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    Dedication
For the ones who stopped looking for a throne and started looking for a home, and for the heirs who realized that a crown is just a circle of metal until someone chooses to bleed for it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraphs
"The ritual does not ask for your strength. It asks for your surrender. To mend a soul, you must first be willing to let your own break."
— The Warden's Final Warning
"Eldoria was never a place. it was a promise. And today, we decide if that promise is worth keeping."
— Prince Corwin, at the Gates of the Void
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1: The Convergence
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The Ascent Through Shifting Worlds

The climb to the High Sanctum was no longer a journey measured in steps or the predictable spiral of cold white stone, but in the wavering, treacherous boundaries between divergent worlds. What had once been a simple matter of placing one foot before the other upon a staircase of known and trusted construction had transformed into something far more unsettling and far less certain. The five siblings rose through the marrow of the White Tower, their path twisting like a coil of heavy smoke as the very concept of matter began to unravel around them in ways that defied explanation and mocked their previous understanding of how the universe ought to behave. The marble beneath their heavy boots softened beneath each footfall, transitioning from stubborn solid to a ghostly translucence with every step they took upward. They could feel the stone giving way, not crumbling but rather becoming something else entirely, something that existed somewhere between the physical and the imagined. The once-familiar patterns of stone grain dissolved into frantic threads of light that bled into one another like ink in a basin of water, and those threads pulsed with an awareness that suggested the tower itself was watching their progress with ancient, patient eyes. The higher they climbed, the less the tower resembled a feat of mortal architecture and the more it felt like a gargantuan artery, pulsing with a rhythmic, subterranean power that carried them upward through a living being—the beating, sentient body of the Citadel itself. This was no longer a structure of mortar and ambition; it was a creature of impossible scale, and they were traveling through its veins toward a heart that had never intended to receive them.

The air did not just shimmer; it possessed a physical weight and a liquid density—a charged, low-frequency hum that crawled along their skin and prickled their nerves with sparks that tasted faintly of iron and old copper. Each breath required conscious effort, as though they were inhaling not oxygen but the sediment of ancient spells and forgotten incantations stirred up from the depths of time itself. Their breath steamed in thick, white plumes despite the absence of any visible cold, and those plumes hung in the air far longer than they should have, forming fleeting shapes that might have been faces or might have been warnings before dissipating back into the oppressive atmosphere. Instead, it was the raw heat of the aether mingling with the living frost of uncontained magic, creating a climate that defied the seasons of the world they had left behind and suggested that they had entered a realm where the normal rules of temperature and comfort no longer applied. Their clothing stuck to their skin in some places while their fingers went numb in others, and none of them could predict whether the next step would bring sweltering heat or bone-deep cold. The only certainty was uncertainty itself, and that knowledge pressed against their minds like a thumb against a ripe fruit.

Nyra stumbled, her knees buckling briefly before she caught herself against the inner wall of the stairway. For a terrible heartbeat, she felt the pull of gravity reaching up from the abyss below, eager to claim her and drag her back down through all the layers they had so painfully ascended. “The air is vibrating,” she gasped, pressing her sweating palm against the curving surface to steady her racing heart. The words came out thin and reedy, stripped of their usual confidence by the sheer weight of what surrounded them. Her fingertips met what should have been cool, unyielding marble, yet the surface rippled beneath her touch like thick glass warmed from within by an unseen furnace. She could feel something moving on the other side of that barrier, something vast and indifferent that took no notice of her fear but also would not lift a single filament of its being to spare her if she fell. Through the transparent stone, veins of glowing purple aether pulsed and branched outward in slow, lightning-like streams, mapping the nervous system of the tower. Those veins throbbed with a rhythm that did not quite match her own heartbeat, and the mismatch created a dissonance that made her teeth ache and her vision blur at the edges. “We aren’t just at the top of the mountain anymore,” she whispered, her voice a fragile thing, caught between reverence and a paralyzing fear. “We’ve pierced the skin of reality. We’re at the center of the weave.” Her words were half a prayer, half a terrifying realization, and she knew that speaking them aloud made them no less true. The world was no longer wide; it was a single, vertical needle-point of existence, and they were balanced upon its sharpest edge.

Ahead of her, Thor led the procession with the grim, agonizing steadiness of a man holding his physical form together by sheer force of will. His shoulders, broad and once undeniably mortal, now shimmered faintly as though dusted with celestial moonlight, and the shimmer was not a trick of the light but an actual loosening of his corporeal boundaries. He could feel himself becoming thin in places, stretched like cloth worn too many times, and he knew that if his concentration faltered for even a moment, parts of him might simply drift away into the aether and never return. Even his footsteps had ceased to be mere sounds; they left brief, brilliant white flares behind, glowing impressions that hung suspended in the shimmering air for a moment too long before dissolving into the mist, and each flare was a small piece of his passage that the tower consumed and remembered. In his protective arms, Althea was almost no longer a body of flesh and bone. Her weight had become strange and inconsistent, sometimes as light as a bundle of dry autumn leaves and other times as heavy as an anchor pulling him toward the stone floor. She glowed with a soft, internal bioluminescence, her veins etched in luminous silver like a map of the stars that had somehow been transcribed beneath her skin. Every shallow breath she took sent a slow drift of radiant flakes into the air, as if her very essence were dissolving into a quiet snowfall made of pure, recycled light, and with each flake that left her, Thor felt a corresponding pang of loss, though he could not say whether the loss was his or hers. She had not spoken in some time, and he was no longer certain whether her silence was a choice or a symptom of whatever transformation was claiming her.

Behind them trailed Corwin and Eira, hunched over and carrying the singular burden that anchored them to their fading purpose—the satchel of relics. Once a modest leather bag bound by simple brass clasps, it now writhed with a faint, predatory heat that could be felt from several paces away. Whatever lay nested within—whether heart, crown, or ancient blood—had grown cosmically heavy, pulling at the fabric of the bag and the muscles of their arms with a gravity that seemed to increase in direct proportion to their altitude. The leather had darkened in patches, scorched from within by the power it contained, and the brass clasps had begun to soften and droop like overripe wax. Each step demanded a conscious, agonizing effort of the soul; each hoisting of the strap between them drew a sharp hiss of pain and the acrid smell of scorched fabric where the relics’ power bit into the leather. Their shoulders ached with a deep, bone-level exhaustion that sleep would never remedy, and their hands had developed blisters that burst and reformed with every adjustment of their shared burden. They did not speak of putting the satchel down, because to speak of it would be to acknowledge that the thought had crossed their minds, and neither of them could afford to admit that they had considered abandoning their quest so close to its end.

