
  
    [image: The Light is Dimmer]
  


  
    
      THE LIGHT IS DIMMER

    

    
      
        SAMARA KATHARINE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Bow’s Bookshelf]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Samara Katharine

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the copyright holder, except where permitted by law. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously.

      The ebook edition of this book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. The ebook may not be re-sold or given away. If you would like to share the ebook edition with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      EBook ISBN: 979-8-88716-023-8

      Trade Paperback ISBN: 979-8-88716-021-4

      Hardcover ISBN: 979-8-88716-022-1

      Cover design and artwork by Justin Scott

      Published by Bow’s Bookshelf, Inc.

      Anna Stileski, Publisher

      Join our Bow’s Bookshelf Reader’s Club for new projects, deals, and giveaways. Sign up at Bowsbookshelf.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Terra, for inspiring me endlessly.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucky Barlowe stares at the colors swimming through the well water as he washes the rust off the small pendant in his hand. He pulls it out and holds it up to the light, studying it. It’s not beautiful, very few things are, but even after all his years out on the streets he can still pick out spots of pure silver on the locket that haven’t been scratched and scored with time. Lucas still thinks he almost misses the little clipped picture from inside the pendant when he was young, but in truth, he can’t remember the names or faces of anyone or anything who would’ve been inside it.

      He pats the chain dry and clasps the hook around his neck, hiding the silver under his thin shirt and pressing it close to his chest. He knows he had a life before this, and a family that loved him, but their faces are obscured in the fabric of time.

      He must’ve had something—a father and a mother with golden hair, and a baby sister in a swaddle he feels so sure he used to hold. She doesn’t have a name anymore—she never has. All he has left of them is the heart-shaped metal clasped around his neck, and even that, he’s unsure the origins of.

      He jumps as the bells in the tower of the temple behind him toll the time as high noon, signaling the beginning of service for the day. He turns around and stares up at the clock face up in the sky counting out the minutes. Doors open around him and children laugh as they clamber out of their houses and rush ahead of their parents. He sighs, walking forward and opening the temple doors. The wood creaks open on rusty hinges, and he winces at the sound. Footsteps sound behind him, and he looks back, holding open the door for a stranger in expensive-looking Saturday worship attire, her long chiffon dress brushing against the cobble pavement. She smiles and gives him a curt nod.

      “Gods bless, Lucas,” she says. He grimaces, but echoes the sentiment and follows her in before the worship crowds can force him to stand outside too long.

      “I prefer Lucky,” he says in his best impression of courteous formality. The woman’s lip wrinkles, and she casts him a gaze of judgement down her nose.

      “Nonsense,” she insists, turning away. Her dress flutters out behind her in a display of Saturday perfection—groomed, prim, and proper in speech and appearance as Lucky could never dream to be.

      While the woman in the dress saunters up to the front row and sits with her hands folded and legs crossed, Lucky relegates himself to the very back, and tries to appear as small as possible. It’s not like he’d be wanted in the front anyway, with his dirty slacks and torn shirt that seems to attract grime like a moth to a flame. In these outskirt towns, most days he’s an ordinary kid, but on Saturdays, he must find a way to hide. The people of the village pull out all the stops dressing up in their best clothing and donning fancy hats he knows must set them back a week’s food supply, but they don’t seem to care. It will all come back to them, they say, when they’ve paid their tithes to the gods.

      The doors open and close in regular intervals as worshippers file in, greeting one another with warm smiles. The temple is filled with the sounds of neighbors catching up while Lucky sits with his shoulders hunched over a Book of the Triad, pretending to read. 

      He only manages to pick up jumbled nonsense about the Siren’s birth. He’s sure he’s heard the story of the torrential rains and clouds of golden silk before, but he can’t register the words on the page no matter how hard he tries. As he struggles to read the passage for a moment longer, the margrave approaches the front podium, and the people in the temple stand up to greet him with balled fists held close to their hearts. Lucas joins them.

      The grave picks up his leather-bound Book off the podium, and in a fluid motion, turns to meet the kind faces of the statues of the Triad. The tall windows of the temple let in the bright, unobstructed sunlight of noon through red, yellow, and white stained-glass panes. Each window shines its light on its respective god of pure marble, staring out at the people of the temple.

