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Everything felt slow, like Mercy’s thoughts were swimming through oil. He quickly realized he could only see blackness through his left eye, a pressure on the socket indicating an eyepatch. He ignored it, shoved it aside, and tried to focus his right eye on anything tangible.

“Wake, Keeper of Light,” a voice hissed through the haze in his mind.

He furrowed his brow. Other than the voice, the only thing that registered was his own breathing. He took a deep inhale and... It didn’t burn. That fact alone stopped him cold. Breathing didn’t hurt. Not like it had. Not like it should have. He couldn’t remember how long it had been since he didn’t feel like he was inhaling glass with every breath. He couldn’t remember anything. His body felt heavy, like it wasn’t his anymore. He must have been dreaming. Or maybe he died. Maybe this was that moment right before death took him. A hallucination. Or maybe he was still alive. Still trapped with Bryer. Still poisoned. Still being used. The thought made his stomach twist.

Going back to sleep was tempting. If he went under again, maybe none of this would be real. Maybe he wouldn’t have to think, or feel, or remember, but he couldn’t sleep forever. He needed to figure out where he was.

Sluggishly, he turned his head. His neck popped like it hadn’t moved in days. His joints screamed with stiffness, but the fire, the burning that had carved itself into his bones for weeks, was gone. His eyes found a port in his right arm that led to three bags hanging from a pole. One was pain meds, and another a sedative. That explained why he didn’t feel much of anything, why everything inside him felt muffled, like someone had stuffed cotton in his chest. His brain tried to reach for the answer to what was in the third bag, but it was like grabbing at smoke.

Hearing the sound of a page turning in a book, Mercy looked to his other side. Sylas. Sylas was there, sitting casually on a bench beneath a curtained window.  There was a splay of snacks, books, pillows, and a blanket around him, like he’d been here for a while. He stared at Sylas and all he could think about was the last time they’d been face to face. The lies. The betrayal. The silence.

If Sylas was here, that meant Caligo was nearby. Mercy’s stomach dropped as the dread twisted into panic. Cal was going to have him tried for treason. He was going to be locked away. Perhaps even killed. Adrenaline slammed into Mercy’s system. He needed to move. He needed to run. He tried, but his hands didn’t move. He looked down. His wrists were belted to the bed, his left wrapped in a splint. He glanced lower. Straps across his chest, his waist, his legs. He was pinned like a specimen. Terror sharpened everything and his mind screamed. He began to yank at the restraints desperately, every survival instinct lighting up at once. He needed to get out of here.

The book slammed shut and Sylas stood. He rushed toward Mercy. “Hey! Merc! Hey! You’re fine. You need to relax,” Sylas pleaded.

Mercy’s breath caught. His chest seized. He couldn’t be near Sylas. He couldn’t trust him, not anymore.

Sylas’s hand found his face, forcing Mercy’s gaze. The touch was warm, familiar, wrong. “Merc, it’s me. It’s Sylas,” his friend reassured him. His voice was soft, comforting, but Mercy’s ears barely registered it through the static. He wanted to believe him, but Mercy didn’t know what was real anymore.

“You are slipping,” the Elder Spirits cried. “You must hold fast.”

“Mercy, it’s me,” Sylas repeated. “Do your breathing. Inhale on an eight count, exhale on a seven. Right?” Mercy nodded his head, watching Sylas begin to do the breathing exercise. The Light Keeper followed until the adrenaline began to recede. Slowly, Sylas let go of his face, keeping up the same rhythm to his breathing. Sylas’s eyes didn’t waver. They were the same color Mercy remembered, warm, fiery, steady. The comfort was instinctual. Mercy closed his working eye while Sylas continued to examine him.

When he opened it again, he watched Sylas fiddle with the IV, and the exhaustion came flooding back. The dark veins that had been creeping over his skin were nearly gone. The treatment was working, but Sylas was scared to think of what this poisoning had done to Mercy’s mind.

Zero hadn’t exactly been himself since they got back, but with Mercy awake, perhaps they could get him to come give an evaluation with Indigo and Berk. If anyone could give information on the long-term effects of genti, it was someone who had gone through the same thing.

“Where... where am I?” Mercy asked.

“You’re safe. You're in the infirmary at the estate. You’ve been out for a while,” Sylas informed.

Mercy’s eyes widened as he tried to sit up, but his chest was held down to the bed. “Why— why can’t I move?” Mercy’s voice rose in alarm as he struggled against the restraints. “Get these off me! What’s happening?” He looked around wildly, his breath quickening.

Sylas moved to the door and hit a button as he spoke. “We did it for your own safety. You—”

Mercy’s eyes darted toward Sylas, wide with fear and confusion, his Light Source sparking involuntarily in the air around him. “Safety? What are you talking about?” He jerked against the restraints again, frustration building. “I can’t... I can’t be here, I can’t— You need to let me go!”

Quickly going back to Mercy, Sylas’s voice softened. “You were poisoned. The genti was messing with your mind, and—”

“Poisoned? I— I— What? Can you please get these off me?” Mercy pleaded as Sylas glanced to the IV.

Sylas had been told if he woke up and was manic again to turn the sedative back on... his gaze returned to Mercy’s. Swallowing hard, Sylas stepped back slightly, giving his friend some space as he tried to make his voice sound steadier. “We had to. We couldn’t take the risk. You were... violent when you woke up. The poison’s still affecting you. Or maybe Bryer. You—”

“Violent?” Mercy asked. The Keeper shook his head, his gut turning to ice. They didn’t trust him. Not even Sylas. He wasn’t Mercy anymore, he was a threat. “You think I’m dangerous? You—” Mercy froze, his mind racing as everything went out of focus and his thoughts clouded. He slowly looked back at Sylas. “Why— I’m not a stranger. You know me.”

“You’re right. You’re not a stranger, Merc,” Sylas agreed, his voice firm but gentle. “But you weren’t you when you woke up last time. You... We had to do this.” Sylas swallowed hard, his eyes going to the door and then back. “We had to make sure you didn’t hurt yourself or anyone else.”

Mercy flinched, his chest tightening as he struggled against the restraints again. His veins ignited with his Source and his voice rose. “I’m not— I’m not dangerous! I don’t need to be tied down!”

“It’s just the genti. It made you confused. You weren’t yourself. But I... I’m not leaving you, okay? You’re still you,” Sylas continued.

Mercy’s breath came in ragged gasps as he stared at Sylas, his body trembling from the effort of trying to break free. His face contorted with frustration as his gaze flicked to the restraints and then back to Sylas, torn between wanting to believe him and the overwhelming feeling that he was being controlled. “You’re keeping me in this place? Like... like I’m a prisoner.” He looked away, his voice lower, almost too soft to hear. “Why does everything feel so wrong?”

