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For Sammy…
For the light you carried, the joy you left behind, and the presence your family still remembers with love. Your story was never defined by the pain of your final chapter. You were more than sorrow, more than loss, more than the way this world said goodbye. You were someone's daughter, someone's friend, someone's bright and irreplaceable soul.
May this book carry even a small flame in your honor.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Vorhak ThüūL.
It is finished.
It has been accomplished.
For the Kingdom.
For the Realms.

      

    

To the real Alenzia Nicole

The Most beautiful star God placed in the Heavens.

​For the light, the memory, and the love that found its way into the story. Radiance in Motion.
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​PROLOGUE
The Hill of Returning
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The First Realm - Cerados: Paradea 13,900 C.A.

The Hill of Returning had not yet learned the taste of blood.

Before the wars named it, before grief sanctified its grass, before mothers whispered prayers over the soil and fathers turned their faces from its slope because memory had made the place too holy to endure, the hill was only a hill. It rose gently from the living fields of Cerados beneath an endless violet-gold sky, its crown washed in starlight even while the lower realm still held the warmth of day. The wind moved softly there. It passed through the red-tipped grass in long, breathing waves, touched the blades of young warriors at play, and slipped between laughter as if laughter itself were something the realm had been made to carry.

No tombs stood there.

No banners hung torn.

No one had yet named it an altar.

It belonged to the children then.

Twenty-one of them moved beneath the lowering sun, and though a mortal eye would have called them young, the word would have failed before it crossed the tongue. They bore the height, heat, impatience, stubborn grace, and unspent sorrow of those who appeared sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, perhaps twenty by the measurements of worlds not yet given to them. But Earth had not raised them. Earth had not bruised their knees on concrete, fed them streetlight and school bells, taught them the fragile vocabulary of ordinary life. Earth was still a name buried beyond the realm-seams, a small blue world hidden in providence, waiting under the mercy of Adon for children it did not know it would one day receive.

In Cerados, they were older than they looked.

They had lived long enough to see towers rise from obedient crystal and halls grow bright with song. They had heard histories recited by voices that remembered the first courts of light. They had trained beneath elders who spoke of kingdom as if the word carried both promise and warning. Some among them had seen three thousand years pass like weather. Some had held memory older still, sealed in dreams they did not yet understand. And yet they were children, because childhood is not measured only by time. It is measured by what has not been stolen.

On that hill, nothing had been stolen yet.

Alenzia lay on her back in the tall grass, one hand resting against the earth, her fingers half-curled in the stems as though she were listening through them. The land answered her in warmth. Not words. Not vision. Something deeper and less impatient than speech. A pulse beneath the soil. A recognition. A quiet insistence that the hill knew her, had always known her, would remember her even after exile tried to rename her.

Her braids fanned across the grass in dark lines touched by sunfire. Her eyes were open, though she did not seem to be looking at the sky so much as looking through it. She had always been that way when silence came near her. Not absent. Never absent. Listening somewhere most of the others did not yet know how to stand.

Beside her, Alessande spun a Celeste Blade between two fingers.

The motion was unnecessary, which was why it told the truth. She did not practice because a teacher had commanded repetition. She did not turn the weapon because she feared forgetting how to hold it. The blade moved because part of her was already motion, already precision, already a beautiful danger waiting for purpose to become permission. Silver-white light ran along the edge and vanished, reappearing whenever the sun caught it at the right angle. Her mouth carried the almost-smile of someone pretending not to enjoy being watched.

Alenzia glanced at her.

Alessande glanced back.

No words passed.

They rarely needed them.

Farther down the slope, Demonaesha stood alone with her arms folded, her hair shifting in the wind, her gaze fixed toward the eastern sky. The others sometimes mistook solitude for distance. Alenzia never had. Demonaesha was not withdrawing from them. She was listening to the realm. She listened the way fire listens to air, the way storms listen to pressure before they tear a horizon open. Ever since training began, she had sensed changes before they arrived. She felt tremors in peace before peace admitted it was cracking.

Now her chin lifted by the smallest degree.

Alenzia saw it.

So did Jordan, who had been half-laughing near the lower path and suddenly stopped.

Across the knoll, Jasondar, Levi, Brayden, and Raiden moved in a tight square, their strikes flowing through one another rather than against one another. Their blades crossed and parted, not in competition but communion. The Alexander sons fought as if each body were a separate line in the same ancient sentence. Footwork, breath, angle, correction, restraint. Nothing wasted. Nothing shown merely to impress. Even in play, the pattern of command lived in them.

Shavara laughed from the far slope as Xander stepped back from one of her strikes and raised his free hand in surrender he did not mean.

“You’re slow today,” she called.

“I’m generous today,” Xander answered.

She lunged.

He did not press. She did not falter. Their blades met in a clean, ringing arc, and the sound carried over the hill like a bell that did not yet know it was warning anyone.

The wind shifted.

Alenzia sat up.

The earth beneath her palm cooled.

That was the first sign.

Not the sky. Not the distant horn. Not the shiver that moved across the old stones set into the hill’s crown. The first sign was the land itself withdrawing its warmth, as if Cerados had taken one slow breath and forgotten how to release it.

Alessande’s blade stopped spinning.

Demonaesha turned fully toward the horizon.

One by one, the children fell silent.

Below them, far beneath the Hill of Returning, inside the spiraling sanctum of the Primal Ring, the High Council gathered under a ceiling carved to resemble the ordered heavens.

Fourteen seats encircled the central floor, each cut from celestial stone, each marked by a house, an office, a vow, or a wound too old to be spoken casually. Once, those seats had held deliberation. Once, wisdom had moved through that chamber with the gravity of prayer. Once, the Council had understood that authority was a thing received under Adon, not seized as ornament by those who had grown bored beneath obedience.

That once had begun to die long before the first blade was drawn.

No one admitted it yet.

Not aloud.

The chamber was tense when Serapor entered.

He did not knock.

He did not bow.

He came through the eastern doors in a storm-gray mantle that moved though the air behind him had not stirred. His face carried no fury. That was what made the oldest among them afraid. Rage could be answered. Grief could be named. Ambition could be exposed if it arrived with enough hunger showing at the mouth. But Serapor walked with the calm of a being who had already judged the room guilty and had come only to announce the sentence.

The Council did not rise.

Asjuntar did.

Slowly.

Not in fear. Not yet in accusation. In recognition.