      The first stoic face of stone is the Angel of Dawn—the creature of the shadows. The creator of all life on earth, and the face which guides the kingdom’s dead to what waits after death, if there is anything at all. Lucas casts his wistful gaze to the Angel’s protective feathered wings, curled around the other gods like a shield. He wonders what it’s like to have something familiar, soft, and warm wrapped around him. Hugging himself in the cold of the night couldn’t possibly compare.

      To the Angel’s right, the adopted daughter Lady Retribution, the War Goddess. A tall woman in a long cloak with curly hair chopped at her shoulders, and a sharp crown resting atop her head, emanating strength and power. Every portrait of the goddess makes a point to show off her sharp canine teeth and collection of daggers all painted blood red. She’s meant to look as fearsome in godhood as she was in mortality before her ascension, but Lucas finds flaws with the dangerous mask. Though every inch of the clear skin of her face is marred with dark scars, there’s no denying it; everything about the goddess is beautiful. She’s gorgeous in a grotesque sort of way, and in her eyes that are meant to swim with the blood spilled on the battlefield, he sees smaller, soft lines that speak of wisdom beyond her years, and compassion yet exhibited in war.

      And to the Angel’s left, the kind eyes and soft features of his son—Lord Siren, the Silver Tongued, god of all things artistic—human in a way none of his family could ever be. He always looked the nicest in every painting and every carving, a hard contrast to the ever-present sneer of his sister, and cold, commanding gaze of his father. The god of all things just and pure, the progenitor of all music, communication, and art with a thin smile carved onto his face and eyes wrinkled at the corners. 

      Though he appears warm and hospitable—and Lucky can almost imagine if he closes his eyes that the Siren smiles at him alone—he knows that nothing that cares for justice would ever care for him. Whatever the Siren really is, he would never spare Lucas even a glance.

      The grave dips into a low bow before the sculpture of the Silver One before placing the opened Book of the Triad into his extended hand. He backs away, lowering his head and standing in silence. The crowd of worshippers in the temple do the same, looking to the ground and shutting their eyes, letting silence envelop the surroundings.

      It’s said that after a devout gives the Siren the book, the god takes this quiet moment to communicate with his speakers on earth. They’re not supposed to be able to read during service—that’s what the emperor says. If a grave has access to the book during his speech, he may be tempted not to speak from the heart.

      No one in the temple raises their head until the margrave does himself, the sound of the fabric of his cloak brushing together as he folds his arms alerting them to the beginning of service.

      “Good day, everyone,” he says, his voice carrying through the grand hall of the temple. “I trust you all found your way well.” Murmurs of agreement go through the temple, and he nods. “Excellent. Why, it’s such a wonder to see so many familiar faces each week. True devotion can’t be feigned.”

      Lucas looks down to try to avoid the grave’s eyes, though he knows he wouldn’t look at him anyway.

      Truth be told, there’s something to be said about the inviting atmosphere of the temple and the people’s devotion to the gods, but that’s not why Lucky’s here. A sense of community is built here, but that is between the more well-off. Lucky gets no acknowledgement. Instead, he looks out the stained-glass windows and sees frost begin to settle upon blades of grass in the gardens. The autumn has only just begun, and still, the chill sets in without remorse. He’s not sure he’d even be here if it weren’t for the invisible hand of the cold.

      “Friends, today we must begin with some saddening news,” the grave says. Lucky looks up. “It will never stop being too soon when another is taken from us. The weeks have been too few to already feel the hole left behind in our community in her absence. On this sacred day we must not dwell on the consequences of the dead and remain fixated on them rather than our Triad who look upon us with their grace, and rather, we shall continue to live on as she would have wanted. Celia remains in our hearts for our service, and by our Angel’s graces, shall not cloud our minds.”

      “Peace with her family,” the people in the temple mutter to a practiced tune. Lucky doesn’t join them.

      “Margrave,” a child closer to the front of the temple addresses. The grave smiles at her.

      “Yes, dear?” he asks.

      “Where will Celia go now?” she posits, and the temperature seems to drop. The people of the temple are silent, and the child’s father shushes her with a hand, whispering things to her that Lucky can’t hear. The margrave nods, and motions for the father to relax. He removes his hand, but not without some hesitance.

