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I didn’t mean to write this book.

Well, okay—I meant to write a book. I just didn’t expect it to take a plot twist through ancient gods, crumbling realms, and way too many emotionally broken characters... all while surviving the real-life boss battle of single parenting three boys.

(They’re older now—22, 19, and 17—but don’t let the numbers fool you. The chaos was real. At one point I was chasing a one-year-old in just a diaper while he charged after his brother using a laundry basket as a battering ram. We seriously should’ve installed a boxing ring in the backyard.)

I actually started out writing horror short stories as a kid. But when I returned to writing years later, fantasy just... felt like home. Still dark. Still dramatic. But now with swords, gods, magic, and fewer haunted attics.

It wasn’t easy. There were mental health battles, long days, longer nights, and the kind of self-doubt that whispers, “Are you sure people want to read this?” (Spoiler: they do. You’re here, after all.)

With the encouragement of friends, coworkers, and a stubborn creative gremlin in my brain, I finally sat down and wrote this book. Then came the editing. Which took... let’s just call it “some years.” And now here we are: published, still patching the occasional typo like fantasy whack-a-mole, but proudly calling it done.

So if you’ve picked up this book, thank you. Seriously. You just made a wild dream from the chaos trenches a reality.
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To the Dreamers,

who look beyond the ordinary, who see not just what is, but what could be. You remind us that magic exists in the possibilities and that every closed door hides a new story waiting to unfold.

To My Companions on This Journey,

my family, friends, and readers who walked beside me as this tale took shape. Your encouragement and faith are woven into every page, every word, and every step of this world we’ve built together. Without you, this journey would be incomplete.

To the Lost and Found,

to those who’ve wandered through darkness and found themselves stronger on the other side. May this story serve as a reminder that even in the shadows, light is never too far away, and that every journey, no matter how challenging, brings you closer to discovering who you are.
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When Stars Fall

“The first fracture splits reality; nothing will ever fit together the same way again.”
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Prologue
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The Burning Star

For seven nights, the burning star fell, and still the world pretended it would be fine.

In Terra, astronomers scribbled equations that unraveled as fast as they could write them. The star moved too fast, too bright—defying every natural law they’d spent lifetimes mapping. Panic rippled through the capital’s cobblestone streets. Scholars shouted themselves hoarse in lecture halls, while priests knelt at stone altars until their knees bled, offering prayers to gods who had never once answered.

In Faerie, the dancing stopped.

Three thousand years without pause, and the eternal waltz simply ended. In the Winter Court, frost-touched courtiers froze mid-step, gazes tilted skyward through crystal windows toward a sky that had never changed. In the Summer Court, Sunblossom Dryads let their songs trail into silence, staring upward as something crawled across their timeless sky.

Far above, the angels of Nafaria lifted their faces and, for the first time in millennia, felt fear.

The aurora—their eternal, unchanging light—began to flicker. Just barely. Just enough to terrify beings who had believed themselves beyond terror. Through the sacred groves, Stargleam Elk fled in full panic, their hooves trailing stardust that shaped unreadable warnings in forgotten tongues.

In Danaeze, the vampires emerged from their opulent mansions during the brief crimson twilight, tasting something wrong in the wind. Ash. Copper. Fear. They had lived for centuries—some, millennia—and they knew the flavor of ending when it brushed their tongues. Beyond the city walls, shifter packs lifted their muzzles to unfamiliar stars and howled—not for hunting, not for territory. Warnings. Something was coming that could neither be fought nor fled.

Deep in the catacombs of Udanese, where demons had carved cities into living stone over eons, something ancient stirred.

Goblins abandoned their forges, letting sacred flames die for the first time in recorded history. The air had changed—grown thick, tasting of ozone and endings.

And everywhere, across every realm, the seers woke screaming.

They tore themselves from sleep with raw, bleeding voices, their eyes reflecting the searing trail of the burning star. Prophecies poured from their lips in five different tongues, but the meaning never changed: The thread is breaking. The thread is breaking. The thread is—

Each night, the burning star drew closer. Brighter. Even the blind could feel its heat scorching the sky.

On the seventh dawn, it struck the Prime Sun.

And the universe learned how to scream.
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A Terran watchman pressed his palms to the cold stone, trying to stop their trembling. Not from the cold—he’d stood watch through worse winters, through storms that turned his beard to ice. This was different. For seven nights, he’d watched that damned burning star crawl closer, seven nights of lying to himself and knowing it.

His tea had gone cold an hour ago, but he still gripped the mug, ceramic faintly warm against calloused fingers. An anchor. A reminder that normal things still existed—tea, sunrise, and watch duty that started before dawn.

Twenty years on this wall.

He’d heard his daughter’s first cry echo up from the midwife’s chambers while he stood right here, frozen between duty and desire. His son had taken his first steps while he was on shift—his wife told him about it later, laughing as she mimicked the boy wobbling before landing on his bottom.

Behind him, the castle still slept. His wife lay beneath the quilts he’d tucked around her before leaving. His daughter, seven now, was likely dreaming of the new doll she’d begged for at the market. His son, barely walking, curled in his cradle.

Before him, the ancient forest stretched toward mountains he’d known all his life. His grandfather’s grandfather had climbed those oaks as a boy, carved his initials into bark likely still hidden beneath centuries of growth. Generations lived in those trees. Solid. Eternal.

But the horizon didn’t fade to gray with the coming dawn. It twisted.

Not like heat shimmer—something deeper. The world itself wrung out like wet cloth, reality folding in on itself in ways that made his eyes water.

The forest lurched sideways.

The sound came first. A crack like thunder, but wrong—too deep, too resonant. It vibrated in his chest, in his teeth, in the hollow of his bones. The ground beneath the trees split open, the world’s spine breaking.

Crystalline ice erupted from the earth like frozen daggers—fast, violent, not frost but something else. It impaled trees that had stood a thousand years, shattered trunks thick as houses. The sound of splintering wood tangled with a keening wail that might’ve been the wind, or the trees screaming.

His mug slipped from numb fingers.

Ceramic shattered against stone, impossibly loud in the sudden silence. Tea spread across the ancient battlements, cold seeping into the stone.

He couldn’t look away.

The sky bled—blue to crimson to violet to something nameless. Colors that made his teeth ache, his eyes burn, made something deep in his brain scream. Not words—just raw terror transmitted straight into the nervous system.

Rivers of molten stone burst from the torn earth, hissing like living things. Heat rippled across the distance. His skin blistered. Then the smell—sulfur and burning, sharp and choking.

Frost and fire existed side by side. Ice that didn’t melt. Flames that didn’t spread. Reality no longer seemed to know what was real.

And then he felt it.

Not seen. Not heard. Felt. Like standing too close to lightning before it strikes—air stretched thin, the string finally snapping.

The barriers had shattered.

He’d never known they existed. No mortal had. But he felt them break the way you feel your own bone fracture—intimate, sickening, wrong.

Divine magic unraveled across the sky in luminous tendrils, beautiful and terrible. They writhed like living things, grasping at nothing, reaching into the void. Then, with a sound like grief, like the universe mourning itself, they vanished.

Fire leapt across the heavens.