Corwin gritted his teeth, his haunted eyes fixed solely on the undulating stairs above, refusing to look back at the abyss they were leaving. He knew that if he looked down, if he allowed himself to see how far they had climbed and how thin the thread of their existence had become, his courage would shatter like a dropped glass and he would be left with nothing but shards. Keep moving, he commanded himself, a silent mantra against the madness of the height. If you stop, you’ll start to think. And if you think, you’ll realize how far we’ve gone. If you realize that, you’ll break. He repeated the words in time with his footsteps, using them as a rhythm to drown out the whispers that seemed to emanate from the walls themselves—whispers that sounded almost like his own voice but twisted into something cruel and seductive, offering rest, offering forgetfulness, offering an end to the climbing if only he would turn around and walk back down into the welcoming dark.

Eira, shorter and slighter than her siblings but possessed of a terrifying, quiet resolve, glanced up from her side of the heavy burden. Sweat beaded along her hairline in salty droplets, tangling in the matted black strands of hair that clung to her pale cheeks. Her eyes, usually sharp and calculating, had taken on a glazed quality that spoke of exhaustion so profound it had begun to circle back around toward a kind of fractured clarity. “It’s heavier than it was a hundred steps ago,” she muttered, her words hoarse and scraped raw by the aether-thick air. Her throat felt lined with sandpaper, and every syllable required an effort that left her more breathless than the climbing itself. “It’s dragging. Like it knows we’re almost there and it’s trying to find a way back to the earth.” She adjusted her grip on the strap, feeling the heat of the relics through the leather, feeling the way they pulsed with a slow, deliberate rhythm that was not quite the same as a heartbeat but was close enough to be deeply unsettling.

Corwin managed a sharp, humorless laugh that sounded like breaking glass. The sound echoed strangely in the confined space, splitting into multiple frequencies that did not fade so much as wander off into the walls and continue their existence somewhere else. “It does know, Eira. Everything here knows. The stones are watching us. The air is listening.” He did not say these things to frighten her, for she had proven herself beyond such simple fears. He said them because they were true, and in a place where truth had become as fluid and treacherous as the stairs beneath their feet, he felt a desperate need to speak aloud whatever certainties remained to him.

They climbed further, ascending through the thinning, tattered veil of reality and into a localized storm of suspended sparks and fractured, kaleidoscopic reflections. The walls of the tower became translucent membranes, acting as windows into ghosts of worlds that might have been or were yet to come, and the visions that danced before their eyes defied any attempt at rational explanation. They saw shimmering, emerald forests where the trees sang in harmonies that had no business emerging from bark and leaf, their chorus drifting through the membranes and brushing against the siblings' ears with melodies that felt like memories of places they had never visited. They saw a violet sea positioned upside-down and roaring its foam skyward into a void that swallowed the spray and gave back nothing but silence, the waves defying gravity in a way that made their stomachs lurch and their sense of up and down abandon them completely. They saw the distorted outline of the original Citadel, bloated with a terrible, dark power that had once been their home but was now something else entirely, something that regarded them with the cold curiosity of a predator that had not yet decided whether to strike. And through all these visions, the siblings climbed, because stopping was not an option and turning back had ceased to have any meaning in a place where direction itself had become a matter of opinion rather than fact.

At last, the agonizing stairway ended—not in the expected mahogany door, nor in a stone landing with a heavy iron handle, nor in any of the architectural features that their mortal minds had anticipated. It ended in a sudden, blinding rush of openness that swallowed the world whole, a vast and terrible emptiness that stretched in every direction and none, and the five siblings stood at its threshold, knowing that whatever came next would demand more from them than any climb ever could.

The Summit of Ruins

They emerged into a realm defined by searing light and a silence so absolute it rang in their ears like a physical blow, as though the very absence of sound had become a presence in itself—a living, breathing entity that pressed against their eardrums and filled their heads with a white, humming nothingness that was somehow louder than any storm they had ever endured. The transition from the stairway to this open space was not gradual but instantaneous, a violent rupture in their perception that left them gasping and disoriented, their hands reaching instinctively for walls that were no longer there. Their footsteps, which had echoed so heavily against the stone of the winding passage, now fell upon no surface that would return even the faintest whisper of their passage, and the silence swallowed each footfall whole, digesting it into the vast, waiting emptiness.

The summit stretched out before them—a vast, circular platform of shattered architecture that seemed to be suspended above the impossible. It was a graveyard of geometry, a place where the straight lines and right angles of deliberate construction had given way to the chaotic, jagged randomness of catastrophic destruction. Columns that had once supported ceilings now lay in broken segments, their ornate capitals crushed beneath the weight of their own fallen grandeur. Archways that had framed doorways to nowhere leaned at drunken angles, their keystones loosened and hanging in defiance of gravity. Mosaics that had depicted the triumphs of ancient kings were now scattered across the marble floor like the pieces of a puzzle that no one would ever bother to solve, their colored tiles gleaming dully in the harsh, directionless light. Beyond the jagged, crumbling edge of the marble, the concept of a "world" simply ceased to exist. There was no horizon, no distant mountains, no cloud-dotted sky—only the abrupt, terrifying termination of everything familiar, as though the artist of existence had grown tired of the painting and simply stopped applying pigment to the canvas. The Void yawned below, a jagged wound in the skin of creation itself where the sky and the earth had been violently torn asunder, leaving a fathomless, hungry hollow in their wake. To look into that Void was to feel the ground beneath one's feet become suddenly uncertain, to feel the pull of an abyss that did not merely want to swallow the body but wanted to consume the very memory that the body had ever existed at all.

Great, jagged fragments of the White Tower hovered in the air above that terrifying abyss, held in a delicate, gravitational dance by shimmering threads of gold light. These tethers hummed with a soft, eternal resonance, endlessly looping a tone that felt like a great cosmic chord vibrating through the marrow of their bones, and the siblings found themselves breathing in time with that resonance whether they wished to or not. Some of the fragments were no larger than a child's fist, while others were the size of entire rooms, complete with sections of walls and floors still bearing the faded impressions of furniture and tapestries. One fragment held a fireplace, its hearth cold and empty, the mantel still displaying a row of porcelain figurines that had somehow survived the cataclysm that had torn their surroundings apart. Another fragment appeared to be a library, its books still shelved in orderly rows, though the shelves themselves tilted at a forty-five-degree angle, and the spines of the books glowed with a faint, internal light that suggested they had begun to dream in their isolation.

