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Firstly, to the readers.

If you have made it this far, all the way to Book Four, then congratulations. You are no longer just readers. You are official Normanites. There may not be badges. There may not be membership cards. There is almost certainly paperwork, but I’m doing my best to ignore it.

Thank you for walking this strange, muddy, sarcastic road with Norman and the gang. Thank you for caring about graveyards, respawns, zombies with questionable administrative value, broken heroes, stubborn love, and people who keep going even when the world has clearly lost the plot.

This series exists because you kept turning the pages. That means more than I can properly say.

To my family.

Thank you for leaving me alone, locked in my room like some kind of cryptid with a keyboard, emerging only for coffee, snacks, and the occasional suspicious noise. Your patience, support, and ability to pretend this was normal have helped more than you know.

And finally, to Tracy.

The newest person in my life, and somehow already one of the brightest.

You helped me finish this book in ways I can’t even explain properly. You gave me encouragement when I needed it, belief when mine was running low, and light when the road got a bit too dark, and Gary being reincarnated as a children's picture book (a cute one).

You are the light that guides me.

Thank you for your support, your kindness, your heart, and for being my inspiration to keep going.

This one is for all of you.

Now, as Norman would probably say: enough sentiment. There’s work to do.

––––––––
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FOREWORD

Well.

Here we are.

Book Four.

If you have made it this far, then firstly: thank you. Secondly: are you all right? Because by this point you have survived graveyards, corrupted respawn systems, bureaucratic nightmares, dungeon cores, zombie filing errors, emotional damage, eldritch unpleasantness, and Norman Reed being asked to do things that are absolutely, definitely, unquestionably not his job.

And yet here you are.

Still reading.

Which means, unfortunately, you are now part of this.

When this whole journey began, Norman was a gravekeeper with a shovel, a crossbow, and a deeply sensible desire to be left alone. Since then, things have become somewhat complicated. The Anti-Respawn League has been beaten back. The Respawnables have stood their ground. Thalya’s half-brother has fallen, dead at the hands of the Reaper. Ralk’s dungeon core, the thing at the rotten heart of so much suffering, has been taken.

And not by anyone convenient.

Caelith, the Celestial who once carried the mantle of the Blade, who was captured, presumed dead, then corrupted by the ARL, has flown off with it.

And with Thalya.

Yes.

That Thalya.

Back from the dead, altered by everything she has endured, and very much ready to find out whether a god can bleed.

So, no pressure.

This book is where the quiet road ends. The grudges are older. The enemies are brighter. The stakes have stopped pretending to be polite. Norman and the others are no longer simply trying to survive the broken world around them. They are walking straight toward the things that broke it.

There will be gods.

There will be graves.

There will almost certainly be paperwork.

And somewhere in the middle of it all, a tired gravekeeper with mud on his boots and far too much responsibility on his shoulders will do what he has always done.

He will pick up the shovel.

He will do the job.

Thank you for coming this far.

Now let’s see if divinity knows how to fall.
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​Chapter One — After the League
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The battle ended without dignity.

Most battles do.

Songs get that wrong. Songs like endings with banners, final blows, clear skies, and someone handsome standing on a hill with blood on one cheek and destiny in both hands. Reality preferred mud. Reality liked torn straps, cracked teeth, burnt hair, and the soft, obscene noises made by things settling that should not have had to settle.

The field outside the Crucible of Champions was quiet in the way a room is quiet after an argument where someone broke furniture.

Bodies lay where the fighting had left them. Some wore League colours. Some wore Ministry grey. Some wore nothing that mattered anymore. Broken siege frames leaned over the slope like drunk gallows. Ash drifted in slow sheets from the ruined palisades. A wheel turned lazily on a shattered cart, creaking every few seconds, as if trying to contribute to the aftermath and lacking imagination.

The Respawn Network did not hum.

That was the worst part.

No bright recall. No distant pulse of returning souls. No tidy little miracle with paperwork attached. Just silence, and bodies, and the horrible administrative question of what came next.

Norman Reed stood in the middle of it with Doris in one hand and a scythe-shaped shadow still clinging to the other.

His coat was torn down one side. His boots were black with mud and things mud should never be asked to include. Blood had dried beneath his nose and along the edge of his jaw. His left sleeve was gone from the elbow down, exposing skin marked with faint, gravekeeper lines that pulsed once, then faded, as if embarrassed to be seen.

He stared at the place where Deynar Vensar had fallen.

There was no body left.

Not properly.

The Reaper had done what reapers do. It had cut more than flesh. It had taken the lie out of the man, then the breath, then the borrowed shape holding him upright. What remained was a dark stain in the grass and a scatter of ash that refused to blow away.

Norman looked at it for a long time.

Then he spat blood into the mud and said, “That’ll be awkward to bury.”

Nobody laughed.

That was how tired they were.

Rurik sat on a broken stone step fifteen yards away, shield across his knees. The shield looked like it had been through a mill, insulted the mill, and then been asked to apologise in writing. One corner had been torn clean off. The face was webbed with cracks, each one glowing faintly with the last stubborn echo of the Wall.

Rurik’s hands rested on it.

Not repairing it. Not yet.

Just holding it down, as though it might try to leave.

Solenne knelt beside a wounded Ministry runner, both palms pressed to the woman’s ribs. Her light was thin now. Not weak. Thin. A careful thread of pale winter morning, just enough to keep breath moving, just enough to tell the body that collapse could wait its turn.

The runner gasped, coughed, and lived.

Solenne shut her eyes. “Next.”

There was always a next.

Harrik moved through the wreckage like a boulder that had learned triage. He lifted beams off survivors, dragged bodies into rows, and righted things that had no further use except not looking defeated. One of his pauldrons had split. A deep cut ran across his forehead and down one cheek, bleeding into his beard. He ignored it with the full conviction of a man who considered blood an opinion.

“Careful,” Arin called from beside a smoking rune array. “That beam is load-bearing.”

Harrik paused, looked at the beam he was holding under one arm, then looked at the collapsed watchtower it had recently failed to support.

“It was,” he said.

Arin stared at him.

Harrik gently put the beam down.

“Thank you.”

“Didn’t want to offend it.”

“Structurally sensitive of you.”

Arin turned back to the rune array, then immediately turned away and vomited into a helmet.

Gary Platypus, who had been standing very still next to him holding a clipboard he had found somewhere, made a note.

“Wizard: emptied. Helmet: promoted.”

Arin wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Please don’t write that.”

Gary wrote harder.

Viin came back from the western flank without sound. She had blood on both sleeves and none of it appeared to be hers, which was either reassuring or very much not. Her hood was down. Her eyes were sharp in the way knives are sharp after use, clean and unhappy.

“Last of the League runners are gone,” she said. “Two escaped into the gorse. One won’t get far.”

Norman didn’t look away from Deynar’s ash. “Because you wounded him?”

“Because he ran into a minefield.”

“League?”

“Ours.”

Norman looked at her then.

Viin shrugged. “I moved the signs.”

“Why?”

“They were facing the wrong way.”

Norman nodded. “Good.”

She looked at the ash stain, and for once her mouth did not try to become a blade. “Is it done?”

“No,” Norman said.

Viin accepted that as truth and punishment both.

