
Contents


    
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
        	
            - Contents -
        

        
            
                	
                    Prologue
                

            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 1: Morgana
                

            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 2: Jack
                

            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 3: Morgana Imprisoned
                

            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
    




      
      Prologue

      Prologue

      
    
      Prologue

      
        [image: Page 1]

        Morgause wiped sweat from her brow as she worked the endless rows of The Fields, her swollen belly making each movement more difficult than the last. The great machine that fed their world churned behind her, its familiar rhythm as constant as her own heartbeat. Steam hissed from its brass vents, while golden water poured endlessly from the floating vase above, feeding the crops that grew impossibly fast beneath her fingers. Like all harvesters, she had grown skilled at gathering the endless bounty, her hands moving with practiced efficiency.

She had just finished harvesting a row of corn that hadn't existed an hour ago when she noticed something wrong. The steam's steady pulse faltered. Then again. The endless cascade of water seemed to slow, droplets hanging in the air longer than they should.

Around her, other slaves paused in their work, heads lifting like prey animals sensing a storm. The guard stationed at the edge of her section gripped his spear tighter, eyes darting toward the machine. She had been with him before, as she had been with many others, all under the Pantheon's calculated breeding program. The identity of her child's father mattered little – it was simply another life created at the gods' command.

But it was the Overseer that drew Morgause's attention. The god-thing stood perfectly still, more statue than being, its usually fluid movements frozen mid-gesture. She had never seen one of the Pantheon appear so... mortal. Its eyes, normally gleaming with immortal light, had dulled to a mundane brown.

The corn stalk beneath her fingers, which should have been growing inches with each passing second, barely stretched toward the sky. Something fundamental had changed in the world, though Morgause couldn't say what. She only knew that the magic that had ruled her life – ruled all their lives – felt suddenly, inexplicably... different.

"What's happening?" Morgause called out to Sara, a fellow harvester working the next row. Their metal chokers gleamed in the sunlight, but neither feared speaking – the Overseer had always permitted conversation, claiming it gave him valuable insights into his charges.

"I don't know," Sara whispered back, one hand unconsciously touching her choker. "But look – he's not moving. He always moves."

The whispers grew louder, turning into a confused murmur as more harvesters gathered, forgetting their stations. Even the guards, their own chokers marking them as merely a different class of slave, joined the growing crowd. Their spears lowered, the usual barriers between guard and harvester momentarily forgotten in their shared bewilderment.

"The Overseer," someone said. "Look at the Overseer!"

A brave soul – one of the younger guards – approached the motionless figure. Everyone tensed, expecting the familiar crackle of punishment through their chokers, but nothing came. The guard waved a hand before its dulled eyes, something that would have meant instant pain mere moments ago. The Overseer didn't react. Its skin had taken on an almost grayish tinge, its formerly pristine appearance now somehow diminished.

"Is he... dead?" The question hung in the air, heavy with implications none of them dared to fully consider.

More questions followed, a lifetime of cautious speech turning into open discussion. Guards and harvesters alike shared uncertain glances, their usual roles forgotten in this moment of unprecedented change. They were all bound by the same chokers, all subject to the same god's will – a god who now stood as lifeless as the slowing crops around them.
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        The brave guard—Roran—hesitated a moment before pushing the Overseer. His breath hitched as he laid his hands on the figure's shoulder, the once-mighty god now a hollow shell. He shoved again, harder this time. The Overseer tumbled forward, its limbs rigid, clattering to the ground like a broken statue.

A hush fell over the field as it hit the earth with a metallic thud. The sound echoed into the distance, but no one moved. The Overseer's eyes—those once-glowing orbs that had commanded fear and obedience in equal measure—were now dull, the familiar golden hue drained from them.

“By the gods...” Sara whispered, her voice barely audible. “He... he’s dead.”

Morgause felt the tremor in her chest as she glanced at her fellow workers. The tension was palpable, each of them caught in a shared, unspoken question: What now?

Roran stepped back, eyes wide with confusion. “I didn’t... I didn’t think he could...” His voice trailed off, unsteady, as if the very reality of the situation was still sinking in.

The air around them, which had once been thick with the hum of magic, now felt wrong—stagnant, hollow. It was as though the world itself had exhaled a final breath.

“That can’t be…” Morgause murmured, stepping closer. She bent down, reaching out to touch the Overseer’s arm. The cold metal of its skin sent a shiver up her spine. How had he gotten so… still? She’d never seen anything like it before—no god, no machine, no being that had been this lifeless.

Somewhere behind her, one of the harvesters gasped.

“The crops!” someone shouted. “The crops are stopping!”

Ansel, standing near the machine with his shimmering crystal in hand, cursed under his breath. "This isn’t right. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. These tools—they don’t work anymore!”

The harvesters clustered together, their hands running over the enchanted tools they had been given—scepters, amulets, and rings imbued with magic to hasten the crops’ harvest. None of them sparked to life. The familiar hum of power was absent.

One by one, they tested their items, their faces filled with dread as they flickered and dimmed, as though the very magic that had seemed to be a natural thing, a natural resource, was no longer there.

“What’s happening?” Ansel asked, voice tight. “Why won’t they work?” His hand trembled as he held his glowing amulet aloft, watching it flicker before it died completely, leaving only a dull, lifeless stone in his palm.

“I don’t know,” Morgause said, her own magical storage item, a “pocket”, which had all the food she had been collecting all day and night, seemed to not work, give nothing back, and accept nothing. “But we need answers. All of us.”

She glanced over her shoulder to see Roran still standing frozen, staring down at the Overseer’s body. There was no panic in his stance, only confusion. Morgause’s stomach tightened. Roran had always been one of the more disciplined of the guards, but even he seemed lost without the Overseer’s guiding influence.

“Get a grip!” shouted one of the older harvesters, a grizzled man named Thoren. “Get to the huts, now! Before it’s too late!”

Just as the first of the harvesters began to break into a panicked run, a sharp, ear-piercing cry rent the air. The animals.

Morgause looked toward the entrance of the “gods” lair, only to see that others were escaping and being chased by shadowy figures.  She turns to look at the low huts that lay just beyond the fields—sparse, identical homes where they all lived, separated only by the thin walls. The fields were their labor; the huts, their prison. But the huts were also their last hope of survival now.

Morgause’s heart dropped. She turned toward the trees at the edge of the field, her blood running cold. She could see more slaves and creatures in the distance. As more creatures emerged, their movements jerky and unnatural, their eyes glinting with an unholy flickering light. The dogs, twisted monstrosities—were the first to appear, but soon there were others.  Chasing after slaves that also came from the lair she had seen.   She couldn’t make out what they looked like, but they almost seemed human.  She didn’t care as much as she needed to run away.

As the creatures began to mow down the slaves as they left, the gaurds went to go fight them with their spears.

The first creature…

It was a dog—massive and feral, with eyes flickering periodically like molten amber. Its claws dug into the ground, and with a horrifying snarl, it tore into the nearest guard. Blood sprayed across the field. The man crumpled beneath it, his mouth opening in a final scream that was cut off as his throat was torn out.

Roran yells “run, get out of here”.

Morgause’s heart lurched, but there was no time for fear. There was only the cold, unflinching need to survive.

The slaves scattered.

“Morgause! Come on!” Sara’s voice broke through the roar of panic. Morgause turned to see her friend already sprinting toward the huts. Without thinking, she ran after her, pushing herself faster than she ever thought possible. luckily she was not too far along in her pregnancy that she was hindered too much.

Behind her, the creatures howled and tore through the fields, their hunger undeterred by anything human. Morgause’s chest burned with each breath, but she didn’t dare stop to look back. She had to make it to safety, had to survive this madness.

As they reached the row of huts, Morgause didn’t pause, not even to glance back at the fields. But as they rounded the corner to the first hut, she caught a flash of movement in her peripheral vision—a shadow darting between the trees.

“Did you see that?” she whispered, more to herself than Sara. But the answer was already in the air, thick with dread.

There were others.

Not just the beasts—something worse. Something that didn’t belong in this world. Magic was dying, and in its wake, monsters.

They reached the small cluster of huts. Without a word, they darted into the nearest shelter, breathing hard. The door creaked shut behind them with a thud, sealing them inside.

For a long moment, no one spoke. The sound of the creatures outside was muffled by the thin walls, but Morgause could still hear the screams. The confusion.

“We can’t stay here,” Sara said finally, her voice shaking. “Not for long.”

Morgause nodded grimly. “We’re going to have to find out what’s happening. Before it’s too late.”
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        Though Morgause and Sara both agreed they should move...they couldn't figure out where to go. How to escape, or anything, ultimately they remained frozen in indecision as chaos erupted outside.

The sounds of battle grew closer - the clash of spears against monstrous flesh, the determined shouts of guards fighting to protect their fellow slaves. Through a crack in the hut's wooden walls, they could see flashes of movement: guards working in coordinated groups, their training evident even in this crisis.

"We should have run when we had the chance," Sara whispered, pressing herself against the far wall as something large crashed nearby.

Morgause placed a protective hand over her belly. "Maybe staying was the right choice. We're not fighters, Sara. And in my condition..."

A howl cut through the air, followed by the sound of splintering wood. They held their breath, hearts pounding. But then came new sounds - organized shouting, the rhythmic march of reinforcements.

Through gaps in the walls, they watched as the guards formed a defensive line, protecting the cluster of huts where many slaves had taken refuge. Their discipline held against the onslaught of twisted creatures, pushing them back step by bloody step.

Hours seemed to pass, though it might have been minutes. Finally, a sharp knock came at their door. "Clear! All survivors, sound off!"

Morgause and Sara exchanged glances before calling out. When the door opened, they found Roran there, bloodied but alive. "You two made the right choice," he said grimly. "The ones who ran... we couldn't save them all."

As they emerged from the hut, they saw the aftermath - guards tending to wounds, securing the perimeter, and gathering the surviving slaves into protected groups. The Fields lay in ruins, but they had held this small corner of their world.
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        As dawn broke over the ravaged fields, survivors gathered in the central courtyard. The morning light revealed the full extent of yesterday's chaos - broken fences, trampled crops, and the lingering evidence of battle. Yet amidst the destruction, there was an unexpected abundance. The storage houses were full, the cattle were intact, and the fields, though damaged, promised enough yield for months to come.

Roran stood before the assembled crowd of former slaves and guards, his voice carrying across the quiet morning air. "We've counted nearly five hundred survivors. The creatures that attacked us have retreated back to The Pantheon's lair. But among us stand others who were also transformed - our fellow slaves who endured The Pantheon's experiments."

A group of goblins and dwarfs, their chokers now as powerless as everyone else's, stepped forward. Though their forms were altered, their eyes held the same relief of newfound freedom. One of them, a goblin named Krix who had once been a kitchen worker, spoke up. "We may look different, but we suffered the same chains. We want to help rebuild."

Morgause stepped forward, holding up her defunct storage pocket. "None of the magical items work anymore. Not a single one. It's as if the very essence of magic has... disappeared."

"But we're alive," Sara added, her voice stronger than before. "And we're all free. The chokers - they're just metal now. Powerless."

The discussion turned to governance. Thoren, an elderly former merchant, spoke first. "We need more than just basic organization. The Pantheon's lair contains countless magical items - treasures that could be dangerous in the wrong hands. And those hostile creatures..."

"We need a council," Roran declared. "Not just for day-to-day matters, but to deal with what lies in that lair. Our transformed brothers and sisters might have insights about what we're facing."

The crowd broke into smaller groups, debating representation. A former scribe named Elena stood up. "I propose specialized committees. Defense, obviously, but also exploration, agriculture, and diplomacy. The treasures in that lair might be valuable, but they're also dangerous."

Gruff, a transformed dwarf who had worked in The Pantheon's lower levels, spoke up. "Some of us know parts of what's in there. We can help map the dangers."

After hours of debate, they established a council structure: twelve members, with four specialized committees. Thoren would head diplomacy, Roran defense, Elena would lead a research committee, and Sara would oversee resource management. Both transformed and untransformed survivors were represented in each committee.

"Our immediate priorities," Thoren addressed the crowd, "are threefold. First, securing our perimeter against the hostile creatures. Second, establishing contact with neighboring settlements - we need allies in this new world. And third, carefully exploring The Pantheon's lair. Those treasures can't be left unguarded, but we can't rush in blindly either."

Roran nodded. "We'll need scouts, both for diplomatic missions and for surveillance of the lair. And we need to document everything we know about what's in there. Our transformed allies' knowledge will be crucial."

"What about the hostile ones in the lair?" someone asked. "Could they be helped like our friends here?"

A heavy silence fell over the gathering. Krix spoke up, "Those ones... they were subjected to different experiments. More brutal. They lost themselves completely. We have to be realistic about what we're facing."

The council's first official act was to establish watch rotations and begin fortifying their position. Teams were organized to catalog their resources and begin mapping the areas they could safely access.

As night fell, Morgause and Sara stood on the walls, watching the distant entrance to The Pantheon's lair. "Tomorrow," Morgause said, "we start sending out diplomatic feelers. But first, we need to understand what we're dealing with here. Those creatures, those treasures... they're not just our inheritance, they're our responsibility."

"And our greatest threat," Sara added, watching the shadows move near the lair's entrance. "We're free now, but at what cost? And what else might be waiting in there?"


      

      
        4
      
    
      Prologue

      
        [image: Page 5]

        Morgause's shoulders ached as she worked the field with her basket, gathering crops the old-fashioned way. A week of manual labor had already begun forming calluses on her hands, so different from the magical harvesting she'd known all her life. She paused, straightening carefully to accommodate her swollen belly, when she heard the approaching hoofbeats.

Through the swaying stalks of corn, she glimpsed the royal procession making its way down the newly-cleared road. Thirty riders, their purple and silver livery marking them as Silvercrest nobility, though the fabric had lost its usual magical shimmer. The lead riders' ceremonial robes, traditionally imbued with powers to repel dust and wrinkles, now showed the wear of hard travel.

"Morgause!" Sara called from the next row over. "Look at their rings - all dead, just like the ones from The Pantheon's vault."

Indeed, the messengers' hands glittered with powerless jewelry, once-magnificent artifacts now reduced to mere metal and stone. Their guards' armor, previously enhanced by The Pantheon's magic, showed patches of rust and tarnish. Even their banner, which should have been floating gracefully regardless of wind, hung limp from its pole.

The lead messenger, a woman with steel-gray hair and perfect posture, drew her mount to a halt near the field's edge. Her voice carried across the rows of corn, practiced and commanding despite its underlying tension. "I am Lady Castellan Meridith, Royal Messenger of Silvercrest. We seek audience with whoever now commands this place."

Roran stepped forward from his post at the watchtower, a dwarf named Gruff at his side. The sight made Lady Meridith's eyes widen - she clearly hadn't expected to see one of The Pantheon's experimental subjects standing as an equal among the guards.

"Seven days ago," Lady Meridith continued, her composure cracking slightly, "every magical artifact in our kingdom failed. Our floating gardens fell. Our eternal flames died. Even our simplest enchanted tools ceased functioning." She held up her hand, rings glinting dully in the sunlight. "These artifacts, passed down through generations, all came from The Pantheon's lair. We demand to know what has happened here."

Morgause watched as more workers gathered at the field's edge, drawn by the commotion. She saw the fear in the visitors' eyes as they took in the barricades, the mixed groups of humans, dwarfs, and goblins working together, and the looming structure of The Pantheon's lair in the distance.
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        Marcus stepped forward from among the workers, his once-pristine record keeper's robes now stained with soil from the fields. Thoren emerged beside him, and Lady Meridith's guards shifted uneasily at the sight of their former administrators standing among the field workers.

"You were last here before the fall," Marcus said quietly. "The Pantheon's chambers still hummed with power then. You demanded more enchanted rings for your kingdom's nobles."

One of Lady Meridith's guards spat on the ground. "And you were nothing but a record keeper, servant. Know your place."

Thoren's eyes fixed on the guard's tarnished breastplate - armor he himself had logged in the Pantheon's inventory. "That plate mail you wear - I remember recording its enchantments myself. How well does it protect you now that the magic has failed?"

Lady Meridith's mount stamped nervously as people began gathering at the edges of the fields. Workers set down their tools, their faces streaked with honest dirt. A handful of dwarves emerged from their posts near the barricade, Gruff among them. Two goblins peered out from behind the newly constructed grain storage, their eyes sharp and wary.

"You forget yourselves," Lady Meridith said, her composure cracking further. "The Pantheon appointed you to serve, to keep records, to manage their lesser affairs. You were never meant to-"

"The Pantheon is gone," Marcus stated simply. "Their magic died with them. We who survived had to find a new way forward. Together."

The tension grew thicker as more guards shifted in their saddles, clearly uncomfortable with the growing crowd. Their eyes darted between the dwarves' sturdy frames and the gathering field workers, aware they were now badly outnumbered.

Morgause watched as Lady Meridith's carefully maintained dignity began to fray at the edges.


      

      
        6
      
    
      Prologue

      
        [image: Page 7]

        Lady Meredith could visibly be seen getting impatient, frustrated. She lets out a yell at Marcus.

"Show us they are dead, I doubt that you all could have killed the unkillable, and magic being gone is unlikely".

"Impossible!" Lady Meridith's voice cracked like a whip. "You will take us to the Pantheon chambers immediately. I demand an audience!"

 "The Pantheon created kingdoms, forged alliances that lasted centuries! They cannot simply vanish like common mortals!"