Beside him, Viennashal Iminz turned her head just enough to watch the line of Serapor’s shoulders as he crossed the floor. Her hand remained at her side, fingers open. No weapon. No gesture. But the Celeste Blade knew her pulse. It waited inside the invisible place where oaths waited to become steel.

Serapor stopped at the center of the chamber.

For one moment, the whole Primal Ring seemed to lean toward him.

“The order is broken,” he said.

The words did not echo. They entered the stone.

“And I will rebuild it in flame.”

Someone gasped. Someone whispered his name. One of the Fondatrices closed her eyes as if the prayer she had avoided for centuries had finally found her. But no one stood with Asjuntar. No one moved to Serapor. The Council remained suspended between cowardice and shock, and in that hesitation, rebellion discovered how easily old power could be paralyzed by its own need to appear wise.

Councilmember Thandros of Seledon rose from his seat.

“Serapor,” he said, voice low but steady, “you will not speak treason in this chamber and call it correction.”

Serapor looked at him.

Only looked.

Then raised his hand.

Blacklight erupted from his palm.

It did not strike Thandros as flame strikes flesh. It passed through the body and found the spirit beneath it, cutting clean through the unseen architecture of the man. Thandros fell before his knees had decided to bend. His body struck the floor an instant later, but the death had already occurred somewhere deeper.

The chamber broke into cries.

A Fondatrice from Vekthara reached for her sigil.

Too late.

Serapor struck again.

Her light went out against the wall, and the second Council seat became empty before debate could become resistance.

Then silence.

Not peace.

Silence.

Serapor lowered his hand.

“The age of whispers ends today,” he said. “You will serve, or you will scatter. The Council is dissolved. I will choose anew.”

That was when Asjuntar drew breath.

He did not draw his blade first. That mattered. In later ages, when frightened historians tried to clean the moment into strategy, they would say Asjuntar challenged Serapor because power required an answer. They would be wrong. He challenged him because worship had been slandered in the presence of murder.

Asjuntar looked Serapor in the eye.

“Then you do not speak for Adon.”

The Celeste Blade appeared in his grip without summoning.

One moment his hand was empty. The next, the hilt rested there as if it had always known where to belong. Silver fire ran up its length, not loud, not frantic, but awake.

Viennashal’s blade answered a breath later, violet-gold light blooming along the edge.

Three figures stepped forward behind Serapor.

Revus, beautiful in the terrible way cold stars are beautiful before they fall.

The Crimson Knight, silent in obsidian armor, his masked eyes burning through a slit like banked judgment.

And the Crimson Priest, robed in red, hands folded as if he had mistaken blasphemy for liturgy.

No one spoke.

The roots of the Primal Ring pulsed beneath the floor.

The realm had felt the divide.

Up on the Hill of Returning, the children still stood beneath lavender light.

They had until sunset.

They had until the first blade fell.

Asjuntar moved first.

The Celeste Blade sang before it struck, and the note it gave was not metal, not weaponry, not even war. It was memory, every oath sworn beneath Adon’s name waking through the steel at once. He met Serapor’s fury in the center of the chamber, their blades colliding in a storm of silver and voidfire. Sparks tore loose and carved living runes into the air before vanishing. The chamber tilted under the force of it, not physically, though stone cracked soon enough, but spiritually, as if Cerados itself were unsure whether to mourn or bear witness.

Viennashal moved beside him like breath given a blade.

She was not reckless. That was the insult of her. Not one motion wasted itself on fear. She crossed the chamber in three steps and drove Revus back before his smile had fully formed. Her weapon cut close enough to kiss the light at his throat. He shifted away, boots searing lines into the anointed floor, his expression sharpening with interest he had no right to feel.

“You should have stayed with the daughters,” he said.

Viennashal struck again.

“I am.”

The Crimson Knight came in hard from the side, his blade descending with the weight of a gate. Asjuntar turned from Serapor just long enough to intercept it, steel to light, light to shockwave. The force snapped three Council chairs backward. One shattered against the base of a pillar. Still, the Council did not move. They had become audience in the very room where they had once claimed authority.

Serapor’s next blow cracked the central column from crown to base.

Dust fell like old ash.

The fight spilled across the chamber, then into the outer ring, where open arches exposed the skyline of Cerados. Fires had begun below. At first, only thin lines. Then blooms. Then towers igniting as factions within the city chose their lord by the direction of their blades. Airships streaked past the windows, some bearing the gold-white markings of loyal houses, others stripped of crest and flooded with Serapor’s blacklight. The sound of the first true battle rose through the Primal Ring like an animal waking under the floor.

War had not begun with armies.

It had begun with a sentence.

I will ascend.

Now the sentence had found its bodies.

Viennashal felt the shift before she saw it. Not in Serapor. Not in Revus. In the realm itself. The veil was thinning. The ancient corridors beneath the Primal Ring, the hidden launch sanctums, the escape routes that had been prepared by mothers who had prayed never to use them, all of it was waking.

She glanced once toward the western wall.

Celestra of Idarel appeared in a burst of sapphire glyph-light.

Her blade was already drawn.

And at her side stood Yesenia Avendoras.

For the space of a heartbeat, hope entered the chamber.

Then Yesenia stepped forward.

Her body began to dissolve.

Black mist coiled upward from her skin, silent and intimate, wrapping her in a spiral of shadow that drank the chamber’s light. Her scream was not sound. It was memory tearing. Love inverting. The false peace of a familiar face ripped open to reveal the hunger that had worn it.

When the mist cleared, Yesenia was gone.

The Shadow stood where she had been.

Celestra did not blink.

She charged.

The battle split into two storms.

Asjuntar and Viennashal held Serapor, Revus, and the Crimson Knight as the chamber failed around them. Celestra drove the Shadow through the outer arches, their blades shrieking across the bridge of light and stone that curved along the spire’s open spine. Far below, the Primal Ring burned. Above, the sky bruised gold at the seams.

The Shadow struck first, not with steel but with silence.

A void bloomed where her body had been, and from that void came black-flame crescents, arcing in patterns no living sword should know. Celestra rolled through the first wave and parried the second, her Celeste Blade flaring in gold-white defiance. She landed on one knee, rose in the same motion, and met the Shadow’s next assault with both hands on the hilt.

“I never turned against you,” Celestra said, breath tight. “You were my sister.”

The Shadow smiled with borrowed memory.

“Sisterhood was the illusion.”

Their blades locked.

“My face was a kindness I wore to ease your sorrow.”

