. An extension of me, the same way the shadows had felt. Like it’s always been waiting for me. Like I was always meant to wield it.

I jump a little when Corbyn straightens and turns toward me.

Across his chest, exposed by the shredded fabric, is a glowing red tattoo, the mark of an heir. Every reigning heir gets one when the Spark transfers. It pulses like a second heartbeat.

Our eyes lock. For a moment, time holds.

Then I turn and run. Or try to. My body screams in protest, but I move as fast as it will let me. He’s still stronger. Still faster. But I’m close. The Hiark Line is right there. I can almost taste it…

And then pain explodes in my legs. Corbyn’s hands clamp down on my calves as he lunges. I slam face-first into the sand, breath knocked out of me.

Somehow, I keep the whip in my grip.

He lets go and rises above me. I flip to my back and, without thinking, thrust my good leg upward. My heel connects hard to his groin.

He gasps, staggers back, doubling over in agony.

I don’t wait. I crawl, hands, elbows, knees scraping, dragging myself over the sand. Each inch is a fresh agony, fire searing across my limbs.

And finally, I cross the line. 


Forty-One


Corbyn and I are frozen, staring at each other across the Hiark Line, neither of us daring to move. The crash of waves behind us is the only sound, a dull, steady rhythm beneath the silence stretching taut between us. A salty breeze stings my skin, and the frigid wind tugs at the hair sticking out of my clasp, heightening the stillness. Every breath feels suspended, every heartbeat caught in the tension, waiting.

Nothing happens. No divine force comes to my rescue. Which, frankly, feels rude. I don’t know what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t silence.

Slowly, Corbyn steps forward. My instincts scream at me to move, but exhaustion roots me in place. I turn and try to limp away, too little, too late. He closes in, grabs me, and pulls me tight against his chest, flooding my nose with his sawdust smell, pressing the cold edge of the hallowed sword to my throat. The blade nicks my skin just above Dottie’s necklace, a sharp sting that flares bright for a moment. Warm blood wells up and trickles down, slipping past the cool, metal edge of the pendant that rests against my throat. I try to lift the whip, but I can’t match his hiark strength.

He leans in, his breath hot against my ear. “She was a fool, you know. That stupid girl. Dottie. Always telling you that you were more. That you could do more.”

I flinch.

“She was wrong. And if she could see you now, she’d know it.”

My chest clamps tight, every breath a shallow gasp. My hands tremble at my sides, fingers twitching uncontrollably around the whip. Heat prickles along my spine and my heart hammers against my ribs like it’s trying to escape. I crossed the Hiark Line. I followed my fate. So, where’s the power I was promised?

Corbyn keeps talking—about trying to get me out of his way with the pocket watch, how it would have been so much easier if I would have just taken the bait. But of course, I had to take the high road. I don’t hear his next words; his voice begins to fade. It’s overtaken by something rising in my chest, a heat that builds fast and thick, curling under my ribs, flooding up my spine, rushing down my arms like liquid fire. My head reels. The world tilts. Each breath is a battle, shallow and sharp. My lungs can’t seem to find air. My legs tremble, barely holding me up, every joint weakening under the pressure of something immense, something ancient waking inside me.

Then I see them.

Shadows, creeping from all corners of the beach.

They slide across the sand like smoke, silent and alive, tendrils of shadow weaving through the grit as if the earth itself breathes them out. Corbyn doesn’t notice. But I do. I feel them before they touch me, a friendly presence brushing against my awareness, then wrapping around my limbs with a chilling, almost reverent grace. The searing heat under my skin evaporates in an instant, replaced by a breathless calm that crashes over me like a wave.

Corbyn finally looks down, and his eyes widen as the shadows twist and grow around me, snaking up from the ground with a will of their own. Confusion flashes across his face, quickly eclipsed by raw fear. He stumbles back, his grip loosening in shock. The sword slips from his hand and clinks against the sand, forgotten.

The shadows don’t stop. They pulse with a steady rhythm, a low thrum of energy that spreads through me as they seep into my skin, deeper and deeper, down to the marrow of my bones. Their whispers curl around my thoughts, soft and certain: You’re home. We’ve waited so long.

The realization hits like a bolt to the chest, my heart stutters, knees wobble, and my vision sharpens with a dizzying clarity I didn’t expect. The truth lands, sharp and undeniable.

I belong to the Death Realm.

My life, it’s tied to the Goddess of Death.

I am a Death Realm Wielder.

So many things click into place. The way I’ve always been drawn to the shadows. Why Branokh always watched me. How the Death Trial creatures spoke to me as if I belonged. I’m one of them.

Turning slowly, I catch Corbyn staring, his mouth agape, his face drained of all color. My spine lengthens, shoulders squaring as power steadies my footing. Heat stirs in the whip clutched in my scarred palm. I glance down, just as it ignites into black flame. It climbs the length of the leather, then licks across my skin until I am alight in black fire. For the first time in my life, I am not afraid of the flame. It doesn’t burn. It dances.

Corbyn takes a slow step back as I lift my gaze to meet his. Our eyes lock, and I let a smile curl at the corner of my mouth, slow, deliberate, full of the power now thrumming in my veins.

Without warning, pain tears through my upper back, sharp and blinding. It feels like my shoulder blades are being shredded from the inside out, muscle and bone splitting apart. The agony is raw and immediate, and a scream bursts from my throat before I even realize I’m making a sound.

The shadows surrounding me surge outward, fueled by the rising fire. A cyclone of black flame spirals around me, howling with raw energy. The pain crests, sharp and all-consuming, and another scream tears free from my lungs as shadows and flame explode out of me. Corbyn is lifted off his feet as if the force has stripped gravity from him. He arcs through the air, weightless and helpless, before slamming into a rocky outcrop with a crack.

The storm finally begins to fade, the pain easing. Shadows slide back, coiling at my feet. The black fire flickering along my skin dims and vanishes, leaving only a warmth behind. My breathing slows and my back throbs, not with pain, but with a strange tension, something restless, something awakening.

A shift. A flex. Something new.

