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It all began with a nightmare - vivid, intoxicating visions of realms too stunning to believe exist in our cruel world.

I’m an omega, but I’m wrong. Tainted. A glitch in the natural order.

My dreams drag me to a shadow kingdom of cruel beauty.

Where sinful alpha monsters reign supreme — crowned heads of various courts, their very presence igniting my inner omega that’s laid dormant impatiently.

Their crowns gleam with unholy light; their scents ignite a hunger in me I don’t understand.

I should submit. I should want to obey.

Instead, I feel power stirring dangerously in my veins.

In the waking world, I’m a mafia assassin living on borrowed time. Surrounded by abusers and dealers who see me as weak prey. Yet, with each passing night, as the alphas’ bonds tighten around me, I grow stronger — uncooperative — a danger to those lurking in the shadows ridding of Omegas who display a hint of resistance.

As my transformation accelerates, the shadow realm beckons.

I’m becoming something new…an omega who could topple kingdoms.

A nexus between realms.

A crowned monster in my own birthright.

As my true nature emerges, I must choose.

Will I be the kings’ mate, their weapon — or their destruction?

The Court of Aether and Shadows awaits…and I’m done being anyone’s prey.


Prologue: Shadows Of Desire
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


I’m here again…

The veil between worlds shimmered before me, a gossamer curtain of twilight and mist.

My heart pounded — a frantic rhythm that echoed in my ears as I stood on the precipice of madness. This was the moment of choice – the last chance to turn back, to wake up, to return to the harsh light of day and the crushing weight of reality.

But I couldn’t.

Not again.

Not when he was waiting for me.

With a deep breath, I stepped through the veil.

The cool caress of shadow enveloped me, and I felt the change ripple through my body. In this realm, I was more than the broken, battered thing I was in the waking world.

I wasn’t an outcast, fighting every chance to prove my existence versus the selfish bastards who use and abuse what I offer at the grand table of survival.

Here, I was desired.

Powerful. Free.

The obsidian palace loomed before me, its spires piercing the starless sky.

Twisted vines of midnight roses climbed the walls, their petals as dark as sin and just as tempting. The air was thick with the heady scent of night-blooming flowers and something darker – the musk of ancient, primal power that made my skin tingle and my pulse quicken.

Yet, there was a glow of sweet tenderness as glowing creatures like butterflies flitted away, buzzing whimsical chimes of life that made the surrounding plants further blossom and glow in enchanting shades.

As I approached the grand doors, they swung open silently, inviting me into the depths of this beautiful nightmare. The halls were lit by floating orbs of soft, purple light that cast everything in an otherworldly glow. My bare feet made no sound on the polished black marble floor as I made my way towards the throne room.

I could feel him before I saw him.

His presence washed over me like a physical force, igniting every nerve ending and sending a shiver of anticipation down my spine. Never could I imagine such a sensation. How one’s presence can wash over you before laying sight on their mesmerizing figure.

When I entered the vast chamber, my breath caught in my throat.

He sat upon his throne of twisted bone and shadow, every inch the king of this dark realm. His skin was the color of midnight, marked with swirling patterns that seemed to move in the flickering light, and yet there were hints of human traits that didn’t ignite immediate fear through me.

The chiseled beauty of carved muscle matched his heightened broad physique further emphasizing his masculinity and strength. He’s every woman’s dream — and many men’s nightmare just from his massive size — but to me, he was so perfectly enchanting.

Massive horns curved from his temples, adorned with delicate chains of silver and onyx. But it was his eyes that captivated me most – molten gold that burned with an intensity that both thrilled and terrified me.

“Welcome back, my sweet mortal,” he purred, his voice like velvet over steel. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

I swallowed hard, trying to find my voice.

“My king,” I whispered, the words both a greeting and a surrender.

He rose from his throne with fluid grace, descending the steps towards me.

Each movement was predatory, reminding me that despite his beauty, he was far from human. He was a walking threat of catastrophe, and one wrong move could prove to be my end, but I couldn’t walk away. I wouldn’t dare run when he was the way out of all this madness plaguing me.

My monster. My salvation.

“Tell me, little one,” he said, circling me slowly. “What brings you back to my realm night after night? What delicious sins do you seek in the shadows?”

I closed my eyes, shivering as I felt the heat of his body behind me, so close but not quite touching. How my body hums for this overwhelming aura of power. How my soul seeks to dance with his tainted being.

We’re surely opposites, from different ends of forbidden worlds, and yet this pull of gravitational wonder makes it hard to fight against.

Magnets destined to come together…

“I seek you,” I admitted, the words torn from the depths of my soul. “Only you.”

His chuckle was dark and rich, sending another wave of heat through my body.

“Such honesty,” he murmured, his breath hot against my ear. “It will be your undoing.”

Clawed fingers trailed along my arm, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

I leaned back instinctively, my body seeking his touch even as my mind screamed at the danger. My desperate longing outweighs all the potential sin this creature could deliver in one blow. He was fire and darkness, and I knew I would gladly burn if it meant feeling the scorching heat of his desire.

“Look at how your body responds to me,” he said, his hand splaying across my stomach, pulling me flush against him. “You tremble at my touch, your heart races, your breath quickens. Tell me, my sweet mortal, do you feel this way in your waking world?”

I shook my head, unable to form words as his other hand traced the column of my throat. To be touched like a valuable gem like this, given the attention my soul has craved for so long but never allowed to surrender to.

In the harsh light of day, I was numb.

Broken.

But here, in his arms, I felt everything with an intensity that threatened to consume me.

“No,” I finally managed to gasp. “Only here. Only with you.”

He spun me around to face him, his golden eyes boring into mine.

“Then stay,” he growled, cupping my face in his hands. “Stay here in the dark with me. Let me worship every inch of your beautiful body. Let me show you pleasures beyond your wildest dreams.”

For a moment, I was tempted.

Yearning for more of his promises of pleasure and contentment.

Desperate for a sense of safety that doesn’t rely on my sole survival…

The thought of surrendering completely to this exquisite darkness was intoxicating. But even as I leaned into his touch, I felt the first tugging sensation of my impending return to consciousness.

“I can’t,” I whispered, tears stinging my eyes. “Not yet. I’m not ready.”

I fear his wrath with my denial as my heart quivers with agony. I wish to be here. To be one with this grand world of beauty that’s hidden so preciously in the layers of darkness that accentuate the glowing mystery of life, but I couldn’t remain yet.

I don’t know how.

His expression softened, a flicker of understanding passing through his eyes.

“My brave little mortal,” he said, brushing away a tear with his thumb. “Always fighting, even against your own desires.”

The pull of reality grew stronger, and I clung to him desperately.

“I don’t want to go back,” I said, my voice breaking. “It hurts there. Everything hurts.”

He held me close, his strong arms a shelter against the encroaching light.

“I know, my love,” he murmured into my hair. “But you must. For now.”

As the dream began to fade, I looked up at him one last time, memorizing every detail of his beautiful, monstrous face. The handsome entity that somehow instigated this beacon of hope, even in my thrilling life on the other side of wakeful chaos.

“Will you be here when I return?” I asked, hating the vulnerability in my voice.

His smile was both wicked and tender.

“Always,” he promised. “I am yours as much as you are mine. Now wake, my sweet mortal. But know that in your darkest moments, I am with you. And when night falls again…”

“I’ll find my way back to you,” I finished, even as the world began to dissolve around me.

The last thing I felt was the press of his lips against mine, searing and possessive, before reality came crashing back.

I awoke with a gasp, my body aching with unfulfilled desire and my soul yearning for the shadows I’d left behind.

Tears slid down my cheeks as I curled into myself, already counting the hours until I could sleep again. Until I could return to my monster king and the dark paradise where, against all reason, I had found my true home.

In the cold light of dawn, I closed my eyes and whispered a prayer to whatever gods might be listening:

“Let night fall quickly. Let me dream again. Let me return to where I belong.”

For in the arms of my crowned monster, I had tasted freedom.

And I would do anything – risk everything – to feel that again.


The Canary’s Song
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


The warehouse loomed before us, a hulking mass of corrugated metal and shadows in the industrial wasteland of the city’s outskirts.

I crouched behind a rusted shipping container, my heart pounding with a familiar mix of anticipation and dread. It was insanity to get a high from this constant fight for survival, but this was what kept a roof over my head and food on the table.

This was it.

Another job, another chance to prove my worth to the family that wasn’t really mine.

“You ready for this, Sparrow?” Liam

whispered beside me, his lean frame coiled with tension.

My best friend of five years, the only person in this godforsaken world I truly trusted. He flashed me a grin that didn’t quite reach those beautiful eyes of cyan and green. Matched with his stunning platinum blonde strands of shoulder-length hair, you’d expect Liam Miles to be a surfer model, making millions in the industry of chiseled hotties and swimming trunks.

I always tell him he’s too hot to be on the streets like this. He’s even lucky his face remains flawless as ever compared to the acne shitshow I always deal with the moment anything nasty touches my flesh.

He hates putting me in dangerous situations, but there’s nothing either of us can do.

This is our livelihood.

“Time to sing for our supper.”

I nodded, forcing a smirk.

“Always ready to perform, Darling. You know me.”

I have to give him a wink to uplift the mood. I know he can read me like an open book, but a bit of humor in tense situations like this never hurts.

“If you two are done with your little love fest,” a nasally voice cuts in, “some of us would like to get this job done before sunrise.”

I bit back a retort, turning to face Marco, the third member of our little hit squad.

His rat-like features were twisted in a perpetual sneer, beady black eyes glaring at us from beneath a greasy mop of dark brown hair. Not only was he not my type, but he always had the cockiest attitude. As if he’s the leader of our unit when he can barely carry out a mission without screwing up somehow.

How this prick had managed to climb the ranks was beyond me, but here we were, stuck with him.

“Enough.”

The word cut through the air like a blade, silencing us all.

Our boss, Vincent, stepped out of the shadows, his face an emotionless mask. If his emotionless eyes didn’t make you shiver in fear of upsetting him, it’s always the huge gash of red across his face that reminds everyone he’s been through shit that wished to end his existence.

That red slash is why his left eye is almost blind, and yet he somehow manages to carry 20/20 in his right eye. That’s probably why his sniper skills are legendary in this industry of killing your target now and asking questions later.

Or never.

“You all know the plan. Get in, find Daniels, extract the information, and get out. No unnecessary violence, no heroics. Am I clear?”

We nodded in unison, professionals despite our differences. This was why we were chosen, after all. The best of the worst, thrown together for the jobs too dirty for the higher-ups to touch.

They’d rather risk losing us homeless scum than send their more valuable elites.

Vincent’s cold eyes swept over us one last time, a spark of acceptance with the way he blinked his right eye three times.

The sign of approval.

“Move out.”

We slipped through the shadows like wraiths, approaching the warehouse from different angles. I scaled a drainpipe with practiced ease, my lithe body moving on autopilot as my mind raced through the plan.

It’s a good thing my frame is so petite at 5’2”. Adding my physique that’s slim and yet packed with hidden with muscle, I can fit in tiny places but win a fight if necessary. I don’t need to most of the time because Liam’s huge in comparison. I’m surprised he still fits the tight alleyways.

Zoning back into the mission, I’m repeating what needs to be completed in the counting timeframe ringing in our earpieces.

Find Daniels, the accountant who thought he could skim funds from the Family. Make him talk. Get out.

Simple. Clean. End of story.

Until it wasn’t.

The first sign that things were going sideways came as I slipped through an upper window. The warehouse floor below was a hive of activity, far more men than our intel had suggested.

Fuck…this is going to get messy.

I tapped my earpiece twice, our signal for unexpected company.

“Looks like Daniels brought some friends to the party,” Liam’s voice crackled in my ear. “I count at least fifteen hostiles.”

“Stick to the plan,” Vincent’s cold tone brooked no argument. “We adapt and overcome.”

I snorted softly.

Easy for him to say from the safety of the getaway car. Sure, he’s earned his stripes and the Commanding position of our little assassin crew, but you’d think he’d hold a bit of sympathy as he sits in the safety of our bulletproof truck.

But orders were orders, and I was nothing if not adaptable.

Moving silently along the catwalk, I spotted our target – a portly, balding man in an ill-fitting suit, surrounded by muscle. Just seeing him quiver on his feet like a trembling mouse waiting for the owner to catch him in their makeshift trap, has me smirking mockingly in the shadows.

Those muscled men weren’t going to be tricky to take out. They looked like the typically hired bunch that talked bullshit and had no skills to bring to the field of ‘murder on sight’. They would be easy to take down.

Time to get creative.

I pulled a small canister from my belt, a little concoction of my own design.

Part smoke bomb, part hallucinogen.

I called it my Siren’s Song.

Mixing chemicals and shit was always my thing. Maybe if I had the privilege to last in school and get a proper education, I would have become a scientist or chemist of the sort. Instead, I enjoy the joys of illegal concoctions that can murder a crowd of villains in seconds.

That and my ability to sing like a canary singing the world to slumber seems to be helpful for situations like these.

“Cover your eyes and hold your breath,” I whispered into the comm. “Canary’s about to sing.”

With a flick of my wrist, I sent the canister arcing through the air — enjoying that shimmering flicker of metallic blue and red; the glimmer catching the attention of only one of the plentiful guards.

The poor dude doesn’t have a chance to register what I’ve just unleashed in their little nest of protection. It hit the ground at Daniels’ feet with a soft ping.

And let the chaos erupt…

Thick, purple smoke billowed out, mixing with miniature explosions of red and blue, and black to drown the space with a dense cloud of confusion. It fills the warehouse floor in seconds igniting shouts of confusion turned to screams of terror as the hallucinogen took hold.

Through the haze, I saw men swatting at invisible assailants, others curled into balls, whimpering.

I dropped from the catwalk, landing in a graceful roll. The smoke burned my eyes, but years of exposure had built up my tolerance. I moved through the confusion like a ghost, headed straight for Daniels.

The accountant was on his knees, blubbering incoherently. I grabbed him by the collar, hauling him to his feet.

“Time to go, sunshine,” I growled. “You and I need to have a little chat.”

A meaty hand clamped down on my shoulder. I reacted on instinct, driving my elbow back into a solid wall of muscle. The grip loosened just enough for me to spin, my fist connecting with a jaw that felt like it was made of concrete.

The mountain of a man staggered back, shaking his head like an enraged bull.

I didn’t give him time to recover, launching into a flurry of strikes aimed at vulnerable points – throat, solar plexus, groin. He roared in pain and fury, swinging wildly, but missing rather poorly.

I end up ducking under a haymaker that would have taken my head off, using his momentum to flip him over my hip. He hit the ground with a satisfying thud, and I brought my boot down hard on his temple.

Lights out, big guy.

“A little help here!” Marco’s panicked voice cut through the comms. “I’m pinned down!”

I swore under my breath.

Of course, the useless prick would need saving.

“On my way,” I grunted, dragging a still-dazed Daniels with me.

The scene that greeted me was almost comical. Marco was cowering behind a stack of crates, taking potshots at three goons who had him surrounded.

His aim was shit, unsurprisingly.

I shoved Daniels unceremoniously into a corner.

“Stay,” I ordered, as if he were a disobedient dog. Hopefully, he’ll behave if he knows what’s coming for him. Then I was moving, a blur of deadly grace.

The first goon went down with a knife between his ribs before he even knew I was there. Speed has always been my motto. The second spun to face me, only to catch my heel in a vicious roundhouse kick that sent him sprawling.

The third managed to get off a wild shot that grazed my arm before Liam materialized behind him, snapping his neck with brutal efficiency.

“Cutting it a bit close there, Darling,” I quipped, ignoring the burning pain in my bicep.

Liam’s eyes narrowed, taking in the blood seeping through my sleeve. “You’re hit.”

I waved him off.

“Flesh wound. Now, let’s get what we came for and get the hell out of here.”

We regrouped around Daniels, who had finally started to come out of his hallucinogenic haze. Marco stood over him, puffing out his chest like he’d done anything other than cower and waste ammo.

We really have to start wearing bodycams so Vincent can witness what a shitty waste of space he is on the team.

“Please,” Daniels whimpered, “I’ll tell you anything. Just don’t hurt me.”

I crouched down, fixing him with a predator’s gaze.

“Smart man. Start talking.”

The next few minutes were a blur of information – account numbers, passwords, and names of other traitors within the Family. I recorded it all, my mind already racing ahead to our escape.

“We’ve got what we need,” I said, standing. I hated wasting any more time once information was retrieved. Gives too much room for error and ambushes. “Let’s move.”

We made our way out of the warehouse, stepping over groaning bodies and skirting puddles of blood. There’s an odd layer of satisfaction you feel when you walk away and acknowledge the damage you’ve instilled in the midst of the night.

A sense of victory that makes you feel alive.

But also a sense of dread that confirms you’ve lost that sense of humanity that was once merciful and forgiving.

The cool night air hit me like a slap to the face, and I suddenly felt lightheaded. The adrenaline was wearing off, and with it, the numbness that had been masking my injury.

Vincent was waiting by the car, his face impassive as ever.

“Report,” he barked. He can’t sense the agony tempting my senses, and I have to make sure to keep it that way. As the only female on the team, you always gotta prove you’re not the weakest link because that’s just how it is.

Fuckers like Marco get away with the bare minimum, but a genius female with a makeshift degree of bomb concoctions, waivers a bit and she’s not fit to kill, lead, or be a part of a team of killers.

Sexist pricks.

I rattled off the key points of Daniels’ confession, my voice steady despite the growing weakness in my limbs. Vincent nodded, satisfied with the relay of valuable information.

“Good work,” he said, though the words held no warmth. “Marco, with me. We’ll deliver the package.” He gestured to a bound and gagged Daniels in the trunk. “You two clean up here.”

“Yes, Sir,” we say in unison.

As they drove off, I finally allowed myself to sag against the wall.

The world was starting to spin, black spots dancing at the edges of my vision.

“Sparrow?” Liam’s voice sounded far away, but the level of sudden panic in the depths of his tone made my stomach flip in unease. I hate worrying him. Feels like a slap in the face. “Hey, stay with me!”

I felt his arms around me as my knees buckled, but I couldn’t fight the way gravity pulled me down. How it feels like I’m still sinking, despite being in strong, safe arms.

“S’okay,” I slurred, realizing how far away even my voice sounded. Like an echo that keeps humming in the distance. That’s not good. “Just a scratch, remember?”

“Like hell it is,” he growled, lowering me gently to the ground. Truthfully, it doesn’t feel like I’m lying down. Feels like I’m on fire while floating and falling at the same time. Mindfuckery, I tell you. “You’re burning up. That bullet must have been laced with something.”

I tried to focus on his face, but it kept blurring into someone – something – else.

Horns. Golden eyes. A crown of shadows.

What’s even weirder is how the being alternates between an unknown creature of mystical beauty and then my best friend, who also looks so different. Stronger? Lethal? A mix of possessive control and dominance in his flawless face and golden eyes.

I can’t grasp it long enough before the image switches again.

Back and forth, like some sort of guessing game, but when it stalls for a few seconds, I’m looking at a being of black with flesh that glows with symbols of red and orange. Beautiful displays of artwork that burned against the coal flesh and hummed for recognition and admiration from all those who laid sight on their drawn masterpiece.

“Who hurt you, my little bird?” The monster’s voice rumbled through me, equal parts fury and concern. “Tell me, and I will tear them apart.”

I smiled deliriously, reaching up to touch a face that wasn’t there. He was so stunning to look at up close, especially now that I can stare into those molten eyes of power and might.

“My hero,” I murmured, sounding delirious. I must have lost my fucking mind, or maybe whatever laced that bullet was a hallucinogenic that my system wasn’t used to. New drugs to take us out were common, so this could be something trending around in the underground.

“Shit, you’re really out of it,” Liam’s panicked voice cut through the fantasy, but he’s fading away again. Just like his image that returned for only a moment. Gold eyes, beautiful lips, sharp jaw, and tattooed neck? “Stay with me, Sparrow. I’m going to get you help, okay? I’ve got you. I promise.”

I didn’t feel a sense of worry because I knew Liam had me.

He always has my back. No matter what.

But something was definitely wrong with me.

As consciousness slipped away, I lost the will to fight the welcoming darkness that struck me from all angles. Like a comforting embrace, only it spread frost at its touch instead of the warmth I craved.

Like the being from my dreams and the warmth, he ignites with each touch.

One last whisper echos to me; a promise that sent a shiver of dark pleasure through my fading mind.

“Rest now, my love. When you wake from slumber, we will make them pay. Every last one will feel the wrath of hurting what’s mine.”

Mine? His? Who…are you?

The world went dark, and I fell into dreams of shadow and vengeance.


Reflections Of Another World
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


Where am I?

As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, more details of the bed chamber emerged.

The ceiling arched high above, painted with a mural that seemed to move and shift as I watched. Constellations I’d never seen before twinkled in a night sky that rippled like the surface of a dark lake; a mesmerizing sight that begins to suck me in, allowing me to be further invested in the unique sight.

Comets streaked across the painted heavens, leaving trails of stardust in their wake.

The light itself seemed alive, emanating from crystalline structures that grew from the walls like luminescent fungi. They pulsed gently, their glow waxing and waning in a rhythm that felt almost like breathing.

The effect was both soothing and slightly unsettling as if the room itself was a living, sentient being.

It seemed so unreal.

In one corner stood a peculiar tree, its trunk twisted and gnarled, bark the color of burnished silver. Instead of leaves, it bore crystals that chimed softly when a nonexistent breeze stirred its branches.

The sound was haunting, a melody just on the edge of familiarity that didn’t simply call to my ears, but resonated with my very soul.

Where have I heard this before?