Not the clean fire of hearths. This fire was ravenous. It screamed as it burned—a sound like metal tearing, like reality learning it could die.

Then came the shriek.

High-pitched, wrong. Frequencies that bypassed ears and went straight to the part of him that remembered how to be prey.

His bladder released. He didn’t notice.

Twenty years of training, undone in seconds. His sword rasped from its sheath, steel singing—a familiar weight, the only real thing left.

Too late.

Shadows descended from that impossible sky.

Not darkness—shadows. Active, writhing, many-eyed. They smelled of copper and rotting flowers, sweet and putrid. They moved like smoke—but wrong. Like oil slicking over water. Like hunger given form.

His mouth opened—to scream, to call for his wife, his children—

The shadows were faster.

They enveloped him. Ink-black. Cold. So cold it burned. Cold that fed.

His sword hit the stone first. Then his armor—piece by piece—hollow, echoing.

The tea continued to spread across ancient battlements, growing colder in the wind that smelled like endings.
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Far from the mortal battlements, frost whispered through a realm that had never known sunlight.

The Winter Queen rose from her throne of black ice.

Centuries of composure cracked as frost spread from her bare feet in crystalline fractals, splitting the ancient floors that had held her court for millennia. The palace groaned—stone and ice settling in strange, uncertain ways, as if protesting changes they were never meant to endure.

Outside her crystalline windows, the realm screamed.

Not metaphorically—the land itself screamed. The sound pulsed through the bones of the world, felt more than heard, a vibration threading through the foundations of reality.

Glasfae Shades flickered—there one moment, gone the next—unsure if they still existed. Snowbinders stumbled through the halls, their sigils—crafted and maintained over centuries—melting into meaningless slush.

Beyond the palace, Meadowlarks shrieked in manic delight, their usual mischief tipped into something feral. High above, the Winterborne answered with thunderous cries—low, rumbling, wrong. Vast wings beat through roiling clouds, and with each breath they exhaled, the sky crystallized.

“Impossible,” she whispered, but the word trembled as it left her.

Through the ice-laced windows, she watched seasons bleed into one another—frost-touched grass sprouting beside heat-kissed flowers, snow falling upward, frozen rain melting before it touched the ground. The sky stuttered from winter’s silver to summer’s gold and back again, faster and faster, unable to decide what it was supposed to be.
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Vast leagues away, the Summer King watched his realm fracture under the same invisible tide.

Sunblossom Dryads withered as impossible cold swept through golden halls, their radiant forms cracking like pottery under sudden frost. Overhead, Luminari fell from the sky, their songs cut short mid-note—celestial voices silenced for the first time since the realm’s founding.

Petals and leaves spun upward in slow, impossible spirals, caught in an unseen current. Magic flared and shivered, knitting and unraveling at once, unstable threads pulled in every direction. At the edges of vision, shapes flickered—almost-forms, born of neither winter nor summer, yet bearing the marks of both.

His dying flowers fell faster. Petals hit the marble in waves, the floor beneath them frosting over even as summer heat shimmered in the air. The realm couldn’t decide what season it was—what truth it belonged to.

For the first time in three thousand years, winter and summer touched.

The world could not hold it.

––––––––
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Magic shivered in every corner of existence, rippling outward like waves across water.

Even leagues away, the tremor reached Nafaria, rattling towers and twisting spires. The High Elder pressed his hands to crystalline windows hard enough they should’ve shattered, feeling the city quiver beneath his fingertips.

The crystal held. Somehow. Nothing else did.

Nafaria held its breath—glittering and unyielding, yet trembling. Shadows stretched longer. Reflections warped. The air tasted of ozone and frost, heat and dust, a discordant symphony that made his chest ache.

The perfect sky—eternal, unchanging, divine—fractured like glass struck by a hammer.

Cracks spread in beautiful, terrible patterns, spider-webbing across infinity. The aurora froze mid-dance. Pinks, blues, hints of gold faded first, leaving only familiar greens and violets flickering weakly against the dark. Shards of light shimmered—then vanished, as if snuffed out by some unseen hand.

Angels gathered behind him. Their usual serenity cracked; their fear pressed against his back like a weight. Some of them were weeping. Weeping. He had never heard an angel cry. The sound was too pure, too beautiful for the grief it carried.

Beyond the temple, in sacred groves visible through other windows, white-leaved trees that had never known autumn began to wither—not seasonally, not naturally. It was as if something had reached inside them and taken whatever made them trees, leaving only the husks behind.

Skydancers plummeted from the air, songs cut short mid-note. He watched one fall past his window—graceful even in death—and tried to remember when he had last felt helpless.

The answer came immediately: Never.

He was the High Elder of Nafaria. He commanded divine power, enough to shape reality itself. For three thousand years, there had never been a problem that couldn’t be solved with prayer, power, and faith.

“The barriers,” he heard himself say, voice distant, as if it belonged to someone else. “The barriers are—”

They shattered.

Through the cracks in his perfect sky, other skies bled through. Crimson. Violet. Black. Skies from other realms, other realities, where other rules applied—rules that did not care about prayer, or power, or faith.

His knees struck the marble. The sound echoed through the Grand Temple—holy stone, blessed for millennia, now just stone. Just weight. Just gravity, doing what gravity does.

For the first time since his creation, he didn’t know what to do.

Behind him, the angels fell one by one, divine light dimming. And together, they knelt in the ruins of their certainty.
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Meanwhile, Danaeze trembled beneath its faltering red sun, the unstable light flickering across the realm.

Just a flicker. Brief. Maybe only a second.

Then darkness.

Complete. Total. Absolute—swallowing everything in the middle of their brief four hours of daylight.

The Noctari froze in their domains, instincts screaming that this wasn’t how it worked. Darkness didn’t fall like this.

A heartbeat passed.

The sun returned.

Wrong.

Brighter. Hotter. Foreign. Not theirs. Not the red sun that had watched over them since the beginning, that they had learned to endure, that had defined the rhythm of their lives.

This sun was angry.

Vampires—ancient and lesser-born alike—burst into the open, age-old composure unraveling. Skin smoked. Not burning, not yet. But smoking—centuries-old flesh remembering what sunlight could do.

Ancient ones screamed as foreign light seared skin that had forgotten how to burn. Some turned to flee—and found the world changed. Doors vanished. Rooms warped. Domains twisted into wrong angles and impossible spaces.

Outside the city, shifter packs emerged from the forests. They came in jaguar form, in wolf, in bear—moving on instinct older than language. They raised their muzzles to the sky.

It no longer answered.

Howls rose through the twisted streets—not hunting calls, not challenges. Grief. Pure, animal grief for a world already ending. For moons that no longer obeyed. For instincts that no longer meant anything.

The crimson twilight they had lived under for eternity was gone.

Replaced by confusion. By chaos. By a sky that couldn’t decide what it was anymore.
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The Earth shivered with unfamiliar fury.

In Udanese, the catacombs trembled.

Deep underground—where demons had carved cities from living stone over eons, where goblins built markets in chambers the size of mountains, where the only light came from bioluminescent fungi and glowing crystals—shadows danced and crystal walls rattled.

Not an earthquake. Something worse. The kind of shaking that comes when fundamental things break—when reality itself seizes.