Marcus stepped forward, his memories of their power making his voice bitter. "Yet they have not come for us,  all their grand designs...are gone, or completed" He gestured to the simple fields around them, "This is what remains. We who survive must learn to live without their magic, without their protection, without the cruelty."

Lady Meridith's horse pranced nervously as she yanked the reins. "This is nonsense. “

The lady pulling on her horse more tightly, the guards gripping their swords firmly, as they have begun to learn what has possibly happened.

Lady Meridith's final shred of composure shattered. "You'll regret these lies! When the Pantheon returns-"

"They won't return," Marcus cut her off, his voice carrying the weight of bitter experience. "The sooner you accept that truth, the sooner you can begin to rebuild, as we have."

The lady and her guards retreated under the steady gaze of the community, their threats echoing hollowly across the fields they once ruled. Their frustration was a tangible thing, crackling in the air like the ghost of the magic that had abandoned them all.
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        Gruff stepped forward from among the dwarves, his weathered face showing the marks of someone who had seen the Pantheon's true nature firsthand. "If you doubt their demise, my lady," he called out, his voice carrying across the field, "then perhaps you'd care to inspect their chambers?"

A murmur rippled through the crowd. The guards shifted uncomfortably, aware of the rumors about those upper levels.

"I spent years there," Gruff continued, his eyes hard with memory. "I know every corner of the first 2 levels of the pantheons lair. Where they made me what I am. The magic that sustained their experiments - that powered their transformations, turning us humans in to goblins and dwarves - it's gone now. Like everything else."

Lady Meridith's face paled slightly. Even she knew the stories of the Pantheon's experimental subjects.

"The chambers still stand," Gruff said, gesturing toward the distant structure. "I'll gladly show you the empty vessels where they stored their power, the silent chambers where their experiments once screamed. Perhaps seeing their abandoned tools of transformation will convince you of their fate."

Marcus stepped closer to Gruff, nodding slowly. "The lady and her guards are welcome to witness what remains. Though I warn you - the sight of such abandoned power can be... unsettling."

The guards looked to Lady Meridith, their confidence wavering. The offer hung in the air, a challenge that would either confirm their worst fears or vindicate their beliefs. But the lady's proud posture had already begun to crack, her certainty fragmenting in the face of Gruff's grim invitation.
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        Gruff's weathered hands trembled slightly as he continued his tale. "The chambers I speak of still hold many of their prisoners. I saw them myself - crude cells made of vines and wood, holding creatures I can barely describe. Not even half of what was contained in those first two floors managed to escape when the barriers broke."

"Some were like me - humans transformed into goblins and dwarves. Others..." he shuddered at the memory. "Others were things that should never have existed. When their power failed, some of the creatures broke free, but many remain trapped down there."

"We haven't had the resources to properly search the lair," Gruff explained, his voice growing urgent. "This past week, we've been focused on finding food, shelter, just trying to survive. But with your guards, my lady, and my knowledge of those first two levels..." He looked at Lady Meridith intently. "We could mount a proper expedition. There's so much we need to understand about what they did down there."

"I know every corridor, every chamber of those upper floors. I can guide your men safely through what I know. But we'll need numbers - enough guards to protect us while we search, while still maintaining security up here."

Lady Meridith considered Gruff's proposal carefully, her eyes narrowing. Though skepticism still burned within her, curiosity and a desire to prove them wrong won out. "Very well," she declared, her voice carrying the weight of authority. "We shall mount this expedition. I want to see these chambers for myself, to witness what remains of their supposed downfall. Captain, assemble a detail of your most capable guards. We'll need enough men to both protect our search party and maintain security at the surface."

Gruff's expression remained grave as he nodded in acknowledgment. He knew what horrors awaited them below, but at least now they would have the strength in numbers to properly investigate what remained imprisoned in those dark halls.
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        The ancient steps descended into darkness, their surface marred by dried blood that had turned a deep rust color. Lady Meredith Caldifer and her guards followed Gruff (The dwarf) past the makeshift barricades - a hodgepodge of wooden beams, broken furniture, and salvaged metal that groaned as they worked to clear a path.

"When The Pantheon fell, we were attacked by creatures coming out of their underground lair," Gruff explained, his hands trembling slightly as he worked the gate. "We placed these barricades to keep them out. Haven't seen anything emerge since those first terrible days, but best to be careful."

The entrance before them gaped like a wound - broken steps that once seamlessly merged with the earth by divine will now showed obvious seams and cracks. Dark stains marked where twisted creatures had fallen, their inhuman blood eating small craters into the stone. The walls bore deep gouges where something - or many somethings - had clawed their way up during the escape.

Lady Meredith stood at the threshold, her normally imperious demeanor shaken by the evidence before her. Her mind raced with implications: why would blood be here, why would they have a barricade, why is magic gone?

"I refuse to go any further," she declared, her voice sharp with barely contained panic. "I believe you now. We don't have enough men here to handle what might be down there. I refuse to die due to mere curiosity when there are more important matters at hand."

"But we haven't even gone inside yet," Gruff protested. "We aren't sure what lies beneath since the collapse."

"We will return to your settlement and establish proper protocols," she cut him off, falling back on bureaucratic language like a shield. "This requires organization, structure, proper documentation. We'll need more than just men - we'll need equipment, torches, rope... and a way to contain anything we might find still alive down there."

"Aye," Gruff agreed, relief flickering in his eyes despite his frustration. "And healers too. If any of the... experiments... survived, they might need help. That is, if they can be helped at all." The words tasted bitter in his mouth as he remembered his own transformation.

Lady Meredith's eyes studied his dwarven features with new understanding. For the first time, she seemed to truly see him not as just another transformed creature, but as someone who had survived unimaginable horrors. Her posture softened almost imperceptibly. "Yes," she said quietly. "Healers would be... prudent."


      

      
        10
      
    
      Prologue

      
        [image: Page 11]

        As the sun dipped low on the horizon, Morgause stood at the edge of the field, her gaze following the flicker of torchlight as Lady Meridith and her entourage returned. The nobles looked weary, their shoulders heavy with an unspoken resignation. Even from a distance, Morgause could sense the mix of relief and sadness that settled over the village. The Pantheon, once seen as both protectors and oppressors, had left a void that none could ignore.

Morgause’s hands rested on the swell of her belly, feeling the faint flutter of life within. She knew her child would be born into a world reshaped by uncertainty. As the nobles approached, Morgause stepped forward, meeting Lady Meridith’s eyes with a calm that spoke of both an ending and a beginning.

“We found nothing but emptiness,” Lady Meridith admitted, dismounting. “The Pantheon is truly gone. We must learn to protect ourselves now.”

Morgause nodded. “We will. We’ll shape this world together, without their shadow.” She glanced at the villagers gathering around, feeling the weight of her own role in this fragile new beginning. Soon, her child would arrive, a symbol of a future they would build from the ruins of the past.

And with that, the village prepared for the next chapter—one that would lead them away from the legacy of the Pantheon and into a future where they, not the gods, would decide their fate.
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        Morgana’s eyes opened to the quiet stillness of her chamber.

Faint torch light filled the room with a glow around her, soft and familiar. The black woven drapes, covering the vine-like wooding of the walls, had a slight tint of grey that she was unused to. Her bed was just as it always had been — layered with embroidered blankets, pillows fluffed, the scent of old incense lingering in the air. For a moment, everything seemed normal.

Then a strange ache curled through her body, low and tight. She blinked, adjusting to the light, trying to remember how late she’d fallen asleep. Had she eaten something strange? Her fingers went to her side — then stopped.

Her belly was swollen. Heavy. Her breath caught.

No.

She pushed herself upright with effort, hands trembling as they moved across the unfamiliar curve of her abdomen. It was unmistakable. She was… pregnant.

The realization hit her like cold water. She had never been able to conceive — that was the first thing she’d sacrificed for power. Immortality had stolen that future from her long ago.

And yet here she was.

Pain rippled through her again, sharper this time. She gasped, clutching the edge of the bed. It wasn’t just pregnancy. She was in labor.

“No,” she whispered, the word fragile and disbelieving. “This isn’t possible.”

Another wave came, more insistent. She reached out, grabbing a nearby table for balance, her mind racing. There had been no signs, no warnings. The night before, she’d simply gone to sleep.

Just sleep. Nothing strange. No dreams. No spells.

And now she was here — a child in her womb, her body preparing to bring it forth, and not a single memory to explain why.

Her hand trembled over her heart, over the pendant Merlin had once given her, no longer glowing as it used to.

She looked around, suddenly unsure if she was even in her own room at all.

But the stonework, the carved edge of the mirror, the small dish of dried herbs beside her bed — it was all familiar. It was her chamber. But the quiet was too deep, the warmth too faded.
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        The room was too quiet.

Morgana lay half-curled in her bedding, breath ragged, fingers locked in the folds of the blanket. Her skin was hot with sweat, pain still pulsing through her like echoes of thunder. Her eyes fluttered open again, trying to focus.

Then came the pressure. A tightening low in her abdomen — deeper than before.

She had no idea how long she’d been in labor. Time had fractured.

Another contraction seized her. This one broke through her exhaustion and pulled a raw cry from her throat. She braced herself with one hand and pushed — instinct, not knowledge — and something inside her shifted.

And then came the moment.

A wet, hot release. Her thighs trembled as her body yielded, and a sudden, impossible emptiness bloomed in her belly. She gasped, slumping back against the pillows.

A cry broke the silence.

Thin. Piercing. Too sharp for such a small thing.

She turned her head. A baby. Her baby.

The child lay in the blankets, slick with blood and birth, limbs weakly flailing, mouth open as another cry spilled out — clearer than before.

Her hands trembled as she reached for him. Her fingers were sticky with blood, but she didn’t care. She gathered the infant close. He was warm, surprisingly heavy, already curling against her like he knew her.

She stared.

Not in fear. Not in joy.

In disbelief.

This couldn’t be.

Pain radiated through her hips and spine. Another sharp ache followed — the afterbirth — and she shifted with a grimace, feeling the hot flow between her legs. The sheets were soaked. Her body was not finished.

Slowly, she leaned to the side, reaching for the bench where she kept spare linens. Her vision blurred as she moved, one hand pressed to her abdomen, the other clutching the baby, who now rested in the crook of her arm.

A folded wool scarf — she grabbed it with her teeth and pulled it close, wrapping it hastily around him. He whimpered but didn’t cry.

She sank back onto the bed with a groan, breath coming in slow, uneven gasps. The scent of blood mixed with the faint, stale perfume of old incense still clinging to the air.

And then it happened.

The torch flame nearest the bed pulled to the side. Not flickering — not dancing — but leaning, as if something unseen had passed too close.

Morgana stiffened.

A breathy whimper came from the baby. Another pulse of light followed. A soft crack in the wooden beam above — dry wood snapping faintly, like the room itself had shivered.

She looked down at him. His eyes were still closed. His tiny lips parted, releasing a second, softer sound.

And again, the air shifted.

Not colder. Not warmer. Just... strange.

She held him tighter.

No recognition. No understanding.

Just the gnawing sense that something had happened.

That he had happened.

And that nothing in her life had ever prepared her for this.
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        The chamber was still.

Hours may have passed. Time had blurred.

Morgana lay on her side now, her body aching, though less from pain and more from weight — the weight of what had changed. Beside her, nestled into the folds of embroidered bedding, the child slept. His chest rose in tiny, uneven patterns. His hands occasionally twitched.

Her eyes stayed on him.

“I know you’re mine…” she whispered, brushing a curl of black hair from his brow. “But who are you?”

She shifted onto her back, the ceiling above her carved with constellations that she used to look at to fall asleep. Her voice cracked as she continued, speaking only to herself — or perhaps to him.

“I could never have a child. That was the price. Immortality — for the sacrifice of legacy.”

She blinked back the heat in her eyes.

“I thought I gave you up for a kingdom.”

She sat up, slowly, careful not to wake him. The ache in her limbs was heavy, but not disabling. She felt… oddly intact. The blood had long dried on her skin and thighs, but she had bled far less than expected. No tearing. No fever. No complications. Only… a birth that had happened despite the impossible.

Her eyes returned to the boy.

“I can’t just lug you around…” she said softly, half-laughing at her own confusion. “Can I?”

She leaned close and pressed a kiss to his forehead. “Can you wait for a name? I wasn’t prepared for this.”

The child murmured something in his sleep. The torch beside the bed flickered twice in response.

She stared at the flame.

Then rose.

She stood barefoot, a loose cloth wrapped around her, swaddling the child again. The chamber door groaned softly as she opened it.

The corridor outside stretched ahead in pale wood and shadow — more ornate than she remembered. She stepped out into the hallway of the Living Quarters, where once the lesser gods slept and schemed. The walls still pulsed faintly with stored power, like the echo of thunder after the lightning is gone.

She passed room after room, each one empty.

No signs of life. No voices. No Merlin.

“Bastards,” she muttered, her voice sharp and low. “What have they done to me? Where are they?”

She pushed open another door, revealing dust-coated silks, a shattered mirror, a cold hearth.

Memories surfaced — Merlin’s warnings, Maliphant’s condescending jokes, the way they once looked at her: powerful, yes… but expendable.

She clenched her teeth, the child warm against her chest.

Her mind drifted to what she’d seen in those very halls not long ago — the way they laughed as a slave twisted into something else, his screams not even muffled. The gods called it improvement. Maliphant had given the creature a name before it lost its mind.

“Goblins,” she said aloud.

She moved forward, out of the Living Quarters, deeper into the heart of the lair.
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        Morgana moved through the once-familiar corridors, barefoot, the soft creak of aged wood under her steps muffled only by the sound of her own breath. Mordred was bundled tightly in her arms, wrapped in the layered bedding she had clutched from her chamber. His tiny chest rose and fell against hers, soft breaths barely audible. The torchlight flickered wildly, even when there was no draft. Everything was... wrong. Once-smooth wooden walls now pulsed with a faint rhythm, as if the structure breathed in quiet agony. Shadows stretched longer than they should, curling around her like curious fingers. The echo of her steps came back too quickly. She glanced over her shoulder constantly, unsure whether she was being followed or simply watched by the lair itself. Level by level, she passed through what had once been divine opulence — now faded, withered. Pools of starlit water now dry, crystalline thrones covered in dust. She was reminded of bones. Then came the noise — a scratching echo from behind a cracked door ahead. Her pace slowed. From the gap slithered a goblin — malformed and frantic, its limbs thin like branches but tipped with claws. Its skin was papery, gray-green, its eyes feral. It sniffed once, then lunged. Morgana turned, shielding the baby with one arm and catching the goblin's wrist with the other. The goblin shrieked and plunged a rusted dagger toward her side — the tip met flesh… and bent like soft metal against stone. She stared, unblinking. The goblin’s eyes widened in terror. Then — without flourish — she shoved it. The creature was hurled backward with impossible force, smashing into the opposite wall. Wood splintered and cracked like thunder. The goblin's form sagged into a heap, its limbs at unnatural angles, the wall behind it cratered inward. Blood, thick and dark, oozed from under the broken body. Mordred whimpered. Immediately, the torch above them sputtered — not out of wind, but as if startled. Morgana's eyes narrowed. “Still there,” she whispered to herself — the strength the gods gave her, untouched by childbirth, undiminished by time. She glanced down at the baby. His eyes had opened. Not crying now… just watching the torchlight twist. She wrapped him closer to her chest, her arms firm, and moved on — up the carved stairs toward the upper levels.
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        Morgana ascended the vine-slick stairs, her torch casting shadows up the carved wood that bent ever so slightly, as if curling away from the light. As the corridor opened, she stepped into a massive vaulted chamber — once known as the Gallery of Echoes.

In the age of the Pantheon, this space had been a marvel of acoustic and visual illusion. Voices could travel the length of the hall without ever being raised. The gods would perform speeches here — amplified, looped, layered by design — their words turning into divine chorus, their images reflected across mirrored walls that shimmered with enchantment.

Now, those mirrored surfaces lay shattered. Obsidian shards littered the mosaic floor in erratic constellations. Morgana stepped carefully between them, the newborn tight in her arms, the faint swish of cloth the only sound.

Her reflection — warped and fragmentary — glanced at her from a hundred angles. One shard showed her face as it was. Another stretched it slightly, catching only the edge of her profile. A third was black and absorbing — not magical, just broken, like a missing piece of something once whole. None of them changed. There was no magic left to make them do so.. Another made her monstrous. A third was simply empty, black and absorbing.

The ceiling overhead was once lacquered with constellations made from star-metal dust. She remembered watching them swirl at the will of whichever god held court. Now, they were dim and crumbling, the gold flaking off like skin from something long dead.

She passed the remains of an instrument — a chime wall — now bent and rusted. Once, these thin copper plates would ring harmonics when passed, tuning the soul of anyone walking by. She brushed it. Nothing. Silence.

Busts lined the corridor — broken now. She paused before one that still had a plaque intact: Xiradin, Echo-Sculptor of the Third Throne. Its jaw was missing. Something — clawed — had gouged three marks into the throat. Another bust farther down had melted into the wall, fused to the structure like wax.

The floor here had shifted. Roots — thick and pulsing — had begun to creep up from below, threading between the tiles and reaching toward the broken mirrors. One root split where a mirror shard had embedded in it. It bled sap that smelled faintly like cedar and something older — something sweet and rotting.

The child stirred slightly in her arms, but did not wake.