Fenn sat on an overturned supply crate with his lute across his lap. One string had snapped. Another hung loose. He had a shallow cut across his brow and a bruise darkening around one eye. His hands hovered above the strings but did not touch them.

For once, the bard had no song.

That frightened him more than the bodies.

Morrin stood behind him, one hand resting lightly between Fenn’s shoulder blades. Not pressing. Not comforting loudly. Just there. The Fist had blood across his knuckles and a calm so precise it looked carved into him.

“Breathe,” Morrin said.

“I am.”

“Better.”

Fenn inhaled. Shuddered. Tried again.

The loose string on the lute trembled.

A single note escaped.

Not music. Not yet.

But something in the air stopped leaning quite so hard.

Across the battlefield, fires coughed themselves down into smoke. Survivors moved in ugly little patterns. Find. Lift. Call. Bind. Cover. Repeat. Nobody gave orders at first because everyone was waiting for somebody higher up to still be alive.

Then Qwerty climbed onto a broken siege engine with one arm in a sling, half her face blackened with soot, and the expression of a woman who had reached the end of bureaucracy and found a shovel there.

“Right,” she shouted. “Anyone still bleeding dramatically, do it to the left. Anyone bleeding quietly, do it to the right. Anyone dead, remain where you are until properly labelled. Anyone pretending to be dead to avoid paperwork, I will find you and promote you.”

A Ministry clerk raised a trembling hand. “Promote us to what?”

“An example.”

The hand went down.

Qwerty turned, spotted Norman, and pointed at him with the full authority of a civil servant running on fury and caffeine.

“You.”

Norman looked behind himself. There was nobody there except a dead horse and half a banner.

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Gravekeeper. Death has made a mess.”

Norman looked around the battlefield. “Death had help.”

“Then be professionally offended.”

He sighed. It was a long sigh. A graveyard sigh. The kind of sigh that had filled out forms, buried kings, argued with hinges, and once convinced a corpse to wait its turn.

Then he bent, picked up Doris properly, and walked toward the first row of bodies.

Work cheats despair without curing it.

That was the trick.

You didn’t beat grief. You gave it jobs until it stopped chewing through the furniture.

“Gary,” Norman said.

Gary snapped upright. “Present, emotionally damaged, lightly singed.”

“Ledger.”

Gary looked down at the clipboard. “This is a siege inventory.”

“It’s a ledger now.”

Gary’s eyes widened with holy purpose. “Promotion confirmed.”

“Names if they’ve got them. Marks if they don’t. League separate from ours. Unknowns together. Nobody gets piled.”

Gary nodded. The silly went out of him in pieces. Not all of it. Gary without silly would have been a crime against several natural laws. But enough that his hands steadied.

“Nobody gets piled,” he repeated.

Norman turned to Harrik. “Rows. Leave space between them.”

Harrik nodded and began moving bodies with impossible gentleness.

“Rurik.”

The fighter looked up slowly.

Norman almost didn’t say anything. Rurik’s face had the look of a door still standing after the house burned down.

Almost.

“Perimeter.”

Rurik’s jaw tightened.

Then he stood.

The movement hurt him. It hurt the field watching him. His shield dragged against the stone for one awful second before he lifted it properly, strapped it to his arm, and walked toward the edge of the battlefield.

Solenne watched him go.

Her hands were still glowing against someone’s wound, but her eyes followed Rurik until smoke swallowed half of him.

Morrin noticed.

Viin noticed.

Norman noticed because Norman noticed wounds even when they stood upright and called themselves men.

Nobody said anything.

Love, in places like this, had to queue behind survival.

Arin came over with a scrap of parchment, pale and furious. “The southern lattice is dead. Not damaged. Dead. Someone severed the return logic at three anchor points and then burned the identifiers.”

“League?” Norman asked.

“League method. Ralk’s elegance.” Arin swallowed. “And something else.”

“Don’t say ‘something else.’ That’s how rooms grow teeth.”

“I think the core was here.”

That got Viin’s attention.

Norman’s hand tightened around Doris.

Arin pointed toward the crater at the centre of the battlefield. The one nobody had wanted to stand near. The earth there had glassed over black, smooth as frozen oil. Thin veins of violet light pulsed beneath it, not enough to illuminate, just enough to suggest the ground was remembering a bad dream.

“Ralk’s proto-core was contained during the final push,” Arin said. “For approximately six minutes. Maybe seven. Then Caelith took it.”

Fenn finally looked up. “Took it where?”

Arin’s face did an academic version of despair, which involved blinking too fast and hating the limits of language.

“Up.”

They all looked.

The sky above the Crucible was stained in three directions. Smoke climbed low and grey. Beyond it, high enough to look unreal, a scar of pale light cut across the clouds where something vast and winged had fled.

Caelith the Blade.

Celestial.

Dead.

Not dead.

Captured.

Corrupted.

All of those things made a sentence if you were willing to hate grammar.

“He was infected,” Arin said. “I saw it. The core wasn’t just being carried. It was interfacing with him.”

“Meaning?” Viin asked.

“Meaning giving a god a poisoned relic and watching him fly away with it is, academically speaking, suboptimal.”

Tamsin, who had just returned from cauterising a burning wagon into obedience, stared at him. “Suboptimal?”

“I am choosing not to scream.”

“Poorly,” Norman said.

Arin folded the parchment with shaking precision. “If Ralk has access to Celestial infrastructure...”

“Don’t finish that,” Norman said.

“It remains true unfinished.”

“Most awful things do.”

For a moment none of them spoke.

Above them, the sky held the scar Caelith had left behind.

Below them, the dead waited.

Somewhere in the field, a wounded man began laughing. Not because anything was funny. Because his body had run out of more appropriate noises. Qwerty shouted for a medic. Solenne rose too quickly, stumbled, and would have fallen if Rurik hadn’t been there.

He had crossed the distance without anyone seeing.

His hand caught her elbow.

Just that.

Solenne looked up at him, and for one heartbeat the battle forgot to exist around them.

“Thank you,” she said.

Rurik nodded. “Always.”

Then he let go because they were still on a battlefield, and some promises were too large to make while standing in other people’s blood.

Norman looked away.

It felt rude not to.

A sound came from the ruined eastern gate.

Not a shout.

Not a cry.

A small sound.

A laugh, maybe.

Fenn heard it first.

His head turned.

The loose string on his lute trembled again.

He stood so fast the crate tipped over behind him.

Norman frowned. “What?”

Fenn’s face changed.

The bard’s grief, fear, exhaustion, and empty hands all rearranged themselves around something fragile and impossible. His mouth opened. No words came out. Then he grinned.

Not properly.

Not sensibly.

Like an idiot.

Like a man seeing sunrise in a cellar.

Norman followed his gaze.

At first there was only smoke. Battlefield smoke, grey and low, crawling between broken siege frames and bodies with no respect for privacy.

Then something moved inside it.

A figure stepped from the shadow beneath the eastern gate.

Slim.

Unsteady.

Coat torn. Hair loose. One hand pressed to the stone as if the world had been away too long and she did not trust it to remain solid. Her face was pale beneath dirt and blood. Her eyes were too bright, green at the edges, catching light that wasn’t there.

She looked across the battlefield.

Past Qwerty.

Past the wounded.

Past the dead.

Straight to Norman.

Thalya Vensar breathed in like someone remembering she had lungs.

