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			Cold air rushed up Elizabeth's arms as she stepped into the temple. The sensation sent a thrill down her spine, power humming in her bones with each step forward.

			Her cloak pooled around her bare feet like spilled ink, obsidian velvet so dark it swallowed the candlelight. Gold embroidery traced the edges in deliberate patterns: twisting vines, coiled thorns, serpentine flourishes that glinted like veins of molten metal. The trim shimmered faintly with each movement, catching light like fire beneath the surface.

			The weight pulled at her shoulders, formal and commanding. Beneath the cloak's shadowed folds, glimpses of something fitted and even darker emerged with each step—a promise that she was more than ceremony and cloth.

			She adjusted the hood draped over her sandy blonde hair, letting it frame her gold mask. The stone floor stung her bare soles with every step, cold leeching through skin, but she welcomed it.

			Towering columns loomed overhead, rough and unkept, forgotten by time. Rows of pews stretched into shadow, wood crumbling where hundreds of worshippers had once knelt in devotion. Graffiti had stained these walls when she'd first claimed this place—crude marks left by vandals who thought the gods' absence made their temples fair game.

			She'd had every mark scrubbed away.

			This temple had once belonged to the gods, long abandoned by those who'd praised them. When the gods left this world, retreating into their own realms—free of suffering, free of consequence, free of responsibility—their followers scattered. Their temples crumbled or were razed to make way for the mongrel spawn who'd inherited what the gods left behind.

			But Elizabeth had claimed one.

			This place served a new purpose now. Her sanctuary, free of judgment, filled with vision. She walked the aisle where sacrifices had once been carried, where priests had prostrated themselves before distant, uncaring divinity.

			Now, the space belonged to her alone.

			The pews gave way to people as she advanced—her people.

			Chanting filled the vaulted ceiling—low, rough, and reverent, rising into the shadows above. They stood cloaked in darkness, faces obscured by hoods and masks that caught the candlelight. Bronze, copper, silver. Each one reflected more than loyalty. They reflected purity.

			To Elizabeth, rank was not given but earned through blood.

			Bronze masks clustered at the outer pews, simple colombina styles with no decoration. Plain metal for those furthest from salvation, their bloodlines tangled with mythos corruption—traces of creatures and magic threading through their veins like rot. They were the largest group, nearly twenty in number.

			Copper stood closer, fewer but faithful. Their masks bore faint etchings—curling vine motifs that echoed the embroidery along the hems of their cloaks. Their bloodlines were diluted, thinned by generations of mixing, but not yet pure. They were climbing toward what humanity was meant to be.

			Silver ringed the inner circle, the rarest and most precious. Families who had fought the tide of corruption, preserving their humanity through generations of careful vigilance. Their masks were delicate and ornate, with silverwork curling around the edges like living vines. They were her most loyal, her most trusted.

			And she alone wore gold.

			Not for vanity. For truth.

			In her, humanity remained perfect, unbroken, untainted.

			Elizabeth moved through them, and the flames lining the walls seemed to dance in her wake. She stopped at the center, where firelight pooled in a circle on the stone floor.

			Her gaze lifted to the prisoner.

			He knelt where the light touched ground, wrists bound in heavy chains that connected to iron rings driven deep into stone. His skin bore the texture of bark—rough in places, smooth in others, shifting between deep forest green and weathered gray. Vein-like markings traced his arms and throat, pulsing faintly with dull emerald light, like sap moving beneath flesh.

			He pulled against the chains. The metal groaned in protest. A thick collar sat snug around his neck, etched with runes that flickered faintly, binding his magic and forcing him still.

			Thick, tangled hair fell past his shoulders, dark as soil and threaded with root-like strands. A few brittle leaves clung near his temples, as though they had sprouted from his scalp. His head hung low, but tension coiled through his posture, wild and desperate even in restraint.

			Then his eyes met hers.

			Pale green. Alive. Pupils shifting slowly—round, then narrowing, then stretching into unfamiliar shapes. Never settling.

			A gag cinched tight around his mouth silenced whatever he might have dared to say.

			Elizabeth smiled, just slightly.

			She turned, her cloak sweeping behind her like a trailing shadow, and scanned the masked faces of her order. Her followers. Her faithful.

			One figure stepped forward from the silver ranks, moving with practiced grace to stand at her right side. The silver mask was delicate, intricate, but the posture beneath the cloak was rigid with devotion. Her right hand. The one who believed, truly believed, that Elizabeth was something beyond mortal. Something divine.

			Elizabeth raised her right hand, and silence fell across the chamber like a blade through cloth. The chanting died instantly, leaving only the heavy sound of breath and crackling fire.

			She lowered her right hand and lifted her left.

			The silver knife gleamed in the candlelight.

			It wasn't ornate—no jewels, no excessive decoration—just a simple, elegant blade with a polished surface that caught every flicker of flame. The handle fit Elizabeth’s palm perfectly, balanced and deadly, and the metal hummed faintly when she held it. A vibration so subtle only she could feel it.

			The Drenak had given her this blade. 

			Her fingers tingled where they touched the handle, pins-and-needles spreading slowly up her arm. Not unpleasant, but noticeable. Familiar. The same numbness she felt when they brushed against her skin.

			She'd learned to welcome that feeling. It meant they were close.

			Elizabeth lifted the blade slightly higher, letting the light play across its surface.

			"My children of purity," she said, her voice resonating through the ancient hall. "I stand before you tonight with a tainted creature at my back."

			Behind her, the prisoner's chains rattled. A muffled sound escaped the gag—fear and fury tangled together.

			"I stand between you and them," Elizabeth continued, her voice growing stronger. "Between humanity and the foul beasts who corrupted our bloodlines. Who stole our world."

			A soft ripple of sound moved through the gathered followers. Agreement. Devotion.

			"Tonight," she said, lifting the blade higher, "we begin the cleansing."

			The prisoner thrashed against his chains, metal scraping stone.

			Elizabeth didn't flinch. Didn't turn.

			"One mythos at a time," she continued, steady and cold. "We will purify this world. We will restore the order stolen from us when the gods abandoned their duty and let corruption spread unchecked."

			Shouts of approval broke out from the crowd. Scattered claps echoed through the vaulted space, building into something fiercer.

			"We," Elizabeth said, her voice rising, vibrating through the stone beneath their feet, "the so-called 'weaker species'—" she scoffed, lifting her chin, "—will show them that we have not been forgotten. That we will not kneel to false gods and their mongrel spawn."

			The crowd roared. Voices rose in a wave of fervent devotion, filling the temple with sound that hadn't echoed through these halls in centuries.

			Elizabeth felt the power of it settle into her bones. This was hers. They were hers.

			She turned slightly, letting her gaze drift over the prisoner. He stared back at her, pale green eyes wild with terror and rage, pupils flickering rapidly between shapes.

			"Tonight," she said, her voice cutting through the noise, silencing her followers once more, "we take the first step toward—"

			The temple doors exploded open.

			The sound cracked through the hall like a cannon blast, reverberating off stone, drowning out everything else.

			Elizabeth's words died on her tongue.

			Her head snapped toward the entrance, anger flaring hot beneath her ribs, tightening her jaw.

			Then cold dread followed.

			Nic.

			The man she had not seen in months sprinted into the hall, and he looked like Helheim itself had chewed him up and spat him back into this world.

			His dark, disheveled hair clung to his forehead, damp with sweat. His silver helix earring caught the torchlight, the corrupted aquamarine gem pulsing faintly against his pale, hollow skin. His eyes—blood-red irises glowing like coals—were sunken deep beneath bruised rings that looked like rot.

			His clothes hung torn and filthy on his frame, stained with dirt and something darker. He looked like a man who hadn't slept in years, dragging the stench of death and shadow with him.

			Elizabeth's followers stiffened. Hands slipped to weapons hidden beneath their cloaks. Whispers cracked through the hall like brittle twigs snapping underfoot.

			The ritual's fervent energy twisted into something colder. Fearful.

			Nic's voice, hoarse and broken, echoed through the chamber.

			"The seal—"

			Elizabeth reacted before he could say more. Her blade flashed downward in a commanding arc.

			"Clear the hall."

			Her voice cut through the chaos like ice through flesh. Cold. Absolute.