Morgana adjusted her hold, eyes scanning the walls. Movement flickered occasionally — never when she looked directly, only at the edge of vision. It was unclear whether it was a haunting or simply a trick of the fractured reflections.

Toward the far end of the gallery stood the largest mirror of them all. It had not shattered — it had bent. Warped like hot metal, the glass bubbled and curled inward, as if something had tried to come through it — or escape.

She passed it without touching. Even now, it whispered.

The air grew colder. Moisture gathered at the edges of her torch. Somewhere, far behind her, a chime rang — just one note — though no wind stirred.

She did not look back.

Ahead, the corridor narrowed into curling wood again, the lair guiding her upward, ever deeper into itself.
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        The stairway narrowed, and the air turned heavier — not with weight, but with silence. The next level opened into a domed vault that had been overtaken by creeping vines, both physical and architectural. Here, the lair no longer resembled a building, but something older — a space grown rather than constructed.

This was once the Chamber of Entwined Relics. Now it was something between a grave and a garden.

Roots twisted from the ceiling and walls, forming natural alcoves and branching fingers that cradled remnants of what had once been revered: a blade sealed in bark like amber, a shattered helm cradled in a nest of moss, a book half-swallowed by the wall, its pages calcified mid-turn. The ceiling bowed inward above her like the hollow inside a massive tree.

The remains of explorers littered the floor — many clearly ancient, their bones sun-bleached and half-covered in fibrous overgrowth. One skeleton had vines coiled through its ribcage, another was still fused to the haft of a spear embedded in the wall. All of them had come to steal something.

And all of them had stayed.

Chests — or what remained of them — were fused with the walls. Some were sealed with thick bark; others hung open, but empty. Gold coins had melted into the wood like sap. Enchanted rings were now dull, their bands stretched and warped as if the lair had chewed them.

Morgana moved slowly through the room. The air was damp, the scent earthy — but layered with rot beneath. Nothing here glowed. Nothing shimmered. Everything had once been magical. Now it was food for the lair.

A relic caught her eye — a staff of ivory and iron, speared through a knot in the wall. Its etchings were functional, not mystical — inventory markings, ceremonial design, but no longer active.

She reached toward it — then stopped.

Not out of fear. Out of instinct.

Something had brought others here. And something had left them behind.

Ahead, the corridor continued — narrower, darker. She walked on, the silence of this room folding closed behind her.


      

      
        17
      
    
      Morgana

      
        
      
        Illustration Pending

      

    
        
The corridor leading upward was rimmed with curving roots. No straight lines remained. It felt like walking through a throat.

To either side, relics jutted from the walls — unfinished, malformed, or decayed. A spear that had grown barbs. A ring that extended into thorned wire.  

The lair was not collecting.

It was producing.

Chests protruded from the walls like growths. One cracked open as she passed, revealing a pile of coins — still wet, still forming. They shimmered like freshly cast metal, but the smell was vegetal, almost fungal.

She paused near a relic embedded in the wall — a ceremonial staff, ivory and iron, etched with markings that looked bureaucratic. It hadn’t been placed here. It had emerged. The lower shaft still fused into the bark.

Her hand hovered over it.

Then withdrew.

There was no magic to speak of. No power. And yet… something about the room made her feel as if touching anything would be acknowledging it. That it would notice her in return.

She stepped forward. Her foot landed beside the remains of a traveler whose arm had grown moss from elbow to fingertip, bone visible beneath the green.

The deeper she moved, the more newly-formed the relics became. Half-shaped objects pulsed within the walls. You could almost believe the room was still building them — offering up illusions of wealth to lure more into its belly.

A final arch marked the end of the chamber, narrow and crooked.

As she passed beneath it, the air changed.

Behind her, the room held its breath.

And ahead… the corridor turned dark. And quiet. Until something, somewhere, scraped against the floor.

Not fast.

Not close.

But moving.
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The passage opened into a chamber Morgana knew too well. The Hall of Hollow Pilgrims. She had stood here once before immortality, when her kingdom was on the brink of conquest. She remembered the banners of Kairon, Velstrem, and Elderhaven hung high on these walls — kingdoms broken by the Pantheon’s will. Her own kingdom should have joined them. Instead, she had bent the knee, sworn herself to the gods, and lain in Merlin’s bed. Her people were spared, not by strength, but by her surrender.

The hall then had been a masterpiece of intimidation. Benches for emissaries stretched in perfect arcs before the raised throne of Maliphant the Necessary Evil , every sound magnified so a trembling envoy’s words echoed tenfold. Murals blazed with colors, recounting victories that grew taller with each retelling. Fountains ran with water so clear it shimmered like glass. When the Pantheon spoke from the dais, the room itself seemed to carry their voices.

Now the grandeur was gone. The benches were shattered, the murals faded to smears. Banners hung in tatters like molted skin. The throne was battered, parts of it lay broken, and a thick layer of dust had covered the once glorified seat of power. And at the far wall stood a gate — vast, solid, foreign. She had never seen it before. Its timbers were bound in dull iron, scarred with gouges like the claw marks of some trapped beast.

She gripped her child tighter. The hall she remembered had been meant to awe, to dominate. Now it felt like a tomb, and that gate was its final barrier.
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Morgana stepped among the ruins. Where once foreign envoys had bowed, corpses now slumped. Adventurers, thieves, the desperate — all drawn here long after the Pantheon’s fall. Their armor was cracked, their swords scattered. None bore battle wounds. They had not died fighting. They had died waiting.

Her torch caught on a splintered chest. Inside, half-born objects gleamed faintly: fused coins, a dagger with no edge. The lair had offered promise but delivered nothing. She had seen the same illusion of wealth before — a lure, not a gift.

The silence pressed close. The echoes of voices she remembered were gone, leaving only the crackle of her torch and the faint creak of wood beneath her bare feet. The air smelled of mold and rust, tinged with something sharper.

Her eyes lifted again to the gate. Its scars seemed fresher than the ruin around it. She pressed closer. Some splinters were still sharp, pale against the dark wood, as if claws had raked them only recently.

Two side passages gaped along the walls, collapsed and useless. Only one arch remained open, crooked and low, its mouth dark. The stone before it was stained the color of dried blood.

The child stirred. Morgana paused, ears straining.

That was when she heard it: a scrape, deliberate, claws dragging across wood.
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She turned toward the sound. The scrape came again — steady, rhythmic. Not a corpse settling. Alive.

Her torch swept the chamber. For a breath, there was nothing but shadows and bones. Then, from the dais where the Pantheon once sat, a shape detached from the dark.

It hunched, shoulders twisted, arms dangling low. Patches of fur clung to pale, stretched skin. Saliva strung between uneven fangs, jaws slack as it breathed in wet rattles. Its eyes caught the firelight, glinting dull amber.

A lycanthrope.

She had seen their kind in cages, slaves broken on the Pantheon’s whim. Most died in madness. This one endured.

It prowled down the ruined benches, claws scraping wood with deliberate rhythm. Scrape. Pause. Scrape. It was in no hurry. It measured her, circling.

Morgana stood firm. Her heart did not race. Fear had long ago burned out of her. With the child against her chest, she felt weightless, her muscles taut with strength. She lifted her torch and stepped forward.

The beast crouched. Its muscles coiled.

It lunged.
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The lycanthrope prowled closer, muscles bunching with each step. Morgana, with the child pressed to her chest, rose into the air again — weightless, sure-footed. She swept across the benches with ease, her strength surging as if her very veins carried fire. The beast roared in frustration, claws gouging deep grooves into the floor where she had stood.

But the newborn whimpered, squirming against her. A tremor of unease flickered through her. She could not fight freely with him cradled in her arms. She landed lightly, crouched, and tucked him into the hollow of two shattered benches, swaddled and still.

The moment her arms were empty, the air thickened. Her feet struck the floor heavier. Her blood moved sluggish. Still, she stepped forward, fists clenched.

The lycanthrope lunged. Its shoulder smashed into her chest, sending her stumbling back. Claws ripped across her side, blood blooming in hot lines. She staggered but stayed upright, the taste of iron in her mouth.

Pain — real pain — bit into her for the first time since the Pantheon had made her immortal. And the beast turned its head toward the swaddle.
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The lycanthrope bent low, jaws yawning wide over the newborn. Strings of saliva dripped onto the swaddle, hissing faintly where they struck the cold stone. Its yellowed fangs gleamed, inches from the infant’s throat.

Morgana lunged — but she was too far. The child screamed.

It was no ordinary cry. Thin, terrified, sharp as glass — yet the air itself seemed to warp with it. The beast’s bite slowed, dragging through the space between them as though caught in tar. Its fangs hovered, suspended, a nightmare trapped mid-motion.

Morgana flung herself forward. She wrapped her arms around the infant, pulling him hard against her chest. The moment his mouth pressed into her skin, the sound muffled. Time snapped back.

The beast’s jaws clamped down — not on the child, but on Morgana’s back.

The crunch rang out like iron breaking on stone. Its fangs splintered, shards scattering across the dais in brittle fragments. The lycanthrope staggered back, dazed, jaws bloodied by its own broken teeth.

Morgana rose, towering now, power surging through her veins. The gash at her side sealed itself shut; blood dried as though erased. Holding the child, she was whole again.

The beast blinked, wary. Its predator’s cunning sharpened, no longer blinded by hunger. It began to circle her, steps deliberate, shoulders rolling. It tested her, searching for weakness.

It would not find any.
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The lycanthrope’s breath rattled, its chest heaving in furious rhythm. Bloodied gums bared, it feinted left, then snapped right — probing, watching her responses. This was no mindless monster. It had fought before, learned before.

Morgana held her ground. Her body thrummed with raw power. Every cut sealed as if it had never been, every bruise vanished the instant it formed. She flexed her fingers against the child’s swaddle, confused. Why does he unlock me? Why do I lose this without him?

The beast lunged again, its ruined teeth scraping her forearm. A mere scratch, that did no more harm than annoy Morgana from an unwanted touch. She shoved the creature backward, and its body crashed against the dais with bone-snapping force. Still it rose, snarling, refusing to yield.

Morgana’s confusion deepened. The Pantheon had cursed her womb as the price of immortality. They had told her she would never bear a legacy. Yet here he was, proof of their lies — and proof of her power’s strange tether.

The beast roared, tearing deep grooves in the floor as it bounded for her again. She caught its throat mid-leap, forcing it down with one hand. Its claws raked her shoulders, shredding cloth but leaving no mark on her skin. She leaned in close, her voice cold. “You cannot break me.”
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The lycanthrope thrashed beneath her grip, strength enough to fell a dozen men — but not enough to shake her. Its growls echoed in the empty hall, a fading hymn to defiance. She pressed down, pinning its shoulders, then twisted. The crack resounded through the chamber, final and absolute.

Silence fell.

Morgana staggered back, the child still against her chest, his breathing soft, unaware. She looked at her arms, her skin unbroken, her strength renewed. But confusion gnawed at her more fiercely than the lycanthrope ever had. Without him, I am less. With him, I am more. Why?

She turned her gaze upward. At the far end of the hall loomed the sealed gate, pale heartwood bound in iron bands. She had never seen it in her years among the Pantheon. It radiated confinement, not grandeur, as though the hall itself had been built to funnel all who entered to that door.

Once, this place had been alive with ceremony. Columns draped in banners of conquest — Andovar’s sigil cut down, Cyrane’s crest hung in chains, Thestrel’s colors burned in mockery. She had stood among them, Merlin’s consort, eternal and feared. Now only dust remained, the walls stripped bare, silence where once kings had begged.

She adjusted the child in her arms. “One more obstacle,” she murmured. “Then we see what lies beyond.”
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The Hall of Hollow Pilgrims stood vast and empty around her, its silence broken only by her own breathing. Morgana walked slowly, each step echoing along the stripped stone floors. She remembered this place as it had been: throngs of supplicants from conquered kingdoms kneeling in lines that stretched to the dais. Nobles of Cyrane, the proud generals of Andovar, the priests of Thestrel — all had come here to bend knee or be broken.

Now the hall was nothing but a carcass. The banners were gone, their cloth rotted into dust. The columns that once gleamed with polished veneer were cracked, leaning like tired sentinels. Faded scorch marks scarred the floor where executions had burned too hot.

The child stirred faintly against her chest. She pressed him closer, her mind turning again to the realization that gnawed at her: without him, she was only a shadow of herself. With him, she was more than immortal — unbreakable. The Pantheon had bound her, cursed her, and lied to her. The thought was a brand across her soul.

At the far end, the sealed gate loomed — pale wood bound in black iron, its hinges broad as shields. She had never seen it open in life, never even known it existed. Its presence now made her skin prickle.

It was no door of ceremony. It was a prison gate.


      

      
        26
      
    

      Morgana

      
        
      
        Illustration Pending

      

    
        
The further Morgana walked, the heavier the air became. Not with silence — but with stench. The Hall of Hollow Pilgrims reeked of rot and iron, a foul musk that caught in her throat. The gods had once filled this place with ceremony; now it had become a midden for the dead.

Bodies littered the approach to the gate. Some were nothing more than skeletons collapsed against the stone, jaws slack in eternal pleading. Others were newer, their flesh gray and half-consumed. She stepped past the twisted form of a beggar, still clutching an empty cup, his bones chewed through by something not human. Beside him, a creature’s carcass sprawled broken — its skull split where it had dashed itself against the wood.

The gate itself was splintered. Pale heartwood cracked in jagged lines, iron bands warped by force. Faint grooves scored the surface where claws and weapons had struck again and again in desperation. Men had tried to batter it down. Beasts had clawed it raw. All had failed. Their remains lay as mute testimony, scattered with coins and trinkets spilled from torn packs. Rings dulled to lead, swords rusted to red-brown stains.

Morgana did not touch them. She only looked. Rage simmered beneath her skin — at the Pantheon, at their arrogance, at their endless need to cage. Had they built this barrier to keep creatures out, or to keep her in?

The child shifted in her arms, but she kept her gaze fixed on the battered gate. “You’ve mocked me enough,” she whispered, voice low and fierce. “I am not yours to bind.”
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Morgana halted before the seal. The wood loomed over her, pale heartwood bound in iron, scarred with deep grooves and splintered edges. Men had struck it with blades, beasts had hurled themselves against it, claws and steel alike had tried to cut a path through — all had failed. The evidence lay strewn across the stones at her feet.

A beggar’s skeleton slumped forward against the base, one bony hand still pressed to the gate as if in pleading. Beside him sprawled a corpse less ancient, the withered husk of an adventurer in rusted mail, his sword bent into the grain. A beast’s carcass lay nearby, its skull caved in where it had dashed itself in desperation. The smell of old rot clung thick in the air, mixed with iron and dust, sharp enough to sting her nose.

Coins glittered faintly in the grime. A pouch spilled long ago still lay open, gold dulled to brown. Trinkets rested where they had fallen: a dagger jeweled but rust-choked, a ring loose on a finger, a brooch warped from heat. The lair had become a graveyard of failure, strewn with scraps of treasure as useless as the bones around them. Morgana gave them no more than a glance. She did not need trinkets. She needed a way out.

Her fury sharpened as her eyes rose to the barrier itself. This was no divine gate, no artistry of triumph. It was a lock. A prison wall built to cage the desperate — to cage her.

The child stirred faintly against her chest, but her focus never wavered. She drew back her arm. Muscles coiled, rage honed sharp.

“Enough.”

Her fist slammed into the wood. The impact thundered through the chamber, iron shrieking, splinters flying like shards of bone. The gate cracked down its center, bands snapping, wood splitting apart.

Light pierced through. Daylight.

Morgana stepped forward.
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The gate’s ruin yawned wide behind her, splintered wood and snapped iron scattered like bones. Morgana stepped out, boots pressing into scorched soil. The air was harsh, wind carrying the scent of smoke and char. Her eyes narrowed against the glare. After the suffocating weight of the lair, the daylight seemed too sharp, too empty.

Two guards stood at the perimeter of the lair. They had clearly not expected her. Spears lifted shakily, their eyes darting between her face and the swaddled child in her arms. One whispered a curse under his breath. The other barked, louder than his courage could support, “Stop where you are!”

Morgana didn’t. She walked forward with measured pace, unbothered by their weapons. Her gaze swept them as one might appraise tools left too long in the rain — armor dented, spears ill-kept, stances sloppy. These were not Pantheon-trained, not disciplined overseers. They were men of a world she did not recognize.

“Who commands you?” she asked, her tone steady, sharpened by expectation.

Neither answered at once. One swallowed, his grip tightening on his weapon. “You… you came through the gate. That’s not possible.”

Morgana tilted her head. “And yet I stand here. Answer me.”

The men exchanged uneasy glances, fear playing across their features. It was not just her presence that shook them — it was the child she carried, and the strength in her eyes.

For the first time since the hall, Morgana realized: to them, she might not be a prisoner walking free. She might be something far worse.
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The guards braced as Morgana drew closer, but neither struck. Their eyes lingered on the child she carried, as if he unsettled them more than her presence.

“Where is Merlin?” she asked, her voice cutting sharp. “Why does he not stand here to answer me?”

The question startled them more than her strength had. One exchanged a quick glance with the other before answering, “Merlin? No one’s seen him in years.”

Morgana’s brow furrowed. “Years? I saw him yesterday.”

The taller guard shook his head, words tumbling out in a rush. “Not since everything stopped. Not since the magic failed. The machines went silent, the lights went dark — and he vanished with the rest of them.”