Before Sylas could answer, a roar filled Mercy’s skull. It wasn’t from the room, but from inside him. “You were chosen!” the Elder Spirits shouted at him. Mercy squeezed his eyes shut, the voices making his head throb. “The Sources are splintering. You must act. You must wake! Save it before it’s too late!” He gasped, jerking against the restraints again, his visible eye flaring with light. The voices were everywhere, layered, relentless. It felt like his brain was cracking.

“I—” Mercy's head snapped toward Sylas. “Do you hear them? The Elders. They’re screaming!”

“He cannot hear,” the Elders snarled. “But he is vital. Protect him.”

“You are you. You’re Mercy Validus,” Sylas said slow and carefully. “You’re my best friend. This—” he gestured around the room then to the restraints. “This is just... I’m here, okay? And I’ll do whatever it takes to help you through this. I’ll help you remember.”

“You must remember,” the Elders howled, their words fracturing into a chorus of warnings. “The balance is failing! The Vessel!”

Mercy squeezed his eyes shut, but it didn’t help. The voices didn’t stop, they only grew louder. A pressure pulsed behind his eyes, like his skull was trying to split apart. He stared at Sylas again, but it was hard to focus on his face. The colors in the room were wrong. The edges of things blurred. The Source inside him was sparking, trying to obey a command he didn’t understand.

Their gazes held for a moment longer before someone knocked on the door. Sylas sighed, like none of it was happening, and turned toward the door. Mercy kept staring, because somewhere inside him, something ancient was calling, and it wasn’t going to stop.

“You can’t hear it?” Mercy asked, pushing his head back into the pillow. “Stop!” he screamed.

“I’m letting Berk in,” Sylas said. “He just wants to talk.”

Thinking through the words, Mercy nodded slowly. He watched Sylas as he signaled his brother to enter. The man slowly made his way into the room and kept his eyes on Mercy. As soon as Berk entered, the Elders quieted. “He walks with us,” one voice said with reverence. “Trusted. Listen.”

This version of Berk was more relaxed than Mercy remembered. His hair was long, just like Sylas’s used to be. He was wearing glasses and had even grown facial hair, far from the clean-cut military man Mercy had known in Rieka.

“How are you?” Berk asked, making sure to keep his distance as Sylas closed the door behind him. This got no response, just a confused expression. “We’ve been treating you for genti poisoning,” Berk added, grabbing a tablet by the door. “Do you feel any better?”

“You’re dead,” Mercy mumbled. “You...”

“It’s a long story,” Sylas breathed. “Just answer his questions.”

“Do you feel any better?” Berk repeated. “How’s your pain levels?”

“Pain?” Mercy’s voice was quiet, almost a whisper. “What’s wrong with me?” His gaze flicked between the brothers.

Berk moved closer, but not too quickly. “The genti. It’s not unusual for it to cause confusion and disorientation.”

“Why did you tie me down?” Mercy muttered, looking at the restraints.

“It’s just a precaution,” Berk eased.

“What? I can’t— Why are you doing this? I—”

Sylas interrupted, his eyes locking with Mercy’s. “Because we love you. We’re trying to help. But you don’t understand right now. You’re not... yourself.” He stepped closer again, his voice steady. “You don’t even remember your daughters, do you?”

The mention of his girls made Mercy freeze. His breath caught in his throat, and for a moment, something flickered behind his eyes... something familiar, something that felt real. “Saphie? Where is she? Is she okay?” 

“The girls are fine,” Sylas assured him.

“Girls?” Mercy questioned.

“Ruby’s alive,” Sylas said. “I was telling the truth in that temple. Both your girls are alive and safe.”

“She is?” Mercy asked. “I remember... I remember her face.” He stopped, struggling to grasp onto the fragments of his memory. “The blood... They tried to kill her. She was dead.”

“She’s alive,” Sylas repeated. “She’s safe. I’ve been taking care of her and Saph. Charlyn’s been helping too. You remember Char?”

“She’s alive... Ruby... I have to... I have to see her.” He started to struggle against the restraints again, more urgently this time. “Where is she? I need to see her.”

Sylas locked eyes on his brother again. He could tell Berk was thinking over the request carefully before giving a shake of the head. The concern right now was the long-term effects of what Mercy went through or if Bryer had planted anything in his head. Knowing what Bryer’s peritia was made this delicate. He could have rooted a trigger word or even a kill order.

“She’s safe. You can see her when you’re ready. But you need to get better first. We can’t take you to her like this,” Sylas said, his tone quick.

“I need to see her!” Mercy pleaded. “I have to!”

With a heavy sigh, Berk moved over to the IV and hit something. The fluid in the sedative bag dripped faster. Berk didn’t want to knock him out entirely, but he needed to calm him. They didn’t need Mercy letting his Source off in here again. Mercy’s eyes grew heavier as his body relaxed.

“He must rest,” the Elders conceded, almost like they were talking to Berk now. “He is not ready, but you must prepare him.”

“We’ll take this nice and slow,” Sylas whispered, resting his fingers gently on his friend’s right hand. To Sylas’s surprise, Mercy shifted his own and gripped his fingers. It put a small smile on Sylas’s face as he squeezed slightly. It was good to see a sign of the friend he grew up with peeking through.

“Thank you for looking after the girls,” Mercy muttered, his eyelids fluttering.

“Anytime,” Sylas smiled. “They’re good kids but they definitely need you.” He saw Mercy frown at the idea. “Losing you would be like losing their parents all over again.” In response to that, Mercy took a deep breath. “Oh, and Soot’s been good. She’s been staying with the girls when she’s not here with you. Which is usually with me and Cal. Cal’s turning into a cat person, so thanks for that. I like dogs so...”

Looking at Sylas with serious eyes, Mercy shook his head. “You’re my favorite, and least favorite person.”

Furrowing his brow at the statement, Sylas felt his stomach drop. His eyes darted to Berk, who was trying to act preoccupied watching Mercy’s vitals. That sentence was the most hurtful thing Mercy ever said to him because Mercy was Sylas’s favorite person. He had always been and probably always would be. Even though he loved Cal and wanted a future with his partner, Caligo knew Mercy was part of it. There was no being with Sylas without Mercy tagging along.

“You and Cal...” With that, Mercy released Sylas’s fingers and attempted to flinch away. “You made me the bad guy.”

“Merc, I...” Sylas whispered, studying his best friend with agony on his face.