Scattered around the room were objects that defied easy categorization.

A globe that showed landmasses I’d never seen, continents shifting and reforming as I watched. A clock whose face bore thirteen hours, its hands moving in a way that made my head hurt if I looked at it too long. A chessboard where the pieces moved of their own accord, playing out strategies too complex for my mind to grasp.

Everything was so unique, valuable, and had a touch of familiarity, yet I’m confident I’ve never experienced these things in real life.

Obviously, it’s impossible. Magic…whatever this is, can’t exist.

I approached the vanity, drawn by the shifting surface of the mirror.

The frame was a work of art in itself, carved from some pale wood and inlaid with opal and mother-of-pearl. Figures danced around the edge – lithe, ethereal beings with pointed ears and wings like dragonflies. Their faces were beautiful but alien, with eyes too large and features too perfect to be human.

Pixies…maybe? Was this designed to mimic all those childhood fairytales?

As I gazed into the mirror, I was once again struck by the transformation of my appearance. The difference is enough to make me gasp, while I’m forced to acknowledge the change reflecting before me.

Beyond the mismatched eyes and dual-toned hair of black and pure platinum white, I noticed other changes. My ears had a slight point to them, not quite as pronounced as the figures on the mirror frame, but definitely not human.

My cheekbones were higher, glimmering with a bit of highlight and blush while my features were more symmetrical and refined. I had “less curves” which was strikingly obvious with my slim build, but it wasn’t something I necessarily “hated”.

It was an odd mix of accepted standards wherever this was, while the other part of me yearned for the build I’d worked hard to maintain.

The gown I wore deserved closer inspection, leading me on this mission to lean in close and admire its intricate beauty.

What I had first taken for crystal was actually a living material, something between fabric and gemstone. It flowed like water but sparkled like diamonds, changing color subtly as I moved. Sometimes it was the deep blue of sapphires, while other times the fiery red of rubies. When I remained completely still, the rich green of emeralds glimmered to life, and one swift spin around turned those very glimmering gems into a frosted lavender that twinkled with life.

Intricate patterns were woven into the material, symbols, and runes that seemed to hold meaning just beyond my grasp. They pulsed with a soft light as if responding to my heartbeat, delivering an alluring awe to its wake.

The bodice was fitted, accentuating this newly slimmed figure before flowing out into a full skirt that moved like liquid starlight, twinkling like the starry sky itself had woven this piece..

The jewelry adorning me was equally magnificent. A delicate tiara rested on my brow, crafted from what looked like spun moonlight. It was set with gems that I had no names for – stones that seemed to contain entire galaxies within their depths. Around my neck hung a pendant in the shape of a key, wrought from a metal that shimmered between gold and silver.

It felt warm against my flesh as if it held some hidden power.

Some sorcery opened realms that hid an endless path of mystery.

My wrists and fingers bore rings and bracelets of intricate design, each piece feeling as if it had a story to tell. One ring in particular caught my eye – a band of dark metal set with a stone that seemed to swirl with shadows.

It fit perfectly on my ring finger as if it had always been meant to be there.

A unique wedding ring? A symbol of bonds and commitment in this place?

Truthfully, I wasn’t sure.

I lifted my hands to my face, marveling at how they remained both familiar and strange. My nails had lengthened slightly, coming to delicate points that looked capable of drawing blood. Yet my palms still bore the calluses of my life in the real world, a reminder of who I had been… who I still was, beneath this magical transformation.

Those wounds and scars can’t be erased…but I don’t want those imperfections to fade…right?

It’s a question I have to ask myself because right now, I’m not really sure.

Not hesitant, yet not confident.

My tattoos had changed as well, gaining a life of their own in this realm. The small canary on my wrist now looked as if it might take flight at any moment, its feathers shimmering with an iridescent sheen. The intricate mandala on my shoulder blade had become a swirling vortex of color and light, each line pulsing with energy that I could almost feel beneath my skin.

As I studied my reflection, memories of someone else’s life continued to surface, but now they were interwoven with flashes of… something else. Images that felt like memories but couldn’t possibly be mine.

A grand ballroom filled with beings of impossible beauty and terrible power.

A forest of silver trees beneath a purple sky with three moons.

A battlefield strewn with the bodies of creatures out of myth and nightmare.

These visions left me dizzy and disoriented, my mind struggling to reconcile the life I knew with this world of magic and mystery.

Who was I in this place?

What role did I play in the grand tapestry of this realm?

I turned away from the mirror, overwhelmed by questions I couldn’t begin to answer. My gaze fell upon a balcony I hadn’t noticed before — sheer curtains billowing in a breeze that carried the scent of night-blooming flowers and something wilder, more primal.

My curiosity builds, and the need to dismiss what I’m currently experiencing pushes me to give in to this new desire to explore and be adventurous in nature.

A defiant need to be free from these suffocating chambers.

Drawn by an urge, I moved towards the balcony. As I pushed aside the curtains, my breath caught in my throat. The view before me was breathtaking…and impossible.

This just can’t be real…

I stood at the highest point of a castle that defied the laws of physics and nature. Spires of black glass and silver metal twisted towards a sky ablaze with stars and auroras.

Gardens hung suspended in midair, waterfalls flowing upwards to form rivers that wound between the towers. In the distance, I could see forests of trees with leaves of gold and silver, their branches reaching towards a horizon where two suns – one blood red, one turquoise blue – were set in tandem.

Below, a city sprawled out in concentric circles, each ring separated by canals of softly glowing water. The architecture was a blend of organic and geometric forms, buildings that looked as if they had been grown rather than built.

If such an assumption was even possible.

Streets paved with what appeared to be mother-of-pearl winds between structures of crystal, living wood, and stone that pulsed with inner light.

And everywhere, there was movement.

Beings of all shapes and sizes went about their business in the streets below. Some were humanoid, others decidedly not. I saw winged creatures soaring between the towers, aquatic forms gliding through the canals, and things that defied easy categorization slipping through shadows that seemed deeper than they should be.

It was beautiful, terrifying, and utterly alien.

Yet some part of me felt a deep sense of belonging as if I was finally seeing a home I had forgotten I had.

Why did I dare forget this place…called home?

A warm breeze caressed my skin, carrying with it whispers in a language I didn’t understand but somehow recognized. It spoke of ancient magics, battles long past and prophecies yet to be fulfilled. Of a world balanced on the knife-edge between light and shadow, order and chaos.

They grow in volume, humming with calm at first before their harmonic mumbles shift into yearning need. The tone of desperation is rooted in the language that’s so unique to listen to but stirs an unease within my chest.

The tighteness only grows, as my mind begins to mutter something.

Begging for my recognition, until beneath it all, a single word repeated like a heartbeat:

Fae.

The realization hit me with the force of a physical blow - my head began to pound like a nagging drum. A warning? A blessing? I can’t fight the agony it brings while my realization grows to be confronted.

This wasn’t just some fantastical dream world.

This was the realm of the Fae, creatures of legend and myth.

Beings of immense power and capricious nature, who had once been worshipped and feared in equal measure by humanity.

But if this was truly the Fae realm, what did that make me?

Why did I feel such a profound connection to this place?

Before I could ponder these questions further, a wave of dizziness washed over me. The world tilted alarmingly, and I staggered back from the balcony. Heat flooded my body, a fire that burned from within and left me gasping for air.

Too hot. So dizzy and weak…what’s going on? What’s happening to me?

This feels unprovoked, especially when a part of me knows I rarely fall ill, but the onset is too random. Almost as if my body is trying to warn me — protect me — but from what?

From myself?

I tried to make my way back to the bed, but my legs gave out beneath me.

I braced for impact with the hard floor…or to wake up from this dream that has yet to become a nightmare.

Only to find myself caught in strong arms that radiated an impossible heat.

I looked up instantly, my gaze meeting golden eyes that burned with an intensity that both thrilled and terrified me. It makes me still in frozen horror, and yet, as the seconds begin to tick, familiarity washes over me.

Recognition of this being of forbidden beauty.

The Monster Prince.

My radiant nightmare in the flesh.

Up close, he was even more breathtaking – and terrifying – than I remembered. His skin was the color of obsidian, smooth and flawless save for the swirling patterns that seemed to move of their own accord.

These markings pulsed with a soft, reddish light, like veins of lava beneath the earth. They formed intricate designs across his broad chest and powerful arms, telling a story I longed to decipher — had begged to learn in the past and yet never got the answers I craved.

The horns that curved from his temples were works of art, spiraling up and back in elegant curves. They were adorned with delicate chains of gold and precious gems, forming a crown that marked him as royalty in this realm of magic and mystery.

Each gem seemed to hold a spark of life within it, tiny stars captured and set in metal. But it was his face that truly captured me.

Such a handsome creation beyond the world of perfection.

Features that should have been terrifying in their alienness instead stirred something deep within me. His jaw was strong and defined, lips full and sensual. High cheekbones and a straight nose gave him an aristocratic air, while the slight points of his ears hinted at his Fae nature.

It was weird because he carried horns as well, so did it mean those weren’t used for listening? Did it dispel some sort of myth or replace the ideology of him being a monster? Was he a unique blessed mixture of two worlds?

I couldn’t decipher something that was suddenly deemed unimportant because my eyes locked on his.

And those eyes…

They were pools of molten gold, flickering with an inner fire that spoke of power beyond my comprehension.

They roamed over my face with a possessive hunger that sent shivers down my spine, but beneath the predatory gaze, I caught a glimpse of something else. Longing. Tenderness. And a pain so ancient it made my heart ache.

That, and made other places ache in forbidden need.

“My little Songbird,” he purred, his voice a low rumble that I felt in my very bones. “Always so eager to fly away. Don’t you know that you belong here, with me?”

Goodness, heavens…

This must be a dream or a nightmare waiting to manifest, because how can someone so irresistibly desirable exist? That’s the hidden reality of it all.

He can’t be real. None of this is real.

Yet, his words stirred something within me, a sense of rightness that warred with my confusion and fear. I wanted to protest, to demand answers to the thousand questions swirling in my mind.

But my body had other ideas.

I melted into his embrace, every point of contact between us sending sparks of pleasure coursing through my veins. I could fall into this oasis of safety and layered peace for all eternity, but I know something is wrong.

That something just isn’t right here.

“What’s happening to me?” I managed to gasp, even as my hands moved of their own accord, exploring the hard planes of his chest. It’s as though a part of my body is running on autopilot; so used to this sense of intimacy and yet there’s that other part that knows this man — or monster — is a stranger to me.

The heat of his skin seeped into my palms, and I marveled at the way his markings seemed to reach out towards my touch, like iron filings drawn to a magnet. Mesmerizing with a hint of cunning delicacy.

“I don’t understand… any of this,” I dare to confess, despite it being the truth. I don’t want to sound so vulnerable, but then I feel like it’s okay.

That it’s allowed in this entity’s presence.

He chuckled, the sound dark and rich like the finest chocolate.

“Understanding will come in time, my love. For now, simply feel.”

It’s easier said than done, but I urge myself to heed his words.

To try it this one time…

His hand cupped my cheek, tilting my face up to his. His touch was impossibly gentle for a being of such obvious power, his thumb tracing the curve of my cheekbone with a reverence that left me breathless.

I knew I should resist — should push him away and demand answers. But the pull between us was undeniable, a force as inexorable as gravity. It was too hard to not submit to its tempting pull, giving me this bold chance to gain that yearning I always deny myself in the real world.

The touch of a man. A kiss of temptation. The enjoyment of following those instincts of lust rather than worrying about the ifs and whats.

To be free with the emotion buzzing vibrantly between us.

Our lips met in a kiss that was anything but gentle.

It was possession, pure and simple, his mouth claiming mine with a ferocity that left me gasping. I responded with equal fervor, pouring all my confusion and longing into the kiss.

As if this was right…like destiny made no mistake tonight.

My hands tangled in his hair, marveling at its silken texture even as I used it to pull him closer. This pushy dominance wouldn’t get me far in my reality, but here, I feel deep within, this prince of a monster enjoys my bites of dominance.

That I’m not afraid to explore and indulge as a man would do with the woman he wholeheartedly desires.

He tasted of midnight and storm clouds, of forbidden fruit and ancient magic. There was a hint of something metallic, like blood or lightning, that should have repulsed me but instead only fueled my desire.

The pounding need for more.

I was drowning in sensation, lost in a sea of pleasure that threatened to consume me entirely.

And this was just a kiss…

His tongue swept into my mouth, dominating and exploring, and I welcomed the invasion. Every stroke sent jolts of electricity through my body, awakening nerve endings I didn’t know I possessed.

I moaned into the kiss, my body arching against his, of its own accord. His warmth seizes hold of me, wrapping me up in a blanket of endless comfort. It’s a sensation I can fall in love with for all eternity if I grasped the privilege to do so.

The Monster Prince growled in response, the sound vibrating through me and settling low in my belly. His hands roamed my body, leaving trails of fire in their wake. He cupped my breasts through the thin material of my gown, thumbs brushing over sensitive peaks and drawing a whimper from my throat.

But even as I surrendered to the kiss, a sharp pain lanced through my body. As if I recognize this agony, I suddenly realize what’s happening.

The real world was calling, tugging me back with brutal insistence.

I cried out, breaking away from the kiss, my body tensing in his arms.

“No,” I whimpered, clinging to the Monster Prince with desperate strength. Tears stung my eyes, born of frustration and a bone-deep longing I couldn’t explain. “I don’t want to go back. Please, let me stay here with you. I belong here. Here…where ever here is.”

I look pleadingly up to him as if he can steal me away from all those responsibilities. To sweep me from the horrendous world that has never shown mercy my way.

If only he could be my knight in shining armor, but I’ve accepted long ago that wishes are simply that. Fables of hope that the wheel of fate will finally spin in your favor.

So far in my short life, I’ve been disappointed every single time.

His expression softened, a glimpse of tenderness beneath the predatory hunger.

For a moment, the mask of the terrifying monster royal slipped, revealing something achingly vulnerable.

“Soon, my love,” he murmured, pressing a gentler kiss to my forehead. His lips lingered there as if he could impart some of his strength to me through the touch. “But for now, you must return. Heal. Grow stronger…and know that I will be waiting for you.”

The pain intensified, and the edges of my vision grew dark with every second that dared pass. Panic clawed at my throat as I felt myself slipping away.

“Wait!” I gasped. “I don’t even know your name. How will I find you again?”

A smile curved his lips, equal parts promise and warning.

“Names have power in this realm, little Songbird. But know this – I am the Night Prince, ruler of the Shadow Court. And you, my love, are mine. No matter where you go, no matter how far you run, I will always find you.”

Before I could respond, his mouth crashed down on mine once more. But this kiss was different – less a claiming and more… a gifting.

I felt power flow from him into me, ancient and wild.

It raced through my veins like liquid starlight, soothing the pain and filling me with a strength I’d never known.

As the kiss deepened, his hand slid lower, caressing me through the gossamer-thin fabric of my gown. The touch was electric, sending shockwaves of pleasure through my body that momentarily eclipsed the pain of my impending return to the mortal world.

It seems to take so much strength for our lips to pull apart.

“A taste,” he growled against my lips, his fingers finding that secret, aching place with unerring accuracy, “to tide you over until we meet again.”

It seems evil to leave me like that, when I’m on the brink of riding a wave of lust I don’t realize was brewing. I arched into his touch, knowing I needed just a bit more.

A few more strokes and that would be enough to tip me over the quaking edge. He seemed to feel pity enough to grant me such a selfish wish; a cry of ecstasy tore from my throat as wave after wave of bliss crashed over me.

It was too much, too intense, and yet not enough. Never enough. His fingers moved with practiced skill, stroking and circling in a rhythm that quickly had me teetering on the edge of oblivion.

I wasn’t sure if I couldcum so soon, yet my wetness flows like a fall of evergreen waters, only juices easily lace the devious royal’s fingers.

All the while, his eyes held mine, that molten gold gaze burning with an intensity that stripped me bare. I felt exposed, vulnerable, every secret and desire laid bare before him. And yet I had never felt safer, more cherished, than I did in that moment.

“Let go, my love,” he murmured, his voice a silken caress. “Fall apart for me. Show me your pleasure.”

His words were my undoing.

The pleasure reached a fever pitch, and I shattered in his arms. Colors exploded behind my eyelids – not just the golds and reds of earthly passion, but impossible hues that spoke of magic and other worlds. I cried out, as the ecstasy washed over me in endless waves.

“My King!” I scream in bliss.

He expressed his satisfaction with a pleased chuckle, while he admires my undoing — those long skillful fingers still embedded so deeply in my pussy walls, held captive thanks to my pulsing heated walls that quake with endless pleasure.

As I came down from the high, trembling and gasping in his arms, I felt the world begin to dissolve around me. The pain returned, but it was dulled now, manageable.

I clung to this monster prince, trying to memorize every detail of his face, the feel of his skin against mine, the scent of him – like thunderstorms and dark forests and something uniquely him.

“Remember,” he said, his voice fading as the dream world slipped away. “Remember, and return to me.”

Then I was gasping awake.

My eyes fly open to find myself in a stark white room that couldn’t have been further from the opulent bed chamber of my dreams.

The steady beep of medical equipment filled the air, and I became aware of the IV in my arm, and the oxygen mask over my face.

A hospital. I was in a hospital.

But even as reality reasserted itself, I could still feel the phantom touch of the monster prince’s hands on my skin.

Still taste him on my lips.

The echo of the pleasure he had given me lingered, a warmth in my core that defied the chill of the hospital room. I couldn’t even confirm if that was where I was, but the mere thought already had me slipping away, exhaustion taking over.

I found myself longing for the world I’d left behind, and I’m sure my mind was desperate for us to return. To be in those comforting strong arms and return to a world of darkness and magic, where I was more than just a broken girl trying to survive.

A world where I was wanted, desired… loved?

I closed my eyes while I relished what happened, allowing myself to drift away.

Remember…that’s all I can hope to do for my Shadowed King.


The Whispers Of Another World
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


The first thing I became aware of was pain.

It radiated through my body in dull waves, centering on my left side where I vaguely remembered being shot. The second thing I noticed was the smell – antiseptic and copper, undercut by something earthier.

Definitely not a hospital.

Now it clues in that I had to have been hallucinating to think I’d be in an actual hospital. We’re not that privileged. Not people like me anyway. Guess being on the brink of death can do that to you.

Wishful thinking when you’re on the borders of life and six feet under.

I cracked open my eyes, blinking against the harsh fluorescent lighting. The ceiling above me was bare concrete, water stains mapping out continents I’d never visited.

Turning my head slightly, I took in my surroundings.

I was lying on a narrow cot in what appeared to be a converted storage room. Medical equipment beeped softly beside me, and various crates and shelves lined the walls, filled with supplies I couldn’t quite make out.

“Well, look who’s finally decided to rejoin the land of the living.”

The voice was warm and husky, with just a hint of amusement.

I turned towards it, wincing as the movement pulled at my wound. A woman stood in the doorway, arms crossed over her chest.

She was older, maybe in her thirties, with brunette roots that shifted into steel-silver hair pulled back in a severe bun. Even though I was assuming her age, her face was a map of laugh lines and frown lines in equal measure.

She could have lived a harsh life like my daily occurrence and the stress of survival was easing into her facial lines, stealing her youth, or maybe that’s just how her genetics worked.

Her eyes – a startling shade of violet – sparkled with intelligence.

“Where am I?” I croaked, my throat dry and scratchy.

The woman moved into the room, reaching a table with two empty glasses and a pitcher that I had to assume was filled with water. Pouring a glass, she decides to grace me with some answers.

“Somewhere safe,” she said, before walking back to the bed. Lowering the glass, she doesn’t hesitate to help me sit up slightly so I can be at the right angle to sip the cool liquid. I’d be lying if I pretended I wasn’t desperate for some hydration. “Or as safe as people like us ever get.”

As the fog of unconsciousness cleared, memories started flooding back.

The warehouse. The job gone sideways. The bullet…

“How long have I been out?” I asked, settling back against the thin pillow once I’ve downed not one, but three glasses of chilled water.

“Three days,” the woman replied, checking the IV bag hanging beside my bed. I’m still in shock as it dawns upon me that I was really unconscious for that length of time.

Was the dream that long? It couldn’t be. It felt so fast. Shit…three fucking days?! Boss is going to be pissed.

“And you’re lucky it wasn’t permanent. That bullet was laced with something nasty. If your friend hadn’t gotten you here as quickly as he did, we might be having a very different conversation right now.”

I nodded, processing this information while taking her in.

We were the same height of 5’2” but she was a lot skinnier than me. She had that athletic build that told you she was easily a long-distance runner. I could probably beat her in a short-distance race.

“You’re the medic?” I decide to ask so I don’t look so awkward staring at her like I haven’t seen a normal human being in a long minute.

Well, I was stuck in a different realm of sorts for three days thanks to being unconscious, so maybe that relates to my situation just a little bit.

She smiled, her expression transforming her stern features into something almost motherly. It’s weird, but then again, she could have children.

“Dr. Elenore Vasquez, at your service. Though ‘medic’ works just fine in our circles. Less paperwork that way.”

I couldn’t help but return her smile. There was something comforting about her presence, a steadiness that put me at ease despite the unfamiliar surroundings.

“I’m-”

“I know who you are, Sparrow,” she cut me off gently. “Your reputation precedes you. Now, let’s take a look at those bandages, shall we?”

Reputation? Oh right. People in the underground assume I’m some sort of prodigy murderer. Apparently, it’s not normal for someone in their early twenties to be able to kill so flawlessly.

Alright, it’s a bit fucked up, but I take pride in succeeding in surviving and killing my prey, near or far.