The other added quickly, almost as if to prove it wasn’t a lie, “We only know him from stories. From when we were children. From what the elders say. Merlin was the last of them, wasn’t he? The one who walked with gods?”

Morgana’s grip tightened around the child. The edges of her world warped with their words. No — it couldn’t be. It had only been a night’s sleep. She had closed her eyes in one world, and opened them to another.

Her voice dropped to a whisper, fierce with denial. “He is not gone.”

But their silence, and the fear in their faces, told her otherwise.
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The guards did not lower their spears, but neither did they try to bar her way. Their eyes darted between one another, wordless agreement forming in their silence. At last, the taller one spoke, voice rough with unease.

“You can’t stay here. Not in the open. You’ll come with us — to the Council.”

Morgana studied him for a moment, then gave a short nod. She had no interest in parleying with frightened men. What she needed was shelter, food, and truth. Her chamber was gone. The lair was not what she remembered. And her child — her child needed safety more than anything. If the Council ruled this place now, then they would give her answers.

It wasn’t the crude barricade she might have imagined from the scattered rumors of mortal defenses. This was something else entirely. The lower edges were lined with the ghosts of wood—rotted stakes and splintered frames buried half in the soil, as though the remnants of an older, smaller structure had been swallowed by this new creation. Above them, a fortress wall soared: seamless stone cut in measured blocks, braced with iron and fitted so precisely it might have been carved from a single slab.

The craftsmanship was startling. It didn’t speak of panic or haste, but of order—discipline. Whoever built this hadn’t been trying to survive; they’d been claiming the land. The wind slid across its surface and broke without echo.

Morgana ignored their stares. Her thoughts circled inward. Merlin had not come when she called. No gods had stirred. The guards’ words gnawed at her: not since the magic stopped. How long had she slept? How much had changed?

The newborn stirred softly in her arms, pulling her focus back. She held him closer. Whatever waited beyond those walls, she would face it. But first — the Council.
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The roof ticked like a metronome, each drop hitting the basin with a hard plink. Jack sat at the table, whittling a stick into curls no one had asked for. The ladder leaned against the wall, a silent accusation. Nails, tar, a half-split shake—everything he needed to fix the problem waited within arm’s reach.

“Boards are soft,” Morgause said, eyeing the stain widening along the rafters. Her tone was even. “If the wind comes up, it’ll peel the corner clean.”

Jack dragged the knife down the grain and let a ribbon of wood fall. “Then I’ll nail it when the wind comes up.”

“Do it before.” She moved the basin an inch to catch a faster drip. “Not after.”

He shrugged. The knife rasped again. He knew the chores by heart—roof, woodpile, water, the market list. He could recite them in his sleep. He didn’t look at her because looking at her meant acknowledging expectations, and expectations had weight.

She crossed to the shelf, checked the food jar with a practiced glance, then set out a loaf to thaw. “You’ve got the shoulders for the work now. Fifteen means you stop pretending the house mends itself.”

“Fifteen means I pick my own hours,” he said.

“Fifteen means you’re a man,” she answered, “and men keep roofs over their heads.”

He kept whittling. The curls gathered like shavings of excuses. Outside, the lane murmured with morning—hammer strikes, market voices, a cart wheel squealing against a stubborn axle. All of it begged for someone else’s attention.

Morgause set the tar pot near the ladder and didn’t push it toward him. “Before midday,” she said, not louder, not sharper. Just final.

Jack spun the knife in his fingers and watched the drip find the basin on its own. The house could wait. Houses always did. People were the impatient ones.
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She laid a folded scrap on the table where his knife had chewed the surface raw. “Water first,” she said. “Then the roof. If there’s time—flour, salt, and any root the market isn’t overcharging for.” Her handwriting was small and neat; she’d taught herself letters after the Fall, because nobody else would.

Jack didn’t touch the list. He leaned back, boots braced against a table leg, and stared at the ladder as if it might climb itself. “Woodpile still passable,” he said.

“For the morning,” she replied, tying a cloth around her hair. “Not the evening. The nights haven’t warmed enough.” She checked the hearth, knocked ash into a bucket, and fed it two thin sticks. Efficient. Unhesitating. It annoyed him how easily she found the next necessary thing.

He scratched the knife point along a knot in the table. “You always have another task.”

“That’s how roofs stop leaking,” she said. “Tasks and someone doing them.”

He didn’t answer. It was easier to be contrary than to admit she was right. Easier to imagine the Empty Barrel and its clatter, the slap of dice against wood, the way his name—Jack—carried a bite of recognition there. In the Barrel, no one handed him lists.

Morgause lifted the water yoke, then paused, weighing it in one hand. “You’ll do the well,” she decided, setting it down. “Your back’s stronger than mine.” She nudged the yoke closer to his boot, then picked up the tar pot herself and tested the lid. Preparation was a language she spoke without thinking.

He flicked his gaze at the yoke and away again. “I’ll get to it.”

“Before the sun tips,” she said. “The well line grows long after noon.”

He let the silence answer for him. She didn’t fill it. She never begged, never pleaded. She simply arranged the world so it could work—if he chose to lift a hand.

The list waited. The drip kept time.
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A soft rap on the door cut the room in two. Morgause paused, one hand on the latch of the tar pot, and set it down without clatter. She wiped her palms along her skirt, smoothing away dust that wasn’t there.

Jack didn’t look up at first. Knocks came and went in Taro—neighbors borrowing, sellers haggling, children daring each other. Another rap. The kind that expected to be answered.

Morgause opened the door. A man stood there in patched wool and clean boots, hat clutched to his chest. He was older than her, shoulders drawn in as if not to take up space, eyes focused somewhere near the threshold rather than her face.

“Evening later?” he asked, voice careful.

“Later,” she said. No flinch. No flourish. She stepped aside a finger’s width, then didn’t. Boundaries counted in rooms like this.

The man nodded, relief and something like gratitude passing over his features before he glanced past her and noticed Jack. His gaze skipped off the boy as if Jack were a sharp edge. He tipped the hat and stepped back from the door.

Morgause closed it gently and turned. “I’ll be out,” she said. “Back by nightfall.” She didn’t meet his eyes to explain. She never explained.

Jack watched the corner of her mouth, hunting for apology or shame, finding neither. Fine. He didn’t need either. Men in Taro did what they did; women did what they did. He’d be old enough to buy what he wanted soon. The transaction was the only honest part of the whole village.

“The roof,” she reminded him, lifting her cloak from the peg.

He pinched the knife blade between finger and thumb and tested its bite. “Sure.”

She tied the cloak at her throat, checked the list still lying on the table, and left it there. The latch clicked. Outside, the man’s footsteps matched hers for a dozen beats, then faded into the market’s hum.

Jack set the knife tip against the wood and pressed until it left a neat, satisfying groove.
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The door’s quiet shut left the room full of small sounds: the drip in the basin, the settle of ash in the hearth, a fly tapping against the window seam. Jack stood, stretched, and eyed the ladder. The yoke leaned where she’d left it, a patient burden waiting for a back.

He tried on responsibility in his head the way other boys tried on coats—imagined the climb, the tack of tar, the splinter jab that would lodge under a fingernail for days. He imagined the way she’d look at the fixed corner and say nothing, which was as close as she ever came to praise. It landed in him like a stone.

The Empty Barrel stirred in his thoughts: Derrick’s grin while the bones danced in his palm, Ox’s slow laugh, Selene’s coin flipping end over end, Corin spilling a handful of dead trinkets with a magician’s flourish. Rings that didn’t glow anymore. Amulets that didn’t hum. Stories that still bought a seat at the table even if the power was gone. That was a language he preferred—risk and luck and names said with a smirk.

He picked up the list. Read it once. Folded it and slid it under the tar pot, as if by hiding the paper he could hide the task.

The basin plinked. He moved it an inch, the laziest kind of solution, and told himself it counted. Outside, the lane called—market cries, the scrape of boots, the thick, tempting noise of people doing anything but asking him to be better.

Jack shouldered the door open and stepped into the light. The ladder, the yoke, the list—they stayed behind, arranged exactly as she’d left them.

The Empty Barrel wasn’t far. He could almost hear the dice already.
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Jack cut through Taro’s narrow lanes, boots scuffing stone worn by generations. People pressed past him — humans, dwarves, goblins — all moving with the weary rhythm of survival. A dwarf stooped under the weight of a timber beam, sweat streaking his copper-wired beard. Goblins squabbled at a fish cart, their rasping voices sharp as knives. Nobody stared at them. Why would they? Everyone in Taro bore some trace of the Pantheon’s cruelty. Some more obvious than others.

Jack glanced away. He’d grown up knowing why goblins had eyes too wide, why dwarves had backs like oxen. The Pantheon had molded them — twisted servants for their own amusement. Half the town had once belonged to them, and the rest descended from those who had. Newborns arrived without collars, without chains, but never without memory.

He flexed his fingers as the thought stirred another memory: himself at eight, cornered near the woodpile by a half-grown goblin. It had lunged, all teeth and ragged nails, but he’d planted his fist in its face and sent it sprawling. He’d stood over it, heart pounding, realizing he’d won with almost no effort. The thing had scrambled away, shrieking, but Jack remembered the shock in its eyes.

That memory was a flame he still fanned. Proof he wasn’t ordinary. Proof he could be more.

He turned onto the crooked lane where the Barrel waited, its sign swinging on rusted chains. The sound of dice carried into the street — sharp clicks, laughter, curses. The sound pulled at him like gravity.

Jack quickened his steps. He wasn’t coming for chores or for lists. He was coming for dice.
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The Empty Barrel breathed heat and smoke. The door swung wide on a roar of laughter, and Jack slipped in, the air immediately thick with ale, sweat, and lamp-oil haze. Every table groaned with elbows, cups, and scattered coins. But above all, it was the dice — clattering, rolling, biting against wood — that owned the room.

He kept to the wall, eyes on the back table where Derrick and his circle usually gathered. They hadn’t arrived yet. Good. That meant he had time.

Jack slid into a seat near the hearth, the coins he’d taken from Morgause burning in his palm. He didn’t count them; he knew the weight. Not much. Barely enough for a drink and a few throws. But it was his. She’d never notice the missing copper, not with the roof dripping and the list forgotten.

“Two in,” the dealer said, nodding at him. Jack pushed his coins forward. The dice landed in his hand — heavier than he expected, the bone worn smooth by a hundred other palms.

He rattled them once. The sound thrummed through his chest. When he threw, they skipped, tumbled, spun until the table swallowed them. For a heartbeat the room tilted toward him. All eyes followed the bones.

He lost the first throw. No one cared. He didn’t either. The thrill wasn’t in winning — not yet. It was in the toss, in the chance, in the moment the world waited on a pair of cubes.

Jack grinned. He wanted more.
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The gang arrived with their usual noise — Derrick Varro first, sleeves rolled, grin too sharp. Selene followed, flipping her coin as if it was weightless, her gaze darting everywhere at once. Ox shouldered through the crowd like a cart in a narrow lane, and Corin trailed, clutching his pouch of relics.

Jack’s seat was already warm when Derrick spotted him. “Jack,” Derrick drawled. “Can’t keep away, can you?”

Jack smirked, but his pulse jumped. Derrick rolled the dice with a casual flick, and the whole table leaned in. They always did.

Corin spread his trinkets across the wood, one by one. A dull crystal. A cracked amulet. A ring whose band had warped like old tin. Nothing glowed. Nothing hummed. But Jack’s eyes locked on them anyway. He wanted to touch them, to feel if even a whisper of power remained. Maybe, just maybe, one would flare again in his hand.

“They’re good luck,” Corin said, grinning as he tapped the cloudy gem. “Not dead. Just… resting.”

Selene rolled her eyes, but her coin slowed. Even she wanted to believe.

Jack leaned closer, drinking in the sight. The relics were worthless, everyone knew. But in his mind, they gleamed. He imagined them alive again, power flowing through, making him untouchable. He wanted them almost as much as he wanted the dice.
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“Your throw,” Derrick said, pushing the dice toward him.

Jack scooped them up, the weight of Morgause’s stolen coins already leaving his pocket. He rattled the bones, felt their clatter vibrate through his fingers, and cast them across the board. They tumbled, spun, froze. The table jeered. His throw was bad — again.

Heat rushed to his cheeks, but the shame only sharpened the thrill. Every man at the Barrel lost money. Every man watched the dice and prayed. Losing meant he belonged as much as winning.

Derrick laughed, slapping his shoulder. “Better luck next roll, Jack. You’ll catch the bones when they like you.”

Selene’s smirk cut sharper. Ox grunted his slow laugh. Corin whispered to his relics as if they were listening.

Jack forced a grin, gripping the dice too tight. He wanted them to like him. Wanted them to land right. Wanted to be more than the boy who left leaks in the roof.

When the bones hit the table, the whole Barrel tilted toward them. For one instant, Jack felt the world wait for him.

And he swore he would make it wait again.
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Jack’s coins dwindled fast. The dice spun from his fingers again and again, tumbling across the wood like traitors. Each throw was another copper sliding from his pile into Derrick’s or Selene’s waiting hands. He told himself the next toss would turn, that luck was bound to tilt back, but the bones refused him.

“Snake eyes,” Derrick announced with relish, sweeping in Jack’s last pair of coins. “Looks like the roof wins today, eh?”

Laughter rippled through the table. Jack forced a grin, though heat prickled up his neck. He’d pictured himself winning, earning cheers, maybe even slipping into Derrick’s seat for a throw. Instead he was broke. Morgause’s coins, her bread, her salt—they were gone.

Still, the thrill hadn’t faded. Losing stung, but it carried its own bite, its own belonging. He had sat at the table, rolled with the rest, felt the world hang on dice that answered no master. That was worth something.

“Enough for today,” Derrick said, clapping him on the shoulder. His grin wasn’t cruel. If anything, it was measuring. “Come on, Jack. We’ve got business in the back. Maybe it’s time you saw what we do when the dice cool.”

Jack straightened, surprise pricking through his embarrassment. A test? An invitation? Either way, he rose without hesitation.

The dice had stripped him, but maybe that was the point.
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The Barrel’s rear chamber was smaller, its air thicker. Smoke curled low, lanterns guttered against walls scarred by years of knife games and private dealings. The laughter from the front dulled to a muffled roar, leaving the table here a quiet stage.

Derrick dropped into a chair with casual authority, stretching his arms across the backrest. Selene perched beside him, coin dancing in her fingers, watching Jack like a hawk weighing prey. Ox closed the door with a thud and leaned against it, a living barricade.

Corin was already fussing with his pouch, eyes glittering with excitement. Trinkets spilled across the wood: cracked amulets, twisted rings, shards of crystal that once pulsed with power. He arranged them like holy relics, each set in its place with reverence.

Jack’s gaze caught on the dull gleam of metal and stone. Here, away from the shouting crowd, they felt heavier, more dangerous. He leaned closer, trying to drink in every line and rune.

Derrick nodded at him, grin still sharp. “Fifteen now, aren’t you? That means you’re a man in Taro. Not a boy patching roofs, not a brat chasing chores. A man makes choices. A man plays for more than coppers.”

Jack swallowed hard. The weight of their stares pressed him. Part of him wanted to laugh it off, pretend he wasn’t trembling with the need to belong. Another part wanted to grab the dice, grab the relics, and never let go.

Derrick gestured to Corin. “Show him the good one.”

Corin’s grin widened.
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The pendant hit the table with a dull clink. Corin’s grin stretched ear to ear, yellow teeth catching the lantern glow. “Look at it, boys. We finally got our hands on the bastard’s prize.”

Selene leaned in, her coin dancing through her fingers. “All that for a rock?”

“Not just a rock,” Corin snapped, clutching it like it might vanish. “Maliphant wore this. Right here, on his chest. Fifteen years we’ve been dreaming of finding something real, something that mattered. And today, it’s ours.”

Jack stared at it. The stone was dead black, the chain iron and dull. Still, it pulled at him.

Rain hammered the roof, sudden and heavy, drowning out the Barrel’s laughter from the other room. The window rattled in its frame.

“Close it, Ox,” Derrick said, raising his voice.

The big man shoved it shut with a grunt, the clap of wood and iron barely muffling the storm.

Derrick leaned forward, his grin crooked. “Don’t scoff, Selene. Corin paid through the nose for this, but it’s the real thing. I know it. We all do.”

“Damn right,” Corin said, stroking the pendant. “Not some cracked bauble from a ditch. Maliphant’s. The one he wore when he ruled kingdoms.”

Selene rolled her eyes but didn’t look away.

Jack wet his lips. He wanted to ask what made it special. He wanted to touch it. Instead, he waited, letting the rain pound like drums above them
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Derrick finally spoke, voice louder than the storm. “The man who sold it—he was there. At the Fall. Said the whole place was crawling with beasts, people screaming, running. The gods? Frozen like statues. Maliphant sat on his throne, stiff as stone. Less than a man.”

Corin laughed harshly. “Old bastard told us he took one of Maliphant’s own swords, chopped his head clean off in a single swing. Pulled this pendant straight off his neck while the blood was still wet.”

Jack’s chest tightened. He could see it — monsters tearing down halls, men dying, and Maliphant, unmoving, toppled by a desperate stroke.

“The fighter cut his way out with that sword,” Derrick went on. “Kept this trinket close ever since. Fifteen years, holding on, hoping it’d wake up if magic came back. Said he wouldn’t let it go, not for any price.”