“When you...” Mercy began, before trailing off. He looked at Sylas for a moment before looking away. “I kept fighting and you were always there. But you... you made me the villain...”

“You’re not a villain,” Sylas said. “You’re the Savior of Novus Aitus. You brought down the tyrant. You—”

“You’re not my Nota,” Mercy stated, frowning at the statement. “It’s gone. I’m gone.”

“We’re both still here,” Sylas assured. “That connection is gone, but we’re still right here. Together. Best friends. Brothers, Merc.”

“No... you belong to Caligo,” Mercy accused, looking him over.

“Belong to him?” Sylas asked. “No, Mercy. I—” He stopped himself. The look on Mercy’s face went distant and stiff. “Merc?” Sylas asked. His friend gave no response. “Mercy?”

Glancing to Berk again, Sylas could tell this had gotten his brother’s attention. He was now locked in on where this interaction was going. Mercy didn’t see Sylas and Cal as his allies; he saw them as the reason for his downfall. There was no telling what this could lead to. Even with the genti nearly out of his system...

Suddenly, Mercy’s veins ignited. He heated his right arm quickly, burning away the restraint. He grabbed the strap on his chest, severing it. Sitting up, he grabbed Sylas’s wrist, yanking him toward the bed. Letting out a yelp, Sylas locked eyes with his friend. All he could see was hatred. The Supra heated the palm on Sylas’s wrist, producing a pain-filled scream. A flash of purple quickly erupted from Sylas’s arm, forcing Mercy to release his grip. Berk watched a shield go up over Sylas as he stumbled back, groaning in pain.

In response, Berk dropped the tablet and restrained Mercy to the bed. Watching his brother, Sylas’s jaw dropped as Mercy’s Source receded from the areas Berk was touching. The entire bed began to shake as Mercy tried to free himself, the linens smoking. Berk pulled back to try and get to the IV controls, giving Mercy the moment to shove him back and get to his feet.

Mercy’s eyes darted to Sylas, his Source filling his veins. “I’ll kill you and everyone you love,” he threatened before whipping his hand out.

Scrambling to the IV controls again, Berk upped the dosage for the sedative and within seconds, Mercy’s eyes began to grow heavy. After a few more, he gave in to the medication and fell to the floor with a hard thud. With that, Berk looked to his brother and let out a shaky breath.

This was Mercy, but the echo of the corrupt version was still present. Whatever they did, they needed to proceed with caution.

“How the hell did he not burn you?” Sylas asked in shock.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want vague answers to,” Berk said. He went to Sylas to assess the burn with a frown. “Let me—”

“Explain now,” Sylas snapped, urgency in his voice as he flinched away from his brother. “You owe me a lot of explanations, and I’ve been pretty damn patient.”

“Let’s not get into it,” Berk replied. He hit a button by the door to signal the room needed more aid.

“No better time,” Sylas retorted, looking at his burn as the purple shield dropped.

“That shield,” Berk pointed out, glancing at Sylas’s wrist. “Is that the King’s?”

“What shield?” Sylas asked, letting his hand fall to his side.

“Really? Are you seriously going to look at me and lie?” Berk said, raising a brow. “Something’s off. It’s been off since the temple. What did His Majesty do to you?”

“How would you even know? You’ve hardly talked to me,” Sylas retorted. “And can you just call him Cal? You being formal with him is weird.”

They both looked to the door as it opened. It was Indigo coming to check with a nurse named Ayla. He was the one on night shift for Mercy usually, so it was odd seeing him here now. He should have been sleeping. He looked between the brothers before his eyes went to Mercy on the floor.

“By the Elders,” Indigo gasped.

“We’ll talk later,” Berk assured Sylas.

“You keep saying that,” Sylas grumbled. He shifted his eyes to Indigo as Berk took the moment to slink out of the room.

“What happened?” Indigo asked, going to check Mercy over. “Help me?”

Nodding her head, Ayla assisted with getting Mercy back into bed. They’d have to get him a room change so someone could clean this up.

“He was fine and then he wasn’t,” Sylas shared with a heavy exhale. “We should have listened to Zero... he said not to wake him up.”

“If we let Zeer make the calls, he’d never let us,” Indigo huffed. “Ayla, go ask for a room change. Explain he woke up again.”

“Okay,” the nurse whispered, leaving the room.

With that, Indigo realized Sylas was cradling his arm. He moved toward him. “Let me see.”

“I’ll go by Cal’s office before the broadcast,” Sylas said, turning his arm toward his chest to hide the burn.

“Sometimes natural healing is better,” Indigo lectured, grabbing his wrist.

“Source healing is more convenient.”

“In this case you might be right... that looks borderline third degree,” Indigo said with a wince.

Sylas sighed, pulling his arm back to his chest, trying not to get emotional. “I know he’s in there, Indigo. I saw him. He’s there... Zero isn’t right.”

“Zeer’s been through this,” Indigo reminded. “He’s experienced it. He—”

“And Zero lived,” Sylas reminded. “He’s got a family. He has kids.”

“But should he?” Indigo asked, giving him a serious look, folding his arms. “I love Lili and Zeer with my whole heart, but Zeer isn’t always... okay. He never has been... You haven’t seen him at his worst. He—”

“I trust Lili,” Sylas shot back. “If she sees a man deserving and able to have a normal life, then he is. So is Mercy.”

Indigo sighed, going to check the IV. “Whatever you say, gorgeous.”

Putting on a playful smirk, Sylas went into his jokes to lighten the mood. “Are you flirting with me again?” he poked. “The staff will talk, Indy.”

“Hey, not my fault the King hasn’t staked his claim,” Indigo retorted, overselling the remark. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re still up for grabs.”

Sylas let out a hiss of pain as his arm began to burn. He turned it over to see faint glowing in the exua rune that had been carved into his forearm. 

“The hour comes,” a voice whispered in Sylas’s ear.

Sylas looked around, his eyes wide. “Did you hear that?” he asked the room.

“Hear what?” Indigo asked.

Bringing his eyes back to Indigo, Sylas noted the confusion on his face. “Nothing. Sorry. I think I need sleep.”
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Cal paused as he stepped into the estate shrine, exchanging a look with Lili. He couldn’t deny he was annoyed that she had joined his search. Since returning from Leads with Mercy two weeks ago, Cal had barely spoken to Zero. Every time he tried, Lili jumped in to speak for him. It was frustrating. He hoped that with Lili unsure of Zero’s whereabouts, he might finally get a moment alone with Zero, free of formalities, but no. She was still there, trailing him like always.