Stalactites dropped like spears, impaling demons who’d thought themselves immortal. Stone struck flesh, then stone again, the sound echoing through vast caverns, laced with screams thick with fury and disbelief.

Underground lakes—still for millennia, perfect mirrors of crystal light—surged. Rose. Flooded. Water that had never moved suddenly remembered how to drown. It poured through lower tunnels, catching goblins who had never learned to swim—who had never imagined they’d need to.

The caverns cracked. Groaned. Settled. Fissures spread like black lightning through ancient stone that had stood since the realm’s birth. Above, the fungi dimmed as if afraid—their eternal glow fluttering like candles at the end of breath.

And demons roared.

Not in rage—they knew rage. This was different. This was fear. Primal. Raw. A thing they had believed themselves beyond.

Goblins scattered like insects. Their usual chaos—normally structured, even graceful—shattered into panic. They abandoned carved-stone markets, extinguished their forges, left behind mines that stretched deeper than reason. Everything their ancestors had built over thousands of years, forsaken in seconds.

They fled upward—toward a surface none of them had ever needed to see. Not out of strategy. Instinct. Older than culture. Older than speech.

Survival.

Above them, the frozen wasteland that had protected them for eons cracked open.

The sound was seismic—like the world splitting in half. Permanent ice that had never melted ruptured with no warning. Fissures tore wider and wider, revealing the catacombs below to something they had never known.

Light.

Not the pale, reflected glow from the wastelands above. Not the flicker of fungi. This light poured—alive and searing, golden as molten metal. It spilled through the cracks like judgment. Warm. Beautiful. Terrible.

Light that exposed. Light that changed. Light that promised no return.

Demons stared upward at the brilliance—something they’d only known in warnings and sacred texts. Some shielded their eyes. Some kept staring, unable to look away from what they’d been taught to fear since the dawn of their kind.

And through the light—through those widening cracks—they saw sky.

Not theirs.

Someone else’s.
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With nothing left to hold them apart, the realms collided.

The sound was indescribable. Like every natural disaster happening at once. Like the universe itself screaming.

Mountains erupted through ocean floors with a violence that turned water to steam, to mist, to nothing. Thousand-year-old peaks burst from calm seas—coral-covered stone meeting open air for the first time—while fish gasped in a suddenly thin atmosphere.

Twilight married blazing noon in skies that couldn’t decide what time it was, what season, what realm. One half burned gold. The other hung crimson. And where they met, colors bled into shades with no name.

Fire met ice. Not gradually. Violently.

Steam exploded through the air. Frost clawed across molten stone, cracking, shattering. Ice melted, refroze, melted again—in the space of a heartbeat.

Shadow collided with light in a cacophony of thunder and breaking glass—like reality itself admitting it didn’t know the rules anymore.

Terra’s golden fields—wheat planted by hand, tended for generations—twisted into crystalline forests. Frost-laced groves tangled with sun-warmed branches, delicate structures buckling under sudden heat.

Nafaria’s white-leaved trees tore through Udanese stone, roots cracking ancient catacombs, branches clawing into skies that did not recognize them. Danaeze’s crimson twilight bled into Terra’s soft blues like a wound that would not close, clouding the heavens in the color of old blood.

And between them all, places that had never been named merged with sanctuaries and cities, forming impossible pockets of reality—places where up was down, where yesterday collided with tomorrow, where the very act of thinking made the mind recoil like burning paper.

Creatures from every realm found themselves face-to-face with nightmares given form.

Human farmers looked up from their plows to find Glasfae Shades flickering inches from their faces. Some screamed. Some ran. Some simply stood there, unable to process what their eyes insisted was real.

Angels met demons in tunnels that hadn’t existed moments before—divine light clashing with infernal fire in eruptions that scorched the fabric of reality.

Shifters hunted through forests that smelled wrong. Trees that tasted of foreign magic. Prey that moved with alien rhythms. Paths that twisted underfoot—changing while they walked them.

And time—reliable, anchored, absolute—fractured.

A single day might stretch into a week. Farmers planted seeds under a morning sun that refused to set, harvesting crops as exhaustion hollowed them from within. Elsewhere, years passed in a blink. Children became adults while their parents turned away for a moment.

Lovers kissed. Parted. Decades passed between them. One gray and withered. The other unchanged. Both screaming.

Families shattered not by war or death, but by time itself: a mother stepping through a doorway aged fifty years before her son could follow. A father leaving for water returned to find his daughter grown, married, and the mother of children he would never know—all in the span of ten minutes.

The universe screamed.

And on that distant battlement—where a watchman’s empty armor lay cooling, where tea had long since stopped steaming, where blood stained ancient stone—a child’s doll from Faerie landed softly in the snow.

It had button eyes that stared at nothing. Cloth arms that would never hold anyone.

It had belonged to a little girl from the Summer Court, who’d left it on her windowsill that morning. She would never see it again—because she no longer existed in any meaningful sense, lost somewhere in the folding of realities.

The realms had become one world.

And that world was burning.
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The Millennium War

For over a millennium, the fires have burned.

Confusion festered into fear. Fear ignited conflict. Conflict spread like wildfire, devouring everything—reason, mercy, and hope.

Terra bore the brunt. No magic to shield them. No immortality to outlast the horror. Just mortality, fragile and brief.

Humans died in droves. Cities were erased overnight. Names were forgotten. People were unmourned because there was no one left to mourn them.
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The Grand Chancellor stood in the Temple of Forgotten Names, and the name fit.

Dust motes swirled through shafts of light, and he wondered how many of Terra’s own histories had been swept into corners like these.

He had forgotten what peace felt like. What sleep felt like. What it felt like not to have blood on his hands.

The temple groaned around him—ancient stone walls cracked and bled moss that grew in patterns that looked almost like writing, if you stared too long. Vaulted ceilings were held up by faith more than by architecture. Flickering torchlight cast shadows that danced like restless spirits.

The air hung thick with the smell of old stone and older prayers. Damp. Musty. The scent of places where hope had come to die quietly.

Neutral ground. The only neutral ground left.

He’d dispatched emissaries weeks ago—riders who didn’t know if the roads would exist when they arrived, who carried white flags that might mean nothing to creatures who’d never learned the gesture. They bore his message written in five languages, copied by scribes who wept as they transcribed:

We are destroying everything our ancestors built. If we continue, there will be nothing left to rule.

Now they had gathered.

The Grand Chancellor looked like a man who had forgotten how to sleep. Because he had. Nine centuries of war will do that. Stone dust clung to robes that had once been fine—crimson and gold, the colors of Terra’s ruling house. Now they were threadbare and stained. Brown stains that used to be blood. Gray stains that used to be ash. Stains he couldn’t identify anymore. After a while, they all started to look the same.

His hands shook with a constant, fine tremor. He had stopped trying to hide it years ago. Everyone’s hands shook now. The ones who didn’t were the ones who’d already given up.

Behind him, his Voice of War stood silent, eyes hollow. The man had screamed orders for so long his voice was permanently hoarse. He’d stopped speaking weeks ago. Just pointed at maps. Moved pieces. Tried to remember why it mattered.

His Voice of Faith knelt in the corner, lips moving in prayer to gods who had proven themselves either absent or impotent. Maybe both. But she prayed anyway—because what else was there?

