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Once the Sky Gods ruled the Realm of Dust. Then they passed their rule to a mortal man, Michael of Kether, and his fae bride. But Man is greedy, and powerful families wanted their own right to rule. Civil war split Tessagonia. Ten years of conflict ended in four distinct rulers, each ruling over their own territory—the four kingdoms of Tessagonia: Kether, Arania, Vernissia, and Senatin. The Kether ruling line abandoned the Keep of the Sky Gods, which they had taken over when the gods Bentos and Delwyn left this realm. Because of the war, they built their new castle in a more centralized location in the region. The abandoned keep loomed on the cliffside, overlooking both the town of Ketherby and the Sea of Mystery. 
Many men were conscripted in the war. Not all returned. Jack’s father was one such. 
Jack woke one morning to find his mother loading items into a crate. Shadows darkened her eyes, and her shoulders sagged. She put some clothing into the box, then had to stop for a coughing fit.
“Why are you working so hard already? If you push yourself, we’ll have to close the tavern again.”
She waved him off. “I’m fine. And if this doesn’t get done, it won’t matter. We won’t have a tavern to open. We’ve closed too many days as it is. I just can’t keep up without…”
Without Pa. “What do you mean we won’t have a tavern?”
“Taxes are due. They are up again this year to help rebuild the kingdom.” She stopped to cough again. Jack pulled her over to sit at the kitchen table. She smiled her thanks. “These things are going to market. Aven has agreed to sell them for us. We’re selling the cow and chickens as well.”
Speaking of eggs. “Have you even had breakfast, Ma?” 
She hesitated, then shook her head. “I can hardly eat.” A cry came from the other room. “And now your brother is up.”
“You fix breakfast, and I’ll finish loading the crates. What all is going?”
“All of your father’s things.”
Jack stiffened. “Everything? But—”
“All of it. We have no use for it. And it will be a few more years yet until you grow into his boots.”
He opened his mouth again to protest, but Ma glared and shook her head. Then she left to get little Tomas from his crib. He knew it wasn’t fair that she had to raise a youth—nearly a man—as well as a young tot, and run a business all on her own. And now they were asking for more taxes? 
Jack opened the wardrobe and pushed the stack of Ma’s dresses to the side. Pa’s festival clothes greeted him, with the sun mask sitting on top. Mother had a matching moon mask. Someday he would marry and need a mask. Why couldn’t he just keep Pa’s? He set it to the side and put the bright orange and yellow clothes into the crate. He picked up another of Pa’s shirts and held it up to himself. Ma was right, he still had growing to do. Jack was taller than his best buddies, Garret and Kade, but Pa had been a tall and mighty man. A man to look up to, in both personality and height. The rest of the clothes went into the crate. 
Ma called for breakfast. Tomas had found confidence in his legs and refused to sit. Jack sat across his Ma at the small table. He handed Tomas a slice of pear, patting his head as he toddled by, then took some sausage for himself. Ma was the best cook in town. He wouldn’t let the town miss out on her talents. He made sure Ma ate something as well before he returned to his task. 
The trunk at the base of the bed held more of Pa’s things. On top was an instrument case. Jack reverently opened it to view the gilded lute. Pa’s most prized possession, imported from Moshotan. The base was a rich ebony, contrasted with paler, softer woods for the neck and soundboard. Jack had tried to learn to play, but didn’t have the right ear for it. He missed the evenings in the tavern, serving Ma’s food to patrons while Pa played his lute for the crowd. Since the war, the patrons had been somber. Pa’s music would never lighten their spirits again. Jack’s fingers tightened on the neck of the lute, and he had an urge to smash it. He pushed down his anger and closed the instrument box, setting it aside. They needed the money from the sale. 
His eyes burned, and he blinked away moisture. It wasn’t fair. Why did this stupid war have to take his pa? Who would take care of them now? He couldn’t do this. He stormed out of the room. 
Ma looked up from her task of cleaning up from breakfast. “What’s wrong? Where are you going?”
“I’m fine. I’m going out.”
“Out where?”
“Just out!” He shoved open the front door. 
Ma called after him. “Don’t go far! And don’t get in trouble!”
Outside, Jack shoved the door closed behind him and stood on the stoop for a moment, pressing his palms hard against his eyes. He refused to cry. Tears solved nothing. His breath hitched once—just once—and then he forced it steady. He stepped off the stoop and started walking, his boots kicking up little puffs of dust from the worn path.
The town of Ketherby looked tired. Stone chimneys coughed lazy tendrils of smoke into the morning air, and shutters hung crooked on a few windows where nails had rusted through. Some houses had fresh thatch—neighbors helping neighbors—but others sagged under patchwork repairs. The well at the center of the square had a new pulley, gleaming from recent use. A pair of chickens wandered freely, pecking at the packed earth, clucking like they knew the town’s secrets.
Jack passed the smithy, where the coals hadn’t yet been lit for the day. The heavy iron horseshoe hanging above the door was tilted, like it had slipped in exhaustion and never been fixed. The tavern sign back home creaked on its chain—he could still hear it from down the lane—and it made his gut twist. They couldn’t even afford a sign repair. They couldn’t afford anything.
His fists clenched at his sides. He didn’t want to think about selling Pa’s lute, or the sun mask, or the shirts that still smelled faintly of sandalwood and the bittersweet smoke of festival fires. But the thoughts came anyway, buzzing like flies. They didn’t have enough. They’d never have enough. And what was he supposed to do? He wasn’t old enough to take over the tavern. He didn’t have a trade. He wasn’t his father.
