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Chapter 1: The Eclipse Treaty

Pyraethos did not spin, and neither did its Queen.

Xanthe stood on the sweeping, glass-forged balcony of the Sunspire, her hands resting flat against the scorching obsidian balustrade. She bathed in the relentless, blistering glare of eternal noon. Here, in the heart of the Zenith Court, the sky was never blue. It was a bruised, magnificent violet that bled into a canvas of molten gold at the unmoving horizon. Below her, the capital city of Pyraethos sprawled like a glittering jewel box left open inside a roaring furnace. Massive spires of spun glass and white marble pierced the skyline, reflecting the harsh, unyielding light, while rivers of liquid, glowing plasma wound through the labyrinthine streets in deep trenches, powering the grand metropolis that thrived in the perpetual day.

The heat was a living, breathing entity. It shimmered in the air, distorting the horizon, but to Xanthe, it was merely an extension of her own pulse.

She inhaled deeply, drawing the ambient thermal energy into her lungs. The magic responded instantly. Beneath her skin—flawless, polished bronze that gleamed with an unnatural perfection—veins of liquid light pulsed in time with her heartbeat. Her eyes, the stark, arresting color of freshly poured gold, surveyed her domain with a heavy, simmering resentment. When her temper flared, as it had been doing constantly for the past three weeks, the ends of her dark, heavy hair literally shimmered, catching fire in a halo of golden plasma before settling back into silk.

She was the Sun Queen. A weapon of pure light, a sovereign born of fire, and the only thing keeping the Zenith Court from crumbling into ruin.

And yet, today, she felt like nothing more than a sacrificial lamb being led to a blazing slaughter.

A low, resonant tremor suddenly shook the balcony beneath her bare feet. The obsidian cracked slightly, sending a spiderweb fracture outward. Xanthe gripped the railing tighter, her knuckles turning white as she channeled her own magic downward, forcing the stone to stabilize. It was happening again. The planet’s core, the ancient, fiery heart of Pyraethos, was dying. For a thousand years, the magical equilibrium between the light hemisphere and the dark hemisphere had been maintained by a delicate atmospheric tension. But now, the core was starving, feeding on itself, causing the magma chambers beneath the Zenith Court to violently destabilize.

If nothing was done, her magnificent glass city would shatter into dust, and her people would be swallowed by a dying sun.

"Your Radiance."

The voice behind her was soft, cautious, and muffled by layers of heavy, warded fabric.

Xanthe did not turn immediately. She allowed the tremor to completely pass, waiting until the glass chimes hanging from the arches stopped their frantic, terrified tinkling. Only then did she pivot, the movement fluid and predatory.

High Priestess Corinna stood at the threshold of the balcony, keeping a strictly measured distance of at least ten paces. Corinna was drenched in sweat, despite the thick, heat-resistant robes of pale spun-silver that covered her from neck to toe. In her hands, covered by heavy gauntlets forged of dragon-scale and cooled iron, she held the Queen’s ceremonial armor.

"Is it time?" Xanthe’s voice was like velvet drawn over hot coals—smooth, rich, and dangerously hot.

"The bells of the Gloaming Outpost have sounded, my Queen," Corinna said, bowing her head so low she nearly dropped the heavy golden plates she carried. "The Umbral procession has crossed the twilight border. They will reach the palace steps within the hour."

A sneer curled Xanthe’s full lips. "So, the creatures of the dark finally drag themselves into the light. I am surprised they have not melted into puddles of shadow and regret."

"They travel in warded carriages, Your Radiance. Ice-forged steel. It is... unnatural," Corinna whispered, a shudder running through her shoulders that had nothing to do with the blistering heat of the bedchamber.

Xanthe stepped away from the balcony, moving into the vast, open-air expanse of her private quarters. The room was a testament to the Zenith Court’s wealth—draped in sheer silks of crimson and gold, with braziers of eternal flame burning in every corner. There were no shadows here. There was nowhere to hide. It was a room designed for a god, but to Xanthe, it had become a gilded, sweltering cage.

"Bring the armor," Xanthe commanded, raising her arms out to her sides.

Corinna approached, her breath hitching nervously. This was the burden of the Sun Queen, a curse passed down through her bloodline. Xanthe’s magic was so potent, so volatile, that her resting body temperature could boil water. She was entirely untouchable. To brush against her bare skin was to invite third-degree burns; to hold her hand was to court incineration. Xanthe had not felt the casual, comforting touch of another living being since her powers awakened in her early adolescence. Her lovers had been fleeting and terrified, requiring heavy magical wards just to survive a few hours in her bed, always leaving before dawn, nursing burns and exhausted magic.