In his pocket, wrapped in cloth, was a child’s shoe.

He had picked it up from the ruins of his capital three months ago. Small enough to fit in his palm. It still had dirt on it. Probably mud. Maybe blood. He hadn’t looked too closely. It had belonged to someone’s daughter. Someone’s son. A child who’d had a morning and breakfast and parents who loved them—and then didn’t have any of those things anymore.

He kept it as a reminder. Of what he was fighting for. Or what he had already lost.

He wasn’t sure which, anymore.
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The Winter Queen and Summer King sat upon thrones they had manifested from nothing.

Even here. Even now. Even with their realm dying, their people scattered, their courts in ruins—the Fae couldn’t resist making an entrance.

The Winter Queen’s throne was black ice, intricate and beautiful and cold. Frost spread from it in delicate fractals across the ancient floor, patterns that looked like writing in languages that predated language. She sat perfectly straight, shoulders back, chin up, every inch of her carved from winter itself. Her ice-blue eyes were sharp enough to cut, wet enough to betray that underneath the frost she was still capable of grief.

The Summer King’s throne bloomed with dying flowers. Petals fell one by one—gold and red and orange, summer colors fading to brown—hitting the floor with whispers like regret. He lounged with studied ease that didn’t quite hide the tension in his jaw, the way his eyes kept darting to shadows, the way his fingers tapped against his armrest in rhythm with his racing heartbeat.

Between them, violet and gold light rippled like water, like oil, like two things that wanted to touch and couldn’t.

Nine centuries of learned hatred have made themselves visible.

The Fae had brought their conflict even here. What was ending the world compared to three thousand years of Winter and Summer pretending the other didn’t exist?
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Wings folded tight, trembling with effort, the High Elder of Nafaria stood.

Sitting would’ve felt like acceptance. Like admitting defeat. Like saying yes, this is how it is now; this is how it will always be.

He refused.

He kept his spine straight, wings drawn close to his back, and pretended his legs weren’t shaking.

His radiance had dimmed. Once, he had blazed like the sun—newly risen, full of power, impossible to look at directly. Nine centuries had reduced him to flickering candlelight. Divine energy still pooled around him, but it sputtered now, uncertain.

His wings told the story his face refused to. Feathers missing in patches. Some scorched black. Others bent at wrong angles—broken and never properly healed. There had been no time. No respite. Just war. Always war.

Behind him, other angels waited in the shadows. Fewer than there should have been.

So many fewer.

He tried not to think about the empty spaces.
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Light retreated from one corner of the temple.

The Noctarch of Danaeze melted from shadow to shadow, never quite solid, never quite there. Darkness clung to him like silk, like something living that had chosen him as its home. His form was more suggestion than substance—the impression of a man, the memory of a presence, the idea of a threat made manifest.

He had lost the least in the war.

His people thrived on fear, and there was so much fear now. In every realm. In every heart. Fear like oxygen—endless, abundant, and free.

But even he had started to notice something troubling: you cannot feast on corpses.

The living were running out.

Fear was abundant, yes, but it needed a source. It needed people.

And people were becoming myth.

So he had come. Not because he cared. But because extinction held no appeal—and that’s what they were careening toward: total, absolute, final extinction.
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Heat shimmered in the air before he arrived.

The Udanese warlord had come last.

Not fashionably late. Strategically late. Making sure everyone had to wait, making sure they all knew exactly who’d lost the most, who’d fought the most, who’d suffered the most.

Heat radiated from him in waves that made the air shimmer and everyone else sweat. Embers drifted from his armor like dying stars, singeing the ancient floor wherever they landed—tiny scorch marks that would probably outlast all of them.

War still sang in his blood—a rhythm that matched his heartbeat, that had become indistinguishable from his pulse. He had been fighting so long he didn’t remember how not to fight. Didn’t remember what peace felt like. Wasn’t sure it had ever existed.

His golden eyes swept the gathering, burning with the light of dying suns.

He had lost the most soldiers. More than all the others combined. His people had fought on every front, in every realm, against every enemy. They’d won battles. They’d lost battles. Mostly, they’d just fought—endlessly, pointlessly, because what else was there?

It only made him angrier.
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Silence stretched between them like a blade. Not peaceful silence—the kind that presses against eardrums, makes breath sound too loud, makes heartbeats feel violent.

The Grand Chancellor exhaled slowly, tasting ash and dust and nine centuries of failure.

“We cannot survive another century of this.” The words dropped like stones into still water. “You all know it.”

The Summer King tilted his head, something like amusement curling at his lips. Not real amusement—the ghost of it, the memory of what it used to feel like before everything died.

“A truce? How delightfully mortal. To believe ink on parchment can rewrite the threads of fate.” His voice chimed like crystal bells. Beautiful. Fragile. Cold.

The Winter Queen leaned forward, her breath crystallizing into tiny shards of ice that fell like snow. Her voice was soft—dangerously soft, the kind that comes before avalanches.

“Ink is fragile, mortal.” She spoke the word like an insult, like a diagnosis. “Tell me—do you believe words will hold where gods have failed?”

The High Elder folded his arms, divinity pressing against the air around him, making it thick and hard to breathe. The glow beneath his feathers flickered like a failing lamp. “Balance was never meant to be broken,” he said, voice heavy with the weight of three thousand years of certainty colliding with nine hundred years of doubt. “Now that it is—who are we to force it back into place?”

The shadows themselves seemed to speak—low, cold, and amused. The Noctarch’s voice slid through the darkness like silk over steel. “I see no reason to end the bloodshed now.” He smiled, and it was wrong—too many teeth at the wrong angles, a smile that remembered hunger, not joy. “My people thrive in it.”

A chair scraped against the stone—harsh, sudden, violent enough to make everyone flinch, to make hands reach for weapons that weren’t there.

The Warlord rose. His aura crackled with fury—nine centuries’ worth—for every soldier lost, every battle fought for nothing. Embers drifted from his armor faster now, angry fireflies that singed the floor as they landed.

“You sit here,” he snarled, and the temperature spiked. Sweat beaded on mortal skin. Even immortals stepped back. “Playing at diplomacy while my warriors drown in blood.”

His ember eyes burned. For a moment, the entire room felt like the air beside a forge.

“The only way to end this,” he said, his voice dropping to something quieter and far more dangerous—something that had crushed kingdoms—“is through conquest.”

The Grand Chancellor’s jaw tightened. He had tried conquest. They all had. It just meant more corpses. More shoes in the rubble. More tea growing cold on battlements.

“Conquer what?” he asked quietly. “The dead don’t surrender. The ruins don’t yield.”

The words hung in the air like smoke. Tension thickened until it felt solid enough to choke on.

Voices clashed—rising and falling like waves against rock, like tides that never stopped, just kept pounding. The Summer King demanded the Netherborn withdraw from occupied territories. The Warlord laughed—actually laughed, bitter and broken. The Winter Queen proposed dividing Terra into zones of control. The Grand Chancellor’s fist struck the table hard enough to crack the ancient wood. The High Elder invoked divine mandate, voice rising with holy fury. The Noctarch’s smile sharpened, teeth catching torchlight.

Words circled endlessly. Biting. Tearing. Drawing blood without landing a blow.