“This is it,” Nyra breathed, her words immediately snatched away by a wind that seemed to arrive from every direction at once, possessing no origin and no destination. Her lips moved, and she felt the vibration of her own voice in her throat, but the sound itself was torn from the air so quickly that she could not be certain anyone had heard her. The scent of the air was sharp and antiseptic—a mixture of ozone and cold stone after a heavy rain—purified to the point of sterility, stripped bare of all the messy, familiar scents of life. There was no smell of earth here, no hint of growing things or decaying leaves, no trace of the sweat and skin and breath that marked every place where living creatures had gathered. This was the smell of a room sealed for millennia, of a tomb that had never contained a body, of a space that had been scrubbed clean of all biological memory and left to wait in sterile patience for an event that had not yet occurred.

“This is the place where Father broke it,” Corwin said, his voice dropping to a quiet, jagged register that scraped against his throat like broken glass. He was not speaking loudly, but in the strange acoustics of the summit, every syllable seemed to carry exactly the same distance regardless of volume, as though the air itself had been calibrated to deliver sound without preference or prejudice. “The exact coordinate where Atheron chose to split the fundamental laws of the world to suit his own ends.” He gestured toward the nearest floating fragment, a massive chunk of the tower's outer wall that still bore a section of stained glass window depicting a crowned figure receiving a sword from the hands of a kneeling angel. The glass had been cracked in a dozen places, and the light that passed through it fractured into colors that did not exist in any natural spectrum, hues that made the eyes water and the mind recoil from trying to name them.

No one spoke for a long, heavy moment. The silence stretched between them like a held breath, and each of the five siblings stood frozen in their own private response to the magnitude of what surrounded them. Below their boots lay the catastrophic consequence of that ancient, desperate act—the endless chasm where the King had fractured the very foundations of reality to save a dying throne that was never truly his to keep. They could feel the wrongness of it in their chests, a pressure that had nothing to do with altitude and everything to do with the violation of natural law that had occurred here. This was not a place that should exist. This was not a wound that should have been allowed to fester. And yet here it was, sprawling before them in all its broken majesty, a monument to the terrible things that love and fear and ambition could drive a person to do when they believed themselves to be acting in the service of a greater good. The five siblings stood at the precipice of legend, their shadows stretching long and thin across the broken floor toward an end they could finally touch, and none of them knew whether that end would bring salvation or simply another, deeper layer of ruin.

And waiting for them—forming a silent, motionless guard at the center of the platform—were the haunting remnants of the Spectral Guard. They appeared as an army trapped in the agonizing space between life and a fading dream: translucent soldiers whose forms were sculpted not from flesh, but from living memory and hardened light. There were dozens of them, perhaps hundreds, arranged in precise formation despite the uneven terrain, their ranks extending outward from the platform's center in concentric circles that reminded the siblings of the rings of a tree or the ripples spreading from a stone dropped into deep water. Their armor glimmered like moving water over polished glass, shifting in hue from a cold, metallic silver to a pale, ghostly blue depending on the erratic angle of the aether-light that filtered down from no visible source. The faces beneath their helms were difficult to look at directly, seeming to shift and change with each passing moment—now a stern, bearded warrior, now a smooth-cheeked youth, now a woman with sharp cheekbones and a mouth set in a line of grim determination. It was as though each soldier was not a single individual but a composite of many, an amalgamation of every person who had ever worn that armor and stood that post and sworn that oath. Their eyes were hollow mirrors, reflecting nothing but the void behind the siblings, and when the siblings moved, those hollow gazes followed them with an attention that was not quite conscious but was certainly not accidental. Each sentry held a longsword forged of solidified starlight, blades whose edges flowed and flickered like liquid flame, casting long, dancing shadows across the ruins that moved independently of the soldiers who cast them.

At first, the siblings recoiled; it seemed the spirits stood hostile, an unbroken, lethal phalanx designed to bar their way. Thor's hands curled into fists, and the light that bled from his fingertips brightened to a defensive glare. Corwin shifted his grip on the satchel of relics, preparing to use its weight as an anchor or a weapon as circumstances demanded. Eira crouched slightly, her center of gravity lowering, her muscles coiling in readiness for whatever violence might be required. But then Althea stirred weakly in Thor's arms, her fading internal light dimming from a frantic glow to a softer, rhythmic pulse that matched the slow beat of a heart that had nearly exhausted its capacity for effort. She raised one trembling hand, and the silver veins beneath her skin caught the light and scattered it in patterns that mirrored the formation of the Spectral Guard themselves.

“They aren't here to fight us,” she murmured, her voice thin and fragile, yet as piercingly clear as the chime of fine crystal. Each word she uttered left a faint, shimmering echo in the charged atmosphere, rippling the air like a stone dropped in a still pond, and the soldiers nearest to her seemed to lean slightly forward, as though straining to catch the syllables before they dissolved into the endless silence. “They're here to facilitate the transaction. They aren't soldiers anymore... they are the ushers for the ritual.” Her hand dropped back to her side, the effort of raising it having cost her more than she wanted any of her siblings to see. Her chest rose and fell in shallow, rapid breaths, and each exhalation released another small cloud of luminous flakes that drifted upward and joined the slow, swirling dance of the hovering fragments above.

Her gaze flickered toward Corwin, and for a lingering, heartbreaking second, the distortion of the tower's peak ebbed. The harsh light softened, the shadows retreated, and the oppressive presence of the Void seemed to draw back just enough to allow a moment of ordinary, human connection. He saw her face exactly as it had been years before—young, fierce, and vibrantly alive, unburdened by the weight of their family's sins. Her cheeks had been fuller then, touched with the flush of health and the warmth of laughter. Her eyes had held a spark of mischief that had often led the five of them into trouble and then, just as often, led them back out again. She had been the heart of their small company, the one who reminded them that they were more than their mission, more than the legacy of their failed father, more than the sum of the mistakes that had been made before they were old enough to speak. Then another gust of ozone-heavy wind washed across the platform, and the illusion dissolved into the grey light, leaving only this fragile being of silver veins and exhaustion, this ghost of a sister who was not yet dead but had already begun the long, slow process of becoming something that was no longer entirely human.