“Norman,” she said.

The field stopped.

Not literally. Fires still burned. The dying still hurt. The wheel on the broken cart still creaked because wheels lack emotional intelligence.

But for Norman, everything stopped.

He had buried her.

Not properly. Not with a body. Not with all the rites. But in every way that mattered to a man like him, he had put her into the ground inside himself and marked the place. He had carried her absence across chapters of blood and mud and duty. He had spoken to a stone. He had hated hope because hope had teeth.

And now she stood ten yards away.

Alive.

Wrong.

Alive.

His hand opened.

Doris fell into the mud.

Nobody moved.

Gary inhaled so sharply several nearby clerks checked themselves for puncture wounds.

Thalya smiled.

It broke halfway through, like a bridge deciding it had done enough.

Norman took one step.

Then another.

He stopped before her as if there were still a grave between them.

“You’re late,” he said.

Thalya let out a laugh that turned into a sob and back again. “You always say that.”

“I’m consistent.”

“You’re filthy.”

“I’ve been working.”

“I can see that.”

Her eyes flicked over him, taking inventory the way she always had. Blood. Torn sleeve. Shaking hand. Shadow residue. Refusal to fall apart. She knew him too well. That had always been inconvenient.

Norman’s mouth tried to form several sentences and rejected all of them for being too alive.

I buried you.

I missed you.

I love you.

Don’t do that again.

You were gone.

I kept going and I hated you for making me good enough to do it.

What came out was, “Are you real?”

Thalya looked at him.

For a moment, something ancient looked with her.

Not over her shoulder. Not behind her eyes exactly. More like the space around her had leaned in to listen. The shadows near her boots tightened. The smoke curled away. A faint green thread moved beneath the skin at her temple, then vanished.

“I think so,” she said.

That was when Norman broke.

Quietly.

No grand collapse. No shouting. No dramatic clutching. He just folded forward slightly, as if some invisible brace inside him had finally failed. His forehead touched hers. His hands hovered near her shoulders, not quite daring to hold what might disappear.

Thalya lifted her hands and caught his wrists.

“I’m here,” she whispered.

Norman shut his eyes.

“You were dead.”

“I know.”

“You were dead,” he said again, because once was not enough for the size of it.

“I’m sorry.”

“You don’t get to apologise for dying.”

“I wasn’t sure of the etiquette.”

A laugh escaped him.

It sounded damaged.

Thalya smiled properly this time, though tears cut clean lines through the dirt on her face. “There he is.”

Norman opened his eyes.

The battlefield came back in pieces.

Rurik watching with his shield lowered.

Solenne crying silently, one hand over her mouth.

Fenn beaming and wiping his face with the back of his sleeve.

Viin looking away because knives did not enjoy witnessing tenderness without consent.

Harrik standing very still, holding a broken beam like he had forgotten buildings existed.

Arin blinking rapidly, already halfway between miracle and diagnosis.

Gary sobbing into the siege inventory.

Qwerty, from across the field, muttered, “Oh, fantastic. Now the paperwork has a resurrection clause.”

Thalya flinched at the word resurrection.

Small.

Almost nothing.

Norman felt it through her hands.

He looked at her again.

Really looked.

The smile was hers. The voice was hers. The sharpness in the eyes, the stubborn tilt of the chin, the way she carried pain like an argument she intended to win. Hers.

But not all of her had come back at the same time.

Her gaze slid past his shoulder.

Checked behind herself.

Returned.

She blinked twice, too slowly. Her fingers twitched against his wrists. The green at the edge of her eyes pulsed once, faint as a drowned star.

“Thalya,” Norman said carefully.

“I know.”

“What happened?”

She swallowed.

For a moment she looked very tired. Not battlefield tired. Older than that. The sort of tired stones get after holding up temples for gods who never say thank you.

“I don’t remember all of it.”

Arin stepped closer despite himself. “The Maw?”

Thalya’s face shifted.

Fear.

Recognition.

Anger.

Then nothing, smoothed too quickly.

“Yes,” she said. “No. Maybe. It wasn’t just the Labyrinth. There was something underneath it. Older. Not dark. Not light.” Her brow furrowed, as if listening to someone speak through walls. “Before gods. Before mantles. Before names knew they were names.”

The air chilled.

Even Qwerty stopped shouting.

Norman still had not moved his hands.

“Can you walk?” he asked.

Thalya looked down at her legs, apparently checking. “Badly.”

“Good. That’s our usual standard.”

This time the group laughed.

Not much.

Enough.

The sound moved across the field like a small animal that had survived winter and was surprised about it.

Solenne came forward first.

She stopped before Thalya, searching her face. Thalya looked back, and something uncertain moved between them. The Beacon in Solenne did not flare. It steadied. Soft winter light gathered around her hands, not touching Thalya, simply making the space clearer.

Thalya inhaled.

“Thank you,” she said.

Solenne nodded. “Welcome back.”

“Am I?”

Solenne’s eyes shone. “We’ll find out together.”

Rurik moved next. He did not embrace her. Rurik’s emotions had to file planning permission before entering public space. He bowed his head, low and formal.

“You were missed.”

Thalya looked him over. “You got broader.”

“I got tired.”

“That too.”

His mouth twitched. “Good to see you, Minister.”

“I don’t think I’m that anymore.”

“No,” Norman said. “You’re not.”

She looked at him.

He did not soften the truth. That was one of the reasons she had trusted him.

Around them, the battlefield resumed. Healing. Sorting. Smoke. Names. The living forcing themselves back into motion because stillness had teeth.

Norman bent and picked up Doris.

Mud clung to the blade.

He wiped it once against his coat, which improved neither item.

“Camp,” he said.

Qwerty blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

“Temporary shelter. South ridge. Away from the bodies, upwind from whatever that smell is, and not under anything likely to collapse out of spite.”

“That smell is victory,” Gary said, then sniffed. “No. Wait. That’s Harrik.”

Harrik looked wounded. “I carried three wagons.”

“One of them was on fire,” Tamsin said.

“It was lighter after.”

Norman pointed with Doris. “Move the wounded first. Solenne, only stabilise. Don’t pour yourself empty. Arin, find me somewhere the ground isn’t lying. Viin, perimeter. Rurik, with her.”

Viin raised an eyebrow. “I need a wall now?”

“You need someone people can see while you do the useful bits.”

“Acceptable.”

“Harrik, stop bleeding on survivors.”

Harrik looked down. “That mine?”

“Yes.”

“Right.”

“Morrin, keep Fenn upright.”

Fenn frowned. “I am upright.”

Morrin placed two fingers against Fenn’s shoulder. Fenn immediately sat back down.

“Debatable,” Morrin said.

“Gary,” Norman said.

Gary snapped to attention, tears still streaking clean paths through ash on his face. “Yes, emotionally compromised father figure?”

Norman paused.

Thalya looked at him.

Norman did not look back.

“Soup.”

Gary saluted. “At once.”

“There is no soup,” Qwerty said.

Gary’s expression hardened with purpose. “Then we begin where civilisation always begins.”

“With fire?” Tamsin asked.

“With theft,” Viin said.

“With a pot,” Gary said, offended by their lack of civic imagination.

The camp came together badly, which meant it came together honestly.

