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      For those who have been loved too tightly, too fiercely, or with too many conditions.

      You deserve devotion that leaves room for your own voice.
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      Sabrina

      I woke to the taste of copper and old wood.

      It was his contentment. Not mine. The sensation rolled through me like a slow tide, heavy and strange; Malakor’s psychic signature bleeding through the bond while my body remained a separate, duller ache beneath the blankets. His presence pooled at the edges of my awareness, a void-warmth that should have felt like safety.

      It felt like a leash I’d asked to wear.

      The ceiling above me was grey stone arching into darkness, the rafters lost in shifting shadow. The Echo Sanctuary felt ancient, as if it had stood for eons, yet its edges blurred like a place that was still listening. The stone carried a low, slow pulse beneath the cold, a heartbeat I could never quite catch. It quickened when Malakor’s attention brushed me. I didn’t know if the realm was alive or if it was simply an extension of him, and I had stopped trying to tell the difference.

      I turned my head. The motion cost more than it should have.

      The room resolved in fragments. A table beside the bed. A clay cup. The faint glimmer of violet light pulsing beneath the silvery scars that traced my collarbone and chest: the Purge Ward’s legacy, still burning cold under my skin like a signature that had never quite dried.

      Awake.

      Not a question. His voice didn’t travel through air. It resonated in the marrow of my bones, a low frequency that made my teeth ache.

      “I’m awake,” I said. My voice scraped. The word awake felt like a lie.

      Malakor materialized from the corner where the shadows were thickest. He didn’t walk so much as resolve, ink becoming form, starlight knitting itself into the pale outline of a man. His eyes were swirling voids of violet and grey, and they fixed on me with an intensity that had once terrified me.

      He crossed the room. The shadows leaned toward him as he passed, straining against the walls like loyal hounds. When he knelt beside the bed, the temperature dropped until I could see my breath mist the air.

      “You slept poorly,” he said. The words were soft. A god trying to sound mortal.

      “I slept.”

      “Your dreams were sharp.” His gaze traced the scars on my arms as if he could read my nightmares in their silver lines. “I felt them.”

      Of course he had. The bond made privacy a myth. Every spike of my pulse, every clench of my jaw, he registered it all. I was a contract he had signed in blood, and the ink never stopped transmitting.

      “Water,” I said, because I needed something to ask for that didn’t feel like surrender.

      He reached for the cup without looking. The shadows extended his reach, wrapped around the clay, and brought it to his palm with an intimacy that made my chest tighten. When he pressed it into my hands, his fingers brushed mine.

      Marble cold. Absolute zero. The cold of a god who had been erased from memory and was only now learning to be warm again.

      I drank. The water tasted of nothing. Not the iron tang of Oakhaven’s wells, not the mineral bite of the Tribunal’s cisterns. Just wetness. Just necessity.

      “More?” he asked.

      “No.”

      I tried to sit up. The motion was a negotiation between will and flesh, my mind drafting the command, my body rejecting the terms. The scars across my collarbone flared violet, and for a moment the room sharpened into painful clarity. The grain of the stone. The weight of the silence. The faint tremor in Malakor’s jaw.

      But the agony I braced for never came. Instead, a strange numbness settled over the nerve-endings, a muffled hollowness that felt borrowed. The scars still gleamed, but the burn was distant, wrapped in something cool and airless.

      I waited for the pain to break through. It didn’t. I told myself it was healing. I almost believed it.

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed. My feet touched stone, and the cold bit through my soles like a reprimand. The shadows in the corners of the room stirred but did not approach: Malakor’s restraint, or maybe his caution. I didn’t know which was worse.

      I dressed in the clothes Karys had left folded on the chair—simple wool and linen, mortal fabrics that felt rough against skin growing too accustomed to shadow-silk. My scribe’s satchel hung from its peg by the door. I didn’t reach for it.

      Not yet.

      The air in the corridor tasted of shadow, cool and faintly sweet, as if I were breathing him. The realm was hostile to mortal lungs, and every inhalation reminded me that I survived here only because his power allowed it. A loan of air. A loan of warmth. A debt I was still accruing.

      The main hall was an architectural contradiction. It wanted to be a scribe’s study—bookshelves, a writing desk, the suggestion of a hearth—but the materials were all wrong. The walls were grey mist that had forgotten how to be stone. The light came from nowhere and fell on nothing. And everywhere, everywhere, the shadows bent toward the center of the room where Malakor’s presence was thickest, a gravitational pull that the realm itself couldn’t resist.

      Karys stood by the desk with her ledger open.

      She looked up when I entered, and her expression flickered through a series of calculations—is she steady, is she in pain, does she want me to notice—before settling into the blunt, practical neutrality she’d adopted since we arrived.

      “You’re vertical,” she said. “Good. We have problems.”

      “Tell me.”

      She tapped the ledger. The pages were filled with her neat, cramped handwriting, columns of resources and deficits that told a story I was afraid to read.

      “Eastern stream: output down seventy percent since yesterday. What’s left tastes like ash. The moss beds are losing color and mass; I’d estimate half our edible stock is gone. Air pressure in the outer passages dropped another three points overnight.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning the realm is constricting. If it keeps up, the corridors will narrow until a mortal body can’t pass through. I can’t give you a timeline because it’s accelerating.” She closed the ledger, her knuckles pale. “I don’t think it’s natural, Sabrina.”