Staggering under the weight of change, I glance over my shoulder.

Wings.

They’re massive, silver and gleaming under the moonlight, leathery and powerful—mordrake wings, just like Zeph’s. A powerful shiver races down my spine as my back arches, muscles tightening with unfamiliar strain. The skin along my shoulders tingles, stretched taut as if making room for something enormous. With a sharp exhale, I spread them wide, wings that unfurl with a whisper of air, sending a ripple of sensation through every nerve. The sand shifts beneath me, responding to the movement. A gust of wind kicks up, not from the air, but from me. It smells faintly of ash and frost. It’s overwhelming, terrifying, yet indescribably right. They rise above me, vast and gleaming, beautiful under the soft glow of the moon.

Wings. Real, living wings. Mine.

Shifter wings.

A tremor ripples through me, subtle at first, then all-consuming. My knees buckle beneath the weight of everything, pain, power, revelation, and my legs give way, folding to the sand, leaving me overwhelmed and breathless.

The shadows begin to whisper again, their voices soft and echoing, as if carried on wind that only I can hear: Our Heir.

I try to hold on, just a second more, but the ground tilts, and everything pulls me under like a tide. The last thing I hear is my own breath slowing, then silence. The sand rises to meet me, soft and cold, and I let it cradle me as the world dissolves. Light shrinks to a pinpoint, sound blurs to a hum, and all thought slips through my fingers like water. Then, nothing.

***

The ground rumbling is what wakes me. I don’t know how long I’ve been out, minutes, hours, lifetimes, but the moon is high in the sky when I open my eyes. Pain needles through every joint as I try to shift, just a little. My muscles seize. I draw in a breath of the sulfur-tinged air, and it scrapes across my ribs like sandpaper, raw and grating. The sharpness of it makes me flinch, pain crackling through my side like broken glass shifting under pressure. When I twitch my fingers, my shoulder flares with heat, and when I move my leg, a sharp stab tears up my thigh. My body feels like it’s been dragged through fire and left in the cold. Which, I guess it kind of has been.

I force my eyes open. Grit scratches against my face; sand, coarse and dry, sticks to my skin. My side throbs. My shoulder screams. And my thigh…the shadows couldn’t take all the pain from the gash. Now that the adrenaline’s gone, I feel everything.

I try to move. Just lifting my head is an effort. My vision swims, but slowly it clears enough to catch the source of the tremor, the veils. One in particular: the Death Realm veil. It’s alive, spiraling with black shadows, framed by carvings of mordrakes—winged, clawed, powerful, etched like silent sentries. I try to roll to my back, but it’s no use, something is blocking me. I manage to shift onto my side, my breath shallow. Over my shoulder, I catch a glimpse of silver: my wings, still there, gleaming faintly in the dim light. The sight stuns me all over again.

I’m the next Death Heir.

For a long moment, I just stare. Wings. Real wings. Mine. I think of every time I dreamed of having them, when I wished I could fly away, escape. I think of flying with Zeph and how badly I wanted to keep feeling the wind on my face, the world small beneath me, problems too distant to matter. And now…here they are. Attached to me. Solid and silver and real.

But do they mean freedom, or responsibility? The weight of them presses deeper than muscle and bone. What will my life look like now? Who will I have to become? My belly tightens with the thought, a knot of nerves forming beneath the awe. Am I ready to carry this? To become this?

Is this the fate I was always meant to accept?

Movement off to the side draws my attention. Corbyn. He’s stirring. Blood streaks down his face from a wound on his temple where the rocks met his skull. He blinks, looks around, and our eyes lock. For a heartbeat, there’s something like panic in his gaze. Then he tears it away, focusing on the veils.

When he realizes it’s the Death Realm veil that’s activating, he scrambles upright, nearly falling as he pushes toward the Day Realm arch. His hand hits the surface, and it lights up with a swirl of red flame. He doesn’t hesitate. He steps through without a glance back.

And I’m alone.

I stare at the space where he disappeared, hoping, stupidly, that he’ll turn around, that he’ll remember who he used to be—not the Corbyn who tried to kill me, but the one who used to watch my back. The man I thought cared for me.

That Corbyn is gone.

It hits me all over again, his betrayal. I close my eyes against it, against the sting that wells up behind them. I mourn him quietly in the silence he left behind.

I try to lift myself, but I am paralyzed by pain and exhaustion. I’m helpless, stranded in the sand, watching as the Death Realm veil hums louder and fills with silver mist. The surface stirs. Shapes emerge; two figures step through the gate like shadows brought to life.

A woman leads, graceful and strong. Her hair is long, dark, and gleams like wet obsidian. Her skin is warm toned, olive gold, and etched down her left arm is a black tattoo, flowing, elegant, unmistakable. Even through my blurry vision, I feel the weight of her presence. The air tightens, charged and heavy. Power radiates from her in a way that makes the space feel smaller, my own pain quieter, as if the trial itself pauses to acknowledge her arrival.

The Death Heir.

A tall man walks beside her. His dark hair is cropped short, a neat beard lining his jaw. They speak to each other, their voices low, too soft for me to make out the words. They are silent by the time they reach me.

The Heir crouches beside me. Her hair slips forward over her shoulder as she leans in, and I am struck by how beautiful she is. High cheekbones catch the moonlight, soft but defined. Her eyes are the center of everything, and full lips round off her natural symmetry. Her voice is soft, smoky, like ash drifting on the wind. “My name is Aurora,” she says. She gestures to the man. “This is Ezephriel. We’re going to take you back to the Death Realm. He will need to carry you though. Is that okay?”

I can’t speak. My throat is raw, my energy spent. But I manage a tiny nod.

She stands. Ezephriel steps forward and kneels. He lifts me with surprising ease, as though my weight means nothing to him, being mindful of the wings. They twitch at the movement, an involuntary flicker of energy, like they’re reacting to his touch. Pain blooms across every nerve, sharp and scorching, flaring in every limb. A groan escapes me, low and broken.

Before the darkness takes me again, I manage to look up at him.

His eyes. Like the ocean itself. Familiar.

Then, everything fades.