			There was a beat of silence.

			Then the bronze and copper masks moved first, slipping into the shadows without question, their robes whispering across stone as they fled toward the side corridors.

			But the silver ranks hesitated.

			The ones closest to her. The ones who would spill blood for her word.

			They stood frozen, uncertain, their masks tilting slightly as though looking to her for confirmation.

			Elizabeth's gaze snapped to them.

			For a fraction of a second, the room tightened with tension.

			Her golden mask gleamed in the low light, and in her eyes behind the metal was a silent, unforgiving promise:

			Obey, or else.

			The silver masks dipped their heads in silent submission and turned away, filing out with the others in swift obedience.

			The heavy doors boomed shut behind them, sealing the hall once again.

			Only her right hand remained, standing motionless at her side, utterly still. Elias. The one who never questioned, never hesitated, never left her side when danger darkened her doorstep. 

			Elizabeth lowered the blade slowly, feeling the tingle in her fingers intensify for just a moment before fading back to that familiar hum.

			She turned, deliberate and unhurried, to face Nic.

			"Why are you here?" she asked, her voice soft but edged with command.

			Nic stood hunched in on himself, shadows clinging to his torn clothes like living things. His chest heaved with each breath, and unease rolled off him in visible waves.

			Elizabeth studied him for a long moment, letting the silence stretch and letting him feel the weight of her displeasure.

			"Why are you here?" Elizabeth asked again, this time in a softer tone. Her voice carried the kind of gentleness that made smart men nervous.

			"I did—"

			"I’m in no mood for this, Nic." Her tone sliced clean. "Get to the point."

			He flinched. "I was attacked. And all of our work—"

			"Our work?"

			Elizabeth stepped toward him, her cloak whispering across stone. A dangerous smile curved at the edge of her lips beneath the gold mask.

			"My dear boy," she said softly, "you mistake charity for partnership."

			"But you—" Nic started.

			"I gave you the means to figure it out on your own," Elizabeth cut him off, her voice calm, almost bored. "I did not give you permission to drag me into your chaos."

			She tilted her head slightly, the blade still gleaming in her left hand. "Everything you did was yours to bear. Not mine."

			Nic's breath came faster, words tumbling over each other. "Please, you have to understand—in the cavern, there were—"

			"I understand perfectly," Elizabeth said, her tone flat. "You failed to—"

			"No, listen—" Nic stepped forward, desperation cracking through his voice. "They were stronger than anything I've faced. The magic, the way they fought together—"

			"Excuses." Elizabeth turned slightly, as if already dismissing him.

			"It wasn't—" His voice rose, ragged. "There were three of them, and I thought I could—"

			"You thought?" Elizabeth's words cut like the blade in her hand. "How predictable."

			"One was a god!" The words exploded from Nic's throat, raw and breaking.

			Elizabeth froze.

			Behind her, a sharp intake of breath—quickly stifled. Even her right hand couldn't hide his shock at that.

			For a heartbeat, nothing else existed. Not Nic's ragged breathing. Not the prisoner's muffled sounds behind her. Not even Elias's presence at her side, rigid with sudden tension.

			Just those three words, hanging in the air like a death sentence.

			Slowly, Elizabeth's gaze slid past Nic, across the empty hall, to the bound prisoner still kneeling in the circle of light.

			A god?

			The gods had abandoned this realm millennia ago. They had left without fanfare, without regret, retreating into their own pristine worlds where suffering couldn't touch them, where responsibility didn't exist.

			Why would one return now?

			There was no glory here. No reward for mingling with the filth they'd left behind.

			"A god..." Elizabeth whispered, the words tasting foreign on her tongue.

			"And a young witch," Nic added breathlessly. "And what I think... was a demigod."

			Her head snapped back to him.

			For a long moment, she simply stared, her blue eyes sharp and searching behind the golden mask, trying to peel the truth from his broken form.

			He must be mistaken. Must be lying. Must be—

			But no. Nic was many things—desperate, broken, barely holding himself together—but he wasn't a liar. Fear like his didn't leave room for deception.

			The demigods were extinct. Purged from the earth long ago in the gods' great cleansing. Their blood had stained the soil when the divine had decided their half-mortal children were too dangerous, too unpredictable, too human to be allowed to exist.

			The Purification had been brutal. Unnecessary, perhaps.

			But when had the gods ever needed a reason?

			"A demigod," Elizabeth muttered, the word heavier now, nearly dragged from her throat.

			Behind her, chains rattled violently.

			She'd forgotten about the prisoner.

			The leshy surged forward with a guttural sound muffled by the gag, his pale green eyes wild with desperation and rage. His bound hands strained against the chains, reaching toward her even as the collar's runes flared bright, trying to hold him still.

			Elias stepped between them without missing a beat, unarmed and ready to take the impact meant for Elizabeth.

			For one brief second, Elizabeth saw nothing but fury in those shifting pupils as he lunged—

			Then the chains were snapped taut with a metallic crack that echoed through the hall.

			The prisoner jerked backward violently; his body yanked off balance. He hit the stone floor hard, the impact forcing the air from his lungs in a wet, muffled gasp. His head cracked against the ground.

			Elizabeth stared at the iron links stretched unnaturally tight behind him—pulled taut not from his lunge forward, but yanked backward. Toward the wall. Toward the shadows rippling along the stone like oil slicks gathering into a single mass. 

			Elizabeth's breath steadied as she watched the darkness shift and coil. She lifted a hand—a gesture so practiced it barely needed thought. Elias moved aside at once.

			Her attention returned to the darkness ahead as a shape emerged.

			The outline of a deer skull formed first—bleached white, grotesquely large. Pinprick-red eyes gleamed in the hollow sockets as its shadowed form slithered into view, moving low on four sickly limbs. Its long, wispy claws scraped against stone with a sickening rasp, and smoke curled off its body in lazy spirals.

			Behind it, two more shapes materialized from the darkness. The antelope-skulled creature drifted to the left, its narrow skull crowned with twisted black antlers, moving with eerie grace. On the right, the ram emerged—bulkier, its thick curved horns catching faint light, powerful and imposing. 

			All three had come at once, answering the threat to their mistress.

			Soft whispers floated around them—a thousand unintelligible voices brushing against the edges of her mind like spider-silk.

			The temperature dropped suddenly, all at once.

			Elizabeth's breath misted in front of her, and the flames along the walls guttered, their light dimming as though the creatures’ presence drained warmth from the air itself.

			Elizabeth exhaled slowly. Unbothered.

			She reached up with deliberate calm, unfastened her mask, and pushed back her black hood. Her sandy blonde hair spilled free, a stark contrast to the dark velvet of her cloak.

			She faced the creatures directly. Bare-faced. Unafraid.

			The deer crept closer, its bleached skull hovering just below her eye line. For a moment, the two simply stared at one another.

			Then it let out a low, rumbling sound—almost a purr. The vibration moved through the air, through the stone beneath her feet, through her bones.

			A slow smile crossed Elizabeth's lips.

			Without hesitation, she reached out. Her left hand—still holding the knife—remained at her side. But her right hand extended, fingers brushing gently against the curve of the creature's skull.

			Cold.

			Not the cold of winter or ice. Something deeper. Older. The kind of cold that existed before warmth had ever been imagined.

			Her fingertips went numb instantly, the sensation spreading slowly up her hand, into her wrist. Pins and needles crawled beneath her skin, familiar and welcome. The same feeling she got from the knife they’d given her. The same feeling she'd learned to associate with power.

			She'd touched them before, many times over the past three years.

			It had been her hands that summoned them first. Her voice that called them from the dark, forgotten places at the edges of the world. She had torn them from the pages of forbidden texts she'd spent months deciphering, ancient words written in languages that predated the gods themselves.

			They had answered her then.

			They had helped her rise. Helped her weave herself into the fabric of power until even the Department of Supernatural Affairs bowed its head when she walked past.

			And now, once again, they listened.

			Her plan had worked. Partially, at least.

			She'd given those same texts to Nic a year ago, let him believe he'd summoned them by accident in his desperation. Let him think the shadows followed him, obeyed him, when all along they'd been hers.

			He'd caused chaos with the shadow creatures at his back. That chaos stirred fear into the masses, making them whisper in coffee shops and murmur in crowded streets. She'd walked among them, unseen, and heard the seeds of doubt sown with every careless word.