If such behaviors end up getting me a reputation — good or bad — I should just be grateful and move right along.

As Elenore carefully unwrapped the dressing on my side, I hissed through clenched teeth, because fuck! It hurts like a bitch. It’s been a hot minute since I got wounded like this. I don’t normally make such errors in judgment when on the “battlefield”.

If we can even call it that.

The wound looked angry and red, but she seemed satisfied enough with what she saw because she was bobbing her head in approval.

“Healing nicely,” she murmured, applying some kind of salve that smelled of herbs and electricity. “Another day or two and you should be mobile. Though I’d advise against any acrobatics for at least a week.”

I snorted.

Yeah fucking right.

You can’t pick and choose whether you have to jump out a window and cartwheel your way down a fleet of stairs to enjoy another day in the land of the living.

“No promises, doc.”

She fixed me with a stern look, but I could see the amusement lurking in her violet eyes.

“I mean it, young lady. I didn’t pull you back from the brink of your demise, just to have you undo all my hard work.”

“Alright, alright. I’ll be good.” I can promise that much, because, despite everything and her being relatively a stranger outside of her name and profession, I was grateful to live another day.

You always express your gratitude, for you never know when it’ll come back in return.

As she worked, rebandaging the wound with practiced efficiency, I found myself studying her more closely. There was something… different about her. A kind of energy that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

It could be this weird sense of energy around her. Like some sort of aura, only it’s something that burns in the depths of its invisibility. Moving in waves of hypnotic intrigue, but fading in and out of existence whenever I dare try to focus on one or the other.

“So,” I said, trying to distract myself from the discomfort of an awkward silence, “what’s new in the world? Did I miss anything exciting while I was out?”

Brilliant Sparrow. Just act as if you were in a coma for five years and missed out on WWIII, the presidential elections, and watching the new seasons of You on Netflix.

Elenore’s hands stilled for just a moment, so briefly I almost thought I’d imagined it. It’s an odd jerk of action, but I can’t tell what it was for. I decide to dismiss it because there’s nothing I can say to make such a “regular” reaction sound odd.

When Elenore spoke, her voice was carefully neutral.

“Oh, you know how it is. The usual chaos and corruption. Though there have been some… unsettling reports lately.”

Unsettling reports? Like what?

I raised an eyebrow, hoping to follow along so my curiosity can be fed.

“Oh?”

She sighed, finishing with the bandage before pulling up a chair beside my bed. “There’s been a rash of kidnappings. Young women, mostly.”

That already sounds alarming, but she continues.

“But it’s not just the disappearances that have people talking. It’s what happens to the ones who come back.”

A chill ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the cool air of the underground room. There’s this layer of uncertainty with where this is going, but I feel as if this involves me in some way.

Weird, right?

“What do you mean?”

Elenore leaned in, her voice dropping to just above a whisper. I’m pretty sure we’re alone, and yet her need to keep her next words an obvious secret means this is something everyone shouldn’t know.

“They come back… changed,” she accentuates those words as if revealing a riddle that shouldn’t be spoken with words. “Raving about monsters and magical worlds. Dreams so vivid they can’t tell what’s real anymore. Most of them end up in mental institutions, sedated out of their minds.”

Shit….

Shit. Shit. Shit!

My heart began to race, the steady beep of the heart monitor betraying my sudden anxiety. Flashes of my own vivid dreams danced at the edges of my consciousness – a world of shadow and starlight, a prince with burning eyes…

“That’s… disturbing,” I managed, trying to keep my voice steady. Thankfully, I’m good at making a masked face and just as good at calming my heart rate, which happens in seconds. The machine no longer beeps in warning. “Any leads on who’s behind it?”

Elenore shook her head, looking puzzled with a hint of defeat.

“Nothing concrete. But there are whispers… rumors of things that don’t fit neatly into our understanding of the world, but again, you speak too much about it and you’re on coo-coo street”.

I forced a laugh, though it sounded hollow even to my own ears.

“What, like magic and monsters? Come on, Doc,” I dismiss the ideology, despite the cold sweat running down my spine. I know she’s just a medic, but seeing as she’s the only one who managed to save my life, she’s a doctor in my books. “We deal with the brute force of the real world. Guns and knives and good old-fashioned human cruelty. Let’s not get started with the gun violence and motorcycle gangs.” I shake my head in dismay. “No need to bring fairy tales into it.”

But even as I spoke, doubt gnawed at me.

How real had those dreams felt?

The taste of the Shadow Prince’s kiss still lingered on my lips, the phantom touch of his hands on my skin…

Am I going crazy?

The thought rose unbidden, a tendril of fear coiling in my gut.

Is this how it starts? Vivid dreams bleeding into reality until I can’t tell the difference anymore?

Elenore was watching me closely, those violet eyes seeming to peer straight into my soul.

After a long moment, she spoke again, her voice soft but intense.

“What if I told you that those fairy tales might be more real than you think?”

I stared at her, caught between disbelief and a desperate need to understand what was happening to me. I may not be able to show the truth, but I can most certainly investigate what she means by those troubling words of potential.

“What are you talking about?”

She took a deep breath as if steeling herself from something.

“My grandmother used to tell me stories,” she quietly admits as she briefly looks away. Her expression is filled with longing, as if she can picture herself before the very woman she speaks about, listening eagerly to the fabled tales, she expressed with gist “Stories of another world, hidden just beyond the veil of our own. A world full of life and power and beings that defy imagination.”

Despite myself, I found myself leaning in, hanging on her every word.

She continued, her eyes taking on a faraway look.

“She spoke of creatures both beautiful and terrifying. Fae, she called them. Beings of such perfection and power that they could drive a mortal mad with a single glance.”

Insanity at the mere sight?

“But they weren’t all good, these Fae,” Elenore went on. “Some were cruel, delighting in the torment of humans. Others were kind, or at least as kind as such alien beings can be. And some… some sought out humans who could perceive their world.”

Perceive?

“What do you mean?” I asked, my mouth dry.

Elenore’s gaze sharpened, focusing intently on me.

It’s as if she can see right through me.

“There are some humans, rare individuals, who can tap into what my grandmother called the ‘Twilight Zone.’ Others call it a Starlight Veil that shimmers and weakens depending on the individual’s level of power to manipulate such protective walls. It’s a space between worlds, where the barriers are thin. These people can venture into the Fae realms, either in dreams or, in rare cases, physical reality.”

Holy shit…

I swallowed hard, trying to process this information.

Part of me wanted to laugh it off, to dismiss it as the ramblings of a madwoman. But another part… another part recognized the truth in her words, resonating with something deep inside me.

“These people,” I said carefully, “the ones who can cross over. What… what are they called?”

A small smile played at the corners of Elenore’s mouth.

“My grandmother had a name for them. She called them-”

But before she could finish, the door burst open.

Liam stood there, his usually immaculate appearance disheveled, worry etched across his handsome features.

“Sparrow! Thank God you’re awake. I’ve been going out of my mind with-” He stopped short, taking in the scene before him. His eyes narrowed as they flicked between Elenore and me. “Am I interrupting something?”

Elenore stood smoothly, her demeanor shifting back to that of the professional medic.

“Not at all. I was just finishing up here. Your friend is healing well, but she needs rest. Try not to excite her too much.” She says that with a wink, making Liam blush instantly.

As she gathered her essentials and moved towards the door, I couldn’t help but call her out. Because she didn’t tell me what I could be!

“Wait! You didn’t finish. What did your grandmother call them?”

Liam looks completely confused, but I don’t care because I yearn to know the title given to such gifted individuals.

Gifted…or cursed.

She paused at the door, looking back at me with an unreadable expression.

“Another time, perhaps. When you’re stronger. For now, focus on healing. And…” she hesitated, then added softly, “Be careful of your dreams, Sparrow. Not everything that glitters is gold.”

When you’re stronger? Be careful of my dreams?

With that cryptic warning, she was gone, leaving me alone with a visibly baffled Liam.

Not everything that glitters is gold…

“What the hell was that about?” he asked, moving to take Elenore’s vacated seat. “And what’s this about dreams?”

I shook my head, not quite ready to share the full extent of my experiences.

I mean, how do you tell your male best friend that when you fall asleep, you delve into a different world where creatures walk the lands and beautiful majestic monsters kiss you better than any man has?

He’d be jealous if anything. Wondering who dared try to kiss me without his consent. That makes me smirk just thinking about it.

“Nothing. Just some weird side effects from whatever was on that bullet.” I go with that excuse because it’s something that can be backed up if he did question Elenore about our conversations. “How are you? What happened after… after I went down?”

Liam’s face darkened.

My protective best friend always gets super serious when explaining “what happened” in situations where I get hurt or in its rarity, “knocked out”.

“It was a mess, Sparrow. Vincent is furious. The job was compromised from the start – someone fed us bad intel.” He’s fuming just revealing the surprising truth, and I can see just how riling it is for him by the tension in his demeanor. “We’re lucky to have made it out alive.”

I absorbed this information, my mind racing.

A setup? But why? And who could have the power to manipulate a family as well-connected as ours?

“But hey,” Liam continued, his tone lightening as he reached out to squeeze my hand. “None of that matters right now. You’re alive, you’re healing, and that’s what’s important. I was so worried, Sparrow. When you collapsed in my arms, I thought… I thought I’d lost you.”

The raw emotion in his voice brought a lump to my throat. Staring into those burning eyes that dare show me a glimpse of raw vulnerability has my heart aching in an instant.

Liam had been my rock for so long. The one constant in a world of shifting loyalties and betrayals. It was to the point where I couldn’t see myself doing this shit without him. That alone was something to be proud of because I didn’t allow anyone to get close to me anymore.

Too many betrayals and close calls do that to you.

I squeezed his hand back, offering a small smile.

“Can’t get rid of me that easily, darling,” I tease him like always, giving him a taunting wink. “You know me – too stubborn to die.”

He laughed, but it was a fragile sound.

“Don’t joke about that,” he complains, but can’t hide that strike of worry in his thick voice. “I don’t know what I’d do if… if you weren’t around.”

The vulnerability in his eyes made my heart ache yet again.

I wanted to reassure him, to promise that I’d always be there. But the memory of another world tugged at me, a siren call I wasn’t sure I could resist.

And he of all people knows when I’m lying. He’d see through my fake declaration with ease.

“Liam,” I said softly, “I need to tell you something. About what happened while I was unconscious. About the dreams I had.”

I feel bad keeping it from him for so long. It’s not like these have been happening just out of the blue. I’ve been dealing with it…for years.

Since I was eighteen.

I don’t need to dive into the whole ‘having sexual intercourse with a sexy handsome forbidden prince of the shadows’ part, but letting him know I am having very vivid dreams that feel all too real may help me feel not so alone.

He would keep it a secret and wouldn’t deem me crazy. It just would be nice to have someone to converse about them and figure out why I’m experiencing these things.

If other women are enduring it and even being kidnapped for it, something has to be going on. Something in the air that’s affected only women.

He’d help me figure it out without a hint of judgment.

I trust him with my life, so I’d trust him with something less threatening to my well-being. At least, for now.

He leaned in, his brow furrowed with concern.

“What is it, Sparrow? You can tell me anything, you know that.”

I took a deep breath, aiming to prepare myself for this confession that seemed to be years in the making, but before I could begin, a commotion in the hallway caught our attention.

What the?

Raised voices, the sound of running feet.

Liam and I exchanged a troubled look, before he was on his feet in an instant, moving to the door with the fluid grace of a trained fighter.

“Stay here,” he said, his hand already reaching for the gun I knew he kept concealed in his pocket. “I’ll check it out.”

With my injuries still healing, I wouldn’t be much help, but I’m looking around, ensuring I have some sort of protection if things go haywire above.

A surgical cabinet and a narcotic cabinet could do some damage.

As he slipped out into the hallway, I was left alone with my thoughts.

Elenore’s words echoed in my mind, mingling with the memory of the Shadowed Prince’s touch.

Two worlds, pulling me in opposite directions.

And me, caught in the middle, unsure of where I truly belonged.

I closed my eyes, not intentionally, especially with what was happening outside, but exhaustion suddenly weighed heavily on me.

As I drifted off, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was standing on the precipice of something vast and terrifying.

A choice loomed before me, though I couldn’t yet see its shape.

In my last moments of consciousness, I heard Elenore’s voice again, as if from a great distance.

“Be careful of your dreams, Sparrow. Not everything that glitters is gold.”

But even as the warning registered, I felt the pull of that other world.

My Shadow Prince was waiting, his golden eyes burning in the darkness.

And despite everything, a part of me longed to answer his call.


Sweaty Interlude Of Taunting Chemistry
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~SPARROW~


The underground complex sprawled beneath the city like a cancerous growth — a labyrinth of concrete corridors and repurposed industrial spaces.

The air was always slightly damp, carrying the faint scent of mildew and something metallic that might have been blood. You never really know who lost their patience fuse in this hellhole, so no surprises there.

Flickering fluorescent lights cast everything in a sickly pallor, creating deep shadows that seemed to move when you weren’t looking directly at them.

I had called this place home for the past seven years, ever since Vincent had taken me under his wing. It was either this eerie place that hid so many of us lost souls, or the streets.

And the streets were already brutal enough.

I had to be thankful I had survived their merciless alleyways without being taken advantage of; especially as a woman.

As I made my way through the familiar passageways, my footsteps echoing hollowly, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I no longer belonged there. The rough concrete walls felt more confining than ever, the low ceiling pressing down on me like a physical weight.

Foreign territory, despite everything being the same as it always has after all these years.

Two weeks had passed since I’d woken up in Elenore’s makeshift clinic. My wound had healed remarkably fast, leaving behind only a faint pink scar that occasionally twinged with phantom pain.

But the dreams… the dreams hadn’t stopped.

Every night, I found myself drawn back to that otherworldly realm of shadow and starlight, where the Shadow Prince waited with burning eyes and promises of power.

I shook off the memory as I approached Vincent’s office, adjusting the collar of my leather jacket nervously.

The boss had summoned me for a debrief, and I knew better than to keep him waiting. Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the heavy steel door, the sound reverberating through the empty corridor.

“Enter,” came the curt reply, muffled by the thick metal.

Here we go…

I stepped inside, immediately assessing the room out of habit.

Vincent sat behind his massive desk, a relic of mahogany and brass that looked absurdly out of place in the concrete bunker. Its polished surface gleamed under the harsh overhead lights, marred only by a few carefully arranged file folders and a crystal tumbler half-full of amber liquid.

I realized quickly that he wasn’t alone.

Marco lounged in one of the chairs across from him, trying and failing to look nonchalant. His greasy hair was slicked back, and he wore a cheap suit that strained across his paunch.

My lip curled in disgust at the sight of him, remembering his cowardice during our last mission. For as long as I could remember, Marco and I simply never got along.

Never understood why, but it was as if he carried a vendetta against my very existence. Side glances, far away sneers. His obvious displeasure with my presence made me wonder if I smelled or something.

Clearly it wasn’t my scent or anything, or else Liam would have said something ages ago. The few times where I used to be subconscious about it, I’d confide in him to tell me if I did have an ick smell clinging to me.

My best friend always said I was the best-smelling person in this entire underground. He must have been saying it just to lift my spirits when I was paranoid about Marco’s behavior, but now that I was older — and no longer a people-pleasing newbie — I couldn’t give two shits.

If I ever did smell, it had to be because of some long 72-hour mission that left us sweaty and disgusting after cleaning up the horrendous mess we made killing targets left and right.

“Ah, there she is,” Vincent said, his voice as cold and emotionless as ever.

Could say my recovery doesn’t mean shit when there’s no crazy assignments being begged for our utmost attention.

He leaned back in his high-backed leather chair, steepling his fingers as his steel-gray eyes assessed me. “Our little Canary, back from the brink of death. How are you feeling?”

So I guess he does care a little.

I stood before his desk, my face a neutral mask that I’d perfected over years in this life. I’d love to roll my eyes but that wouldn’t go over too well, especially with Marco being present to further scrutinize my every move.

“Fully recovered and ready for duty, sir.”

Vincent’s eyes narrowed, studying me with an intensity that made my skin crawl. I’m sure he’s questioning if that’s true, but my masked expression and straight posture can steer him astray from the idea of leaving me behind in whatever mission is next for our special unit.

After a long moment, he nodded, seemingly satisfied.

“Good. We have much to discuss regarding the… incident at the warehouse.”

I felt Marco tense beside me, the leather of his chair creaking as he shifted uncomfortably. I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes, yet again.

The coward was probably worried I’d throw him under the bus for his pathetic performance during the mission. As if Vincent didn’t already know exactly what had happened.

“It was a setup,” I said bluntly, deciding to cut straight to the chase. “Someone fed us bad intel. The question is, who had the resources and the motive to do so?”

Vincent’s lips thinned into a grim line, the only outward sign of his displeasure.

“That’s what we’re trying to determine. Marco here has been conducting his own investigation while you were… indisposed.”

I couldn’t help the snort of disbelief that escaped me.

Marco shot me a venomous glare before puffing out his chest, his voice taking on a pompous tone that grated on my nerves.

“I’ve made significant progress,” he boasted, smoothing down his ill-fitting jacket. “I have leads on several potential informants who might have leaked the information. There’s a new player in town, calling themselves ‘The Starlight Broker.’ Word on the street is they’ve got dirt on everyone, even the big families.”

“Oh really?” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “And I suppose you obtained this information through your stellar investigative skills? The same skills that had you cowering behind crates while actual professionals did the work?”

Marco’s face flushed an ugly shade of red, blotchy patches appearing on his neck. He leaped to his feet, fists clenched at his sides, the chair scraping loudly against the concrete floor.

“You little bitch! I saved your ungrateful ass back there! If it weren’t for me⁠—”

I stepped into his personal space, my voice dropping to a dangerous whisper.

“The only thing you saved was your own pathetic hide. If it weren’t for Liam and me, you’d be rotting in that warehouse right now, bullet between your eyes.”

“Enough!” Vincent’s voice cracked like a whip, freezing us both in place. The crystal tumbler on his desk rattled from the force of his fist coming down. “I will not have my top operatives bickering like children. Marco, sit the fuck down. Sparrow, control yourself.”

We both complied — not like we had much of a choice to rebel — though I could feel Marco still seething beside me. The tension in the room was palpable, thick enough to cut with a knife.

I didn’t give a shit though. I despised being looked down upon; labeled a weak waste of space in a world where having a cock seemed to outweigh having the brains, agility, and talent to be the leader of the pack.

I may be young, but no fucking way would anyone walk over or attempt to dismiss the hard work I engrave with every action I initiate.

Vincent pinched the bridge of his nose, a rare display of frustration from the usually stoic boss. When he spoke again, his voice had regained its icy calm.

“Now,” he continued, fixing us both with a steely glare, “let’s focus on the matter at hand. Sparrow, your skills and reputation have made you a valuable asset to this organization. Many of our… associates have been inquiring specifically about your services.”

Huh?

I felt a chill run down my spine at his words, colder than the perpetual dampness of the underground. I knew what that meant – more dangerous jobs, higher stakes, and a tighter leash.

Vincent confirmed my fears with his next statement, each word deliberate and weighted with threat.

“I hope I don’t need to remind you of the debt you owe this family,” he said, his eyes boring into mine with an intensity that made me want to squirm in my seat. “We took you in when you had nothing. Gave you purpose, training, a roof over your head. It would be… unfortunate if you were to forget that loyalty.”

The threat was clear, and for a moment, I felt that old, familiar anger rise within me like bile.

But something had changed.

The dreams, the glimpses of another world… they had awakened something inside me. A hunger for more than this life of violence and servitude.

A sense and knowing that I was meant for something greater than being a pawn in Vincent’s games.

I swallowed hard, forcing my voice to remain steady as I met his gaze.

“I understand, sir. My loyalty is not in question.”

Vincent held my gaze for a long moment before nodding, apparently satisfied.

“Good. Now, I want a full report on the warehouse incident. Every detail, no matter how small.”

Good. Off my leash…for now.

As I launched into my account of that night, I could feel a headache building behind my eyes. The fluorescent lights seemed too harsh, their incessant buzzing grating on my nerves.

The air felt thick and oppressive, making it hard to breathe. Fragments of my dreams kept intruding —the scent of night-blooming flowers, the touch of clawed hands on my skin, the taste of starlight and shadow…

I stumbled over my words, blinking hard to clear my vision.

The room seemed to waver for a moment, the concrete walls melting into shadows that writhed and reached for me. The shift in the environment wasn’t what was disturbing in the depths of my mind.

What ignited goosebumps along my flesh was the strong presence that stood behind me. The magnitude of power that yearned to be present and acknowledged by anyone who dared threaten me.

It was so strong, that I struggled with every thread of resistance to not look over my shoulder and prove that the familiar aura of the monstrous entity wasn’t standing behind me.

Ready to protect me from these commoners who dared believe they were somehow better than me.

Vincent’s frown deepened, a flicker of something almost like concern crossing his face.

“Are you alright, Sparrow? You look pale.”

I shook my head, trying to focus on the here and now.

“I’m fine, sir. Just a headache. May I be excused? I can provide a written report if you prefer.”

Vincent studied me for another long moment before waving his hand in dismissal. I had to look pale enough to leave him actually concerned with the expression forming on his face.

“Very well. Get some rest. I expect that report on my desk first thing tomorrow.”

I nodded, relief washing over me as I stood to leave on unsteady legs. As I reached the door, my hand on the cool metal handle, Vincent’s voice stopped me one last time.

“And Sparrow? Take care of yourself. You’re no good to me if you burn out.”

No good…

The words might have sounded caring from anyone else, but from Vincent, they were just another reminder of my place in his world.