Thor stepped forward and set her down with agonizing gentleness against the base of a fallen, ornate pillar—a piece of history where time itself seemed frozen mid-collapse, the dust motes hanging motionless in the air as though they had been startled mid-drift and had not yet decided whether to resume their fall or remain suspended forever. He arranged her limbs with the care of a man handling a scroll of ancient, crumbling parchment, afraid that any sudden movement or misplaced pressure might cause her to flake apart into fragments that could never be reassembled. He laid his cloak beneath her head as a pillow, though he knew the gesture was more for his own comfort than for hers, as she had long since ceased to feel the ordinary discomforts of temperature and texture. When he was finished, he stepped back and looked down at her, and for a moment his face betrayed something that none of his siblings had seen in years—not the stern resolve of the eldest brother, not the weary determination of the family's reluctant leader, but the raw, helpless grief of a boy watching his favorite sister slip away beyond his reach.

“Then let them usher,” Thor said, though his tone carried more weariness than true defiance. The words fell from his mouth like stones dropped into deep water, heavy and final and unlikely to produce any echo. He flexed his hand, and faint, bleeding trails of light escaped his fingertips, marking his own transition into something no longer entirely human. He looked at the Spectral Guard, who stood in their silent, patient formation, their hollow eyes reflecting nothing and everything, their star-forged blades held at angles that suggested neither threat nor welcome but some third option that the siblings did not yet have the vocabulary to name. He looked at the broken platform beneath his feet, at the endless Void beyond the crumbling edge, at the hovering fragments of the tower that had once been his home and his prison and his purpose. He looked, finally, back at his siblings—at Nyra with her trembling hands and her terrified reverence, at Corwin with his haunted eyes and his white-knuckled grip on the satchel of relics, at Eira with her quiet resolve and her sweat-matted hair and her steady, unblinking gaze. “If the only thing that stands between us and finally ending this nightmare is a bit of ancient ceremony, then so be it. Let's finish what Father started.” He did not say these words with hope, nor with confidence, nor even with the desperate conviction that had carried them through the shifting worlds and the vibrating air and the impossible stairs. He said them because there was nothing else left to say, because the alternative was to stand in silence on this broken summit until the Void reached up and claimed them all, and because somewhere, buried beneath the exhaustion and the grief and the creeping dissolution of his own physical form, there remained a single, stubborn ember of the boy who had once believed that the children of Atheron could repair anything their father had broken.

The Ritual Begins

A deep, tectonic vibration rolled through the thinning air, arriving not as a sound of earth or wind, but as a low-frequency harmonic that thrummed directly within their bones. It was the sound of reality's gears grinding against one another, the audible manifestation of two incompatible truths attempting to occupy the same space at the same time, and the friction of their impossibility produced this shuddering, primordial note that made their teeth ache and their vision blur at the edges. The vibration did not fade or grow louder; it simply existed, a constant beneath everything else, like the distant rumble of a storm that had been approaching for years and would continue to approach for years more without ever quite arriving. The five siblings felt it in their molars, in their sternums, in the fluid of their inner ears, and none of them could say whether it was accelerating or slowing because their perception of time had become as unreliable as everything else in this broken place. In eerie, mechanical unison, the Spectral Guard lifted their collective gaze—an entire army of shifting phantoms acknowledging a set of unseen, ancient orders that had perhaps been given before any of the siblings were born, before their parents were born, before the Citadel itself had risen from the dreams of its first architect. Their hollow mirror-eyes began to glow with a cold, internal fire that matched the rhythm of the tower's pulse, and that fire was not warm but somehow cold in a way that burned, a temperature that existed outside the familiar spectrum of hot and cold and belonged instead to some third category for which human language had not yet invented a word. The soldiers did not move, did not shift their stances or adjust their grips on their star-forged blades, but the quality of their stillness changed. Where before they had been waiting, now they were watching. Where before they had been present, now they were participating.

"The convergence is complete," declared a voice—not emerging from any singular throat, but birthed from the very air itself. The words resonated like complex chords played on invisible, tensioned strings, vibrating through the porous marrow of the stone, through the salt of their blood, and through the private architecture of their thoughts. It was a voice that seemed to exist in multiple places at once, layered upon itself in overlapping frequencies that created harmonies and dissonances in equal measure. Sometimes it sounded like a single speaker, clear and authoritative. Sometimes it sounded like a crowd, a multitude speaking in perfect unison. And sometimes, most disturbingly, it sounded like the siblings themselves, as though their own voices had been borrowed and rearranged into something that was almost them but not quite, like a reflection in a warped mirror where the nose was too long and the eyes were too far apart. The siblings froze, their collective breaths caught in the shimmering, expectant stillness. The wind died instantly, leaving a vacuum that felt twice as loud as the roar that preceded it, and in that vacuum, the weight of the silence pressed against their eardrums with the same physical insistence as a hand clamped over their mouths. They could hear their own heartbeats now, each one a thunderclap in the absence of all other sound, and those heartbeats were not synchronized—they stumbled over one another, racing and slowing, creating a chaotic rhythm that spoke to the terror and exhaustion and desperate hope warring within each of them.

"Did it just—?" Eira started to whisper, her hand flying to her throat as though she could physically catch the words and pull them back, could stuff them down into her lungs and pretend she had never tried to speak at all. But before she could finish the thought, another wave of pure energy rippled outward from the center of the platform, and this wave was different from the vibration that had preceded it. This wave was visible, a distortion in the air like heat rising off summer asphalt, but multiplied a hundredfold, a thousandfold, until the very fabric of the atmosphere seemed to shimmer and waver like a flag in a hurricane. The light in the air itself began to shift and bend, refracting like oil on water, distorting their silhouettes into elongated shadows that stretched and contracted and stretched again in patterns that followed no logic that their eyes could decipher. The siblings watched their own shadows detach from their feet and wander a few steps away before snapping back, watched their reflections appear on surfaces that should not have been reflective, watched the boundaries between themselves and the air around them become porous and uncertain. Thor raised his hand to his face and saw, for a terrible moment, the bones beneath the skin, saw the light that bled from his fingertips traveling up his arm and into his chest, saw himself become a diagram of a man rather than a man himself.

...the circle is drawn... the blood is gathered... the debt is ready to be paid...