      Neither did I. The Nine Sanctioned Gods could not enter the Shadow Realm—the erased could not be touched by the sanctioned—but they could press. I had felt their weight at the edges of my dreams, a golden pressure waiting for us to buckle. They were sealing us in, hungry for the realm to collapse and take its revocable bond with it.

      “We need a legal framework,” I said, because the words were a reflex. A mask I could wear. “The realm won’t respond to my authority unless I codify it. The Grammar of Covenant has to be more than a theory—it has to be written into the structure of this place.”

      “Agreed,” Karys said. “But a legal framework won’t feed us. It won’t thicken the air or widen the passages.”

      “It will give us leverage. The Nine operate on precedent. If we can establish a valid, binding system of revocable vows⁠—”

      “You’re not drafting your way out of a siege, Sabrina.”

      The words were blunt. Karys had always been blunt. But the way she said it, without pity or hesitation, cut deeper than any accusation of weakness could have.

      She was right. I was reaching for my tools because my tools were the only thing I trusted. The scribe’s satchel. The treatise. The language of clauses and contingencies that had saved me once and might save me again.

      But Karys was inventorying moss and measuring air pressure. She was doing the work of survival while I stood in a hall made of shadows and tried to pretend I was building an empire.

      “I know,” I said quietly.

      Karys studied me for a moment. Then she nodded, a small, sharp motion, and tucked the ledger under her arm.

      “I’ll check the eastern stream again. See if the flow’s stabilized.” She paused at the threshold. “He’s not doing it on purpose, you know. The hovering. He’s just…”

      “Terrified.”

      “Yeah.” Her voice softened, just slightly. “That.”

      She left. The door closed behind her with a whisper of displaced shadow, and I was alone in the study that wasn’t a study.

      I took a step toward the desk. On the third step, my leg simply folded beneath me. No warning tremor, no muscle twitch. It was as if the bone had turned to water, and I pitched forward with nothing to catch me.

      The shadow solidified before I could hit the stone. One instant I was falling; the next, a seat of cool, smooth darkness had risen from the floor to catch me, molding to the angle of my body with a precision that bordered on tenderness. It felt like his hands, cradling my weight, settling me with a care that made my throat tighten.

      I didn’t thank him. I didn’t look at him.

      But I felt him. Everywhere. The bond hummed with his vigilance, his relentless, suffocating attention. He’d been watching from the shadows (of course he’d been watching), and the chair was his answer to my earlier demand. A compromise.

      I will let you fall. But I will never let you hit the ground.

      I sat in the shadow-chair and tried to feel like a queen. A co-sovereign. An architect of a new world who had rewritten the laws of divine covenant and exposed the fraud of the Tribunal.

      I felt like a patient. A dependent. A woman whose body was a defaulted loan and whose partner had become her life-support system.

      The violet scars across my chest pulsed. I stared at them, watching the light shimmer, and then I saw it: a thread of magic so fine I’d missed it before, wrapped around the nerve-endings like a filament of cold silk. The numbness I’d felt all morning. The distant ache where fire should have been. It wasn’t healing.

      It was suppression.

      “Malakor.” His name came out flat.

      He materialized beside the desk, no longer a shadow but a man wearing the weight of too many centuries. His void-eyes met mine and I saw it there, the admission waiting to be spoken.

      “How long,” I said, and my voice was too calm.

      “Since you woke.”

      “Since I woke today?”

      A pause that stretched like a held breath. “Since the binding healed enough to permit it. Three days.”

      Three days. Three days of thinking I was recovering. Three days of believing my body was finally learning to function without the Tribunal’s chains. And every moment of bearable pain, every hour of rest, had been a loan I hadn’t consented to receive.

      I set my palms flat against the shadow’s surface. It was cool and smooth, like obsidian that had forgotten how to be hard. It held my weight without complaint.

      It would hold me forever if I let it.

      “I did not trade my soul for a gilded cage, Malakor. I am a partner to this realm, not a ward of it.”

      He went very still. “You needed rest.”

      “You should have told me.”

      “Your body is healing, but the Purge Ward’s damage runs deeper than flesh. If I withdrew the suppression entirely⁠—”

      “Then I would know what I’m actually capable of.” I met his gaze. “I would know the truth.”

      “The truth would keep you in this bed for weeks.”

      “Then that’s my truth to bear.”

      His expression didn’t change. But I felt it through the bond, a flicker of something hot and dark. Frustration. Maybe fear. The ancient, possessive terror of a god whose anchor was mortal and breakable and so infuriatingly stubborn.

      He rose. The shadows rose with him.

      “You are not a prisoner here,” he said quietly. “You are my equal. My partner. The co-architect of everything we are building.”

      “Then stop treating me like a failing heart you have to pace with your own.”

      The words landed. I felt them strike him: a cold, precise blow that rippled back through the bond and settled in my own chest. For a moment, we were perfectly mirrored. Two people hurting each other with the same wound.

      Through the bond, his void-warmth coiled around my heart, and beneath it I caught a quiver of something raw. Fear that I would break, and that he would be the one who shattered me. The chair beneath me pulsed with his heartbeat, a slow, steady rhythm that was not my own.

      Then he inclined his head. A gesture of acknowledgment. Not an apology—Malakor didn’t apologize for protecting me—but a signal that he’d heard.

      He dissolved without another word. The shadows swallowed him, and the room was suddenly just a room: cold stone, grey light, the lingering taste of copper and old wood on my tongue. But now the copper tasted like ink. The old wood like a contract I couldn’t put down.

      I sat in the chair that wasn’t a chair, in a realm that wore his heartbeat like a second skin, and I understood the shape of the cage for the first time.