A tool to be maintained and manipulated, nothing more.

I felt a surge of resentment, quickly suppressed.

Now wasn’t the time for rebellion.

Not yet.

It didn’t hide the sprout of anger that began to boil inside me. The sense of belonging fretted even further away from my grasp — desperate to be nothing but a plop of memory than dare be a present factor that made me feel this urgency to remain.

I made my way back to the sleeping quarters, my head pounding and my thoughts in turmoil. The narrow corridors seemed to close in around me, the shadows in the corners deeper and more menacing than usual.

By the time I reached my room, I was gasping for breath, feeling like a caged animal. The world was spinning, my body far too hot for my own well-being.

The small space I called my own felt suffocating.

Bare concrete walls, a narrow cot with sheets that had seen better days, a battered dresser that held the few possessions I’d accumulated over the years. It was spartan, functional, and utterly devoid of personality.

Just like Vincent wanted us – interchangeable parts in his criminal machine.

I knew sleep would be impossible, despite my exhaustion.

The dreams waited for me there, tempting and terrifying in equal measure.

With a frustrated growl, I changed into workout clothes – a black sports bra and form-fitting leggings — and headed for the gym.

Physical exertion had always been my go-to method for clearing my head. Maybe if I pushed my body hard enough, I could drown out the whispers of that other world that kept calling to me.

I can only hope. This isn’t the time to show weakness.

I wasn’t sure if Liam was around, so I didn’t want to put myself in a position where I’d need to rely on anyone else. With that being said, I’d be no good tossing and turning in my scratchy cot.

A bit of movement will get the blood circulating. I’m sure that will help with this blasting headache from hell.

The gym was deserted at this late hour, the cavernous space filled only with the hum of fluorescent lights and the faint whir of air conditioning.

The scent of sweat and metal hung in the air, a familiar comfort. I was always someone who enjoyed picking up on the various scents around me. I never really understood why or the importance revolving around it, but I also didn’t hate it.

I’d accepted it was a trait that just made me unique, which now being in this field makes me favored.

Loyalty. Hmph. What’s the point of all that when you’re nothing but a tool to be used and abused?

I made my way to the heavy bag in the corner, not bothering with wraps or gloves. I wanted to feel every impact, to ground myself in the reality of flesh and bone.

Taking a few deep breaths to center myself, I zone out the world around me — my focus on the hanging bag that was now my marked target.

As I fell into the familiar rhythm of punches and kicks, I let my mind wander.

What was happening to me? These dreams and visions felt more real than the world around me sometimes. And the Shadow Prince…who is he? A lover? A commitment worth venturing for?

Just the thought of him sent a shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with fear. I’d be lying if I pretended the pleasure he delivered with each interaction didn’t leave me breathless and wet the moment I woke up, every single time.

The amount of cold showers and thrown-out panties, soaked in my slick have made my spending go up lately. The thought makes me smirk while I try to tell myself the next time I see him, I should tell him to give me some money to invest in better underwear and pay my share of the hydro.

My smile only grows.

I landed a particularly vicious roundhouse kick, the bag swaying wildly on its chain. The pain that shot through my leg was oddly satisfying, a reminder that I was still here, still human.

I can still fight…feel…be valuable in my own unique way.

My knuckles were split and bleeding, leaving smears of crimson on the black leather of the bag. I was panting heavily, drenched in sweat, and vibrating with exhilaration, proving I was alive and wouldn’t allow my spark to be stolen just because people like Vincent or Marco didn’t see my value.

Only see my worth now because others are inquiring. Funny.

Even as I tried to focus on the physical sensations and the burdens of my current circumstance, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched.

My instincts, honed by years on the streets and in this underground world, were screaming at me that something was off. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, a prickle of awareness racing across my skin.

I spun away from the bag, scanning the gym with narrowed eyes. The shadows in the corners seemed deeper than they should be, writhing and shifting in ways that defied natural law. And there, just at the edge of my vision – a flash of movement, a glint of eyes in the darkness.

I froze, my heart pounding in my chest, and blood roaring in my ears.

Slowly, I turned towards the source of the movement, every muscle tensed for action. What I saw made my breath catch in my throat, my eyes widening further to take in the sight.

A creature crouched in the shadows, its form fluid and indistinct. It was vaguely lupine in shape, but far larger than any wolf I’d ever seen.

Its body seemed to be made of living shadow, wisps of darkness curling off its form like smoke. But its eyes… its eyes were unmistakably intelligent, fixed on me with an intensity that sent shivers down my spine.

They glowed with an inner fire, gold and red like the embers of a dying sun.

I blinked, and in that instant, it was gone.

The shadows were just shadows again, the gym empty with just me and the equipment. Yet, the feeling of being watched lingered, raising goosebumps along my arms.

“What the fuck,” I whispered, running a shaky hand through my sweat-damp hair. Was I going crazy? Hallucinating from stress and lack of sleep?

Or was the barrier between worlds thinning, allowing glimpses of that other realm to bleed through?

It sounded so preposterous to even think like that. As if those legends Elenore was talking about were some reflection of a reality that I’d yet to accept.

C’mon, Sparrow. None of that shit is real. Fables. Tales. Bedtime stories.

Determined to shake off the unsettling experience, I threw myself back into my workout with renewed vigor. I moved from the heavy bag to the speed bag, the rapid-fire impacts echoing through the empty gym.

Then it was on to bodyweight exercises — pushups, squats, burpees.

I pushed myself to the limit and beyond until my muscles screamed and sweat poured down my face, soaking my clothes and leaving a sheen on my skin.

As I finished a set of mountain climbers, a wave of dizziness washed over me. I staggered, catching myself on the wall as the room spun around me.

The phantom pain from my barely healed wound flared to life, a burning sensation that radiated outward from my side. It felt like liquid fire in my veins, spreading through my body with each frantic beat of my heart.

Ugh…okay. Maybe this was stupid to do when you’ve just healed from an injury.

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to steady myself.

Just breathe, Sparrow. Breathe.

Coaching myself for a few seconds makes all the difference, as the spinning sensation begins to diminish to a lull. I let out a sigh of relief.

When I opened my eyes again, the world had changed.

The utilitarian gym of the underground complex was gone, replaced by a vast training hall that took my breath away. My jaw had surely dropped by now, my eyes cascading over my new surroundings in awe.

The floor was polished obsidian, shot through with veins of silver that seemed to pulse with inner light. The walls reached up impossibly high, lost in shadows that writhed and danced like living things.

Weapons of every description lined the walls – swords, axes, spears, and others I couldn’t even name. Each one radiated power, singing a silent song of battle and bloodshed.

I was drawn to them, my fingers itching to wrap around their hilts and feel their weight.

But it was the figure in the center of the room that truly captured my attention, driving all other thoughts from my mind.

There, the Shadow Prince stood; bare-chested and magnificent.

His obsidian skin glistened with sweat, the red markings that covered his body pulsing in time with his rapid breathing. The play of light and shadow across his sculpted muscles was hypnotic, each movement a study of power and grace.

He held a sword in each hand – one blade of deepest black that seemed to devour the light around it, while the other shimmering silver glowed with an inner radiance.

As I watched, transfixed, he moved through a series of forms with inhuman speed and precision. The blades became blurs of motion around him, singing as they cut through the air.

It was beautiful and terrifying, a deadly dance that spoke of centuries of training and battle. The average human shouldn’t be able to track such movements, and yet I could see through it all.

I even dare to confidently say I could keep up if given the opportunity to face such a worthy opponent.

I couldn’t look away, my breath coming in short gasps that had nothing to do with my previous exertion. All of this made me feel so much, but also, I also felt this level of exhilaration that kept me on my toes.

Like this was where I should be training — learning — improving my talents that have been sealed away as a form of protection.

Wait..sealed away? What…am I even thinking about?

The Shadow Prince came to a striking stop, his golden eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that stole what little breath I had left. For a long moment, we simply stared at each other — the stillness building while the air between us charged with an electric tension that made my skin tingle and my heart race.

Then he was moving towards me, the swords dissolving into shadows and twinkling radiance as if they had never existed.

Oddly enough, I expected my body to still be in some sort of frightened state. As if I was being caught red-handed and hadn’t yet grasped an escape route.

Instead, I found myself stepping forward to meet him, drawn by a force I couldn’t explain and didn’t want to resist. It was a tad alarming, with how intense it was, but this underlying need to not run away from what felt like destiny screams to be compelled.

To give in and allow myself this pleasant gift.

We met in the center of the room, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body.

His scent enveloped me – thunderstorms and dark forests and something uniquely him. It was intoxicating, making my head spin and my knees weak. Every nerve ending was alive with awareness, my body hypersensitive to his proximity.

“My little Songbird,” he murmured, his voice a low rumble that I felt in my bones, and his voice was so much more human. It wasn’t tainted with that heaviness of power that would echo down to my very soul.

If this was in the realm of my dreams, I may have missed the predatory depths of his tone, but here, in this vibrating instant, I felt more connected to him than ever.

That he wasn’t only real, but that we could potentially be on the same level.

He reached up to cup my face in his large, clawed hand. The touch sent sparks of pleasure shooting through me, and I couldn’t help but lean into it as a whimper escaped my parted lips.

Everything was so real. So vibrant and true. It almost felt too much, but then again, it felt…right.

“You’re getting stronger,” his praise leaves me ecstatic. “Learning to bridge the gap between worlds.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, savoring the feel of his skin against mine. When I opened them again, I found him watching me with a mixture of pride and hunger that made heat pool low in my belly.

“What’s happening to me?” I whispered, voicing the question that had been haunting me for weeks. My voice sounded breathy and foreign to my own ears.

So vulnerable with feminity I normally never allowed to grace my limbs, let alone my tone of voice. I’d gotten so used to doing things to make me as manly and emotionless as I could, or else I’d never be taken seriously in the underground.

But here…with him…I could be soft and tender. Could let my eyes seek his undivided attention and allow my body to react to his masculine presence with sexual vigor.

His thumb brushed across my cheekbone in a surprisingly tender gesture.

The contrast between his obvious power and this gentleness was intoxicating.

“You’re awakening,” he said, his voice deepening with something that sounded like pride. “Remembering who you truly are. What you’re capable of.”

I searched his face for answers, drinking in every detail.

The sharp line of his jaw, the full lips that promised both pleasure and pain, the slight points of his ears that marked him as something other than human.

“And what is that, exactly?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. “Who am I in this world?”

A small smile played at the corners of his mouth, equal parts tender and predatory. His hand slid from my cheek to the back of my neck, fingers tangling in my hair. The gentle tug sent shivers down my spine.

Does this man — shadow being of power — realize such simple things would have me on my knees in a heartbeat? I can only imagine doing a glimpse of the sinful deeds we perform at the root of my dreams.

“You are mine,” he said, his voice deepening with possession and that dangerous depth that returns to reinforce what my shadow prince enjoys revalidating.

The words should have angered me, should have made me want to pull away and assert my independence, but goodness, they do something different.

Instead, they ignited a fire in my blood, a yearning I couldn’t explain.

“My queen, my warrior, my other half. The human world may have claimed you for a time, but your true heritage is calling you home.”

His words stirred something deep within me, a recognition that both thrilled and terrified me. I thought of Elenore’s tales of the Fae, of humans who could cross between worlds.

Was that what I was?

The idea was both exciting and overwhelming.

“I don’t understand,” I said, frustration coloring my voice. My hands came up to rest on his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath my palms while admiring the beads of sweat that continued to fall along his chiseled chest. “These dreams, these visions…they feel so real. You…feel so real,” I take a second to inhale and exhale his divine yet seemingly forbidden scent. “But how can they be? How can any of this be real?”

The Shadow Prince’s expression softened, a glimpse of vulnerability beneath the powerful exterior. He leaned in, resting his forehead against mine —the contact sent a jolt through me, like a current of electricity connecting us.

“It is as real as you allow it to be,” he said, his breath warm against my lips. “The barriers between worlds are thinning, and you stand at the crossroads. You must make a choice, my love. Embrace your true nature, or forever be torn between two realms.”

I shook my head slightly, overwhelmed by the implications.

“How? How do I even begin to understand all of this?”

His hand at the nape of my neck tightened slightly, not painful but grounding.

“Trust your instincts,” he murmured, his lips brushing against my cheek as he spoke. “Listen to the whispers of your blood. Seek out the legends of your mother’s lineage – the answers you need lie there.”

My mother’s lineage?

I could barely remember the sight of my Mother when I was but a child. How would I possibly discover more about her family when never given a fighting chance to know her?

To be loved by her.

Before I could respond, he closed the remaining distance between us, capturing my lips in a searing kiss.

It was possession and promise all at once, his mouth demanding and giving in equal measure. I melted into him, my hands sliding up to clutch at his broad shoulders.

The kiss deepened, and with it came a flood of sensations and images. I saw flashes of battles long past, of a world balanced on the knife-edge between light and shadow. I felt the pulse of ancient magic in my veins, a power that both exhilarated and terrified me.

When we finally broke apart, both of us breathing heavily, I felt changed.

As if some fundamental piece of myself had shifted into place. The Shadow Prince’s golden eyes burned with an intensity that left me weak-kneed, his pupils dilated with desire.

“I have begun the work of avenging you,” he said, his voice a low growl that sent heat pooling low in my belly. “Those who sought to harm you will pay dearly for their transgressions. Watch for the signs, my love. They will guide you on your path.”

His hands roamed down my sides, leaving trails of fire in their wake.

I arched into his touch, craving more.

“What signs?” I managed to gasp out, my thoughts scattered by the sensations he was evoking.

He smiled, a predatory flash of teeth that should have frightened me but only heightened my arousal.

“You’ll know them when you see them,” he murmured, leaning in to trail kisses along my jaw. “Trust your instincts, little Songbird. They won’t lead you astray.”

I tilted my head back, giving him better access to my neck. He took full advantage, his lips and teeth and tongue working in concert to drive me wild.

“I still have so many questions,” I panted, my hands exploring the hard planes of his chest and abdomen.

How he chuckled in return, the sound vibrating against my skin.

“And you’ll have answers, in time,” he said, pulling back just enough to meet my gaze, the magnificent weight of power blazing in the depths of his pupils. “But for now, let me show you a taste of what awaits you in this world.”

With a fluid motion that took my breath away, he lifted me, my legs instinctively wrapping around his waist. He carried me to the far wall of the training room, pressing me up against the cool obsidian surface.

The contrast between the cold stone at my back and his burning heat against my front was exquisite.

His mouth found mine again, the kiss deeper and more demanding than before. I met him with equal fervor, pouring all my confusion, longing, and desire into the connection. One of his hands tangled in my hair, angling my head for better access, while the other roamed my body with possessive intent.

I don’t know how long we stayed like that, lost in a haze of sensation and building pleasure. Time seemed to lose all meaning, the world narrowing down to just the two of us and the fire building between us.

Every touch, every kiss, every shared breath felt like it was awakening something within me — some dormant power that had been waiting for this moment.

Just as the tension reached a fever pitch, just as I felt myself teetering on the edge of something monumental, my shadowed prince pulled back slightly.

His eyes, now glowing with an inner fire that matched the heat in my veins, held mine captive.

“Remember this,” he said, his voice rough with passion and something deeper, more primal. “Remember how it feels to be truly alive, a powerful being of your own. This is who you are meant to be, my love. My queen. My equal.”

I wanted to respond, to tell him that I never wanted this moment to end. But before I could form the words, I felt the familiar tugging sensation that signaled my impending return to the waking world.

Panic clawed at my throat as I felt myself slipping away.

“Wait!” I gasped, clinging to him with desperate strength. “I don’t even know your name. How will I find you again?”

His smile was both tender and fierce, a promise of things to come.

“Names have power in our world, little Songbird,” he reveals like a deadly secret. “But know this – I am the Shadow Prince, ruler of the Twilight Court.” He pauses as if to ensure his revelation engraves itself in my frazzled mind.

“And you, my love, are the key to our salvation.”

With those cryptic words ringing in my ears, the vision shattered.

I found myself back in the underground gym, on my knees and gasping for breath. My body ached from the intense workout and the phantom sensations of the Shadow Prince’s touch.

But it was nothing compared to the turmoil in my mind.

As I struggled to my feet, I caught a glimpse of my reflection in one of the mirrored walls.

For just a moment, I could have sworn I saw something different —mismatched eyes, one blue and one red, and hair that shimmered between black and white. My skin seemed to glow with an inner light, and there was a wildness to my features that both thrilled and disturbed me.

I blinked, and my normal reflection stared back at me.

But the memory lingered, along with the Shadow Prince’s final words.

Seek out the legends of your mother’s lineage. Watch for the signs.

As I made my way back to my quarters on shaky legs, I knew that everything had changed. The human world suddenly felt less real, less solid, than the realm I visited in my dreams.

The underground complex, with its concrete walls and fluorescent lights, seemed pale and lifeless compared to the vibrancy of the Twilight Court — if that was even the name of the world I kept visiting where my Shadow Prince resided.

Odd to admit, for the first time since I’d lost my mother, I felt a spark of hope ignite in my chest. There were answers out there. A truth about myself and my heritage that I had never known.

And I was determined to find them, no matter the cost.

As I entered my small room, I was struck by how confining it felt now.

The bare walls and sparse furnishings that had once been a comfort in their simplicity now felt like a prison. I longed for the opulence of the Shadow Prince’s realm, for the feeling of power and belonging I’d experienced.

I collapsed onto my narrow bed, exhaustion finally catching up with me. But even as my eyes drifted closed, my mind raced with possibilities.

What did it mean to be the “key to salvation” for the Twilight Court? How was I connected to that world of magic and shadow?

As I drifted off to sleep, I could have sworn I heard the Shadow Prince’s voice one last time:

“Soon, my love. Soon we will be together, and all the worlds will tremble before us.”

Such words of certainty and promise filled me with fierce anticipation.

Whatever challenges lay ahead, whatever mysteries I had to unravel, I knew one thing for certain.

I was done being a pawn in someone else’s game.

It was time to embrace my true nature, to seek out the power that sang in my veins. And when I did, when I finally understood who and what I truly was, I would return to my Shadow Prince.

Not as a supplicant or a servant, but as his equal.

As his queen.

With that resolution burning in my heart, I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

For the first time in years, I felt truly at peace.

The path ahead was uncertain, fraught with danger and mystery. But I was ready to face it head-on; a weird and yet empowering confidence to carry in my heart.

Soon, I’d no longer be just Sparrow — the street rat turned assassin everyone used and abused to get their missions done and gave scrap change instead of the millions I deserved to rid them of their hindrances.

I’m something else…something so ancient and powerful…this world…no…both worlds will never accurately predict would be heading their way.

A force no one will ever see coming.


The Prophecies Of Aether And Shadows
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~AETHERON~


The obsidian walls of my shower chamber faded behind me as I stepped into the cool air of the corridor, droplets of water clinging to my midnight-black skin.

Steam curled around my form, dissipating into the ever-present shadows that wreathed my feet. I breathed deeply, the scent of night-blooming flowers and ozone filling my lungs – the unique fragrance of my realm.

The infamous Twilight Court.

My fortress, a marvel of Fae architecture that I had shaped with centuries of will and magic, stretched out around me. Walls rippled, revealing tantalizing glimpses of other worlds.

Staircases defied gravity, leading to chambers that shifted at my whim. It was a place of wonder and terror, a reflection of my own nature.

As I walked, lesser Fae scurried from my path, bowing low. Their fear and reverence washed over me, a heady combination that I barely noticed.

My thoughts were consumed by her.

My little Songbird.

My queen-to-be.

The cool air raised goosebumps on my flesh, a sensation that reminded me all too keenly of her touch.

Memories of our recent encounter in the training room flooded my mind, each recollection stoking the fire of my desire. I could still feel the softness of her skin, the warmth of her breath, the way her body had fit so perfectly against mine.

The ache of wanting her settled low in my belly, an exquisite torture.

I clenched my fists, feeling my claws dig into my palms. The sharp pain helped to anchor me — to keep me from losing myself in the tide of lust that threatened to overwhelm me.

That’s the power my Songbird had on me.

A few drops of my blood fell to the floor, instantly absorbed by the living shadows at my feet, like a sacrifice. The coppery scent filled the air, a reminder of the violence that lurked just beneath my carefully controlled surface.

By all the dark powers, I could still taste her.

The sweetness of her mouth lingered on my tongue, more intoxicating than the finest Fae wines. The way she had melted into me, her soft body yielding against my hard planes, had nearly broken my iron control.

A growl rumbled within my chest as I recalled how she had wrapped her legs around me, the heat of her core pressed against my abdomen.

It had taken every ounce of my considerable willpower not to take her then and there.

To claim her fully as my mate…

But I couldn’t.

Not yet.

She wasn’t ready. Wasn’t fully awakened to her true nature.

To rush things now would be to risk everything I had worked over centuries for. The prophecy was clear – only when she came into her power — of her own free will could our union truly reshape the realms.

Nothing would be forced. No wars and tragic loss.

I wouldn’t lose her in my arms a second time…

Still, the ache of unfulfilled desire throbbed within me, a constant reminder of what awaited.

No matter how many times I had brought myself to completion in the shower, stroking my length with desperate fervor, it hadn’t been enough. Nothing would be enough until I could bury myself in her warmth, and mark her as mine for all eternity.

My wandering feet led me to a balcony overlooking my domain.

I stepped out into the perpetual twilight, breathing deeply of the magic-laden air that was brisk and relaxing. Below, my city sprawled out in concentric circles, each ring separated by canals of softly glowing water.

The architecture was a blend of organic and geometric forms, buildings that looked as if they had been grown rather than built. Streets of mother-of-pearl wound between structures of crystal, living wood, and stone that pulsed with an inner light.