She was a queen who ruled millions, yet she existed in an agonizing, solitary confinement of her own making.

Corinna carefully lifted the first piece of the ceremonial armor—a breastplate of filigreed gold and ruby—and pressed it against Xanthe’s chest. The moment the metal made contact with the Queen’s bare skin, a loud hiss echoed through the room. A plume of white steam rose toward the vaulted ceiling, carrying the scent of ozone and scorched copper.

Xanthe did not flinch. She welcomed the heavy, suffocating weight of the armor. It was a physical manifestation of the burden she bore for her people.

"Have the High Priests finalized the perimeter of the Zenith Plaza?" Xanthe asked as Corinna worked swiftly, strapping the warded leather buckles at her ribs with elongated silver tongs to avoid her skin.

"They have, Your Radiance. The entire court will be in attendance to witness the arrival of the Shadow Bride. The treaty demands a public showing of the..." Corinna swallowed hard, clearly uncomfortable with the words. "...the impending union."

Xanthe’s eyes flared, the pupils constricting into slits of pure, terrifying brightness. The air in the room instantly spiked by ten degrees. The silk drapes nearest to her began to smoke at the edges.

"Do not dress it up in pretty words, Corinna," Xanthe snarled, her voice vibrating with a power that made the High Priestess drop to her knees in sheer panic. "It is not a union. It is a hostage exchange. It is an extortion."

"Mercy, my Queen!" Corinna gasped, shielding her face from the sudden, oppressive wave of heat radiating from Xanthe’s body.

Xanthe closed her eyes, forcing her breath into a slow, measured rhythm. She visualized the heat pulling back from her skin, sinking deep into the marrow of her bones, locking it away behind mental walls of iron and glass. The smoking drapes ceased their smoldering. The ambient temperature dropped back to its normal, sweltering baseline.

"Stand up, Priestess," Xanthe ordered softly. "I will not burn you."

Corinna scrambled to her feet, her hands trembling as she retrieved the final piece of the ensemble: a crown of raw, unpolished sun-stones that looked like frozen droplets of magma. She placed it upon Xanthe’s dark hair, where it immediately began to glow, feeding off the Queen’s natural energy.

Xanthe turned to the towering mirror of polished silver that spanned the length of the far wall. The woman staring back at her was a vision of absolute, untouchable terror. She was dripping in gold, her body encased in armor designed to make her look like a deity descended from the sun itself. She was beautiful, terrible, and utterly trapped.

To save the dying core of Pyraethos, the High Council had forced her to invoke the Aethel-Vows. It was an ancient, barbaric treaty that had not been used in over a millennia. The magic of the world required a balance—a true, physical, and spiritual merging of the light and the dark. And because Xanthe was the living vessel of the Zenith Court’s plasma, she was the one required to pay the price. She had to take a bride from the Umbral Wastes. She had to bind her soul, her magic, and her body to a creature of the perpetual night.

They were sending her Princess Orysia.

Xanthe knew of the Umbral Princess only from the hushed, terrified whispers of her spies. Orysia was not a pampered royal. She was a warlord. An assassin-mage forged in the abyssal, freezing dark of the night hemisphere. They called her the Shadow Bride, a woman with a heart made of black ice, whose hands were stained with the blood of Zenith scouts who had dared to cross the Gloaming.

And Xanthe was expected to marry her. Expected to share her bed, bare her throat, and surrender her magic in the most vulnerable, intimate ritual known to their world.

A cold, unfamiliar sensation twisted in Xanthe’s gut. It wasn't fear—the Sun Queen feared nothing that bled—but a deep, visceral revulsion mixed with a dark, twisted curiosity. How long would an ice princess last in her sweltering court? How long until the Umbral savage broke beneath the blinding, burning pressure of Xanthe’s presence?

If Orysia thought she was coming to the Zenith Court to conquer its Queen through the bonds of marriage, she was sorely mistaken. Xanthe would dominate this treaty. She would take the dark magic necessary to save her world, and she would leave the Shadow Bride a hollow, melted husk of a woman.

Suddenly, a deep, resonant chime echoed across the sprawling city. It was the Great Sun Bell, located in the central plaza. One strike. Two strikes. Three.

The procession had arrived.