After looking for nearly an hour, Cal had decided to try the shrine, upon Pippa’s suggestion. She had seen Zero there a few times over the last two weeks. Cal usually joined Pippa or Sylas here out of support, not belief. That was until recently. After connecting with the Spirits at the Promissa Source Temple, he had begun coming on his own, realizing it wasn’t just a belief. It was part of him.

Moving into the large room, Cal’s eyes went to Zero. He was sitting on a bench at the front with Wren in his lap. Oddly, his focus wasn’t on the intricate statues of various Ozran Elders, or on his son... instead, it was on the hilt of a bladeless sword in his hand. It was a strange enough item for Cal to recognize. Aspen had carried it on his belt. That meant Zero wasn’t here to pray to the Elders or ask for their guidance, he was here to grieve.

As the pair got closer, Cal saw Zero turn his head and give a nod to greet them. Not saying a word, Lili sat beside Zero as he took his focus back to the hilt in his hand. With a heavy exhale, Cal sat on the other side of his friend. He exchanged a look with Lili briefly before Zero spoke. “Am I late for wardrobe?” he mocked.

“No,” Cal said. “I simply wanted to make sure you hadn’t tried to get out of our arrangement.”

Zero scoffed. “I’ll be your political puppet for my son’s sake,” he stated, bouncing Wren lightly and kissing his head.

“He’s beautiful by the way,” Cal said, his eyes on the baby. Wren wasn’t marked, which made him stand out in Zero’s family of Light Keepers. The little boy had deep purple skin, chestnut curls, and yellow eyes, but Cal had no doubt he’d hold his own among the magic. He was already full of fire. “Dare I say perfect.”

“Thank you,” Lili whispered.

One thing Zero had been struggling with, now that he was spending so much time with Wren, was how much he had missed. Not just his birth, but the first six months of his life. Before, it was easy to brush off. Not seeing Wren every day made the absence feel less damaging. But now the guilt hit Zero just as hard as Lili’s anger. 

Zero had come back to the camp with gifts for both Wren and Lili and had been met with nothing but rage from her and Indigo. He couldn’t understand why they were so livid with him at the time, but now he did. Now he was furious with himself too. It had taken him three days to meet his son, and Lili would never forget that. Even now, he could tell it still hurt her. He had missed Wren’s first smile, his first laugh, his first time sleeping through the night. The list was longer than he cared to admit. He wouldn’t miss anything with this next baby. He would be there with Lili the entire pregnancy and delivery, even if it killed him.

“I suppose I owe you an apology,” Cal added, his voice low as Wren stared at him. The little boy was chewing on his plush fox’s ear, babbling to himself. “Aspen... I have yet to apologize to either of you... or thank you.”

“Thank us?” Lili asked, her brow furrowed.

“Your nephew saved Sy’s life,” Cal reminded them, his eyes still on Wren. “That is a debt I can never repay.”

The remark simply got a sullen nod from Zero. He adjusted his sitting position, turning the hilt in his hand as he thought. Zero knew for the good of the monarchy it was better for Sylas to survive. But Aspen wouldn’t have knowingly risked his life with Ambi and Wren still alive. That meant when he turned around, he assumed he would survive. There was no way he could have known Zero had handed over the Pura Blade. No one even knew he had it.

“I had this made for him about a year ago,” Zero shared, his eyes on the hilt. “He would do sword drills with our friend Odi, and we realized he was good at it. Since he was struggling with his Source, I had the idea to... He could focus his Source into it and use it like he did a sword. Odi said it was the best idea I ever had.”

“Play to his strengths,” Cal said with a nod.

“Yeah...” Zero muttered. “Now I guess it’s junk.”

“It’s not,” Lili argued, putting her hand out. Zeer handed her the hilt.

The baby offered Cal the fox, pulling a smile from the King. He gave the toy a little tap on the head before Wren grinned back and went back to chewing on it.

“I didn’t know your nephew well, but I can tell he meant a great deal to your family,” Cal said as Wren reached for him.

This got a heavy exhale from Zero as he adjusted Wren. The more he talked about Aspen, the harder it was to keep it together. Wren leaned further toward Cal, begging for the King to take him. “He doesn’t want to hold you,” Zero whispered.

“I will,” Cal replied, putting his hands out.

With another heavy sigh, Zero shifted and let Cal take his son from his lap. Lili leaned forward to watch, Wren quickly leaning into Cal’s chest and playing with the pendant he wore. “Our application for Kitt was denied,” Zero informed him.

“I saw...” Cal said, grabbing Wren’s hand to stop him from yanking on the chain.

“I thought if we got denied it would be the rebel affiliation but no,” Lili added. She watched Caligo start bouncing Wren lightly. Wren smiled at the action, dropping his plush as he flailed his arm in excitement. “They denied it because of finances and lack of substantial housing.”

“I’m sorry...” Cal said as Zero picked up the toy and handed it back to Wren. Cal was the reason Zero was unemployed. He hadn’t offered to give him a semblance of his job back. Though Zero was still living in his suite at the estate, the room wasn’t meant for more than two occupants, and right now, they were housing five. They had applied to move to a two- or three-bedroom when one became available, but that could take months.

The larger suites on the property were usually granted to staff members or on hold for guests. There wasn’t much Caligo could do, and honestly, there wasn’t much he wanted to. After going over the paperwork with Sylas and a representative from the Juvenile Placement Council, Cal had to agree. Lili and Zero were not a good placement for Kittrick or any other child. With the Stopgap funds, they hardly met the threshold for two kids, let alone three, soon to be four. With Zero’s affiliation with Malice, Cal had had no problem backing the denial, a fact he hoped Lili and Zero would never know.

“What do you think they’ll do with him?” Zero asked, looking at Caligo.

“I don’t want you to worry about Kittrick,” Cal assured the pair. “I’m handling that.”

“That haven order won’t last forever,” Lili pointed out, her voice a little irritated as her eyes shifted to watch her son again.

“I know... Focus on your kids right now,” Cal said.

Lili’s eyes darted back to him. “Kitt is our kid.” 

“I won’t let him be removed from my protection. I can promise you that,” Cal assured.

“Good,” Zero breathed. “Every part of me wants to go after Bryer. Make that asshole pay... but a bigger part...” Zero trailed off. His eyes went to Lili for help. She gave a little nod.

“What?” Cal asked.

“A bigger part wants to disappear and protect what we have left,” Zero shared. “Protect Wren and Ambi. Keep them safe...Wren? He’s just a baby.” His son gave him a big smile as Zero made a face at him. “He has no idea what’s going on. Ambiel will be five soon. She— I can’t even afford the estate schooling program for more than a few months. We saved, but that’s expensive.”