They found shelter in the lee of a broken supply wall. The stone blocked the wind and only threatened collapse twice before Harrik leaned on it and had a quiet discussion with masonry. Bedrolls appeared. Armour came off in stages, each buckle undone with the reverence of someone removing a bad idea from a worse day. Wounds were cleaned. Boots were emptied. Someone found a crate of Ministry ration tins labelled EMERGENCY VEGETABLE MEDLEY, which proved the Ministry’s definition of emergency remained legally distinct from mercy.

Gary made soup anyway.

Nobody asked how.

That felt safest.

The first bowls were passed in silence. People took them with shaking hands, bruised fingers, split knuckles. The steam smelled mostly of salt, onions, and one herb nobody could identify but everyone agreed not to insult while it was helping.

Thalya sat slightly apart from the others.

Not far.

Just enough.

Her back rested against a cracked stone marker. Her hands curled around the bowl without eating from it. Firelight moved across her face and occasionally lost its way. Shadows near her shoulder stretched wrong, then corrected themselves when Norman looked directly at them.

Nobody commented.

Norman noticed.

Rurik noticed.

Their eyes met across the fire.

A small look.

Not now.

But soon.

Solenne noticed them noticing and pretended not to, because kindness sometimes meant letting people keep their little lies until they were ready to put them down.

For a while, they ate like survivors.

Then Gary dropped a ladle into his own bowl, tried to rescue it with two fingers, burned both, yelped, stood up too fast, tripped over Fenn’s lute, apologised to the lute, the ladle, the soup, and one dead League banner, then somehow landed sitting perfectly upright with the bowl balanced on his head.

The silence held.

Gary blinked through soup dripping down his forehead.

“I meant to do that,” he said.

Fenn broke first.

It was not a dignified laugh. It came out cracked and startled, like a chair collapsing under a duke. Then Tamsin went, sharp and bright. Harrik followed, a deep rumble that made the damaged wall reconsider its career. Solenne covered her face, laughing through tears. Arin tried not to and failed academically. Viin smiled into her bowl like she had found contraband.

Even Norman’s mouth twitched.

Thalya watched them.

The laughter reached her slowly.

She smiled.

Then looked away, as if it hurt.

The night softened by one degree.

Drinking began because somebody had found a surviving keg and nobody had the strength to argue morality with it. Harrik and Morrin ended up arm wrestling on a flat piece of fallen gate, because after war men will invent smaller wars and call them bonding.

Harrik’s forearm was the size of a ham with opinions.

Morrin’s looked like a polite rope.

“This is educationally unfair,” Arin said.

“To whom?” Viin asked.

“Harrik.”

Harrik grinned. “I respect confidence.”

Morrin bowed his head. “I respect mass.”

They clasped hands.

Rurik counted them in.

Harrik pushed.

Nothing happened.

His smile faded.

Morrin breathed out.

Harrik’s arm moved one inch the wrong way.

The camp erupted.

“No,” Harrik said, deeply offended.

Morrin’s expression did not change. “Yes.”

Harrik pushed harder. The fallen gate creaked. Morrin adjusted his wrist by a fraction, shifted his elbow, and Harrik’s hand struck the wood.

A stunned silence followed.

Then Fenn leapt to his feet. “Teach me immediately.”

Morrin looked at him. “You would need patience.”

“I have emotional impatience. Is that close?”

“No.”

“Can we start there?”

Arin, meanwhile, had taken advantage of the distraction to drop a suspicious root into his ale.

Viin watched him do it.

“Research?” she asked.

“Alchemy,” Arin said.

“That root moved.”

“It settled.”

“It tried to crawl up the cup.”

“Fermentation does strange things.”

Five minutes later, Arin collapsed face-first onto the table.

Viin checked his pulse with two fingers.

“Noble sacrifice?” Fenn asked.

“Still alive,” Viin said.

Everyone continued drinking.

The laughter came easier after that. Not cleanly. Not without catching on grief. But it came. It stitched the group together in small, ugly, necessary loops.

Solenne sat with her bowl in her lap and watched them.

Rurik laughing quietly when Harrik demanded a rematch.

Morrin correcting Fenn’s elbow position with the patience of a saint trapped in a training yard.

Tamsin threatening to heat the gate to make the next match more interesting.

Viin stealing Arin’s cup before the root could achieve citizenship.

Gary trying to drink through his ear because someone had said “use your head” and he had taken it as a civic challenge.

Norman sitting at the edge of the firelight, pretending he wasn’t watching everyone while watching everyone.

And Thalya.

Apart.

Present, but not quite returned.

Solenne’s chest tightened.

Not with fear.

With recognition.

This was her family.

Not by blood. Blood had done little useful lately except leave stains.

By choice.

By returning.

By staying inconveniently alive.

Rurik was the Wall. Not because he never broke, but because he always placed himself where breaking would matter less for everyone else.

Morrin was the calm older brother who said six words in a crisis and somehow made three of them useful.

Fenn was the musical cousin who could charm his way into trouble, out of trouble, then write a song blaming the door.

Harrik was the uncle you called when something massive needed moving and nobody wanted to discuss load distribution.

Arin was the younger brother with an answer for everything, including things that had not asked questions.

Viin was the sister you argued with, trusted with a knife, and would burn half a kingdom to protect while insisting it was for strategic reasons.

Gary was the strange half-brother nobody fully understood, found in a cupboard somewhere, beloved despite every law of nature objecting.

And Norman...

Solenne looked at him then.

Norman sat hunched, bowl in one hand, shovel within reach. Blood still marked his face. Dirt lined every crease. His eyes were fixed on the fire, but his attention held the whole camp the way a roof holds rain.

The father of the group.

Not soft.

Not gentle in the usual way.

But there.

Carrying weight because if he didn’t, who else would?

Solenne swallowed.

Rurik looked over at her from across the fire. Somehow, he knew. Not the exact thought. Rurik rarely needed exact. He saw the shape of feeling and stood near it.

She smiled at him.

Small.

Private.

His answering look was tired and warm and gone almost instantly.

Not now, it said.

But one day.

Norman rose before the night could become too kind.

The laughter dimmed but didn’t die. He walked to the edge of camp, where the ridge dropped toward the battlefield and the black stain of Deynar’s ending could still be seen in the grass.

Thalya joined him after a moment.

She moved quietly. Not Viin-quiet. Thalya-quiet. The quiet of someone who had spent years entering rooms already knowing who would underestimate her.

For several breaths, they stood side by side.

Below, the battlefield smoked.

Above, Caelith’s scar in the clouds had begun to fade.

“You killed him,” Thalya said.

Norman nodded.

“My brother.”

“Yes.”

“Was he still himself?”

Norman thought about lying.

Then remembered who he was standing beside.

“No.”

Thalya closed her eyes.

A faint green light moved beneath the lids.

“Good,” she said.

It sounded like grief wearing armour.

Norman looked at her. “Is that you saying that?”

Her eyes opened.

For a moment, she seemed very far away.

Then she looked back at him and the distance folded, but did not vanish.

“I don’t know anymore.”

The answer landed between them and stayed there.

Norman nodded once.

Not acceptance.

Not comfort.

A receipt.

Behind them, Gary started singing something about soup being proof of civilisation. Fenn joined in despite himself. Tamsin added harmony badly and with confidence. Harrik laughed again. The sound rose behind Norman and Thalya like warmth from a house they had both left and somehow found again.