Xanthe’s hands curled into fists at her sides, the gold gauntlets groaning under the pressure. A spark of plasma leaped from her knuckles, dancing brightly in the air before fading. She stared at her own golden, glowing reflection one last time, hardening her heart against the loneliness that threatened to swallow her whole. She let the mask of the arrogant, cruel, and divine Sun Queen fall perfectly into place.

"Let us go, Corinna," Xanthe said, her voice echoing with the lethal promise of a wildfire. "It is time to welcome my bride to the fire. Let us see if she burns."

The dark was dying, and Princess Orysia watched it bleed.

She sat in perfect, motionless silence within the cavernous interior of the Umbral carriage, her midnight eyes fixed on the sliver of landscape visible through the warded viewing slit. For the past three days, the procession had navigated the jagged, bioluminescent caverns of her home, traveling through the comforting, perpetual night of the Umbral Wastes. But hours ago, they had crossed into the Gloaming—the narrow, stagnant ring of twilight that divided the two halves of Pyraethos.

Now, the comforting shadows were being violently stripped away.

Outside the heavy iron plating of the carriage, the petrified, shadow-drenched forests of the twilight zone were thinning, giving way to an endless, punishing expanse of glass-strewn desert. The sky above was no longer the bruised, velvety purple of the Gloaming, but a harsh, blinding violet that burned the retinas even through the carriage’s tinted crystal. The Zenith Court was encroaching, and with it came the heat.

It was an oppressive, suffocating heat that battered against the carriage’s defensive wards like a physical battering ram. The vehicle was a mobile fortress, forged from black iron and insulated with slabs of abyssal ice harvested from the deepest, most lightless trenches of the Umbral seas. Yet, even that ancient, magical frost was beginning to weep. Small rivulets of condensation trailed down the black velvet upholstery, pooling at Orysia’s feet.

"The exterior wards are failing, Your Highness," Commander Kaelar murmured, his voice tight with strain.

Orysia did not turn her head. She merely observed the bead of sweat tracing its way down the side of her commander’s pale face. Kaelar was a seasoned warrior of the Wastes, a man who had slaughtered Zenith scouts in the frozen trenches of the borderlands without blinking, but the sheer atmospheric pressure of the sun was slowly breaking him. His breathing was shallow, his pupils dilated against the creeping light.

"Let them fail," Orysia replied, her voice a quiet, chilling rasp, like the sound of a steel blade being drawn over a frozen lake. "We are less than an hour from the Sunspire. I will sustain the interior."

She closed her eyes and let her consciousness sink into the icy abyss of her core. Orysia was not merely a royal of the Umbral Wastes; she was a master of its most lethal magic. Where the Zenith harnessed plasma and explosive energy, Orysia’s magic was an absolute void. She did not create cold—she annihilated heat. She was a living vacuum, a siphon that drained thermal energy from the air, the earth, and the blood of her enemies.

With a subtle exhalation, she pushed her magic outward, filling the carriage.

The pooling water at her feet instantly crystallized, snapping back into solid, jagged ice. The velvet seats frosted over with a delicate layer of rime, and the stifling, oppressive air within the cabin immediately dropped to a biting, breathable chill. Commander Kaelar shuddered in relief, his breath puffing into visible white clouds before his face.

"Thank you, Highness," he breathed, bowing his head.

Orysia offered no acknowledgment. She simply opened her eyes and looked down at her own hands.

Her skin was opalescent, as pale and flawless as the surface of a frozen pearl. Veins of dark, almost black-blue magic pulsed faintly beneath her wrists. Her stark white hair was pulled back tightly, braided with razor-sharp obsidian wire that doubled as a weapon in close-quarters combat. Today, she was entirely encased in her ancestral armor—plates meticulously carved from unbreakable abyssal ice, layered over a suit of woven shadow-silk. It was armor designed to absorb and deflect the lethal, scorching light of the Zenith Court.

It was the armor of a bride, yes. But more importantly, it was the armor of an assassin.

Orysia had not been sent across the Gloaming to forge a lasting peace. The Umbral King, her father, was not a man who believed in treaties, nor did he care about the dying core of Pyraethos. While the Zenith High Council panicked over the seismic tremors and the waning power of their Sun Queen, the Umbral Wastes saw only a profound, unprecedented vulnerability.

For a thousand years, the Sun Queen had been utterly untouchable. Her plasma magic was a fortress of living fire that incinerated any shadow-mage foolish enough to come within a hundred yards. But the failing planetary core had forced the Zenith Court’s hand. In their desperation to stabilize the world’s magic, they had invoked the Aethel-Vows—an ancient, forgotten rite that demanded the complete merging of light and dark.