“But times change,” Corin added, shaking his head. “Man’s old now. Family’s starving. He came in this morning with hands shaking, voice cracking. Said it was useless to keep holding out hope.”

Selene scoffed. “So he sold it to you?”

“Aye. For a heavy price.” Corin puffed his chest. “Worth every coin. I asked about the sword, too, but it was gone. Sold years ago.”

The pendant lay between them, silent. Rain hammered the roof.

Jack couldn’t breathe right. Not for the storm, not for the laughter. For the weight of that dead stone and the story clinging to it.
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Corin leaned back, arms folded across his chest, pendant still clutched tight. “Cost me more than any of you lot ever scraped together in one night of dice,” he said. “And I’d pay it again.”

Selene barked a laugh. “A fool and his coin. You’re glowing like a bridegroom over a lump of iron.”

Ox rumbled low in his chest. “Don’t matter the coin. You can feel it. Like heat coming off a fire, even if the flame’s gone.”

Jack swallowed, eyes flicking to the pendant. He didn’t feel heat. He felt weight, heavy as stone, pressing the air around them.

Derrick slapped the table, the sound sharp against the storm outside. “Mock him all you want, Selene. None of us has ever brought back something that mattered. We’ve sniffed through trinkets, broken rings, baubles that never lit up again. But this?” He jabbed a finger at Corin’s fist. “This is the crown jewel. The prize.”

“Prize for what?” Selene muttered, but she didn’t argue further.

Corin’s smile widened. “For all the waiting. For the nights we thought we’d never see something real again. For proving we’re not just rats chasing bones in the dark.”

The storm growled outside. The window rattled again, though Ox had latched it tight.

Jack leaned in, hardly breathing. It wasn’t just coin they were bragging about. It was victory — small, but theirs.
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Selene squinted at the pendant, her lip curling. “How do you even know it’s real? Could’ve come off any corpse. For all you know, some merchant hammered it together and spun you a tale.”

Corin’s fist tightened around the chain. “Don’t talk rot.” His voice was sharp, almost defensive. “I stood in Maliphant’s hall more nights than I can count. Saw him sit that throne. Saw this hanging off his neck, right where his chestplate left room.”

Derrick leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “Same here. Guard duty. We watched him while he took his tribute. Whole lines of folk kneeling, trembling. You don’t forget the details when your life depends on them. This—” he jabbed a finger at the pendant—“is the same piece.”

Ox grunted his agreement, the sound like gravel rolling. “It’s real enough. Don’t need glow or sparks to prove it. I can still feel the weight when it’s in the room.”

Selene huffed, but her smirk faded. Her gaze lingered on the pendant longer than she meant to.

Jack’s breath quickened. If these men swore by it, if they knew because they’d served under Maliphant’s shadow, then there was no doubting it. The pendant wasn’t just metal. It was history, conquest, power—all fallen now, but still within reach.

The storm howled louder, wind battering the shutters. Ox rose with a curse, pushing them closed with a grunt. The room darkened, but the pendant still caught the lamplight like an ember refusing to die.
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Jack leaned forward, elbows on his knees, eyes never leaving the pendant. His tongue darted over his lips before he finally spoke. “So… what’s it do?”

The room quieted a little, though the storm outside filled the silence quick enough. The rain hammered the shutters like fists, and Ox cursed as he shoved them tighter again.

Jack pressed on, louder this time. “If Maliphant wore it all the time—if it was his—then it had to mean something. Why’d he keep it on him?”

Corin laughed, low and rough. “Boy, if we knew that, we’d be rich already. Maybe it lit the skies. Maybe it was nothing but a damn keepsake from his whoring days. Point is, Maliphant wouldn’t carry trash.”

Derrick nodded, eyes narrowing as though he could still see the god in his mind. “Every one of them had something. Trinkets, weapons, crowns, chains. And none of it was worthless. Couldn’t be. They bent the world with those things. You think Maliphant sat his throne with a bit of scrap on his chest? No. That pendant meant power. The kind we haven’t seen since the Fall.”

Selene snorted. “And you bought it without knowing a thing.” But her eyes lingered, just the same.

Jack’s pulse quickened. They didn’t know what it did, yet they all agreed it had to be important. And if it really was Maliphant’s—if gods needed relics as much as men did—then this was more than metal. It was a key. A promise.

Jack swallowed, his voice almost a whisper. “And now it’s yours.”

Corin smirked. “Ours, boy. Question is—maybe someday, it’ll be yours too.”


      

      
        46
      
    

      Jack

      
        
      
        Illustration Pending

      

    
        
Corin tucked the pendant back into his coat, grin sharp as a blade. "Thing is, boy, this ain't just about the pendant. This is what we do."

Jack frowned. "Do what?"

Derrick leaned back in his chair, boots thunking against the table. "We go in. Into the Lair. Tear through what's left, drag out anything worth a damn. Broken blades, goblets, bracelets, rings. Call 'em trinkets, call 'em treasures — doesn't matter. Folk'll pay just to say they've touched something once held by a god."

Derrick's eyes gleamed with something feverish. "You'd be surprised what fetches coin. A goblet that folk say poured endless water? Worth a fortune, even if it's bone dry now. A bracelet that once made crops leap from the soil overnight? Still sells, even if it's just a strip of metal now. A crown that bent men's knees with a whisper. A horn that called storms at sea. The hope alone is worth its weight in gold.  Hope in treasures that could build a kingdom from nothing."

Selene leaned forward, her smirk sharp, though her eyes betrayed the gleam of hunger. "Hope sells, Jack. Strongest coin there is. Doesn't matter that it's all gone — people remember what it used to be. They'll bleed themselves dry for the chance that maybe, just maybe, it'll wake again."

Jack's chest tightened. He pictured it: a goblet spilling forever, fields sprouting in minutes, treasures that shaped kingdoms. None of it worked now, but none of that mattered. Even the idea of magic still bent people's backs and emptied their purses.

Derrick's grin widened. "That's the trade, lad. Not dice, not cards. Treasure. The bones of gods."

Jack felt the words bite deep, like dice rattling in his chest. This was bigger than chance. This was destiny.
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The storm hammered the roof, every gust rattling the shutters like a drumbeat. Derrick leaned in, voice rising to cut through the noise. “It’s not just about the power of one treasure, Jack. It’s about what you can build with them. You want to run a kingdom? Feed a people? Keep them safe? That takes more than swords.”

Corin nodded, jabbing a finger at the map spread across the table. “Say the goblet flowed again. Endless water—enough for crops, enough for soldiers. That alone could feed half the realm. And if the bracelets that sped the harvests woke up? You’d never see famine again. Every field could bloom in days.”

Selene leaned forward, her smirk gone now, eyes sharp. “And the little stuff—the lesser treasures—they’d buy trade. You could deal them out to merchants and lords, spread just enough hope to make them kneel to you. The rare ones you keep. The ones that matter—the goblets, the bracelets, the crowns—you use those to keep a country breathing.”

Derrick slammed a fist against the table, making the dice bowl jump. “That’s a kingdom, boy. Not built on taxes or tithes, but on treasures. You keep the strong ones for yourself. You trade the scraps, let others think they’ve got a piece of heaven. And when magic comes back—because it will—whoever holds the right treasures doesn’t just rule a town. He rules the world.”

Jack’s breath caught. Dice felt small now, petty. A single roll of bones couldn’t buy him what these men were talking about. This was bigger than chance. This was empire.
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Derrick’s gaze fixed on Jack, sharp as a blade. “You’re fifteen now. A man.” His words cut through the thunder outside, the table going quiet around him. “We’ve been watching you.”

Jack blinked, caught between pride and unease. “Watching me?”

Corin’s grin showed yellow teeth. “Don’t look so rattled. We saw what you did with Ox. Never seen anyone beat him at arm wrestling. Not once. Not even close.”

Ox grunted, crossing his arms, but didn’t argue. “Boy’s strong. Stronger than I was at his age. Maybe stronger than I am now.”

Selene leaned forward, her smirk gone. “Strength’s one thing. But you’re hungry too. We see it in your eyes, Jack. Dice aren’t enough for you. You want more. You want the world to bow.”

Derrick nodded, satisfied. “That’s what we all want. And let’s not pretend the world’s better off now. Folks starve in the streets. Towns vanish overnight. It’s worse now than it ever was under the Pantheon. At least back then, there was order.”

Corin slammed his fist on the table, making the pendant jump. “A cruel order, sure, but it kept people fed. Kept them safe. Now? Nothing but scraps. Fear and rot.”

Derrick’s voice lowered, steady as stone. “The Pantheon’s gone. But their treasures remain. If magic ever comes back, it won’t be the old gods that rule again. It’ll be us.”

The room was still. The storm raged. Jack’s heart pounded. He’d rolled dice all his life, chasing chance. But this—this felt like a wager that could change everything.
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Corin reached under the table and pulled out a roll of hide, stained and creased from years of use. He slapped it down and spread it wide. Lines scratched in charcoal ran crooked across its surface, broken hallways, circles for chambers, jagged marks where someone’s hand had pressed too hard.

Jack leaned forward, breath caught. It wasn’t much — half the marks made no sense — but he recognized it for what it was: a map. A map of the Lair.

Derrick tapped a scarred finger against it. “This is what we’ve scraped together. Every trip, we mark more. Sometimes we pull treasure. Sometimes we drag out nothing but broken bones. We’ve never gone deep — not yet. Place turns on itself. Gets darker the further you push. But there’s enough close to the surface to keep our purses full.”

Selene snorted. “Full enough to drink on, at least.”

Corin grinned. “A goblet with runes, dead but still worth silver. A set of rings once meant for some noble’s hand. A shard of a blade bigger than Ox. All scraps — all sold. And every time, the buyers hand over more than we thought they would. They don’t want the thing. They want the chance. The story.”

Jack traced a finger just shy of the map, not daring to touch. The lines were crude, but they called to him. Doorways. Chambers. A path waiting for someone bold enough to follow.

Derrick’s gaze was steady. “We risk the Lair, Jack. That’s our trade. Treasure for coin, coin for power. The world’s falling to pieces, but down there? Down there’s a kingdom waiting to be claimed.”
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The rain battered the shutters, rattling them in their frames. The storm made the room feel small, the air close, as if the world outside had disappeared.

Derrick leaned across the table, his scarred face catching the lamplight. “You’re not a boy anymore, Jack. Fifteen makes you a man. And I’ve seen enough to know you’re not just any man.”

Jack shifted under the weight of the words. “Plenty of men in Tarro.”

Derrick’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Plenty, aye. But not plenty who ever held Ox’s arm to the table. You remember that night. Loud with your boasting, a foolish bet over dice gone wrong. You should’ve been broken quick, but you weren’t. You held him. Long enough for us all to stop and look. Long enough to prove there’s more to you than swagger.”

Ox grunted but said nothing, his silence a kind of agreement.

Derrick’s gaze never wavered. “That caught my attention. And I’ve been watching since. You’re hungry, Jack. Dice don’t feed it. Chores won’t quench it. You want more, same as us.” He tapped a finger against the table, the sound sharp under the thunder. “The world’s worse now than it was under the Pantheon. No order. No power. People starve and bleed while scraps of treasure rot in the Lair. That can change. We’ll be the ones to change it.”

The pendant glinted as Derrick leaned closer. “I’m offering you a place with us. You’ve got the strength. You’ve got the hunger. The question is—have you got the will?”

The storm crashed above them, thunder shaking the rafters. Jack said nothing, but Derrick saw it in his eyes. The boy was already leaning in.
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The storm drummed against the windows so loud the room trembled. Rain streaked the shutters, wind howling like a beast outside. Derrick’s voice cut through the noise, low and determined.

“We can’t move yet.”

Jack stared. “Why not?”

Derrick’s eyes hardened. “The guards. They’ve been replaced. All new faces on the gate. The Council’s wise now—they’ve caught wind of our old tricks. Bribes used to open doors for us. That path’s closed.”

Corin spat. “We don’t know who we can trust. Who bends. Who breaks. We need to rebuild that web.”

Selene’s chair scraped. “We’ll test the waters, watch movement, ask questions. But we can’t push blindly.”

Jack felt the weight of that. They were planning, waiting, cautious—not like adventurers rushing blades into darkness.

Derrick leaned forward, scar stretching taut. “Stay ready, Jack. When we have the angle—when we see which guard flinches at a copper or a promise—you’ll be right there with us.”

Ox grunted, voice like gravel. “Till then, patience.”

The words tasted bitter in Jack’s mouth. He wanted to demand more, but Derrick’s gaze pinned him in place. This wasn’t a game of dice he could rush with bold throws. This was slower. Heavier.
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The storm outside beat against the walls, but the voices inside only grew heavier, dull with drink and repetition. Derrick and Corin circled the same talk, bribes and guards, while Selene’s tongue cut sharper and Ox stayed mostly silent. Dice rattled. Tankards clattered. Jack sat through it, the noise thick as smoke, until the words no longer mattered. They had already marked him, already made their intent clear.

At length, Derrick leaned back, his voice steady despite the haze. “That’s enough for tonight.”

The others groaned and muttered, but none challenged it. Corin grinned at Jack. “Don’t drown out there, boy.”

Selene smirked. “Not a boy anymore, remember? Let him swim.”

The laughter that followed was rough and sour, but it had a weight to it—a crooked kind of welcome. Derrick gave him a short nod, final as a seal.

Jack rose, pulling his cloak tight. He pushed open the door, and the rain swallowed him whole. The night was black and silver, gutters running fast, rooftops bleeding water. His boots splashed through flooded streets as he shoved his hands deep into his pockets.

The dice pressed against his palm, smooth and grounding. But in the other pocket, colder, heavier—metal.

The pendant.
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The storm hammered the broken roof with fists of water. Rain poured through the gaping wound where timbers had snapped under the weight, cascading in silver sheets that turned their home into a drowning box. Jack stood in the doorway, cloak dripping, and stared at the ruin.
Morgause stood in the center of it all, water streaming down her face and soaked dress, her thin frame trembling—not from cold, but fury. Behind her, their bedding floated in muddy pools. The chest that held their clothing gaped open, everything inside soaked through. Even the hearth had drowned, ashes spreading in grey trails across the floorboards.
"Where were you?" Her voice cut through the storm's roar. Not loud, but sharp enough to draw blood. "While our roof gave way, while everything we had washed into the mud—where were you, Jack?"
He opened his mouth, but she didn't wait for an answer.
"I was working." She gestured at the ruins around them, her hand shaking. "Twelve hours today. Twelve hours so we could eat, so we could keep this roof over our heads—and you?" Her eyes blazed in the grey stormlight. "You were drinking. Gambling. Throwing away coin we don't have while I worked myself sick."
Jack's fists clenched in his pockets. The dice pressed into one palm, the pendant cold against the other. "I wasn't—"
"Don't lie to me." Morgause stepped closer, heedless of the water that reached her ankles. "I know you, Jack. I've known you for fifteen years. You steal from me. You think I don't notice? The coins that go missing? The food that vanishes from our stores?" Her voice cracked. "You take and take and give nothing back, and now look—look at what your selfishness has cost us."
She swept her arm at the collapsed roof, at the broken beams that jutted like bones from a carcass. "You were supposed to fix this. Two weeks ago, I gave you the coin. Enough to patch the weak timbers, to replace the worst boards. Where did it go, Jack?"
He said nothing. The pendant felt like it was burning through his pocket.
"Where did it go?" she screamed.
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The silence stretched between them, filled only by the storm's voice. Jack's jaw worked, but no words came. He could still feel the weight of those lost coins, the way they'd clinked against the table at the Barrel, the way Corin had laughed when Jack had bet too much on a bad roll.

Morgause's expression shifted from fury to something worse—disappointment so deep it looked like grief. "You gambled it away. Didn't you?"

When he still didn't answer, she laughed. It was a broken sound, more sob than mirth. "Of course you did. That's what you do. That's all you ever do." She pressed her hands to her face, water and tears mixing together. "We have nothing now. No dry place to sleep. No way to cook. The rains won't stop for days, and by then everything will be ruined beyond saving."

She lowered her hands and looked at him with eyes that had given up hope. "You're not a man, Jack. You're a parasite. You live off my work, my sacrifice, and you give nothing in return."

The words struck like physical blows. Jack felt his chest tighten, his breath coming faster. In his mind, Derrick's voice echoed: Stay ready, Jack. When we have the angle, you'll be right there with us.

"I'm not—" he started.

"You're not what? Not worthless?" Morgause's voice rose again, sharp and cutting. "You know why people call you Jack? It's not because it's charming. It's because you're worth jack shit. Nothing. And I've watched you become that, day by day, choice by choice."

"A crown that bent men's knees, made them loyal no matter their will."

Jack's vision narrowed. The pendant in his pocket felt like it was pulling him down, or maybe pulling him toward something. His mother's face swam in the grey light, her mouth moving, more words pouring out—but he'd stopped hearing them. All he could hear was the storm and Derrick's voice and his own heartbeat pounding in his ears.
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"—and the worst part," Morgause was saying, "is that you don't even care. You don't care that we're ruined. You don't care that I've given everything for you. You just—"

Jack's hands shot out.

They found her throat before thought caught up to action. His mother's eyes went wide, her words cutting off with a choked gasp. Her hands flew up, fingers scrabbling at his wrists, nails digging into skin.