      He would give me everything. His realm, his power, his ancient, terrifying devotion. And in return, I would let him protect me. I would be his anchor, his equal, his co-sovereign, and I would do it from inside a cage woven of his own restraint.

      A queen in a realm without laws. Or a patient in a prison of two.

      I closed my eyes. The bond hummed, ink and old wood, and somewhere in the depths of the Echo Sanctuary, Malakor felt the shape of my thoughts. He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

      The shadows held me.

      And I let them.
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      Malakor

      I did not go far.

      The shadows folded around me like the waters of a frozen sea, and I let myself dissolve into the between-spaces of the wall, a specter haunting the seams of my own creation. From here, I could watch her without the burden of being seen.

      Sabrina sat in the chair I had woven from the dark, her palms flat against its surface. Through the bond, I felt the shape of her thoughts: sharp-edged, analytical, already dissecting the mechanics of my restraint. It felt like cold iron pressed against my sternum, that resentment. A blade she did not know she was holding.

      The Echo Sanctuary hummed around us, and I held it in the hollow of my chest like a breath I had not released in days. Every stone, every shadow, every whisper of warmth, I had imagined them into being. The walls were not stone. They were concentration. The air was not air. It was my will, exhaled slowly enough to fill mortal lungs.

      I had told Sabrina she was my equal. I had meant it. But the realm did not know her name. It answered to my heartbeat, my desire, my ancient and terrible need to hold. I could no more stop protecting her than I could stop the slow, grinding rotation of the stars I had once called my own.

      Through the veil of shadow, I watched her shift in the chair. The Purge Ward scars across her collarbone flickered violet, and I felt the corresponding spike of pain lance through the bond. Before it could reach her, my will swallowed it. The numbness I pressed into her was reflex now, a cold bandage laid over a wound she did not know still bled. She thought she was healing. I had let her think that.

      The shadows beneath my feet curled inward, as if the stone itself recoiled from the choice I had made. But that recoil was preferable to the alternative. The alternative was watching her scream. The alternative was the wild, ungoverned agony of nerve-endings flayed by the Tribunal’s final gift, and I would endure her hatred a thousand times over before I let that darkness take her again.

      You should have told me.

      Her words echoed in the void of my mind. She was right. She was always right, in that infuriating, precise, legalistic way of hers. But truth was a luxury for beings who did not face extinction with every breath their mortal anchor took.

      She moved. Not her body, her body could not yet rise without buckling, and the knowledge of that dependency scraped through the bond like a file. She shifted her weight, and the impulse traveled outward, a silent demand for walls to part and thresholds to yield. I felt it in the stone beneath me: a tug toward the corridor, toward the private quarters I had built from the memory of her childhood sanctuary. A place of rest. Of safety. Of the quiet I owed her.

      The shadow-chair stirred. I did not need to think the command; the chair was an extension of my breath, and it answered her need as if her need had seeped into my own bones. It slid silently toward the doorway, carrying her without jarring, a throne of darkness ferrying a queen who did not yet trust her kingdom.

      I followed. Not in form, in substance. I bled through the stone, dissolving from the wall and condensing into the air around her, a presence without outline. I felt the chair’s glide as a friction in my chest, her weight a pressure along my spine. Every flagstone the chair crossed remembered my name. Every grain of shadow that parted for her passage was a thought I was thinking. The hallway was not a place she walked; it was a place I became, moment by moment, to keep her from falling.

      The hallway flickered.

      I caught it immediately: a ripple in the stone, a hesitation in the light. The golden pressure of the Nine pressed against the outer membrane of the realm like a thumb against a throat, and for one terrible instant, the Sanctuary forgot how to exist.

      The walls wavered. The floor lost its memory of solidity. The chair stuttered beneath her, and I felt her fingers grip the armrests, knuckles sharp with alarm.

      I threw my will outward, a surge of divine focus that felt like tearing a muscle I had never stopped using. The shadows in the corners frayed like burnt silk, unraveling into nothing. Somewhere in the depths of the realm, an erased memory turned to ash.

      The hallway stabilized. The stone remembered itself. The chair resumed its glide.

      But Sabrina had gone still. Not her body, her attention. I felt it sharpen through the bond, a honing of that terrible, precise mind. She turned her head slowly, her sharp eyes scanning the walls with an intensity that missed nothing. I felt her mind catch the discrepancy: the brief flicker of the wrong light, the tremor in the floor. Evidence. Exhibit. Loophole.

      She knew.

      She did not speak. She simply filed the observation away, and her silence was louder than any accusation.

      I withdrew deeper into the air around her. My concentration was a raw, abraded nerve now, and the Sanctuary’s weight pressed down on me with the full gravity of my failure. I was not a sovereign here. I was a scaffold. A god reduced to holding up walls for a woman who needed him to be more than architecture.
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      I had shaped the private quarters while she slept.

      I had drawn the dimensions from her memories: the low ceiling, the wide hearth, the window that opened onto nothing because the Shadow Realm had no sun. I had failed at the details. The stone was too smooth. The shadows too obedient. No dust motes drifted in the air, because there was no decay. The books on the small shelf had no scent of old paper, no thumb-worn edges. The room lacked the clutter of mortal living, the beautiful disorder of a life not curated by a god’s obsessive hand.