They thought they were bringing an Umbral Princess into the light to balance their Queen and save their golden city.

They were wrong. They had invited a blade into their throat.

Orysia’s mission was explicitly clear, burned into her mind by her father’s cruel, commanding voice the night before she departed the ice-palaces. Endure the rituals, he had said, his breath pluming in the freezing throne room. Endure her arrogance. Endure the blinding rot of their city. And when the final night comes, when the Aethel-Vows demand the consummation of the bond... you will strike.

The thought of the consummation made a strange, uncomfortable tightness coil in Orysia’s stomach. It was not fear. Orysia had been trained to dismantle her enemies piece by piece. She had slit the throats of warlords and poisoned the goblets of treacherous lords without a second thought. But this assignment required a different kind of warfare.

The Aethel-Vows were not a simple exchange of rings and political promises. The magic of Pyraethos required a physical tether, a bridging of the two opposing forces. It required total, unshielded intimacy. She would have to strip away her armor of abyssal ice. She would have to stand naked before a woman made of living fire. She would have to share Xanthe’s bed, allow the Sun Queen to touch her, to claim her, to open the innermost vaults of her magic in the throes of a forced passion.

And only then, at the absolute apex of their physical and magical vulnerability—when Xanthe’s soul was entirely open and tethered to Orysia’s—would Orysia unleash the void.

She would use her ice to sever Xanthe’s connection to the Zenith core flame, siphoning the dying star’s magic directly into herself. It would extinguish the Sun Queen like a candle in a hurricane. Without their Queen, the Zenith Court would freeze. The glass spires would shatter under the weight of an eternal winter, and the Umbral Wastes would finally conquer the daylight, bringing a beautiful, silent dark to the entire planet.

It was a perfect plan. It was a guaranteed victory.

So why did the thought of touching the Sun Queen make Orysia’s pulse drum a frantic, erratic rhythm against her throat?

She pushed the thought away, locking it behind a heavy, impenetrable door of mental ice. She could not afford distractions. She could not afford curiosity. She was a weapon, forged in the cold, and weapons did not feel.

"We are entering the capital, Princess," Kaelar announced, bracing himself against the window frame as the carriage wheels shifted from sand to polished stone.

Orysia leaned forward, peering through the warded slit.

The city of the Zenith Court was a gaudy, blinding monument to arrogance. Everything was reflective, designed to capture and multiply the blistering sunlight. Towering spires of white marble and spun glass stabbed at the violet sky. Broad, sweeping avenues were paved with pale sandstone that radiated heat in shimmering waves. Instead of rivers of water, deep trenches carved through the city streets flowed with a sluggish, glowing plasma that powered the city’s defenses.

It was utterly abhorrent to her. There was no subtlety here, no quiet grace. It was a civilization that screamed its existence into the void, demanding to be seen, demanding to burn.

And at the center of it all rose the Sunspire.

It was an architectural monstrosity, a massive, spiraling palace of gold and obsidian that dwarfed the rest of the city. As the carriage rumbled up the long, winding causeway toward the palace gates, Orysia could see the throngs of Zenith citizens gathered behind cordoned-off perimeters. They were dressed in their ridiculous, brightly colored silks, shielding their eyes and pointing at the black, frost-covered carriage as if it were a beast dragged from the abyss.

She could feel their hatred pressing against the glass. They despised the dark just as much as Orysia despised the light. They viewed her as a necessary evil, a grim, shadowy medicine they were being forced to swallow to cure their dying world.

Let them hate me, Orysia thought, a dark, razor-thin smile touching the corner of her lips. It will make their end all the more satisfying.

The carriage ground to a halt. The massive iron wheels locked into place on the scorched flagstones of the Zenith Plaza.

Instantly, a deep, resonant chime echoed through the sweltering air. One strike. Two strikes. Three. The Great Sun Bell, signaling the arrival of the Umbral delegation. The sound was deafening, vibrating in the marrow of Orysia’s bones, announcing to the entire, blistering hemisphere that the Shadow Bride had finally crossed the threshold.

Kaelar unlatched his heavy iron helm, his face grim. He reached for the handle of the carriage door, wrapping his hand in a thick layer of shadow-silk to avoid the metal that was already rapidly heating up from the outside air.

"Remember your training, Your Highness," Kaelar whispered, his eyes meeting hers. "Do not let her light blind you. Do not let her fire consume you."