“If you don’t want to put her in the Ozran public programs I can pay for—”

“We don’t need your charity,” Lili snapped. “We already know you’re covering his suite and the dining account.”

“I’m just trying to help,” Cal explained. “I can cover your expenses during a time of need.”

“Give him his job back,” Lili suggested. “Put him on the Malice case. Let him back in the Sentry Guard. He’s one of the best Light Keepers in Ozra. Even better than Mercy. He can help you. He can—”

“I can’t do that,” Cal argued, eyeing Lili. 

“You’re the King!” Lili barked. She took a deep breath to calm her tone as Wren scrunched his face at the raised voice. “Fuck you and your monarchy,” she muttered.

“Liliya,” Zero warned under his breath. He clenched his fist, his hands starting to shake. Cal noted the twitching in his face as his neck attempted to cock to the side. Zero forced himself to stop. The Light Keeper took a few deep breaths, his eyes going blank for a moment before squeezing them shut. Zero finally looked up. “Cal. Are you here as my friend or my King right now?”

Thinking for a moment, Cal wasn’t sure. His main reason for coming was to collect Zero. To make sure he was in wardrobe on time and had gone over the last-minute changes to his speech. But sitting here with him, it was easy to fall into old habits. The relationship he had had with Zero was real to Cal, no matter the reasoning for the ruse.

“Your silence is answer enough. Let’s go, Lili,” Zero stated going to get up.

Cal grabbed his arm to stop him but still let him take Wren. “I do not wish to interrupt your prayers...”

“I’m not praying,” Zero deflected, staying on his feet. “The stone walls... it’s quiet in here. Less noise. Gives me time to think.” He situated Wren in a sling, nestling the baby on his chest, Zero’s arm around him, protective of the little boy.

“If anyone on the other side deserves a speedy reincarnation, it will be Aspen,” Cal comforted, getting up too. “He will come back to your family in time.”

“We need him now,” Lili muttered. She took a deep breath before looking at Cal. “I can feel him,” she whispered, her tone cold as she glared at Cal. “His Source is still alive in you. Why?”

Cal’s stomach tightened. He hadn’t stopped thinking about it for weeks. The piece of Source he carried, the last remnant of their nephew, it would never let him forget. Though its call for its true host had faded, it still pulsed in his chest like a brand whenever he stopped moving. It was grief and guilt and magic, all tangled together, and he hadn’t figured out how to live with it. It was a reminder of all the children he had failed in his mother’s war. A war that was now becoming his.

“The break,” Zero reminded her. “He took part of his Source to heal...He never gave it back.”

“I wasn’t given a chance.”

“That’s cruel.” Lili glared. “Keeping a part of my nephew. He was our family, not yours.”

“An Arca Orb,” Zero suggested, his neck going cocked again. “You have—” He paused, squeezing his eyes shut. When he spoke again, he seemed confused. “I— I made a promise to— I made a— Sophos,” he gave up trying to get the words out. “I don’t know if I can do this today. I don’t...”

“Zeer,” Lili whispered, putting her hand gently on his arm. “Do I need to take him?” Her partner shook his head lightly.

Studying Zero’s face for a moment, Cal began to think. This wasn’t just a man filled with grief; this was someone who was lost.

“You don’t do this broadcast, and you will be put on trial,” Cal reminded him. “Believe me when I say, the evidence will not be in your favor, friend.”

Hearing Cal call him a friend got Zero’s neck to relax. “I know,” he sighed. “But getting kicked in the face by Chug sounds more appealing.”

“I do think a kick from a horse would knock some sense into you,” Cal retorted, the comment getting a smirk from Zero.
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Taking a deep breath, Sylas tried to focus on Caligo giving his address. He wasn’t even entirely sure what his partner was saying as he kept his eyes out to the crowd. He flexed his hand, happy that Zero had healed him before they came out here, but it didn’t stop the tightness that came with burn healing. His body was so beat from Source burns after the last few months, he wasn’t sure how much more he could take. Not to mention he was exhausted. He rubbed his forearm lightly, the exua rune still stinging.

The people of Novus Aitus favored Sylas over the monarch since they had announced he was alive. Sylas came out holding Cal’s hand for that broadcast, getting the people to question if they were back together. In a statement from Dolus at a press conference, the staff member had confirmed the rumors, saying, “Their relationship is stronger than ever.” Most of the outlets decided that Sylas was the hope Novus Aitus needed, and they were happy to see him standing beside their King once again.

Taking a slow inhale, Sylas shifted slightly, the vest he wore making this entire broadcast more uncomfortable. Though it was fitted for him, it felt restrictive compared to his usual wardrobe. He ran his fingers through his hair, but quickly dropped his hand, not wanting to fidget too much. His hair was at an awkward length of growth from his buzz cut a few months ago, but Cal’s stylist had cleaned it up during the prep for this appearance. In the past, Sylas would have just let it grow and worked through the awkward stage with a smile, but that wasn’t allowed anymore if he was going to be with Cal. The media already said Sylas had looked rough at his last public appearance, which was why Dolus insisted on a new wardrobe and haircut for this one.

He glanced over to Zero and Lili. Dolus had made sure to dress the family formally. It was nothing new for Zero to be outfitted like this when he was Cal’s advisor, but he had never seen Lili done up. Her dress was elegant, a flowing sapphire blue that shimmered subtly under the light with every step she took. Delicate lace traced the neckline and sleeves, adding a softness to the structured silhouette. Her white hair had been carefully curled and pulled back, each lock defined, with a few loose strands framing her face. She held Wren on her hip, their son’s eyes big as he looked around. Zero hoped that his family standing up here would show that this wasn’t just a man begging for forgiveness, but a man trying to do what was right for his family.

Both Light Keepers seemed to lack focus too. None of them could pay attention to the speech because none of them wanted this broadcast to happen. All it was going to do was cause more unrest. The entire event would be aired to all of Novus Aitus and was meant to fill in the people on recent events. They were shedding light on the Doma camp disaster, the estate breach, where Mercy had been, and what Bryer and Malice had been doing. Caligo was giving the introduction and updates on their efforts and Zero and Lili would take over shortly to fulfill their pardoning agreement.

When they reviewed all the charges that would be put on Zero and Lili, they would be facing prison time, and Zero a trial for execution. Treason was not something that the Ozran or National Councils took lightly, even with Caligo vouching for the pair. While the council would probably go easy on Lili due to her pregnancy, Zero would no doubt be put in line for the death penalty. That meant Cal had to try and appease the Councils with anything he could to save them the heartache.