Forty-Two


I wake in a large room lit by flickering lanterns. The bed beneath me is thick and soft, swallowing my aching body. I’m dressed in a soft white nightdress and buried in warm, soft blankets. It’s a jarring contrast to my dormitory chamber, the bed with its thin mattress and scratchy blankets, a constant draft sneaking through the window. This feels like luxury in a different universe.

A fire crackles in the hearth, casting dancing shadows on the stone walls. Across from me, a tall wooden wardrobe looms, its polished surface catching the firelight in amber flashes. Just beside it, an open doorway reveals a sliver of a marble tub, hinting at a luxurious bathing chamber beyond. To my left, a modest bedside table holds a mostly full glass of water, its surface still as glass. A plush gray armchair is angled just so, as if someone had recently been sitting there. Beyond it, a bookcase rises nearly to the ceiling, crammed with thick tomes and weathered volumes, their spines forming a chaotic mosaic of ink and leather. Beside it, another doorway that must go out to the rest of wherever I am.

On my right, a massive window stretches almost floor to ceiling. I turn my head slowly, peering out. The world beyond is cloaked in night. A city sprawls beneath me, lights dotting the darkness like stars. To the left, a dense forest broods at the edge of sight, and far beyond, a faint blue glow pulses like a distant heartbeat. It reminds me of the specters from the Death Trial, those flickering figures that moved with the same ghostly rhythm, silent and endless, as if they were waiting for something, or someone, to call them back. Panic prickles at my skin. Where am I?

I try to sit up, but pain rips through me, raw, unrelenting. I wince and fall back onto the pillows.

The door creaks open, and I whip my head toward it. A jolt of recognition hits me as a woman with flowing black hair steps through the threshold, her image crashing into my mind like a wave on the beach. I’ve seen her before.

I try to speak, but my throat is a wasteland, parched and burning. She glides over and presses the cool glass of water into my hands. I drain it in seconds. Then she settles into the armchair beside my bed. We lock eyes. The silence stretches until I can’t hold back anymore.

“You are the Death Heir,” I rasp. My voice sounds like it was dragged across gravel. “I am in the Death Realm.” Once I start speaking, the words tumble out unchecked, unstoppable, “I completed the Trials.” My body still remembers the last trial, the bone-deep cold, the shrieking wind, the horrible things I had to witness. It clings to me like smoke. “And Corbyn, where is he? What has become of me? Whose estate is this? Am I in any danger?”

She rolls her eyes, elegant and unfazed. “Calm down,” she says, her voice smooth and steady. “Yes, I’m the Death Heir. You can call me Aurora. You’re in my estate, in the Death Realm. You did complete the Trials. And Orla, I’m so proud of you.” Her eyes glisten, the threat of tears softening her composed facade.

Her words land like a blow. I’m not used to praise. It was one thing to hear kind words from Dottie, but this is something else entirely. I blink hard, trying to hold myself together.

She continues, more gently now. “Corbyn fled to the Day Realm. He’s the Heir there now. But you’re safe here, as long as you stay with me.”

A pause. Her eyes search mine. “What do you remember?” she prompts.

I shut my eyes and dig through the haze. “I recall shadows swarming. A black flame. Then…” My eyes snap open. I twist to look behind me. Nothing there. “I recall wings,” I whisper. “I am both a Wielder and a Shifter.”

She nods slowly. “Yes, you are. And I trust you know what that means. Both powers manifesting—you are the next Death Realm Heir.”

The room shifts, a subtle lurch, and my breath catches. I press a hand to my chest, half-expecting to feel a mark there, something tangible to match the weight of the word Heir, as if reality itself would react to the truth I’ve just heard. I’d realized it, of course, but having it confirmed sends a tremor through me. The life I once knew feels distant, untouchable. What am I now? What happens next? How will I rule a realm? I have shadow powers. And wings. Flying, maybe that part won’t be the worst. It could even be…freeing. I reach around, searching for some change on my back, some trace of wings. It feels the same; maybe there’s a little more muscle than before the trials, but nothing else of note.

“Why merely the wings? Why not the complete mordrake transformation?” I ask.

“The Heir can shift their wings without taking on the full mordrake form,” Aurora explains. “Personally, I love that part—wings without the rest of the beast. Very convenient. But you’ll be able to shift fully, too.”

I nod, the weight of it all pressing down. She keeps going. “Some Heirs develop additional powers. You may or may not know that.”

“Indeed, I was already aware of that.”

Aurora tilts her head, watching me carefully. “The Hallowed Objects,” she says slowly. “You can sense them. Call them to you. That’s because you’re the next Heir.”

My mind spins with questions, but beneath the chaos, there’s a flicker of satisfaction, at least now I understand why I could do that. I bite my thumbnail as I turn the thought over again and again. My brow furrows, “I had already demonstrated that ability prior to becoming a Hiark,” I say, more to myself than to her.

Aurora leans back. “I wasn’t expecting that part, but I know the gods have plans for you, and they must have seen it fit for you to have the ability as a human.”

I stop breathing. The gods. The prophecy, it hits me like lightning. The words echo back, first Branokh, then Dottie, and finally Corbyn, each voice layering over the last, forming a chorus of fate I don’t understand. I stare at her. “Might I inquire, what precisely is the prophecy?”

She sighs and runs a slender hand through her glossy black hair, honey-brown eyes distant. “There’s a lot you need to learn, so much for me to tell you,” she says finally. “But first, you need to rest. Recover.”

Frustration simmers beneath my skin, and I let out a long, weary sigh. I’ve waited so long, teased with fragments of truth only to be left grasping in the dark. The urge to argue bubbles up, I want to demand answers, to make her speak now. My mouth opens, ready to unleash it all…but instead, a yawn escapes, catching me off guard. Betrayed by my own body. Great.

A smile tugs at her full lips as she rises. “Get some sleep, Orla. All your questions will be answered in time.” Her tone is teasing, but there’s a softness beneath it. With those parting words, she glides to the door and slips out, the gentle click of it closing behind her sealing the moment.