			It had worked.

			To a degree.

			But now—

			A god.

			And a demigod.

			Elizabeth's jaw tightened beneath her calm expression.

			A god returning was a threat. Gods could rally the mythos, reignite hope, undo the slow corrosion she'd spent years cultivating. They could stand between her and the favor she'd been building with him—with the king sleeping beneath the seal, the one she fed with every sacrifice, every ritual.

			She needed chaos. She needed fear. She needed the world divided, tearing itself apart, not banding together under forgotten banners.

			The deer’s skull tilted slightly beneath her touch, as if listening to thoughts she hadn't spoken aloud.

			"Tell me of the god," Elizabeth whispered, her words curling into the heavy air.

			Not to Nic.

			To the shadow before her.

			“DeAd.”

			The word warped the air itself. The flames along the walls twisted, their light distorting into strange, writhing shapes. The sound didn't resemble human speech—it was broken, fractured, like a thousand voices trying to speak in unison and failing.

			Elizabeth let the word settle around her like falling ash.

			Dead?

			The god was dead.

			A smile bloomed across her lips, slow and satisfied.

			The deer let out a thick, rasping laugh—low and twisted, vibrating through the stone itself, and rattling in her chest.

			Elizabeth chuckled softly, reaching out once more to brush the side of the creature's skull. The numbness in her hand intensified briefly, then faded back to that constant hum.

			"Oh, my darling," she murmured, her voice dripping with satisfaction. "I called you from the depths three years ago, and you have never failed me."

			She let the words sink into her bones, relishing them.

			Three years of careful work. Three years of building her influence, feeding the seal, positioning herself for when he broke free. When the king rose, she would be there. His favored. His right hand. The one who'd helped pave his path back into this world.

			And together, they would purify everything.

			"And the demigod?" Elizabeth asked softly, her tone measured.

			The deer's laughter ceased.

			The sudden absence of sound was more unnerving than the purr of i​ts amusement.

			Silence was all the answer she needed.

			The demigod lived. And for now, remained free.

			Elizabeth withdrew her hand from the creature's skull, letting her arm fall slowly to her side. The numbness lingered in her fingertips, a reminder of the connection.

			She turned away, facing Nic once more.

			He stood hunched, trembling, a man drowning in the shadows he thought he controlled.

			Her gaze drifted past him briefly to the bound leshy, still chained in the center of the hall. His pale green eyes were locked on her now, wide with terror, pupils flickering wildly as he stared at the shadow creatures looming behind her.

			Elizabeth tilted her head. "The witch?"

			Nic didn't look up. He muttered the answer to the floor. "Gone."

			"Alive?"

			"Yes."

			A flicker of irritation coiled in her chest. Slow. Quiet. Not rage, but something colder.

			They had failed her.

			Again.

			Nic had one task. One goal. And he had fallen short.

			The creatures had tried—that much was clear by the marks that littered all three of their skulls. Scorched bone, cracked horns, singed antlers—evidence of a battle they had not won.

			But Nic… 

			She let her gaze drift over his haggard form, taking inventory. Torn clothes. Fear clinging to him like rot. Exhaustion weighing down his limbs. The stink of panic still thick on him.

			But remarkably few actual wounds.

			No broken bones. No burns. No blood worth mentioning.

			He'd likely hidden, then. Let her creatures fight while he cowered in the shadows, clutching his stolen power sources. 

			Pathetic. 

			Yet even with three of her most powerful servants unleashed, creatures that had never failed her before, they had all been bested.

			By a god. A demigod. And a witch.

			Elizabeth's mind turned the pieces over slowly, calculating with cold precision.

			The witch. Nic had called her young.

			How young?

			"The witch," Elizabeth said, her voice sharp. "You said she was young."

			"I..." Nic hesitated, his words tangled in confusion and lingering fear. "I don't know, but she held her own."

			Elizabeth considered this slowly.

			Young. Inexperienced. And yet powerful enough to survive her shadow creatures and walk away with a demigod.

			That wasn't luck.

			That was bloodline.

			She inhaled sharply, then turned back toward the deer. Its skull tilted again, pinprick eyes gleaming in the firelight.

			"Find them," she said quietly.

			The creature remained still, but the shadows around its limbs rippled in acknowledgment.

			"Watch them. Learn them. I want their names. Their habits. I want to know where they sleep and what they fear." Her voice was soft, deliberate. "Do not engage—yet. Not until I say."

			The deer’s form flickered slightly, smoke curling tighter around its bones.

			"If a god fell for them," Elizabeth murmured, more to herself than to anyone else, "they're more than they seem."

			Her eyes flicked to Nic. He flinched under her gaze.

			"You said the god died protecting them?" she asked.

			Nic nodded once, barely.

			"Then one of them matters." Elizabeth's voice was cold, certain. "I want to know which."

			Behind her, the deer vanished into darkness.

			Elizabeth stepped forward, closing the distance between herself and Nic with terrifying ease. She stopped directly in front of him, close enough to see the shadows still clinging to the corners of his form like smoke that wouldn't dissipate.

			"I understand what you're trying to do," Elizabeth said, her voice soft, almost gentle. Like a mother chastising a child. "To protect your wife. To ensure her safety."

			Her gaze drifted downward, catching on the tremble in Nic's hands.

			Something shimmered there. Silver light pulsing faintly just beneath his curled fingers, barely visible but unmistakable once noticed.

			Her eyes narrowed.

			A flicker of recognition sparked.

			Power sources.

			Faint, but undeniable. The hum of stolen magic bleeding through whatever concealment he'd tried to wrap around them.

			"You are stronger than I ever could be," Elizabeth said quietly, her tone carrying an edge that wasn't quite sympathy. "But now you've endangered yourself."

			She reached forward with deliberate slowness, her right hand extending.

			Nic's fingers uncurled reflexively, and she plucked one of the sources from his palm.

			A large, teardrop-shaped moonstone set in intricate silver filigree. The metalwork was delicate yet unyielding, winding around the pale stone in patterns that seemed to shift when the light caught them. The pendant itself glowed with an unnatural aura, soft and hypnotic, like captured moonlight trying to break free.

			Magic bled off it in waves.

			Elizabeth held it for only a moment.

			Then it lashed out.

			Searing pain ripped through her palm as the pendant burned her skin. Not heat—something worse. Something that felt like her flesh was rejecting the magic itself, like her body recognized the artifact as poison and was trying to expel it.

			She hissed through her teeth and opened her hand.

			The pendant fell.

			A shadow caught it before it hit the ground.

			Elizabeth's breath caught—she hadn't seen it move. Hadn't heard it. One moment, the pendant was falling, the next, long, wispy claws hooked the silver chain with practiced ease, lifting it with reverence. 

			The antelope. 

			Its skull was narrow, bleached bone of an antelope crowned by twisted black antlers that branched upward like gnarled roots reaching for something long dead. Veins of red and brown pulsed faintly beneath the surface of its ridged skull, glowing from within like smoldering embers beneath ash. Where the deer was the tallest and most cunning, and the ram the strongest and bulkiest, the antelope was the fastest and the quietest. It moved with an eerie grace that made it nearly impossible to track, appearing and vanishing like smoke through shadow.

			Of all the shadowed creatures, this was the one she trusted most. It stood there silently, the pendant still dangling from its claws.

			"Thank you, darling," Elizabeth whispered, cradling her burned palm against her chest for just a moment before letting it fall to her side.

			The skin was already red, blistering faintly where the pendant had touched. But the pain was fading. Manageable.

			Proof.

			Magic had never obeyed her. It never would.

			Power sources bound themselves to blood, to lineage, to the tainted creatures who carried mythos corruption in their veins. They would burn anyone like her—anyone pure—from the inside out if she tried to claim them.

			And she wouldn't. She didn't need magic.

			Magic was the tool of the corrupted. Of the weak who couldn't survive without unnatural power propping them up.

			She had something better. She had vision. She had will. She had them.

			The antelope lifted the pendant carefully, cradling it in clawed fingers that curled around the chain like a spider wrapping silk.

			Nic slowly extended his hand, hesitant, his red-rimmed eyes tracking the creature's movements with visible fear.