      “We do not wonder where our friends go when they leave us behind,” he says. “Rather, we put our trust into the judgement of our Angel. We do not think of what comes after we’ve left this world, for it is his to decide. Why would we shirk the beauty of this land we’ve been given by our Angel to spend time wondering what remains once we abandon it? Would that not make our Angel so very upset?” he questions. The child shrinks back and nods.

      “He would be sad,” she agrees. The margrave smiles.

      “Fear not, Celia is in the Angel’s hands. We put our faith into Him.”

      Lucky feels the convivial air return as the grave assumes his place before his podium and gives everyone a placating look.

      Sometimes he does wonder what comes after death. He could never voice it outside his own mind, but he thinks about it sometimes. When he stares off the edges of the buildings as he hops from roof to roof, he wonders how simple it would be to take a step and find out.

      He never does, because there’s the Angel carved of marble staring at him with those commanding eyes and telling him not to fear.

      The margrave continues his emphatic speaking as usual, and Lucky tunes the majority of it out. Instead, he digs through his tattered, worn bag, and takes out the remainder of a loaf of bread from the market. He earns himself some pointed glares from parents in the temple trying to set a good example for their children, but he ignores it all.

      Before he knows it, the sun has dipped down lower into the sky, and the grave launches into the Triad’s Oath for the day. Lucky tries to follow along as best he can with a mouth full of bread.

      “And we thank our Triad for our lives, for the food we eat, and the homes we live in,” he says.

      “Gods bless us,” the other people in the pews mutter, eyes trained on the floor.

      “We thank the Triad for our prosperity, our happiness and the safety of our Kingdom.”

      “The Light we live under, such is Their work,” Lucky mutters along with the rest of the worshippers, already yearning for the safety of Saturday worship to return as it finishes. Each Saturday around this time he gets to live in the fantasy that he has somewhere to belong, and two hours later, gets it stripped away. He wonders, distantly, where he plans to sleep tonight.

      “For our greenest pastures and sweetest fruits,” the grave hums rhythmically, practiced and scripted.

      “We thank our gods, for fertility and nourishment,” he says, though he can’t find it in him to concentrate now that his mind races with plans for the night. He’s made it sixteen years this way, and he’ll make it sixteen more.

      “Blessed be the pious.” People begin to collect their bags and brush off their clothes, standing up from the benches. Lucky stands and passes through the aisles between worshippers leaving the way they came, approaching the front as he always does. The margrave makes quick work with his own belongings, taking the Book of the Triad from the Siren’s hand and bowing from the waist before him. When he turns and spots Lucas, he smiles.

      “A wonderful and blessed evening to you,” he says. Lucas bows his head.

      “Thank you, Grave.” The margrave scowls, and Lucky backtracks. “Margrave,” he corrects.

      “You ought to save that manner of speech for inside the home,” he says, and Lucky bows once again.

      “Apologies, margrave. It won’t happen again.” The grave gives a fake-looking smile and a stilted bow of the head to Lucky, and makes for the exit. The doors creak open and slam shut, and the boy is alone in the empty temple, keeping his gaze pinned just below the eyes of the statues of the Triad.

      As the sound of the last few steps leaves the building, he sits down on his knees before the statue of the Angel and hangs his head.

      “I know it’s been a while since I talked to you,” he says quietly, ears open to listen for any sound of someone coming to intrude on his conversation. “I’ve been busy.”

      There’s silence in the temple, because of course there is. 

      “I’ve uh—had a rough few weeks, you could say. I hope you don’t mind that I haven’t come to worship for a bit. Trying not to starve and what have you.” He chuckles without humor and rubs his arm. “I suppose I've got to apologize to the Siren the most. I’ve lived a dishonest life—somehow even more than usual in the time since I’ve last seen you. I hope you guys are nice and that you’d forgive me for doing what it takes to survive. For some reason I feel like you would.”

      The temple doors open again, and Lucky turns his head. Across the aisle stands a tall man with curly brown hair, wearing a nice, tailored coat and slacks. He looks down and feels underdressed. The stranger approaches the statues, and grins at Lucky as he kneels. His eyes are a deep, dark brown, and the light of the stained glass reveals flecks of gold and amber scattered throughout. It’s somewhat unnerving, the way his eyes seem to glow in yellow light. Lucky gives him a curt nod, and hangs his head again, though he feels the stranger’s gaze on him still.