The conversation drains me more than I anticipated. I can no longer resist the weight of exhaustion pulling me under. My limbs turn to lead. My eyelids sag. Sleep presses in, thick and inevitable, and I let it take me.

***

The next few days pass in a quiet blur as I rest and heal in the chamber I’ve been given. Grief gnaws at me, grief for Dottie, and guilt that I am the reason my family is dead, but I bury it deep. Not beneath the mask Dottie once helped me lower, but under something colder, more impenetrable. I busy myself, desperately clinging to distraction.

The shadows are new. Strange. Beautiful. While soaking one morning in the large marble tub in the adjoining bathing chamber, the water scented with jasmine and vanilla oils I found tucked away on a shelf, I raise my hands above the surface and watch in awe as tendrils of shadow slide from my fingertips. The sensation is warm, like silk brushing against my skin. I focus, and the shadows begin to shape themselves: a miniature grimrook, delicate and sharp. It caws softly and flutters to rest on my hand before dissolving into the air, vanishing into the ambient darkness. I smile. For the first time in what feels like forever, I feel something like myself—closer to who I am meant to be.

The bookcase in my room becomes a refuge. Fiction novels line the shelves, authors I’ve never heard of, stories I’ve never read. I lose myself in them after dinner, curled up under soft blankets, a candle flickering beside me. In those moments, I almost feel whole again.

Aurora visits now and then, and various servants bring trays of food and pitchers of water. Everything tastes too good, too fresh, too warm, too alive. After weeks of dry rations from the Trials, each bite is a revelation. The bread is always fresh. Every time I tear into a roll, my heart breaks. I miss Dottie. I wonder what she would think of all this.

Healers stop by, their hands cool and gentle as they apply numbing salves. My wounds are healing. I’m told I’m doing well. I nod and thank them, though part of me still feels fractured.

Three days pass. Then, in the golden hush of afternoon, Aurora arrives. She looks me over and nods. “I think you’re ready for a tour, and to meet some others.”

We leave my chamber and step into a hallway that stretches in both directions. The walls and floor are stone, but nothing about it feels cold. Soft carpets line the floors, and the walls are adorned with lanterns that glow softly and an occasional painting, elegant, powerful depictions of mordrakes in every color. Their sleek muscled bodies, their eyes fierce and intelligent. I can’t stop staring.

“The second floor holds the living quarters,” Aurora explains. “The main floor is where you’ll find the kitchens, dining room, the study, meeting halls, and the receiving room.”

She guides me past countless doors and down a grand staircase. At the bottom, a vast chamber opens before us. I tilt my head back and gasp. The ceiling soars above us, covered in a breathtaking mural of mordrakes in flight, their wings cutting through clouds like blades. I stare up at them, awestruck. The mural is a vision of power and grace, but my chest tightens. Can I really become one of those? That much strength, that much presence, it feels impossible.

We walk into what must be the receiving room, massive double doors at one end, a raised dais at the other. Through a nearby archway, I catch a glimpse of a sprawling library. My pulse jumps.

Aurora notices. “You may spend as much time in there as you wish,” she says with a smile. “But for now, let’s continue.”

We explore the estate’s main level, room after room, each more beautiful and intricate than the last. Vaulted ceilings, chandeliers like frozen starlight, velvet drapes framing stained-glass windows, all of it a living testament to wealth and power. So different from the abbey or the Trials.

By the time we reach a pair of large glass doors framed by a carved stone archway, my thigh is aching with each step. Aurora pauses, placing a hand against the handle as if preparing me.

She pushes the doors open.

I step forward too quickly, catching my foot on the doorframe. I stumble with an awkward lurch before righting myself, cheeks burning. Beyond the doorway, a garden unfurls in full view, so vivid, it steals the breath from my lungs. Black and purple flowers spill across raised beds in carefully arranged patterns; their perfume is thick, heady. The scene drags up memories from the Death Trial. The black blossoms. The graveyard. Rudis.

A cold shiver winds up my spine and I shake it off.

“This is Raiva’s sanctuary,” Aurora says as we pass through the garden, her voice soft. “The flowers are all her doing.”

I don’t know who Raiva is, but I admire the space. Benches rest beneath flowering trees, and a stone patio holds a small table with chairs around it. I picture Aurora seated among the blossoms, still and serene, as if the chaos of the world dares not touch her here. I ache for that same quiet, to sit in stillness, to breathe without bracing.

Following the garden path, we approach a one-story stone building with wide windows. “The training facility,” Aurora tells me.

Inside, we find Ezephriel. I recognize him instantly from the beach. He’s watching others spar in a ring, his stance sharp and controlled, arms crossed, a scowl darkening his face. Looks like he’s in a stellar mood.

Aurora leads me to him. “Figured you’d be here, Zeph,” she says.

Zeph. I narrow my eyes, studying him more intently.

He turns toward us and dips his head, “Where else would I be?”

At the sound of his voice, it crashes into me like a breaking wave. I know him. Those blue eyes stared through me in the Death Trial, fierce and strong. That voice spoke to me inside my mind. He is the mordrake from Trial Island.

“You are a Shifter,” I blurt, bringing my hand to my mouth as soon as it is out.

They both laugh and Aurora smiles at him. “I sent him into the Trials to watch over you,” she says. “He’s my brother,” she adds, focusing her gaze on me “and my general. There is no one else I would have trusted more with your life.”

Biting my thumbnail, I glance between them, searching for traces of shared blood. Her hair is darker by a few shades, but they share the same tall stature and identical olive-toned skin. Their eyes are different colors, yet shaped the same—sharp, almond-like, framed with lashes that don’t need enhancement. The resemblance is subtle, but it’s there, quietly undeniable.

I clear my throat and meet his eyes. “I am most grateful for your presence, thank you,” I say, striving to keep my voice composed.

Zeph gives me a slow once-over, his expression unreadable. His only response is to shrug a shoulder. Clearly, he’s a charmer.

Aurora claps her hands together. “Let’s go meet everyone else, shall we?”

Everyone else? My stomach knots at the uncertainty; who, exactly, is that?