			For a moment, the antelope didn't move. Its pinprick eyes—red and unblinking—flicked to Elizabeth, waiting.

			A small swell of power stirred in her chest.

			She could command it to keep the source. Could have it buried in stone, crushed beneath runes, swallowed by shadow until it was lost forever. Nic would never see it again. Would never be able to use it for whatever desperate, doomed plan he was clinging to.

			But she didn't.

			She had no use for the sources herself. They would only burn her. Reject her. Remind her of what she didn't need.

			And more than that—letting Nic keep them served a purpose.

			As long as he carried stolen power sources, he would always be a target. Always be hunted. Always be useful in drawing attention, creating chaos, sowing fear.

			She gave a single, slight nod.

			The antelope lowered the pendant into Nic's palm with surprising gentleness. As it settled against his skin, a whisper of black and green magic curled around the stone, wrapping it in shadow. The light dimmed instantly, muted and silenced, no longer bleeding magic into the air.

			Concealed. For now.

			"Danger will always follow you," Elizabeth said, her voice cool and steady. "As long as you carry those sources, you will always be seen as a threat."

			"I know." Nic's voice was barely above a whisper, hoarse and cracking. "I can't return them. I... I need them to help fix her."

			Elizabeth hummed softly. The sound was low, noncommittal, carrying neither agreement nor denial.

			Of course he still believed that.

			She had known the truth for months.

			His wife's soul had long since withered, her life force drained and devoured by the very shadows he thought he controlled. The shadow creatures had taken everything that mattered, leaving behind just enough illusion—just enough hope—to keep him useful.

			Gwen was gone.

			She had been gone for a long time.

			But Nic didn't need to know that. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

			Let him chase his impossible dream. Let him believe the sources could save her. Let him spiral deeper into desperation until there was nothing left but the shadow and the lie.

			It served her purposes better that way.

			"I understand," Elizabeth said, her voice calm, measured, almost kind. "You'll do whatever it takes to save her."

			"Yes." The word came out broken, desperate.

			"Then you know your path forward."

			Nic looked up at her, his red eyes glassy and unfocused, searching her face for something—permission, perhaps, or absolution.

			He wouldn't find either.

			Elizabeth's expression remained neutral; her blue eyes cold behind the mask of sympathy she wore so easily.

			He nodded once, a jerky, uncertain motion, then turned away.

			The antelope stepped aside, its narrow skull tilting slightly as Nic moved past it. 

			Nic clutched the silenced power sources tightly to his chest, shadows still clinging to his clothes, his hair, his skin.

			He looked like a man already half-dead.

			Elizabeth watched him retreat down the corridor from which he'd come, his footsteps echoing faintly before fading into silence.

			The heavy stillness of the temple settled back over the hall like dust after a storm.

			Only then did Elizabeth allow herself a slow, deliberate breath.

			Elias—her loyal silver-masked assistant—remained motionless at her side, a statue of devotion.

			The antelope drifted back toward the shadows, where the ram stood silently, both their forms flickering at the edges like smoke caught in a breeze.

			Elizabeth turned slowly, her gaze sliding past them both to the prisoner still chained at the center of the hall.

			The leshy stared back at her, pale green eyes wide with terror, pupils shifting wildly between shapes as if trying to find one that made sense of what he'd just witnessed.

			He'd seen too much. Heard too much.

			And his sacrifice had been interrupted.

			Her ritual—ruined by Nic's arrival, by the chaos he'd dragged into her sanctuary.

			Elizabeth lifted her left hand, fingers brushing the handle of the silver knife still resting in her grip.

			The blade gleamed in the candlelight, and her fingertips tingled where they touched the metal.

			Familiar. Grounding.

			She took a step toward the prisoner.

			Then another.

			"I apologize," she said softly, her voice carrying through the silence like silk dragged over stone. "This was supposed to be ceremonial. Meaningful."

			The leshy's breath came in short, panicked gasps muffled by the gag. He tried to pull against the chains again, but the collar's runes flared bright, forcing him still.

			Elizabeth stopped a few steps away, her head tilting slightly as she studied him.

			"But circumstances change," she continued, almost wistful. "And we must adapt."

			She raised her right hand slowly.

			Not holding the knife. Just lifting it in a silent signal.

			The antelope moved without hesitation.

			It raced forward with sudden, fluid grace, crossing the distance in three long strides. One clawed hand braced the back of the leshy's neck, pressing his head forward. The other seized his hair, yanking it back sharply to expose his throat.

			The prisoner tried to scream, but the gag swallowed the sound.

			Elizabeth stepped closer, her bare feet silent on the cold stone.

			She met the leshy's terrified gaze for just a moment.

			Then her blade flashed.

			Elizabeth's blade flashed in a single, clean motion.

			Silver cut through air, then flesh.

			The leshy's throat opened in a neat line, blood spilling in a slow, deliberate arc. Red against green-veined skin, dark and glistening in the candlelight.

			He gasped—a wet, broken sound muffled by the gag—and strained against the chains. His arms pulled uselessly behind his back, the metal groaning but holding fast. His breath came in short, rasping bursts, each one weaker than the last.

			Elizabeth stepped back, her movements unhurried. She held the knife loosely at her side, blood trailing down the silver blade in a thin rivulet.

			Behind her, Elias made a soft sound—barely audible, quickly stifled.

			She didn't turn to look at him. She didn't need to. She knew that sound. Knew he'd be touching his mask, turning his face slightly away, focusing on anything but the prisoner's dying breaths.

			"You can look away, Elias," Elizabeth said softly, her gaze still fixed on the leshy. "I won't think less of you."

			"I'm fine, Mistress." His voice came out tight, the Southern drawl stretched thin with tension. "Just... reckon I'll focus on you instead, if that's alright."

			"Of course."

			The leshy's pale green eyes locked onto hers, wide and wild, pupils flickering rapidly between shapes as though searching desperately for one that could comprehend what was happening to him.

			He wouldn't find it.

			Elizabeth raised her left hand slowly, the blade still gleaming. 

			The ram answered instantly. 

			It uncoiled from the shadows at the edge of the hall like it had been waiting for permission. Heavy, deliberate steps shook the stone as it crossed to where the antelope still pinned the bleeding leshy, holding him steady through each violent convulsion.

			The ram stopped before them—massive, immovable. Its skull hovered over the leshy’s exposed throat, thick curved horns catching the firelight. Fine cracks spiderwebbed across the bone, pulsing faintly, as if something beneath the surface was breathing.

			Then its mouth opened.

			Not like a jaw. Not like anything natural.

			Like a breach in the world.

			Shadow spilled forth—thick, viscous, pouring from the opening in its skull like oil from a cracked vessel. The darkness didn't fall. It moved with intent, curling inward instead of out, twisting down through the air and into the leshy's open wound.

			The prisoner's body jerked violently.

			Magic burst from his chest in pulses of emerald light—raw, desperate, trying to escape. The glow flared bright for a heartbeat, illuminating the hall in sickly green radiance.

			Then it was swallowed.

			The shadowed ram creature drank it down, pulling the light into itself, consuming it whole. Each pulse grew weaker, dimmer, until the green faded entirely into the endless black pouring from the ram’s open maw.

			The leshy tried to fight, some last flicker of life straining against the void.

			But the battle was already lost.

			The leaves braided through his hair withered first—curling, browning, crumbling to dust that drifted down like ash. His skin grayed next, color draining as though the life itself was being pulled from his veins. The rough bark texture smoothed, then sagged, then tightened over bones that seemed to shrink beneath it.

			His hair turned brittle, white, then dissolved into fine powder that scattered with the faintest breath of air.

			His frame shriveled. Skin stretched like parchment over a skeleton that bent inward, collapsing under its own diminishing weight.

			The last flicker of emerald glow in his veins sputtered once.

			Twice.

			Then went dark.

			Elizabeth watched in silence.

			She didn't look away. Didn't flinch. Her expression remained calm, almost serene, as the prisoner's body withered into something that barely resembled what it had been moments before.

			Behind her, she heard Elias shift his weight. Heard the faint scrape of his boot against stone as he adjusted his stance, looking anywhere but at the feeding.

			"Mistress," Elias said quietly, his drawl softened further by the effort of keeping his voice steady. "The god bein' dead... surely that changes things? For your plans?"