The words did not sound in the physical world—they appeared with terrifying clarity inside them, threading through their consciousness like silver needles that pierced thought and memory and emotion without regard for which of these territories they traversed. This was not speech as any of them had ever experienced it. This was meaning without medium, intention without instrument, a pure transmission of concept that bypassed the ears entirely and inscribed itself directly upon the soft, vulnerable tissue of the mind. Each syllable carried the heavy, dusty echo of older tongues, languages that had died before the first stone of the Citadel was laid, and yet the siblings understood every word with a clarity that felt less like comprehension and more like recognition, as though these were truths they had always known but had somehow forgotten until this moment. It was not merely speech; it was a broadcast of ancient, patient, and utterly unstoppable intent, and there was no volume knob to turn it down, no door to close against it, no shield that could deflect a message that did not travel through the air but simply manifested directly within the cathedral of their skulls. Nyra gasped and pressed her palms against her temples, trying to create a barrier where none could exist. Eira bit her lip so hard that she tasted blood, using the sharp, familiar pain of her own teeth breaking skin as an anchor against the invasion. Thor closed his eyes and focused on the weight of Althea in his arms, on the solid, dying reality of her body, using her as a bulwark against the immaterial tide that threatened to sweep him away.

Corwin staggered, his boots scraping against the uneven marble as the whisper suddenly swelled into a booming, discordant choir. It was a cacophony of thousands: voices of men and women, kings and queens, saints and monsters—centuries of a broken lineage merged into one towering, psychic presence that filled the hollow spaces of his mind until he felt as though his skull would crack open from the pressure of all those presences trying to occupy the same finite space. He heard his mother's voice among them, though she had died when he was too young to remember the sound of her speaking, and somehow that made it worse—that his own mind was supplying the details that history had failed to preserve, collaborating with the invasion, betraying him from within. He heard the voices of siblings who had died before birth, of ancestors whose names had been erased from every record, of servants and guards and courtiers who had lived and died in the shadow of the throne without ever understanding the machinery of power that governed their existence. It was a cacophony, yes, but it was also strangely organized, as though each voice had been given a specific note to sing and all of them together formed a chord that was too large and too complex for any single human ear to apprehend fully. Centuries of a broken lineage merged into one towering, psychic presence that filled the hollow spaces of his mind, and Corwin staggered under the weight of it, his knees buckling, his vision swimming with colors that had no names. He clenched his shaking fists against his skull, trying to physically bar the intrusion, trying to press his thoughts back into some semblance of order, but the pressure continued to build, and he could feel his own identity beginning to fray at the edges, the boundaries between himself and the choir growing thinner with each passing heartbeat.

"Get out of my head!" he shouted into the void, though even he doubted who—or what—he was addressing. The words tore from his throat with a rawness that surprised him, a desperation that he had been holding back for so long that its release felt almost like vomiting, violent and necessary and deeply unpleasant. The hollow crown in his hand pulsed in violent, rhythmic answer to his shout, as though it recognized his distress and was responding in the only language it still knew—the language of power, of dominion, of the weight of kingship pressed down upon the brows of those who had never asked for it. It had begun to lose its rigid form, the metal softening and melting into a liquid state, dripping molten silver that hissed and smoked where it struck the platform, etching glowing runes into the floor. The runes were not in any script that Corwin recognized, but he understood them anyway, understood that they were instructions and warnings and invocations all at once, understood that the crown was not simply melting but translating itself, converting from solid artifact to liquid language, becoming the medium through which the ritual would speak its final words.

Nyra reached for him, her fingers barely grazing his sleeve, and the contact was enough to pull him back from the edge, enough to remind him that he was still Corwin, still her brother, still a person with a name and a history and a body that could be touched by hands that loved him. "Corwin, stop—the relics are changing!" Her voice was high and tight with fear, but there was something else beneath the fear, something that might have been wonder or might have been recognition. She had seen the runes spreading across the floor, had watched them crawl outward from where the melted crown had struck, had watched them interconnect and form patterns that were too large to perceive from ground level. From above, she suspected, they would form a circle. From above, she suspected, they would form the circle that the voice had spoken of, the circle that was drawn, the circle that was waiting for blood and debt and the final payment of an ancient price.

But Corwin ignored her, raising the liquefying crown high above his head, the veins standing out like cords in his neck, his face flushed with a mixture of exertion and fury and something that might have been grief. The molten silver ran down his forearm in rivulets that should have burned but instead felt cool and soothing, as though the crown were trying to comfort him, trying to ease his passage into whatever role the ritual required him to play. "We have the relics!" he roared, his voice shredded by the rising wind and a lifetime of suppressed fury, a lifetime of carrying the weight of a father's sins and a mother's absence and a kingdom's collapse. "We have the Heart! We have the Blood! Show yourself, Father! No more shadows, no more riddles!" The words echoed across the platform, bouncing off the hovering fragments of the tower, returning to him in fragments that no longer formed coherent sentences but instead dissolved into the general noise of the ritual. He was breathing hard, his chest heaving, his entire body trembling with the effort of holding himself upright against the pressure of the choir and the pull of the Void and the weight of everything his family had done and failed to do.

The Emergence

The Void responded with a violence that shook the stars.

The chasm below the platform convulsed, great ripples of blinding white radiance racing outward from the center of the abyss as though something vast and ancient was stirring from a sleep that had lasted longer than mortal civilization. The ripples did not fade as they traveled; they grew, they amplified, they gathered strength and speed until the entire Void was nothing but a roiling sea of white fire, and the siblings shielded their eyes against a brightness that seemed to want to burn away not just their vision but their very capacity to perceive. Streams of raw, unrefined energy began to converge toward the platform from every direction at once, rising from the depths of the chasm, descending from the empty sky, bleeding from the hovering fragments of the tower, seeping from the stones beneath their feet. It was as though the void itself were drawing a long, desperate breath, inhaling all the scattered power that had been dispersed across this broken place, pulling it inward toward a single point of convergence. Then—without warning—a piercing, celestial column of light erupted upward from the darkness. It was brighter than any terrestrial flame, a pillar of pure existence that swallowed the siblings in its terrifying brilliance, and for a moment they ceased to exist as individuals, became instead part of the light, part of the column, part of whatever was emerging from the depths to meet them.