Sylas watched Zero look over at Cal as he came to the end of his portion. The Light Keeper was holding Ambi in his arms in an attempt to gain sympathy. Sy was shocked how calm he seemed. As soon as they finished this address, Zero was going to be just as big of a target as Caligo when it came to Malice. Cal had assured Zero and his family that he would keep them safe through this, but that didn’t mean the danger wasn’t there.

“And now Zeer Skerrick would like a moment of your time,” Cal announced, turning to look at him.

Nodding his head, Zero walked to the podium. He glanced at Lili as she moved to stand beside him. Zero attempted to put Ambi down but quickly realized she was going to cling and abandoned the idea. He looked down, adjusting the papers until he found the section he had prepared with Cal and Dolus. His voice was steady, his demeanor confident as he began. “Many of you know me as a member of the Sentry Guard and an advisor to the throne,” he said, projecting his voice even with the microphone. “My involvement with the rebel movement came as a shock to many and to the people, and King Caligo, I extend my sincerest apologies for that breach of trust.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “However, I am not here today to dwell on my mistakes. I’m here to speak on behalf of the thousands of lives affected by a growing threat. One that has manipulated good people onto the frontlines of a looming war none of us want.”

He paused, letting his eyes move across the silent crowd. Zero despised this. Hearing his own voice echo through the speakers flanking the platform made it worse. Public speaking wasn’t new to him, but council updates were one thing, this was different. This was vulnerability, accountability, and exposure.

“I stand before you today to give a voice to over seven hundred people I failed to protect,” he continued. “I was the leader of the haven camp near Doma, Vicinia, which was destroyed just over a month ago. The people we lost weren’t just names in a report. They were my friends, people who trusted me with their lives... and I welcomed a threat into that camp and paid the price with their blood.” He swallowed hard; saying it out loud making his mouth sour. “I am grateful the Elder Spirits saw fit to spare my betrothed, my son, my niece, and my unborn child, but many others were not so fortunate. To the survivors, I thank you for your strength and continued support. I hope today’s address demonstrates that I carry this loss with you, and that my cooperation with King Caligo’s monarchy is my effort to begin making it right.”

He glanced to Cal at his side, receiving the subtle nod of approval he had been waiting for. They had reviewed this moment together. Cal had signed off on every word. But saying it out loud felt like lighting a fuse.

“The attack on Doma was not random,” Zero said. “It was orchestrated by a man named Bryer Nitesems, whose goal was to turn the public against King Caligo. He utilized a substance from Aitus known as genti, a metal confirmed to be lethal to Keepers of both Sources. I know how this metal works firsthand because while imprisoned here in Ozra, I was subjected to an experiment conducted by Mala Tenebris’s medical division to observe genti’s effects on Keepers. When exposed, it deteriorates the mind and can cause paranoia, memory loss, rage, and, in the wrong hands, it becomes a tool of manipulation and destruction.”

He paused, sensing the tension rise. Cal’s posture had shifted, his eyes glued to the screen behind them. The broadcast was now playing a montage, images and video from the attack in Doma, the aftermath.

“Bryer Nitesems didn’t just use genti, he weaponized it. He shaped it into something far more dangerous and aimed it directly at a man meant to represent our future, a man meant to lead, to heal, to prove that this world still has a chance. Instead, he was turned into a pawn. Bryer Nitesems used genti on Mercy Validus.”

A shrill ring of feedback hit, causing Zero to take a step back and jolt his free hand over Ambi’s ear and pressing her other to his chest. The wave of shock at the name drop hit him so hard he nearly lost his breakfast, but he swallowed it down. His eyes went to Lili to see her covering Wren’s ears too, their son screaming at the loud sound. They all looked up as a voice began booming from the speakers.

“I am not the instigator of this corruption!” Bryer’s voice thundered. “I am not the one who turned your symbol of hope against the crown! These stories the monarchy is spewing toward you? They are lies!”

“I need someone to get to tech now,” Cal muttered to Dolus, his eyes darting to Sylas.

“Wick can override it,” Zero added, trying to speak lowly but loud enough to get over Wren’s cries.

“We got it,” Sylas said, grabbing Zero to take him along, Ambi still in his arms.

“Your monarch isn’t here to save you. He never was,” Bryer continued, his voice steady. “The only life that matters to him is his own, and the preservation of the Source Keepers who serve him.” He let that accusation hang in the air, allowing silence to sharpen the edge of every word. “Mercy Validus realized this. You really think he handed the throne back to a Tenebris by choice?”

The screens locked in, now fully focused on Bryer’s face as he stared directly into the lens. Behind him, a beige backdrop of animal hide was stretched tight, suggested the precision of a staged production. The image was too sharp, the lighting too meticulous, for this to be anything else.

Cal's eyes darted around as Dolus scrambled with his tablet. Zero and Sylas vanished through the estate doors. With that, Cal signaled to his guard. “Take Lili and Wren inside,” he ordered Quincy.

“But I’m not—”

“I will be fine! There are twenty other guards out here. Take them inside, Officer Reio.”

As Quincy obeyed, ushering them off the stage, Cal’s attention snapped back to the screen.

“My words are not a desperate plea,” Bryer added. “It is truth, long buried, finally rising. It is a warning, and a promise.” His tone darkened. “Why else would Caligo Tenebris let a man who has worked beside him for a year speak on his behalf to denounce Malice and all that we stand for? Ask yourself who benefits from this narrative. Who gains power when you turn against those calling for justice? The stories they tell of the Doma camp are propaganda, meant to distract you from the truth. That camp was destroyed under Caligo’s command. It was the second time he targeted that camp, and the people haven’t forgotten the first.”

The screen shifted to grainy footage. The chaos and smoke, the screaming, the panic. Zero could be seen running into the fray, surrounded by downed bodies and panic. The video cut back to Bryer, who now held a pistol. The gun bore a raven insignia, glinting in the light.

“The symbol of your King found on the gun used to kill innocent civilians a year ago,” Bryer said, smirking. “This is not justice. It is control masked as protection. So I ask the people, who is truly pulling the strings?”

Cal’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t his symbol. His mark was a crow. The switch was subtle, but intentional, or perhaps a choice by someone who didn’t know any better.

“King Caligo can try to frame what Malice does as treason,” Bryer said, his voice now a slow, controlled burn, “but the truth is simple. I am not your enemy. I am the answer to your oppression.” He paused. “Caligo Tenebris fears rebellion, but what he fears more is a world where Keepers are no longer pawns of his monarchy. A world where we decide how the Sources are used. Where we shape the future. Not the Elders. Not the crown. Malice will not go down without a fight. And I’ve already placed my strongest weapon at your doorstep, Cali—”

With that, the screen went black as a blaring ring took over. The Source runes lit up the screen, showing Caligo’s people had control over the stream again. Bryer had said everything he needed to in order to discredit Zero and Lili and keep an enemy focus on Caligo. He could hear the media begin to bombard him with questions, Cal not understanding a single one as they all spoke at once. He felt someone tugging on his arm. Looking to the contact, he registered Dolus trying to urge him back toward the estate doors.