Everywhere, there was movement.

My subjects – beings of all shapes and sizes – went about their business. Winged creatures soared between towers, aquatic forms glided through canals, and things that defied easy categorization slipped through shadows deeper than they should be.

It was a realm of wonder and danger, of beauty and nightmare.

And it was mine to rule, mine to shape as I saw fit.

But for all its marvels, it felt incomplete without her by my side.

My sweet Starlight. My lighthouse that always sought me out of my darkest nightmares.

“My Lord?” A deep voice cut through my reverie, pulling me back to the present moment.

I turned, feeling a flash of annoyance at the interruption.

Kaelon, my Second in Command, stood in the doorway, head bowed in deference. His midnight blue skin seemed to absorb the twilight, making him appear almost two-dimensional against the backdrop of the palace interior.

My anger subsides just a pinch. Despite the interruption, Kaelon was my right-hand man who never led me astray. If he was present, it meant something that required my utmost attention.

“Speak,” I commanded, letting a hint of power seep into my voice.

I may be merciful due to the soft spot I carry for my friend, but in times of authority, you still have to emphasize the reins of power you carry in your grasp at all times.

Kaelon raised his head, revealing eyes that swirled with galaxies.

Like all members of my court, he was a creature of shadow and starlight, beautiful and terrible. But next to me, he seemed almost diminished, a candle flame beside a raging inferno.

“The Shadow Knights await your presence in the throne room, my Lord,” he reported, his tone carefully neutral. He understands the power one’s tone carries in our world. He respects his position, just like he acknowledges and submits to mine. “They bring news of the humans who dared to harm your chosen queen.”

Ah. The peasants who dared to hurt my little Songbird.

I felt my eyes flash with golden fire, the intricate markings on my skin pulsing with barely contained rage. The shadows around me deepened, responding to my emotions.

The mere idea of the upcoming scallops of torture these weak beings would endure kindled a sense of anticipated glee within my depths.

“Excellent,” I purred, knowing the sound was more menacing than comforting. “It’s time they learned the price of touching what is mine.”

I strode past Kaelon, who fell into step beside me as we made our way towards the throne room. I could sense his curiosity and his concern. He had served me faithfully for centuries, one of the few I might consider a friend – if beings like us could truly have such things.

“If I may, my Lord,” he ventured cautiously, “there have been… whispers among the court.” Isn’t there always gossip to entertain the creatures of Twilight? “Concerns about the potential chosen queens. Rumors of various individuals being up for grabs and their readiness. I’m sure they’re all questioning if a queen worthy of our merciless lands will come forward. Not to mention her ability to fulfill the prophecy.”

Just the idea of anyone daring to question my queen’s ability to fulfill anything leaves me enraged.

I stopped abruptly, turning to face him with a snarl that revealed my rows of sharp teeth. The temperature dropped perceptibly, frost forming on the obsidian walls.

“You doubt my choice?” I growled, looming over him with deadly intent.

To his credit, Kaelon stood his ground, though I could sense the faint tremor that ran through his form. He’d never truly show signs of weakness. He wouldn’t be my second in command if he cowered, even to me, but testing his limits never hurt.

“Never, my Lord,” he said quickly. “I merely report what I have heard. The court grows restless. They fear the Aether Faes will move against us before the queen can be found and appointed to take her rightful place upon our shadowed throne.”

For a long moment, I said nothing, simply staring at him.

I understood where their worries stemmed from. The Aether Fae enjoyed gossip as often as us, but their whispers glided along the whimsical winds of their realm, flowing and weaving their way down to the lands they seemed to despise and yet enjoy blending with due to their similar mundane features.

Always amusing for us to be deemed enemies and we’re all fighting for the same goal. The final “ever-after” that would grant us all salvation and eternal peace.

However, those who know nothing about the legends try to make this a competition of wit and elemental strength.

Fools, but entertaining, to say the least.

I could feel his fear, his loyalty warring with his instinct for self-preservation. Then, just as suddenly as it had appeared, I let the menace fade from my demeanor.

Making him think he’s a betrayer, rather than an ally would be deemed traitorous of me.

I placed a hand on his shoulder, a gesture almost companionable.

“Your loyalty is appreciated, old friend,” I said, softening my voice marginally, but emphasizing a hint of power so he knows the truth is rooted in my words. “But have faith. I have waited centuries for her, molded the very fabric of our realm to accommodate her fateful arrival.”

That was the real truth. The underlying layers of planning and determination, woven into this blanket of fate I’ve ensured no one would tamper with, especially when made in our favor.

All these sudden women and rumors of multiple potentials being gathered across the mundane lands were nothing but entertainment in my eyes. If they wished to mislead their own into creating some sort of siren of blessings, they could enjoy hurting their own.

I know the power my Queen wields so effortlessly. She carried it with grace centuries ago. It will be no different now.

No. It will be different. Special and lethal to all those who try to usurp her domination. Entertainment that will be written in legends and books of prophetic empires bowing to her uprising.

A sight I’ll enjoy witnessing a second time in our forever lifetime.

“She will fulfill her destiny,” I reassure him. “And woe betide any who stand in our way.”

Kaelon nodded, visibly relieved.

“Of course, my Lord. Forgive my presumption.”

We continued on our way, reaching the massive doors of the throne room.

I gazed at the intricate carvings — scenes of ancient battles and dark revelry that I had lived through — that were shaped with my own hands.

With a mere thought, I commanded the doors to open, revealing the cavernous space beyond.

The throne room never failed to fill me with a sense of pride. The ceiling was lost in a swirling vortex of stars and nebulae, the walls of living shadow that revealed glimpses of other realms.

The pillars of crystallized darkness housed the trapped essences of my conquered enemies – all of it a testament to my power, my vision.

At the far end stood my throne, carved from a single massive piece of void stone. It absorbed light rather than reflect it, creating an aura of absolute power and authority.

The steps leading up to it were lined with precious gems that glowed with an inner fire, their light bending towards the throne rather than illuminating it.

As we approached the dais, Kaelon produced a robe of intricate golden armor, pulling it from the very shadows around us. He offered it to me with a deep bow, head inclined to avoid meeting my gaze directly.

I allowed him to drape the garment over my still-damp form, feeling the metal warm against my skin.

It was a masterpiece of Fae craftsmanship, each plate and link imbued with powerful protective magics. It molded to my body like a second skin, enhancing rather than hiding my physique.

I felt the armor drink in the light around it, adding to my aura of barely contained power.

Once properly dressed, I ascended the steps to my throne. The very air around me darkened and thickened with my proximity.

I sat with deliberate grace, throwing one leg casually over the arm of the throne in a deceptively relaxed pose. The void-stone embraced me, tendrils of absolute darkness curling around my form like possessive lovers.

I’ve returned to the place where I belonged and desired.

At the base of the dais, five of my Shadow Knights materialized from the darkness. My elite guards, beings of living shadow given form and purpose by my will alone.

Their armor was a deeper black than the darkest night, adorned with runes that glowed with a cold, blue light. Where their faces should have been, there was only a swirling void, occasionally pierced by points of light like distant stars.

As one, they knelt, heads bowed in absolute submission. The sound of their armor clicking against the floor echoed ominously through the vast chamber, sending a thrill of satisfaction through me.

“Speak,” I commanded, letting my voice resonate with otherworldly power. I felt the very air vibrate with the force of my will. This type of speech was different from how I spoke to my little Songbird.

It was bold with authority and eliminated any type of weakness.

The lead Knight raised its head, its featureless face somehow conveying both pride and subservience. When it spoke, its voice was like the whisper of steel leaving a scabbard.

“My Lord, we have captured the five humans responsible for the attack on your chosen queen. They await your judgment in the depths of the dungeons.”

What divine timing…

A cruel smile curved my lips. I felt my eyes blaze with sadistic anticipation, the shadows around the throne writhing in response to my emotions.

“Excellent work, my faithful servants. These vermin will learn the folly of their actions.” I leaned forward, dropping my voice to a silken purr that I knew was more terrifying than any shout could be. “You will torture them, break them in ways their pitiful human minds cannot even conceive. When death finally comes for them, you will deny it, reviving them only to begin the process anew.”

I felt the Shadow Knights tremble with dark glee at my commands, the points of light in their void faces pulsing rapidly in submission.

Their anticipation was palpable, feeding my own cruel excitement.

“Be creative in your methods,” I continued, my tone almost conversational. “I want them to experience every form of suffering our realm has to offer. The Pits of Endless Falling. The Gardens of Flaying Thorns. The Chambers of Inverted Sensation. Use them all.”

I paused, savoring the excitement that radiated from my knights.

Then, with a wave of my hand, I conjured an image in the air before me.

Her.

My chosen queen, in the human world.

She was training, her movements a deadly dance that stirred my blood. Even through the magical projection, her power called to me — sang to the darkness within me.

“When you have extracted every scream, every whimper, every ounce of suffering their bodies can produce, you will return them to the human realm,” I said, my eyes never leaving her image. “One by one, their broken corpses will be discovered by those who dare to hunt my queen as if she were mere prey.”

I shifted the projection, showing a group of men in suits poring over documents. My lip curled in disgust at the sight of them.

“These are the ones who think themselves her masters.,” I said it with pure mockery because that’s what it was.

Pure elation thinking they can cage my Songbird who was destined to be free. Defiant and all.

“Believe they can control her destiny. They will find her would-be attackers, each death more gruesome than the last. And they will know fear.”

With a flick of my wrist, I dispelled the image.

The Shadow Knights bowed even lower, their enthusiasm for the task palpable.

“It will be done, my Lord,” the leader intoned. “They will suffer as no humans have suffered before.”

I nodded, satisfied.

“Go, then. Begin your work. I expect regular reports on their progress – or lack thereof.”

The knights rose as one, bowing deeply before melting back into the shadows. I felt the throne room grow even darker in their wake as if the very air anticipated the horrors to come.

Kaelon, who had remained silent throughout the exchange, now stepped forward. I could sense his concern — see the galaxies in his eyes swirling rapidly.

“My Lord, if I may… it seems your chosen queen is becoming a target in the human world.” I had predicted the probabilities, but not so soon. “What are your plans to ensure her safety as she awakens to her power?”

I fixed him with my gaze, feeling a flicker of appreciation for his loyalty even as I bristled at the implied doubt. After a moment, I let my expression soften marginally, allowing a hint of the bond between us to show through my regal mask.

“Your concern is noted, old friend,” I said, keeping my tone gentle but authoritative. “We will continue to monitor her whereabouts, intervening only when absolutely necessary. She must come into her power on her own terms, must choose this world of her own free will.”

Or else, history would simply be repeating itself.

I stood, descending the steps of the dais. My armor clinked softly with each movement, the sound somehow amplifying my aura of deadly elegance. I began to pace, feeling the frustration and longing that had been building within me for centuries.

“I must wait for her to tap fully into our world before I can stake my claim,” I continued, unable to keep the frustration from coloring my words. What worried me wasn’t the idea of claiming her as mine again. The problem I face in this century of twirling starlight is the competition that may follow. Other royals of tainted grace just as worthy attempting to claim my fated star. “To do otherwise would be to risk losing her forever. And I will not lose her. I’ve already suffered once. A mistake I’ll eternally regret.”

I clenched my fists, feeling my claws dig into my palms once more. The spike of pain was required to remind myself of my reality. A pinch of that agony that’s measured as insignificant in comparison to the centuries I’ve waited in unrelenting torment.

The scent of my blood filled the air, rich and metallic. I sensed the shadows in the room roil and churn hungrily in response.

“But we must act quickly,” I growled. “Already, I sense the stirring of other powers. If the Aether Faes discover her existence, her untapped potential…” I trailed off, the implications clear.

They’ll crave her power. Her alliance. Her compassion and favor.

The Aether Faes.

Our ancient enemies, beings of pure light and searing heat. Where we thrived in shadow and twilight, they basked in the glory of perpetual day. We had been locked in a cold war for millennia, each seeking to tip the balance of power in our favor.

We may have a peace treaty in place to keep us tamed and slightly merciful, but it’s only a matter of time before contracts are broken and revenge is imminent.

If they were to learn of the prophecy, of the Omega with the power to reshape reality itself…

My jaw clenched at the thought.

They would stop at nothing to either turn her to their cause or destroy her outright. The only current advantage we carried was knowing the chosen Queen would be an Omega and not simply a helpless mundane.

However, my own Queen doesn’t know her rooted origin.

I also hate to acknowledge that being an Omega opens doors I’d rather she not venture into.

Invites men of howling possession who’d yearn for her scent and beg to brand their mark on her flesh.

It takes far too much restraint to tame the rumble amid my chest.

Kaelon bowed deeply, and I could sense his understanding of the gravity of the situation.

“We will redouble our efforts to protect her in the human realm while maintaining our distance,” he assured me. “Perhaps we could plant some of our lesser Fae in her vicinity? Ones who could intervene without revealing the full extent of our world?”

I considered this for a moment, then nodded. It was a wise suggestion, one that spoke to why I valued Kaelon’s counsel.

Having our own with loyal ties would be a reasonable concession to initiate.

Though, I was aware of that mutt that’s been following her like the dog he is.

“See to it,” I commanded. “Choose those who can pass for human, who understand the delicate nature of their task. They are to watch and guard, nothing more. Any direct interaction must be approved by me personally.”

“It will be done, my Lord,” Kaelon said. I could already see his mind working, sorting through potential candidates for the mission.

“Good,” I said, feeling some of the tension leave my shoulders. “Now leave me. I require solitude to contemplate our next moves.”

Kaelon bowed once more before backing out of the throne room.

The massive doors swung shut behind him with a resounding boom, leaving me alone with my thoughts and desires.

I approached the generously large mirror that hung on one wall, its surface rippling like quicksilver. An ancient artifact, older than the Twilight Court itself, with the power to show truths hidden from even the most powerful Fae.

As I gazed into its depths, the reflection shifted. Suddenly, I was no longer looking at myself, but at her.

My songbird. My queen. My mate.

But not as she appeared in the human world.

No, this was her true form, the Fae queen she was destined to become.

Her hair was a cascade of starlight, shimmering between the deepest black and purest white. Her eyes were mismatched, one the blue of a summer sky, the other the crimson of fresh-spilled blood. Delicate pointed ears peeked through her locks, and her skin seemed to glow with an inner light.

She was breathtaking.

Terrible and beautiful and mine.

I reached out, my clawed hand stopping just short of touching the mirror’s surface. “Soon, my love,” I whispered, my voice thick with longing and promise. “Soon you will take your rightful place by my side. And all the realms will tremble before us.”

As I gazed upon her image, memories of the ancient prophecy flooded my mind. The words of the Fae Elders, spoken millennia ago, echoed in my thoughts as if they had been uttered only yesterday:

From the realms of tainted, null, and aether,

A Queen shall rise, unlike any other.

Thrice-born, thrice-blessed, a triple threat,

In her, the power of all courts is met.

Chaos shall follow in her wake,

The old order, she will break.

But from destruction, unity will bloom,

A new age dawning, dispelling the gloom.

The history of our world, the delicate balance between the four great Fae Courts, had been shaped by this prophecy for countless generations.

Each court – Shadow, Light, Void, and Elemental – had interpreted the words to their own advantage, believing that they would be the ones to find and claim this prophesied Queen.

I closed my eyes, recalling the lessons taught to me in my youth about the formation of our world and the schism that led to the creation of the four courts.

In the beginning, there was only the primordial chaos, a swirling maelstrom of pure, unbridled magic. From this chaos emerged the first Fae, beings of immense power and beauty. They shaped the realms, creating lands of wonder and terror, of light and shadow, of emptiness and abundance.

But as time passed, differences arose among these first Fae. Some reveled in the darkness, finding beauty in the mysteries of shadow and night. Others were drawn to the brilliance of light, basking in its warmth and clarity. Some sought the quiet emptiness of the void, while others embraced the wild energies of the elemental forces.

These philosophical differences eventually led to the great schism, the sundering of the Fae into four distinct courts:

The Shadow Court, my domain, embraced the power of darkness and twilight. We were the keepers of secrets, the weavers of dreams and nightmares. Shadowling or a title with Shadows embedded normally trailed our existence.

The Light Court, our eternal rivals, championed illumination and truth. They saw themselves as beacons of hope and purity in a world of encroaching darkness. Many labeled them Aether or Aether Court. A misconception that was never corrected.

The Void Court dwelt in the spaces between, masters of nullification and absence. They sought perfect stillness, the ultimate peace of non-existence. Some enjoyed taunting them as the Null Court, bickering that they are probably humans with a pinch of power.

The Elemental Court embodied the raw forces of nature, wild and unpredictable. They were as varied as the elements themselves, a chaotic mixture of fire, water, earth, and air. With how chaotically enriched their energies are, some enjoyed referring to them as Divinity while those who painted them as evil labeled them as the Fae’s ultimate ruin.

For eons, these courts maintained a precarious balance, each vying for supremacy but none strong enough to overwhelm the others. It was in this climate of constant tension that the Fae Elders, beings so ancient they remembered the time before the schism, came forth with their prophecy.

The promise of a Queen born of three realms – tainted, null, and aether – set all four courts ablaze with speculation and plotting. Each believed that they were destined to claim this Queen, to use her power to tip the scales in their favor.

But I knew better.

I had seen beyond the veil — had glimpsed the truth that others could not or would not see. The prophesied Queen was not meant to be a weapon for any one court to wield against the others.

She was the key to our reunification, the bridge that would span the chasms that divided us.

And now, after centuries of waiting, of carefully maneuvering pieces into place, she was here. My little songbird, my chosen Queen, still unaware of her true heritage and the destiny that awaited her.

I opened my eyes, returning my gaze to the mirror.

The image of her true Fae form still shimmered there, a tantalizing glimpse of what was to come. But as I stared, my own reflection began to bleed through, overlaying hers.

My molten gold eyes blazed with an inner fire, reflecting the passion and determination that had driven me for so long.

The silver markings etched into my obsidian skin came alive, pulsing with barely contained power. They were the physical manifestation of my magical essence, the visible sign of the shadows that dwelt within me.

I watched as tendrils of darkness began to coalesce around me, responding to the turmoil of emotions roiling beneath my carefully controlled exterior.

Fear – an unfamiliar sensation – clawed at my insides. Fear for her safety, for the trials I knew she must face before she could truly become who she was meant to be.

With a deep breath, I exerted my will, taming the wild magic that threatened to spill forth. The shadows receded but did not disappear entirely. An idea formed in my mind, a way to ease my concerns while still adhering to the delicate balance required by fate and prophecy.

“Come,” I commanded softly, reaching out to the lurking shadows. They responded eagerly, twining around my outstretched hand like affectionate pets. “I have a task for you, my faithful servants.”

I poured my will into the shadows, imbuing them with a spark of my own essence. “Go to her,” I instructed. “Watch over my Maiden until she has grown strong enough to pierce the veil between worlds. Protect her, but do not interfere unless her life is in true peril. She must face her trials and emerge victorious of her own accord.”

The shadows pulsed once in acknowledgment, and I watched as it briefly created a vessel of scales, one no different from a snake. It wrapped around my wrist, as though creating some sort of vow — pulsing and shedding to briefly display a wonderous shade of white. The scales taint to darkness not seconds later before the entity of pinched aura slipped away, passing through the mirror’s surface as if it were no more substantial than mist.

I felt a piece of myself go with them, a constant connection that would allow me to know if she was ever in real danger.

With that done, I turned away from the mirror, my gaze sweeping over the grandeur of my throne room. Soon, I promised myself, she would stand here beside me, resplendent in her power and beauty. But until then…

“Be safe, my love,” I whispered to the empty air. “Be strong. The trials ahead will not be easy, but they are necessary. Persevere, and know that I am waiting for you on the other side.”

With those words, I strode back to my throne, ready to continue the intricate dance of politics and power that would pave the way for her arrival.

The prophecy was in motion, the pieces were falling into place. All that remained was for my Queen to awaken to her true nature and claim her rightful place at my side.

And when she did, all the realms would bear witness to the dawn of a new age – an age of shadow and light, of void and element, all united under our rule. The thought brought a smile to my lips, anticipation coursing through my veins like liquid fire.

They’ll all bow down to your reign, my Queen.


Echoes Of Forgotten Innocence
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~SPARROW~


“What a delightful morning,” I whisper in awe.

The crisp autumn air nipped at my cheeks as I set out on my usual trail, fallen leaves crunching beneath my running shoes.

My body felt strong, the lingering weakness from my injury finally fading into memory. Each breath filled my lungs with the scent of earth and decay, that peculiar fragrance that only comes with the changing of seasons.

I started at an easy pace, letting my muscles warm up gradually.

The forest around me was a riot of color — maples blazing scarlet, oaks burnished gold, and birches pale yellow against the evergreen backdrop of pines. Shafts of early morning sunlight pierced through the canopy, creating a dappled pattern on the forest floor that shifted and danced with each gust of wind.

As I ran, I let my mind wander, drinking in the beauty around me. A squirrel chattered indignantly as I passed, scampering up a nearby tree with its cheeks bulging with acorns. A flutter of wings caught my attention, and I glimpsed a flash of blue – a jay, perhaps, or a late-staying bluebird not yet departed for warmer climes.

The trail wound deeper into the woods, climbing steadily. My breath came faster now, muscles warming as I increased my pace.

Sweat began to bead on my forehead, quickly cooling in the chilled air. I welcomed the burn in my lungs, the steady rhythm of my feet against the earth.

Here, in this moment, I felt truly alive and free. No one could judge my every move or comment on the areas I lacked.