			Elizabeth tilted her head slightly, considering. "It removes a complication. Nothing more."

			The shadow creatures released the prisoner.

			What remained collapsed with a hollow, empty sound—a husk of brittle skin and bone that crumbled further on impact. A cloud of dust rose briefly, then settled, leaving almost nothing behind.

			Just ash. Just memory.

			"And the young ones that are still out there?" Elias pressed, his voice carefully measured. He still wasn't looking at the remains. "The witch and the... the demigod. Reckon they'll be trouble?"

			Elizabeth turned slowly, her gaze drifting from the dust on the floor to Elias standing rigid at her side. His silver mask caught the candlelight, reflecting it in sharp angles. His posture was controlled, too still, as if he were holding himself together by sheer force of will.

			"They'll be found," Elizabeth said, her tone patient. "Dealt with. We have time, Elias. We've always had time."

			"I just..." He hesitated, his hand lifting briefly to touch the edge of his mask before falling back to his side. "I worry for you, Mistress. If somethin' were to happen, if they rallied others before we—"

			"Your concern is noted." Elizabeth's voice remained calm, but there was a finality to it. Gentle, yet firm. "But unnecessary."

			Elias fell silent, though she could feel the tension radiating off him. Worry and devotion tangled together, expressed through rigid posture and careful words.

			She almost found it endearing.

			He'd been like this for years—obsessive, protective, desperate to be useful to her. She'd recognized it early, that single-minded devotion that bordered on madness, and she'd shaped it into something she could use.

			He'd followed her into darkness without question. Not because he believed in her vision—though he claimed to—but because the thought of being anywhere but at her side was unthinkable to him.

			It made him predictable. Controllable. Loyal.

			And loyalty, in her world, was worth more than belief.

			The antelope’s narrow skull tilted as it drifted toward her first—silent, fluid, smoke curling from its form in slow spirals. A shadow responding to her presence.

			But behind it, the ram moved too.

			Its heavier steps echoed through the hall, deliberate and unhurried. The creature that had consumed the leshy’s magic crossed the stone with solemn purpose. No glimmer remained within it—only the deep, devouring black that seeped through the cracks in its skull like a living void. 

			Elizabeth watched their approach without shifting so much as an eyelash.

			When the ram reached her side, she extended her right hand without hesitation.

			Her fingers brushed the ridged surface of its skull, feeling the cold seep into her skin. The numbness spread slowly like pins and needles crawling up her palm, into her wrist, settling into the bones of her hand.

			Familiar. Grounding.

			"What a waste," Elizabeth murmured, her voice soft, almost wistful. "He should have suffered longer."

			A low hum shuddered through the air—not quite from the antelope, not quite from the ram, but vibrating through both of them, rattling faintly in her chest.

			She let her hand linger on the creature's skull for a moment longer, feeling the pulse of something beneath the bone. Not warmth. Not life. Something older. Something that had no name.

			Then she noticed it.

			Dark magic twisted faintly around her nails—thin tendrils of black and deep purple curling like smoke, barely visible in the low light. They coiled around her fingertips, clinging to the edges of her skin before fading slowly back into nothing.

			Elizabeth blinked, watching the magic dissipate.

			A flicker of something passed through her mind. Curiosity, maybe. Or unease.

			But she dismissed it just as quickly.

			Residue. That was all. The shadow creature's magic lingered where she'd touched it, clinging to her skin before burning away. Nothing unusual. Nothing to concern herself with.

			She lowered her hand, flexing her fingers once. The numbness was already fading, replaced by the familiar tingle that always followed contact with them.

			Normal.

			Elizabeth turned away from them, her gaze sweeping across the empty hall. The remains of the prisoner were little more than a stain on the stone now, barely visible in the dim light.

			Her ritual had been interrupted. Her ceremony ruined.

			But the work continued. It always did.

			She exhaled slowly, her shoulders relaxing just slightly beneath the weight of her cloak.

			"Elias," she said quietly.

			"Yes, Mistress?" His voice came immediately, eager despite the strain still threading through it.

			"See that the hall is prepared for tomorrow. And ensure the others understand—this disruption changes nothing."

			"Of course, Mistress." He hesitated, then added softly, "You were magnificent tonight."

			Elizabeth's mouth curved into a faint smile beneath her mask.

			"I know."

			She walked slowly toward the corridor from which she'd entered, her bare feet silent on the cold stone. Her cloak trailed behind her like spilled ink, the gold embroidery catching faint light as she moved.

			Her creatures drifted back into the shadows, their forms flickering at the edges before vanishing entirely.

			Elias followed a few steps behind Elizabeth, his posture still rigid, still controlled. Always there. Always watching.

			Always hers.

			The heavy doors loomed ahead, and beyond them, the rest of her sanctuary waited. Her followers. Her vision. Her world—slowly taking shape exactly as she'd designed it.

			The god was dead.

			The demigod and witch were out there, somewhere, unaware that they were already being hunted.

			And Elizabeth—patient, calculating, cold—had all the time in the world.

			She smiled as she stepped into the darkness beyond the hall.

			Everything was proceeding exactly as it should.

			​Chapter 2: Aidan 

			Trial By Ember

			[image: ]

			Aidan stood outside the building, staring up at the words carv​ed into the concre​te facade.

			Supernatural Affairs.

			Black letters. Simple. Government-issued. They might as well have been carved into her chest.

			The building looked like every other on the block—cold, official, anonymous. Gray concrete, narrow windows, a single set of glass doors reflecting the overcast sky. Nothing about it screamed magic or danger or this is where your life changes. It was designed to blend in, to be forgettable.

			But the wards gave it away.

			Above the entrance, the Eye of Horus watched her. The carving was precise, almost surgical in its detail: a stylized falcon eye with a bold horizontal line stretching like a brow, the outer corner sweeping upward in a sharp flick. Beneath it, a curved line trailed down like a teardrop, balanced by a straight mark descending from the inner corner. The symbol pulsed faintly with residual magic, old and watchful.

			Aidan's gaze dropped to the sliding doors. More symbols waited there, etched into the metal on either side of the entrance.

			On the left: Hecate's Wheel. A small circle at its center, surrounded by three interlocking crescent moons spiraling inward like turning blades. The Maiden, Mother, and Crone bound together in an unbroken ring. The air around it shimmered faintly, humming with a sound she felt more than heard—a low, vibrating thrum that made her molars ache.

			On the right: a Witch's Knot. Four interlaced loops braiding into one another with no beginning, no end. A shield against dark magic and ill intent. Quiet. Enduring. Defiant in its simplicity.

			None of it gave her comfort.

			Her fingers found the pendant beneath her shirt, curling around the stone through the fabric. It was warm, pulsing faintly in time with her heartbeat. Grounding. Real.

			"For now? You stay here. Learn how to use this... And we make damn sure your name doesn't land on that registry until we figure out who's killing witches."

			Ryan's voice echoed in her mind, sharp and certain as it had been that night. But the certainty felt hollow now, stripped of its weight.

			His protection strategy had failed.

			The shadow creatures—those things with their bleached skulls and red pinprick eyes—had found them anyway—registry or not. The corrupted witch had nearly ripped the artifact from her throat. They'd killed Ryan. Nearly killed all of them.

			A woman brushed past her shoulder, close enough that Aidan caught the scent of coffee and floral perfume. She flinched, her hand tightening on the pendant. The stone flared warm against her palm, responding to the spike of adrenaline before she forced herself to breathe and let go.

			People moved around her on the sidewalk—scrolling through phones, sipping drinks, talking about nothing. Their lives rolled forward without hesitation, without knowledge of the monsters lurking in the dark. Without knowing what she'd seen. What she'd survived.

			Aidan's jaw tightened.

			She'd survived. She'd fought back.

			And she'd decided she wasn't going to keep hiding.

			She needed to learn how to use her magic, and Ryan wasn't there to teach her anymore. She needed the artifact registered in her name—legally hers—not floating in bureaucratic limbo where anyone could challenge her claim.

			There was also a part of her, a part she didn't want to examine too closely, that was still angry with him.