      He continues to whisper his conversation with the gods in his head. He always likes speaking aloud much better, but he supposes it’s the best he can do.

      “I always get interrupted,” he continues in his mind. The stranger next to him breathes out through his nose in something that resembles a laugh. Lucky ignores it. “I suppose it’s vain to expect I can have private conversations with the gods, but you’ll forgive me for being a bit selfish this once.”

      There’s shuffling to his side, and he opens his eyes to see the tall stranger’s gaze already trained on him. He raises a brow, and the man continues to stare, seemingly not at all phased by having been caught.

      “Is something wrong?” Lucky asks in his best imitation of formality, cringing at the words in his own voice.

      “Not at all,” comes the reply, laced with a sweet, entrancing accent. The man is a Northerner, Lucky notes, a bit out of place this far South. There’s silence in the temple for a moment as he looks around uncomfortably, the stranger’s eyes still on him.

      “Can you stop lookin’ at me then?” The man seems to finally come to terms with the fact he’s been staring at the kid for so long and tears his gaze away.

      “Apologies.” Lucky looks back down and tries to shake the strange interaction away.

      “This man in your temple keeps laughing,” he says to the gods in his head. The stranger exhales again at the very same time, and Lucas stills. “Are his prayers usually this funny?” He looks to his side, but the man still sits with his head hung and eyes closed. “I’m sorry, I can’t seem to remember where I was going. I’ll be honest, I don’t have much of interest to say, especially not to you. You’re the epitome of perfection in every way possible, and me? I won’t be surprised when you’ve had enough of listening to me.”

      A hand lands on his shoulder. He breaks out of his thoughts and looks up to see the stranger once again smiling at him.

      “I’m sure the gods are accepting no matter our flaws,” he says quietly, with a strange air of pure confidence. Lucky raises a brow and opens his mouth to speak, but the stranger’s touch has already gone. The man is walking out of the temple, then out of his sight. He looks around in confusion, searching for an explanation he knows he won’t find in the empty pews.

      The colored light of the windows cast strange shadows, and Lucky can swear that the eyes of the Siren’s statue shift downward to where he kneels.
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      Lucky would be lying if he said he wasn’t fed up with this. Every single day, there’s something new.

      Like the morning he’d woken up in a cold alley he’d fallen asleep in the night before, his brown tunic feeling inexplicably damp. The humidity must’ve risen in the night, and it was incredibly uncomfortable.

      As he sat up to rub his eyes and take in his surroundings, he noticed a strange feeling on his feet, tangling around something. 

      A soft, white, fur blanket was draped over his legs and torso. It was heavy and comforting, insulating as well—the rest of his body cold and damp, but his legs, perfectly warm and dry. He looked around the dark alley cautiously, looking for any sign of the person who must’ve left this behind—obviously it was a mistake.

      There was no one. Not a retreating silhouette, nor a prying eye. It was just like the apples and loaves of bread left inexplicably all over the roofs he frequented, as if placed with the intention to fall in his path.

      On top of it all, he’d found that over the past few weeks he’d been escaping capture from the market far less narrowly than before; his pursuers were slowed down for some unknown reason.

      He wouldn’t complain, but gods, was he confused.

      So with his blanket stuffed in his satchel and his cloak still air-drying from its recent wash in the well, Lucky steps inside the temple once again. Today, there is no service.

      The temple is quiet, and candles melt slowly, flames burning a dark orange. Light from the stained-glass panes cast a peaceful pastel glow over the empty pews.

      Lucky moves to sit in a bench in the very front. The orange of the candle flames prick in the corners of his vision as he puts his head down. Even though the statues are unmoving as always, he feels the uncomfortable feeling of eyes on him again.

      That’s another weird thing that’s been happening recently. The temple was a warm place to sleep when he could find a quiet, unexposed place, so he lingered here often. But as of late, no matter what he’s doing, he can feel a gaze pinning him. He thought maybe he’d displeased the gods at first, and this was their way of telling him he was no longer welcome in their worship, but that was ridiculous. He had seen what happened to people who truly displeased the gods, and it wasn’t pretty. They wouldn’t simply stare at him, that’s childish.