"Stop," she gasped, barely a whisper. "Jack—what—"

But he wasn't listening. Fury had taken him, bright and hot and consuming. All the words she'd spoken, all the disappointment in her eyes, all the years of feeling small and worthless and trapped—it poured out of him in a strength he'd never let himself fully use.

"You're stronger than anyone we've seen."

His arms didn't shake. They held her like iron, like the treasures that would never break, like the power he'd been promised. Morgause's face began to turn colors, her mouth working soundlessly, her eyes pleading.

"No more," Jack said through clenched teeth. His voice sounded distant, like it belonged to someone else. "Never again."

She tried to speak, but only a wheeze came out. Her fingers weakened on his wrists, her struggles becoming more desperate, more frantic. The storm pounded on around them, rain pouring through the broken roof, washing over both of them in sheets.

"If magic wakes again, it'll be the man holding them that becomes a god."

Lightning flashed, illuminating her face in stark white. Terror. Confusion. Betrayal. And still, even now, disappointment. Like she'd known he would come to this. Like she'd always known he was capable of nothing better.

That look drove him harder. His grip tightened until his knuckles went white. Morgause's eyes rolled back, her body spasming, hands falling away from his wrists to claw uselessly at the air.

"Treasures that could build a kingdom from nothing."

The seconds stretched. Her movements slowed, became weaker, then stilled entirely. Her body went slack in his grip, deadweight that would have collapsed if he wasn't holding her up.

Jack held on longer than he needed to. Making sure. Making certain. When he finally released her, she crumpled among the broken timbers, her head striking the wet boards with a hollow sound that echoed through the ruined house.
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The storm was the only sound.

Jack stood over his mother's body, chest heaving, hands still curved into shapes that had held her life. Water ran down his face—rain, not tears. He stared at what he'd done, at the corpse that had been Morgause, and waited for something to break inside him.

Horror. Remorse. Grief.

Instead, he felt the path ahead clearing. No more voice calling him worthless. No more small life dragging him down. The Lair waited in the dark, and the treasures within would make him everything she'd said he'd never be.

But his hands were shaking now. His legs felt weak. He knelt in the water, not touching her, just looking. Her eyes were open, staring at nothing. He should close them. His hands wouldn't move.

"You were wrong," he whispered to the corpse. His voice cracked. "I'll be everything. You'll see."

But she wouldn't see. She'd never see anything again.

The reality of it crashed over him like a wave. He'd killed her. His mother. The woman who'd borne him, raised him, worked herself sick to keep them fed. And he'd killed her because she'd spoken the truth.

Jack lurched to his feet, stumbling backward. The pendant in his pocket felt like a stone, dragging him down. The dice felt like teeth. He had to move. Had to get out. If someone found him here—if the neighbors heard—

He grabbed his cloak from where it had fallen, wrapped it around himself with shaking hands. The storm was still raging outside, rain hammering the streets. Good. The storm would cover everything. Would wash away footprints, would make it all look like accident.

He stepped over his mother's body—don't think of her as mother, just a body, just an obstacle—and stumbled to the door. Paused there, hand on the frame, and looked back once.

Morgause lay among the ruins of their home, water pooling around her, the broken roof pouring rain onto her face. She looked small. Fragile. Nothing like the woman who'd screamed at him moments before.

Jack turned away and ran into the storm.
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The streets of Tarro were rivers. Water rushed through the gutters, spilled over cobblestones, turned every low place into a temporary lake. Jack splashed through it all, head down, cloak pulled tight. The rain was so heavy he could barely see ten feet ahead, which was good—it meant no one could see him either.
His mind raced faster than his feet. He'd killed her. He'd actually killed her. The thought kept circling, refusing to settle into something real. His hands still tingled where they'd gripped her throat. He could still feel the moment she'd gone slack, the terrible finality of it.
No. Don't think about it. Think about what comes next.
He couldn't go back to the house. Never again. The body would be found—tomorrow, maybe, when the storm cleared and neighbors came to check on them. They'd see the collapsed roof, assume it had killed her. Unless they looked too closely. Unless they saw the marks on her throat.
Jack's stomach lurched. He stumbled to a stop beside a wall, bent double, and retched. Nothing came up but bile and the sour taste of terror.
Move. He had to keep moving.
He'd need shelter. Somewhere dry, somewhere away from the house, somewhere he could think. The Barrel was too obvious—if guards came looking, they'd check there first. His friends—but did he have friends? People who gambled with him, who laughed at his jokes, but would they hide a murderer?
A murderer. That's what he was now.
The barn. Old Corwen's barn on the north edge of town, the one everyone said was half-abandoned since the merchant had moved his business elsewhere. Jack had stolen hay from it before, back when they were desperate for kindling. If he remembered right, it had a loft. Dry. Hidden.
He pushed off the wall and ran.
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The barn loomed out of the rain like a ghost, its outline barely visible against the black sky. Jack circled it once, checking for lights, for signs of occupation. Nothing. The main doors were barred from outside, but there was a smaller side entrance that gave when he shoved it.

Inside, the world went quiet. The storm's roar became muted, distant, like it belonged to another realm. Jack stood in the darkness, dripping, letting his eyes adjust. Gradually shapes emerged from the black: stalls below, a ladder leading up to a loft, the musty smell of old hay and animal sweat.

He climbed the ladder on legs that barely supported him. The loft was half-full of hay bales, dry and sweet-smelling. Jack stumbled to the far corner, as far from the ladder as he could get, and collapsed.

For a long time he just lay there, staring at the dark rafters above, listening to the muted storm. His hands wouldn't stop shaking. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Morgause's face—terror, confusion, betrayal. Heard her voice: You're not a man, Jack.

"I am," he whispered to the darkness. "I will be."

He pulled the pendant from his pocket with numb fingers. Even in the dark, he could feel its weight, its reality. This was what mattered. Not her. Not the small life she'd wanted for him. This pendant, and the treasures like it, and the power they represented.

The dice came next. He held both in his palms, feeling their different weights. Chance and certainty. The old life and the new.

Jack closed his fists around them and pressed his hands against his chest. His heartbeat felt too fast, too loud. He waited for it to slow, for the shaking to stop, for sleep to claim him.

Eventually, from pure exhaustion, it did.
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Jack woke to voices.
For one blessed moment, wrapped in the warmth of dry hay, he didn't remember. Then it crashed back—his mother's face, her throat under his hands, the terrible stillness when she'd stopped moving—and he jerked upright.
Below, in the barn's lower level, boots scraped across wood. The grey light of dawn filtered through cracks in the walls, painting everything in shades of ash.
"—every barn, every shed," a man's voice drifted up. "Captain's orders after last night."
Guards. Jack's heart hammered against his ribs.
"Waste of time if you ask me," a second voice grumbled. "Storm's passed. Anyone hiding's long gone by now."
"We don't get paid to think. We get paid to search."
Jack pressed himself flat against the hay bales, barely breathing. The pendant sat heavy in his pocket, the dice lighter beside it. If they found him, if they searched him—
The pendant. They'd take it. Evidence of theft on top of murder. Jack's hand moved to his pocket, fingers closing around the cold metal. His mother's face flashed in his mind, disappointment even in death.
He had to keep it. It was all he had left of his future, of the promises Derrick had made, of the kingdom that could still be his if he survived this.
Jack pulled the pendant from his pocket. It was larger than a coin, the metal shaped into intricate patterns he couldn't read in the dim light. Too large to swallow comfortably. But if he didn't—
"Check the loft," one of the guards called out.
No time. Jack shoved the pendant into his mouth, forcing it past his teeth, feeling it scrape against the roof of his mouth. He gagged, throat convulsing, but he pushed it further back and swallowed hard. Once. Twice. The metal burned all the way down, too large, too sharp. His eyes watered. For a terrible moment he thought it would lodge in his throat, that he'd choke to death on stolen treasure in a barn loft.
Then it was down, sitting like a stone in his stomach.
The ladder creaked as someone started climbing.
Jack shoved the dice deep into the hay and stood, hands empty, facing the ladder as a guard's head emerged into the loft. The man was older, grey in his beard, tired eyes that widened when they found Jack.
"Well now." The guard pulled himself fully up, one hand resting on his sword hilt. "What have we here?"
Jack's mouth tasted like metal and bile. "I was just—"
"Just trespassing?" The guard's voice wasn't unkind, but it was firm. "In Old Corwen's barn? Without permission?"
"I needed shelter from the storm."
"Aye, I'm sure you did." The guard studied him. "Name, boy?"
Jack's throat worked. The pendant felt like it was burning through his stomach. "Jack."
"Jack." The guard's expression shifted slightly. "Jack who?"
Before Jack could answer, another voice called up from below. "Gareth! You find something?"
"Boy up here," the guard—Gareth—called back. "Sheltering from the storm, he says."
"Bring him down. Captain wants to see anyone we find."
Gareth gestured to the ladder. "Down you go, boy. Nice and slow."
Jack descended on legs that barely held him. Two more guards waited below, and between them, lamplight casting shadows across his scarred face, stood Corin.
The world tilted. Jack's grip on the ladder tightened until his knuckles went white.
Corin's usual grin was gone. His eyes were hard as flint. "That's him," he said quietly. "That's the boy I saw last night."
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The Council Hall was built from stone blocks older than the Fall, its high windows letting in weak morning light that fell across the curved table where seven figures sat. Jack knelt in chains before them, the pendant burning in his stomach like a coal, while guards flanked him on either side.
Gruff sat at the center, the transformed dwarf's ancient eyes fixed on Jack with terrible weight. Around him sat the others—Marcus, Roran, Elena, Sara, Krix, and Thoren. These were the survivors who had built Tarro from the ruins of the Pantheon's fall.
"Bring forward the witness," Gruff said, his voice deep as grinding stone.
Corin stepped into the center of the chamber. His scarred face was grim, and he didn't look at Jack as he began. "Last night, after the storm started, I was heading back through Tinker's Row. The flooding was bad—water running in the streets ankle-deep. I was cutting through the alleys when I saw movement ahead."
The Council members leaned forward.
"A house with its roof collapsed—half the structure just... gone. Rain pouring straight through into the main room." Corin's jaw tightened. "Through the gap, I could see everything inside. A boy and a woman, shouting at each other over the storm."
Jack's chains rattled as his hands clenched.
"The woman was furious. Gesturing at the broken roof, at the water destroying everything. I couldn't hear the words over the storm, but her anger was clear." Corin paused, his voice going flat. "Then the boy moved. Fast. His hands went to her throat."
The silence in the chamber felt like a physical pressure.
"I saw her struggle. Saw her hands claw at his wrists, saw her fighting for air. He just kept holding on." Corin's eyes finally found Jack's. "It wasn't quick. She went from fighting to weakening to still. And he never let go."
"Why didn't you intervene?" Marcus asked.
"I was outside in a storm, watching through a collapsed roof twenty feet away," Corin said evenly. "By the time I could have gotten to the door, climbed through the wreckage—it was done. And I know this boy from the Barrel. He's stronger than he looks. Much stronger. I wasn't going to try to take him alone in the dark with no weapon."
"So you went to the authorities," Gruff stated.
"Straight to the Captain. Told him everything—the location, what I'd witnessed, described the boy." Corin gestured at Jack. "They sent guards immediately."
Roran nodded to Petran, the town's physician, who stepped forward.
"I examined the body this morning," Petran said, his voice clinical. "The woman—Morgause—died from manual strangulation. The bruising pattern indicates hands of considerable size and strength. The pressure was sustained for at least sixty to ninety seconds based on the tissue damage." He glanced at Jack. "This was deliberate, forceful, and prolonged. There's no possibility this was accidental."
Jack's stomach churned, the pendant heavy and burning inside him.
Sara leaned forward, her voice quiet but firm. "Morgause. I knew her well. We survived the Fall together." She looked at Jack with deep sadness. "She came to me often in these last months. Always worried about you."
Gruff let the silence stretch, then his ancient eyes fixed on Jack. "Jack. You have heard the testimony. You have heard the evidence. What say you?"
Jack's throat worked, raw and tight. "She—the roof had collapsed. Everything was destroyed. She was angry, blamed me for not fixing it, for wasting the money." His voice cracked. "She kept saying I was worthless. That I'd never be anything. That people only called me Jack because I wasn't worth jack shit. She kept saying it, and I just—I couldn't—"
"So you killed her," Gruff said flatly. "Because she spoke a truth you didn't want to hear."
"I didn't mean to!" The words burst out. "I was just angry—my hands moved—I didn't realize—"
"You held her for over a minute," Gruff cut him off. "You had time to feel her struggle. Time to see her face. Time to stop." He leaned forward. "You chose not to."
Jack had no answer. The truth sat like ash in his mouth.
The Council members spoke among themselves in low voices before Gruff raised his hand for silence.
Roran spoke. "The usual sentence is hanging. But we send expeditions into the Lair—volunteers and criminals both, seeking either redemption or answers about the Fall." He studied Jack. "The boy is strong. Morgause spoke of it often. That strength doesn't have to die on a rope."
"Trial by Descent," Marcus said.
"Yes. We lose people down there regularly. If he's going to die anyway, let him die serving Tarro's interests."
"He can seek redemption in the depths," Sara added quietly. "If he's capable of it."
Corin spoke from near the wall. "The boy's stronger than anyone I've seen. He's also reckless and selfish." A pause. "But that means he'll fight to survive. Use that. If he brings back something valuable, maybe he earns his life back. If not..." A shrug. "Justice either way."
Gruff let the debate continue briefly, then raised his hand. Silence fell.
"Jack. You have murdered Morgause. A woman this Council knew, who worked herself to exhaustion to provide for you." His voice was stone. "You have stolen her life and your own future."
The words fell heavy.
"But we are not the Pantheon. We do not deal only in absolute judgments. You will be sentenced to Trial by Descent."
The proclamation hung in the air.
"You will descend into the Lair with the next expedition. Every artifact you recover, every piece of information you gather about the Fall, every day you survive in service to Tarro—these will count toward your debt." Gruff's eyes bored into him. "If you prove valuable enough, if you survive long enough, you may one day earn your freedom. But until then, you belong to the Lair. You belong to the dark. And if the Pantheon's ruins claim you before your debt is paid..."
His expression didn't change. "Then perhaps that is justice enough."
Jack's throat was too tight to speak. The pendant burned in his stomach.
"You will depart immediately. You will be chained and guarded at all times until you descend. Any attempt to escape will result in immediate execution." Gruff's eyes held his. "Do you understand?"
Jack nodded.
"Take him away."
The guards dragged him toward the door. As he passed Corin, their eyes met briefly—something flickered there. Knowledge. Suspicion.
Then Jack was in the corridor, chains rattling, the pendant heavy in his gut, and the path to the Lair had finally opened.
Just not the way he'd ever imagined.
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The guards marched Jack from the Council Hall straight to the Lair's entrance. No holding cell. No time to prepare. Gruff's words echoed in his mind: You will depart immediately.

The barricades loomed before them—wooden beams, broken furniture, salvaged metal—all pulled aside just enough to reveal the gaping entrance. Ancient steps descended into the earth, their surface marred by dried blood turned rust-brown.

"Strip him," one of the guards ordered.

They took everything—his cloak, his belt, his boots. They left him in nothing but his shirt and trousers, bare feet on cold stone.

"No torch?" Jack asked, his voice tight.

"You get nothing." The lead guard's face was stone. "You want to survive down there, you figure it out yourself. You bring back something useful—artifacts, information, maps—maybe the Council reduces your sentence. You die..." He shrugged. "Then justice is served."

"Wait—"

They shoved him hard. Jack stumbled through the entrance, catching himself on the doorframe. Behind him, he heard the scrape of barricades being pulled back into place, sealing him in.

He stood at the top of the stairs, breathing hard. Then he noticed—he could see. Barely, but he could see.

The walls gave off a faint, sickly glow. Not bright, but enough to make out shapes. The wood itself was luminescent—pale blue heartwood that pulsed with trapped light, vines growing through it that glowed soft green. Everything looked organic, alive, as if the Lair itself was breathing.

Jack descended the stairs slowly, each step careful. The pendant in his stomach sat heavy and cold, but not yet painful. Not yet.

The stairs opened into a corridor. The wood here was smooth, carved with patterns that seemed to writhe in his peripheral vision. Dried blood marked the floor—old trails from creatures that had clawed their way up during the Fall.

Jack pressed forward, bare feet silent on the wooden floor. He had no weapon, no torch, no food, no water. Just himself and the stolen pendant burning cold in his gut.

From somewhere deep in the Lair, he heard scraping. Claws on wood.

He was alone.
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The corridor stretched ahead, doors lining both sides. Some hung open, revealing chambers thick with dust and debris. Others were sealed tight, their surfaces marked with deep scratches—something had tried to get in. Or out.

Jack kept to the middle of the corridor, away from the doorways. The dim glow from the walls was enough to navigate by, but shadows pooled in corners and doorways, hiding whatever might be waiting there.

His stomach cramped. The pendant shifted inside him, and Jack gasped, doubling over. It felt like it was expanding, pressing against his organs. He leaned against the wall until the pain passed, sweat beading on his forehead.

Keep moving. Don't stop.

He passed a chamber where corpses lay scattered—adventurers from years past, their bones picked clean, their rusted weapons useless beside them. Gold coins were scattered across the floor, worthless now. Jack didn't stop to gather them.

The corridor opened into a larger space—some kind of gallery. The walls were carved with reliefs depicting the Pantheon's glory, now seeming more like warnings than celebrations. And everywhere, more corpses. Dozens of them. All seeking treasure. All claimed by the Lair.