Thalya looked toward it.

“I missed this,” she said.

“You missed Gary singing about root vegetables?”

“I missed being somewhere absurd enough to survive.”

Norman put his hands in his coat pockets. One of them found chalk. The other found nothing and disliked it.

“Stay near the fire tonight,” he said.

“Is that an order?”

“It’s a weather report.”

She smiled faintly. “Still you, then.”

“Unfortunately.”

Her smile faded.

“Norman?”

He looked at her.

“If I become something else...”

“No.”

“You don’t know what I was going to say.”

“Yes I do.”

“You always were arrogant for a man with shovel-based social skills.”

“And yet.”

Thalya’s mouth trembled.

Norman’s voice dropped. “You’re here. That’s the job tonight.”

“And tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow can queue.”

That did it.

Not all of it.

Not the fear. Not the ancient thing behind her eyes. Not the core fleeing inside a dead god’s hands. Not the world’s systems cracking beneath them.

But enough.

Thalya leaned her shoulder against his.

Norman didn’t move.

That was how he held her.

Behind them, the campfire burned low.

Around them, survivors slept badly, laughed too loudly, cried when nobody watched, and kept breathing because the alternative had become unfashionable.

The war with the Anti-Respawn League was over.

The field believed it.

The Ministry would write it that way.

Clerk Darnish would probably underline something, attach a complaint, and call it closure.

But far above the world, beyond the reach of graveyards and kettles and sensible people with chalk, Caelith the Blade carried Ralk’s infected heart toward the place gods kept their mistakes.

And in the dark between stars, something old smiled with borrowed teeth.

Norman looked up.

The fading scar in the clouds pulsed once.

He sighed.

“Of course,” he said.

Thalya followed his gaze. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“That was not a nothing sigh.”

“It was a professional sigh.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the world’s about to make this my job.”

Thalya’s eyes glinted green in the firelight.

For the first time since stepping out of the shadows, her smile showed teeth.

“Good,” she said. “I’d like to see if a god can bleed.”

Norman looked at her.

Then at the battlefield.

Then at the shovel resting by the fire.

“Start with breakfast,” he said. “Then blasphemy.”

And for one small, exhausted moment, the living laughed under a wounded sky.

End of Chapter One

Clerk Darnish — Provisional Aftermath Note 1-A: Victory, Alleged

The Anti-Respawn League has been officially “beaten back,” which is a lovely phrase meaning: the battlefield is on fire, the dead require sorting, the wounded require stitching, and everyone keeps saying “at least it’s over” in the tone of people tempting architecture.

Points of concern:

1. Deynar Vensar is deceased. Permanently, spiritually, symbolically, and with unnecessary theatrical residue.

––––––––
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2. RALK’S PROTO-CORE is missing.

––––––––
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3. CAELITH THE BLADE, previously deceased, then apparently not deceased, then visibly corrupted, has flown away with said proto-core.

––––––––
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4. THALYA VENSAR HAS returned from presumed death, altered by forces currently filed under: Absolutely Not My Department.
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5. NORMAN REED SIGHED at the sky. This has historically preceded expenses.

––––––––
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RECOMMENDATION: SOUP, perimeter watches, and immediate refusal to believe the worst is over.

Filed under: Gods, Graves, and Other Things That Refuse To Stay Where Put.
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​Chapter Two — The Hall of Celestials
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The Shattered Coast had not always been shattered.

That was the sort of lie places told when they were old enough to resent explanation.

Once, before maps became confident and kingdoms started naming things they did not understand, the western edge of the world had been whole. Cliffs had stood clean against the sea. White stone had held the sun. Harbours had curved like open hands, and ships had come and gone without needing prayers carved into their keels.

Then the gods had chosen it for a meeting place.

The coast had never recovered.

Now the land ended in broken shelves of black glass, silver stone, and floating ruins that refused to fall out of professional pride. The sea below did not crash so much as remember impact. It rose in slow, luminous swells, striking the fractured cliffs with a sound too deep for thunder and too patient for anger. Each wave pulled light from the rocks and dragged it back into the dark.

Above it all, anchored between three split mountains and the open sky, stood the Hall of Celestials.

It was not built.

Built things had scaffolds. Mortar. Mistakes.

The Hall had been declared.

A statement in white stone and impossible geometry, stretched across the air like an answer nobody had asked for. Vast pillars descended from nothing and vanished into nothing. Bridges arched between towers that had no visible foundations. Domes hung beneath domes, each one holding a different sky: one storming, one star-filled, one gold with dawn that never moved.

At the centre rose the Convocation Spire, tall enough that clouds arranged themselves around it in respectful discomfort.

Caelith landed on the outer terrace without ceremony.

The stone cracked beneath one knee.

That should not have happened.

For a moment, no one saw it.

The terrace was empty except for the wind and the long banners that hung from the upper arches, each one woven from light, oath, and the memory of victories mortals had died admiring. They stirred as Caelith rose. White. Silver. Gold. Some colourless as judgement.

He stood very still.

His wings, once described by poets as “blades of dawn,” folded against his back with a scrape like swords being sheathed badly. They were not entirely radiant now. Along the lower feathers, dark veins threaded through the light, thin as cracks in ice. They pulsed once, violet-black.

Caelith looked down at his hand.

The proto-core sat in his palm.

It was smaller than it should have been.

That was always how dangerous things behaved. A crown looked smaller when not on a head. A dagger looked harmless until placed under a rib. A dungeon core looked almost manageable when held by a god.

This one was neither crystal nor machine nor stone, but an ugly agreement between all three. Its surface shifted in plates, folding inward, then outward, as if breathing through architecture. Ancient runes crawled beneath the skin of it. Some were gravekeeper marks. Some were dungeon-script. Some belonged to no alphabet the living world had ever admitted inventing.

At its centre, behind layers of glass-dark thought, something watched.

Caelith’s fingers tightened.

The core pulsed.

His eyes flickered.

For one heartbeat, he smiled.

It was not his smile.

Then it was gone.

A voice spoke from the terrace archway.

“You are late.”

Caelith turned.

Liora the Silent Step stood beneath the arch, wrapped in shadow so fine it looked tailored. She was slight, almost delicate, until the eye understood every line of her was arranged around violence. Her dark hair fell straight to her shoulders. Her face was calm. Her mouth rarely moved unless the words intended to wound.

Her gaze dropped to the core.

Then to Caelith’s hand.

“You brought it here.”

“I was instructed to secure it,” Caelith said.

His voice was still beautiful. That was the problem. Bells remained bells even when they rang for executions.

Liora stepped closer. “Secure does not mean cradle.”

“I know what secure means.”

“Do you?”

Caelith’s jaw shifted by a fraction.

The delay was tiny.

Too tiny for most.

Liora noticed.

Something sharp entered her eyes.

Caelith looked past her toward the open doors of the Hall. “The League is broken. Deynar is dead. The mortals have survived their little war.”

“Their little war,” Liora repeated.

Caelith blinked. The phrase seemed to return to him from somewhere else.

“I meant only that the immediate field is concluded.”

“You have never corrected yourself before.”

“Then today contains novelty.”

Liora watched him for another moment.

The sea struck the cliffs below.

The Hall listened.

“You should have waited outside the threshold,” she said.

