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The first opals were not born in the Earth.

They were born in the moment the first creature ever felt pleasure so complete it forgot its own name.

Long before the Hollow Drift, long before the Umbrex learned to drink breath, there was only the Void (vast, silent, and lonely). In that Void floated a single being of pure sensation, neither male nor female, neither shadow nor light. It had no body, only feeling. And it felt everything: the slow drag of starlight across its skin, the ache of galaxies turning, the exquisite pain of being the only thing that had ever existed.

One day (there were no days, but let us call it that), the being discovered it could fold itself in half. It pressed one part of its endless self against another, and in that friction it discovered pleasure for the first time. The sensation was so intense that a piece of the Void tore open with a soundless scream.

From that tear fell tears (not of sorrow, but of overwhelming ecstasy). They drifted through the newborn cosmos, cooling as they fell, hardening into shimmering stones that caught every color the Void had never known. Where they landed, worlds grew. Where they were buried, desire took root.

Those first tears became the black opals (stones that remember the exact moment pleasure was invented). The moon-glass followed later (born from quieter, gentler joys: the hush after a first kiss, the sigh of reunion, the soft wonder of being seen without shame). Midnight-blue came last, when the Umbrex learned to feed, and the stones drank the last exhale of dying stars along with dying lovers.

Every opal on earth is a fossil of that original ecstasy.

That is why they warm in the presence of desire. That is why they pulse when bodies trust each other. That is why the black ones especially remember the language of skin and breath and release (because they were there when the universe itself first learned to come undone).

They are not tools. They are witnesses.

And when someone finally allows themselves to feel (truly, deeply, without apology), the opals glow brighter than any torch, because they recognize the echo of the very first orgasm that ever cracked the Void open and made everything else possible.

That is their magic. That has always been their magic.
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Chapter One: Shadow Drinkers
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Part One
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The Umbrex were not born from blood. Blood is too warm, too loud, too alive. They were born from the first lie the night ever told the day.

Long before the sun learned mercy, there was a single, perfect darkness that stretched from horizon to horizon without seam or edge. In that darkness lived the First Ones: vast, formless, content. They had no need of eyes, for there was nothing to see. No need for breath, for there was nothing to disturb the stillness.

Then came the betrayal.

A single shard of light (small, arrogant, burning) tore through the skin of the world and declared itself Day. It was cruel and bright, and it hated the dark for the crime of having existed first. Where the light touched, the First Ones withered. Their edges frayed. The screaming of burning shadow shattered their silence.

Most dissolved into nothing.

But three refused.

They folded themselves smaller, tighter, until they were only the idea of absence. They slipped into the cracks the light could not reach: the narrow places between heartbeats, the pause between inhale and exhale, the hollow beneath a tongue pressed to the roof of a mouth that has forgotten how to scream.

There they waited.

Centuries passed. The sun rose and set, rose and set, wearing grooves into the world. Mountains crumbled. Seas swallowed coastlines. And still, the three waited, growing cunning.

One night, when the moon was nothing more than a fingernail of silver, the first of the three rose from the crack between two lovers’ bodies at the moment one stopped breathing in the other’s arms. She took the shape of the woman who had just died (pale, beautiful, terrible) and opened eyes that were not eyes at all, but holes straight through to the original dark.

She did not bite the man who wept over her corpse. She simply leaned close and inhaled the grief pouring out of him. He died with her name frozen on his lips, and the first Umbrex smiled with a mouth that no longer needed air.

The second rose inside a battlefield, drinking the final exhale of ten thousand soldiers at once. He stood among the corpses, wearing stolen armor of shadow, and laughed until the crows forgot how to fly.

The third never left the deep places. She curled inside the heart of the earth, where the pressure is absolute, and the dark has weight. There she slept, dreaming of blue fire, until the first miner’s pick cracked open a vein of midnight opal and woke her with the taste of human wonder.

They called themselves Umbrex (shadow-that-walks), and they made a vow:

Never again would they be formless. Never again would they be helpless beneath the day.