Jack's breath came faster. How many had died down here? How many had the Council sent to their deaths with the same empty promise they'd given him?

A sound echoed through the chamber—scraping. Rhythmic. Deliberate.

Scrape. Pause. Scrape.

Jack froze, his heart hammering. The sound was getting closer.

He looked around frantically. Three doorways led out of the gallery—one behind him, two ahead. The scraping was coming from behind.

Jack ran.
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Jack stumbled through the gallery, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Behind him, somewhere in the twisted corridors, something hunted. He'd heard it from the moment the guards had sealed the entrance—scraping. Rhythmic and deliberate. Claws on wood.
He didn't know what made the sound. Didn't want to know.
The gallery opened into a descending passage—stairs carved from the same pale, glowing wood, spiraling down into deeper shadow. The faint luminescence that lit the upper level dimmed here, the wood darker and more twisted.
Jack descended, one hand trailing along the wall for balance. Each step sent jolts of pain through his stomach where the pendant sat like a stone of ice. He could feel it shifting with his movement, unnatural and wrong.
The scraping grew louder behind him. Not rushing. Patient.
His heart hammered against his ribs. Whatever was following him didn't need to hurry. It knew he was trapped down here.
The stairs opened into a corridor narrower than the first level, the wood here gnarled and knotted. Doors lined one side, most hanging open to reveal chambers thick with dust and the remnants of lives abandoned fifteen years ago. Broken furniture. Scattered bones of those who'd come before him and failed.
The scraping echoed closer. Jack forced himself to move faster despite the cramping in his gut.
Ahead, a doorway gaped open. Jack ducked inside—some kind of storage chamber, shelves sagging under the weight of rotted crates. The floor felt soft beneath his feet, the wood warped and spongy with decay.
He pressed himself against the wall beside the door, trying to control his breathing. The pendant in his stomach pulsed with cold, and he had to bite his lip to keep from gasping at the sudden spike of pain.
The scraping stopped just outside the door.
Jack held himself perfectly still. Through the doorway, he could see a sliver of the corridor—empty, but he knew something was there. Could feel its presence like a weight pressing on his chest.
Silence stretched. His legs trembled with the effort of staying motionless. Sweat ran down his face despite the cold radiating from his gut.
Then it appeared in the doorway.
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The creature filled the opening, and Jack's mind struggled to process what he was seeing. It stood on two legs like a man but was wrong in every proportion—seven feet tall, shoulders too broad, arms hanging low and ending in hands tipped with claws the length of daggers. Its body was covered in patches of matted fur over pale, stretched skin. The head was the worst—caught somewhere between human and wolf, the jaw elongated and filled with fangs, but the eyes... the eyes held terrible intelligence.
This was no mindless animal. It was thinking. Planning.
The creature's nostrils flared, scenting the air. Its lips pulled back from yellowed fangs as it took a step into the chamber. Then another. The floor groaned under its weight.
Jack's hand found a piece of broken crate, the wood jagged and sharp. Not much of a weapon against something that size, but better than nothing. His fingers closed around it, knuckles white.
The beast's amber eyes locked onto him.
For a heartbeat, neither moved. Jack could hear his own blood pounding in his ears, could smell the creature's rank breath—old meat and decay.
Then it lunged.
Jack threw himself backward, swinging the broken wood. It connected with the creature's shoulder, splintering, drawing blood. The beast snarled—not in pain but in anger—and swiped at him with claws that tore through his shirt and scored burning lines across his ribs.
Jack screamed and stumbled back. His foot caught on debris, and he went down hard. The creature loomed over him, saliva dripping from its jaws onto his face.
The floor groaned again, louder this time. A warning.
The beast raised one massive clawed hand for the killing blow—
And the floor collapsed beneath them both.
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The world became a chaos of splintering wood and falling debris. Jack felt the sickening lurch of free fall, saw the creature's surprised roar as they both plunged through rotted flooring into darkness below.
He hit hard—another floor, solid this time—and the impact drove the air from his lungs. Pain exploded through his back and shoulder. Above him, the creature crashed through the wreckage, its massive body smashing aside broken planks and beams.
Jack rolled, gasping for breath that wouldn't come. The pendant in his stomach convulsed, and he retched blood onto pale blue wood that glowed with trapped moonlight.
They'd fallen into another level. The corridor stretched in both directions, wider than those above, the wood here different—smooth and ornate, carved with flowing patterns that seemed to pulse with faint light. Doors lined both sides, and through the few that hung open, Jack could see chambers of impossible luxury now thick with dust. Beds that had once floated lay crashed on intricately inlaid floors. Wardrobes of living wood hung open, revealing garments that still shimmered faintly.
The creature thrashed among the debris, finding its footing. It turned those terrible amber eyes on Jack—
Then stopped.
Its nostrils flared, scenting the air. Something changed in its posture. The predatory focus shifted to... wariness? Its ears flattened against its skull, and it took a step backward, away from Jack, away from the corridor.
Jack watched in confusion as the beast retreated toward the hole they'd fallen through. It looked at him once more, then began climbing back up through the wreckage, its claws finding purchase in the broken wood. Within moments, it had disappeared into the level above.
Jack lay there, trembling, not understanding. Why had it left? What about this place had driven it away?
He didn't have time to think about it. The pendant convulsed violently in his gut, and he vomited blood across the glowing floor. His stomach was grotesquely distended, the skin tight and discolored. He could see the pendant's outline pulsing beneath his flesh.
He was dying. He could feel it.
Jack forced himself to his hands and knees, then to his feet. His legs shook, barely holding him. One hand pressed against his swollen stomach, the other bracing against the wall.
He stumbled down the corridor, past open doors revealing empty chambers or ancient corpses. His vision swam. Each step was agony.
Then he saw it—a door different from the others. Ornate carvings around the frame, sealed tight. Something about it called to him, though he couldn't say why.
Jack threw his weight against it, and the door gave way.
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The chamber was magnificent. Even through his pain-blurred vision, Jack could see it—a massive bed dominating the center, layered with embroidered blankets thick with dust. The ceiling carved with constellations that seemed to shift and move in the faint glow. Wardrobes of living wood stood open, revealing garments that shimmered with residual magic.

And in the bed—a woman slept.

Black hair spread across silk pillows like spilled ink. Tattered finery that spoke of nobility from another age. Her chest rising and falling in steady, peaceful breaths, as if she'd simply dozed off moments ago.

She was beautiful. Even in sleep, even covered in dust, there was something about her that made Jack's breath catch—an otherworldly quality that spoke of power and mystery.

Then the pendant convulsed in his gut and drove all other thoughts away.

Jack collapsed to his knees beside the bed, one hand pressed against his grotesquely swollen stomach. The pendant pulsed beneath his skin, visible through the stretched flesh, burning with cold that felt like it was freezing his organs solid.

"Help," he tried to say, reaching toward the sleeping woman. But only blood came out, and his hand fell short.

She didn't stir. Her breathing remained steady, undisturbed. Whatever sleep held her was deep and absolute.

Jack's body convulsed. He retched, blood spattering across the dusty floor. The pendant shifted, surging upward. He gagged, choking, fingers clawing at his throat.

He couldn't breathe. The pendant was lodged in his esophagus, too large, killing him.

Panic gave him desperate strength. Jack forced his fingers into his mouth, down his ravaged throat, gagging violently. The pendant shifted. He retched so hard his entire body spasmed—

And it came up.

The pendant tore from his throat in a torrent of blood and tissue, clattering across the wooden floor. Jack collapsed onto his side, gasping and choking, his throat raw and burning. But the cold fire in his gut was gone. The crushing weight was gone.

He lay there, just breathing. Each breath was agony, but he was alive.

When he could finally move, Jack crawled toward where the pendant had fallen. It lay in a pool of his blood, gleaming dully. He picked it up with trembling hands, wiping it clean on his torn shirt.

This was what he'd stolen. What he'd killed for. What they'd sent him here to die for.

Treasures that could build a kingdom from nothing.

Derrick's words echoed in his memory. Jack looked at the pendant, then at the sleeping woman.

A woman who slept in the Lair, untouched by time. A pendant of the old world. Power waiting to be claimed.

If magic wakes again, it'll be the man holding them that becomes a god.

Jack's fingers closed around the pendant, and despite the pain wracking his body, despite having nearly died extracting it, he felt something kindling in his chest.

Not just survival. Possibility.
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Jack slipped the pendant into a small pouch he'd found, fastening it to his belt. Then he turned his attention to the bed—and the woman sleeping in it.

She lay unchanged, peaceful, her chest rising and falling in steady rhythm. Jack moved closer, studying her in the dim light.

Dust covered her face, her hair, settled into the folds of her tattered finery. He found a cloth in one of the wardrobes and dampened it slightly with the precious water. Carefully, he began wiping the dust from her face.

The cloth came away grey. He rinsed it, tried again.

Her skin was pale beneath the dust, flawless. Her features delicate, almost too perfect. As he cleaned her face, Jack found himself unable to look away. She was beautiful in a way that made his chest tight, made heat rise in his face.

He wiped dust from her forehead, her cheeks, the curve of her jaw. Her lips were slightly parted with each breath. His hand trembled slightly as he cleaned the dust from her hair, revealing black strands that gleamed in the faint glow.

Jack's eyes traveled down—to the tattered finery she wore, the curve of her form beneath the fabric. His throat was raw, his stomach torn, his body screaming with pain—but he was still fifteen, still alive, and she was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.

His mother's voice echoed: You'll never be anything.

But he was something now. He'd survived what should have killed him. He'd stolen a treasure of the old world. He was in the Lair, in chambers where gods had lived.

He was a man now. Not the worthless boy his mother had cursed with that name. A man who'd taken what he wanted, who'd done what needed to be done.

And this woman... she was here, in this place where he'd been thrown to die. Another treasure waiting to be claimed.

Jack moved to the door, barricaded it with the heavy chest. Then he returned to the bed, his thoughts a tangle of pain and anger and desire. Corin's face flashed in his mind—watching through the broken roof, reporting him, destroying him. Gruff's ancient eyes passing judgment. The guards shoving him into darkness with nothing.

They'd given him nothing. Expected him to die with nothing.

But he'd found this. Found her.

Jack lay down on the bed beside her, close enough to feel the warmth of her body, to smell something faint and floral beneath the dust. His hand reached out, hovering over her arm, her shoulder.

He deserved something in this shitty life. After everything. After being called worthless, after killing the woman who'd borne him, after being condemned and thrown away.

He deserved this.

His fingers touched her arm, and she didn't wake.

Jack closed his eyes, exhaustion and pain dragging him toward sleep. Tomorrow he'd worry about water, about food, about survival. Tonight, he would rest beside something beautiful. Something that was his, in this place where he'd been sent to die.

His last thought before darkness claimed him was simple: I'm owed this. I'm owed everything.

He woke several times in the night, drifting between pain and something else—something primal and demanding. In his fevered state, the lines between dream and reality blurred. The woman beside him seemed to stir, her breathing changing rhythm.

Jack found himself drawn closer, his body responding despite his injuries. His hand, trembling no longer with weakness but with need, traced the curve of her waist. In the darkness, he imagined her eyes opening, imagined permission in their depths.

The night passed in fragments of sensation—skin against skin, whispered words that might have been spoken or merely thought. He took what he believed was offered, what he convinced himself he deserved.

When morning light filtered through the ancient windows, Jack lay spent beside her still form, uncertain how much had been dream and how much reality. All he knew was that something had changed between them—or perhaps only within him.

He touched her face again, brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. "Mine," he whispered, the word both possession and promise. Whatever happened next, whatever this place held for him, he had claimed something precious in the darkness.

A smile curved his lips as he drifted back to sleep. She hadn't resisted. In his mind, that was enough.
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Jack woke to dim light unchanged, time meaningless in the Lair's depths. His throat still burned but less than before. The claw marks across his ribs had scabbed over. He was healing.

The water skin was empty. His stomach cramped with hunger.

He'd need to leave the chamber. Find water. Find... something to eat.

The thought made him sick, but he forced himself up. Survival first. Everything else later.

He checked the barricade, then moved it aside enough to slip through the door. The corridor beyond was empty, silent. The creature hadn't returned.

Jack spent the next weeks learning the Living Quarters' secrets. He found water dripping from a crack in the wood three chambers down—slow but steady, enough to refill the skin daily. The taste was strange, metallic, but it didn't make him sick.

Food was harder. He found things growing in dark corners—fungi that glowed faintly, that made his stomach cramp but kept him alive. He tried not to think about what else he found in some chambers. Tried not to think about what he had to do when hunger became too much.

He explored, mapped the level in his mind, gathered relics. A bracelet that felt warm. A ring that hummed against his skin. A small mirror that showed his reflection strangely distorted. All dead, their magic gone, but Derrick's words kept him collecting them: Treasures that could build a kingdom.

And each night, he returned to her chamber. To Morgana—he'd found the name carved above the door, noticed it finally on the third day.

She never woke. Never moved beyond the steady rise and fall of her breathing. But lying beside her became routine. Comfort, even. The only beautiful thing in the darkness.

Jack would clean the dust that settled on her each day. Would lie close, sometimes touching her arm, her hair. Would think about Corin's face when he returned with power. Would imagine Gruff kneeling. Would picture himself as something other than worthless.

Would let his hands wander sometimes, feeling the curves beneath tattered finery, heat rising in his face even though she never responded, never knew.

I deserve this, he told himself each time. After everything, I deserve something.


      

      
        70
      
    
      Jack

      
        
      
        Illustration Pending

      

    
        
Six weeks, maybe more—time blurred in the unchanging glow. Jack returned to Morgana's chamber after hunting, the goblin meat wrapped in cloth and tied to his belt. Water could wait.

He barricaded the door as always, then collapsed onto the bed beside her. Exhaustion pulled at him immediately.

The pendant hung around his neck now, resting against his chest. He'd taken to wearing it after the first week, keeping it close. His body pressed against hers, his arm wrapping around her waist as he settled in, a habit formed over long nights.

The pendant grew warm against his skin.

Jack's eyes opened. He sat up, pulling the pendant away from his chest to look at it. In the dim light, it glowed faintly—just enough to see the metal catch the light differently.

His heart hammered. He looked at Morgana, still sleeping peacefully. Then at his hand, still resting on her bare skin.

Slowly, deliberately, Jack lifted his hand away. The pendant's faint glow remained for several heartbeats—then faded completely.

He touched her again. The pendant warmed, began to glow softly once more.

"What are you?" Jack whispered, staring at her sleeping face.

He experimented. Held contact for a slow count of thirty, then released. The glow lasted perhaps a minute before dying.

He tried again, this time keeping his hand on her skin for several minutes. When he released, the pendant stayed warm and faintly glowing for nearly five minutes before cooling.

Jack pulled out the bracelet he'd found two weeks ago. He slipped it on his wrist, then placed his hand on Morgana's body while holding the pendant with his other hand.

The bracelet grew warm. Not hot, just... alive. Like it had a pulse.

He released her and waited. The warmth in the bracelet lingered, then slowly faded over the next few minutes.

She was doing this. Somehow. Magic flowed through her even in sleep, and he could draw it out, store it temporarily in the dead relics.

Treasures that could build a kingdom from nothing.

Derrick's words made sense now. The treasures weren't dead. They just needed her to wake them, even if only briefly.

And he'd found her. Been sleeping with her for six weeks, touching her every night, and only now discovered what she truly was.

Jack looked at Morgana with new understanding. She wasn't just beautiful. She was the key to everything.

He lay back down, pressing himself against her, the pendant warm against his chest, his hand roaming over her skin. He held contact for a long time, feeling the pendant's warmth build slowly.

When he finally removed his hand, the glow remained—faint but steady. It would fade. The power was temporary, borrowed. But it was real.

Jack closed his eyes, his hand finding its way back to her. His mind spun with plans.

Corin. Gruff. The Council. All of them who'd thrown him here to die.

He'd found something they couldn't imagine. And he'd keep her. Learn everything about her, about the relics, about how to make the magic last.

Then he'd emerge. Not as a condemned criminal, but as something they'd have to fear.

I deserve this, he thought. All of it.
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The palisade gates opened to reveal a settlement transformed.
Morgana stepped through, the child pressed against her chest, and stopped. This was not the small huts the slaves used to live in. Stone buildings rose three stories high along paved streets. A fountain stood in the central square, water flowing freely—an impossible luxury in a world without magic, yet there it was. Scaffolding marked new construction everywhere she looked. Merchants called out their wares. Children ran laughing between the buildings.

This was prosperity. Order. A city being born.

"This way," the taller guard said, gesturing toward a large hall dominating the square

She watched the guards as they passed through the streets. One wore a bracelet she recognized—transformation magic, Vexara's work. Another had a ring marked with Maliphant's sigil. Items that should have been dead, dormant. But they weren't. They held something. A charge, faint but present.

The Council Hall's doors stood open. Inside, seven figures sat at a curved table. Morgana recognized one: Marcus, the record keeper, now grey and weathered. A rough-looking man spoke first, his voice blunt.

"Name?"

"…"

Morgana looked directly at the man and made it obvious she wouldn’t answer him.

Marcus's eyes widened. "Morgana. You were part of the Pantheon's court."

"I was. It’s good to see a familiar face."

”So you’ll talk now..ah?," the rough man said, studying her. "Where have you been all this time?"

“...”