      The chair carried her to the bedside and stilled. I materialized near the door, letting my form resolve slowly: shadows knitting into a body that remembered her gaze, frost blooming in filigree along the doorframe where my shoulder brushed the stone. The cold was not a choice; it was the first thing I had learned to be, and unlearning it was a slower death than the Erasure.

      She did not startle. She had felt me coming through the bond, as I felt her: the steady, stubborn rhythm of her heart, the ache pooled in her useless legs, the sharp spike of her curiosity as she studied the ceiling above the bed.

      She looked at the ceiling. Not at the hearth, not at the window, not at the chair that had ferried her like a barge through a god’s obsession. At the ceiling.

      She was staring at the crack.

      I followed her gaze. It was there, a jagged line in the smooth grey stone, shaped like a bird in flight. An imperfection I had cut into the perfect surface without knowing I was doing it, a fragment of her memory bleeding through my hands while I built. A girl in a narrow bed. A crack in the plaster above her. The one constant in a childhood of debts and silence. The thing she had stared at when the pain was too much, when the fever burned, when the world told her she was a burden and she needed proof that imperfection could still hold.

      She turned her head. Her eyes were wet, but her jaw was set. The combination was a blade.

      “When did you do this?”

      “I did not decide it,” I said. My voice came out rougher than I intended, scraped by the bond’s raw hum. “I shaped this room from your memories. I must have carved it without thinking. The stone already knew the shape before I understood what I was giving you.”

      “You’re telling me you did this unconsciously.”

      “I am telling you I could not unknow it, once I had seen it. That fragment of your childhood. That crack in the ceiling. You stared at it when the fever was worst. When you thought no one was watching.”

      She absorbed this the way she absorbed evidence. Turning it over. Weighing its implications. Finding the structural flaw.

      “So the realm is an extension of your will,” she said. “Not a neutral space. Not a home. A projection.”

      “Yes.”

      “And if you lost focus? If the Nine pressed harder?”

      “The Sanctuary would dissolve.” I did not soften the words. She deserved the truth, however brutal. “The moss beds. The water. The air in your lungs. All of it requires my continuous attention. I am the only thing keeping this realm from collapsing into the void it once was.”

      She was quiet for a long moment. Then she placed her hands flat on the mattress, a deliberate, measured motion that claimed the exact center of the bed as a dais from which she would negotiate.

      “Then I need a clause,” she said. “A binding term. If this realm is a contract between your will and reality, I need a line that anchors me to something beyond your concentration. Something that cannot be superseded by your protective reflexes. What happens to me if you fall?”

      The question was so precisely hers that I nearly smiled. My oathscribe. My architect. Always searching for the loophole, the contingency, the legal framework that would make chaos predictable.

      “I will not fall,” I said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It is the only answer I have.”

      She shook her head. The motion was small, but it carried the weight of a gavel striking wood.

      “Then I’ll draft a better one. There has to be a way to anchor this place to something independent. Something that recognizes both of us as authorities, not just a sovereign and a… guest.”

      The pause before guest was filled with everything she did not say. Patient. Dependent. Burden. The ghosts of her childhood, still haunting a woman who had rewritten the laws of divine covenant.

      I knelt.

      The stone beneath my knees groaned. The Sanctuary tilted, a ship whose anchor had just shifted, and somewhere in the deep walls a tremor rippled outward like a question no one knew how to answer. I pulled my aura tight against my skin, afraid the sheer pressure of my presence would flatten her. At eye-level, she looked so terribly mortal: her hazel eyes bright with unshed tears, her jaw set in that furious, unyielding line. I opened my hands, empty, at my sides.

      “I do not know how to teach the realm your name,” I said. “I do not know how to make it obey you without my intervention. This is my failure. My limitation. I am a god who can unmake stars but cannot share a heartbeat with the woman who holds my name.”

      Her expression flickered. The analytical mask cracked, just slightly, and beneath it I saw something raw and terrified and so desperately hopeful that it burned.

      “Then we’ll figure it out,” she said. “Together. But I want that clause. A covenant between your will and my existence. A line you cannot overwrite, no matter how much you want to protect me from pain.”

      The word covenant vibrated through the bond, ink and old wood and the quiet, impossible weight of a vow she was drafting in real time. I felt the shape of it already taking form in her mind: not a demand for power, but a demand for permanence. For a place in this realm that did not depend on my heart continuing to beat.

      “If such a clause can be written,” I said, “I will sign it.”

      She held my gaze for a long moment. Then she nodded, a sharp, decisive dip of her chin, and lay back against the pillows. Her eyes found the ceiling crack, and the tension in her shoulders eased by a fraction.

      She did not invite me to stay. I did not ask. But when she closed her eyes, the bond hummed with something quieter than resentment: a thread of exhausted, fragile trust.

      I dissolved into the shadows before she could see the strain on my face.

      Not the strain of the bond. That was distant now, wrapped in the cold cocoon of my suppression. This was something older. Something that had no name in any language still spoken.

      I had built her a sanctuary. I had given her a sky she could recognize. And still, when she looked at the walls, she saw a cage.

      She was already searching for the loophole.

      I felt her mind working through the darkness, cataloging evidence, drafting clauses, hunting for the structural flaw in my devotion that would let her rewrite the terms of our existence. She would find it. She was too brilliant, too stubborn, too desperately hungry for autonomy to fail.

      And when she found it, when she learned to command the stone without my voice, to breathe the air without my will, to exist in this realm as a sovereign rather than a ward, I would have to decide whether I could survive her independence.

      The Sanctuary flickered again. A golden tremor at the edges of my perception.

      I caught it. I held it. I forced the walls to remember their shape.