They learned to wear stolen skin like coats. They learned to drink breath instead of blood, because breath is the one thing every living creature surrenders willingly, again and again, until the moment it stops.

And they learned to love the moment it stops.

The midnight-blue opals remember. They were there when the third sister woke. They drank the first miner’s dying gasp along with her and have hungered for that taste ever since. That is why the stones glow when an Umbrex feeds nearby (recognition, welcome, and a reminder):

We were the dark before your treacherous light. We are the pause between your heartbeats. We are what waits inside the moment you forget to breathe.

Come close enough, little daylight thing. Let us show you how the night keeps its oldest promises.
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1949

Marnie didn't know where the bus was taking her. She only knew it was away ... one way. 

She left behind her abusive husband, Clifford, for less than two years. At first, he was attentive, loving, and spoiled her. She bragged about him all the time to her friends. 

Until he got into trouble, lost his job. Started drinking. The typical pattern of avoidance. Then came the abuse from one drink too many. One drink too many came sooner and sooner as the months dragged on. 

He had lost his job. He had lost Marnie her friends. They couldn’t bear the split lips, heavy pancake makeup when she tried to hide the bruises on her face. 

Finally, one night as he slept, passed out on the couch, Marnie took all the money he had in his wallet, and all the money she had hidden away, and left through the front door with just the clothes on her back and her purse.

She didn’t leave a note. Not even a ‘fuck you, drop dead’.

By the time he recovered from his drunken stupor and the sleeping powder she mixed in whiskey, she would be well away from him. 

She slept easily on the bus even though the seats were uncomfortable. But she was safe. 

She took the bus as far as her money would allow. She kept a few spare dollars to hold her over to spend in a flea bag hotel, or maybe at the bus station. 

Marnie got off at the bus stop at a place called Opal Bend. She chuckled at her childhood memories of her favorite grandmother, ‘Opal Bend, ’ her maternal grandmother. “What a strange coincidence,” she said to herself as she stood on the steps to exit.

“There’s an old-fashioned, western-style hotel just down that dirt road.” The bus driver told her. 

As she stepped down, she could see a light from its windows, and then turned and thanked the driver. 

Marnie checked into the hotel by her first name, and her mother’s maiden name ‘Bend”. 

“Not much to do here,” the man behind the desk told her. “A few abandoned opal mines and the stores you saw as you walked up. Occasionally, we’ll get a few miners, but they don’t stay long.”

“Why is that?” Marnie asked.

“Ohhh ... the desert sun may get to them, or the loneliness.” He gently said. “I heard of one tell of ghosts.” He laughed as he recalled the miner who told him the story. “But honestly, ma’am ... I’m pretty sure it was the spirits he had been drinking.”

Marnie wanted to laugh, but the thought of spirits on someone’s breath made her think of the asshole she had left behind.

The price of the room was reasonable enough that Marnie could afford to stay the week. She could even buy a few Western skirts and blouses from Hutchins Mercantile, a few doors down. 

During the day, she would walk the trails early in the morning as the sun rose. Usually, by noon, she was back at the hotel. She made friends with the people who owned all the stores. She swept the floors and dusted around the hotel lobby for something to do. 

As she got to know the trails and where the streams were, she found a few overgrown trails that led to abandoned mines. 

“Keep Out!” Danger”, one sign had a skull and crossbones on the sign. All the paint was faded from the desert sun, bleaching them out. Most of the wood was rotten from age and heat. She tried to get a closer look inside a mine, but loose gravel and dirt slid over its entrance as she approached it. 

“Thank you, grandmother Opal,” she said aloud. A habit she had developed when something happened, which kept her from harm.

“Do you always talk to yourself, miss? Or has the sun gotten to you?” A man with a deep voice asked, standing on the trail. 

Marnie startled and turned quickly, losing her balance. Before she fell to the ground, the man ran to her and caught her around her waist. 