			Angry that he'd spent her entire life controlling things. Hiding things. Making decisions for her instead of with her. He'd kept Cora's parentage secret. He'd never filed Edda's death certificate, leaving everything in legal gray space to "protect" Aidan—as if she were some helpless children who couldn't defend herself. He'd even orchestrated her friendship with Cora, pulling strings like some cosmic puppet master.

			And now he wasn't here to explain why.

			He also wasn't here to stop her.

			Aidan exhaled slowly, her breath misting faintly in the cool morning air. Her feet finally moved, carrying her forward—one step, then another—until she stood at the threshold.

			The automatic doors slid open with a soft hiss.

			Cool air rushed out to meet her, sterile and sharp, carrying the faint scent of disinfectant and old carpet. The temperature drop hit her skin like a slap, raising goosebumps along her arms.

			She stepped inside.

			The interior was exactly what she'd expected: white walls, fluorescent lighting that buzzed faintly overhead, and a few plastic chairs lined along one side. No posters. No warmth. Just clinical efficiency and the kind of silence that made her hyper-aware of her own breathing.

			A single desk sat in the corner, half-height with a frosted glass partition. Behind it sat a woman, only her upper body visible.

			The woman looked up as Aidan entered, her gaze snapping into focus with mechanical precision. At first glance, she could have passed for human—tailored blouse, neatly pinned badge, crystal keyboard, hair slicked back into a tight bun.

			But the details were wrong.

			Her jawline ran a little too long. Her mouth stretched a little too wide, thin lips curving into a smile that felt rehearsed rather than felt. Her eyes were a deep amber yellow, with vertical pupils that didn't blink. Not once.

			Faint ridges pressed against the skin at her temples, barely visible beneath the pulled-back hair. Her ears sat higher than they should, twitching slightly at some sound Aidan couldn't hear.

			Something old. Something that had learned to mimic human mannerisms but hadn't quite mastered them.

			Aidan's instincts screamed at her to step back, but she forced herself forward instead. Her boots made soft sounds against the linoleum floor, too loud in the oppressive quiet.

			"Name?"

			The woman's voice was polite. Warm, even. But beneath it ran a dissonance, like someone speaking a language they'd learned phonetically without understanding the meaning.

			Aidan's throat felt dry. She swallowed and stepped up to the desk.

			"Aidan Klein."

			The woman gave a small nod and began typing, her fingers moving across the keyboard with quick, precise clicks that filled the silence. Aidan's gaze drifted past the counter, unfocused, landing on a corkboard mounted on the far wall.

			Community flyers covered most of it. A bake sale. A local theater production. Cooking classes at the rec center.

			And a missing poster.

			Her breath caught.

			The face stared back at her from the center of the board, grainy but unmistakable. Dark, disheveled hair. Hollow eyes. A silver helix earring with an aquamarine gem catching the camera's flash.

			Nic Halden.

			She knew that face. Knew it the way you knew a nightmare even after waking—visceral, immediate, impossible to forget.

			She'd seen him in the cavern. Stumbling through the dark like something half-possessed, deep green magic twisting around his hands, shadows curling at his heels like living things. He'd tried to take her pendant. Had nearly succeeded before Ryan—

			Her chest tightened.

			Last seen: eight months ago.

			Eight months.

			But she'd seen him a week and a half ago.

			Her mind spun as she tried to reconcile the timeline. If Nic had been missing for eight months, where had he been? What had happened to him in that time to turn him into the broken, desperate thing she'd fought in the dark?

			And if a witch could fall that far—could get tangled up with those monsters—what did that mean for the others?

			The ones whose bodies had been found ripped apart. Torn to pieces in ways that defied logic, defied humanity.

			A chill crawled up her spine, scraping against her bones like nails on stone.

			"Hmmm..."

			The sound dragged Aidan's attention back to the desk. The woman had stopped typing, her head tilting slightly as she studied the screen.

			Her tongue clicked against the roof of her mouth—sharp, deliberate, too loud.

			The sound scraped against the inside of Aidan's skull, triggering something primal that didn't belong in a government office. Her shoulders tensed.

			"Are you related to Edda Barnes?"

			The woman's lips pulled back slightly as she spoke, revealing a glimpse of pointed teeth behind them.

			Aidan's voice came out quieter than she intended. "Yes. I'm her granddaughter."

			The woman paused in her typing, just for a moment. Then her dark eyes flicked back to Aidan, unblinking and steady.

			"I'm sorry for your loss."

			Simple words. The same ones Aidan had heard a dozen times over the past few weeks. But they landed differently here—not wrong, exactly, but like sandpaper dragged across exposed nerves.

			Edda had died peacefully. Quietly. In her own bed, the night simply took her.

			But Ryan?

			There was no file for him. No name on a board. No poster. No one to say I'm sorry. No one who even knew he was gone.

			His death had been violent. Messy. Meaningful.

			And still the world moved on, oblivious.

			Aidan's fingers curled into fists at her sides.

			"ID."

			She blinked, pulled from her thoughts. Slowly, she reached for the black purse slung across her body, flipping open the leather flap. Her hands moved on autopilot—car keys, tissues, lip balm, loose change—until her fingers found the familiar shape of her dark purple wallet.

			She pulled it free, fumbling slightly as she opened it and slid out her state-issued ID. She passed it across the desk without a word.

			The woman took it with a small nod and resumed typing, filling out fields with quiet efficiency.

			"Is there a Ryan Eland here with you?"

			Aidan's breath stilled.

			"Your grandmother had listed him as the stone’s guardian in the event you inherited it before you turned 18," the woman continued, her tone neutral. "You're of age now, but he's still attached to your file. We can keep him listed as the backup in case anything happens to you if you’d like."

			Aidan stood frozen, the question hanging in the air between them like smoke.

			Her throat felt tight. She swallowed against it.

			"Can you remove him from the account?"

			The words came out softer than she intended, barely more than a whisper.

			The woman's gaze flicked up briefly, something unreadable passing across her face. Then she nodded and turned back to her screen.

			It only took a few minutes. A few clicks. A few keystrokes.

			And then Ryan was gone.

			Erased from her government records like he'd never been there at all.

			Aidan's chest ached.

			"Alright." The woman tapped a final key, and the printer beside her whirred to life. She gathered the newly printed pages, clipped them to a worn clipboard, and added a pen before sliding it across the desk. "Fill these out, then come back up so we can get a power scale on your artifact."

			"Okay." Aidan's voice came out hollow.

			She took the clipboard with numb fingers and turned toward the row of plastic chairs along the wall. Her boots squeaked faintly against the linoleum as she crossed the empty waiting room and sank into the nearest seat.

			The clipboard rested heavily in her lap.

			She stared down at the top page, the words swimming slightly before her eyes focused.

			Form 1: Personal Identity

			Her pen hovered over the first line.

			This was it—the point of no return.

			Once she filled this out, once she registered, her name would be in the system. Visible. Traceable. Exactly what Ryan had warned her against.

			But Ryan was gone.

			And she was still here.

			Aidan pressed the pen to paper and began to write.

			Aidan filled in the easy questions first, her pen moving almost on autopilot.

			Full Legal Name: Aidan Sylene Klein.

			She paused briefly at her middle name. Sylene. Her great-grandmother's name—a woman Edda had rarely spoken about, as if there were pieces of that story she wasn't ready to hand down. Aidan had asked once, maybe twice. Edda had only smiled, with a distant, sad expression, and changed the subject.

			Date of Birth: November 3rd.

			Current Address: 1187 Rowan Creek Lane, Barrows Hollow, WI 53824.

			Hybrid Classification: Fae / Elf.

			The pen kept moving, the motion soothing in its monotony—question after question. Fill in the blank. Check the box. Move forward.

			Then she hit Question 5.

			Emergency Contact:

			The line stared back at her, blank and accusing.

			Her pen hovered above the paper, the tip barely touching without making a mark.

			Who was she supposed to put?

			Ryan was gone. Edda was gone. Her parents were strangers who'd made it clear long ago that she was an obligation, not a priority. Parker—her brother—hadn't spoken to her in years, and even when they had shared space, it had felt like standing in separate rooms.

			Cora?

			Aidan's chest tightened.

			Cora was barely holding herself together. She hadn't left her room in days except to pace the halls at night when she thought Aidan was asleep. The house always whispered her movements—the wards tracking her restless steps, the floorboards creaking under the weight of grief Cora refused to speak aloud.