      It was just Lucky’s mind, he figured, conjuring a gaze that didn’t exist to make himself feel less alone.

      He keeps his eyes open as he begins talking.

      “Hey guys.” Most often, the margraves’ voices would carry through the grand building effortlessly, but the incredible acoustics of the temple can’t pick up the low decibels of Lucky’s nonexistent voice today, and there’s no echo to be heard. “Uh—you wouldn’t believe it. There’s been this weird thing. The other day I woke up with like… a really expensive blanket. It was kinda weird. It’s nice too. Wait—” He fishes through his bag quickly to pull it out, like a child presenting to his class for show and tell. “Look at it! It’s cool, right?”

      No one answers. Lucky sighs, and drapes the blanket over his legs. The temple is warm enough, but the weight of the blanket makes him feel safe.

      “That’s honestly all the news I’ve got. I’m sorry I’m boring, but hey, you guys aren’t listening anyway.” In the corner of his vision, he sees the candles flicker. He trains his gaze on them and catches the moment the vibrant orange switches to a bright yellow flame, rising higher and blazing bright. He raises his brows at it and opens his mouth. “Okay, nevermind,” he says, his voice small and surprised. The yellows flick back to orange, and Lucky smiles and laughs. He hasn’t laughed for real in a while. “Now then funny guy, too much of a coward to talk for real?”

      It might not be a good idea to call the gods cowards, he considers. He doesn’t know whether he should cower in fear or cackle when the fire shifts to bright red, but he chooses the former, backtracking without hesitance. “Wait, I’m sorry,” he amends. The light stays red, but the flames burn lower, and less bright. What does that mean? “Hey, if you’ve waited this long to get mad at me, that’s your problem.” Orange again. Lucky smiles.

      He lays back on the bench, digging into his bag and pulling out an apple that he’d been saving. He takes a bite, and swallows it down before speaking again. He has manners enough to not speak with his mouth full in front of the gods.

      He looks up to the marble statues and frowns.

      “So, uh… candle guy. I’ve been talking to you guys for a while. You’re a little late.” Not exactly red, but a darker shade of orange for sure. “Uh, I don’t know what to make of that color.” It shifts back to pure orange and Lucky raises a brow, shrinking back on himself. “It’s amazing you’ve decided to speak to me, but I don’t know what this means.” Lucky realizes something, and shrinks in on himself, mentally backtracking. “Or—you know, it’s an honor and all, to be communicating with the Triad. I feel blessed?” It comes out sounding more like a question than a statement and Lucky cringes.

      He doesn’t know what to say. Clearly he can’t be the same delinquent teen that swears at merchants on the street when he’s getting the honor of talking to the gods, but what is he supposed to think of this? Instantly, he feels a faraway sense of something resembling guilt. He leans back against the pew and lowers his head, the confidence and cockiness he once exuded now called back into his body as he rubs his arm and looks away.

      “No offense, but… you’re kinda wasting your time, candle guy.” The light stays orange and he takes it as his cue to continue. “I’m not really worth the effort. I’m sure there are plenty of people better to talk to, right?” He glances at the candles, and they stay orange for a long moment before erupting into an angry bright red flame growing taller and higher. Lucky presses his back against the pew, something between shocked and afraid. All around him, candles that previously had remained orange throughout the entirety of his conversation burst into beacons of dark crimson light and grow towards the ceiling.

      This is it, Lucky thinks. He should’ve accepted it for what it was and waxed philosophical about how honored he was. Instead, he’s offended his gods, and the temple will go up in flames with him in it.

      Lucky shrinks into the pew, begging it to take him in and accept him as a part of the wood fiber so he can escape imminent doom. The red glows brighter around the room, and smoke begins to form a haze in the air.

      He closes his eyes tightly, and braces for impact, ready for the heat to grow closer and the flames to lick at his blanket, but it never comes. Slowly, carefully, he opens his eyes back up to see the once raging fires calming to a mellow white, and shrinking back down closer to the candles, no longer brushing the high ceiling.

      He opens his eyes wider, and sits back up, looking around. Every candle has shrunk, and its color calmed. He lets out a relieved breath and lets the tension leave his shoulders in waves.

      He stares into the flames a moment longer, and hugs his blanket a little bit closer in spite of himself.