      But the effort cost something. A fragment of memory. A forgotten vow that had once meant worship and now meant nothing at all.

      The Nine were pressing. The realm was narrowing. And somewhere in the Boiler-Archives, the scribe she had left behind was running out of borrowed time.

      I watched Sabrina through the veil of shadows, her eyes still fixed on the crack in the ceiling, her mind already drafting the architecture of our salvation or our destruction.

      She was beautiful. She was terrifying. She was the only soul in any realm who had ever made me afraid.

      I was hers with a ferocity that frightened even me. And I did not know if wanting alone could hold a world together.
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      Sabrina

      The bird-shaped crack in the ceiling had become my anchor. Moments ago, Malakor had dissolved into the shadows at the end of our negotiation, and the promise was still fresh: he would sign whatever I drafted. I traced its jagged lines while my mind shaped legal language, finding loopholes, building structures. The bond hummed in my marrow: a low, constant vibration that tasted of copper and old wood. I was the clause he had signed in blood, and the ink never stopped transmitting its claim.

      I reached for my scribe’s satchel. The worn leather strap was cool under my fingers. I pulled it onto the bed, the familiar weight settling against my hip. Inside were quills, a pot of oak-gall ink, three sheets of vellum salvaged from the Tribunal before the crossing, and Pell’s Annotated Treatise, still radiating a faint, hostile heat.

      I opened the treatise to the section on binding clauses. If this realm was a contract between his will and reality, I needed a line that anchored me to something beyond his concentration. He had knelt. A god. On his knees. And promised to sign. The promise should have felt like victory. Instead it felt like a loophole I hadn’t found yet.

      The first tremor hit not as a shake but as a pressure.

      My ears popped. The air thickened, pressing against my eardrums like a thumb slowly tightening over a wound. I gasped, and the gasp was wrong: too shallow, too thin, as if the oxygen had been squeezed from the room.

      The bird-crack in the ceiling flared gold.

      Not violet. Not the cool, velvet shimmer of shadow-magic. This was a searing, radiant gold that burned against my void-sight like a brand pressed to the optic nerve. I threw up an arm to shield my eyes, but the light was inside the bond now, a foreign frequency screaming through the psychic channel.

      I rolled off the bed. My legs barely held, the suppressed nerve-endings firing in confused, distant bursts that felt like someone else’s pain. I grabbed the doorframe and hauled myself into the corridor.

      Karys was already there. Not standing. Pinned. She’d been returning from the eastern stream, her ledger in hand, when the pressure wave hit. The air slammed her against the stone wall, and the ledger struck the floor with a sharp crack, pages fluttering loose. She slid down the grey surface, trapped like a specimen under glass.

      “Karys.”

      I pushed off the doorframe. My legs buckled, but a tendril of shadow rose from the floor to catch my weight: Malakor’s reflex, faster than thought. I hated it. I used it.

      I reached her side as the second pulse hit.

      This one was worse. The air turned to honey, thick and golden and impossible to breathe. The seams of the Sanctuary, the places where Malakor’s will met the raw void of the Shadow Realm, began to bleed light. Not cracks. Wounds. The grey stone wept gold, and everywhere the light touched, the cold of the realm became heat.

      Divine heat. Wrong heat. The heat of a god who had never been erased, who had never learned to be anything but absolute.

      Karys coughed. Her hands were pressed flat against the wall, her knuckles white. “The Nine,” she rasped. “They’re…”

      “I know.”

      The golden light was pooling in the main hall. It coalesced into a pressure that had shape but no form. A thumb against the throat of the realm. I felt Malakor’s concentration fraying at the edges like burnt silk.

      Shield Karys.

      I spoke the words not with my mouth but with my will. I shaped the command the way I shaped a contract clause: intent first, then structure, then the binding word that would make it real. I reached for the shadows the way I’d seen Malakor do it, the way the treatise implied it could be done. A mortal will, properly encoded, overriding the realm’s default hierarchy.

      The shadows ignored me.

      Not a flicker. Not a hesitation. They slid through my mental fingers like water, snapping back toward the center of the hall where Malakor’s presence was thickest. My command couldn’t even ripple. The realm’s loyalty was a physical law, a hierarchical gravity that vacuumed every shadow back to its creator.

      I tried again. Harder. I put the full force of my legal mind behind it, the grammar I’d been drafting, the structure I’d been building. I am Sabrina Emberlock, co-architect of this realm, and I command…

      The golden light washed over my skin.

      It didn’t burn the way I expected. It was worse. It felt like my scars were being read aloud, every silver line suddenly a confession. The Purge Ward’s legacy flared violet against the gold, and I felt Malakor’s suppression fracture, just for an instant, and the pain that rushed through the gap was a scream my body had been holding for three days.

      I didn’t scream.

      Then he was there.

      The temperature dropped so fast I heard stone groan. The shadows in the corners detonated outward, a wave of absolute zero that crashed against the golden light and shoved it back. Where the darkness was thickest, Malakor stood: a towering column of ink and starlight, his void-eyes blazing with a fury that made the stone beneath my feet forget its own name.

      He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. He placed his hand over mine, and where our skin touched, the bond ignited.

      A shield erupted from the floor. Not a wall. A domain. Violet-black shadows woven so tightly they became solid, transparent enough to see through but dense enough to stop the golden light cold. It wrapped around me and Karys in a dome of absolute protection, and I felt the effort of it in my teeth.

      I looked at my hand. The hand I had raised to command the shadows.