“Inside, Your Majesty,” Dolus said, grabbing his arm as chaos began to breakout on the lawn of the estate.

As soon as the front doors closed, Cal saw Zero and Sylas running down the hall from the archives. Zero moved to Lili and scooped Ambi up off the floor. He held her close, cradling her head, relieved she was back in his arms. She must have been dropped off in the foyer when they rushed in. He gave her a kiss on the head and held her tightly, muttering a few words before looking to Cal.

“He lied,” Zero snarled.

“We knew he’d make a move,” Sylas added. “I didn’t think it’d be this dirty, but—”

“People will be at the gates ready to assassinate me in a matter of hours!” Cal shouted at the group. “I’m going to be dead by sundown!”

“We won’t let that happen,” Sylas assured him, keeping back to give his partner room. “Once we get Merc feeling himself, he can talk to them and—”

“Mercy is in no condition to be speaking to anyone!” Cal snapped. “I’m going to die,” he repeated, his eyes going to Sylas. The violet light began to seep into his veins as panic set in. “They will kill me, Sy. They—”

Grabbing his face, Sylas tried to calm his partner down. “Look at me, Cal. Look at me. You need to take a breath, Love. You’re powering up and powering up right now is not what we need. Not with kids here”

“I want Mercy moved to the prison. Level Three,” Cal ordered.

“What?” Sylas asked, taking his hand away.

“If he’s the weapon, he needs to be contained!”

“That’s a mistake,” Zero argued.

“I did not ask for your opinion, Zero,” Cal snapped. His eyes went to the Sentry Guards. “As far back in the labyrinth as you can take him. He will not see the light of day until I give the word.”

“Cal, you can’t do that. Zero’s right. You’re making a mistake,” Sylas stressed, but the cold scowl from Cal got him to back down.

“The mistake was already made.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4

[image: ]


Cal let out a shuddering breath. The reports from Captain Silika’s informants were updated that afternoon. She had been working on this case for nearly a year now and had upped her efforts with recent events. One of her Shadow Keepers went completely dark while in the Malice camps, another reporting he was taken to a camp in the Southern Quarter of Ozra and hadn’t been heard from since. There was also talk of the monsters made of nightmares.

“Obscurums?” Sylas asked, reading the report over Cal’s shoulder. “You think he’s making those again?”

“You think he stopped?” Cal retorted.

“Mercy cleared out his main prison camp,” Sylas reminded him. “That was one of his first acts on Malice after he found you. That included finding dozens of Shadow Keepers Bryer planned to turn into those fog monsters.”

“That was the main holding,” Silika clarified. “Once Mercy cleared it, Nitesems simply started a new one. He is recruiting Shadow Keepers from the haven camps.”

“Zero may know more about this,” Cal stated. “We need his insight. He said—”

“You would trust that rebel?” Silika questioned.

“When I see fit, yes,” Cal answered, his eyes going to hers. “Zero has done plenty to prove he is loyal to the crown, Captain Silika.”

“His loyalty is to Bryer,” she corrected him.

“Cal, this looks like someone prepping for something big,” Sylas broke in, sitting down beside him and taking the report, ignoring Silika and Cal’s pending argument.

“It’s increased movement due to the camp raids, nothing more,” Silika differed. 

“Look at the pattern,” Sylas argued. “They’re taking on Sentry convoys and trade routes. Malice is targeting Cal’s military, supplies, weapons, food. They’re taking in suspected spies and interrogating them. This is prepping for something.”

Glaring at Sylas, Silika scoffed. She was clearly unimpressed. “It is desperation. They are striking at whatever they can reach because they are losing ground. They don’t have the strength for a true offense, which is why they chose to hack a broadcast. The reports say his numbers are depleting.”

“Well... a cornered enemy doesn’t fight fair,” Sylas said, folding his arms and staring back.

“If we assume they’re preparing for a strike, we risk overcommitting,” she replied, leaning on the table. “We should focus on reinforcing key positions and let them exhaust themselves as their supporters continue to fall,” she advised. “Keep our focus on more pressing matters.”

“They’ve been interrogating your planted Sentry Guards,” Sylas stressed. “Your reports clearly say that. That’s not desperation, that’s strategy.”

“You are both right,” Cal decided, shaking his head. “If we assume too much, we play into their hands. If we assume too little, we are caught unprepared.”

“I’d rather overestimate than underestimate,” Sylas shrugged, his eyes still on Silika.

“We prepare, but we do not provoke,” Cal said.

“I advise otherwise,” Silika replied, slapping a tablet down in front of Caligo and Sylas. Taking his eyes to the screen, Cal took a deep breath. It was a live feed of the estate gates. There were at least two hundred people demanding Caligo come out and make a statement on what Bryer had said. He needed to, he was aware of that. The more time he took, the worse he looked. He wanted to make sure he had all the information first though.

“I have over forty Sentry Guards on the front lawn trying to keep them from breaching the grounds.” she informed them. “There will be consequences if you allow this to grow out of hand, Your Grace. That’s why you should focus on appeasing the people and let the Sentry handle Malice.”

“It’s already out of hand,” Sylas retorted.

“Mercy Validus needs to be made an example of,” she declared, sitting down across from them. “I recommend you move up his trial and have an execution date set.”

“You’re insane,” Sylas snapped.

Letting out a huff of amusement, Cal shook his head. He put his hand out to calm his partner. Silika had to be kidding. She had been in his mother’s ranks, but he had kept her on, not because her mind for strategy was impeccable, but because she had stood up for him against Atrox more than once. She had a moral compass. “I cannot do that,” Cal replied, his voice calm.

“It wouldn’t be setting an example. It would be turning him into a martyr,” Sylas explained, his tone sharp. He glanced at Cal to see if he was going to silence him, but Cal sat back to let him talk. “Mercy took down Mala. The public doesn’t care about Cal or me being involved in Spheara. They see Mercy as their savior. If Cal says he’s going to execute him, then they’ll think Cal is no better than his mother. Am I right, Silika?” 

He glared at her a moment before she conceded and leaned back in her chair. “He is our enemy now,” she replied.