For a split, crystalline instant, the entire Citadel stood resurrected in silhouette against the white-out: spires that had fallen centuries ago were restored to their heights, their stonework flawless, their windows blazing with the light of a thousand candles. Banners of silk unfurled in a wind from the past, bearing the sigils of houses that had crumbled into dust, their colors still bright, their threads still whole. Great marble archways were reborn from the collective memory of the stone, framing doorways that led to rooms that no longer existed but had, for this single instant, been remembered back into being. The air rang with the tolling of spectral bells, the haunting, beautiful echo of a world that once was, and the siblings heard in those bells the sound of celebrations and funerals, of coronations and executions, of every significant moment that had ever occurred within those walls. Within that blinding vision, shapes began to move—fragments of the city's history flickering like candlelight in a drafty room, present for a heartbeat and then gone, replaced by other fragments, other moments, other ghosts. They saw soldiers marching through pristine, sunlit halls, their armor gleaming, their banners snapping in a breeze that smelled of spring flowers and fresh bread. They saw the King upon his high throne, his hand raised in a gesture of absolute triumph, his crown catching the light and scattering it in rainbows across the assembled courtiers. They saw faces both familiar and long-lost flicker by—mothers who had died in childbirth, courtiers who had been executed for treason, famous betrayers whose names had become curses in the mouths of their descendants—all of them crystallized in one unbearable, panoramic flash of inherited memory, as though the Citadel had been saving every face that had ever walked its halls and had chosen this moment to release them all at once.

Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the vision collapsed. The ghosts vanished, the banners dissolved, the spires crumbled back into the fragments from which they had been summoned. The spectral bells fell silent, their final echo fading into the waiting Void. The only thing that remained was the blinding, central light that pulsed like a living sun at the heart of the ruins, and that light was no longer formless. Within it, shapes were beginning to coalesce—not the fleeting ghosts of the vision, but something more substantial, more permanent, more present. A figure was taking shape within the pillar of radiance, a figure that grew clearer with each pulse of the light, a figure that the siblings recognized before they could see its face, recognized by the set of its shoulders, by the way it held itself, by the weight of its presence pressing against their memories and their hopes and their deepest, most carefully buried fears.

"Step into the circle, my children," said the voice. But the quality had changed. It was no longer the impersonal, terrifying harmony of gods or the hollow resonance of ghosts. It was human—a man's voice, old and deep, roughened by a fatigue that sounded heavier than the mountain they had climbed, heavier than the weight of the relics, heavier than the combined exhaustion of every step they had taken to reach this place. "Give me the pieces of myself you've carried so far. Give me the Crown, and I will give you the world." The voice cracked slightly on the final word, as though the speaker was not entirely certain that the promise could be kept, as though the speaker was offering something that had already been taken away and could never truly be returned.

The siblings turned slowly toward one another, their faces washed out by the radiance, their expressions unreadable in the too-bright light. The silence between them throbbed with a weight heavier than the atmospheric pressure of the summit, heavier than the presence of the Spectral Guard, heavier than the memory of everything they had sacrificed to reach this moment. They looked at one another and saw not the brothers and sisters they had grown up with, but strangers who happened to share their features, strangers who had been through too much and lost too much and changed too much to be recognized by anything as shallow as a familiar face.

"Do you hear it too?" Nyra asked, her voice sounding small and childlike, wavering precariously between awe and a deep-seated dread that made her stomach clench and her hands tremble. She was looking at the light, at the figure within the light, and she was seven years old again, standing in the doorway of her father's study, watching him pace back and forth as he muttered about debts and duties and the terrible price of power.

Eira nodded, her dark eyes glinting wetly as she clutched the satchel of relics to her chest with both arms, hugging it like a child hugs a stuffed animal, using its weight and its warmth as an anchor against the uncertainty of everything else. "I hear him. He sounds... he sounds exactly like—" She stopped, unable to finish the sentence, because finishing it would mean admitting that he was real, that he was here, that after all these years and all these miles and all these impossible steps, they had finally arrived at the place where their father was waiting for them.

"Like he did before," Thor finished, his own pale glow dimming as he looked toward the light, as though the brightness of the pillar was somehow draining him, pulling the luminescence from his skin and adding it to its own terrible radiance. His jaw tightened, the muscles in his face trembling with the effort of memory, of holding onto the image of the man he had once called Father while also acknowledging the monster that man had become. "That tone—he used to call us to the dinner table with it. Calm. Reasonable. Like he was always so certain he knew better than the rest of the universe." He swallowed hard, and his throat clicked audibly in the silence. "Like he had never made a mistake in his life, and every choice he made was a gift to us, and we should be grateful that he had chosen to include us in his grand designs."

Althea tilted her head back against the frozen pillar, her small body trembling with the resonance of the ritual, her silver-veined hands limp at her sides, her breath coming in shallow, rapid gasps that barely moved her chest. "He was certain, Thor. He truly believed he was saving us." Her voice was barely a whisper now, so quiet that her siblings had to lean in to hear her, had to hold their own breath to catch the fragile thread of sound that emerged from her lips. "That was the worst part. He wasn't lying. He wasn't pretending. He looked at the world and saw a problem, and he looked at us and saw the solution, and he never once asked himself whether we wanted to be solved."

Corwin stared at her, his expression incredulous and hard, his jaw set in a line that reminded their mother's ghost of arguments long past. "By shattering the world? By tearing holes through every natural law that held our lives together?" The molten silver of the crown had stopped dripping; it had formed a kind of gauntlet over his forearm, a second skin that pulsed with the same rhythm as the light within the pillar. He did not seem to notice. His attention was fixed entirely on Althea, on her dying face, on the terrible calm with which she spoke of their father's terrible love.

Althea's eyes fluttered shut, her skin nearly translucent now, the silver veins visible even through her closed eyelids, her entire body becoming a map of the same energy that pulsed through the tower and the Void and the pillar of light. "He saved his throne, Corwin. And we were the jewels in it. We were always part of the price." Her lips curved into something that might have been a smile or might have been a grimace, and then she fell silent, her breathing slowing, her light dimming, her presence receding to a flicker at the edge of perception. The siblings gathered closer around her, forming a protective circle that mirrored the circle of runes spreading across the floor, and above them, within the pillar of light, their father waited for an answer they did not yet know how to give.