      “That was a bit intense,” he mutters. The white remains, and Lucky can’t think of anything else to say. The sunbeams come in through the windows, and Lucky gets a piece of bread out of his bag. If the measurement of the sun that the margrave was so proud of was to be believed, it’s getting close to high noon. These days he could afford the luxury of eating lunch. Three meals a day were starting to come naturally.

      He leans back in the pew, and the candles do nothing. Hesitantly, he bites down on the bread, and nothing happens, so he swallows it down. The gods have never been concerned with someone eating in their temple before, but there’s a first time for everything. And especially with that pyrotechnic display of red flame, Lucky doesn’t want to risk angering anyone more than he apparently already has.

      And there’s silence in the temple. The candles continue to burn cool yellow, and the smell of incense float in the air as Lucky eats quietly, avoiding the eyes of the statues. It’s not often he has true free time in his day, so he doesn’t exactly know what to do with himself.

      Minutes tick by quietly, and the next time Lucky looks up, the light from the colored glass shines perfectly onto each of its respective statues. Lucky smiles. Noon.

      Pastel-hued yellow hits the marble of the Siren, red on Lady Retribution, and the faintest of calm greys paint the Angel’s cloak.

      And there’s a crack.

      Lucky gets out of his seat and approaches the statue of the Siren. Standing at seven feet tall, there’s no way Lucky could look the Triad eye-to-eye, but he can see it clearly—a small crack in the pristine marble on the Siren’s face, filled with yellow light. Lucky runs his finger over the crack, and it runs deep.

      Then a sound reaches his ears, and he takes pause, eyes shifting from the small gouge on the Siren’s cheek, to his kind eyes, where another fissure forms. Then, again, on the next eye, the stone breaks. He backs up away from the statue with wild eyes, looking around as the air is filled with small popping sounds. Chips of marble break away from the statue, clinking onto the ground.

      Lucky should leave. He should pick up his things and run away before someone comes, blaming the imperfections on the first street rat they can find. But as he turns on his heel to grab his bag, the candles shift again, captivating him. They burn orange once again, drawing his attention, and he has no choice but to stand there watching as chips clatter to the floor.

      The breaking gets faster. Lucky covers his ears, shutting his eyes tight and trying to ignore the sound. He bites down on his lips to keep himself from screaming and pulls away with a little piece of skin. The cracking surrounds him, and even with his ears covered, it worms its way into his mind as if clawing into the very fibers of his being.

      A weight lands on his shoulder, and he opens his eyes cautiously, looking up, light green meet dark brown, with flecks of shining amber.

      A tall brunet man stands before him, smiling down at him softly with a kindness in his eyes Lucky has never seen in his life on the run. He has a long white cloak, and Lucky can pick out windings of thread of pure gold stitched on each seam. His curly hair is windswept, falling in a curtain over his eye, and atop his head rests a circlet Lucky could only begin to imagine the value of—shining silver with sharp peaks, and metal so polished and bright Lucky has to avert his eyes. There’s a shape behind the man, too—tendrils of golden light sweeping behind him in a feathered cloak, extending such that the light touched the walls of the temple on either side of the figure, just transparent enough that Lucky could see through them back to the statues.

      Wings. Seraph wings.

      Lucky realizes with a start that he recognizes this man. It’s the stranger from the temple those days ago that interrupted his prayers. Through his wings Lucky can see the statue of the Siren completely broken down into dilapidated relics of its former self, and finally, he makes the connection. The strong cheekbones and sharp jawline, and the kind smile and soft features…

      “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      … and when he speaks the dark intonation, the downwards inflection, and the posh far-North accent are so startlingly, unnervingly familiar. His voice carries the same eerie weight it did the last time Lucky had seen him. 

      Having put the pieces together, Lucky stares, pupils dilating as he takes a step backwards with his mouth agape.

      “What?” he squeaks in fear, and the man—the god—cringes away, the golden cirrus wings retracting in on themselves sharply. What once reached the walls on both sides in a wingspan that had to have been five meters or more now folding against his back. He reaches out with his palms facing Lucky in a placating gesture. 

      “Hey, hey, calm—”

      “Calm?” Lucky asks indignantly. “What just happened—who are you?” The man seems genuinely confused as his face wrinkles up and he tilts his head, brown locks falling over his face. Lucky swears he can see flecks of gold dancing in his hair from the stained glass light. The man is glowing. “This isn’t real,” Lucky breathes.