Minutes stretched into hours. Hours stretched into something timeless, trapped in amber, preserved in futility.

No one was listening anymore. They were just waiting for their turn to speak. To object. To argue.

Nine hundred years of grievances couldn’t be solved in a single meeting.

Maybe they couldn’t be solved at all.

The Grand Chancellor felt exhaustion settle into his bones like sediment. Like geological layers of failure.

This was pointless. They’d come for nothing. They’d keep fighting until there was nothing left to—

––––––––
[image: ]


Everything stopped.

Not dramatically. Not suddenly. Just... stopped. Like the universe itself had paused mid-breath and forgotten how to continue.

Dust swirled in the torchlight—but wrong. Moving in patterns that had nothing to do with air currents or wind. Spiraling inward toward some invisible center, like water circling a drain. Like reality had sprung a leak and everything was being pulled toward it.

Shadows stretched and bent toward corners that didn’t exist. The Grand Chancellor’s eyes tried to follow them, and his brain refused to process what it was seeing. His vision went gray at the edges.

A tremor shivered through the ruined stones.

Faint at first. Barely more than a whisper in the bones of the earth. The kind of thing you feel in your teeth before you hear it—in your chest before you understand it.

Then deeper. Resonating. A pulse older than time itself, thrumming up through ancient foundations like a heartbeat from something vast, terrible, and aware.

The rulers froze.

The Grand Chancellor’s hand went to his sword—he wasn’t wearing one. He hadn’t brought weapons to a peace talk. His hand closed on empty air.

Around him, reality faltered.

The Winter Queen’s frost stopped spreading mid-fractal.

Petals hung suspended where they had been falling from the Summer King’s throne, defying gravity, too terrified to obey natural law.

The High Elder’s wings snapped open—instinct, raw and animal, the need to flee overriding three thousand years of dignity.

Even the Noctarch went completely still. Not hiding. Not stalking. Just frozen, like prey that knows the predator has already seen it.

The Warlord’s fire guttered. It didn’t go out—he wouldn’t allow that—but dimmed, like even infernal flames knew to be quiet.

Every instinct screamed something different—flee, fight, kneel, hide. Pray. Run. Stay. Live. Die.

None of them moved.

But all were paralyzed by the same recognition, pressing down like the atmosphere, like ocean depths, like the weight of worlds.

Something was coming.

Inevitable.

It had always been coming—since the moment they’d agreed to meet. Since before that. Since the war began. Since the comet fell. Since the realms were formed. Since the first light broke the first darkness.

And they had been fools to think they could stop it.
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Divine Judgment

Light bled into the cracks of the world.

Not light. Not exactly.

The Grand Chancellor’s mind struggled for words, for concepts, for any framework that could contain what he was seeing. Failed. Gave up. He settled on inadequate mortal language because it was all He had:

Presence.

Not light but presence made visible. Not illumination but awareness taking form. Something more fundamental than photons or waves—like reality itself remembered it used to be brighter and was desperately trying to return to that state.

It spilled through shattered windows and fractured arches like liquid sunlight, but wrong—too thick, too alive, moving with purpose. It didn’t illuminate the temple. It filled it. Filled the spaces between stones. Filled the air. Filled the gaps in their understanding.

It carried warmth that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with presence. With being seen. With standing before something that knew you, had always known you, and would always know you.

The Grand Chancellor’s hands went numb. His sword hand—though He had no sword—forgot how to grip. His legs forgot how to run. His throat forgot how to scream.

A single thought, crystal clear: We are children before them.

The Warlord moved first—fists clenching, demonic energy crackling desperately around his knuckles, trying to feel powerful and failing. For the first time in nine centuries of war, for the first time since He had learned what fury meant, he felt something He had almost forgotten existed:

Fear.

The High Elder’s divine essence trembled—like a candle flame in the wind, like a spark acknowledging the sun. Something so far beyond his own power that calling it divinity felt like calling the ocean a puddle.

Magic itself faltered. The Winter Queen’s glamours flickered—once, twice, three times. Spells that had held for three thousand years were suddenly uncertain, suddenly questioning whether they had permission to exist. Beside her, the Summer King stopped breathing. Just stopped. His chest went still and some distant part of his mind wondered if He had ever remember how to start again.

Even the Noctarch melted deeper into shadow, ancient predatory instincts screaming: APEX APEX APEX FLEE FLEE FLEE—

Pure. Primal. Absolute.

Then the light shifted.

Took form.

And the architects of reality descended into their broken temple.
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Two luminous orbs emerged from nothing and everything at once.

The Grand Chancellor’s eyes watered while trying to look at them directly. They hurt to perceive—not physically, but deeper. Like looking at them required senses he didn’t have and an understanding he couldn’t achieve.

One orb burned molten gold, blazing with the fire of a thousand mornings, of every sunrise that had ever been or ever would be.

The other glowed a luminous silver, rippling like moonlight across still waters, cool and infinite and utterly inescapable.

They pulsed in tandem. A rhythm. A heartbeat.

The heartbeat.

The pulse that all other pulses echoed. The rhythm that drums tried to mimic without knowing why. The beat that hearts followed because they had no choice.

They merged. Parted. Merged again. Twin forces woven by eternity itself.
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The gold light coalesced first.

Not slowly. Not gradually. It didn’t become a man—it simply was a man, had always been a man, would always be a man, and the moments before when it wasn’t were somehow less real than the moment when it was.

He stood tall—not walked, not appeared, not manifested. Just stood. Had been standing. Would always be standing. Time bent around him funny.

Golden hair cascaded past broad shoulders in waves that caught light they shouldn’t catch, that moved in wind that wasn’t blowing. His eyes... the Grand Chancellor tried to look at his eyes and felt his mind slip. He tried again. Failed again.

Molten shades of orange, red, and gold, swirling and shifting, holding the weight of the first sunrise, the moment when darkness first learned what fear meant.

His face was angular, strong, carved from something more permanent than flesh. Looking at it felt like looking at a sculpture of what humanity should be, what it was trying to be, and what it would never quite achieve.

His presence radiated outward in waves that made the air shimmer, made frost retreat, and made shadows flee.

Beside him, the silver light took shape.

A woman. Slender. Ethereal. Less solid than her companion but no less present—maybe more present, present in a way that doesn’t require solidity.

Her opalescent skin gleamed like moonlight on water, shifting through shades of silver, white, and pale blue. Her hair flowed past her waist like liquid moonlight, moving independently of physics, gravity, and reason.

Her midnight-blue eyes, flecked with silver like distant stars, held the infinite void. Not an empty void—full void. The darkness between stars that wasn’t empty but pregnant with possibility, with potential, with every dream that had ever been dreamed or ever would be.

Looking into her eyes felt like falling into deep water. Cool. Dark. Endless. But safe somehow. Terrifying, but safe.

They stood together, and reality bent around them.

Not physically—though the Grand Chancellor’s eyes insisted that space itself was curving in their presence.

Something deeper. Something fundamental. Reality itself adjusted. Made room. Acknowledged their presence the way the Earth acknowledges gravity, the way the oceans acknowledge the Moon.

A hush fell over the rulers like a burial shroud.