My palms start to sweat. As we move toward the door, nerves tighten in my chest, and shadows begin to swirl at my fingertips, slow at first, then more erratic. I clench my fists and focus on my breath, willing the shadows to recede. After a moment, they vanish.

Aurora glances sideways at me and nods slightly. “The shadows react to our emotions. It gets easier with practice.”

Oh good, so even if I want to shove every emotion down, the shadows will give me away. So much for the mask of the Maiden.

We return to the main building through the garden and step into a high-ceilinged meeting room. A large rectangular table dominates the center, polished to a mirror sheen, surrounded by high-backed chairs. Tall windows line one wall, flooding the space with natural light and offering a sweeping view of the sanctuary beyond, the black and purple flowers nodding gently in the breeze.

Three others stand in front of the windows, framed by the golden light streaming in behind them. One stands with arms casually crossed, leaning slightly against the window frame as if he’d been there for hours. Another is upright and poised, his stance rigid and formal, like a blade waiting to be drawn. The third stands with her hands clasped gently in front of her, her expression calm but watchful, eyes fixed on me with quiet intensity. It’s clear they’ve been awaiting our arrival.

“This,” Aurora says, her voice warm but steady, “is the rest of my council.” She gestures to each in turn. “Darnium, my fleet admiral and Ezephriel’s second.”

Darnium stands tall, though still slightly shorter than Zeph. His honey-blond hair falls in a charmingly disheveled sweep over warm brown eyes. He takes my hand with an easy confidence, lifting it to his lips for a soft kiss. “An honor, Lady Blackthorn,” he says with a crooked smile.

Heat creeps into my cheeks despite myself.

Beside him stands a wiry man dressed head to toe in black, like he belongs to the shadows more than the room. His features are all angles, mahogany skin stretched over sharp cheekbones, a narrow nose, and piercing dark eyes that don’t seem to miss a thing. His black hair is slicked back and tied neatly at the nape of his neck, not a strand out of place. “My shadow hand, Saxum,” Aurora says.

Darnium grins and leans slightly toward me. “Fancy term for spy,” he stage-whispers, loud enough for everyone to hear.

Aurora rolls her eyes, but there’s a hint of a smile tugging at her mouth.

Finally, a tall woman in a flowing blue gown stands at the end. Her white hair brushes her chin, and her curves fill the dress with grace. She has kind eyes and a gentle smile. She is a Fate, I realize.

"This is Raiva," Aurora says. "She is an Oracle, but also so much more than that. This realm would not run properly without her, she is my closest advisor and the one who runs the place when I am otherwise occupied." She cuts a glance to Raiva and smirks, "Plus, she grows the nicest smelling flowers."

So this is the one who tends the gardens.

A blush creeps across Raiva's fair cheeks, "It is truly wonderful to meet you, Orla," she says, her voice high and warm, laced with genuine kindness.

“It is a pleasure and an honor to make your acquaintance,” I say, carefully choosing each word.

“And now that you have,” Aurora says, “let’s have dinner.”

Darnium claps Zeph on the back as they turn toward the door. “Thank the gods, I’m starving.”

My stomach chooses that exact moment to let out a growl, loud and undeniable. Darnium glances over his shoulder with a grin and laughs. “Glad I’m not the only one,” he says with a wink.

I can’t help it; a quiet laugh escapes me as I follow them out of the room. I think maybe I’ll like Darnium. Just a little.

We head into the grand dining room together, the walls lined with ornate gold trim and chandeliers that scatter warm light over the polished wood table. As we walk toward the long table, Aurora moves with quiet authority to the head seat, settling into it with a regal ease. Ezephriel steps to her right and takes the chair beside her, with Darnium dropping into the next one over. On her left, Saxum claims his place, already turning to speak with Raiva, who sits beside him. Raiva looks my way and gestures warmly to the seat beside her, and I make my way over and sit down.

The scent of roasted meats and spices fills the air as plates begin to arrive. Around me, soft conversation picks up. Laughter, the clink of glass. They all know each other well, it’s obvious. Darnium dominates the conversation with booming stories, drawing a few smirks and even more eyerolls. Saxum, reserved and sharp-eyed, drops in precise, intelligent remarks. Raiva is kind and soft-spoken, her presence calming. Ezephriel remains mostly silent, a thoughtful weight behind his eyes. I glance at Aurora. She looks…content, as if this chaos is home.

Halfway through the meal, the mood shifts. Aurora clears her throat. “Orla,” she says, her voice cutting through the laughter. “What do you know of how the Trials fell?”

Silence. Every eye turns toward me. I freeze for a heartbeat, then speak. “During my time in the Trials,” I say slowly, “Elmon came to us. He admitted, gloated, rather, that he was the reason everything fell apart. He sought power above all else.”

Aurora nods, lips pressing into a thin line. “And what do you know of Evrentha?”

I blink. “I am unfamiliar with that name.”

A nod of her head, her lips pursed. “Then we’ll start at the beginning.” She gestures to Saxum.

Saxum sets down his fork and speaks. “Evrentha was the mother of the gods. She gave them life, and in return, they worshipped her. She was their deity, much like the Seven are to Aloria. But after they made this world, humans, and the seven realms, she grew jealous. They loved what they had created, especially the humans, more than they loved her.”

I watch him, barely breathing.

“She tried to undo it all,” he continues, “tried to reclaim their love. But the gods resisted, and the God War ensued. In the end, they stood united and managed to hold her back, but only just. They pooled their strength to trap her in a prison. It had a lock, but they made sure it couldn’t be opened by accident. They forged keys, one each, and hid them in their realms, intending they never be found.”

This history wasn’t in any book I’ve read. My head spins. The words swirl around me like a rising tide, each one stacking higher than the last. I never even thought to question where the gods came from, it always felt like knowledge that simply was. Now, it’s as if the foundation beneath everything I believed is crumbling. My breathing turns shallow. I grip the edge of the table to steady myself, trying to stay anchored in the moment. “And this…this has a connection to the Fall?” I ask.