He was tall ... easily over six feet ... with the kind of lean, rangy build that came from real work, not vanity. His skin held a sun-forged bronze to it, but his eyes ... those stopped her breath. They were a startling, impossible shade of pale gold, catching the light like liquid metal. In the shadowed parts of the iris, faint streaks of amber glowed, alive in a way eyes shouldn’t be. His hair, dark and slightly windswept, fell just long enough to brush his collar. 

He was nothing like Clifford. If anything, he looked like every bus-station pulp hero she’d ever daydreamed about, blended—steady eyes, easy strength, a voice that didn’t bite. And most blessed of all, he didn’t stink of liquor ... and he didn’t scare her. 

“Thank you for catching me,” Marnie swooned unintentionally.

“I’ve not seen you around these parts before,” he said, staring into her eyes.

“I’ve just arrived a few days ago.” She admitted too freely.

“You’re running.” He stated. “Any lone, young, beautiful woman as you must be running from something ... or someone?”

Her face flushed from the compliment. Clifford hadn’t complimented her on anything. Even before the drinking. “What makes you think I’m alone and running?”

“Your finger still bears the mark from where your wedding band used to be.” He held up her hand and traced the slight indentation around her finger. Then he smiled broadly, his bright white, perfect teeth glistened in the sunlight, as he added, “And ... I saw you step off the bus and didn’t have any suitcase.”

Before Marnie melted further into her fantasy, he said, “I’m Maelic.” He extended his hand and arched an eyebrow, and asked, “And you are ... ?” His voice lowered to a seductive tone as he continued to stare into her eyes.

“Mar ...” her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat, “Marnie.” 

“Well, Marnie, by the look of your red skin ... I think you should splash some cold water from the stream and head back to the hotel.”

Marnie touched her face. She felt the heat radiating from it. He walked with her to the stream. After she splashed her face, he walked her back to the hotel.

At the wooden sidewalk, he said, “May I see you tomorrow?” He paused. “There are some safer mines you can go into ... but you should do it with someone who knows them.”

“And you know them, I suppose,” she said teasingly.

“Like the back of my hand. I used to play in them as a young ... boy.”

“I’d be delighted.’ Marnie answered.

“Sunup too early?”

Marnie swallowed, “That’s fine. I’m an early riser.”

“Until then ...” Maelic lifted her hand and kissed her palm, always keeping his eyes on hers. When he stood upright, he folded her fingers over where he had just kissed. Then, with a toothy smile, he turned and walked away.

Marnie watched him walk. Then she ducked into Hutchins and bought a bonnet and a jar of cold cream to lather on her sunburned face. 

In her room, she read some more romance stories. Always thinking of Maelic as the handsome stud and hero. At times, she caught herself as her body and mind reacted to the stories. But ... she was alone and felt the need to play with herself. She read as much as she could, then she turned her head toward the window and stared at the full moon. 

In the glow of the moon, she imagined herself and Maelic at the stream having a leisurely picnic. The quiet pause in their conversation would lead to soft kisses and caresses. But then they lay there naked. As she played with her clit, she imagined her fingers were his. Then she saw his face in her window with a haunting smile. The ‘man in the moon’ gave her the haunting smile. She played with intent, stuck her fingers in her wetness. Two fingers explored her inside her now dripping pussy. Two fingers tweaked her nipples. Soon her hips pulsated, and she moaned out as she came. As her body went limp and her breathing slowed, she closed her eyes and fell asleep while smiling.

Maelic and Marnie met promptly at the wooden sidewalk in front of the hotel. She from inside, he from somewhere else. 

She stepped out into the cool morning, and he appeared from somewhere down the street, walking with the easy stride of someone who knew the town better than its map.

He smiled as he noticed the bonnet freely hanging from her arm, and how her skin glistened a beautiful pink from the day before sunburn, and how she smelled of moisturizing crème. 

“You ready?” he asked.

“As I’ll ever be,” she said, clutching her canteen.