“The core is unstable.”

“All the more reason.”

“It is contained.”

Liora’s gaze returned to the thing in his hand.

“Contained things do not whisper.”

Caelith looked down.

The proto-core was silent.

Of course it was.

That was how whispers survived inspection.

“It is inert,” he said.

“No,” Liora replied. “It is behaving.”

That earned the faintest tilt of his head. “You have become suspicious.”

“I am an assassin elevated to divinity. Suspicion is one of the few habits worth keeping.”

A second presence entered the terrace.

Radiance arrived before the figure.

Seraphine the Winged came like sunrise learning arrogance. Her robes were white-gold, open at the shoulders, her skin luminous enough to make nearby stone seem unfinished. Six spectral wings burned behind her in layered arcs, each feather edged with flame that gave no heat. Her eyes were bright, merciless blue.

She looked at Caelith and smiled.

Not kindly.

“Look what crawls home.”

Caelith did not bow. “Seraphine.”

“You were dead.”

“I improved.”

Liora’s mouth almost moved.

Seraphine drifted down the final step, bare feet never quite touching stone. “We mourned you.”

“Briefly, I imagine.”

“Accurately.”

His eyes flicked toward her.

For a moment the air between them tightened.

Seraphine saw the core.

Her smile vanished.

“Oh.”

“Yes,” Liora said. “Oh.”

Seraphine’s wings flared. “You brought Ralk here?”

“I brought the proto-core,” Caelith said.

“Do not wrap sewage in silk and call it a gift.”

The core pulsed again.

Seraphine stepped back.

That, more than anything, changed the air.

Caelith noticed.

“You fear it.”

“I respect contamination.”

“That is fear wearing ceremonial armour.”

Seraphine’s eyes narrowed. “Careful, Blade.”

A thin black line moved under the skin at Caelith’s wrist.

Liora’s hand shifted toward the knife at her hip.

Caelith breathed in.

The line vanished.

“I am careful,” he said.

Again, that delay.

A word arriving a half-step after the mouth.

Seraphine looked to Liora. “The others?”

“Summoned.”

“Solara?”

“In the Hall.”

Seraphine’s wings dimmed slightly. Even gods had rooms where they lowered their voices.

“Then bring him in.”

Liora did not move. “He should surrender the core first.”

Caelith looked at her.

The terrace seemed to lean away from him.

“No.”

One word.

Too fast.

Too certain.

Not delayed at all.

Liora smiled then.

Tiny.

Cruel.

“There you are,” she said.

Caelith’s grip tightened.

The core’s plates shifted soundlessly.

Seraphine raised one hand. Light gathered in her palm, dense as a star being taught manners.

“Caelith,” she said. “Place it on the stone.”

He looked at the light.

Then at her.

Then down at the core.

Something behind his eyes moved, deep and distant, turning slowly in its sleep.

“I carried it out of the battlefield,” he said. “Through League corruption. Through mortal panic. Through broken lattice and collapsing anchors. I alone can bear it safely.”

Liora’s voice softened, which made it worse. “That sounds rehearsed.”

“It sounds true.”

“Truth rarely needs that much posture.”

Before Caelith could answer, the great doors of the Hall opened.

No hands touched them.

They simply remembered they had been commanded.

The sound rolled across the terrace and down the broken coast. Banners snapped still. The sea below flattened, as if some immense palm had pressed it smooth.

A voice came from within.

“Enough.”

Solara the First Light stood in the doorway.

The world arranged itself around her.

She wore no crown. Crowns had been invented by mortals who needed metal to explain hierarchy. Solara needed nothing. Her armour was pale gold, seamless and ancient, not forged but accepted by reality. Light poured from her without glare. It did not shine. It ruled.

Behind her, the Hall stretched in impossible depth.

And inside, the Celestials waited.

Caelith bowed then.

Not deeply.

Enough.

“Solara.”

“Enter,” she said.

The Hall of Celestials was larger within than the sky had promised.

Its floor was a single sheet of pearl-white stone veined with gold, silver, black, and red. Those veins did not sit randomly. They formed maps. Not of land, but of consequence. Every line represented a vow made, a kingdom ended, a monster sealed, a mortal age shepherded into ash. Some glowed faintly as Caelith passed. Some darkened beneath the proto-core’s shadow.

At the far end rose fifteen thrones.

Only fourteen were occupied.

The empty one stood halfway along the left arc, narrow and elegant, carved with blade-lines so fine they looked soft until one stared too long.

Caelith’s throne.

Nobody looked at it.

Which meant everyone did.

Malrik Ironmantle sat three seats from Solara, vast and immovable, armour fused to flesh in plates of blackened celestial iron. His fingers rested on the arms of his throne like siege hooks. When he breathed, the sound carried anvils.

Irielle the Dawn-Singer sat with her hands folded, robes pale as hospital linen, face serene and distant. Her eyes moved over Caelith, then the core, measuring damage in terms of survivable loss.

Veylan Stormborn lounged with lightning crawling beneath his skin, beautiful and bored until danger remembered him. Blue arcs cracked between his fingers, eager for theatre.

Orrick the Undying Flame burned without consuming his seat. Fire coiled around his shoulders, his beard, his eyes. His expression suggested every problem had at least one solution involving ignition.

Thalos of the Shattered Spear leaned forward, scars turned to gold across his exposed arms and throat. Every inch of him had survived war and then made war feel underdressed.

Kyras Starborne stood behind his throne rather than sitting, bow in hand, arrows orbiting him like patient meteors. His gaze was fixed on the proto-core with open contempt.

Magnus the Oathbound sat straight-backed, silver armour etched with the old Respawn Decree, jaw locked around certainty. Of them all, he looked least like a person and most like a law that had learned to walk.

Nysera the Veilbreaker rocked slightly in her seat, white hair floating around her head as if submerged. Her eyes were covered with a strip of translucent cloth. Beneath it, lights moved.

Varian the Stoneheart occupied no throne because no throne had ever survived long enough to deserve him. He stood beside the arc, arms folded, skin like mountain-root, muscles shifting under grey-brown stone.

Elandra Frostveil sat in a throne rimed with ice, every breath a delicate cruelty. Frost gathered where her fingers touched the armrest.

Draven the Hollow Voice leaned in shadow, face hidden behind a bone-white half-mask, throat marked with necrotic scripture that shifted when he breathed. His silence made nearby thoughts feel borrowed.

And Seraphine and Liora took their places without ceremony.

Fourteen Celestials.

One empty throne.

One infected core.

One god who had been dead recently enough that nobody had agreed what to call him.

Solara walked to the centre.

Caelith followed.

The proto-core pulsed.

Every throne reacted.

Malrik’s fingers tightened. Stone cracked.

Orrick’s fire guttered inward.

Elandra’s frost crawled backward.

Draven laughed once, softly.

It sounded like a grave being polite.

“Do not,” Magnus said.

Draven tilted his masked face toward him. “I breathed.”

“You enjoyed it.”

“I enjoy many things. Most are legal in forgotten kingdoms.”

“Enough,” Solara said.

The Hall settled.

Caelith stood before them all.

A lesser being would have trembled.

Caelith was not lesser.

That, unfortunately, did not mean he was safe.

Solara’s gaze rested on the proto-core. “Report.”