You’re nearly a man, people kept saying. Step up. Be strong. But how could he be strong when all he wanted to do was break?
He took a few more steps, scuffing his boots against the roots of the old birch that marked the edge of the market road. He looked out toward the Sea of Mystery. From here, just past the ridge, he could see a glimpse of water, grey and endless. The abandoned keep loomed on the cliff above it, sun glaring off its jagged walls. The Sky Gods had left it behind. Just like Pa had left him.
A breeze stirred the edges of his shirt. He took a breath and let it out slow, the way Pa used to do when he was trying not to shout.
Laughter carried across the square.
Jack turned. Garret and Kade were just coming out of the stables, bickering in their usual way. The taller Garret had Kade in a chokehold. Kade elbowed him hard, escaping with a mock glare as he patted his tousled auburn hair back into place.
Garret spotted Jack and waved, grinning. “Guess who has a girlfriend?”
Kade’s round face flushed. “Do not. It’s not like that.”
Garret snickered. “I caught him whispering with Lyssa in the back of the stables. Kade confessed he’s meeting up with her. For a date.”
“It’s not a date! It’s an adventure. Lyssa was just dropping off feed for the horses. Heard a story from her uncle and wanted to know if I’d check it out with her.”
Garret grinned. “If she wanted a strong man to look after her, she should have asked me, not you.”
Jack liked the idea of an adventure. Just what he needed to distract himself. “What kind of adventure?”
“Exploring the Keep.”
Jack tingled with excitement. “The Keep? Of the Sky Gods? Old ruling base of the Kethers?”
“Yes, that one.” 
“I’m in.”
Kade whined, “Lyssa said it was a secret…”
“Well, if it’s not a date, then there should be no problem bringing your best buds in,” Jack said. Maybe the gods or the Kethers had left some treasure behind. If he could get something to help Ma and the tavern, that would be the muse’s blessing on top of everything.
Garret grabbed for Kade again, but he danced back out of reach. “Fine! You two can come.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]The boys grabbed some water skins from the stable storage. At Garret’s place—the family bakery—they tucked fresh rolls into their pockets. Jack grabbed a couple extra, which he traded down the street for a small handful of walnuts. They filled their skins at the town well, then headed up the Keep road.
Lyssa waited just outside of town, arms crossed and a pack at her feet. She’d already hit her growth spurt—tall as Jack, despite being two years younger. Her dress, once a vivid blue, was faded and too short now, its frayed hem barely brushing her knees. War left few pockets untouched. A worn tool still hung at her belt, proof she’d come straight from the farm.
Her long brown braid was already coming undone, strands clinging to her cheekbones. “I should’ve known Kade wouldn’t come alone,” she said as they neared. “You three are inseparable.”
She sighed. “I’d be out here with Jenna if she wasn’t off worshiping Delwyn. Well, let’s go. I’ll explain on the way.” She slung the pack over her shoulder and started off without waiting for them.
The boys exchanged looks, then hustled after her. She walked fast, with a determined stride that dared them to fall behind.
“My uncle once dated a girl who worked at the Keep,” she said. “Before the Kethers abandoned it. So even though the main doors are sealed, he knows another way in. We’ll probably be the first ones inside in eight years.”
It wasn’t a long walk to the cliffs. The road curved gently upward, rising toward the old sky. The sea wind picked up, tugging at hair and clothing. The Keep’s shadow loomed farther ahead, its towers rising from the cliffside like blackened teeth.
The bridge, though—that was the real test.
Its graceful arch had once been a marvel. Now, it was a wound. Senatin raiders had shattered it during one of the first raids of the war. Jack couldn’t cross it without remembering that night.
He’d been ten when the raiders came. Smoke and steel. His mother dragging him into the tavern cellar. Three days of huddling in the dark while chaos raged above. That was when he and Kade went from neighbors to something closer—whispering stories, keeping each other from panic, making promises only scared kids make and then actually keep. Most of the other kids had been tucked into the town hall or shrine. Somehow, he and Kade had ended up together.
And not long after that, the Kethers left. Abandoning the town, the Keep—like the gods had done before them.
Now, six years later, the four of them kept close to the cliff wall, where the bridge was least damaged. The side open to the sea had crumbled away, exposing long drops to the jagged surf below. They stepped carefully, testing each foothold. Rubble littered the way, and one section was so unstable they had to form a human chain.
Garret led, with Jack and Kade bracing him from behind, Lyssa steadying the rear.
Garret slipped at the top. A flat stone turned beneath him, and his ankle twisted with a sharp snap. He yelped and stumbled—would’ve fallen, if Jack and Kade hadn’t been there to catch him.
Loose rubble skittered down and vanished into a narrow crevice. For a long breath, no one moved.
“Bentos’ wrath,” Garret muttered, clutching his ankle.
Kade slugged him in the arm once they had a solid footing. “Don’t curse in front of a lady.”
Garret winced and mumbled an apology.
Lyssa rolled her eyes. “Please. You think I’ve never heard worse from pigs and brothers?”
The rest of the bridge was fairly clear. The gates were open, one falling from its hinges. Lyssa moved some of the larger rocks out of the path, clearing the way for the hobbling Garret
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