“Let’s start with the shallow ones. No sense dropping you into anything deep on your first day.”

He led her out past the edge of town, the sun warming the red dirt under their boots. The desert spread wide and clean around them, the quiet broken only by their steps and the rasp of cicadas.

Maelic stopped beside a squat opening braced with old railroad timbers. Above the entrance, a sign hung precariously: ‘Scrub Mine’.

“This one’s barely a mine,” he said. “More like a scrape someone gave up on. Safe enough.”

Inside, the air was cool and still. The tunnel only ran twenty feet before narrowing to nothing. Dust motes swirled in the beam of Maelic’s flashlight.

“Keep your eyes on the ground,” he told her. “Sometimes the small pieces fall out of the wall.”

Marnie crouched and brushed her fingers over the dirt. Something flashed faint blue.

Maelic bent down beside her. “Good eye.”

He lifted a tiny sliver of opal ... no bigger than a fingernail ... and set it in her palm.

“Not worth much,” he said. “But it’s yours.”

Her smile was shy, surprised. “My first?”

“First of the day,” he corrected.

Their second stop, the ‘Tin Roof Drift’, sat halfway up a low ridge. Corrugated metal sheets had been hammered over the entrance decades ago, now rusted and rattling in the breeze.

“This one spooks people,” Maelic admitted. “Narrow. Echoes weird. But it’s safe if you follow me.”

Inside, the sound changed immediately ... every footstep bounced back at them in a dozen faint whispers. The tunnel sloped gently down, walls glittering where candle soot hadn’t blackened them.

“Look there,” he said, pointing to a seam halfway up the wall. “Washed out long ago, but the color still shows.”

Marnie stepped closer. Hints of red, green, and violet winked through the stone like secrets trapped under glass.

She reached to touch but stopped. “Will it break?”

“Not unless you hit it with a pick.” He brushed the wall lightly. “But here ...”

Something small caught his boot. He knelt and lifted a shard shaped like a teardrop, amber and green.

“You want it?” he asked.

Marnie tucked it with the first. “I’ll need deeper pockets.”

The third mine, Shaded Grotto, sat behind a cluster of boulders, almost invisible until they were right on top of it.

“Folks forget it’s here.”

“Is it safe?” she asked.

“Safe enough. Just watch your head.”

The tunnel inside was surprisingly tall, carved with more care than the others. Old lantern hooks dotted the walls. Water dripped steadily from somewhere deep inside, the sound echoing like a slow, patient clock.

“This place feels ... peaceful,” Marnie murmured.

“It does.” Maelic’s voice softened unconsciously. “The owner found his best stones here.”

They walked deeper until the floor widened into a natural chamber. Scattered across the ground were a handful of small opals, dull under dust.

“Why’d he leave them?” she whispered.

“He got picky.” Maelic knelt and brushed off a milky stone with a deep red heart. “Didn’t bother with anything he deemed ‘ordinary.’”

He handed it to her.

“His ordinary is everyone else’s treasure,” she said.

“Exactly.”

They walked by another mine, but didn’t go in.

“This is the biggest one of all, kept the town employed and prosperous in its day. It’s called ‘Burning Ember’. 

Marnie started towards it before he gently stopped her. “We’re not going in there ... too dangerous.”

“What’s dangerous about it?”

“Rotten timbers from water that seeped through a stream. The opals are called blood opals.” He paused as Marnie tried to see inside. “A blood opal is an extremely rare and highly valued variety of opal that displays an intense blood-red body color or brilliant, dominant red flashes in its play-of-color."

“I’m glad we’re not. I don’t like anything associated with blood.” She said as her shoulders quivered from the thought.

Their final stop sat in a hidden fold between two ridges, its entrance framed by dark stone instead of wood. Maelic paused before leading her in.

“This one’s mine,” he said simply. “The Hollow Drift.”

The air inside was cooler, richer, holding a faint miner’s scent of earth and metal. The passage widened into a tall gallery where veins of opal streaked the walls like frozen lightning.