That seemed to be getting on my nerves as of late. Vincent’s muttering complaints of little imperfections in my stance or movements. Marco boldly announced to anyone who’d listen and entertain his foolishness that I wasn’t as “valuable” as rumored.

Anyone else at the Underground who didn’t seem important to recall their names did enjoy whispering among their peers whenever I trailed away from sight. Just because I was away, at a distance, didn’t mean I couldn’t hear their comments.

The degrading sexual commentary was beginning to drive me mad.

What was with this world and its inability to acknowledge a powerful independent woman doing great things in a male-dominated environment? It was becoming a hindrance of ongoing mockery to be the chosen candidate of daily scrutiny, all because I was “too good” at what I had learned to do.

I wasn’t born into a world where I got the best professional lessons on how to shoot and kill. Everything was gained through trial and error, practice, and an endless craving to be better.

Do better.

Yet, these assholes couldn’t stop with the bickering on how I must have sold my body to get this far. That I’m fucking Vincent, or maybe enjoying a threesome thing with Marco and Liam in the loop.

Dirty work to be adding Marco into any equation. I’m sure he’d fuck up sex in some way to make it a cringe moment in the making.

Vincent was far too old and wasn’t even classified as attractive in my books, and Liam? Well, he was my best friend. Sure, we’ve had our close calls of lust, especially when I’ve had one too many drinks, but drunken kisses and hungover snuggles never lead to sweaty nights of lust and pleasure.

Jeez, at this rate, I get more action in my dreams.

Literally.

I have to laugh at that before shaking my head and concentrating on the path ahead.

As I crested a small hill, the forest opened up before me.

A vale spread out below, a patchwork of autumn colors interspersed with the silver ribbons of streams. In the distance, mountains rose, their peaks already dusted with the first snow of the season.

The sight was breathtaking; a reminder of the wild beauty that existed beyond the confines of the underground complex I called home.

I paused for a moment, hands on my knees as I caught my breath and drank in the view. A cool breeze caressed my skin, carrying with it the promise of winter to come.

As I stood there, poised between earth and sky, a strange feeling washed over me. It was as if the boundary between this world and another had grown thin, reality shimmering like heat haze on a summer day.

And then, without warning, I was somewhere else entirely like a vision from the past that suddenly emerged with no forewarning in its wake.

Snow crunched beneath my bare feet, but I felt no cold.

I was small – a child, no more than five or six years old. Pure white hair cascaded down my back, whipping around my face as I ran and giggled with wild abandon.

The world around me was a winter wonderland, trees laden with snow that sparkled like diamonds in the ethereal light. But this was no ordinary forest. The trees seemed to sing as I passed, their branches swaying in a wind I couldn’t feel. Flowers of ice bloomed in my wake, delicate crystalline structures that chimed like bells.

I looked down at my arms, marveling at the intricate patterns that swirled across my skin. They glowed with an inner light, shifting and changing like living things.

As I laughed, the markings pulsed brighter, and the very air around me seemed to shimmer with joy.

A low growl from behind spurred me to run faster, but it was playful rather than threatening.

I glanced back to see an enormous wolf loping after me, its fur a deep midnight blue shot through with streaks of silver. It was easily twice my size, but in my child’s mind, it was just another playmate.

“Can’t catch me!” I called out, my voice high and clear, ringing through the crystal air like a bell.

The wolf’s eyes, glowing amber, sparkled with mischief.

It put on a burst of speed, closing the distance between us. Just as it was about to overtake me, I darted to the side, ducking under a low-hanging branch.

Snow exploded around us as the wolf skidded to a halt, shaking its massive head in mock frustration. I doubled over with laughter, the sound causing nearby icicles to vibrate in harmony.

“Too slow!” I taunted, sticking out my tongue.

The wolf huffed, a sound suspiciously like laughter. Then it crouched down, tail wagging, clearly ready for another chase.

I took off running again, this time heading for a small frozen pond I could see through the trees. The wolf followed, its powerful strides eating up the distance between us. But I was quick and nimble, darting between trees and leaping over fallen logs with effortless grace.

As we ran, the forest seemed to come alive around us. Birds with feathers of frost and fire swooped overhead, their calls a crystalline chorus. Small creatures peered out from hollows and burrows – rabbits with fur that shimmered like moonlight, foxes with multiple tails that left trails of sparks in the snow.

I reached the edge of the pond and, without hesitation, stepped out onto its mirror-smooth surface. Instead of slipping, I glided across it as if on wings, my bare feet barely touching the ice. The wolf followed, its claws finding solid purpose where there should have been none.

We danced across the pond, a swirling pattern of child and beast, leaving intricate frost patterns in our wake. Joy bubbled up inside me, pure and overwhelming. I threw my arms wide, tipping my face to the sky, and let out a peal of laughter that rang through the entire forest.

The sound seemed to trigger something magical.

The very air around us began to glow, countless motes of light swirling into existence. They danced around us, responding to our movements, creating shapes and patterns that defied description.

Trees at the edge of the pond began to sway, their branches reaching toward us as if wanting to join in our play. The ice beneath our feet pulsed with light, each step sending ripples of color spreading outward. Even the mountains in the distance seemed to stir, their snowy peaks shimmering with an inner radiance.

It was a moment of perfect harmony, of union between child and nature, between the physical and the magical. In that instant, I felt connected to everything around me, as if the entire world was singing a song that only I could hear.

The wolf came to a stop beside me, its warm breath misting in the cold air. I reached out, burying my small hands in its thick fur.

It nuzzled me gently, a gesture of affection and protection.

“We should go back,” I said, though I couldn’t have said where ‘back’ was. “They’ll be looking for us.”

The wolf nodded, its amber eyes filled with an intelligence far beyond that of a normal animal. It crouched down, and I clambered onto its broad back, my fingers twining in its silver-streaked fur.

As we set off back through the forest, the magical atmosphere began to fade. The glowing motes of light winked out one by one, the singing of the trees faded to a whisper, and the ice flowers stopped blooming in our wake.

But the sense of wonder, of belonging, lingered. As if this - this magical realm of ice and light - was where I truly belonged…

The memory faded as abruptly as it had come, leaving me disoriented and gasping for breath.

What was that? When…why…

I blinked, trying to reconcile the snowy wonderland of my vision with the autumn forest around me. The vividness of the memory – if it was a memory at all – left me reeling.

There was something about seeing that vision — the daring assumption that could have been my past…my childhood — suddenly made me angry.

Mad that I couldn’t recall something so beautiful and mesmerizing?

Frustration that I was enduring all these odd changes but couldn’t put a finger on why this was all suddenly happening.

All of it felt suffocating to take in, and it took me a moment to realize that I was running again, my feet pounding against the leaf-strewn trail.

But something was different.

The world around me was a blur of color and motion, trees whipping past at a speed that shouldn’t have been possible. My legs moved with inhuman swiftness, eating up the ground with grace and power I had never known.

A wild exhilaration filled me, not unlike the joy I had felt in my vision.

The wind rushed past my face, carrying with it a symphony of scents – loam and leaf mold, the musk of animals, the sharp tang of distant snow. I could hear everything – the rustle of leaves, the scurrying of small creatures, the distant cry of a hawk riding the thermals high above.

I ran faster and faster, reveling in this newfound strength and speed. The forest fell away behind me as the trail climbed higher into the mountains. Soon I was above the treeline, racing across alpine meadows where late-blooming wildflowers nodded in the wind.

The air grew thinner, but my breathing remained steady.

My muscles burned, but it was a pleasant ache, a reminder of the power flowing through my body. I felt as if I could run forever, could race the wind itself to the very top of the world.

It wasn’t until I crested a final rise that I realized the danger I was in.

What the⁠—

The trail ended abruptly at the edge of a cliff, a sheer drop of at least thirty feet to the jagged rocks below. I was moving too fast, and had too much momentum, there was no way I could stop myself from the inevitable.

My mind screamed at me to stop, but my body couldn’t respond quickly enough.

A cry of terror tore from my throat as I felt myself starting to pitch forward over the edge. Time seemed to slow, each heartbeat an eternity as I teetered on the brink of disaster.

I caught a fleeting glimpse of the valley far below, painted in autumn splendor that now seemed a cruel mockery of the death that awaited me.

Just as I felt myself start to fall, a strong arm wrapped around my waist, stopping my abrupt descent and yanking me back from the precipice.

The sudden stop knocked the wind out of me, and I gasped for air as I was pulled against a solid chest.

For a moment, I hung there, my feet dangling over empty space. My heart pounded so hard I thought it might burst from my chest. Slowly, carefully, my rescuer pulled me back onto solid ground, despite my dead weight which must have made me weigh double.

They spun me around, and I looked up, expecting to see a stranger — perhaps another hiker who had been on the trail behind me.

Instead, I found myself staring into the familiar face of Liam, his blue eyes wide with a mixture of concern and relief.

“Jesus Christ, Sparrow!” he breathed, his arms still tight around me. “What the hell were you thinking? You nearly ran right off the fucking cliff!”

Liam? W-W-What is he doing here? How did he know I was here in this forest? Actually…he was sleeping when I left, wasn’t he? Or was he talking with Vincent about morning rounds and last night’s madness on the streets?

I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out.

My mind was reeling, trying to process everything that had just happened.

The childhood memory, the impossible speed at which I had been running, the near-fatal fall… it was all too much.

As the adrenaline began to fade, I became acutely aware of my body. My feet, which should have been protected by my running shoes, were bare and bleeding.

My clothes were torn in several places as if I had run through thorny underbrush at high speed. And the markings I had seen in my vision – delicate, swirling patterns – were faintly visible on my skin, already fading like the last remnants of a dream.

By the time Liam followed my gaze to acknowledge my dismantled appearance, the vivid markings on my flesh were long gone. All that’s left is scratches, bruising, and various patches of color distortion.

“I… I don’t know,” I finally managed to say, my voice shaky. “I was just running, and then… everything’s a blur.”

Okay. That sounded absurd. Even for me.

Liam’s brow furrowed as he looked me over, taking in my disheveled state.

“Sparrow,” he said slowly, “what happened to your shoes? And your clothes? You look like you’ve been through a war.”

Nothing stops me from letting out of huff that makes it seem this is all hilarious. It’s not…but what the hell am I supposed to say in this predicament?

One minute I was just running, minding my own business, and suddenly I was running like a warrior through the forest, ready to dive off cliffs and face galactic aliens that had yet to appear from the skies.

Yup. I’m losing my fucking mind.

I looked down at my bare, bloodied feet, wiggling my toes against the rough stone.

“I don’t know,” I repeated, a note of panic creeping into my voice. “Liam, I don’t understand what’s happening to me.” It’s true because how do I explain all of this shit?

Ever since I got shot with whatever hallucinating drug, everything has been weird as fuck. My dreams are more vivid. This constant teetering between the real world and the realms of my dreams. Thinning walls, barriers, or whatever dimension planes they speak of in fairytales. Now I’m having visions of myself as a child that I’ve forgotten for all these years and running beyond Olympic-worthy world records.

My silence had no choice but to worry Liam as his expression softened. He pulled me closer, enveloping me in a protective embrace.

“It’s okay,” he murmured, his hand rubbing soothing circles on my back. “You’re safe now. We’ll figure this out together, alright?”

This was the one thing I could never take for granted of when it came to Liam.

No matter how maddening a situation was, he’d never abandon me. It wouldn’t make sense to him, and he’d still assure me that whatever was happening, we’d tackle it and continue moving forward in our unpredictable life.

I nodded against his chest, allowing myself a moment of vulnerability as I melted in his grasp.

But even as I took comfort in Liam’s presence, a part of me yearned for something – someone – else.

The memory of golden eyes and a voice like velvet whispered at the edges of my consciousness, a promise of answers to questions I didn’t even know how to ask.

As Liam began to lead me carefully back down the trail, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something fundamental had changed. The world around me seemed different somehow as if a veil had been partially lifted from my eyes. Colors were more vivid, scents more intense, and sounds clearer and richer.

And underneath it all, I felt a new awareness stirring.

A sense of power, ancient and wild, that both thrilled and terrified me.

The forest watched our descent in silence, but I could have sworn I felt eyes upon us – not malevolent, but curious and maybe even a little eager. As if the very trees and rocks and streams were holding their breath, waiting to see what I would do next.

I glanced back once as we re-entered the treeline.

For just a moment, I thought I saw a flash of midnight blue fur and glowing amber eyes in the shadows between the trees. But when I blinked, it was gone, leaving me to wonder if it had ever been there at all.

With each step back toward the world I knew, I felt the magic of the mountain fading. But something of it lingered within me, a spark of that other realm that refused to be extinguished.

Why do I feel like this is only the beginning? That something better awaits if I keep exploring…this? Whatever this is.

As we reached the trailhead, I took one last look at the mountain behind us.

“Thank you,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure who or what I was thanking.

For the memory? For the power? For the glimpse of a world beyond my own?

“Hmm?” Liam asks, still holding my hand as if I’d slip away and run back the way I came. He was never clingy like this, but I guess I did worry him.

“Nothing,” I assure him with an added squeeze of his hand.

A warm breeze caressed my cheek, carrying with it the scent of winter roses and starlight. And for just a heartbeat, I could have sworn I heard a deep, familiar voice whisper back:

“Well done, Twinkling Songbird.”


The Wolf Dilemma
[image: ]
~LIAM~


“There we go.”

I helped Sparrow settle onto a fallen log, my hands lingering on her shoulders longer than strictly necessary. She was still trembling slightly, her eyes wide and unfocused.

The scent of her fear and confusion hung heavy in the air, setting my wolf on edge. It had been a while since I experienced these unnerving emotions from Sparrow.

Years actually.

She’d come so into herself as a woman, moving through life’s hills and valleys so effortlessly, I dare forget when she ever felt a shrivel of fear.

It wasn’t until she got shot a few weeks ago that I felt the vivid spirals of emotional turmoil taint the atmosphere with its polluted scent. I knew many creatures enjoyed the scent of fear.

Some got a high out of it.

I — and my wolf — despised the scent.

Guess I could see why my fellow pack mates enjoyed mocking me for being the most humanistic wolf on the block.

That the “human” I’ve been guarding all my life is rubbing off on me to the point I’m becoming a soft piece of shit.

Would it be bad to admit they may be right?

They don’t grasp my role in this world. My duty and how it intertwines with this so-called “human” they thought I was wasting my life on because I loved her.

Okay…they weren’t completely wrong there, but I didn’t deem this as a waste of my lifespan.

I’d do it for all eternity if it meant remaining at her side.

Romantic.

A shame, Sparrow has no fucking clue.

“It’s okay,” I murmured, crouching down in front of her. “You’re safe now. Just take a deep breath and tell me what happened.”

She’s as pale as a ghost and her exhaustion after that madness is obvious. I hate seeing her in this state, but I need to do something to at least calm her down.

To maybe make her understand what she possibly just experienced.

If she can wrap her mundane mind around the various laws of physics she just broke enjoying a ‘casual run in the forest’.

“I don’t even know where to start, Liam,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Everything’s so confusing. I was just running, enjoying the trail, and then… it was like I stepped into another world.”

My poor Omega…

She doesn’t understand it. Understand this. I can’t blame her for not being able to comprehend what was stripped from her. Her reaction is valid, but I want to show some sort of support.

Even if I have to act like a naive fool.

“Why don’t we talk it out?” I suggest.

“You’ll think I’m insane,” she whines, looking defeated.

“If that was the case, I doubt we’d still be best friends after all these years,” I note the obvious. “Talk to me, Sparrow. Even if it sounds absolutely insane, know I won’t judge you. I’ve proven that, yes?”

“Well…” she pauses and stares into my eyes. “I guess you’re right,” she mutters in defeat. “Except for that time I got wasted and puked on that billionaire that tried to send his whole damn mafia army after us.”

“Admit it. Funny as fuck,” I tease because god, that was a funny night of madness. “You just had to vomit on the prettiest man we’ve ever seen who so happened to have a roulette of suited mother fuckers to chase us, which aka was me hauling your dead weight ass, across town.”

“He was a stubborn ass,” she grumbles, and yet she’s fighting hard not to smile. “And I’d do it again.”

“Of course you would,” I groan because I know Sparrow. She rarely felt guilt in instances where she knew she fucked up. Not even surprising. “Just admit you thought he was hot.”

“I mean he was hot,” she whines, though I try to ignore how her admission makes me want to grunt. My wolf doesn’t like hearing that at all. “But cocky as fuck acting as if he was a King himself. I’d never be a bitch just because I had some royal blood. The man wasn’t even a prince and acting like he ruled the entire town.” She shakes her head. “He needed a brief wake-up call.”

“And loads of laundry,” I conclude with a smirk. She shares a look at me before we’re laughing at the memory.

Life was tough back then, but there was a balance.

A hint of joy amid the madness.

I listened intently as she described her experience – the vivid childhood memory, the impossible speed at which she had run, the near-fatal fall.

With each word, I felt a growing sense of unease. Not because I didn’t know what she’d be capable of when her powers awakened once more, but because she was tapping into different varieties of power all at once.

Which isn’t good…

That meant two things: she was going to be a lot more powerful than predicted, and two…her awakening was on the horizon.

It should have been blessed news, especially for someone like me, who’s destined to serve and protect her.

The problem is, I’d be lying if I pretended I wouldn’t miss this.

Us.

Enduring the chaos and life-threatening situations together like the duo we are.

When you ignore Marco, who’s useless most of the time.

The changes she was describing…they aligned too closely with the ancient prophecies I had sworn to observe and protect all those who would potentially be affected by them: her included.

The one I keep praying she’s not intertwined in…

Deciding to hold my tongue, I convinced myself that we still had time. We had to have more time. These changes won’t ignite to the max so suddenly. That brought a bit of ease, but it was when she started talking about her dreams that things really got interesting.

“There’s this… man,” she said, a flush creeping up her neck. I, on the other hand, am trying not to act as if any mention of another man is nagging at my need to growl in dismay. “Or, well, not a man exactly. He’s something else. Something powerful and ancient and…”

She trailed off, her cheeks now bright red.

Why is she blushing so much? Who’s this man?

I couldn’t help but tease her a little, trying to lighten the mood.

“Sounds like someone’s got a supernatural crush,” I said with a wink. “Should I be jealous?”

Sparrow laughed, swatting at my arm. I can see hints of tension and worry ease out of her frame.

“Shut up,” she grumbled, but there was no real heat in it. “It’s not like that! It’s just… when I’m with him, in the dreams, I feel… complete?” She sounds unsure as she looks in the distance. As if she’s trying to envision him before her. “Like I’ve found a piece of myself I didn’t even know was missing.”

Her words sent a spike of jealousy through me, hot and bitter.

I fought to keep my expression neutral, but inside, my wolf was howling. Or growling menacingly like we’d just been rejected. Though, maybe this kind of felt like one.

Not being acknowledged by the woman you’ve had a hard crush on for years.

She is OURS. Not for some shadowed creature or ethereal being. Ours to protect, ours to love, ours to claim!

I gritted my teeth, pushing back against the primal urge. Of course, my wolf just has to nag my subconscious to get some sort of reply at the worst time.

Not now. It’s not time. We have a duty to protect her, to guide her until she’s ready to know the truth.

And when will that be? When she’s already been stolen away to a realm we cannot reach? When it’s too late?

I have to bite my lip to stop myself from answering out loud.

My wolf may be throwing a mini temper tantrum in my mind, but he was speaking facts. Notable facts I’ve been desperately trying to ignore all this while because my duty was important.

Vital to ensure the present is preserved and the future bright…

Yet, I didn’t like this.

The idea of her being taken from me. For these days and moments to end, and her being so far away, that I can no longer enjoy her warmth.

No longer listen to her slow heartbeats as she slept. Enjoy her scent that always seemed to mesh and blend with every atmosphere. No more peaks of fanciful laughter, or quiet moments where all we needed to do was sit and stare at the starry sky in wonder.

No more drunk foolishness that leads to us creating such vibrant memories.

And…no more instances where for a few seconds, I get to enjoy the raw taste of her lips against mine.

“Liam?” I blink and look at Sparrow, seeing her pouting expression. “Are you okay?”

I realized I had been quiet for too long, lost in my internal struggle matched with my wolf’s frustrations.

I forced a smile, hoping it looked more reassuring than it felt.

“Yeah, sorry,” I said. “Just thinking about what you said. It’s a lot to process.”

“See! I told you all this shit was crazy,” she groans in misery.

“No, no,” I reassure her. “I believe you. No matter how crazy it may sound to anyone else. Besides, it would explain some of the cuts and bruises on your body. I know those didn’t just come out of the blue.”

She nodded, seemingly satisfied with my explanation., looking deep in thought.

“I know. I can hardly believe it myself. I wish I could talk to that medic again – Elenore?” I’m intrigued why she’s bringing her up, but I did sense something off with that medic. I only allowed her to be alone with Sparrow because Vincent was drilling my ass for information about what the fuck happened. “She mentioned something about her grandmother’s stories, about other worlds and beings that could cross between them. I wonder if-”

Sparrow’s voice suddenly cut off, her eyes going wide and unfocused.

I watched in horror as intricate patterns began to appear on her skin, glowing with an eerie red light. It was beautiful and frightening all at once – and absolutely not what should have been happening.

“Sparrow?” I called to her; my voice tight with concern.

When she didn’t respond, I grabbed her shoulders, giving her a gentle shake.

“Sparrow! Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

She stared right through me, looking as if she was seeing a whole different scenario playing before her line of vision. Her stillness was haunting while her breathing became increasingly labored.

The red glow of the markings intensified, pulsing like a warning beacon. Goosebumps rushed up my skin, as strings of familiarity filled my mind but I couldn’t grasp what was happening.