Celestra shoved her back. “You were Yesenia Avendoras.”

“No,” the Shadow whispered, stepping through flame untouched. “Yesenia was the mask.”

The words struck harder than the blade.

Celestra faltered for less than a breath.

The Shadow used it.

Darkness slammed into her chest and hurled her along the walkway. Stone cracked beneath her shoulder. She tasted blood. Above her, ships collided in the burning sky, spiraling downward in streams of blue and red fire. Below, citizens ran through sacred avenues that had never been built with betrayal in mind.

The Shadow approached.

“I am the hunger beneath the light,” she said. “The silence inside the song. She was your peace, Celestra. I am your prophecy.”

Celestra pushed herself upright.

“I do not bow to prophecy that contradicts Adon.”

The Shadow’s smile vanished.

Celestra surged forward.

This time her stance was not Idarel’s. Not court-taught. Not ceremonial. It was older. Something mothers taught daughters in rooms where maps were drawn in tears and no one dared call fear weakness. Her blade swept low, then high, then inward, forcing the Shadow to give ground. Light cut through mist. The darkness recoiled with a hiss almost like pain.

“Your name was spoken once,” Celestra said, voice quiet now, dangerous because of it. “But now it is hidden.”

The Shadow sneered. “You think naming me will save you?”

“No.”

Celestra lifted her blade.

“I think wounding you will buy me time.”

She struck.

The blow did not pierce the Shadow’s core. It tore across her shoulder, opening a wound of inverted light. The scream that followed was neither woman nor demon, neither flame nor absence. It rippled across the spire and caused the bridge beneath them to fracture in a dozen glowing lines.

Celestra did not wait to see whether the wound held.

She vanished in a sapphire flare.

She was already running.

Far above the burning Primal Ring, Viennashal’s airship cut through the wounded sky.

Its hull was scorched. Its left wing bled smoke. The front viewport had cracked open during ascent, and wind tore through the command cradle hard enough to lash her torn cloak around her legs. Ancient glyphs burned across the console in flame-script from the First Breath, reacting to pulse, will, blood, vow. She did not touch the controls. She did not need to. The vessel obeyed her spirit because it had been built by hands that still understood obedience as harmony.

Below her, Cerados bled light.

The Primal Ring itself still stood, its innermost ramparts blazing with holy fire, impenetrable around the Ember at its heart. The sacred core remained untouched. That was the mercy and the terror. Adon’s order had not failed. The Flame had not been overthrown. The center remained.

Everything false around it burned.

The hills of Demonaesha’s birthline roared with white fire. The temple towers of Idarel split down their crowns, shedding sanctified crystal like tears. Across the silver plains, fortress-spires of houses that had sworn loyalty with their lips and treason with their hearts folded inward, not from enemy siege but judgment. Not one scream reached the airship. Not one cry of war. Only the silent symphony of removal.

The sky had opened like a wound in gold.

Beings that had once borne the light vanished inside arcs of black and white, not merely killed, not merely defeated, but taken from the realm that could no longer house their rebellion. Those who had cast off their name as Ilshai, those who had followed Serapor beyond correction into chosen revolt, were drawn downward into elsewhere. A place unseen. A realm closed from the warmth of the Flame.

Val’ryas was not simply torment.

It was the place where the creature finally received the distance from Adon it had demanded.

Viennashal gripped the rail until the metal bent beneath her fingers.

“Forgive them, Adon,” she whispered. “Even now.”

No answer came that she could hear.

But the ship kept moving.

Galaxia Prime rose ahead through the smoke, sanctuary-domes gleaming beneath defensive wards maintained by daughters who should have been too young to hold a kingdom together and too old to be comforted by lies. Vertical gardens burned at their edges. Blade-spires stood ringed in light. The launch bay beacon pulsed beneath the eastern crown.

Nine pods waited there.

Eight daughters.

And one child not born of her body, yet loved beneath her roof as if adoption were not a lesser mercy, but a truer one.

The ship slammed into its berth with a thunderclap.

The hatch opened before the vessel fully settled.

Viennashal stepped out through smoke, cloak torn, armor cracked, face streaked with ash. She did not run. Running would have frightened them more. She walked, and every daughter turned as one.

Alenzia stepped forward first.

“Mother?”

The word nearly broke her.

Viennashal raised one hand.

“The moment is now.”

No one asked which moment.

They had all been raised beneath its shadow.

Her gaze moved across them: Alessande, Demonaesha, Helena, Alicia, Jordan, Selendre, and the others whose faces would one day be scattered across mortal histories under names they did not yet know they would wear. Children of fire. Children of houses. Children of prophecy. Children of mothers who had been forced to choose between holding them and saving them.

“To Earth Prime,” Viennashal said. “As planned. Do not look back. Do not question what comes next. Trust Adon. Trust the Flame He has placed in you. Remember only what mercy allows you to remember.”

Alessande’s mouth trembled once before she mastered it.

Demonaesha looked angry enough to fight the command itself.

Alicia stared past Viennashal toward the burning sky, as if trying to memorize home by the shape of its destruction.

Alenzia said nothing.

That frightened Viennashal most.

The silent daughters always carried the deepest breaks.

One by one, the pods opened.

The daughters entered.

Celestra arrived as the final seals began to wake.

She came through the side corridor limping, light and ash clinging to her like the remains of wings. Her blade was gone. Blood darkened the seam of her armor. But her hands were steady when she reached the pod crescent, and her face held that terrible calm found only in those who have already chosen what they will spend their life to purchase.

The launch bay fell silent.

Celestra went to them one by one.

She pressed her lips to each forehead. Names passed in whispers. Prayers. Fragments. A joke too small to survive the grief. A blessing too old for language. When she came to Alicia, she paused and cupped the girl’s face in both hands.

“You were never mine by blood,” Celestra said gently, “but I have loved you as my own. Remember that when the night tries to convince you no one named you beloved.”

Alicia nodded once, tight enough to hurt.

Then Celestra turned to Alenzia.

“My angel of war.”

Alenzia’s jaw clenched. Her eyes shone, but she refused the tears.

Celestra touched her brow.

“You will want to become only the blade,” she said. “Do not. A blade can defend. It cannot be held. Let someone hold you, child. Even if it takes ages to learn how.”

Alenzia’s hand found Alicia’s in the pod.

The hatch began to close.

Celestra raised both palms.

The launch bay sealed itself in radiant flame.

No alarm sounded.

No countdown began.