Marnie’s breath left her. “It’s beautiful.”

“Careful on the right side. Loose gravel,” he said, though his voice was gentler now. “Stay with me.”

She followed him along a ledge, light flashing on the colors ... greens like river glass, blues like storm clouds, a seam of orange that glowed like embers.

“People spent years digging here?” she asked.

“Not many. They didn’t know where to strike.”

“But you did.”

He shrugged. “Sometimes you just see the fault lines.”

Maelic knelt beside a fallen beam and brushed a bit of dust aside with the back of his hand. Nestled in the grit was a smooth, pale stone with a soft, milky glow. He picked it up and offered it to her.

“This one’s from my claim,” he said. “We call them Moon-Glass opals around here.”

Marnie turned it in her fingers. The faint light inside it swirled like mist caught in a lantern.

“They’re lighter than most,” Maelic continued. “Don’t throw off those bright flashes as the black opals do. Moon-Glass has a softer kind of fire ... silvers, greens, a little blue if the angle’s right. Folks say they look like moonlight shining through frosted window glass.”

She angled it toward the torchlight and gasped when a ribbon of pale blue shimmered near the center.

Maelic gave a small nod. “That’s the one. Hard to spot unless you know what you’re looking for.”

“It’s ... seductive. Like last night’s full moon,” she whispered as she held it to her chest.

“The full moon reveals hidden dreams and thoughts,” he stared into her eyes. “Passion. Deep ... Lustful.” He said breathy.

Marnie returned his stare. It was like he was reading a passage from the book she had read the night before. Her desire rose from the memory. She wanted the intensity. She stepped towards Maelic. Her heart beating fast.

He could smell her intent ... it was strong with lust.

She lifted herself on her toes and kissed him. He returned the kiss. Soon, her back was to the wall. His hands gently caressing her waist. One hand held her waist, as the other moved up her spine to her neck and back down to her waist. Both hands holding firm to her buttocks, guiding her closer until there was no room for air or light between them.

Without intention, they slid to the ground, still caught in each other’s embrace and kiss.

Her hand touched Maelic’s pants that strained from his engorged cock. Her hand trembled from the size and girth. He removed her hand and pulled themselves closer. Maelic rolled her to her back. He gently lay on top of her. Their hips moved to the question they both thought. Her hips arched, and he pushed his forward. The question had been answered.

Maelic released from their kiss first and looked down into her eyes. As she looked back up at him, he said, “We can’t. It’s too soon.”

He felt her heart break. The solitary tear that fell from her eye, and he kissed it away. She let out a deep breath. He leaned in to breathe it in. 

As he stood, he pulled Marnie with him. He took her hand and guided her further into his mine. The air was different. Thinner. “This is the latest vein I discovered.” 

Marnie looked around as she walked. The walls were a pure opalescent white. As she studied the walls closer, she saw what appeared like the craters on the moon. “A moon room!” she gasped. She took Maelic’s flashlight and shone it on the ceiling above them. Tiny flecks of opals glistened as if they were stars.

“It’s late,” Maelic said softly. “Let’s get you back to the hotel.” He took her hand and started to walk, but she resisted, if only for a moment.

At the edge of the mine, they saw that night had already fallen. He grabbed a nearby torch and lit it as they stepped out. “We’ll need this for extra light and protection. You never know what waits silently behind the brush.”

As they walked back to the hotel, Maelic asked Marnie to tell him more about herself. She told him about the abuse. How long she had tolerated it. Hoping he would one day be sober enough to find and keep a job. She admitted to once loving him and hoped that would have been enough, like in the stories she read. But she had given up on that hope. She admitted to spiking his whisky the night she left. She had never told her family or any of her friends that she was going to leave. It was more of a ‘spur of the moment’ type of thing. Some things were best like that. No over-thinking and then talking yourself out of it. Just action. She told him that when she got to the bus depot, she bought a ticket for the next bus out of town, and she didn’t care where it was going. Eventually, she ended up at Opal Bend, where she immediately felt safe and at home because it was her grandmother’s name. 