      “I feel pretty real,” the god says. Lucky doesn’t know what to do, think, or say, so he just laughs. 

      The Siren raises a brow at him, but says nothing as he continues to laugh to himself. It feels far less like genuine laughter and more a nervous breakdown of sorts, but what is he supposed to do? 

      “Did I say something?” The Siren asks. Lucky looks back up, and doubles down again, because good gods—that’s the Siren right in front of him, and good gods, he’s laughing at him, and good gods, he’s going to get himself killed.

      But Death doesn’t come for him in that moment—that would be one too many gods to meet in a day. Instead, Lucky takes a moment to assess his situation, and scrambles to find his footing in front of the god.

      “I am so sorry,” he lets out swiftly, dropping down to the floor to bow to the deity. “I’m so sorry, I don’t know what…” He can’t finish his sentence, as the Siren’s hand lands on his shoulder again, and he looks up to meet his eyes.

      That doesn’t feel right. He should be looking down.

      “Be not afraid. And please, don’t bow, Child,” the Siren assures. Lucky hesitates, but stands up, and when he speaks his voice is shaky.

      “I’m not a child.” The Siren only smiles crookedly at Lucky, and he feels something strange bloom in his chest, a warm feeling spreading through him. There’s something in the expression he can’t place—fondness, for sure, but something else; something like pride.

      No one’s ever been proud of Lucky before.

      “Right. Very strong man, Lucas.” He stops dead in his tracks and widens his eyes at the Siren in disbelief.

      “You—ha, you know my name. That’s—wow.” The Siren laughs, the sound carrying in the temple effortlessly, and for a second, Lucky feels he lives up to his name truly. He briefly feels nearly weightless, lost in the sound like church bells and rustling leaves. It’s disorienting.

      “And you’d know mine, I hope?” he asks. Lucky wastes no time nodding and agreeing.

      “It’s a true honor to be speaking to one of the Triad. Your reputation precedes you. I’m humbled by your presence, Lord Siren of the Silver Tongued,” Lucky says, stumbling over his words and trying to sound as genuine as he can, but he can’t help the anxiety coating his every thought.

      The way the Siren raises his brow at Lucky makes him take pause—like he’s finally made a mistake and this conversation is over.

      It’s not the first time Lucky’s been wrong when the Siren simply waves his hand and grins. “I’ll have none of that. I believe a proper introduction is in order, instead of whatever it is these people,” he gestures vaguely to the temple at large, “make you read. Please, just call me Siren for now.” He holds out his hand towards Lucky, and the teen simply stares at it in confusion.

      “You want me to shake your hand?” he asks. The god retracts, and seems somewhat confused.

      “Oh, do people not do that anymore?” Lucky looks at the god, searching his face, not quite sure what he’s looking for.

      “I mean, they do, I just… am I allowed to touch you?” The god only chuckles at Lucky and shakes his head.

      “Lucas, there aren’t rules. I’m simply speaking to you. As equals.” That word shakes Lucky to his very core, and he lets his mouth drop open slightly.

      Equals. With the Triad? Not a chance. No, that is not right by any definition.

      “Are you sure you have the right person here?” Lucky asks before thinking. At the Siren’s confused expression, he continues, somewhat breathlessly. “I mean, I’m honored, this is amazing, I never would’ve in my life guessed I’d meet you, but, you know, there are more important people. I’m not even close to your equal. I think you’ve got the wrong guy, I’m just a—”

      “Silence.” And Lucky shuts up. There must’ve been something in that word, because no matter how Lucky tries to apologize, or open up his vocal cords to let out a simple affirmation, nothing comes out.

      Lucky nods and looks back into the Siren’s eyes, and recoils. His dark brown irises have shifted to a blinding gold, swirling like the shining liquid of the tonics Lucky has seen the clergy craft from time to time. The shifting cirri of light-borne seraph wings extend back out again, and the presence of the god in the room, somehow more than before, is commanding. Lucky breathes weakly, waiting for him to speak again.