Darnium picks up from there, his tone darker. “Thousands of years later, Elmon found her prison. Evrentha reached into his mind after he shared his blood with her, she corrupted him. She used him to infiltrate Trial Island. There, he used a hallowed mace she had left behind to shatter the island’s core. That’s when the corruption began.”

Raiva leans forward, grim. “That act damaged the other realms. It disrupted the towers and severed our connection to Aloria’s core. Without that magic, the Manipulators couldn’t access their power, and the hiarks couldn’t restore the balance of power. It sent our world into decline.”

I try to keep up, but my head is spinning with all this new information. A dull pressure builds behind my eyes, and the room feels like it’s narrowing around me. My pulse thuds in my ears, too fast, too loud.

Aurora’s voice is quiet but sharp. “Elmon was given a prophecy while on Trial Island. One meant for Evrentha. A path to her freedom, and a warning.”

I suck in a breath. My heart kicking faster. Could this be about me?

Aurora speaks:

“The year the fiftieth Trials unfold,

On the longest night, dark and cold,

A young Day ruler will complete the key,

And you will finally be set free.

The core will wither beneath your fist,

The Seven’s power will cease to exist.

By Vivara’s return, your plan will be done,

The world will fall, and you will have won.”

I stare at her, heat prickling behind my eyes. That’s not about me. It’s not supposed to be me. My fists clench under the table and my stomach twists. When do I get answers? The frustration surges in my chest, pulsing behind my ribs. Then something clicks. A young Day ruler.

“Corbyn?” I ask, the name slipping out before I can contain it.

Aurora nods. “With Elmon’s hold over the Fates, and her access to the Day Spark through him, she made them show her the new Day Heir coming. She tracked Corbyn, and she got to him. She’s probably been in his mind most of his life.”

I remember Corbyn’s voice: “I’m the one she truly needs. I’m the one who must continue her work.” I repeat the words aloud.

Aurora nods again. “She intends to use him to find the keys and release her, that’s what he was looking for in the Trials. Hoping one of the gods had hidden one there.”

Pieces are falling into place. Why Corbyn wanted me to test the ability so badly, why he was so focused on finding the Hallowed Objects. Why he seemed disappointed every time it was another weapon.

“But you need to know…” she continues, “that wasn’t the full prophecy.”

I stare. “What more is there?”

She hesitates, visibly uncomfortable.

Then Ezephriel speaks for the first time.

“But be warned, for fate will see your rise,

And claim a woman with mismatched eyes.

Should she accept her destined call,

Your plan will fail, and you will fall.”

The words hit like a blade straight to the gut. Save the world? Take down the mother of the gods? I can’t breathe. Black creeps into the corners of my vision, and it feels like my lungs are trying to drink air through a straw. Blood roars in my ears, louder than any voice around me.

Shadows burst from my fingertips before I can stop them, not that I could at this point. They swirl in a wild, frantic cloud. The others glance away, giving me space, or pretending not to see me fall apart.

These are the words that shattered my life. This is why I was in the Trials. Why every step has felt like walking toward something I never chose.

My mismatched eyes. My father’s worry. The drops he made me use, to hide it. To hide me.

He knew. He was trying to protect me. From this. From her.

My heart doesn’t break so much as float, unmoored, heavy and useless. I want to scream. To flip the table and demand someone, anyone, fix this. But I can’t move. I just sit there. Frozen.

Around me, the conversation resumes—strategy, maps, names, next steps—all of it background noise. None of it makes sense. My mind spirals. Again and again, I crash into the same wall…

I’m supposed to stop a god. A god.

How? How do I fight something that’s older than time when I can’t even hold my own thoughts together? And by the longest night of the year? That’s mere months away.

Through the chaos and anxiety clouding my mind, Dottie’s voice, soft and clear, finds me. Orla, if you can embrace who and what you are, the world won’t know what hit it.

The memory cuts through the panic like light under a door.

You’re already so close. You’ve already become so much of the person you’re meant to be. It’s time to finish the becoming.

She believed in me. Fate believes in me.

Breathe in, breathe out.

I look around the table, these people, they believe too, even if they haven’t said it out loud. Maybe now…maybe I need to believe it too.

My heart begins to slow to a normal pace, the shadows recede. A resolve settles in my chest.

The prophecy says I must accept my fate. So, I will. I’ll face what’s coming. For Dottie. For my family. And for myself.

I am worthy. I am capable. I am exactly where I’m meant to be.

With one final big breath, the last of the mess inside my head clears. Just as clarity returns, I catch the tail end of Saxum’s sentence: “…it’d be easier if we could find the atlas.”

Darnium scoffs. “Good luck. We’ve been trying for decades, and even your brilliant little spy network hasn’t sniffed out a thing.”

Saxum huffs and looks down, pushing the food around on his plate.

I speak before I can second-guess myself. “My apologies, but what is it you are seeking?”

They all look to me, surprise on most of their faces to have me joining back into the conversation. Except Zeph, he still has a scowl on his face.

“A hallowed atlas,” Raiva says, her voice low and steady. “A book left behind by the gods themselves, if the stories are true. It’s said to contain detailed maps, maybe even divine instructions pointing to where the keys are hidden. But we’ve been chasing whispers since the Fall. Every lead turns cold. Every rumor ends in dust. I’m starting to think maybe it doesn’t even exist.”

Darnium mutters, “Or Evrentha already has it.”

A heavy silence follows.

Then a memory hits me, sudden and sharp. That last time I was in the library in my hometown, showing Maiden Greenbrier around. That book had beckoned to me, like it did every time I was there. The atlas. Drawing me near with the hum beneath my skin. I hadn’t yet put the pieces together, but now it makes so much more sense. It was calling to me, just like the Hallowed Objects within the Trials. They are one and the same.

My heart begins to race again, slamming against my ribs like it’s trying to escape, but for a different reason this time.

I speak again, voice unsteady. “I believe I may be of assistance.”

Silence stretches for a moment. Then all eyes are on me.