Fractures in Faith

Nyra sank slowly to her knees, her breath catching in shallow, uneven pulls as her trembling fingers hovered just millimeters above the flowing lines of the ritual circle carved into the ancient stone floor. The stone beneath her palms was not cold, as she had expected, but warm—almost feverish—as though the platform itself had been waiting for their arrival and had grown excited at their approach, its temperature rising in anticipation of the transaction that was about to occur. The entire structure was a masterpiece of geometric agony—intricate beyond comprehension and hauntingly beautiful in a way that made her stomach tighten with dread, as though she were looking upon something that should not exist, something that had been dreamed by a mind unconstrained by the ordinary limits of sanity and physics. Concentric rings of runes spiraled outward from the center, each layer rotating at a different pace, as though the design itself were alive and thinking, as though it were engaged in some vast, slow calculation that would take centuries to complete and had only now reached its final, crucial stage. The markings shimmered in impossible colors that no human tongue had words for: hues that existed somewhere between gold and violet, between silver and blood-red, shades that shifted every time she blinked, that seemed to exist only in the periphery of her vision and vanished whenever she tried to look directly at them. She had spent her entire life studying the languages of power, had memorized the scripts of a dozen dead civilizations, had deciphered inscriptions that had driven stronger minds than hers to madness, and yet she could not read a single one of these symbols. They were not written in any language she knew. They were written in something older than language itself, something that predated the very concept of symbols standing for sounds, something that communicated directly with the part of the brain that dreamed and feared and hoped in equal measure.

The symbols glowed softly, appearing fresh and newly etched despite their impossible age, as though an unseen hand had only moments ago finished tracing them into the stone, had only moments ago stepped back to admire its work and was now watching to see what would happen next. The light pulsed in a slow, rhythmic cadence that mimicked the beat of a sleeping heart or the steady inhale and exhale of a giant hidden beneath the earth, and Nyra found her own breathing synchronizing with that pulse before she was even aware of it, her chest rising and falling in time with the ancient rhythm, her blood moving through her veins in obedience to a tempo that was not her own. She could feel the circle pulling at her, not with the violent yank of a physical force but with the gentle, insistent tug of gravity, the way the earth pulled at falling leaves and falling rain and falling bodies, the way the ocean pulled at the moon and the moon pulled at the tide and the tide pulled at the shore. It was not an attack. It was not a demand. It was simply the natural order of things, and the natural order of things had always been weighted toward the center of this circle, toward the light, toward the figure waiting within the light, toward the father who had been waiting for them all along.

And beneath it all was the hum.

A low, resonant vibration threaded through the ruins and climbed into her bones, soothing and terrible all at once, like the purr of a great cat that might at any moment decide to close its jaws around her throat. It felt less like sound and more like memory, like the echo of something she had heard before she was born, like the lullaby her mother had hummed in the hours before her first breath, like the vibration of the womb that had once held her safe and warm and utterly unaware of the world that waited outside. The circle called to something buried deep inside her—not merely her mind, but the oldest parts of her soul, the parts that had existed before she had a name or a face or a history, the parts that remembered what it felt like to be held and sheltered and protected from every danger. It whispered of order. Of release. Of a world finally stripped of pain and uncertainty, a world where every question had an answer and every wound had a balm and every loss was eventually restored, a world where the chaos of existence was smoothed into a gentle, predictable pattern and the only thing required of her was surrender. She hated how badly she wanted to listen. She hated that the voice in her head—the voice that was hers, the voice that had guided her through every trial and every hardship and every moment of doubt—was growing quieter with each passing second, while the voice of the circle was growing louder, was growing clearer, was beginning to sound less like an external command and more like her own deepest, most private thoughts.

"Maybe he's right," she murmured at last, her voice thin and distant, almost drowned beneath the breathing pulse of the aether. The words came out before she could stop them, before she could examine them, before she could ask herself whether she actually believed them or whether she was simply repeating what the circle wanted her to say. Her head swam with the seductive warmth radiating from the runes, a warmth that started in her fingertips and spread upward through her wrists and elbows and shoulders, a warmth that loosened her joints and softened her thoughts and made the hard edges of her fear seem blurry and unimportant. "Maybe the cost doesn't matter anymore. Maybe if we just give him what's his, the cycle finally breaks." Her eyes remained fixed on the glowing patterns as she spoke, unable to tear herself away, watching as the runes shifted and flowed and rearranged themselves into configurations that seemed to spell out words she almost understood, sentences she almost recognized, promises she almost believed.

"The suffering," she whispered, and now her voice was growing stronger, not because she was regaining her certainty but because the circle was lending her its certainty, was filling the empty spaces of her doubt with its own absolute conviction. "The decay. The endless rot eating through this world. The wars, the famine, the corruption spreading through every kingdom like disease... maybe it all ends if we stop resisting." She thought of the villages she had seen burned to ash, of the children she had watched starve in the long winters, of the kings and queens who had sold their subjects into slavery for a few more years of comfort and power. She thought of the plague that had taken her mother, of the betrayal that had taken her brother, of the slow, grinding cruelty of a world that had been broken long before she was born and had been getting worse with every passing generation. The words tasted poisonous even as they left her mouth, bitter and wrong and somehow treasonous to everything she had believed for her entire adult life, yet part of her believed them with frightening sincerity. Part of her wanted to believe them. Part of her was tired of fighting, tired of resisting, tired of carrying the weight of a world that did not want to be saved.

Corwin's head snapped toward her instantly, his expression hardening with alarm. The molten silver gauntlet on his forearm flared with sudden brightness, as though his anger had fed it, as though his fury had given it new life. His eyes flashed with a cold, sharp clarity that cut through the haze filling the chamber, that sliced through the seductive warmth and the hypnotic hum and the gentle pull of the circle's gravity. "That's exactly what he wants you to believe, Nyra." His voice struck through the hypnotic hum like steel against glass, like a blade against bone, like the sound of something true and hard and unyielding crashing against something soft and seductive and false. "That's how he's always controlled us. He wraps chains in velvet and calls them gifts. He promises peace while carving away the parts of people that make them alive." He took a step toward her, and the runes beneath his boots flared and spat, as though they resented his movement, as though they wanted him to stay still, to stay complacent, to stay within the role the circle had assigned to him. But he kept moving, kept pushing, kept fighting the pull with every ounce of will he possessed.

Nyra flinched, but she did not answer. Her eyes remained fixed on the runes, on the patterns, on the soft, seductive glow that promised rest and release and an end to all the striving. She could feel Corwin's words trying to reach her, could feel them pressing against the bubble of warmth that surrounded her, but the bubble did not break. It flexed, it bent, it absorbed the impact and held firm.