By the time she finished, they were on the road near the hotel, where they walked in silence the rest of the way. 

“Can I see you tomorrow?” Marnie asked boldly.

Maelic looked at her and said, “Not tomorrow. I have work that needs to be done.” He bent down and kissed her. “I wanted you. I wanted you in every mine. But it has to be when you’re ready. Ready to commit. Commit to me fully.”

Marnie’s breath shuddered as she exhaled. ”Good night, Maelic. Until we meet again, as they say in the movies.” She reached up and pulled his head down to hers and kissed him.

His breath hitched. “Sweet dreams.” He turned and walked away. But this time he stopped at the end of the buildings and looked back. Marnie was still watching. He gave a wave as he disappeared around the way they had come from.

Marnie went up to her room. Too tired to read. She wouldn’t be able to concentrate on the story if she did. She fell asleep fast. Faster than she ever had.

Again, she dreamt of Maelic. No picnic this time. Just pure, unadulterated sex. But this dream was unlike any sexual dream she had ever had. She felt his weight on her, his length and girth in her—his slow, deliberate thrusts. The night didn’t end with just that dream. She dreamt of the mines where he said he wanted her, but in her dreams, she gave herself willingly. When they were back deep inside his mine, in the moon room as she laughingly called it, the sex was unbelievable; she had multiple orgasms, each one causing her to scream out in delight. 

When she woke up in the morning, she was exhausted, and the sheets wet from sweat. She reached between her legs to feel the ache. “I must have played too hard in my sleep.” As she stood upon her shaky legs, she smiled. “But it was worth it.”

After a few cups of strong coffee, Marnie stepped out into the morning sunlight. Alone, she walked the trails, looking for trails she hadn’t seen or walked before. She found one and followed it. It led to a steam she had seen either. It was deeper than the stream near Hollow Drift. The current was slower. She dipped her toe in the water. Warmer than she thought it would be. She waded further into the crystal clear water while she held her skirt up. When she reached the point of the water that reached her knees, and she could still see her feet, she returned to where she had entered. Looking around, she began to remove her clothes. She walked back into the inviting stream naked, passed where the water had reached her knees. She shuddered as the water became cold, touching what had once ached earlier. 

The coldness made her nipples grow hard and stick out. Somehow, she started to become warmer when she smiled at their perkiness. As she sank into the water, the coldness brought her back to reality. The cold water felt like thousands of needles going through her nipples. Holding her breath, she sank beneath the water. She opened her eyes under the water and noticed something half-buried that glistened white upstream. 

“A moon opal?” she thought. Carefully, she stood up and walked to it. She reached beneath the water and pulled it free. When she had it above the water and looked at it, she quickly threw it back into the stream and left. 

It was the top half of a human skull. 

She dressed hurriedly and walked away as hurriedly. 

For a while, she walked aimlessly. Finally, she saw the road into town. Looking around, she found a clear path and took it. 

Marnie came upon another stream where an older gentleman was sifting through the stream looking for opals. He caught her looking and waved. She waved back and wanted to join him, 

She sat at the water's edge as he sifted, standing in it. He told him about finding half a skull in the water.

“Yup ... not uncommon in these parts,” the prospector said nonchalantly. “Could have been a miner.” Looking at her now, he added, “Could have been a settler attacked by an Indian back in the day when they owned these hills.” He went back to sifting. “Where did you say this stream was?”

Marnie stood and looked over the hill to try to find it. “I think over there?” she pointed while questioning herself.

“Didja hear anything?” 

“Hear? No ... why?” she asked hesitantly.

“Rattlers like to live up there. They like to drink and cool down up there. You would have been safe in the water ... but once you stepped out ...” he shrugged a shoulder, not needing to finish his sentence. 