      It had done nothing.

      The light receded. The pressure eased. The Sanctuary’s seams stopped bleeding gold, but where the light had touched longest, the eastern wall of the main hall, a mark remained. A scorch. A divine bruise burned into the stone, still faintly glowing.

      Karys pushed herself upright. She didn’t look at Malakor. She didn’t thank him. She walked past him, retrieved her ledger from the floor, and then turned to face me.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      I looked down. The scar along my left forearm had split open, a hairline fracture in the silver tissue, and a single drop of blood welled at the edge. It was darker than it should have been: not quite the violet-black of void-magic, but no longer fully mortal red.

      Karys ignored it. She pulled a heavy wool blanket from the back of a chair and wrapped it around my shoulders. The wool was rough against my skin, still carrying the faint scent of the moss beds. Mortal warmth. Mortal comfort. A gift from the sister who had learned, somewhere in the years of my martyrdom, that I would never ask for it myself.

      I hadn’t realized I was shaking.

      Malakor stood at the center of the hall, his form still unstable. Starlight bled from his shoulders like sweat. The shadows around him writhed, and I felt his fury through the bond: a cold, killing rage that wanted to unmake the Nine with his bare hands and couldn’t, because his hands were full holding the Sanctuary together.

      He turned toward me. His void-eyes fixed on the drop of blood at my forearm, and something in his expression cracked.

      “Sabrina.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not.”

      He moved toward me, and the shadows moved with him, a cloak of darkness that threatened to swallow the room. Karys stepped sideways, placing herself between us, not as a shield, but as a witness. A mortal presence reminding the god that he was still being watched.

      “Your realm just got branded,” she said flatly. “The moss beds are probably ash. The east stream is definitely ash. So if you two need to have a moment, have it fast, because we’re running out of resources and I can’t inventory a divine tantrum.”

      She didn’t wait for a response. She tucked her ledger under her arm and walked toward the storage corridor, her footsteps steady and deliberate. The blanket around my shoulders was the only warmth in the room.

      Malakor reached for me.

      His fingers brushed my cheek, and the cold of his skin was a shock that settled deep in my bones. I flinched. His touch was the same temperature as the shield. The same power. The same absolute, unilateral protection that had just saved my life. The bond carried the spike of it before I could name it: a blade that cut through his fury and left something rawer beneath.

      “You tried to command the shadows,” he said quietly.

      “They ignored me.”

      “This realm was built from my will. It does not know how to hear another voice.”

      “Then I am not a co-sovereign. I am a passenger.”

      The words hung between us. He didn’t argue. He couldn’t. The scorch mark on the eastern wall was my evidence. Exhibit A. The realm had been attacked, and I had been unable to lift a finger to defend it.

      I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders and walked back toward my bedroom. My legs trembled with every step, but the shadow-chair didn’t rise to catch me. He was letting me walk. A concession. A guilt offering.

      It didn’t feel like mercy.

      Later. Night. Or what passed for night in a realm without a sun.

      The Sanctuary’s light had dimmed to a low, grey gloom, and the scorch mark on the eastern wall pulsed with a faint, residual gold. I sat on the edge of my bed, the blanket still wrapped around my shoulders, and stared at the bird-crack in the ceiling.

      I had failed. Not a small failure. Not a learning failure. A structural failure. The laws I’d been drafting were theoretical, ink on vellum in a realm that didn’t recognize ink as authority. The Grammar of Covenant was a beautiful abstraction, and the Nine had just proven that abstractions couldn’t stop a golden fist from crushing us.

      The door opened.

      Malakor stepped inside. He had stabilized his form, no more bleeding starlight, no more writhing shadows, but his presence still filled the room like a held breath. He closed the door behind him, and the temperature dropped until I could see my exhalation mist the air.

      “Your arm,” he said.

      “Already closed.”

      “Let me see.”

      It wasn’t a command. His voice was rough at the edges, scraped by the same exhaustion I felt vibrating through the bond. He had been holding the Sanctuary together for hours. Burning memories to keep the walls standing. I felt the gaps in his consciousness where forgotten vows had been sacrificed.

      I unbuttoned my shirt.

      Not all the way. Just enough to bare my collarbone, my shoulders, the silver web of scars that traced the path of the Purge Ward across my skin. The scars were still pulsing with a low, violet light, the suppressed pain a distant thunder I could feel but not quite reach.

      He went still. The bond flickered with a cascade of sensations I couldn’t name: awe, sorrow, an ancient possessiveness held so tight it vibrated like a plucked string. His void-eyes traced the silver lines, and I felt his attention as a physical touch.

      “Look at me,” I said. “Not as a god evaluating damage. Not as a protector assessing threat. Look at me as the man who shares my nerves. The man who feels what I feel. Look at what they did to me, Malakor. And look at what you’ve been doing to me.”

      He didn’t move. “Sabrina…”

      “You promised. At the stream, you said you’d let me feel. But when the golden light hit, you wrapped the cold bandage back around my nerves. I felt it snap back into place the moment you raised that shield. You’ve been numbing me again. Without permission. Without my knowledge. Three days of half-truths.”

      The bond shuddered. I felt his guilt as a physical weight in my chest, a pressure that matched the one still holding my pain at bay.

      “I was trying to protect you,” he said.

      “You were trying to keep me manageable.”

      The words struck. Through the bond, I felt them land: a deep, resonant crack in the wall he’d built between his intentions and his hunger for control. He didn’t deny it. He couldn’t.