Only light hummed through every glyph in the floor.

Then the doors behind Celestra opened.

No sound.

Only presence.

Serapor stepped into the launch bay like death wearing patience.

His armor bore no crest now. Only void. His eyes burned with hollow flame, and yet his pace remained unhurried, almost gentle, as though he had all eternity to ruin what others had loved. He walked behind Celestra while she stood facing the pods.

She did not turn.

She knew.

So did Viennashal.

So did every daughter watching through the curved glass.

Celestra’s hands remained lifted.

The pods brightened.

Serapor’s sword slid through her back and out through her chest.

Her breath left her in silence.

The daughters screamed.

Celestra staggered once.

But she did not fall until the launch command completed.

All nine pods ignited.

Prophecy became velocity.

Serapor drew the blade free.

Celestra dropped to the floor as the pods launched upward through the bay, tearing into the veil in streaks of gold, violet, blue, crimson, and white. The last thing the daughters saw of Cerados was Serapor stepping over Celestra’s body while Viennashal’s face broke at last, not into fear, but into the grief of a mother who had sent her children beyond her arms and could not follow.

Then the realm fractured behind them.

Inside Alenzia and Alicia’s pod, light peeled like thunder.

Alicia reached for Alenzia’s arm.

“Alenzia.”

But Alenzia was not looking at her.

She was looking through the rear fracture-glass at the shape tearing itself out of Serapor’s body.

The Voska erupted from him in a violence of bone, wing, flame, and ancient pride. His form expanded across the sky, colossal and radiant in the worst possible way, scales dark with voidfire, wings ragged with razored light, his throat burning with the furnace of a creature that had mistaken power for glory. He pursued the pods as they neared the veil boundary, where the slipstream opened like a wound between realms.

He should not have been able to catch them.

He did.

His talons clamped onto their pod.

The shell screamed.

Inside, alarms flared in languages Earth would never understand.

Alicia cried out.

Alenzia moved.

Not with thought.

With appointment.

She stood inside the buckling pod as light gathered under her skin. Her body lengthened, not into age, but ascendance, two feet of celestial height blazing through the mortal frame she had not yet been given. Her armor reshaped over her in radiant plates, gold-white and crimson, each seam alive with oath-fire. A crown of flame curled across her brow. Wings, true wings, made of light and memory, burst from her shoulders and filled the pod with holy pressure.

Alicia stared at her.

The pod cracked open.

Alenzia stepped into the void between worlds.

And flew straight into Serapor.

He did not see the spear until it burned through the side of his head.

It was not wood. Not metal. Not forged by any armory beneath the Primal Ring. It was thought and flame hardened into judgment. White-hot. Silent until impact. It did not kill him. Nothing about that first strike was mercy enough to end him.

But it stunned him.

Alenzia followed the spear with herself.

She struck him again.

And again.

And again.

Each blow forced his talons to loosen from the pod. Voidfire tore across her shoulder. One wing flickered. Blood, or something older than blood, scattered from her mouth in sparks. Still she pressed forward, screaming now, not in rage alone, but in refusal. Not this pod. Not Alicia. Not these children. Not before the world they were being sent to had even learned how to mispronounce their names.

Serapor reeled.

Far enough.

Only far enough.

The pod slipped free.

Alenzia turned, bleeding light.

Alicia stood inside the torn hatch, arm outstretched.

“Come back!”

Alenzia flew toward her.

The slipstream began to close.

For one breath, she hung between exile and annihilation.

Then Alicia caught her wrist.

Alenzia crashed into the pod as the hatch sealed around them.

The veil snapped shut.

And the Flame wept.

The pod did not fall alone.

Twenty more burst through the slipstream in its wake, scattered across the dark like sparks torn from a comet. Some spun ahead. Some dragged behind. Some blinked in and out of visibility as if the boundary between realms could not decide whether to release them or keep them. They crossed the unseen wall between sacred catastrophe and mortal weather.

Earth Prime turned beneath them.

Clouds opened.

The sky over Brooklyn began to bleed.

A six-year-old girl stood barefoot on the windowsill of a third-floor apartment, mango juice sticky on her fingers, her mother’s voice calling from the kitchen behind her. She did not answer. Her mouth fell open as twenty-one streaks of living light tore across the clouds, gold and violet and blue, not like planes, not like fireworks, not like anything her small life had taught her to name.

“Mama,” she whispered. “The sky’s bleeding.”

In Midtown Manhattan, teenagers on hoverboards slowed near Eighth and Fifty-Second, phones raised before understanding arrived.

“Yo, you seein’ this?”

A pod skimmed a rooftop, shattered three floors of glass, and plunged into the Hudson with a hiss that lit half the river from below. Steam rose in a white column. Another streak cut low over Central Park. Two more slammed through the trees. A third clipped the Delacorte clock tower and vanished in smoke.

“Record that,” one boy shouted, voice cracking. “Yo, record that!”

In Freeport, floodlights blinked awake over a quiet backyard just before a pod struck the street like judgment. Windows rattled across Elm Place. Car alarms screamed. A boy on a bicycle threw himself into the bushes and lay there shaking as gold light pulsed from the crater less than twenty feet away.

At Jones Beach, a woman jogging with earbuds in skidded to a stop as a meteor tore through the boardwalk ahead of her, plowing deep into the dunes. She stood with one hand against her mouth while another pod sliced overhead and plunged into the Atlantic without a splash, only steam.

From Merrick to Rockville Centre, from rooftops to playgrounds, from thickets by the highway to abandoned lots behind churches and schools, the lights fell. None struck where they should have killed. Every one struck close enough to be remembered. Cars spun. Glass shattered. Dogs howled. Children cried. A woman dropped her groceries and began praying before she knew why.

Alicia and Alenzia’s pod hit first.

It tore through the canopy of Central Park, split branches from a great twisted elm, and embedded itself deep among the roots. The ground groaned. Steam rolled outward in pale waves. For several seconds, nothing moved.

Then the hatch hissed open.

Two figures stepped out into the mist.

They looked like teenagers.

Alenzia staggered first, one hand braced against the pod’s torn shell, her body still faintly radiant from the ascendant fire she could no longer remember how to command. Alicia came after her, eyes wide, hair wild, one hand still holding Alenzia’s wrist as if letting go might return them both to the burning sky.

Around them, Central Park held its breath.

The earth remembered them.

And trembled.

All across the city, people stared upward long after the lights faded.

No one knew what had arrived.