      The swirling gold contains no pupil, only staring down at Lucky with a gaze like the very sun beating down into him. “Are you questioning Our will?” His voice is now darker, and echoes through the temple, hostility dripping off it. Lucky shakes his head. His eyes dance with fear, and he twists his countenance into strained terror unwillingly. The god before him notices, and his wings retract. Lucky relaxes his shoulders, but only slightly. “You may speak.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lucky says immediately. “I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry, I’m sure you know what you’re doing.” The golden fluid in place of the Siren’s eyes clears up, revealing the kind dark brown irises underneath, and he nods.

      “I do, and I am sure it is you I’m looking for,” he says. Lucky nods tersely.

      “Right. Right, of course. What can I do for you, Lord Siren?” he asks. The god raises a brow at Lucky, prompting. “Siren,” he tries again. The Siren smiles.

      “Lucas,” he says, and the dark tone dissipates, “I wish to bestow upon you the blessing of the Triad.” Lucky gawks at him.

      “You what?” he says, voice small. The god smiles once again, and Lucky notes for the first time how incredibly white and sharp his teeth are. The image is not comforting.

      “The blessing of the Triad, Lucas. For your prosperity and well-being, so that you should not be made to sleep in the cold ever again.” Lucky lets out a strained breath through his teeth. “Give me your hand, Lucas.” He’s not going to question the god again. He gives him his hand.

      For a moment that feels like an eternity, his hand is warm—it feels like he’s been lit on fire from the inside out, blood in his veins carrying the heat from his hand up his arteries and into his heart. A bright light encases the two hands, and the feeling of full-body cauterization leaves him. When the god speaks again, it takes on a rounded melodic form like orchestral music worming its way into Lucky’s senses.

      “I bless you with the regards of the Triad. Let no mortal means within your control bring harm to you, should your bones never break, flesh untorn with the power of the Bleeding One in heart.” A sharp pain sticks itself into Lucky’s chest, and he doubles down, but the god keeps an iron grip on his hand as he clutches at his skin in pain as if it could ease the ache. “Should your dreams be not plagued by the creatures of night, as granted by the Angel in protection of the mind.”

      A gripping headache rips into Lucky, and he clenches his teeth, shutting his eyes tightly. The Siren doesn’t let go. “And should you seek to persuade, blood leave no stain, the weight of mediation lain heavy upon your tongue, the gifts of the Silver One.” The metallic taste of blood fills Lucky’s mouth, and he opens it to spill the liquid, but none comes out. The taste remains. He gags, earning a sympathetic look, but The god doesn’t stop.

      The Siren speaks a few phrases in a language Lucky can’t understand—a sound archaic and grating to his ears with sharp vowels and rounded consonants creating a deathly symphony of eldritch knowledge swimming around in his brain, digging claws into the tissue and burrowing a home in the depths. Distantly, he wishes he’d have been warned about how horribly painful earning the gods’ favor was. If he didn’t know better, he’d think blood came out of his ears.

      As if it were never there, the bright light shrouding Lucky’s hand disappears, as does the sharp pain shredding across his body. He opens his eyes to see not irises of churning gold and a kind smile waiting, but rather, pastel light from stained glass windows painting the floor in front of him, and three pristine statues, with not a crack in sight.
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      Lucky wakes up on a bench in the temple with the bitter taste of metal in his mouth. When he sits up and stretches, he lets himself yawn, and a drop of warm red falls onto his pants. He stares at it in disgust before racing out of the temple into the gardens. With the scent of wildflowers and falling leaves surrounding him, he spits out the contents of his mouth—a mess of dark red fluid and saliva that makes him gag. Not the best start to his day.

      Lucky tends to chew his lips and cheeks as he sleeps—a life on the run would fill anyone with unfiltered anxiety. Even without consciousness, he tends to be mildly self-destructive, and though waking up with the taste of iron isn’t unusual for him, the sheer amount today catches him by surprise.

      He approaches the well in the courtyard to wash his face, and as he opens his mouth catches sight of the second distressing sign that something is very wrong—canine teeth, long and sharp, and practically shining pearly white. Curious, he raises his hand and runs a finger over the points as if to assure himself, but catches a long tip protruding away from the rest of his teeth that tells him he’s not seeing things. When he pulls his finger away, beads of blood drip down. So sharp he didn’t even feel the cut.

      Lucky dips his hands into the well and splashes the
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