Forty-Three


Two days later, after I tell them everything I remember about the atlas hidden in the library, and after providing the best layout of the town I can recall, Ezephriel and Saxum dive into hours of detailed planning. We decide to leave in the afternoon and land under the cover of nightfall. With Aurora’s veiling powers still unavailable due to the damaged towers, she and Zeph will shift into their mordrake forms to fly us there.

I won’t lie, I’m excited. I’ve missed flying, missed that intoxicating rush of wind and freedom I felt the first time I rode on Zeph during the Death Trial. This time, though, it’s different. It feels like a mission, like I’m walking straight into the past to retrieve something that might shape the future. No pressure or anything.

We’ll land outside the town and use the main road in, hidden by the reach of Saxum’s shadows; he’s powerful enough to keep all of us cloaked. I’ll guide them through the side streets to the library. Saxum will pick the lock, and once we’re inside, we’ll retrieve the atlas. If all goes well, we’ll be in and out before anyone even knows we were there.

When I had asked why we couldn’t just ask for the atlas, Saxum shook his head and told me, “We can’t risk anyone finding out what we’re doing, especially not Corbyn or Evrentha. If word gets back to them that we have the atlas, it’ll be war.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” I’d replied, though it still made my stomach twist. 

Now, I begin to gear up for the trip. I slip into the outfit Aurora gave me, similar to what I wore during the Trials, though this one is almost entirely fleece-lined leather. The black leggings are snug but warm, the close-fitted smock moves easily with me, and the soft leather jacket smells like warmth and safety, somehow comforting. Aurora even included a pair of goggles, which I fasten around my neck.

Once I’m dressed, I pick up my tress clasp and turn it over in my hands, letting the little green gems catch the light. They glint like firebugs, each one a tiny spark of memory. I hold onto the moment, then twist my curls up and secure it in place. Finally, I step out of my chamber and head toward the receiving room.

The others are already there, talking quietly among themselves. Aurora glances up when she sees me and smiles, calm, composed, and steady in a way that feels unshakable. There’s an ease in her posture, but her eyes miss nothing.

“Ah, Orla. I’m glad the outfit fits. Are you ready?”

I shrug, offering a half-smile. “I am as ready as I shall ever be.”

Zeph and Saxum lead the way through the tall double doors of the receiving room, with Aurora and me following close behind. We step into the wide circular drive made of smooth stone, a fountain gurgling softly at its center. The cold hits me instantly, sharp and biting against my cheeks, seeping through the seams of my jacket. The stone beneath my boots feels slick and chilled, like it’s holding onto winter. In the distance, past the clean curve of the driveway, I spot the tall iron gate guarding the estate. It’s a solid setup; Aurora clearly doesn’t take chances. Beyond the bars, the city lights glimmer like a scattered trail of stars. I learned we are in the capital city of Netherra. Aurora and Raiva have promised to show me around someday but today isn’t about sightseeing. Today is about the atlas.

As we walk down a smaller path off the drive, Zeph and Saxum murmur to each other, voices low and unreadable. Aurora leans in a little, her voice soft. “Are you nervous? Do you miss it, Sylvamere?”

I think about it for a second. “It has not felt like home in quite some time.” I admit. “There is truly little left to miss.” I pause, then add, “I would prefer to have this behind me, so I need not return again.”

She nods like she truly understands, and I wonder what she had to leave behind when she became the Death Heir. Did she have a home she longs for? Someone she lost? A version of herself she had to let die? I don’t ask, but the questions linger. Maybe someday I’ll know the answers.

Several minutes later, we emerge from the path onto a large, narrow stone pad, maybe fifty feet wide and stretching a couple hundred feet long. The surface is smooth, worn down by time and use.

“Welcome to the flight field,” Zeph says, his usual scowl in place.

So, this is the flight field. I glance around, imagining what it would look like packed with mordrakes ready to take off into the sky. It must be a sight to see all at once, so many massive wings beating the air.

“Let’s get moving,” Zeph mutters, already turning.

He and Aurora walk a short distance away, and Saxum steps up beside me. “You might want to back up a bit,” he says. We both take a couple steps back.

I watch, wide-eyed and breathless, as their skin begins to shift and ripple, movement rolling across them like waves. Their arms and legs stretch, morphing into long, serpentine limbs. Necks elongate, tails sprout from their spines, and their faces distort into something fierce and primal. Mordrakes. Sharp, gleaming teeth, ridged horns, glowing eyes. With a snap like thunder, wings unfurl from their backs and spread wide, massive and powerful.

A rush of awe floods through me. It’s like witnessing a storm take form, raw and beautiful and terrifying all at once. I feel small, insignificant, but strangely honored just to witness it. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.

Zeph becomes the inky-black creature I remember from the Trials, huge, brooding, and unmistakably grumpy as he huffs out a hot breath. Aurora stands beside him, slightly smaller but just as awe-inspiring, her scales shimmering a deep violet in the sunlight. Even in her mordrake form, there’s something poised and intentional about her, like every movement carries purpose. Power hums from her like a second skin.

She lowers one leg and swings her massive head toward me. “Climb aboard and hold on,” her voice says inside my mind, calm and steady.

I nod and move toward her, heart pounding. I climb up her leg, the scaled surface warm beneath my palms, and settle between her shoulder blades. Across from me, I catch a glimpse of Saxum doing the same onto Zeph, calm and unbothered. Then Aurora spreads her wings with a slow, powerful stretch, bends her legs, and with one great surge, we launch into the air.

The flight will be longer than the one during the Death Trial, and I’m beyond grateful for the goggles shielding my eyes. The wind still claws at my skin, my cheeks burn from the cold, but I don’t care. Every second in the sky feels like something I lost and didn’t realize I missed. The freedom of it, the weightlessness, the silence between the rushes of air. I feel freer than I have in ages, especially now, beyond the Trials. Up here, it’s almost easy to forget the fate of the world might rest on my shoulders. Almost.