All I could recognize was this was a bad sign.

She’s being pulled into the Otherworld. We have to act NOW!

For once, I didn’t argue, because I now recollect on why those warning sigils on her flesh were dangerous.

Signs of pulling one’s spirit into the otherworld — a dangerous act of tainted magic that Fae enjoyed using to pull their prey into situations that normally led to their demise.

I could feel the wrongness of the situation, could sense the foreign magic trying to claim what was ours to protect. Without conscious thought, I let my wolf surge forward, taking control.

I couldn’t recall when I had last tapped into this energy of primitive glory. In fact, it had been so long, it took me a few seconds to realize the shift in power dynamics.

When we spoke about wolves, most thought of shifter creatures. Beings of the paranormal plane who shifted their bodies entirely with cracking of bones into different inhumane places and become an animal that’s on the balance of feral and highly intelligent dog.

Most didn’t get to see the true shift of power and how we dove into the realms of magic within our souls and tugged it outward until weaving that magic around our wolf entity forces a “shift”.

The summoned magic matched with the kindled switch of power dynamics triggers the wolf to take over while we’re given a backseat to our more “mundane” aspects.

Overall, being this Fae wolf beast was a blessing and a curse.

A blessing to be powerful and diverse, but a curse because many Alphas in my position were assigned the duty of protecting an Omega, and 99% of the time, they never ended together.

I wanted to be that single 1%.

My hand shot out, wrapping around Sparrow’s throat. In other instances, it would be deemed “hot” in the realms of possessive men validating the control and power they have over a “frail” woman, but I need to pull her out of whatever spiritual hold was attempting to consume her.

To kill her…

I applied pressure – not enough to truly hurt her, but enough to shock her system. It was an ancient technique, one used to pull packmates back from the brink of losing themselves to the feral moon’s call.

“Come back to us, Little Bird,” I growled, my voice deeper and rougher than usual. “Fight it. Find your way home.”

For a terrifying moment, nothing happened.

Seconds felt like minutes as my woman dazed into nothingness.

Then Sparrow gasped, her eyes blinking rapidly as she sucked in a desperate breath. The red glow faded from her skin, leaving her pale and shaking. She’s looking around, completely confused while trying to figure out who was around her.

“L-Liam?” she whimpered, confusion and fear evident in her voice before her wild eyes met mine. “What… what happened?”

God, I wish I could answer.

I try to speak, but she’s panicking looking around, as if ready to fight whomever is trying to hurt her.

“Where did he go?” she snarls and rushes to stand up. “I can face…” she trails off while I scramble to my feet. Before I can even get a word out, I catch onto how her eyes roll back while her body slumps forward.

“Shit!” I curse immediately, catching her with ease before cradling her unconscious form to my chest. “I got you, Sparrow.”

I know she won’t respond to me as exhaustion plagues her into unconsciousness, but I already crave her voice while my heart is hammering against my chest.

A low growl rumbled through me as I scented the air.

The lingering trace of Fae magic was unmistakable now — ancient, powerful, and utterly foreign to this realm. My wolf snarled, baring his teeth at the empty forest around us. It was taking far too much restraint to keep him from jumping into a physical form, woven by shadows and the essence of light around us.

“If you touch her again,” I growled, my voice a mixture of human speech and animal rage, “I will hunt you to the ends of every realm. I will tear down the very walls of your kingdom and rip your throat out with my bare hands.”

It had been a long time since I’ve allowed my wolf energy to embed itself into my voice, but if I didn’t make my intentions crystal clear, this ‘guest’ would think I’m joking.

And I don’t play around with what’s mine to protect.

A laugh echoed through the clearing, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. It was a beautiful sound, like crystal wind chimes in a storm, but there was a cruel edge to it that set my teeth on edge.

“Oh, Fenris,” the voice said, using a name I had not heard in centuries. “Still playing at being human, I see. How quaint.”

I stiffened at the use of my true name, the one known only in the highest courts of the Fae realms. Those were the years when I was respected wholeheartedly. Many bowed at the scent of my approach, while wolves howled in the distance honoring my presence.

I was nothing like I am today.

Many would deem me “soft” if they could recognize me in this human form.

“Show yourself, trickster,” I demanded, letting my voice rumble with a glimpse of my power. I’m in full-on protective mode, especially with Sparrow in my grasp. I’d die before anyone dared to lay a finger on her flesh. “Or are you too cowardly to face me directly?”

Another laugh erupts around us, this one tinged with genuine amusement.

“Face you?” The immense mockery in their tone made me grit my teeth. “Oh, my dear Fenris, why would I bother? You’ve made yourself irrelevant in this little game. Nothing but a neutered watchdog, bound by oaths and duty.”

The words stung, but I refused to let it show.

“I am her protector,” I snarled. “Chosen by powers older than you can comprehend. You have no right to interfere.”

“Interfere?” The voice continued to belittle me. “I’m merely hastening the inevitable. The girl is meant for greater things than your little human world can offer. She is the key to everything – the bridge between realms, the catalyst for the war that will reshape all of creation.”

I held Sparrow tighter, my wolf howling for blood.

“She’s not ready,” I insisted, allowing my power to seep back in warning. I wasn’t retreating from the obvious threat at hand, but if this conversation continued with such elemental projections laced in our words, the conversation would carry far and wide to those who didn’t deserve to listen to our treasured secrets. “You’ll destroy her if you push too hard, too fast.”

“Ready or not, the game is in motion,” the voice replied, all traces of amusement gone now.

I realize they’ve gotten the message on pulling back the power embedded in their voice, but if they were smart enough to know the air can carry our secrets, it meant they had to be out for something.

Something involving my Sparrow.

“The courts are stirring, the ancient prophecies unfolding. Not even you, mighty Fenris, can stop what’s coming,” they declare in triumph as if their declaration has been written in destiny.

A shimmering appeared in the air before me, coalescing into the form of a being of impossible beauty and terrible power.

He – for it presented as male, though such concepts meant little to the Fae – stood tall and proud, his skin the color of moonlight on snow. Hair like spun silver framed a face of angular perfection, marred only by eyes that swirled with galaxies.

“You know who she truly is,” the Fae said, gesturing to the unconscious woman in my arms. “What she’s destined to become. Why fight the inevitable?”

I growled low in my throat but didn’t deny his words.

How could I, when the proof was literally in my possession?

The Fae’s lips curved into a cruel smile.

“She will be glorious,” he said, his voice filled with a terrible joy. “A queen to reshape the very foundations of reality. Princess Lirael of the Twilight Court, the Crowned Monster who will bring chaos and rebirth to all the realms.”

There it was.

A revelation that I haven’t heard in many centuries.

The use of her true name – a name she didn’t even know herself – sent a shock through me.

“You go too far,” I snarled, trying my best to figure out who this Fae was. Why he knew so fucking much.. “She’s not ready for this knowledge. You’ll break her mind if you force it on her now.”

The Fae laughed again, the sound like shattering icicles.

“Oh, Fenris. Still so protective, even when you know she’ll never truly be yours.” How those very words ignite a burn of agony through my clenched heart. “How does it feel, I wonder? To be bound to her, to love her with every fiber of your being, knowing that in the end, she’s destined for another?”

His words were like knives, cutting deep into wounds I had tried so hard to ignore.

Because he was right.

I had known from the moment I first scented her, first felt the pull of the mate bond, that Sparrow – Lirael – would never truly be mine.

My role was to protect, to guide, to love from afar. To let fate set in motion and watch her unlock the blessings bestowed from the birthright of her Father while experiencing the blossoming beauty of her Omega qualities given from her Mother.

She was an anomaly that was destined for many, and yet to be loved by very few.

My duty was to remain by her side and shield her from the trials ahead.

Nothing more.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, my voice rough with emotion but shimmering with resolve. “My feelings are irrelevant. I will do whatever it takes to keep her safe, to help her fulfill her destiny on her own terms. Not yours, not the courts’, not anyone else’s.”

The Fae’s expression softened slightly, a hint of something almost like respect crossing his features. “Noble sentiments,” he confessed and yet smiled. “But ultimately futile. The wheels are in motion, Fenris. The war is coming, whether you – or she – is ready for it or not.”

With those ominous words, the Fae began to fade from view, but just before he disappeared entirely, he fixed me with a piercing gaze.

“A word of advice, old friend,” he said, his voice echoing as if from a great distance. “When the time comes – and it will come soon – don’t fight it. Let her go. It will be easier for both of you in the end.”

And then he was gone, leaving behind only the scent of ozone and winter roses.

I stood there for a long moment, Sparrow cradled protectively against my chest.

The breath I’d been holding finally left my mouth’s clutches, making me realize just how fast my heart had been beating. My mind raced, trying to process everything that had just happened.

The Fae’s words, the implications of what was to come, the weight of the secrets I had been keeping for so long…

Sparrow stirred in my arms, a small whimper escaping her lips.

I looked down at her, my heart clenching at how vulnerable she looked.

If she knew what was happening, maybe it wouldn’t have gotten this bad. She wouldn’t have been so easily taken over. If she knew the truth, she wouldn’t have left without me being right next to her.

I could protect her the way I was entrusted to, without holding back a pinch of magic.

That would prove to our hidden vigilantes that we’re not easy prey.

We need to tell her. Not everything, not yet. But enough. She deserves to know what she’s up against.

For once, my wolf didn’t argue.

He understood, as I did, that the game had changed.

The Fae courts were moving, the prophecies unfolding faster than anyone had anticipated. If we didn’t prepare Sparrow – prepare Lirael – for what was to come, we risked losing her entirely.

With a heavy sigh, I began the trek back to civilization, my precious woman held close. I didn’t know what the future held or if I was making the right choice.

I did know one thing: I would stand by her side, fight for her, and protect her, until my dying breath.

Even if it meant watching her walk away from me and into the arms of her destined mate.

Even if it meant sacrificing my own happiness for her safety and the future of all the realms.

Because that’s what it meant to truly love someone.

To put their needs, their destiny, above your own desires.

As we emerged from the forest, the first stars of the evening beginning to twinkle overhead, I sent up a silent prayer to the Moon Goddess that watched over us Shadowed Alphas.

Give her strength. Give her wisdom…and when the time comes, give her the courage to face her destiny — whatever it may be.

The wind whispered through the trees, carrying with it the faint scent of another realm. Of shadow and starlight, of power beyond imagination. And I knew, with a certainty that chilled me to my core, that our time was running out.

The war was coming.

The Crowned Monster was awakening.

And all the realms would tremble in her wake.


Building Uncertainty
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~SPARROW~


“FUCK!”

I paced the length of my small room, frustration building with each step.

The concrete floor was cool against my bare feet, a stark contrast to the warmth of my skin. I’d been cooped up in here for hours, pouring over research and lab results, and my body was restless with pent-up energy.

“This is ridiculous,” I muttered to myself, running a hand through my tangled hair. “All I’ve done for days is faint and sleep. I’m supposed to be one of the best in the business, not some damsel in distress from a bad fairy tale.”

I glanced at the makeshift lab setup on my desk – a collection of borrowed and stolen equipment that would make any real scientist cringe. But it was the best I could do given the circumstances. Vials of various chemicals lined one side, while my laptop displayed a dizzying array of test results and research papers.

The bullet that had nearly killed me lay in the center of it all, now nothing more than a misshapen lump of metal.

I’d spent countless hours analyzing every molecule of residue I could scrape from its surface, hoping to find some clue as to what had been done to it.

What kind of drug or poison could cause the vivid hallucinations and strange physical changes I’d been experiencing?

There had to be something laced in its surface to cause this inconsistent drop in my health and well-being. Enough to make an impact but not enough to kill me.

The perfect dose to be a pain in my arse!

So far, I’d found nothing.

Every test came back inconclusive or showed results that defied explanation. It was as if the bullet had been touched by something that science couldn’t quantify.

“Maybe I’m just going crazy,” I said to the empty room, throwing my hands up in exasperation. “Maybe that bullet knocked something loose in my brain, and now I’m seeing things that aren’t there. Dreaming of monster kings who are good at sex and magical realms so gleamingly beautiful, it makes this place a hellhole!” At this rate, the whole Underground would hear my hissy fit if I didn’t get it together. “God, I sound like I belong in a psych ward.”

I flopped down onto my narrow bed, staring up at the cracked ceiling.

The frustration was almost a physical ache in my chest.

I wasn’t used to feeling this… helpless. This out of control. My whole life, I’d relied on my wits and skills to survive. But now? Now it felt like I was adrift in a sea of impossibilities, with no shore in sight.

A cool breeze drifted through the room, carrying with it the scent of night-blooming jasmine. Which was odd, considering my room was underground and had no windows.

I sat up, frowning, and that’s when I saw it.

Perched on a window sill that definitely hadn’t been there a moment ago was a fox. But not just any fox – this one was white as snow, its fur seeming to absorb the light around it. Its eyes, a startling amber color, regarded me with an intelligence that sent a shiver down my spine.

For a moment, I just stared, convinced I must be hallucinating again. But the fox didn’t disappear. Instead, it cocked its head to the side, as if asking a silent question.

A laugh bubbled up from my chest, surprising even me with its genuine joy.

“Well, hello there,” I said, slowly standing up so as not to startle the creature. “Where did you come from, little one?”

The fox made no sound, but its tail swished once, almost like a greeting. Without really thinking about it, I found myself moving towards the mini-fridge in the corner of my room. “You must be hungry, huh? Let’s see what we’ve got.”

I rummaged through the fridge, pushing aside containers of dubious leftovers and half-empty energy drinks. “Ah-ha!” I exclaimed, pulling out a package of turkey slices. “This should do nicely.”

Turning back to the window, I half-expected the fox to be gone. But it was still there, watching me with those uncanny eyes. I approached slowly, holding out a piece of turkey. “Here you go, beautiful. Don’t be shy.”

To my amazement, the fox didn’t hesitate. It leaned forward, delicately taking the meat from my fingers. Its muzzle was softer than I expected, like velvet against my skin. As it ate, I couldn’t resist reaching out to stroke its sleek fur.

The moment my hand made contact, a jolt of… something… ran through me.

It wasn’t unpleasant — quite the opposite, in fact. It felt as if all the frazzled energy that had been building up inside me was suddenly soothed, replaced by a deep sense of calm and well-being. The fog that had been clouding my thoughts cleared, leaving behind a clarity I hadn’t realized I’d been missing.

“Wow,” I breathed, marveling at the sensation. “You’re something special, aren’t you?”

The fox finished its treat and then, to my delight, pushed its head into my hand, clearly asking for more pets. I obliged happily, marveling at the silky texture of its fur. Up close, I could see that what I had thought was pure white actually had subtle variations – hints of midnight blue, black, and deep purple that shimmered when the light hit just right.

As I stroked the fox, I found myself talking to it, the words spilling out almost of their own accord.

“I don’t suppose you have any insight into what’s been happening to me, do you? Strange dreams, impossible speed, glowing tattoos that appear and disappear… It’s like something out of a fantasy novel.”

The fox’s ears perked up at my words, and for a moment, I could have sworn I saw a flicker of… recognition? Understanding? But that was impossible. It was just a fox, after all.

Wasn’t it?

A knock at my door startled me out of my reverie. I turned towards the sound, calling out, “Just a minute!”

When I looked back at the window, the fox was gone.

Not just gone from the sill, but the window itself had vanished, leaving only the solid concrete wall I knew should be there.

I blinked, rubbing my eyes in disbelief.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

Had I imagined the whole thing? But no – the empty turkey wrapper was still in my hand, proof that something had been here.

The knock came again, more insistent this time.

“Sparrow? You okay in there?” Liam’s voice, tinged with concern, filtered through the door.

“Coming!” I called back, quickly tossing the wrapper in the trash and running a hand through my hair in a futile attempt to tame it.

I opened the door to find Liam leaning against the frame, a worried frown creasing his brow.

“Hey,” I said, trying for a casual tone. “What’s up?”

Liam’s eyes scanned my face, then moved past me to take in the chaos of my room.

His frown deepened.

“Have you been in here all day? Elenore said she hadn’t seen you at meals.”

I shrugged, suddenly feeling self-conscious about my appearance. I was wearing nothing but a pair of old running shorts and a tank top, and I was sure I looked a mess.

“Lost track of time, I guess. Been doing some research.”

Liam’s gaze landed on the lab setup on my desk.

“Research, huh?” He doesn’t seem impressed. “Find anything interesting?”

There was something in his tone, a tension that hadn’t been there before.

I narrowed my eyes, studying him more closely.

Liam had always been protective of me, but lately, it felt like there was something more going on. Something he wasn’t telling me.

“Not really,” I said slowly. “Lots of dead ends and impossible results. It’s like…” I trailed off, not sure how to explain without sounding crazy.

“Like what?” Liam prompted, his voice gentle but insistent.

I sighed, running a hand through my hair again.

“Like whatever was on that bullet isn’t from this world,” I admitted. “I know how that sounds, believe me. But nothing I’ve tried has given me any answers that make sense.”

Liam was quiet for a long moment, his expression unreadable.

Then he seemed to come to a decision.

“Maybe that’s because you’re asking the wrong questions,” he said cryptically.

I frowned, meeting his gaze with a level of discernment.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Instead of answering, Liam stepped fully into my room, closing the door behind him while I stepped out of his way. He moved to the desk displaying my immense research, picking up the misshapen bullet and turning it over in his hands.

“You’ve been so focused on finding a scientific explanation,” he said. “But what if the answer isn’t scientific at all?”

My heart began to race, a mix of excitement and fear coursing through me.

“Liam,” I said carefully because I needed to word this simply to potentially get the answer I felt in my gut Liam carried. Held and was afraid to tell me? “What do you know?”

He met my gaze, and I was struck by the intensity in his blue eyes. There was something almost… wild there, something I’d never seen before.

“It’s time I told you some things, Sparrow,” he said very carefully. It felt so odd to hear the seriousness in his voice. It projected this odd sense of power while giving off a hint of protection. Almost similar to someone of authority trying to protect those beneath them in rank

“About?” I prompt, not really understanding where this was going.

“Things about your past. About who you really are. But I need you to keep an open mind, okay?” he offers almost hesitantly. “Because what I’m about to tell you is going to sound impossible.”

I was going to instantly agree, but none of this was making sense.

Sure, I’ve known Liam for a long ass time and knew he’d protect me with his life, but this whole ‘about your past’ and ‘who you really are’ shit didn’t fly for me. If he knew all of that, why would he keep it a secret from me when I’ve been yearning for answers regarding my family for years?

A part of me wanted to instantly get angry, but then I thought about the dreams I’d been having, the strange experiences of the past few days. The window that had appeared and disappeared, the fox that seemed more than just an animal.

Suddenly, ‘impossible’ didn’t seem like such a stretch.

“Okay,” I said, sitting down on the edge of my cot. “I’m listening.”

This was going to be our best shot of having some time together and “talking” about all the madness that has been happening, so why not confront the elephant in the room already?

Liam took a deep breath as if steeling himself for something monumental.

“It all starts with a prophecy,” he began. “A prophecy about a girl born of two worlds, with the power to reshape reality itself…”

A girl of two worlds?

As I leaned forward, eager to hear more, a sharp knock on the door made us both flinch. Liam’s expression quickly shifted from open vulnerability to guarded wariness, while I’m glaring at the door because ‘what the fuck’?

Why is it that whenever I’m about to get answers for shit, there’s an interruption?

“Sparrow? Liam? I know you’re in there.” Vincent’s voice, cold and authoritative, filtered through the door. “Open up. We have an emergency!”

Emergency?

Liam and I exchanged a look of frustration and resignation. Whatever revelations had been about to unfold would have to wait because the Underground never had emergencies. Not ones where Vincent himself came to retrieve us.

What’s possibly happening now?

“Coming, sir,” I called out, standing up and quickly smoothing down my clothes. I quickly look to Liam, pointing an accusing finger his way before whispering, “We’re not done with this conversation. You owe me answers.”

If he knew what laced that bullet or why I’ve been experiencing all this weird shit, he’d better tell me before I go completely insane.

He nodded, his expression grave.

“Soon,” he promised. “When this is over, I’ll tell you everything.”

As I moved to open the door, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was standing on the cusp of something monumental. A change that would alter not just my life, but perhaps the very fabric of reality itself.

Whatever Vincent’s emergency was, whatever mission lay ahead, we’d just have to face it head-on so I could finally put myself first and figure out the madness brewing in my rattled head.

If it meant having to take a leave from the Underground or going somewhere else that would encourage my rest and mental recovery, so be it.

I was done stressing about my health when I could strive for the answers I sought.

Pause work, speak with Elenore, and maybe reach out to her grandma somehow and figure out what the fuck is happening to me before I’m forced into some random mental institution for crazy bitches having visions and revelations.

Like I’ve been experiencing.

With a deep breath, I squared my shoulders and opened the door to face whatever fate had in store for me.

Please universe, let this shit go smoothly for once.


Primitive Instincts Of Destiny
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~SPARROW~


The air in the briefing room felt thick with anticipation as I slipped into the last available seat.

My heart was already racing, a combination of adrenaline from our aborted conversation earlier and the palpable tension radiating from everyone present.

Vincent stood at the head of the table, his usually impassive face etched with lines of worry that sent a chill down my spine. That’s simply because Vincent never shows signs of weakness — worry is for simpletons as he’d always emphasize — yet there he stood, unable to hide the uncertainty and troubled lines along his aged face.

I came to realize it wasn’t Vincent who commanded the room’s attention.

Standing beside him was a man I’d never seen before, though his bearing left no doubt as to his importance.

Tall and lean, with silver hair cropped close to his skull, he exuded an aura of authority that made even Vincent seem diminished in comparison.