No one knew what had been lost so they could stand there beneath an ordinary night and witness the aftermath.

Something beautiful had fallen.

Something terrifying.

Something chosen.

And then came silence.

Footsteps vanishing into trees.

Breaths held behind fences.

A shadow slipping through an alleyway.

A girl ducking into an abandoned school.

A boy leaping a railing and disappearing down a subway shaft.

Wings folding.

Suits dimming.

Light fading beneath skin.

Gone.

Not dead.

Hidden.

And above the world that had received them, the clouds closed over the wound in the sky as if heaven itself had decided to keep the rest of the story sealed until the appointed hour.
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Unknown Crystal I

Earth 2006 A.D.

The rake’s teeth rasped over the patchy grass behind Grace Covenant, tugging at a stubborn seam of oak leaves that had matted themselves together as if they had held a meeting and agreed to resist him.

It was Saturday, early afternoon, and Carolina heat hung low and sticky over the church lawn. The whole back lot was alive with the clatter and chatter of the 180 Youth Group: trash bags crackling open, gloves snapping over wrists, a borrowed boombox arguing with a chorus of half-sung hooks, someone laughing too loud at a joke that had already died twice and been resurrected by force.

Akeem worked the far edge by himself, where the shade of the fellowship hall fell like a square of cool water across the ground and did not quite reach him.

The rake handle creaked under his grip.

Too tight.

He loosened his fingers, then tightened them again without meaning to.

Every pull gathered what the wind had scattered. Every push made a little line of order across a patch of earth that would be messy again by evening. He had been told to take it easy. He had been told yard duty was not punishment. He had been told it was service, which was a church word adults used when they wanted hard work to sound like a hymn. But his jaw had been set since morning, his shoulders drawn up as if the world might swing on him again, and no one needed to ask him what was wrong to know he did not want to be asked.

Two Wednesdays ago, there had been twelve of them.

Not a fight, not the way stories made fights sound clean. More like weather rolling in. A circle closing. A sentence finishing itself around his body.

He remembered the hallway magnifying shoes on tile. He remembered catching an elbow, then a fist, then the heel of someone’s hand. He remembered boots, hands, laughter, the kind with no humor in it. He remembered the principal’s voice cutting through too late, the separation like teeth breaking off a gear, the rattled silence after, and the purple-yellow bruise blooming along his ribs as if pain had decided to draw a map.

The bruises had faded under his T-shirt.

The silence had not.

No one told the story the way he remembered it. No one had stepped into the circle before an adult arrived. At home, the calendar had a date circled in gold, his parents’ wedding three weeks away, and he was trying not to hate that he could not feel only joy about it. Joy and whiplash kept pulling at opposite sides of his ribs.

He raked harder.

The leaves shifted like slow surf.

Michael Sinclair jogged past with two trash bags slung over one shoulder, calling something about meeting inside in fifteen. Michael Edwards balanced a stack of paper cups like he had stumbled into a magic act and decided the trick was now his personality. Kalina tied a bandana around her wrist to keep her gloves tight and flashed a thumbs-up toward the crew near the parking lot. Andy clapped dust off his hands and handed a Gatorade from the cooler to whoever looked most overheated, which happened to be Young Lee, who pretended not to need it and accepted it anyway.

Gregory Ware hustled after Brandon Cherry, who had turned a simple errand into a sprint because Brandon believed walking somewhere without drama was a misuse of legs. Gregory’s shorter stride still ate ground with stubborn efficiency. Stephen Daniels, smaller than he wanted to be and quick to smile when he did not feel like it, stacked rakes against the fence. Caleb Jennings counted trash bags because somebody had to. Jordan Thomas stared a little too long at the sky as if the clouds had something to say and she wanted to give them time to finish. Lauren Jackson and KC Whitaker argued gently about whether the bags should be doubled, while Hannah Beth tucked hair behind her ear with her wrist because both palms were dirty.

Yunge and Elenia arrived late with the excuse already loaded, but their laughter smoothed it over.

This was their world.

Busy.

Ordinary.

Loud enough to muffle anything quiet that might try to speak.

“Akeem.”

Someone called it casually, like a nudge through the noise.

He glanced toward the ramp leading to the back hallway, but no one was looking at him. The boombox thumped. Brandon laughed. A trash bag snapped open like a sail.

Akeem let the rake settle and went back to dragging leaves from the stubborn seam.

A twig caught under one tooth and snapped.

The sound came sharper than it should have.

He set his jaw again.

The gold circle on the calendar flashed through his mind. New vows. New patterns. Old ache.

He told himself to breathe.

“Akeem.”

Again.

This time the name came near and far at once, like a voice riding the edge of a hum.

The music blundered into a chorus. Someone shouted over someone else. Brandon whooped because Brandon always whooped. The church’s AC unit kicked on with a throat-clearing cough.

Akeem straightened, the rake crooked in his hands, eyes skimming the yard: parking lot, fellowship hall, thin line of trees bending in the light wind.

Nothing.

No one.

Still, he could feel the name.

It had touched the center of his chest on its way through the air.

“Akeem.”

The third calling put the word inside his bones.

It was not louder.

It was undeniable.

He tipped his head back without deciding to, and the afternoon split open into ten red contrails dragging themselves across the blue like lines carved by a burning blade. They were not straight. They were not clean. Each ribbon seemed to buckle the space around it, bending the light the way heat does over asphalt, only sharper, as if whatever had cut that path did not believe in air the way the rest of the world did.

There was no jet.

No thunder.

The sound lived in his ribs, in the back of his throat, in the hollows behind his eyes.

The contrails marched, not fast, not slow, like ceremony.

For one absurd second, he felt that if he raised his hand, they would answer.

The shock of knowing that made his fingers loosen on the handle.

The rake clattered to the concrete lip of the walk and rattled there, the note thin and mortal against what was happening above.

Heads turned.

Jordan first.

Then Lauren.

Then Michael Edwards with his tower of cups.

A ripple of not-quite-jokes moved through the group, each one trying to become normal and failing halfway.

Brandon cupped a hand over his brow like the sun had become an audience. Gregory squinted.

“You seeing that?” Gregory asked, asking the air and anyone who could make the air talk back.

Akeem did not answer.

He could not.

The third calling was still unwinding through him like a rope thrown across a canyon and finding purchase.

He stepped away from the rake.

One step.

Then two.

Then three, until his body turned those steps into a jog because apparently his legs had voted without him.