			Aidan had seen her once in daylight, white-knuckling a large black tote with a yellow lid down from the attic. She hadn't said a word. Just disappeared back into her room like a ghost clinging to the edge of a storm.

			She wasn't eating. Wasn't hunting. Wasn't anything.

			And Aidan didn't know how to fix it.

			She couldn't even begin to untangle what Cora was going through—learning Ryan was her father, that he'd manipulated her entire life, that he'd died protecting them anyway. It was too much. Too heavy. And Cora was drowning under the weight of it while Aidan stood on the shore, helpless.

			How could she ask Cora to be her emergency contact when Cora could barely be her own?

			Aidan's jaw tightened. She skipped the question entirely and moved on.

			Legal Guardian (if applicable): Ryan Eland.

			She stared at the name she'd just written.

			He'd already been erased from her file. The woman at the desk had done it in minutes—a few keystrokes, a few clicks, and he was gone.

			But here, on this form, his name remained. Ink on paper. Permanent, in a way that the digital record wasn't.

			Aidan's throat felt tight.

			She forced herself to keep going.

			Artifact Inheritance Line: Maternal.

			Are you the current wielder of your family's power source? Yes.

			Power Source Type: Pendant—oval stone set on silver chain.

			The questions came faster now, easier to answer because they didn't require her to think about the people she'd lost or the ones she was failing.

			Artifact Description: A four-inch pendant containing a volatile, color-shifting crystal. The silver chain coils neatly around the base and pulses with visible energy when held or activated.

			She glanced down at the pendant resting against her sternum, hidden beneath her shirt. Even now, she could feel it—warm, pulsing faintly in time with her heartbeat. The clouds inside the stone shifted slowly, small flickers of red sparking beneath them like embers buried in fog.

			Magic Type (Primary): Nature-based / Elemental.

			Magic Type (Secondary): Unknown.

			Control Rating (Self-assessed):

			Aidan stopped.

			The pen hovered over the blank line, her hand trembling slightly.

			She wanted to lie. Wanted to write something higher—5, maybe 6—just to feel less pathetic. Less like a child playing with forces she didn't understand.

			But they'd know.

			When they tested her, when they put her in that assessment chamber and asked her to perform even the simplest spell, they'd know.

			Her mind flashed back to the cavern. The way her magic had surged when the shadows closed in—fire and vines erupting in response to the threat. She'd held her own for a while, fought back against things that shouldn't exist. But the power had felt slippery, unpredictable, like trying to hold water in her fists. It had responded to her panic more than her intent, and she still didn't fully understand how she'd done any of it.

			She'd barely been able to pull it back and had only managed it because the alternative was burning them all alive.

			2 / 10.

			She wrote it quickly, before she could change her mind, and moved on.

			Manifestation Date: Approx. 3 weeks ago.

			Manifestation Trigger:

			Her pen pressed against the paper, forming the first few letters.

			Involuntary—

			She stopped. Stared at the word.

			Then she scratched it out, the ink bleeding through the paper in jagged lines.

			Heightened emotional state.

			That was closer to the truth, wasn't it?

			The power source had activated when Edda died. When grief had cracked something open inside her, and the pendant had responded, flooding her with magic she hadn't asked for and didn't know how to use.

			And then again in the cavern, when terror had seized her chest, and the stone had flared hot against her skin, trying to protect her from the shadows closing in.

			Her magic didn't care about control. It cared about feeling. And right now, Aidan was drowning in feelings she didn't have time to process.

			Last Known Magical Flare: 7 days ago.

			Magical Stability Level:

			☐ Stable

			☑ Unstable

			Two boxes. Just two boxes.

			Checking the second one felt like putting a label on her entire existence.

			Aidan unclipped the page and flipped to the next form, her jaw tight.

			Her mind drifted as she scanned the new questions.

			The house felt wrong now. Empty in a way it hadn't been even after Edda's death. Ryan's absence was a wound that wouldn't close—his voice gone from the halls, his presence no longer humming through the space he'd occupied for so long.

			Then there was him.

			The stranger in the guest room.

			He still hadn't woken. His wounds were healing—slowly, stubbornly—but he remained unconscious. Aidan had been checking on him twice a day, changing bandages, making sure he was still breathing.

			She didn't know what else to do.

			Didn't know who he was, or why he'd been chained in that cavern, or what he'd do when he finally opened his eyes.

			Ryan would have had answers. Would have known exactly how to handle an unconscious stranger with injuries that looked like torture.

			But Ryan wasn't here.

			Aidan blinked, pulling herself back to the form in her lap.

			I consent to artifact identification tracking.

			☒ No

			I understand that unregistered or rogue use of magic in public zones may result in magical suppression protocols.

			☑ Yes

			Do you consent to magical volatility checks upon activation or incident?

			☑ Yes

			Has your artifact been exposed to corrupted sources in the last 30 days?

			Aidan's pen stopped.

			She stared at the question, her pulse quickening.

			The cavern. The shadows with their bleached skulls and red eyes. Nic's magic—deep green and rotting, curling with darkness that felt wrong on every instinctual level.

			Her pendant had been there. Had absorbed the ambient magic. Had fought against it.

			Did that count as exposure?

			She didn't know.

			And if she checked yes, what would they do? Would they take the pendant? Quarantine her? Flag her as compromised?

			She bit her lip, hard enough to taste copper.

			Then she checked the box.

			☑ No

			It wasn't exactly a lie. The pendant hadn't been corrupted. It had just been near corruption. That was different.

			Wasn't it?

			Have you experienced time gaps, teleportation incidents, or blackouts tied to your power source?

			☑ Yes

			If yes, describe briefly:

			Random, uncontrolled teleportation. Lost for several hours during initial activation.

			She set the pen down and leaned back in the chair, closing her eyes for just a moment.

			Her right leg bounced against the floor, restless energy she couldn't contain.

			I'm putting my name in the system that got four witches killed.

			The thought crashed into her like cold water.

			Ryan had warned her. Had told her to wait, to stay hidden, to keep her name off the registry until they figured out who—or what—was hunting witches.

			And here she was, signing her name on a government form, making herself visible to whatever was out there.

			Her teeth sank deeper into her lip.

			But what was the alternative?

			Stay hidden in that house, paralyzed by grief and fear, while her magic spiraled further out of control? Wait for the wards to fail completely? Hope nothing else found them?

			Ryan's protection hadn't worked. The shadows had found them anyway.

			At least this way, she'd have access to training. To resources. To people who might actually be able to teach her how to use the power she'd inherited instead of just surviving it.

			Aidan opened her eyes and picked up the pen again.

			She finished the last few questions quickly, her handwriting growing messier with each line. Then she unclipped the pages, tapped them against the clipboard to straighten them, and stood.

			Her legs felt shaky beneath her, but she forced herself to move.

			She crossed the waiting room and stopped at the desk, setting the clipboard down with a soft thunk.

			The woman behind the counter looked up, her amber eyes locking onto Aidan's without blinking.

			"All set?"

			Aidan nodded, her voice barely above a whisper. "Yeah."

			The woman took the clipboard and began typing again, her fingers moving across the keyboard with mechanical precision.

			Aidan stood there, her hands curling into fists at her sides, and waited for whatever came next.

			The woman behind the desk stood, her movements fluid and precise. She disappeared through a door behind the counter, leaving Aidan alone in the waiting room again.

			Aidan's right leg bounced against the floor, restless energy she couldn't contain. Her fingers found the pendant beneath her shirt, curling around the stone through the fabric. It pulsed warm against her palm, steady and grounding.

			The door opened.

			"Aidan Klein?"

			A man's voice—flat, monotone, without inflection.

			Aidan looked up.

			He was tall, towering even, his frame filling the doorway. Broad-shouldered and powerfully built, like someone used to physical labor or combat. His suit was immaculate—pressed and tailored with military precision, not a wrinkle or crease out of place.

			But it was his face that made Aidan's instincts flare.

			His skin was sun-warmed, weathered in a way that spoke of time spent outdoors rather than behind a desk. Dark hair pulled back into a short, utilitarian ponytail. Sharp features that might have been handsome if they weren't so unnervingly still.