      He knelt. This time it was not the graceful folding of a sovereign. It was a collapse. He came to eye-level with my scars, and the cold rolling off him was so absolute that my skin tightened in its wake.

      “May I?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      I nodded.

      His fingers touched the scar at my collarbone.

      Cold. Always cold. But this time, I didn’t flinch. I leaned into it. The cold was a counterpoint to the distant burn of the suppression, a grounding sensation that reminded me I was still here. Still mortal. Still me.

      He traced the scar slowly. His fingers followed the silver line down to my shoulder, then across to the smaller branches that spread like lightning strikes across my chest. Everywhere he touched, the violet pulse flared brighter, and through the bond I felt his horror and his ancient, consuming guilt at the thought of losing me.

      “Drop it,” I whispered. “The suppression. Let me feel what I’m actually carrying.”

      He hesitated. The bond vibrated with his reluctance. Then, slowly, the cold bandage he had wrapped around my nerves began to unravel.

      The pain hit like a wave.

      Fire. Acid. A thousand tiny hooks pulling at the raw edges of my nerve endings. My vision went white at the edges, and for one terrible moment I was back in the Tribunal's chamber, the Purge Ward tearing through my flesh while the Contractor's Eye watched with golden indifference.

      Then his arms were around me, and the bond was flooding with something else. Not numbness. Not suppression. Presence. He poured himself into the psychic channel: his strength, his devotion, his desperate, consuming love. He did not take the pain away. He shared it. Carried it with him. Two people bleeding into the same psychic cup.

      "I have you," he breathed against my hair. "I have you."

      I kissed him.

      Not gently. Not tentatively. I kissed him because the pain was real and his presence was real and I needed something that was not a clause or a loophole or a golden scar on a stone wall. I needed my body to be more than a vessel for divine debt.

      He answered in kind.

      His mouth was cold against mine, but the cold was no longer a warning. It was an invitation. His lips parted, and I tasted the void itself: ink and starlight and the deep, ancient darkness that lived at the center of him. I pressed closer, and the kiss deepened, my tongue sliding against his in a rhythm that was less about skill and more about need. His hands moved from my scars to my waist, gripping the fabric of my half-buttoned shirt, pulling me against the hard planes of his chest.

      The shadows in the room rose from the corners. Not to cage but to cradle. They wrapped around us in a cocoon of velvet darkness, cool and smooth against my overheated skin. I felt them brush my ankles, my calves, the exposed curve of my shoulder where my shirt had slipped. Every touch was a question, and every question was answered by the bond.

      I broke the kiss to breathe, but my hands did not stop moving. I pushed his coat from his shoulders, and it fell to the floor with a whisper of shadow. Beneath it, his chest was bare, pale as moonlight, the skin smooth and unmarked. No scars. No evidence of wounding. He was a god who had never been broken, and the contrast between us was a knife I had learned to carry.

      "I want to feel you," I said. "All of you. Not just the parts that fit neatly inside a contract."

      His void-eyes darkened. The bond pulsed with something that was almost a growl, a vibration that started in his chest and traveled through the psychic channel until I felt it in my own throat. His hands found the edges of my shirt, and he pushed the fabric aside, baring my shoulders, my collarbone, the web of silver scars that spread across my chest like lightning trapped in flesh.

      He looked at me. Not as a god evaluating damage. Not as a protector assessing threat. He looked at me the way a man looks at something he has been starving for.

      "Sabrina." My name was a prayer and a warning. "If we do this, I will not be able to stop. I will not want to stop."

      "I do not want you to stop."

      He lowered his head and pressed his lips to the scar at my collarbone. The cold kiss sent a shock through the bond that was part pain, part pleasure, and entirely overwhelming. He moved slowly, deliberately, tasting each silver line as if memorizing a scripture. His lips traced the branching paths of the Purge Ward's legacy, and with each kiss, the bond carried the echo of his reverence. He was not worshiping the wounds. He was worshiping what had survived them.

      I arched into him, and my hands found his shoulders, gripping the cool skin as his mouth traveled lower. His tongue traced the edge of a scar that curved toward my breast, and I gasped, the sensation sharp and intimate and impossibly tender. His hands cradled my ribs, thumbs brushing the undersides of my breasts, and the shadows followed his touch, cool and smooth, wrapping around my thighs and hips like a second skin.

      I pulled at the remains of my shirt, letting it fall away completely. The cool air of the Sanctuary kissed my bare skin, and for a moment I felt exposed, vulnerable, the scars laid bare in a way I had never allowed before. But his gaze held no pity. No horror. Only a hunger that made me feel, for the first time since the Purge Ward, beautiful.

      He lowered me onto the bed, and the shadows caught us, softened the impact. He settled above me, his body a cool weight against my heat, and I felt the bond open wider, transmitting every sensation in both directions. My heartbeat against his chest. The tremor in his hands as they found my waist. The desperate, consuming need that burned through both of us like wildfire.

      His mouth found mine again, and this time the kiss was slower, deeper, a conversation rather than a demand. His tongue slid against mine, and I tasted the void's hunger, the loneliness of a god who had spent centuries erasing himself. I answered with my own hunger, my own loneliness, the grief of a woman who had been turned into a footnote in her own life.

      His hand slid down my side, tracing the curve of my hip, the outer edge of my thigh. The touch was cold, deliberate, and every inch of skin he claimed sent a shiver through the bond. He paused at the waistband of my trousers, his fingers resting against the button, and the question was unspoken but clear.