Silence to what the man said only looking at Marcus.

Marcus looked at the man and then at Morgana. “Where… have… you been all this time?”

"I went to sleep in my chamber. When I woke, everything had changed.  But I made my way out, but encountered much change within the home i once knew, and now i am here before you."

“Tell me what has happened”

"I believe I may have come off a bit disrespectful.  I'm Derrick," the rough man said. 

Morgana listened.

"The Pantheon's stopped moving one day.  In fact, the gods that ruled for the entirety of human existence…became mortal, unmoving, and did not survive at the hands of the slaves that they had kept personally in a single day. 

Creatures spilled out of the place you call home.  And all of the weapons, tools, and things we relied on were mere chunks of metal or just a sharp blade.  Fortunately most of us were able to survive, but fending of those beasts was difficult.

We rebuilt what we could with the survivors, distant kingdoms even sent emissaries to check on the gods, and wanted to know why their city no longer functioned like it did before.  Magic…a resource that we didn’t know how pervasive in our lives it actually was.  Disappeared. 

”  

“I’ve spun the tale of how The Fall happened, now tell me something.  That yours?

He gestured at the child.

"Yes."

“Father?”

”…” 

Derrick grunted. "You need shelter?"

"I do."

"We'll set you up in the eastern district. Rooms, food, whatever." He leaned forward slightly. "You knew the Pantheon. We got questions about what happened. You help us with that, we help you."

"Take her to the eastern quarters. Get her settled."

The guards led her back into the streets. As they walked, Morgana studied everything—the new buildings, the fountain, the people moving with purpose and confidence. Someone had vision. Power. The resources to make both reality.

They reached a stone building with simple but clean rooms. A bed, table, hearth. A cradle by the window.

"Food's coming. We're outside if you need anything."

When they left, Morgana sat with the child. He was warm against her chest, and while he touched her, she felt whole. Strong. When she set him in the cradle, that strength faded—not gone, but diminished. Mortal.
She needed to understand this connection. Needed to understand what had happened to her during those lost years.
But first, she needed to learn about this new world. This city being built. And whoever ruled it with enough power to make dead magic live again.
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The eastern quarters were quieter than the square — not gentle, just controlled. Guards changed shift outside her door with the regularity of a water clock. Food arrived on wooden trays: bread, cheese, thin soup, enough to keep a nursing mother on her feet and nothing that felt like mercy.

Morgana learned the room the way she’d once learned a court: where the draft came in, which floorboard creaked, how long the hearth took to warm the stones. The child slept in the cradle with one fist curled, breathing soft and even. When she lifted him, the old strength returned — not the god-weight of before, but a human solidity she could trust. When she laid him down, the world went thinner.

She told herself it was fatigue. She did not believe it.

Marcus visited on the third day. He carried no escort beyond the guard at the threshold, and his hands shook slightly as he set a ledger on her table.

“We’re not trying to humiliate you,” he said. “We’re trying to survive. If you can tell us even a little — which chambers were sealed, which relics were stored where — it saves lives.”

Morgana looked at the ledger’s neat columns. Mortal handwriting. Mortal math. The Pantheon would have sneered at it. She felt a sting of shame that she did not.

“I will not trade guesses for favors,” she said. “When I know something true, you’ll hear it.”

Marcus nodded, too quickly. “Derrick won’t like that answer.”

“Derrick,” Morgana replied, “can learn patience.”

Outside, the city’s hammering never quite stopped. Something was always being built. Always being claimed.
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Later — the lair.

Jack stood at the chamber door with a satchel of relics strapped tight to his hip and Maliphant’s pendant warm against his chest. The sleeping woman lay as she always lay: beautiful, infuriatingly peaceful, inhumanly still. He had learned the rhythm of her — how long a touch lasted in metal, how greedily a bracelet drank, how the glow died if you stepped away too soon.

He hated that he knew her body better than he knew her name.

“Once I’m out,” he whispered to the dark, “I’m not coming back empty-handed.”

The barricade groaned when he shifted it. Beyond, the tunnel breathed damp and old. Jack moved anyway, one careful foot at a time, listening for anything that wasn’t water and his own pulse.

The first time he saw daylight again, it hurt.

Taro’s lanes smelled like smoke and fish and piss — familiar, almost sweet. People flowed around him without seeing him, the way people always had. Jack’s hand drifted to the satchel. Inside, a ring pulsed faint warmth against his knuckles.

Power wasn’t a story anymore. It was weight.

He thought of Corin’s grin. Gruff’s voice. The Council bench.

“I deserve this,” Jack murmured, and stepped into the crowd like a blade sliding home.
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Derrick came on the seventh day, without courtesy and without Marcus to soften him.

He shut the door behind him with a thud that made the child stir. Morgana picked him up before the guard could pretend helpfulness.

“You eat,” Derrick said. “You sleep. You’re safe. That’s not free.”

Morgana kept her voice flat. “You offered shelter for answers.”

“I offered shelter for use.” Derrick’s eyes flicked to the baby, then away, as if disgusted by his own interest. “We’ve got relics that wake when you breathe near them. We’ve got stones that drink heat. We’ve got a city that runs on sparks — and nobody left who remembers how to make new ones. You lived inside the machine, lady. Don’t play dumb.”

The child’s fingers brushed her collarbone. Strength pooled in her ribs — small, real, hers.

“If I tell you wrong,” Morgana said, “you’ll march men into death.”

“If you tell us nothing,” Derrick replied, “we’ll march them anyway.”

Silence tightened between them like a drawn cord.

At last Morgana spoke. “The lower galleries flooded after the Fall. Anything stored beneath the third bend is gone or poisoned. If you’re still sending salvage teams there, stop.”

Derrick’s jaw worked. “That’s one sentence.”

“It’s one truth.”

He stared at her as if deciding whether truth was enough. Then he nodded once, sharp. “We’ll see.”

When he left, Morgana realized she was trembling — not from fear of him, but from the thinness that waited the moment she set the child down.

She did not set him down for an hour.
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Taro — weeks, or months; time became a chain of transactions.

Jack learned which buyers would touch a “dead” ring if you called it lucky. Which guard captains would look away for a pouch of charged silver. Which priests still wanted miracles, even if they had to call them “signs.”

He did not flash power in the street. He demonstrated it in back rooms — a whisper of heat, a light held ten seconds longer than it should, a blade edge that stayed true after a dishonest grind.

Corin found him anyway.

It was near the Empty Barrel, rain slicking the cobbles, Corin’s collar turned up like a boy pretending he wasn’t soaked. His eyes went wide at Jack’s satchel, then narrow at Jack’s face.

“They said you were dead,” Corin said.

Jack smiled without warmth. “They say a lot.”

Corin swallowed. For a heartbeat, something like guilt flickered — and then the old hunger won. “Whatever you’ve got in there… we could move it. Together. Like before.”

Jack looked at him the way a butcher looked at a joint.

“Before,” Jack said, “you sold me.”

Corin flinched. “Jack—”

Jack stepped closer. The pendant under his shirt warmed, as it always did when his blood ran hot. “You’re going to help me,” he said softly. “Not because I trust you. Because you owe me. And because you’re too greedy to walk away.”

Corin’s laugh came out strangled. “That’s fair.”

It wasn’t fair. It was useful.

Jack filed that distinction away like a coin counted twice.
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Morgana took to walking the permitted streets when the guards allowed it — always with escort, always in daylight, always with the child strapped to her chest like armor.

The city’s miracles were small and practical. A fountain that shouldn’t run without mages. Lamps along the wall that stayed lit too long. A smith’s hammer that rang with a tone too clean for ordinary iron.

No one spoke spells in the open. Magic lived in objects, borrowed and brittle, like embers carried from a dying fire.

A merchant woman counted coins with a bracelet gleaming dully on her wrist. “They say it’s the patron,” she murmured to her customer, as if the word itself might attract attention. “The one who learned how to wake the old tools.”

Morgana’s step slowed.

“Patron,” she repeated, quietly enough that her guard pretended not to hear.

The merchant shrugged. “Names change. Power doesn’t. Food’s cheap when the mills turn. Roofs hold when the cutters have good steel.” She flicked a glance at Morgana’s face, then away. “You’re the woman from the hall, aren’t you? The one who won’t talk.”

Morgana lifted her chin. “I talk when there’s something worth saying.”

The merchant snorted. “Then you’ll fit right in.”

That night, the child fussed until Morgana’s arms ached. She walked him in circles by the window, watching torchlight move along the walls like living things.

Somewhere out in the world, someone had learned to steal warmth from the dark and sell it back as order.

She thought of Merlin — and hated that the thought felt naive.
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They came for her before dawn: four guards, Derrick, Marcus — and a woman Morgana hadn’t seen before, robed like a judge, eyes tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep.

“The Council requires your presence,” the woman said. “Alone.”

Morgana’s arms tightened around the child. “No.”

Derrick exhaled through his nose. “This isn’t a negotiation. We’ve got relics that react to you. We need to know if they react to him.”

Ice slid down Morgana’s spine. “You want to use my son as a test.”

“We want to know what he is,” Marcus said gently — and gentleness made it worse.

The judge lifted a hand. “The examination will be brief. A touch, a measure, nothing cruel. The nursemaids will keep him two rooms away. You will still hear him if he cries.”

Morgana looked at each face. She saw fear dressed as procedure. She saw ambition. She saw the particular cowardice of people who believed they were doing necessary things.

“If anything harms him,” Morgana said, voice low, “I will not forgive it. Not in this life. Not in any other you believe in.”

The judge’s throat bobbed. “Understood.”

They took him anyway.

For thirty steps, Morgana walked beside the guard — close enough to smell oiled leather, far enough to feel the first crack in her own ribs where strength used to be.

Then the door closed.

And the world went hollow.
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On a road east of Taro — the year bending like a bowstring.

Owain was not a hero. He was a man who’d learned, young, that survival looked like obedience with clean hands.

He met Jack at a checkpoint where bored soldiers shook down merchants for “tithes.” Jack didn’t argue. He didn’t draw steel. He simply placed a charged token in the captain’s palm and watched the man’s face change — greed first, then fear, then respect.

Owain saw the sequence and understood the recipe.

Later, in a camp fire’s ring of light, Jack spoke as if he were discussing weather. “I need men who can keep secrets and still sleep.”

Owain stared into the flames. “That’s a small list.”

Jack’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Then we start with you.”

Owain thought of his sisters. His mother’s house. The way hunger made good people cruel.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

Jack tossed him a purse — heavy, wrong-heavy, like metal that wasn’t quite metal. “Carry what I tell you to carry. Hurt who I tell you to hurt. Ask questions only when I’m finished giving orders.”

Owain should have walked away.

Instead he weighed the purse and felt the faint warmth bleed through the leather. Power, packaged.

“If I do this,” Owain said slowly, “my family eats.”

Jack nodded. “Then eat.”

Owain swore — not to gods, not to kings — to a man with a warm pendant and cold eyes.

It felt like a mistake the moment the words left his mouth.

He did it anyway.
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The hall smelled like ink and fear.

Morgana stood on a circle of worn marble while council scribes scratched notes and a ring of relics watched her from velvet trays — innocent as jewelry, hungry as mouths.

“Step forward,” the judge said.

Morgana did. Her legs felt too light, as if the floor might not believe in her weight.

A bronze disc warmed when she passed. A coil of wire twitched. Someone whispered, “Gods above,” and someone else shushed them like a child.

Marcus’s eyes were shiny. Derrick’s were hard.

“Again,” the judge said. “Without the child — we’ve established the baseline.”

Morgana’s laugh came out broken. “Baseline.”

They did not understand what they’d taken from her. They saw a woman. They saw a tool. They saw a problem with a solution.

When the trial ended, they returned her son wrapped in a clean blanket, cheeks flushed, furious at the world in the ordinary way babies were.

Morgana pressed her mouth to his forehead and shook with relief — and rage.

In her arms, strength returned like blood flooding a limb.

When the guard escorted her back toward the eastern quarters, Derrick walked beside her in silence for a long time.

Then he said, quietly, “We’re not monsters.”

Morgana looked at him.

“We’re scared,” he admitted. “There’s a difference.”

“No,” Morgana replied. “There isn’t.”
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The same world — tightening like a net.

Jack rode when he had to, bought wheels when he could, and let Corin’s tongue do work Jack’s fists would have ruined. Owain handled the money that looked too clean and the deliveries that looked too dirty.

Cities learned a new rhythm: markets that stayed open later, walls that grew faster, guards who wore relics like badges.

Jack told himself it was order.

He told himself it was survival.

At night, when the pendant cooled, he thought of the sleeping woman in the deep and felt a twist of something that wasn’t guilt — closer to ownership.

Then the messages changed.

A courier from the eastern settlements arrived with mud on his boots and panic in his voice. “The woman,” he rasped. “The one they brought in. Pantheon blood. There’s talk she’s not… stable. There’s talk she’s useful.”

Jack went still.

Useful was a word he understood in his teeth.

He looked at Owain. “Pack my road kit.”

Owain hesitated — a fraction of a second, the moral grey showing like a crack in plaster. “If the Council has her—”

Jack cut him off. “If the Council has her,” he said, “then the Council is holding mine.”

Owain’s mouth tightened. He didn’t ask how. He didn’t ask why.

He nodded.

That was why Jack kept him.
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They didn’t knock.

Morgana had been singing — a foolish old court song, half remembered — because the child liked the vibration in her chest. The door splintered anyway.

Guards filled the room like a sudden weather.

Derrick was not among them. Marcus was not among them. The judge was not among them.

A captain with a scar through his brow read from a strip of sealed parchment as if the words could sanitize what they meant. “By order of the united councils — for the security of the settlement — you will be moved to secure holding.”

Morgana stood with the child in her arms. Her voice came out steady only because steadiness was a weapon. “On what charge?”

The captain’s eyes flicked away. “On the charge of being what you are.”

Someone laughed — a nervous bark — and was silenced by a look.

Morgana backed toward the window. Not to jump — to think. The drop was too far. The street below was too open. There was no clever escape left, only choices about dignity.

The child watched her face, wide-eyed, as if learning fear from it.

“Give me a wrap,” Morgana said. “If you’re going to take me, you’ll do it without freezing him.”

A guard stepped forward with a wool blanket. His hands shook.

For a moment, Morgana saw a human being inside the uniform.

She took the blanket anyway.

Outside, wagons waited. Torches painted the walls in jumping orange. The settlement’s prosperity suddenly looked like what it was: a thin skin over teeth.
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Dawn came thin and grey — the kind of light that made everyone look guilty.

Morgana stood in the courtyard between two lines of guards, the child clasped to her, blanket and all. Her arms ached. Her mouth was dry. She would not let them see her shake.

Hooves struck stone at the gate.

Riders entered in a controlled rush — not a raid, an arrival. The lead horse was black, the rider cloaked against dust, and when he pulled down his hood Morgana’s breath stopped.

She knew that face.

Not from court masks or marble statues. From a deeper place — a wrong place — the way a body knew a wound reopened.

Jack.

He looked older than the boy memory tried to name. Harder. Brighter at the edges, as if something inside him refused to cool.

His gaze swept the courtyard and snagged on her.

For a heartbeat, the world behaved like a story: two timelines snapping into one line, past and present forced to share the same air.

Jack’s mouth curved — surprise, then satisfaction, then something uglier.

“Morgana,” he said, and the name in his mouth felt like a claim.

The captain stepped forward, uncertain. “Patron — we weren’t told you’d—”

Jack didn’t look at him. “You’re holding something that belongs to my work.”

Morgana’s laugh escaped before she could cage it — sharp, disbelieving. “Your work.”

Jack’s eyes dropped to the child. Something flickered there — calculation, not kindness.

Owain appeared at Jack’s shoulder, reins in hand, face carefully blank. A man trained to swallow questions.

Morgana understood, with a sick drop in her stomach, that the world had been rearranged while she slept.

And Jack had been the one arranging it.
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They took him first.

Not with violence — violence would have been easier to fight. They took him with procedure: a nurse with kind eyes, a scroll with a seal, a phrase repeated until it sounded like morality (best for the child, best for the child).

Morgana screamed anyway. She hated the sound. She hated how human it made her.

Jack watched without flinching. Owain looked away — not long enough to matter, long enough to confess he still had something left to lose.

When the distance opened between mother and son, Morgana’s knees buckled. Guards caught her. She hated them for touching her. She hated herself for needing the support.

Jack stepped close. Too close.

“You’ll be useful again,” he murmured, voice low enough for her ears alone. “Quiet. Fed. Kept. You’ll learn what that costs.”

Morgana’s vision swam. “He’s not yours.”

Jack’s smile was thin. “Everything in this settlement is mine.”

The wagon that carried Mordred away was plain wood, painted with a symbol Morgana didn’t recognize — a house with open hands. Someone pressed a cheap clay amulet into a matron’s palm “for luck,” strung on a cord too rough for an infant’s skin.

Owain tied the knot himself. His fingers were steady.

“It won’t harm him,” he said, as if reassurance could be true just because it was spoken cleanly.

Morgana spat at his boots.

Owain didn’t wipe his face. He didn’t apologize.

He mounted his horse and fell in beside Jack as the courtyard gates swung shut — one world ending, another beginning, the air itself carrying the taste of borrowed magic and real consequence.

Somewhere down the road, a baby cried for a mother who could not answer.

The part of her life that could still be called freedom ended there — quietly, legally, with seals and kind eyes.
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