Caelith lifted the core slightly. “The Anti-Respawn League has been driven from the Crucible. Their command structure is broken. Deynar Vensar is dead.”

At the name, Liora glanced toward Seraphine.

Seraphine’s lip curled. “Half-blood zealot. Ambitious little parasite.”

“He wounded the lattice,” Magnus said. “Ambition is irrelevant.”

“Everything is irrelevant to you except decrees.”

“Decrees hold civilisation.”

“Then civilisation needs better furniture.”

“Report,” Solara repeated.

Caelith continued. “The proto-core was recovered during the collapse. It remains unstable, but dormant. The mortal gravekeeper resisted Ralk’s direct influence.”

Nysera’s head snapped toward him.

“The gravekeeper?” she whispered.

Caelith looked at her. “Norman Reed.”

Nysera’s covered eyes brightened beneath the cloth.

“The shovel-man,” she said.

Kyras scoffed. “Mortals always have quaint weapons.”

Liora said, “You would miss him.”

Kyras looked at her.

She smiled at nothing.

Nysera leaned forward, fingers digging into the edge of her throne. “I saw him under earth. I saw him beneath a yew tree. I saw a scythe that was not a scythe. I saw graves opening like mouths, then closing because he told them to behave.”

Magnus frowned. “Prophetic instability.”

“I saw him bury a god.”

That quieted them.

Even Solara’s light shifted.

Caelith did not react.

Not visibly.

Inside the core, something listened harder.

Magnus stood. “No mortal buries gods.”

Nysera turned her head slowly toward him. “That is what made it interesting.”

Orrick laughed. “I like him already.”

“You like anything that threatens hierarchy,” Elandra said.

“I like anything that makes pompous creatures sweat.”

“You have been on fire for nine centuries.”

“And yet I remain less cold than you.”

“Children,” Malrik rumbled.

The word shook dust from a pillar that had not admitted to containing dust.

Veylan grinned. “Let them. We are discussing a gravedigger frightening prophecy. It is the best meeting we have had in decades.”

Solara did not look amused. “Continue.”

Caelith’s fingers flexed once around the core.

“The gravekeeper also bears mantle resonance. Gravekeeper Prime.”

Magnus’s eyes hardened. “That mantle should not exist in mortal hands.”

“It exists where it was needed,” Liora said.

“It exists because systems failed.”

Norman would have liked that. If he had been there, he would have called it accurate and annoying.

Solara folded her hands. “The mortal is not our immediate concern.”

“The mortal is always the concern eventually,” Nysera murmured.

Caelith looked toward her.

For half a heartbeat, his face emptied.

Not anger. Not confusion.

Absence.

Then he smiled. “You have been staring too long into time.”

Nysera recoiled.

Liora saw it.

Seraphine saw it.

Solara saw both of them see it.

“Caelith,” Solara said.

His smile vanished. “Yes?”

“Set the core down.”

Silence spread outward from the command.

Not request.

Command.

The veins in the floor brightened. The Hall itself focused.

Caelith looked at the core.

Then at Solara.

“I can hold it.”

“I did not ask.”

Another delay.

Small.

Awful.

Then Caelith bent and placed the proto-core on the central plinth.

The plinth rose from the floor to meet it, white stone folding upward in petal-like segments. As soon as the core touched it, three rings of light snapped into place. Gold. Silver. Deep violet.

The core pulsed once.

The violet ring cracked.

Everyone heard it.

No one moved.

Arin would have screamed at them to move.

Norman would have hit it with a shovel.

The Celestials stared.

Gods are not slow because they lack speed. They are slow because they are used to the world waiting.

Solara lifted one hand.

The cracked ring repaired itself.

The proto-core stilled.

“There,” Magnus said. “Contained.”

Liora looked at him as if he had just declared a corpse well-behaved.

“For now,” she said.

Draven leaned forward. “It tastes like old death.”

“You are not to taste it,” Magnus snapped.

“I taste everything. It is how I attend meetings.”

Elandra’s eyes remained on the core. “There is more than Ralk inside it.”

Caelith turned slightly. “Explain.”

Her frost gathered at her throat. “Dungeon logic. Gravekeeper script. Respawn architecture. Anti-Respawn corruption. And beneath all of it...”

She paused.

That made several Celestials uncomfortable.

Elandra did not pause for drama. She considered drama inefficient.

“Something older than all four.”

Nysera began laughing.

It was not loud.

It was not sane.

Solara looked at her. “Nysera.”

The Veilbreaker clutched the arms of her throne. “I told you. I told you the old dark wasn’t dark. I told you light was younger than it claimed. I told you the first wound remembers the first hand.”

Magnus made a sign over his chest. “Madness.”

Nysera turned toward him. “No. Memory with the locks removed.”

Solara’s light cooled. “Can it spread?”

Irielle answered before anyone else.

“Yes.”

All eyes turned.

The Dawn-Singer’s face was calm, almost gentle. That made her words worse.

“It has already spread. Not widely. Not fully. But it has touched systems beyond the battlefield. Respawn stations. Burial lattices. Dungeon nodes. Anything built to manage death recognises part of it as instruction.”

Magnus’s jaw tightened. “Then we purge.”

“With what?” Veylan asked, lightning snapping through his hair. “Storm? Fire? Decree? We are speaking of a thing that has hidden itself inside death’s paperwork.”

Orrick brightened. “I have fire.”

“You always have fire,” Elandra said.

“And it remains a strong opening argument.”

“It would scatter the corruption,” Irielle said. “Possibly into every connected lattice.”

Orrick’s flames dipped. “Less good.”

Kyras stepped down from behind his throne. “Destroy the core physically. Remove the vessel.”

Caelith’s head turned too quickly.

“No.”

The word struck the Hall like thrown steel.

Kyras’s arrows stopped orbiting.

Solara’s gaze sharpened.

Caelith blinked.

Again, the delay. The return.

“No,” he said again, smoother. “Physical destruction risks releasing Ralk’s mind into the wider network. The vessel is dangerous, but it is also a cage.”

Liora’s fingers brushed her knife. “That answer may be true. I dislike that.”

Thalos spoke for the first time.

His voice carried battlefields in it.

“Can Ralk influence the holder?”

Caelith met his gaze. “No.”

Immediate.

Too immediate.

Thalos leaned back slightly. “Interesting.”

Seraphine stood. “We are dancing around the obvious. The core must be removed from this world.”

Magnus nodded. “Agreed.”

“The Solar Furnace,” Orrick suggested.

Irielle shook her head. “Too connected to resurrection flame.”

“The Dead Orbit,” Kyras said.

Elandra replied, “Too predictable.”

“The Deep Archive,” Malrik rumbled.

Liora’s eyes narrowed. “Too many doors.”

“The Black Reliquary,” Draven said softly.

Every Celestial looked at him.

He shrugged. “What? We named it for a reason.”

“No,” Solara said.

Draven relaxed back into shadow, satisfied to have been refused.

Nysera’s lips moved. She was speaking to something only time could hear.

“Not vault,” she whispered. “Wound. Not cage. Delay. Not safe. Never safe. Nothing that cannot die should be trusted with something that refuses burial.”

Solara looked at her for a long moment.

Then looked at the core.

“The Prismatic Vault,” she said.

The Hall changed.

Some decisions did not need explanation because the world itself recoiled from them.