The ramp rose in a gentle curve toward the back door. Its paint had peeled just enough to confess age, and the metal push bar was scuffed by a thousand sets of hands. Akeem mounted the ramp like someone had told him to meet them at the top and promised they would not wait.

Behind him, the noise tried to become a joke to protect itself.

“Yo, Akeem, where you going?” Brandon called, already sounding ready to chase if given half a reason.

“Bro’s ditching for snack time,” KC said, but the punchline did not punch.

“He okay?” Hannah Beth asked.

No one answered fast.

“Maybe he needs water,” Andy said, automatic and kind, already half-turning toward the cooler.

“He looks like he saw something,” Lauren said, and her voice had lost its argument.

The third calling did not repeat.

It did not need to.

The contrails had begun to drift toward a point Akeem could not see, all those red threads pulling toward a knot hidden by the church roofline. His chest found a new rhythm, the heartbeat a body gets at the first climb of a roller coaster, when gravity begins keeping secrets and all that remains is commitment.

He put both palms on the push bar.

The metal was cool despite the sun.

For one quick, clean second, he thought of his mother’s voice when she was happy. He thought of the circle of boots. He thought of how long it had been since he believed anything could speak his name and mean it.

The door gave softly.

As if it had been expecting him and had not wanted to make a scene about it.

The smell of Pine-Sol and old carpet rolled out, familiar as a hand on the back of his neck. Fluorescent lights hummed their thin, merciless hymn over the corridor, and somewhere deeper in the building a vacuum cleaner whined like a distant, faithful insect.

He did not look back.

He did not have language for what the sky was promising, and he knew if he hunted for words, the moment would run.

He slipped inside on the exhale and let the door ease toward closed.

Voices stacked outside like leaves against a curb.

“For real, where’s he going?”

“He just dropped the rake?”

“Akeem!”

Jordan’s call was the only one that sounded like it might catch him if it could.

“We following or what?” Gregory asked, not quite joking now.

“We’re not supposed to be in there,” Lauren said, rule-minded because somebody had to be.

“Since when did rules stop us?” Brandon asked.

“Since Miss Carolyn catches us,” KC answered.

“You feel that?” Young Lee asked, so quiet only the nearest three heard him.

No one pretended they did not.

The door settled into its frame with a sigh.

In the hall, the hum of the lights wrote its steady line. Under it, something else moved. Pressure, like a weather front forming on the other side of a wall. The building felt as if it had swallowed a star and was holding its breath to see who would notice.

Akeem stood for a single breath with the push bar still under his palm.

Then he let go.

Some doors only stay open for the moment you decide you will walk through them.

The corridor swallowed him.

Pine-Sol and carpet glue clung to the air. His footsteps echoed softly against tile, steady at first, then quickening. He passed the water fountain, the framed mission trip photos curling slightly behind glass, the bulletin board crowded with fading flyers. Turning right at the mid-hall, he caught the dark outline of the sanctuary doors, shut tight, the silence behind them thicker than any Saturday should hold.

He kept going.

His chest rose with a pulse that did not feel like his own.

At the far end, the hall forked left and right.

He chose left.

The threshold waited there.

The air changed as he approached, pressing back against his face, not resisting him exactly, but testing whether he understood that ordinary had ended. Beyond the corner waited the narrow staircase, worn and dim, lit by a single bulb that swung gently though no wind touched it.

Akeem set his hand on the rail.

The wood was smooth from decades of hands.

He began to climb.

Outside, voices stacked like bricks.

“Yo, he’s seriously in there,” Brandon muttered, trying to turn a laugh into courage.

“Maybe he needs space,” Lauren said, arms folded. “You don’t just chase people when they’re upset.”

“Upset?” KC said. “He looked like he saw death itself. That’s not just upset.”

Gregory was still catching his breath from the ramp. “So what, we just stand here?”

“Maybe we tell Pastor Mike,” Hannah Beth said, glancing toward the parking lot as if rescue might pull up in a sedan.

“No,” Andy said, shaking his head. “You saw his face. If we bring an adult into it, we lose him. He’ll bolt harder.”

They overlapped, half-arguing, half-covering their nerves with chatter. The air felt heavier now, as if the contrails had draped the sky itself over their shoulders.

Jordan stood apart.

Ten feet down the walk, away from the cluster.

Silent.

Arms loose at her sides.

Her gaze stayed tilted up, not at the door, but at the sky.

The others did not notice.

She saw them again.

Not vague this time.

Not peripheral.

The ten red contrails still burned their slow arc overhead, bending light like molten glass pulled through the heavens.

Her breath caught.

She said nothing.

Behind her, the group reached its breaking point.

“I’m going in,” Brandon declared, planting a foot on the ramp.

“You’re going to get us all in trouble,” Lauren hissed.

“Trouble already found us,” KC muttered.

One by one, the circle shifted.

Hesitation gave way to decision.

Feet scraped. Bags were dropped. Someone left gloves on the concrete. Someone whispered a prayer too fast to finish.

The church door loomed before them, shut just enough to hold its secrets.

As they moved, Jordan kept her eyes on the sky and whispered a word no one else caught.

“Contrails.”

The handle creaked as someone reached for it.

The first thing they felt was absence.

One second, church tile waited beneath their sneakers.

The next, there was no tile.

No hallway.

No wall.

No Carolina heat.

They were standing nowhere and everywhere at once.

Stars stretched under their feet like glass that did not need edges. Rivers of color curled above them, nebulae spilling like paint flung in slow motion. The dark around them was not empty. It breathed. It watched. It held them the way deep water holds a stone before deciding whether to let it sink.

John threw both hands up immediately.

“Nope. We dead. This is the afterlife. Somebody get Saint Peter on speed dial because I do not have the paperwork for this trip.”

Kalina closed her eyes. “John, please. Can you let us breathe for five seconds before you start clowning?”

Michael Edwards spun slowly, palms lifted. “Yo, is this IMAX? Like the deluxe package? I did not buy 3D tickets.”

Michael Sinclair tilted his head, squinting like he was tuning in. “No, y’all hear that? There’s a hum. It’s in the walls.”

Brandon pointed at the void. “What walls?”

Stephen crouched, patting the invisible surface beneath them. “There’s resistance. Pressure. Something’s holding us up. Gravitationally speaking.”

“Wild,” Brandon muttered.

John snapped his fingers. “Not wild. Dead. Like Windows Screensaver in the afterlife dead.”