Like the moment before an execution. Like the moment before birth. Like the moment between heartbeats when you’re not quite alive and not quite dead and everything hangs suspended.
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The Grand Chancellor stepped back.

Not intentionally. His body did it without permission, the hind-brain taking over from the rational mind, instinct older than civilization moving him away from a threat he couldn’t name.

His boots scraped against the stone. The sound echoed. Too loud. Obscenely loud in that terrible silence.

His mind couldn’t form coherent thoughts. Just fragments, flashing like lightning:

old older oldest first last eternal beginning ending everything nothing—

The Winter Queen’s fingers stopped their nervous tracing. For the first time in nine centuries, for the first time since the war began, she felt small. Not defeated. Not diminished. Just... appropriate. Right-sized. Correctly scaled to the universe.

The Summer King’s flowers hung in the air, forgotten. His false ease evaporated like morning mist. He sat forward—actually sat forward, actually moved, actually cared—and felt ancient fae magic stir in response to something older than itself, something it recognized, something it had been waiting for.

The High Elder’s wings trembled. A sound escaped him—something between a gasp and a prayer, between recognition and revelation.

Divine recognition flooded through him like light through stained glass. He had spent three thousand years wondering what he was, where he came from, and what created him. He had questions. He had theories. He had entire philosophies.

All wrong. All inadequate.

This. This was what had created him. And standing before it, he understood with terrible clarity that He had been worshiping echoes, studying reflections, praying to ripples when the source had been here all along.

The Noctarch’s form solidified. Not intentionally. Fear did that—made you real whether you wanted to be or not, pulled you out of comfortable shadows, and forced you to exist, to be seen, to be known.

He hated it. Hated the exposure. Hated that something could see through his carefully maintained obscurity. Hated that predators could be prey.

The Warlord’s demonic energy coiled tighter, trying to feel powerful, trying to feel anything except inadequate.

His entire existence had been built on strength. On conquest. On being the strongest thing in any room, any realm, any reality.

Now he stood before something that made his strength feel like a child’s tantrum. Like an infant pounding tiny fists against mountains.
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Then the golden figure moved. Just raised his hand. Simple gesture. Human gesture. And snapped his fingers.

The sound shattered the silence like breaking glass. Like reality itself cracking.

The room erupted into chaos.

“In all my mortal years—” the Grand Chancellor began, voice shaking, reaching for words that wouldn’t come. “I’ve never—we’ve never—”

“The ancient songs speak true,” the Summer King said, voice still chiming like crystal bells but cracked now, uncertain. “Power that existed before the first grove sprouted. Before the first frost. Before before.”

“Divine beings or not,” the Noctarch’s cold voice cut through the clamor, darkness swirling around him like armor, “their presence changes everything.”

The Warlord’s mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. No words came. Just breath. The sound of someone trying to remember how language worked.

Lunas lifted her palm—nothing more. A profound calm washed over the room like moonlight over troubled waters, like a cool cloth on fevered skin. It didn’t force them to be calm. Didn’t impose silence. Just... offered it. Made calm available. Made silence possible.

And every single one of them—proud rulers, ancient beings, creatures who’d fought for nine centuries—took it gratefully, desperately, like drowning people offered air.

Even the Warlord’s simmering rage guttered and dimmed, replaced by something that might have been peace... or exhaustion so deep it looked like peace.
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The golden figure spoke.

His voice resonated with authority that transcended all realms, all rules, all frameworks. It vibrated in the chest, in the blood, in the hollow spaces of bone. It didn’t boom—didn’t need to. It just was, undeniable as gravity, inevitable as time.

“Allow us to introduce ourselves.”

His molten gaze swept across them—each one in turn, meeting every eye, seeing every secret, cataloging every sin. And under that stare, the Grand Chancellor felt every failure, every compromise, every choice that had led him there.

Not judgment. Worse. Understanding.

“I am Phoebus,” he declared, and the name resonated—echoed in spaces that shouldn’t echo, vibrated in frequencies that shouldn’t exist. “And this is Lunas. We are your creators—everything you are, everything you have touched or felt, we shaped. You know us, though you may not recognize these forms.”

A weight settled over the gathering. Not physical. Something heavier. The weight of truth. Of recognition. Of things suspected becoming things known—and knowledge is much harder to bear than ignorance.

“Impossible,” the High Elder murmured, but the word came out weak, unconvincing. A prayer he didn’t believe in himself. His divine essence trembled, recognizing something it had forgotten... and remembering something it had always known.

Lunas smiled.

Ancient. Knowing. Sad in ways that made the heart ache—in ways that suggested she had watched civilizations rise and fall like tides, and had seen beauty and horror in equal measure.

“You have known us since your first breath,” she said, her voice curling around the rulers like a gentle tide.

She lifted her hand, and moonlight cascaded through her fingers like liquid stardust. Like dreams made visible. Like every lullaby ever sung, crystallized into light.

“I am every moonbeam guiding you through darkness.” Her voice carried the whisper of starlight, the echo of dreams, the promise of dawn after an endless night. “The keeper of dreams and secrets, of tides and hidden things.”

Phoebus stepped forward.

Shadows didn’t flee. They evaporated. They didn’t retreat—they simply stopped existing in his presence, banished not violently but absolutely.

“I am the breath of morning,” his voice made the temple stones hum, “the fire that stirs life from slumber. The warmth of every sunrise. The promise that darkness ends.”

Heat radiated from him in waves. Not temperature—warmth. The idea of things being warm, being safe, being alive.

The Grand Chancellor found his voice first. Ever practical, even in the face of the impossible. Even standing before the architects of reality.

“The Sun and Moon themselves...” he breathed. “Standing before us. In our temple. In our war.”

Not question. Statement. Acceptance. The kind of calm that comes when reality breaks so completely that you loop back around to accepting whatever it throws at you.
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The Noctarch glided like a liquid shadow to the window, predator’s eyes narrowing. His form solidified further—fear did that. It kept doing that. Kept making him real when he wanted to be mist.

“Prove it,” he said, gesturing toward the night sky beyond the shattered glass.

Bold words. Hollow ones. The desperation in them was unmistakable—the need for denial, the hope that maybe this was a trick, something they could fight, flee, or at least understand.

Lunas approached with movements as fluid as moonlight.

She lifted her hand into the moonbeam cutting through the window—a single shaft of silver slicing the dark, threading past smoke and ash and nine centuries of despair.

As her skin touched the light, she began to glow.

Not reflect. Not shine. Glow.

From within. From without. From everywhere and nowhere. Her skin became luminous, like she was made of moonlight and had simply forgotten how to be solid—or remembered that she never truly was.

The silver luminescence spread across the temple. Cool. Gentle. Absolute.

Every shadow fled. Every corner was revealed. Every secret exposed.

Even the Warlord fell silent.

His demonic nature—proud, powerful, furious—yielded. Just yielded. To pure celestial power that made his infernal fire feel like candlelight before the sun.
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“What you see now represents only a fragment,” Lunas said, her voice carrying depths that made the soul ache.

Her glow dimmed—not fading, just... contained. Pulled back. Made bearable.

“These forms allow us to move among the realms, to speak as you speak, to touch as you touch. Though we haven’t taken them in ages. Haven’t needed to. Haven’t wanted to.”