"And the worst part," Corwin continued bitterly, his voice rising now, his words coming faster, as though he could see her slipping away and was trying to haul her back with nothing but the force of his speech, "is that he never lies completely. He gives just enough truth to make the lie feel holy." He gestured toward the circle, toward the runes, toward the light at the center where their father waited with open arms. "Of course the world is broken. Of course there's suffering. Of course there's decay. But he didn't come to fix any of that. He came to profit from it. He came to harvest it. He came to turn the pain of a million million lives into fuel for his own immortality."

Thor stood nearby like a carved monument, his massive frame illuminated by the shifting light of the circle, his broad shoulders blotting out entire sections of the rune-scarred floor. His arms were folded across his chest, his jaw was set, his eyes were fixed on the light at the center of the platform, and yet even he could not fully conceal the unease tightening his features. The glow that had once pulsed from his skin had dimmed, had withdrawn, had retreated to the deepest parts of him as though his body was conserving its resources for whatever came next. "And yet," Thor rumbled quietly, his voice a low bass note that seemed to travel through the stone rather than through the air, "here we are." The simple statement settled over the chamber with crushing weight, heavier than the runes, heavier than the hum, heavier than the presence of the Spectral Guard surrounding them on all sides.

"We followed every trail he left for us," Thor continued, uncrossing his arms and letting them fall to his sides, his hands curling into fists that glowed faintly at the knuckles. "Every relic. Every prophecy. Every whisper hidden in ruins and forgotten temples. We told ourselves we were hunting answers." He gave a grim shake of his head, his shadow stretching and contracting across the floor as the light from the circle shifted and pulsed. "But maybe we were only following the path he built from the very beginning." He looked at his siblings one by one—at Nyra on her knees, at Corwin with his silver arm, at Eira clutching the satchel, at Althea propped against the pillar with light leaking from her skin—and his expression softened into something that might have been grief or might have been exhaustion or might have been both at once.

No one argued.

Because deep down, all of them knew it was true.

Every choice they had made suddenly felt less like free will and more like carefully guided momentum, the way a stone rolling down a mountainside might believe it was choosing its own path even while gravity dictated every bounce and every turn and every final resting place. Every victory, every revelation, every sacrifice had carried them one step closer to this place, had narrowed their options and limited their alternatives and herded them toward a destination they had never consciously selected. They had fought monsters and solved riddles and crossed oceans and climbed mountains, and at every turn, the path had been waiting for them, had been prepared for them, had been designed specifically for their strengths and their weaknesses and their desperate, aching need to believe that their suffering meant something. To the center of the trap. The realization hung between them like suffocating smoke, invisible but inescapable, filling their lungs and clouding their vision and making every breath a conscious effort.

Then, without warning, a violent wind erupted upward from the abyss below the ruined platform. It screamed through the shattered columns with the voice of a dying world, spiraling ash and radiant dust into a towering vortex at the center of the chamber, a funnel of debris and light that scraped against the underside of reality and left scratches in the fabric of existence. The air turned razor-cold for a single heartbeat before becoming unbearably hot, and the transition was so abrupt that the siblings felt their skin crackle and their eyes water and their throats close against the shock. The wind carried strange scents with it—the dry bitterness of ancient parchment that had been sealed in tombs for millennia, the metallic sting of fresh blood still warm from the body, the faint sweetness of burned incense long since turned to ash that had once been offered to gods who had forgotten how to listen. The vortex spun faster and faster, drawing more debris into its embrace, pulling fragments of the shattered tower and flakes of the broken floor and motes of the corrupted light into its swirling heart.

Around the perimeter of the platform, the Spectral Guard moved in perfect unison, an army of phantoms acting as a single organism with a single purpose and a single will. The ghostly warriors shifted with chilling precision, their translucent armor gleaming like moonlight beneath deep water, their hollow eyes reflecting the light of the vortex and the runes and the figure waiting at the center of it all. Without a single spoken command, they raised their swords simultaneously, each blade moving in perfect synchronization with the others, each edge catching the light and scattering it in patterns that mirrored the runes on the floor. Blades of pale starlight crossed high above the circle, forming an archway that shimmered and trembled like the entrance to another reality, a doorway that led somewhere that was not quite here and not quite there, a threshold that existed in the space between spaces, the gap between moments, the breath between inhalation and exhalation. An invitation. Or an execution altar. The siblings could not tell which, and the fact that they could not tell was perhaps the most terrifying thing of all.

Althea tried to force herself upright against the cracked pillar beside her, but her strength failed almost immediately. Her hands slipped on the weathered stone, her elbows buckled, and she slumped back against the pillar with a soft exhalation that carried more defeat than any scream could have conveyed. Her body shook violently, trembling with a force that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than muscle and bone, somewhere closer to the core of her being. She coughed once, and fragments of radiance flaked from her skin like sparks breaking away from dying embers, drifting upward and outward before dissolving into the charged air. The cough became a second cough, and then a third, and each one released more light, more of her, more of whatever was left of the sister they had grown up with. Corwin's stomach twisted at the sight, a physical lurch of nausea and horror and helplessness that made him want to look away even while his eyes remained fixed on her failing form.

Her condition had worsened rapidly since entering the ruins, had accelerated with each step they took toward the center of the platform, as though the ritual itself was feeding on her, drawing sustenance from the light that leaked from her pores and the warmth that radiated from her skin. The glow beneath her skin was no longer stable—it leaked from her in tiny fractures, as though her body could no longer contain whatever power had taken root inside her, as though she had become a vessel that was cracking under the pressure of what it held. The silver veins that had once traced elegant patterns across her arms and face had thickened and darkened, becoming channels of shadow rather than light, and the skin between them had grown pale and papery and thin.

"He isn't asking anymore," Althea whispered, and even her voice sounded wrong now, distorted and distant, as though it was traveling to them across a great distance rather than from only a few feet away. Each word crackled with bursts of static, as though sound itself were struggling to hold her together, as though the mechanism by which air became vibration and vibration became meaning was breaking down inside her throat. The edges of her form flickered faintly, dissolving into drifting particles before snapping back into place, and each flicker lasted a fraction of a second longer than the one before it. "He's pulling us," she continued weakly, her head lolling against the pillar, her eyes half-closed, her lips moving
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