"She is only heat, Commander," Orysia replied softly, standing up. Her abyssal ice armor clinked, the sound sharp and clean in the muffled interior. "And all heat eventually dies in the cold."

She stepped toward the door, drawing her shoulders back, her posture transforming into a rigid, imposing pillar of royal authority. She suppressed the lingering trace of her magic, pulling the freezing aura tight against her own skin to conserve her strength. She would need every ounce of her power just to withstand the physical presence of the Sun Queen.

"Open the door," Orysia commanded.

Kaelar threw the heavy latch and shoved the heavy iron door outward.

The Zenith light hit Orysia like a physical blow. It was an explosion of sensory violence—a blinding, abrasive glare that tore at her retinas, accompanied by a wave of heat so intense it felt as though she had stepped into the heart of a forge. The air smelled of ozone, scorched sand, and the sickly-sweet scent of burning incense.

For a fraction of a second, Orysia’s breath hitched in her throat, her body instinctively rebelling against the hostile environment. But she did not flinch. She did not raise a hand to shield her eyes.

The Zenith Plaza was a gauntlet of scorching light and silent, suffocating judgment.

As Princess Orysia walked the long, punishing expanse of the golden causeway, the heat radiating from the flagstones threatened to blister the soles of her boots. Flanked by her Umbral honor guard, she moved with a predatory, unhurried grace. Her guards, despite their layered shadow-silk and ice-forged mail, were faltering. Their breathing was ragged, their postures wilting under the oppressive, blinding weight of the eternal noon. But Orysia did not waver. She pulled her aura tighter around herself, a localized sphere of absolute zero that caused the sweltering air to instantly condense and sublimate into a faint, swirling mist around her abyssal ice armor.

On either side of the causeway, the Zenith courtiers stood in their sheer, brightly colored silks, watching her with a mixture of terror and disgust. They were creatures of the sun, adorned in spun glass and raw gold, their skin gleaming with sweat and scented oils. To them, Orysia was a nightmare dragged into the daylight—a stark, colorless phantom of pale skin, white hair, and black ice. She could hear their hushed, venomous whispers, carrying on the superheated wind. They called her a corpse. A parasite. A harbinger of the dark.

Orysia kept her midnight eyes fixed forward, her expression an impassive mask of polished marble. Let them whisper. Their city was dying beneath their feet, and she was the blade destined to deliver the final blow.

At the end of the plaza loomed the grand entrance to the Sunspire. The massive doors, forged from solid sheets of obsidian and laced with veins of glowing plasma, stood wide open. Beyond them lay the Zenith Throne Room—a colossal, cavernous space that resembled the hollowed-out caldera of an active volcano.

As Orysia crossed the threshold, the sheer scale of the Sun Queen’s power became undeniably, terrifyingly apparent.

The throne room was a masterpiece of lethal architecture. Towering pillars of spiraled glass supported a vaulted ceiling that refracted the intense sunlight into blinding, prismatic beams. Instead of a red carpet, a wide, shallow trench of sluggishly flowing plasma bisected the floor, guiding visitors toward the raised dais at the far end of the hall. The air inside was thick, smelling strongly of ozone, melting copper, and the sharp, spicy tang of raw, unbridled magic.

And there, seated upon a throne of floating obsidian and roaring flame, was Queen Xanthe.

From her elevated vantage point, Xanthe watched the Umbral delegation enter her domain. She had expected a cowering, miserable creature to emerge from that black carriage. She had expected the Shadow Bride to shrink beneath the overwhelming, divine majesty of the Zenith Court, to sweat and tremble and beg for the mercy of the shade.

Instead, a phantom of breathtaking, icy ruin strode into her hall.

Xanthe’s golden eyes narrowed, her pulse quickening with a sudden, unwanted jolt of pure adrenaline. Orysia was a vision of absolute, unyielding contrast. Where the Zenith Court was an explosion of color and heat, the Umbral Princess was an anchor of absolute, lightless gravity. Her abyssal ice armor did not reflect the light; it seemed to devour it. The faint, swirling mist of frost that clung to Orysia’s boots left momentary, freezing footprints on the molten floor before hissing into steam.

She is beautiful, a treacherous, unbidden thought whispered in the back of Xanthe’s mind. Terrible, and hollow, and completely beautiful.

Xanthe sat forward on her throne, the sun-stones of her crown flaring brightly in response to her shifting mood. She allowed the heat of her body to bleed into the air, intentionally raising the temperature of the throne room. It was a subtle display of dominance, a warning to the creatures of the dark that they had walked into a furnace.