			Then his eyes met hers. 

			They were dark, almost black. And when the light caught them at the wrong angle, she saw it—rectangular pupils. Subtle, but unmistakable once noticed.

			Predator eyes.

			Aidan's throat went dry.

			She didn't know what he was. Couldn't place the species. But every instinct in her body screamed danger.

			"I'm Rovek," he said, his voice carrying no warmth, no inflection—just a flat statement. "I'll be taking you to the assessment room. If you'll follow me."

			Aidan stood quickly, grabbing her purse from the chair. Her hands were steadier than she felt.

			She fell into step behind him, hyper-aware of the space between them. He moved with deliberate purpose—each step measured, controlled, like someone who'd spent years learning to navigate tight spaces and dangerous situations.

			The back offices stretched out before them in endless rows of identical cubicles. Beige dividers. Humming computers. The constant, mechanical clicking of keyboards filled the silence like white noise.

			Aidan couldn't see faces over the cubicle walls. Couldn't hear voices. Just the sounds of work happening in silent, repetitive monotony.

			Her pulse quickened with each step.

			The pendant grew warmer against her chest, responding to the anxiety building in her bones.

			This is fine. You're fine. It’s just an assessment.

			But her body didn't believe it.

			Rovek stopped in front of a door near the back of the building. He gestured for her to enter first, his expression unreadable.

			Aidan stepped through.

			The assessment room hit her like a wall of cold air.

			It was clinical in the worst way—white walls that reflected the harsh fluorescent lighting overhead, making everything feel too bright, too exposed. A silver metal table sat in the center of the room, its surface gleaming and spotless. The kind of sterile you only saw in laboratories or hospitals.

			The air smelled sharp. Disinfectant layered over something else—something acrid and faintly metallic. Magic residue, maybe. Old spells that had been cast and dispelled, their energy lingering in the space like smoke that refused to clear.

			But it was the glass wall that drew her attention.

			It divided the room in half, floor to ceiling, thick and humming with faint enchantment. She could feel it—a low vibration that set her teeth on edge, like standing too close to high-voltage power lines.

			Protective runes were etched along the edges of the glass in intricate, flowing patterns. They flickered softly with pale blue light, barely visible unless you knew to look for them. Algiz, she thought. Protection. Containment.

			A barrier between her and them.

			A woman stood beside the metal table, her posture relaxed despite the oppressive atmosphere.

			Aidan's gaze swept over her, cataloging details.

			Her suit was less pristine than Rovek's—rumpled in places, creased at the elbows, with small flecks of iridescent color shimmering across the fabric under the harsh lights. It looked almost like oil catching sunlight, shifting between blues, purples, and greens.

			Just below her collar, a rune glowed softly against her skin. Ansuz. Knowledge. Communication.

			But it was her face that made Aidan pause.

			Fine white down lined her hairline where most people had baby hairs—soft, delicate, almost feather-like. It caught the light when she moved, creating a subtle halo effect. Her skin was pale, smooth, and when she turned fully toward them, Aidan saw her eyes.

			Icy blue. Piercing. Unnaturally bright, like a winter sky reflected in a frozen lake.

			And something about them—something Aidan couldn't name—made the knot in her chest ease.

			Just slightly.

			Just enough to let her breathe without feeling like the air was too thin.

			She didn't understand it. Didn't have time to question it. Just felt the tension in her shoulders drop half an inch as she exhaled slowly.

			The woman smiled, warmly and genuinely, and stepped forward.

			"Hello. I'm Lina. I'll be running your assessment today." Her voice was soft, melodic, carrying a gentleness that felt almost out of place in the sterile room. She turned toward the table and picked up a sleek black device and a clipboard. "You're Miss Aidan Klein, I take it."

			"That's right," Aidan said quietly.

			"Excellent." Lina's smile widened slightly as she adjusted the device in her hands, checking its settings with practiced ease.

			Aidan's gaze dropped to Lina's hands.

			She wore black gloves that stretched from her fingertips to her forearms, the fabric tight and form-fitting. They looked like they were designed to hide something—too deliberate, too concealing to be just for warmth or style.

			Caladrius, Aidan realized suddenly.

			She'd read about them in one of Edda's books. Rare. Born with the ability to absorb illness, to heal with a touch, to ease suffering when nothing else could. They were called in during plagues, during disasters, when conventional medicine failed.

			But their hands—their claws—were dangerous. Sharp enough to pierce skin, delicate enough to require constant caution.

			That's why Lina wore the gloves.

			"I'm going to scan you and your power source first," Lina continued, her tone calm and clinical. "The pendant, correct?"

			Aidan nodded.

			"Good. This gives us a basic reading—resonance, magical pressure, compatibility. Then we'll begin the full assessment in the next room."

			She lifted the device, and Aidan got her first good look at it.

			It was unlike anything she'd seen before.

			The casing was matte black, shaped to fit comfortably in the hand, but its surface was covered in small toggles, dials, and softly glowing accents running along the sides. Thin bands of silver wiring coiled around the barrel like veins, feeding into a circula​r lens at the front that pulsed faintly with inner light.

			Just beneath the glass nodes, runes shimmered—etched directly into the surface, burned into the metal itself.

			Kenaz. A downward arrow flanked by slashes. Illumination. Internal insight.

			Raido. An angular spiral. Movement. Progression.

			Ansuz. A sharp vertical line intersected near the top. Communication. Resonance.

			They weren't decorative. They were functional. Part of the device's framework, it regulates and reads the invisible forces entangled in a witch's artifact.

			Lina stepped closer, raising the scanner and aiming it directly at Aidan's pendant.

			At first, warmth bloomed in Aidan's chest.

			Gentle. Comfortable. Like sunlight breaking through fog on a cold morning.

			But the feeling didn't stay.

			The soft clouds swirling inside the pendant began to darken, twisting inward. Lightning crackled across the stone's surface—small flashes at first, then brighter, sharper, flickering through the interior like a trapped storm trying to break free.

			The warmth grew hotter.

			Too hot.

			It pressed against her skin, radiating outward from the pendant until it felt like she was standing too close to an open flame.

			Aidan bit her lip, resisting the urge to flinch or pull away.

			The magic surged outward from the stone, racing across her collarbone and down into her fingertips. It tingled violently—sharp, electric, like static electricity that wouldn't dissipate no matter how many times she shook her hands.

			The scanner beeped.

			Once. Twice.

			Then it sparked.

			A flash of light jumped from the device's side, followed by a sharp, metallic hiss. The screen flickered wildly, pixels distorting into nonsense patterns. Then, with a sudden pop, a jagged crack splintered across the glass lens, spiderwebbing outward from the center.

			Lina stared at it for a long moment, her icy blue eyes widening slightly.

			The device gave one last pathetic sputter, smoke curling from the crack in the lens, then died completely in her hands.

			"Well," Lina murmured, her voice carrying a note of genuine surprise. She thumbed the power switch. Nothing happened. The screen remained black, dead. "That's... a first."

			"Never seen that before," Rovek said from behind them, his flat voice somehow managing to convey interest despite the lack of inflection.

			Aidan had almost forgotten he was still in the room.

			Lina turned to her clipboard and began scribbling notes, her expression shifting back to calm professionalism. She set the ruined device aside on the table with a soft clunk, treating it like a minor inconvenience rather than a disaster.

			"I suppose we'll move right to the practical assessment, then," she said, glancing up at Aidan with that same gentle smile.

			She crossed to the glass wall dividing the room. Her gloved hand pressed flat against its surface, and the moment she made contact, something shifted.

			The air pressure changed.

			A low hiss filled the space as the protective runes along the glass flared to life—brighter now, pulsing in rhythmic waves of pale blue light. The hum Aidan had felt before intensified, vibrating through the floor and into her bones.

			The glass itself seemed to thicken, the enchantment solidifying into something more tangible.

			Then a door swung open with a smooth mechanical hum, revealing the chamber beyond.

			It was smaller than the outer room. Bare. No furniture. No windows. Just white walls, harsh lighting, and the faint smell of ozone and burnt magic.

			Lina gestured toward the opening, her expression kind but expectant. "Whenever you're ready."

			Aidan's pulse quickened.

			She stepped forward, depositing her purse on the metal table before crossing the
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