      I answered by lifting my hips, by letting him know with my body what my words could not contain.

      He unfastened the button slowly, the sound loud in the quiet room. The shadows helped him, sliding the fabric down my legs with a gentleness that belied their origin. I lay beneath him in nothing but my smallclothes, the scars silver against my skin, and he looked at me as if I were the first light he had seen in a thousand years.

      "Show me I am still real," I said.

      He did not speak. He lowered his head and pressed his lips to my stomach, just above the waistband of my smallclothes. The kiss was soft, reverent, and the bond carried the weight of his answer. You are real. You are the only thing that has ever been real to me.

      His mouth traveled lower, tracing the line of my hip, the inside of my thigh. The shadows followed, cool and smooth, sliding along my legs, my arms, my throat. I was surrounded by him, by the darkness he commanded, by the presence that filled every corner of this realm. And for the first time, it did not feel like imprisonment. It felt like being held.

      His fingers found the edge of my smallclothes, and he looked up at me, his void-eyes searching my face. The bond carried his question, his hesitation, his desperate need for my consent.

      "Yes," I whispered. "Yes."

      He slid the fabric down my legs, and the shadows carried it away. I was bare beneath him, every scar exposed, every vulnerability laid open. And he looked at me as if I were sacred.

      His hand found the heat between my thighs, and the first touch was cold and electric. I gasped, my hips rising to meet his palm, and the bond carried the sensation in both directions: my pleasure, his wonder, the shared discovery of a body that had known only pain for so long. His fingers explored me slowly, learning the shape of my desire, and every stroke sent a pulse through the bond that made him shudder.

      "Malakor." His name was a breath, a plea, a prayer.

      He answered by lowering his head, by pressing his mouth to my breast, his tongue tracing the edge of a scar that curved around the nipple. The sensation was sharp and sweet, and I threaded my fingers through his hair, holding him to me as his mouth worked its way across my chest. His fingers continued their exploration, sliding through the wet heat of me, finding the rhythm that made me gasp and arch and clutch at him.

      The bond was a live wire, transmitting every sensation in both directions. I felt his desire as a physical weight, a pressure that built with every touch, every gasp, every tremor that passed between us. He felt my pleasure as a revelation, a gift he had not known he could receive.

      He lifted his head, and his void-eyes met mine. "I want to be inside you," he said, his voice rough, scraped raw by the effort of restraint. "But I need you to tell me. I need to hear the words."

      "Yes," I said. "I want you inside me. I want to feel you. I want to know that this is real."

      He shifted above me, and I felt the cool press of him against my thigh. The shadows rose around us, cradling us, holding us in a cocoon of darkness and starlight. He guided himself to my entrance, and the bond carried the anticipation, the trembling, the shared fear of two people who had never been allowed to want something this badly.

      He entered me slowly.

      The cold was a shock, a fullness that stole my breath and sent a cascade of sensation through the bond. I felt his control fraying, the ancient restraint he had wrapped around himself for centuries unraveling in the heat of my body. I felt his wonder, his disbelief, the fragile hope that this moment was not a dream.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, and the bond ignited. Every sensation was doubled, tripled, a feedback loop of pleasure and connection that blurred the line between his body and mine. He moved inside me, and I moved with him, a rhythm that was older than language, older than the contracts that bound us.

      The shadows pulsed with our rhythm, darkening and lightening in time with our breath. The bird crack in the ceiling watched over us, a witness to something that was not written in any law. And the bond hummed with a frequency that was neither mortal nor divine. It was ours.

      He lowered his head, pressing his forehead to mine, and his breath was cold against my lips. "Sabrina. I can feel you. Every part of you."

      "Then do not stop."

      He did not stop. He drove deeper, and the bond carried the sensation of his pleasure building, a pressure that matched the one coiling in my core. I felt his desperation, his fear that this moment would shatter, his need to hold onto it with every fiber of his being.

      I answered with my own need. I met his thrusts, my hips rising to meet his, my hands gripping his shoulders, his back, the cool skin that warmed where we touched. The pleasure built, a wave that crested and broke and rebuilt itself, and the bond carried every ripple, every tremor, every gasp.

      "Come for me," he whispered. "Let me feel it."

      The command was not a demand. It was an invitation. A promise that he would catch me, hold me, carry me through the fall.

      I let go.

      The pleasure crested, a wave that crashed through my body and through the bond, and I felt his own release follow a heartbeat later, a shared fall into the same dark, endless space. The bond blazed with light, with heat, with a connection that transcended the physical. For one suspended moment, we were not two people holding each other in the dark. We were one.

      The intensity crested, not in a sharp peak, but in a deep, resonant stillness. The shadows settled around us like a blanket. The bond eased back to its familiar hum. The pain was still there, sharp and real, but it was mine again. Unsuppressed. True.

      We lay tangled in the aftermath, his cold skin a balm against my overheated scars, my heartbeat a rhythm he could feel in his own chest. The bird crack in the ceiling was still there. Still holding. An imperfection that had become the most stable thing in a realm held together by willpower and memory.

      Malakor's hand rested on my hip, his thumb tracing slow circles against my skin. Through the bond I felt his thoughts: gratitude, exhaustion, and beneath it all, the quiet, relentless understanding that this moment was borrowed.

      It was. We both knew it. The golden scorch mark on the eastern wall was proof that the Nine could reach us. That the Sanctuary was a bubble of borrowed time. That intimacy was a balm, not a solution.

      But for now, I let myself have this. I let myself feel the weight of
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