Orysia’s honor guard stopped twenty paces from the dais, unable to endure the radiating waves of heat. But Orysia did not stop.

She continued forward, her heavy, ice-carved boots clicking rhythmically against the stone, until she stood at the very base of the dais, mere feet from the rivers of plasma that encircled the throne. High Priestess Corinna, standing to the side of the dais, gasped at the sheer audacity of the proximity. No one, not even the highest lords of the Zenith Court, dared to step that close to the Sun Queen’s unprotected fury.

Silence descended upon the colossal hall. The crackle of the plasma and the hiss of Orysia’s localized frost were the only sounds in the room.

Orysia looked up. For the first time, their eyes met.

Midnight clashed against liquid gold. A thousand years of bloody, bitter history hung in the space between them.

"You do not kneel, Princess," Xanthe observed, her voice echoing through the chamber. It was a voice like liquid bronze—rich, heavy, and dangerously hot.

"I was sent here to be a bride, Your Radiance," Orysia replied, her tone perfectly even, a chilling rasp that cut through the oppressive heat like a serrated blade. "Not a subject. The rulers of the Umbral Wastes bend their knees to no one, not even the sun."

A collective, scandalized murmur rippled through the gathered Zenith courtiers. Corinna stepped forward, her warded robes rustling indignantly. "Insolence! You stand in the presence of the Sun Queen, the living vessel of the core! You will show the proper reverence, shadow-spawn, or you will—"

"Quiet, Corinna," Xanthe commanded softly.

The High Priestess instantly snapped her mouth shut, bowing her head and retreating.

Xanthe rose slowly from her obsidian throne. As she stood, the magical aura of the room intensified tenfold. The plasma rivers flared, leaping higher in their trenches, casting violent, dancing shadows against the walls. The sheer, physical presence of the Sun Queen was suffocating. Every breath drawn in her vicinity felt like inhaling hot ash.

"You speak of pride, Princess Orysia," Xanthe said, slowly descending the molten steps of the dais. With every step, the air around her warped and shimmered with intense thermal distortion. "You speak of crowns and kingdoms. Yet you stand in my hall, dripping with the cold of a dead hemisphere, bringing the stench of the abyss into my light."

Orysia held her ground. She did not flinch as the Sun Queen approached, though the heat was becoming nearly unbearable even for her. She could feel the outer layers of her abyssal armor beginning to weep, the ancient ice protesting against the overwhelming proximity of the living sun.

"Your light is blinding, Your Radiance," Orysia countered, her chin lifting slightly. "It burns the eyes and scorches the earth. Perhaps a touch of the abyss is exactly what this dying court needs to see clearly again."

Xanthe stopped on the final step, looming over Orysia. The height difference was marginal, but the energy differential was astronomical. Xanthe was a raging inferno, barely contained by her golden, warded armor. Orysia was a bottomless, freezing void.

"You think you can withstand my court?" Xanthe whispered, a dangerous, feral smile curving her lips. "You think your dark magic can survive the Zenith? You are a creature of ice, Princess. And ice melts."

Xanthe did not wait for a response. She wanted to see this arrogant, statuesque assassin break. She wanted to see the Shadow Bride cower, to realize exactly whose domain she had entered.

Without breaking eye contact, Xanthe unleashed a concentrated wave of her plasma aura.

It was not an attack meant to kill, but an overwhelming, physical assertion of absolute dominance. A shockwave of boiling, suffocating heat rolled off Xanthe’s body in a visible, shimmering distortion. It blasted across the floor, incinerating the air itself. Behind Orysia, the Umbral guards cried out, throwing their cloaks over their faces and retreating several paces as the heat struck them.

The wave hit Orysia head-on.

For a fraction of a second, the Zenith courtiers waited for the Umbral Princess to scream. They waited for the abyssal armor to shatter into boiling water, for the arrogant shadow-mage to collapse in agony, begging for the Queen to withdraw her power.

But Orysia did not move.

As the wave of plasma heat collided with her, Orysia’s eyes flared with a sudden, terrifying ring of bioluminescent blue. She tapped into the deepest reservoirs of her void magic, opening the channels of her soul to the incoming thermal energy. She did not fight the heat. She devoured it.

A deafening hiss erupted between them. Thick, blinding white steam exploded into the air, obscuring them both in a swirling cloud of vapor.

Inside the
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