Aurora speaks softly into my mind for most of the flight, her voice clear and unwavering, like someone used to being listened to. She points out cities, towns, and landmarks as we pass overhead with a quiet authority that makes me believe she’s memorized every inch of this realm. It’s the perfect way to see more of what’s now my home. The Death Realm isn’t as vast as the Life Realm, but it’s still expansive, its entire body a massive island, rich with secrets. Netherra sits along the western coast, and as we travel north, the terrain shifts, forests unfolding like waves, rivers winding between valleys. It’s beautiful and strange and quietly overwhelming.

I can’t help but feel a weight settle in my chest as I remember that someday, I’ll be expected to lead this place. These people. They’ll look to me for guidance, for strength. The thought turns my stomach, but I try to push it aside. There’s time, at least I hope so, to learn from Aurora before that day comes.

I spot a jagged mountain rising close to the northern tip, its peak dusted in snow, stark against the sky. Not far beyond it, a deep valley lies shrouded in shadow. I lean forward, trying to make sense of it, and Aurora offers no explanation.

After hours flying over open sea, night finally falls. We land quietly in the dense forest just outside town. I slide off Aurora’s back and stretch my legs, stiff and aching from the journey. Aurora and Zeph shift seamlessly back into their human forms, not a thread of clothing out of place. I make a mental note to ask how that works, just not now. We need to stay quiet. Every sound could be a risk.

Before we begin to walk, Saxum lifts his arms and shadows spill from his fingertips like smoke. They spread outward, curling around each of us, reaching Aurora first. As they slide over her form, she seems to vanish into them. I can still make her out if I focus directly, but the second I look away, it’s like she’s gone, completely invisible in my peripheral vision. It’s a neat trick.

Once we’re all covered in shadow, we start moving.

We travel toward town by the light of the moon, slipping silently past farms and darkened homes. The faint scent of earth rises with each step, and there is barely a crunch of dirt beneath our boots. Everything is still and quiet. It feels like a lifetime has passed since I last walked this path. Soon, we pass the familiar cottages, then the clustered townhomes. When we near the town center, the gurgle of the fountain reaches my ears, steady and unchanged. I glance toward it; it looks the same as I remember. Still crumbling stone. I guess I’m the only one who’s different now.

I lead them through the narrow, empty backstreets toward the library. We slip behind the abbey, and a pang of tightness grips my chest as we pass it. We reach our destination and sticking close to the building’s edge, we climb the stairs to the main library doors.

Saxum steps forward. Always calm, always calculating, he’s the kind of brilliant that makes you forget how dangerous he can be. A small shadow solidifies in his hands, forming into the shape of a lockpick. Somehow, he Wields the shadow into something real, something tangible. Within moments, I hear the quiet click of the lock releasing. The heavy wooden door creaks open.

I realize, not for the first time, how much I still have to learn. Will I ever be able to manipulate shadows like that? I remember Elmon summoning a sword made entirely of flame. The possibilities rush through my mind until I blink and realize the others are already inside.

I hurry in after them. The front desk is just as I remember, only now, it’s missing Havitta and her fortress of books. Without her, the space feels hollow, like a stage stripped of its lead actor. The scent is the same, parchment, ink, and that subtle must of undisturbed pages, but even that feels distant, like a memory I’m brushing against instead of living in.

A hum begins to prickle beneath my skin, that unmistakable pull of a Hallowed Object. The atlas.

I lead Zeph, Saxum, and Aurora through the rows of shelves to the one I know like the scars on my own hands. It’s right there, exactly where I left it more than two months ago. I lift my arm and slide it off the shelf, fingers familiar with the weight, the texture. I flip through the pages like I’ve done countless times before. I’d told Greenbrier it was nothing. I had no idea how wrong I was.

I turn to face the others. Aurora mouths, That’s the one? I nod and hand the book to Saxum.

They all stare at it like they’re looking at a ghost, or a myth brought to life. And maybe that’s exactly what it is.

Saxum runs a hand over the cover, reverent and analytical. He flips through a few pages, though the moonlight trickling through the tall windows isn’t enough to read by. Zeph shifts on his feet, impatient, and gives a small jerk of his head toward the door.

Time to go.

Saxum tucks the atlas carefully into his pack, and without another word, we file out of the library, locking the heavy door behind us.

We make our way out of town quickly, once again wrapped in Saxum’s shadows. As we move along the dirt road, we pass the narrow break in the trees that leads to my old reading spot. I slow just a little, catching one last glimpse of the path that winds to my perch in the quercus tree, my perfect seat, where I used to vanish into stories and pretend the world couldn’t touch me. I’ll miss this forest. That quiet escape.

I glance back over my shoulder toward the town. This is the last book I’ll ever close here. The final chapter of Maiden Blackthorn, trapped in a life she didn’t choose. I close the cover without regret.

But just because that book is finished doesn’t mean the story is over.

My fate is still waiting. There are truths I haven’t uncovered. Parts of myself I haven’t met yet. I might know more of who I am now, but I’m not done becoming.

What begins now is a new story, my story. The story of Orla Blackthorn, the mismatched savior. And if I survive the path ahead, if I can hold on through what’s coming, maybe I’ll finally be free.

Free to be who I was meant to be. Free to find out where I belong.
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Whether outlining in Novel Factory or bouncing ideas off her sister, she writes with one goal in mind: to craft stories so immersive they feel like places you’ve truly been.
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Wielders: Starlight Wielders: Water
Shifters: Nox Shifters: Strix
Manipulators: Time Manipulators: Skin
Climate: Perpetual Night, Brisk Climate: Humid
Known For: Technology Known For: Medicine
Day Realm Realm of Ore
Wielders: Fire Wielders: Metal
Shifters: Leocor Shifters: Arkto
Manipulators: Strength Manipulators: Gravity
Climate: Perpetual Day, Hot Climate: Dry
Known For: Soldier Training Known For: Weapons, Mainly Varis
Sky Realm Life Realm
Wielders: Weather Wielders: Flora
Shifters: Aquila Shifters: Lycathos
Manipulators: Emotions Manipulators: Bodies
Climate: Optimal Growing Weather Climate: Warm
Known For: Crops Known For: Timber
Death Realm

Wielders: Shadows

Shifters: Mordrake

Manipulators: Space
Climate: Cold

Known For: Home of Quietus
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