“I suggest you make recommendations on how to prepare for the threat Malice is posing rather than how I deal with my mirrored Source,” Cal told her with a smug look. He needed to let Sylas do the talking more often. “I will take your thoughts into considering in the address later this week, but—”

“You should not be addressing anyone,” Silika lectured. “You and the Princess need to be moved off the grounds and—”

“Need I remind you that you’re a military advisor,” Sylas added, tapping his prosthetic fingers on the tabletop. “Not that we need you. Cal has a retired Captain sitting right next to him. And I can apparently point out an enemy prepping for war when you can’t.”

“Your assignment as of now is ground control for the riots that will no doubt triple in size by daybreak, and making sure Malice depletes no more of our people’s supplies going forward. And I want counter measures drawn up under the assumption that my future consort is correct. I would like you to up security on the grounds. Bring in any and all Shadow Keepers in central Ozra and have them assigned to the estate until further notice,” Cal ordered. “And when it comes to media, I want to remind you that is Dolus’s specialty.”

“That is ill advised,” Silika warned.

“I am your command, am I not?” Cal tested.

“If you are on the grounds, they will find a way to breach them,” she informed them, her voice harsh. “It is my duty to keep you alive. You are priority number one, Your Majesty. At all times.”

“Then do your job,” Sylas snapped, getting up from the table.

“If anyone finds a way to set foot on these grounds with ill intentions toward anyone under my roof, you will be dismissed from your position and discharged from the Sentry Guard,” Cal threatened her, getting to his feet as well.

She opened her mouth to speak but said nothing as Caligo glared. The King gave her a moment to test him, but she closed her mouth and looked away. With a nod of the head, Cal and Sylas exited.

As they walked down the hall, keeping their confidence, Sylas smirked. He held his tongue until they entered Cal’s office down the hall. Closing the door behind them, Sylas’s smile lingered. “I now understand why you pull the King card so much,” he said. “You backing me up? I feel invincible.” He pointed at him with a raised brow. “And did you call me your future consort or was I hallucinating?”

“I did,” Cal replied with a small smile, sitting down at his desk.

“You need to propose first.”

“In due time, my love,” Cal dismissed it. “That was impressive,” he added, leaning back in his chair, admiring Sylas. “Holding your ground against Silika is no small feat.”

“She was wrong,” Sylas stressed, walking over to the far wall and flipping a kettle on. His voice had already shifted, an edge of upset there. “Tell me you saw the patterns too.”

“I did,” Cal confirmed with a nod. “You are right.”

That should have made Sylas smile again, but it didn’t. Not this time. He turned, arms crossed now, standing across the room instead of moving closer. “I’m right,” he muttered, his tone irritated. Sylas watched the kettle for a moment, thinking over how the day had gone. Just hours ago, Cal had sent Mercy down to Level Three, something Sylas was against. Something Sylas and Zero had told him was a mistake. His selective hearing was getting more and more clear.

“Are you upset?” Cal asked, raising a brow. Sylas didn’t answer right away. The kettle hissed as he stared at it, jaw tight. Cal’s voice softened. “Why are you angry?”

“You really don’t know?” Sylas asked, looking at him with disbelief. “You supported me in there, yeah. You listened, you let me talk, you backed me against Silika and I’m proud of you for it. But you still put Mercy in a damn cell this morning.”

Cal’s expression shifted. “Sy—”

“Do you know what that level means?” Sylas cut in, stepping forward. “I’m not talking about logistics or security. I mean what it stands for. To the Keepers. To him.” He motioned toward the prison’s direction. “You call it Level Three like it’s just another floor. But it’s not. Hundreds, if not thousands, of Keepers died down there. They were tortured. Forgotten. That place is soaked in Keeper blood. It’s a grave with doors. And now the Savior of Novus Aitus is in one of those cells like he’s a threat to the crown.” Cal looked away for a moment, jaw tightening. “I was down there, Cal,” Sylas said, quieter now. “I was in a cell. I thought I was going to die. You can’t just throw people in Level Three whenever you’re scared. That place carries weight you don’t understand.”

“I had to,” Cal said. “Bryer said—”

“Fuck Bryer,” Sylas snapped, trying to remain as calm as he could, but the heat was there. “You think I don’t understand what he’s doing? I do. And I get that Mercy might be compromised. But you’re treating him like a bomb instead of a person.”

“I had to make a call,” Cal insisted, though it was barely more than a whisper. “I needed to protect him. To protect everyone.”

“Then why does it feel like you’re only protecting yourself?” Sylas shot back. “The moment he started to look dangerous, you locked him away like the rest didn’t matter.”

“He does matter.”

“Oh, he does?” Sylas echoed. He paused and dropped his voice lower. “If this gets out. If the people find out the man who ended Mala, who risked everything to save his people, is rotting in the same place they used to break thousands of innocent people? They’ll tear the estate apart.”

Cal stared at him, something unreadable in his eyes.

“I love you, Cal,” Sylas said, his tone harsh. “But if you think I’m going to smile and play consort while Mercy’s down there reliving hell, then you don’t know me very well.” Cal’s gaze dropped to the desk. A long pause stretched between them. “I’m tired of fighting with you,” Sylas sighed, rubbing a hand down his face. “I want you to see it. I want to be a united front. I am a united front. But I’m also pissed. And I can’t pretend I’m not.”

The kettle clicked off behind him. Without a word, Sylas turned and grabbed two mugs out of habit. His shoulders were still tense, but the edge had dulled slightly as he poured the hot water. “I love you,” Sylas said, walking over and handing Cal a mug. “But sometimes you’re an idiot.”

“I know.”

Sylas stared at him a moment before looking at the mug he gave Caligo. “Shit... you’re not going to drink that, are you?”

“No...” Cal stared at the hot water. He rested it on the desk, his fingers lingering before pulling away. The room felt quieter now, not calmer, just drained.

Sylas wrapped his fingers around his mug, then sat down in the chair across from Cal. “You know what scares me most about what happened today?” Cal looked up, wary but listening. “It was how easily you made the call.”

Cal frowned. “You already told me I crossed a line.”

“Yes,” Sylas said. “But I don’t think that line exists in a vacuum.” He gestured vaguely toward the scattered papers, the Council reports, the half-written decrees. “You’re being forced to make impossible decisions because the system expects you to be everything. Judge. Shield. Symbol. Executioner, when it comes down to it.”

Cal’s jaw tightened. “That is the crown.”

“That’s this crown,” Sylas corrected him, aggressively poking the circlet on Cal’s head. Sylas watched him carefully. “From the beginning,” Sylas began, setting his mug beside Cal’s, “I’ve felt something was wrong with the way you built this.” He watched Cal gesture for him to continue. “Coastal areas don’t have the same needs as mountain villages, but you’re still asking all of
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