Andy scanned the constellations with a calm that looked borrowed from someone older. “Nah. If this was death, it wouldn’t feel this alive.”

Gregory crossed his arms, jaw tight. “I’m still trying to figure out why we’re breathing. Y’all know space don’t do oxygen, right?”

Young Lee sniffed.

Then he sniffed again.

“Wait. Y’all smell that? Fabric softener. The fresh cotton kind.”

Brandon perked up. “Yo, I smell it too.”

Kalina frowned. “No. It’s jasmine. My grandma’s perfume. Exactly the same.”

Stephen shrugged. “Engine oil.”

Everyone turned.

“What?” He threw up both hands. “That’s nostalgia, okay? I used to play StarCraft in my dad’s garage. Don’t judge my aromatherapy.”

John clapped once, grin snapping wide. “So that’s what this is? Cosmic Yankee Candle? Heaven’s Bath and Body Works?”

The laughter came.

Half nerves.

Half genuine.

Then the stars folded.

The laughter died in pieces.

A spiral walkway formed beneath them, faintly glowing, each step appearing only when the one before it had been accepted. It curved upward through the cosmic dark toward a light they could not see from where they stood.

Brandon narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, no. This is horror movie 101. Follow the glowing staircase, die in act one.”

Yunge’s voice cut through him, soft and reverent. “No. This is beautiful. Like walking through God’s dream.”

“Dream?” John said. “This is exactly when Freddy Krueger shows up, space edition.”

Kalina looked at him. “You talk too much.”

“Somebody’s gotta narrate.”

They started climbing.

No footsteps.

No sound.

Only presence.

The silence did not empty the moment. It enlarged it. Every breath felt borrowed. Every star seemed close enough to accuse them of being small and loved anyway.

At the top, they froze.

Waiting there, hands clasped behind his back, still as silence itself, stood Makor.

His eyes burned with flame.

Not orange.

Not red.

Not fire in the way candles or torches or house fires taught the body to fear it.

This was flame with judgment inside it. Flame that remembered the first word ever spoken and had not forgotten who spoke it.

Everyone stopped breathing.

John swallowed hard. “Okay. Called it. This is the part where we die.”

Andy stepped forward, voice steady because someone had to make courage visible. “Who are you?”

Stephen’s throat cracked. “Is that Akeem?”

Kalina shook her head, wide-eyed. “No. That’s not him.”

Makor’s gaze swept across them.

No smile.

No threat.

Only knowledge.

Then he spoke.

“Why did you follow Akeem?”

The words dropped through the place like a stone through deep water.

The banter died at once.

Not faded.

Died.

Even John went still.

The question did not sound angry, but it made anger feel useless. It did not sound disappointed, but every excuse they might have carried suddenly looked childish in their hands.

Why did you follow Akeem?

Not why did you run after him. Not why did you disobey. Not why did you step through a door you did not understand.

The question cut beneath all of that.

It asked for the thing under the thing.

The loyalty beneath curiosity.

The wound beneath instinct.

The answer each of them had carried without knowing it had weight.

For a long moment, none of them moved.

Then Andy stepped forward.

His voice came low, steady, almost too honest for the place where they were standing.

“Because he’s my best friend,” Andy said. “And he wouldn’t have walked away like that unless something bigger than him was pulling. I don’t know what this is. I don’t know what any of this is. But I know him. And if he was walking into something that could change him, then I wasn’t letting him do it alone.”

The others looked at him.

No one laughed.

No one knew how.

Makor’s eyes did not soften, but something in the space around him seemed to listen more deeply.

Kalina drew in a breath.

She had been trying not to speak. Everyone could see that now. Her arms were crossed too tightly, fingers tucked under her elbows like she was holding herself in place by force. Her eyes stayed fixed on Makor, but for one second, just one, they flicked toward the empty path behind him, as though she expected Akeem to appear there and make this easier by being unreachable.

He did not.

So she answered.

“Because I couldn’t watch him walk away again,” she said.

The words came out quieter than she wanted.

She swallowed.

“There’s history,” she continued. “Unfinished history. From when we first became teenagers. Things changed back then. I made distance because distance felt safer than dealing with whatever happened between us.”

Her voice thinned, but it did not break.

“I don’t know what he heard out there. I don’t know why the sky called him. I don’t know why any of us are standing here. But when he walked through that door, I knew if I stayed behind, I’d be doing the same thing all over again. Watching from far away. Pretending I didn’t care enough to follow.”

She lifted her eyes fully to Makor.

“So I followed. Not because I understand. Because I don’t want distance to be the only thing I ever chose.”

The words settled over the group differently.

Not romantic enough to explain her.

Not clean enough to dismiss.

Just true enough to leave a mark.

Gregory shifted next, uncomfortable beneath the weight of everyone’s eyes and the flame in Makor’s gaze.

“I’m not good at this,” he said. “But Akeem saw me. Like, actually saw me. When people look at you like background noise long enough, you start believing them. He didn’t. So when he walked off like that, I couldn’t just let him go.”

John rubbed the back of his neck, all his usual noise trapped somewhere behind his teeth.

“Because he’s family,” he said. “Not blood family, but close enough that it counts when things get weird.”

He looked around, trying to find a joke and finding only truth waiting with its arms folded.

“And yeah, okay, I was curious. But mostly, if one of us walks into cosmic nonsense, apparently we all do. That’s friendship. Terrible policy. Great branding.”

A few nervous breaths almost became laughter.

Almost.

Yunge stepped forward, eyes shining in the starlight. “Because I care about him. And because something about this feels like it was always coming.”

Young Lee nodded once. “Because he shouldn’t have to be the only one scared.”

Brandon glanced at Stephen. “Because if Stephen’s in, I’m in.”

Stephen’s face flushed, but he did not look away from Makor. “Because he never made me feel small.”

Lauren hugged herself, eyes moving back toward the dark behind them, toward the place where church tile and Carolina heat should have been. “Because I couldn’t stand outside and pretend nothing happened.”

Autumn’s voice came soft. “Because I knew we weren’t just ordinary.”

Elenia whispered, “Because he matters.”

The door of light pulsed once.

Not sound.

Not speech.

Recognition.

The ripple passed through them, lifting the hair along their arms, touching the places where fear had been trying to become retreat. No one needed to vote. No one needed to ask if this was still a bad idea. Bad ideas usually came with exits.

This felt like a summons that had been waiting longer than any of them had been alive.

Makor stepped aside.

The threshold opened wider.