She glanced at Phoebus. Something passed between them—not words, not even thoughts, but something deeper. A communication that predated language. Understanding that needed no medium.

His smile barely masked the weariness in his eyes. Not physical exhaustion—gods don’t tire from exertion—but something deeper. The ache of watching. Of knowing. Of seeing everything you shaped descend into chaos and being unable to stop it.

A shadow of suffering still clung to him, echo from the comet’s collision. From the breaking. From a responsibility older than stars.

Lunas exhaled. A sigh. A single tear followed.

Not water—moonlight. Liquid and shimmering, falling in slow motion. It touched the floor and vanished, but where it landed, frost spread outward in delicate veins. Patterns like writing. Like poetry. Like grief made geometry.

“We’re sorry,” she whispered.

The words hung in the air like prayers. Like confessions. Like the kind of thing you say when sorry isn’t enough, but it’s all you have.

Phoebus clasped her hand. Protective warmth radiated from his touch, gentle but vast, wrapping around her... and around all of them. A comfort they didn’t deserve but couldn’t help needing.

“We tried to protect the realms,” he said. His voice cracked—actually cracked, like stone splitting, like certainty breaking. “To shield our children for as long as we could. But events beyond our control unfolded. Forces we could not stop.”

“A millennium of suffering,” the Grand Chancellor said quietly. His voice carried the weight of every death, every ruin, every child’s shoe, every cooling cup of tea left on empty battlements. “And only now do you appear?”

It wasn’t accusation. Just truth. Just the question that had to be asked—whether the answer was good or not.

Phoebus’s voice deepened, grew grave. Ancient in a way that made nine centuries feel like shallow breaths.

“We never intended for events to reach this point. But fate chose another path.”

His golden gaze darkened. Fire flickered there—like the last light before an eclipse.

“Fate is a prison that binds even us,” he said, and the words fell like stones. “We could not act. We could only watch. Only witness. Only see everything we created tear itself apart and know—know—that interference would make it worse. That free will meant letting you fail. That love meant letting you fall.”

“Until now,” Lunas said softly. “Until it became clear that without intervention, there would be nothing left to save. No children to love. No realms to nurture. Just... silence.”

“If you possess such power,” the Noctarch challenged, darkness curling around him like desperate shields, “why couldn’t you restore the barriers? Why couldn’t you put everything back the way it was?”

The others stirred. The Grand Chancellor’s frown deepened, already working through implications. The Faerie leaders’ glamours flickered—hope and dread competing behind their eyes. The High Elder’s wings trembled. Divine understanding bloomed across his face... and it was terrible.

Phoebus lowered his gaze.

For the first time since he’d arrived, he looked almost mortal.

Almost vulnerable.

Like something that understood loss. That had lived with it. That carried scars even gods couldn’t heal.

“The barriers cannot be restored.”
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The admission sparked an explosion.

The Warlord erupted like a volcano finally given permission. Demonic energy crackled around him like lightning—like fury made visible, like grief pretending to be rage.

“A millennium of bloodshed!” he snarled, his voice distorting under the weight of fury, of loss he had never learned to name. “A millennium of slaughter and suffering and screaming—and you offer apologies?”

Embers flew from his clenched fists. Wherever they landed, fire sparked—tiny blazes licking at the ancient stone, trying to devour something, anything.

“My warriors drowned in blood for nothing? My people died for nothing? We fought and bled and broke for nine hundred years, and you tell us it was all for nothing?”

Lunas stepped forward.

No fear. No hesitation. No flinch.

Just movement. Just presence. She crossed the distance between divine and demonic, between moonlight and fire, between peace and rage—until she stood before him and reached out.

She touched his arm.

Just touched it. A simple gesture. A human one.

The fury drained from the Warlord’s eyes like water through open fingers. His breath came in ragged gasps, and his whole body began to shake—not with anger now, but with something worse. Something deeper.

Grief. Loss. The weight of nine centuries finally finding him.

His knees didn’t buckle. But they wanted to. Only pride kept him upright, and even that was fraying.

The others watched in silence—stunned—as the most fearsome warrior in five realms stood trembling, held together by pride and a single touch.

“Not for nothing,” Lunas said gently. Her hand remained on his arm, her moonlight steady. “Never for nothing. Every sacrifice mattered. Every death was seen. Every moment of courage, of despair, of desperate hope—we saw it all.”
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“We cannot restore the barriers as they were,” Phoebus said, his voice steadied by renewed purpose. “But we offer an alternative.”

He stepped forward, and the room shifted with him—every eye drawn, every breath caught, every desperate fragment of hope pulled taut.

“Not barriers,” he continued, voice resonating with quiet finality. “Gates. Conduits. Anchored in Terra’s heart. They will control passage between realms.”

The Warlord’s eyes narrowed, suspicion threading through exhaustion, through the fading imprint of Lunas’s peace. “Why entrust such power to mortals?”

“Because Terra stood at the convergence of all realms,” Lunas answered, her gaze sweeping the room with an understanding that predated stars. “Here, all energies meet—human versatility, fae magic, divine power, demon force, night’s essence. Terra is the balance. The heart. The only center where all things can coexist.”

The Summer King’s form shimmered as ancient magic stirred beneath his skin. “What ensures these Conduits remain secure? What stops another war? Another collapse?”

Phoebus’s gaze darkened.

The temperature fell—ten degrees in a heartbeat. The Grand Chancellor felt it in his joints, in his blood, in the aching marrow of who he was.

“No one may cross them freely,” Phoebus said, and now his voice held the weight of law—immutable, immovable. “Not gods. Not mortals. Not even those older than time itself. Any who attempt to force their way through will be unmade.”

A ripple passed through the gathered rulers. Unease, sharp and sudden, like cold water poured down a spine.

“Unmade?” the Grand Chancellor asked. His tone was soft, practical, shaped by war and weary calculation. “What does that mean?”

Lunas answered.

“Not killed,” she said. “Not destroyed. Not sent elsewhere. Erased.”

She let the word sit. Let it echo. Let them feel it.

“Body, soul, essence—gone. As if you had never been born. Never existed. Never were.” Her voice did not rise. It didn’t need to. “Reality will rewrite itself to fill the gap. History will forget you. Memory will forget you. The universe itself will forget you.”

Her gaze moved across them slowly.

“You will become the negative space where a person used to be. And no one—not even you—will remember what that space once contained.”
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The air shimmered. Not like heat. Not like magic. More like a curtain being pulled back on reality itself—something deeper, older, peeling open just enough to let them glimpse the truth behind the veil.

A vision formed—not a projection, not an illusion, but a window into what was happening elsewhere. Or perhaps everywhere.

A Conduit stood tall and eternal, its structure pulsing with impossible energy. Even from this distance, even through the vision, its presence stirred something low in the gut—like vertigo, like awe.

Then he appeared: a Netherborn commander, broad-shouldered and sure-footed, flames licking his gauntlets with every step. Karzeth. The name whispered through his ranks, etched into his armor, clinging to the air like prophecy. Nine centuries of victories behind him. Not one defeat. Not one scar he hadn’t chosen to carry.