Veylan stopped smiling.

Orrick’s fire drew close to his skin.

Elandra’s frost cracked audibly.

Magnus bowed his head.

Liora shut her eyes.

Caelith went very still.

Inside the proto-core, deep beneath stone and spell and infected logic, something smiled again.

Seraphine spoke first. “That is excessive.”

“Correct,” Solara said.

“The Vault has not been opened since the Third Collapse.”

“Correct.”

“Only three of us can enter without permanent dissolution.”

“Correct.”

Liora looked at Caelith.

So did everyone else.

Caelith’s expression remained composed.

Too composed.

Solara turned to him. “You know the path.”

“I do.”

“You can endure the threshold.”

“I can.”

“You will carry the proto-core into the Vault and seal it beyond causal reach.”

Liora stepped forward. “No.”

The word cut clean.

The Hall turned.

Liora did not bow. “He should not carry it.”

Caelith looked at her. “Why?”

“Because you were dead.”

“I recovered.”

“Because you were captured.”

“I escaped.”

“Because you brought contamination across the threshold in your hand and argued when told to release it.”

A flicker of darkness moved beneath his cheekbone.

Seraphine saw it and inhaled.

Caelith’s voice lowered. “Careful.”

Liora smiled. “There you are again.”

Magnus stood. “Enough accusation. Caelith is one of the only beings capable of entering the Vault. If not him, then whom?”

Liora did not look away from Caelith. “Someone less convenient.”

“There is no one less convenient,” Magnus snapped. “There is only capacity and duty.”

“Duty,” Draven murmured. “The prettiest word for walking into a mouth.”

Solara raised a hand.

The Hall obeyed.

Liora’s jaw tightened, but she stepped back.

Solara faced Caelith.

“Blade of the First Arc. Fallen and returned. By Convocation authority, you will bear the proto-core to the Prismatic Vault. You will pass the threshold. You will place it within the still wound. You will speak no name inside. You will look at no memory. You will return by the path you entered.”

Caelith bowed his head.

“I accept.”

The proto-core pulsed.

This time, nobody saw it.

Except Nysera.

She smiled, tears slipping beneath the veil.

“Oh,” she whispered. “We are already late.”

Caelith lifted the core from the plinth.

The repaired rings dissolved reluctantly.

For one fraction of a second, when his fingers closed around it, the veins in the floor beneath him turned black.

Then white again.

Liora looked at the spot.

Solara did too.

Caelith tucked the core against his chest, beneath the fold of his wing.

“I will depart immediately.”

Seraphine’s wings folded tighter. “You will take escort.”

“No.”

Solara’s eyes narrowed.

Caelith corrected himself.

“The Vault path permits one bearer. Additional presences increase instability.”

Irielle nodded slowly. “That is true.”

Liora’s expression said truth was becoming deeply irritating.

Thalos rose. “Then we watch the threshold from here.”

“You may watch what the Vault allows,” Caelith said.

Veylan tilted his head. “You sound certain.”

“I am.”

Again, too fast.

But certainty was a Celestial vice. In that Hall, it passed for health.

Solara stepped closer to him.

For the first time, something almost tender entered her face.

“You have endured much.”

Caelith looked at her.

Something in him softened.

For a breath, he was there.

Truly there.

Tired. Proud. Frightened beneath the armour of divinity. A blade with cracks under the polish.

“I remember dying,” he said quietly.

The Hall held its breath.

Caelith looked down at his hand.

“I remember the League opening me and calling it salvation. I remember Ralk speaking through machines. I remember being made useful.”

Solara’s expression hardened with old grief. “Then be more than what was done to you.”

His eyes lifted.

The darkness receded.

“I will.”

Liora watched him.

She wanted to believe it.

That was the small tragedy.

Gods were not immune to wanting.

Caelith turned and walked toward the far doors, the proto-core held beneath his wing, his steps ringing across the pearl-white floor.

Nysera began whispering again.

“Dead blade. Borrowed hand. Vault wound. Old mind. No death. No burial. No burial.”

Magnus looked at her sharply. “Control yourself.”

Nysera laughed once, sharp and broken.

“Control,” she said. “Yes. That’s always the word before the fall.”

Caelith reached the doors.

They opened.

Beyond them, the sky had gone colourless.

He paused on the threshold.

For one heartbeat, he looked back at the empty throne.

His throne.

Then he looked at Solara.

“I will return.”

Solara nodded.

“We will await you.”

The words left her mouth with certainty.

The Hall accepted them as truth.

Far below, the sea struck the Shattered Coast and dragged light screaming into the dark.

Caelith stepped out.

The doors closed behind him.

For several breaths, nobody spoke.

Then Liora said, “That was a mistake.”

Magnus turned on her. “You undermine the Convocation.”

“I am trying to preserve it.”

“You accuse a Celestial of corruption without proof.”

“I accuse a dead man of returning too neatly.”

Seraphine’s wings shifted. “She is not wrong.”

Magnus looked at her as if betrayal had worn perfume. “You too?”

“I dislike him,” Seraphine said. “That does not mean I am blind.”

Malrik’s voice rolled through the Hall. “The decision is made.”

“Decisions can be wrong,” Veylan said.

“They can also be necessary,” Irielle replied.

Orrick stared at the doors. “If he fails?”

No one answered.

Draven did.

“Then the thing we could not kill will learn what gods are made of.”

Silence again.

Solara walked to the centre plinth and placed her hand where the core had rested.

The stone was cold.

That should not have been possible.

She looked down.

A single hairline crack ran through the white surface.

It had not been there before.

“Seal the Hall,” she said.

Magnus straightened. “Against what?”

Solara did not look up.

“Against whatever comes back wearing his face.”

That quieted even Magnus.

Outside, Caelith spread his wings over the Shattered Coast.

The proto-core rested against his chest.

Its plates shifted.

A voice, too soft to be heard by any god not already listening from within his own bones, said:

Beautiful.

Caelith’s eyes closed.

When they opened, violet-black light threaded the edge of the gold.

He stepped from the terrace.

The sky took him.

And far away, under a ruined campfire sky, Norman Reed looked up without knowing why and felt the ground beneath him forget, for one awful second, how to be still.

End of Chapter Two

Clerk Darnish — Unauthorized Celestial Meeting Minutes, Filed Under Protest

Subject: The Hall of Celestials has once again demonstrated that extreme power and sensible risk assessment are not natural companions.

Summary of proceedings:

1. Caelith returned with Ralk’s proto-core.

––––––––
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2. SEVERAL PARTIES noticed this was unsettling.

––––––––
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3. SEVERAL OTHER PARTIES mistook unsettling for manageable, which is how civilisations get plaques.

––––––––
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4. THE PROTO-CORE WAS briefly placed on a containment plinth. The plinth cracked. This was apparently not considered rude enough.

––––––––
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5. THE CONVOCATION elected to seal the core in the Prismatic Vault.

––––––––
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6. THE BEARER CHOSEN was Caelith, who is:

recently dead,

recently captured,

recently corrupted,

currently holding the dangerous object,

and making suspicious pauses between words.

Recommendation: Do not hand suspicious artefacts to suspicious people simply because they know the route.

Addendum: If the phrase “I will return” is spoken near an eldritch object, please assume it has already filled out the disaster paperwork.
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