One by one, they moved forward.

As they crossed, the light clung to them.

Not like fabric.

Not like water.

Like something living had reached for their names and found armor hidden inside them.

It crawled over Andy’s hands first, embering across his knuckles before sinking beneath the skin. Gregory’s chestplate flickered with symbols no one could read, then vanished as if the language had only wanted to announce itself. Yunge’s boots sparked once when they touched the other side. Brandon’s shoulders flashed with a mantle outline too broad for his body, then folded into light. John yelped when gold fire drew a brief crown-shaped curve over his head and disappeared before anyone could make fun of him.

Kalina crossed last.

For a heartbeat, crimson light gathered around her shoulders.

Not loud.

Not complete.

A cloak remembered her before she remembered it.

Then it dimmed, leaving only the faintest red shimmer at the edge of her sleeve.

She did not look back.

The church hallway vanished.

White mist curled around their legs in slow ribbons. The street beneath their feet was no longer Rocky Mount tile or old church carpet, but stone cracked with veins of emberlight. Buildings shimmered in the distance, half-visible through fog, too tall and too strange to belong to any city they knew.

Ahead, a golden ring pulsed at the center of the mist like a heartbeat.

Ten of them stood there, breath caught, armor flickering and fading over their ordinary clothes like destiny trying on their bodies for the first time.

John whispered, “We really did it.”

No one corrected him.

No one joked.

They stepped forward together.

Toward the epicenter.

Toward whatever had called Akeem by name.

Behind them, the light snapped shut.

For half a heartbeat, it felt like falling.

Then their feet struck ground again.

Only it was not church tile anymore.

The air was thicker, charged, humming like a generator that had always been running and they were only now close enough to notice.

They looked up.

Presonius I stretched around them, not merely a city, but a world pretending to be a single metropolis. Towers stabbed the skyline like cathedral spires wrapped in steel, their surfaces alive with rivers of neon and prayer-glyphs that shimmered and vanished. Skybridges laced the heights like arteries, speckled with traffic and light. Far below, layered streets rumbled with endless life: vendors shouting, hovercraft gliding, music spilling in three languages at once.

Kalina’s breath caught. “This ain’t Carolina anymore.”

Brandon’s voice came low, almost reverent. “We just stepped into Star Wars.”

John stared upward, eyes wide. “Correction. We stepped into the bootleg deluxe director’s cut.”

But awe crushed even their banter.

The city felt alive.

Watching.

Then they noticed the silver-white mist curling along the lowest tier streets, seeping from grates and alleys, unbothered by gravity.

It was not fog.

It was memory made visible.

Andy flexed his hands. The faint glow of mantle gauntlets pulsed at his wrists.

“We keep moving,” he said. “Toward the center.”

They did not argue.

The group followed, boots scuffing against pavement that felt both ancient and new. Above them, one of the great sky-rings tilted, its inner lights flickering in slow rhythm, like it was bowing toward the ground. People in the streets began to pause and look at them.

Not screaming.

Not running.

Recognizing something in their bones before their minds could name it.

Then came the cry.

Long.

Layered.

Ancient.

The Savell passed overhead, wings dragging flame-dust through the clouds.

The mist thickened, swirling higher, climbing up their legs, wrapping the plaza ahead in pale radiance.

And as they stepped into it, others stepped out.

From alleys.

From skybridges.

From trams and stairwells.

From doors that looked as if they had been sealed for decades.

One by one, young figures emerged, faces different, presence the same. Mantle armor flickered faintly over each body, as if fire had been waiting to remember their shape.

Twenty-three of them gathered in the center of the plaza.

Not in formation.

Not rehearsed.

Aligned.

Like one note struck across an orchestra and every instrument suddenly discovering it belonged to the chord.

Kalina’s armor shimmered faintly and settled against her shoulders. Yunge’s boots sparked against the stone. Gregory’s chest glowed once with unreadable symbols, then dimmed. Andy’s hands opened and closed as if the weight of invisible gauntlets had already begun teaching him the shape of war.

Brandon whispered, “We’re not alone.”

The crowd hushed.

The mist rose higher.

There they stood: twenty-three young warriors drawn from different doors, different lives, different wounds, converged into one epicenter.

All of them.

Except Jayden Alexander.

The circle that was not a circle left a space open.

As if it had always been waiting.

The Savell cried again overhead.

Presonius I held its breath.

And somewhere beyond the mist, the one they had followed was already walking deeper into the call.

Akeem reached the top of the staircase and found that the church had run out of building.

There should have been a door.

There had always been a door.

The second-floor hallway at Grace Covenant was not mysterious. It was not sacred in any dramatic way, not unless one counted old carpet, folded tables, storage closets, and the faint smell of crayons left behind by children’s ministry as evidence of the supernatural. The hall should have opened into the choir room, the cramped office where someone kept spare communion cups, or the little classroom with the broken blinds and the whiteboard that never fully erased.

Instead, the staircase ended at sunlight.

Not afternoon sunlight.

Not Carolina sunlight.

Akeem stopped with one hand still on the rail.

The wood beneath his palm was real. He could feel every smooth groove left by decades of hands. But three steps above him, where the landing should have been, the world had opened into a white-gold horizon so bright it made the narrow stairwell look like a tunnel inside a closed eye.

The light did not pour in.

It waited.

That was worse.

Light that poured could be weather. A broken window. A prank. Some weird reflection from a car windshield outside, bouncing off glass and turning the old church into a miracle by accident.

This light was not accidental.

It had posture.

Akeem swallowed.

His pulse beat in his throat, slower now, heavier, as if something inside him had stopped running and begun listening. Behind him, far below, he could still hear voices through the walls: Brandon too loud, Lauren too tense, Andy trying to sound calm, the door opening again. They were coming after him. Of course they were. Because people were ridiculous. Because friendship had no survival instincts. Because apparently if a guy walked into a glowing cosmic staircase after seeing blood-red contrails rip the sky open, the socially accepted youth group response was, “Bet, we ride.”

Akeem almost laughed.

Almost.

Then the voice spoke again.

“Akeem.”

This time it did not come from behind him.

It came from the light.

His hand tightened on the rail.

“No,” he whispered, not because he refused, but because the body sometimes rejects awe by filing a complaint with the mouth.

The light did not answer.

It simply waited with a patience so vast it made his fear feel loud.

Akeem climbed the last three steps.

The instant his foot crossed where the landing should have been, the church fell away.
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