“And of course the predators. Bobcats, coyotes ... you may not hear them ... but if they’re hungry enough, they attack you while you’re in the water.” He straightened up and arched his back. “That’s why I stay down here in the open, where I can see them.”

“I don’t plan on going up there again.”

“I didn’t say you shouldn’t. Just not alone. And with protection.” He nodded toward his rifle that was resting on the other side of a rock she hadn’t paid attention to. 

Marnie stood, brushed the sand off of her, and added, “Nice talking to you, sir. Thanks for the advice.” She paused as she looked in his bucket at the opals he found. “I have some opals that a friend of mine found and gave me. Is the assayer's office open? I never see anyone in there.”

“Ayup. He’s open today. I only come out here when he is.”

Marnie returned to her hotel and looked at her opals, wondering if she should try to find out what they’re worth and sell them. Or would Maelic be upset if she did, since he gave them to her? “Surely he would understand if I told him my cash was running low.” She thought aloud. 

She shrugged her shoulders and decided to find their worth. Maelic wouldn’t have to know that she did and why.

The assayer gave her a good price. More than she expected. From there she went to Hutchins and bought a loaf of bread, some sandwich spreads, a few can goods, and a can opener. Then she bought a pair of men’s pants for herself. 

For the next few days, she wandered the trails. She never saw the prospector again, and she hadn’t seen Maelic. She sat on the steps in front of the hotel in the evenings, hoping he would come by, but he didn’t. She had read her stories over too many times. They no longer had the effect on her like they once did ... especially after her close encounter with Maelic. And Hutchins didn’t sell anything she was interested in. 

One morning, she aimlessly walked the trails again and found a trail that led to Maelic’s mine. One she had never walked on before. 

She walked in as far as the sun lit. She found a torch on a wall with a box of wooden matches sitting on a rock that jutted out from the wall. Once she lit the torch, she ventured further in. 

The Hollow Drift never truly saw daylight. Even at noon, the ravine swallowed the sun whole, leaving only a bruised violet glow that clung to the jagged walls like old bruises. Midnight-blue opals glittered in the rock face, their hearts pulsing with that slow, breath-like fire (light inhaled, then exhaled in shivering ribbons of cobalt and indigo).

Maelic Varr waited in the deepest cut of the mine, where the air itself felt starved. He did not breathe the way mortals did; he drank. Long, deliberate pulls that dragged the warmth straight out of living lungs and left frost blooming on skin.

Marnie walked deep into the Hollow Drift with the torch. The moment her boot scraped the threshold, every shadow in the Drift leaned toward her like wolves catching scent.

Maelic stepped out of the dark the way smoke rises from dying embers: silent, inevitable. Moon-pale skin, hair the color of spilled ink, eyes the exact shade of the rarest indicolite opal (deep water hiding storm). He wore nothing but shadow; it clung to the hard lines of his body the way silk clings to wet skin.

“You feel it already,” he murmured, voice low, velvet dragged over broken glass. “The air thinning. Your pulse trying to outrun your ribs.”

She tried to speak. He put the torch out. In the sudden blackness, his hand found her throat (not squeezing, simply resting there, cool as cave stone). She felt the pull immediately: a slow, intimate suction, as if he were drawing her breath straight through her skin. Her knees buckled. He caught her against him, one arm locking around her waist, the other sliding up beneath her shirt to spread over her sternum. Each of his inhales stole another degree of warmth; each of hers came shallower, tasting of frost and something darker.

His mouth brushed the shell of her ear. “I’m going to drink you until you’re hollow,” he promised, “then fill you again with something colder.”

He walked her backward until the rough wall met her spine. Opals glittered inches from her cheek, their inner fire flaring brighter every time he fed. The stone liked the taste of her fear-laced heat; it shimmered like it was purring.

Maelic tore her belt loose with a single impatient tug. Cloth ripped. Cold air licked over newly bared skin, and then his mouth was on her, not kissing (devouring). He dragged his tongue up the center of her throat in
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