His soldiers held their breath as he neared the threshold. Some shifted uneasily, but none spoke. Power flared at his fingertips—demonic fire that had melted steel and scoured angelic flesh from bone. He wore confidence like a mantle.

He stepped forward, lips curled in a grin that was half threat, half certainty.

And reality recoiled.

Not the ground. Not the vision. The fabric beneath it all.

It shivered like a living thing. And Karzeth—Karzeth didn’t even have time to scream. His triumph never made it to his lips. In the space of a single blink, he began to unravel.

Not torn. Not broken. Not killed.

Undone.

His form rippled. Became less. The fire at his hands stuttered, faded, forgot what it was. His armor dimmed like memory. His body blurred—first translucent, then insubstantial, then just... incorrect. As though reality could no longer remember what he had looked like, or that he had been real to begin with.

His expression twisted—not in pain, but in confusion. Sudden, crushing understanding dawned in his eyes.

And then he was gone.

No ash. No sound. Just absence, spreading outward in quiet ripples.

The soldiers stood in silence.

One blinked and frowned, hands empty at his sides. “Why are we standing here?” he asked, and it wasn’t fear in his voice—it was disorientation.

“We were waiting for... someone?” another ventured. She turned to the others, but no one responded. Their silence felt wrong. Not hesitant—hollow.

The name wouldn’t come. There was no name to come.

One of them glanced at the place where Karzeth had stood, now just grass and dust. “Were we following orders?”

“What orders?” a third asked. “From who?”

They looked at one another, their confusion deepening, the ache of something lost tugging at their chests—but not knowing what had gone missing.

A woman—second-in-command, though she couldn’t remember what had made her second—turned on her heel. “Let’s go,” she said. And they did, because that’s what you did when standing around felt wrong and no one could say why.
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The rulers stood in frozen horror.

The Grand Chancellor’s practical mind tried to process, categorize, and understand. It failed. Just failed. This wasn’t death. Death he understood. Death He had dealt with for nine centuries. This was something else. Something worse.

This was being forgotten. By the universe itself.

“The Conduits will hold,” Phoebus said quietly, his voice carrying the weight of absolute certainty. “Their law is absolute. Their judgment is final. They cannot be bargained with. They cannot be overcome. They cannot be circumvented.”

“But they cannot remain closed forever,” Lunas added, and her voice carried something new now. Something that might have been hope or might have been a burden. “When the time comes for the realms to open again, it will not be by force. It will be by choice.”

She looked at each of them in turn, midnight eyes holding galaxies, holding secrets, holding futures not yet written.

“Stars have destined certain individuals to uphold peace,” she continued, her voice carrying the weight of prophecy itself. “Five souls, born when the stars align in patterns not seen since the realms were one.”

“We call them the Heavens Keys.”

The words resonated. Hung in the air. Settled into bones.

“Not leaders,” Phoebus clarified. “Not warriors. Not conquerors, or kings, or commanders.”

“Guides,” Lunas finished. “Priests and priestesses—divine figures embodying the harmony of the realms. They will hold no armies. Command no forces. Wield no weapons.”

“They will simply be. And in their being, in their unity, they will decide if the realms are ready. If peace is possible. If the Conduits can open again.”

The Grand Chancellor’s fingers drummed against his armrest, his mind already racing through practical concerns—protection details, resource allocation, the delicate political maneuvering this would require. Beside him, the Faerie leaders had grown preternaturally still, their magic humming beneath their skin as it recognized something in the prophecy.

Across the chamber, the Noctarch’s predatory gaze never wavered, though something sharp and calculating flickered behind those dark eyes. Every word became an angle, every revelation a potential leverage point.

The Warlord’s jaw remained clenched, his massive frame rigid with tension that hadn’t fully released. Yet something had shifted in his weathered face—not acceptance, not anything so simple as hope, but perhaps the first hairline fracture in his certainty.

“These chosen ones,” the High Elder ventured into the weighted silence, “will need protection.”

Lunas nodded. “Indeed. For many will seek to exploit them. To control them. To use them for conquest or power or revenge. They will be hunted from the moment they awaken.”

Her gaze swept across the assembled rulers, and there was a warning in her eyes, a plea, and desperate hope.

“We need your aid to ensure peace prevails. Your protection. Your restraint. Your faith that this path, however uncertain, is better than extinction.”

“When all five awaken,” Phoebus said, his voice carrying the weight of finality, “when they stand together at the convergence, the Conduits may open. The realms may touch again.”

“But only if they choose it. Only if the realms prove worthy. Only if peace can be maintained.”

“And if they never awaken?” the Noctarch asked from the shadows, voice carrying calculation and genuine curiosity. “If they are killed before they can unite? If they refuse their purpose?”

“Then the realms remain sealed,” Phoebus said, and his voice held no judgment, no disappointment, just acceptance of what would be. “Perhaps forever. Perhaps that is what Fate intends. Perhaps separation is the kindest outcome.”

The Grand Chancellor looked at the other leaders. Saw nine centuries of war reflected in their eyes. Saw exhaustion that went deeper than bone. Saw desperate hope warring with learned cynicism.

Saw himself reflected back.

“Three days,” Phoebus pronounced, and the words resonated with the force of divine law. “In three days, we create the Conduits. Return to your realms before then, or remain where you stand forever.”

“Gather your people. Bring them home. Three days is all we can offer. All that Fate has allowed. After that, the gates rise, and what is separated will remain separated until the Keys decide otherwise.”

The leaders looked at each other. At nine centuries of fighting. At the ruins of everything they’d built. At the possibility—distant, uncertain, fragile—of something other than endless war.

The Grand Chancellor moved first. His mortal knees hit ancient stone with a sound that echoed through the chamber, pride finally giving way to pragmatism, to hope, and to the desperate need for this to work.

Before He had fully settled, the Faerie leaders were already descending beside him, and for the first time in nine centuries, Winter and Summer moved in harmony, violet and gold light finally merging instead of repelling.

The Warlord stood frozen, watching them. Pride warred with exhaustion across his weathered face. His massive frame trembled—whether with fury or something softer, it was impossible to say.

Then his knee buckled, and he went down hard, the sound of his armor against stone like the breaking of an age. It might have been relief. It might have been grief. It might have been the first moment of peace He had known in nine hundred years.

From the corner of the chamber, the Noctarch emerged from shadow and sank down with predatory grace, darkness acknowledging light. The High Elder was already lowering himself with divine reverence, his light steadying, brightening, and finding certainty for the first time since the barriers broke.

They pledged allegiance according to their realm’s nature. Protection for the Keys. Restraint. Faith in a future they couldn’t see but desperately needed to believe in.

A pulse of divine energy surged outward.

Gold and silver entwined in one blinding flare that seared itself into the backs of their eyes, into their memories, into their very souls. It burned—not pain, but intensity, like staring at the sun, like truth made visible.

When it faded—when they could see again, when they could think again—

Phoebus and Lunas were gone.

Only moonlight remained, streaming through broken windows. Only echoes remained, whispers that might have been words or might have been wishes.

Are we choosing the right path?

Fate has chosen. Our children must walk it.
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The Separation

Three days later, the sky opened.

Not like dawn. Not like any natural phenomenon. It didn’t bloom gradually, didn’t creep with color or
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The Law
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