There was something in his steel-gray eyes that spoke of battles fought and horrors witnessed, a weight of responsibility that seemed almost palpable.

This is the first time any of us have witnessed this man…

That wasn’t good.

The Underground had become successful with how tight-knit everyone was with one another. Sure, most of us were here, attempting to survive the brutal streets by doing crazy life-threatening missions that paid extraordinarily well, but we tried to ensure we knew who came in and out of this place.

It was like an undisclosed duty for all of us, and it had been maintained long before I showed up.

So why is it being disturbed now?

“This is Commander Reeves,” Vincent introduced, his voice tight with an emotion I couldn’t quite place. Was it respect? Fear? “He’s here directly from headquarters with a mission of utmost importance.”

Headquarters?

What Headquarters?

I must not have been the only confused one, as many of my fellow comrades looked at each other, attempting to grasp this newfound situation.

“Since when did we have a Headquarters?” I overhear Marco huff.

“Who fucking knows,” someone speaks back, trying to keep their voice low. “But I don’t like the vibes of that dude. Smells like trouble and looks like a snitch who’d ensure we all go down at once.”

A few quickly bob their heads in agreement, looking at this man with scrutinizing eyes.

I silently agreed with them and only wondered what he was going to tell us.

Commander Reeves nodded curtly, his penetrating gaze sweeping the room. He must have been in the military for plenty of recognizable years with how his aura projects such resilience. A segreant ready to get us up and running to our stations.

When his eyes landed on me, I felt a jolt of…something.

Recognition? Curiosity?

There was an intensity to his scrutiny that made me want to squirm in my seat. All I could tell was that my instincts didn’t like this man one bit.

Before I could analyze it further, he began to speak.

“Ladies and gentlemen, what I’m about to share with you is classified at the highest levels,” he said, his voice a low rumble that demanded attention. “This comes straight from the White House. We have a hostage situation that’s been ongoing for years, and it’s time to put an end to it.”

The White House?

Now this was becoming a bit sketchy because why would the White House know about the Underground and be “fine” with our existence? We worked with the mafia. With some of the biggest and most lethal gang members and crime orchestrators. We were the ones you called to get rid of ABCD before dawn, knowing you had an hour left to complete such a mission.

If the White House knew of our existence, did it mean they supported us in assisting the world of violence and crime?

Heck, were they promoting it?

In a way, I wasn’t too surprised if they were.

No one could deny how profitable it was to promote the families of drug lords and generations of mafia allegiances. I’m sure whenever there was a successful execution, these individuals of power in the Black Market generously gave to the government as a tip.

A little hush money to keep the FBI and CIA off their trails.

Absolutely disgusting, especially with how the increase of child trafficking and kidnapping, in general, have shot up these last few years, but whatever secretly benefited the government, they would continue to encourage without bringing attention to themselves.

“You’re joking, right?” Someone speaks up. “You’re telling me you’re from the big White House. Those preppy fuckers who can barely keep the president safe?”

Another person huffs in dismay.

“Guess we’re all going to jail tonight if you’re here.”

“Silence!” Vincent snaps and gives us all dagger glares. “This is a special request and again, classified. No one else is aware of our existence or interference in the mission that’s going to be intercepted by OUR unit. The Underground was established to aid anyone who requested and paid our hefty price. Whether that’s the greater drug lord of our town or the very President of the United States!”

He scans the room, forcing us to remain silent with his strict declaration.

“Think of this as a special privilege!” Vincent blares roughly. “I’ll be personally assessing everyone’s performance on this. Y’all waiting to pay off your debts or get those promotional opportunities for a big ass suite in this joint, pay fucking attention!”

That seems to wipe away any amusement of doubt on everyone’s faces. The potential of getting some sort of promotion would be nice. Maybe I’d upgrade from the confined cot of a bedroom into something with a bit more square footage.

Or maybe give me my freedom so I can find a way to those lands of spacious intricacy and delightful architecture.

How I missed my dreams now.

Commander Reeves tapped a button on a remote, and images began to flash across the screen behind him.

Young women, all between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five; faces with a blend of hope and fear. Each photo felt like a punch to the gut, a reminder of the very real lives at stake.

“These are our targets,” Reeves continued, his voice softening almost imperceptibly. The way he says that has my stomach sinking with a feeling of dread. Targets. I hope he doesn’t mean we’re supposed to hurt them. “All reported missing from mental health institutions and hospitals shortly after their admissions. We believe they’re being held by a group that’s evaded capture for far too long.”

Mental institutions…

Shivers race through me as the commentary Elenore had stated about the females losing their minds and being thrown into mental institutions after they start seeing visions of another world leaves me queasy.

I felt Liam stiffen beside me, his hand clenching into a fist under the table. I bet he’s even more worried, especially after I’ve told him about my confusing circumstances.

Could he be afraid that I’ll be the next target?

The tension rolling off him in waves is almost suffocating.

I wanted to reach out, to offer some comfort, but the intensity of his reaction kept me rooted in place. It probably would look rather unprofessional with how tense the atmosphere was as well.

Already had enough of our comrades thinking we’re fucking or in some sort of on-off relationship. Didn’t need to add gasoline to that can of fire, but I hated feeling helpless in comforting my best friend.

What was it about this mission that had him so on edge? Maybe he knows more? Doing research about these instances and now this Commander has revealed the truth.

“Sir,” Liam said, his voice tight with barely contained emotion as he further raised his hand to gather the room’s attention, “if this is a female-focused operation, perhaps it would be best if Sparrow sat this one out.”

Wait…what?

I’m too stunned to speak, realizing Liam is vouching for me to stay behind. Never in my life had he publicly spoken against the idea of me being in such risky situations.

Why now? No way am I that important to be left behind.

“She’s too val-” Liam continues, but I can’t help but cut him off.

“Absolutely not,” I cut in, anger flaring hot in my chest. How dare he try to sideline me? I care about Liam more than I’d like to admit, but he of all people knows how seriously I take this gig we dare call our “jobs”. This was the life I chose versus being on the streets, selling myself in hopes of a dollar. Now that things were getting risky, I wasn’t going to back down like some weak kneed fool. “I’m one of the best you’ve got, especially in a rescue mission. You need a strong enough sniper on this mission, just in case things get ugly and you need the main leaders to be taken care of promptly.”

No one here could deny that out of the entire Underground Sniper Unit, I was the best one. Perfect aim, Perfect Score, and not one failed shot when it came to hitting my target during a mission.

I wasn’t going to fuck up that record now.

And my overprotective best friend wasn’t going to stop me.

I met Liam’s gaze, challenging him to argue further.

He knew if he tried, it would be a failed mission, but I could tell there was a hint of revolt spurring in his pupils. The concern in his eyes was evident, but there was something else there too – a fear that seemed to go beyond the usual worries of a dangerous mission.

Does he know something? Why does it seem like everyone seems to know shit but me?

Vincent nodded, a rare look of approval crossing his features as he stepped forward so all eyes landed on him.

“Sparrow’s right,” he affirms without a hint of doubt. “Her skills, particularly her marksmanship, are crucial for this operation. We need a sniper who can take out key targets without alerting the entire compound. She also knows how to blend herself in any situation. We’ve witnessed it countless times. Enough that many other organizations have yearned for her presence on their infamous team.”

To hear his praise is uncalled for, especially when I’ve wished to hear those words for so many years.

Why was he praising me now, in front of everyone? Was this him being genuine, or was there some sort of ulterior motive behind his adoration of my current skill set, past commitments, and obvious popularity?

Liam opened his mouth to argue further, but Commander Reeves held up a hand, silencing him.

“This isn’t up for debate. We need every asset we have on deck. This isn’t time to protect your lover, boy.”

A few whistle at the remark, while others chuckle at the Commander’s assumption that I have some sort of romantic connection with Liam.

Personally, that doesn’t matter to me. What intrigues me is the “boy” comment.

Liam isn’t a child. Why call him a boy? It’s the tone used that makes me wonder whether they’re familiar with one another.

”From what I’ve heard, Sparrow is one of the best. She’s in,” Commander Reeves emphasizes as he does another scan of the room. “Any other objections?”

“No, Commander,” multiple individuals speak up to confirm we’re moving on from this unexpected topic. I was pretty confident no one else gave a fuck if I came along or not.

Everyone just wanted a piece of the coin that was going to be attached to this mission. If the White House was involved, this was going to be more than a few million dollars.

Heck, this could be the payday we’ve all been needing to live fruitful lives outside this joint.

I shot Liam a triumphant look, but the worry etched on his face tempered my victory. There was something he wasn’t telling me, something beyond his usual protectiveness.

The weight of unspoken words hung heavy between us.

As the briefing continued, detailing the layout of the compound where the hostages were believed to be held, I found my attention divided. Part of me absorbed the critical information — guard rotations, potential entry points, and the timeline for our assault — but another part was hyper-aware of Liam’s presence beside me.

His scent seemed different somehow, richer and more enticing than I remembered. The heat radiating from his body was distracting, making it hard to focus on the mission details. It wasn’t as though these qualities were never noticed, but maybe they were so intense now that I was catching onto it.

All of it was hard to explain — tricky to acknowledge in my frazzled mind that was truthfully exhausted from all the research I’ve been doing these past couple of days — but it was obvious something was just weird with everything.

This sudden mission, the Commander and the White House’s involvement, Vincent’s sudden praise, and now Liam’s overprotectiveness with his amazing-smelling self standing behind me like some watchdog ready to bite any male who got close to me.

Okay, maybe if there was another woman present, it could have been different, but it felt like he was being pretty territorial with anyone with more testosterone running in their veins coming three feet from me.

I shook my head, trying to clear all this thinking madness from my mind. This was not the time for… whatever this was. Lives were at stake. Innocent women with mental instabilities, were kidnapped from the safe haven of these institutions and placed in some compound for what exactly?

Thinking about it made me wonder what was the reasoning for gathering a bunch of mentally ill woman in their young adulthood years together in one place.

Were they having some sort of witch coven summoning session? Could be watching too many of those villain horror movies about sacrifices and dark magic.

That couldn’t be the case if the White House was involved.

“One last thing,” Commander Reeves said, drawing my focus back to the mission at hand. “The payout for this job is substantial. We’re talking billions, not millions.” Fuck. Are they actually serious? “Success here could set you all up for life.”

A ripple of excitement went through the room, but it felt hollow to me. Money was always a motivator in our line of work, but faced with the images of those missing women, it seemed almost crass to think about the payout.

Then again, this proved how vital this mission is. Still…it’s not adding up. Kidnapped mentally ill women…why would the government care? They certainly didn’t give a shit when these women were tugged off the streets and thrown into these organizations that we don’t give a damn about.

What benefit does the government get? We’re missing some vital information, but there are no clues given as to what the underlying motive is.

As the briefing wrapped up and we began to file out to prepare, Marco’s snide voice cut through the tense atmosphere.

“Aw, is little Liam just worried about his girlfriend?” he sneered, elbowing Liam roughly. “If you’re so in love with Sparrow, why don’t you just say so? Didn’t think you had the biggest crush on her. Such a ‘boyish’ reaction during such a vital briefing.”

There’s that ‘boy’ commentary. Why? Does Marco also have history with Commander Reeves?

I expected Liam to brush off the taunt with his usual cool dismissal, especially knowing Marco was taking advantage of the tense situation to pull at his leg.

Instead, he whirled on Marco, grabbing him by the front of his shirt and slamming him against the wall. The sudden violence was shocking and so out of character for Liam, that it seemed like everyone stilled mid-stride to watch — agape and dumbfounded.

“Say another word,” Liam growled, his voice deeper and more menacing than I’d ever heard it, “and I’ll rip your throat out.”

“Liam!” I gasped, a mixture of shock and something else – something primal that responded to his display of aggression – coursing through me. Whether it was his roughness or just the low growl of his threatening tone that was nagging at me, I immediately stomped over to him, ready to break up this nonsense.

I grabbed his arm, tugging him away from a wide-eyed Marco.

“What’s gotten into you?” I hiss while glaring at him, noticing the odd shift in his eyes.

The tinge of gold in his eyes was never there before.

What the…

He shook me off before I could make further commentary; storming out of the room without another word. Everyone seemed to be confused as to what the fuck just happened, but it only took a few seconds and a reminder of the pressing clock ticking against us with this mission to get everyone moving to gather the essentials.

The hurt and confusion I felt quickly gave way to determination, as I hurried after Liam, concern overriding my initial anger at his attempts to sideline me.

“Liam, wait!” I called out the moment I caught sight of him. Catching up to him in the corridor, I grabbed his arm, forcing him to face me. “What’s going on with you? You’re not acting like yourself.”

He turned, and the intensity in his eyes nearly took my breath away. There was something wild there, something primal that sent a shiver down my spine while I instinctively took a few steps back.

It was like looking at a stranger and my best friend all at once.

He noticed immediately, realizing my reaction before cursing under his breath. Closing his eyes and pinching his nose, he took a few deep breaths, letting them out slowly.

“I can’t explain it right now,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “But I need you to trust me, Sparrow. This mission… it’s more dangerous than you know. Not just because of the hostage situation, but because of who you are. Who we both are.”

Okay? That would be helpful if I knew who the fuck I’m supposed to be and what he apparently is? Why does it seem like everyone has been talking in riddles these days?

I stepped closer, drawn by some instinct I couldn’t name.

“Then help me understand,” I pleaded. “You were about to tell me something earlier, about a prophecy, right? What⁠—”

My words cut off as I caught a whiff of his scent. It was intoxicating, like nothing I’d ever smelled before, and it set my body ablaze — a warmth spreading through me that had nothing to do with the stuffy underground air.

Every nerve ending felt alive, hyper-aware of his proximity. His scent wrapped around me like the warmest blanket — a sense of security and protection thrumming through me despite the situation at hand.

It felt like a mental fuck, while it was very obvious my body was reacting to something.

I didn’t want to acknowledge the way my core tightened with heat while I dared accept the sudden wetness pooling between my legs.

The growing ache of lust and desire fighting to claim what my body craved.

Liam must have sensed the change in me or could he have been reacting to whatever was in the air. His nostrils flared, and a low sound – almost like a growl – rumbled in his chest. The sound sent a jolt of heat straight to my core, followed by the rest of my body. I felt flushed, far too hot, like suddenly we were in the pits of summer, despite it clearly being fall season.

I found myself pressing my thighs together, suddenly hyper-aware of my body’s response to him. I dare to even say I was fighting to make a noise of my own, but a tiny part of my mind registered the very obvious fact that I don’t make noises.

At least, unless I’m in bed, spread out wide, and being fucked in my dreams.

“Sparrow,” Liam whispers my name, sounding like both a warning and a prayer on his lips. “We can’t… not now. The mission⁠—”

“Y-You’re right,” I said, though every fiber of my being was screaming for me to close the distance between us. “You have to be right…with whatever you just said.” God, I don’t even make sense. “But…ugh. This is becoming a bunch of repetitive bullshit!”

Now I was just getting frustrated because it was true. I’ve spoken up, over and over again that I don’t know what’s happening, and it seems whenever I’m about to get an answer to this growing mystery, we get interrupted. It was getting on my nerves, and it was about time Liam understood that.

I put my hands in the air before huffing and crossing them tightly across my chest. Maybe I’m trying desperately to hide how hard my nipples are and the very obvious way they’re poking out of the white V-neck I always wear for meetings like this.

“Can we confront the elephant in the room already, Liam?!” I snarl in a demanding tone. It’s not necessarily rude, but it sure isn’t nice. “Why the fuck do I feel like this? What’s this…” I pause to move my hands between us. “This crazy unexplainable pull between us.”

I let out a huff, trying hard to ignore this need to make a harmonic sound. It was like a nagging urge to do it, which I was fighting hard to prevent.

“Why are you suddenly acting like some predatorial boyfriend who needs to ensure every fucking person with a cock doesn’t get near me? Like you NEVER act out like you did back there. Heck, you never attempted to offer the idea of me not going on a mission. Even when it’s the most dangerous or potentially lethal circumstances being offered. We’ve done scarier shit than rescuing a bunch of women from a random compound in some hidden part of the city. You of all people know that unless I say I can’t do it, I’m always going to be on board,” I lecture him with an accusing finger. “So what the fuck?! Talk to me already, because I’m damn ass tired of being left in the dark like some pitiful bitch waiting for her knight in shining armor to rescue her.”

I lower my finger and further glare his way.

“And you KNOW I’ll never be a damsel in distress. Not yesterday. Not today, and certainly not tomorrow!”

He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath as if to steady himself.

When he opened them again, the wild look was still there but tempered now with something else.

Determination? Resignation?

“There’s so much I need to tell you,” he said softly, reaching up to cup my face in his hand. The touch sent sparks dancing across my flushed skin, but I was even more perplexed by how he was holding my face. As if he’s desperate to comfort me…like some sort of lost lover. “About…us? What we are in this fucked up society that seems so insignificant in comparison. I’ve strived to protect you from it. Praying destiny wouldn’t come knocking so fucking soon.”

I’m not grasping what he means. Sure, I understand the words that are being said, but I can’t find their meaning or how they relate to us. How is the world insignificant in comparison to such a situation? None of it made sense to me.

Despite the uncertainty that’s wrapped in this woven sheet of bewilderment, I’d be lying if I pretended that his hold on me didn’t make me want to melt at his touch. How my heart was pounding so fucking hard that I’m sure even he could hear my drumming turmoil.

“Liam,” I whisper his name while daring to let him see just how puzzled I am with all of this. “If there’s something I need to know before this mission, it’s best we talk about it here and now.” I mean it because something in my gut is screaming. To hear what needs to be spoken with words and not mental wishes and hopes.

I’ve known Liam long enough to accept he’s the type that will keep everything in and regret not saying what he yearned to share after it’s far too late to back pedal. It’s a negative trait — I even dare to say it’s a hindrance in my books — but I’ve learned to accept that Liam is just like that.

There’s nothing wrong with it. We just have to take the initiative to make it easier for everyone to understand his actions are genuine and not ill-mannered.

I knew back there, all he wanted to do was protect me.

I’m sure even now, as he cupped my cheek with his hand that dare carry a hint of trembling fear in those quivering hands, I knew he’d not only shield me from the unpredictable world around us but coach me along the way for support, aware that I never truly experienced such an emotion yet.

“No more secrets,” I practically beg him and dare let myself lean closer to him, our bodies barely touching. If our gaze was intense before, it’s nothing like the brewing energy fighting to ruin us now. His aroma was the strongest I’ve ever smelt, an almost dizzying intensity, and yet made me feel so relaxed in his presence.

So safe…and protected?

“Please, Liam?” My eyes seek his submission, while my hands dare cling to his shirt with the slightest pinch. My heart is pounding so hard, the ringing in my ears almost unbearable as I hold my breath with uncertainty.

For a moment, we stood there, teetering on the edge of something monumental.

Then, with a groan of what sounded like defeat, Liam closed the distance between us — his lips smashing into mine in a desperate kiss that filled the words he couldn’t say.

My drawled-out moan echoes against the walls of his mouth as I melt into him. My arms wrapped around his neck as I returned the kiss with equal fervor, the two of us making noises I haven’t heard in a long ass time.

If the aroma around us was strong before, it is vibrant now as a floral scent of midnight lavender and what I dare mix with a tempting hibiscus. It dances with the scents of pine and evergreen, the mix of the forest with a touch of frost.

My insides felt like they were on fire, but the temperature around us chilled as if to compensate for this imbalance of power and lust. All of this felt like some sort of play of balance; a part of me feeling as if I’m right at home, where I belong, while the other ventures into the unknown.

Like pieces of a puzzle I didn’t know existed finally clicking into place.

My fingers cling to his shirt, pulling him further against me while he ends up pinning me to the wall behind me. I gasp when he deepens the kiss, all while his leg inches between my legs, kneeing into my pulsing lower region.

I hoped the leather of my pants was thick enough to conceal the scent of my juices that easily cascaded into my lace underwear; the sexual tension had built my arousal, only to be set off into motion by just a kiss.

A dominating, air-consuming kiss that made the world spin.

“Guess Liam is sulking in the corner.” Laughter ignites, forcing us to break apart, but Liam’s hands further grip my arms so I’ll stay completely still. I hold my breath while looking up at him, realizing we’re going to get caught.

Oddly enough, he looked slightly bigger now. Wider even. Yet, he certainly couldn’t be big enough to cover me at this angle.

Liam looks over his shoulder, giving the group down the hall a venomous glare.

“Beat it,” he huffs, making the guys lift their hands like they’re scared of him.

They’re obviously not because they’re laughing in seconds.

“Oh no. Let’s scram before a temper tantrum Liam loses his cool,” one of the guys mocks and looks to his friends. “Marco already pissed him off calling out his crush on Agent Sparrow.”

“Oh, right,” another guy notes. “Even though it was fucking obvious. Man’s been in love with Sparrow for years.”

“Since the moment she entered our little tainted paradise,” a third guy mentioned. “Heck, let’s be real. Every fucker with a cock had a crush on her. She’s fucking hot.”

“Badass with a focused attitude and a mouth like a sailor if you get enough alcohol in her,” another praise.

“Oh yeah! I remember that madness. She beat Vincent in arm wrestling! That ruined his pride!” The bunch starts laughing as they begin walking, seemingly uncaring that they’re talking about me in front of Liam. Meaning, they didn’t see me? “I swear he made the poor girl suffer for months doing drills because he was mad.”

“She’s cool, honestly. We need her on this mission more than anyone. She snipes perfectly. Has a track record of never missing her target, ever.”

“Sparrows are known for their symbolism for freedom, resilience, and hope,” one of the guys admits. “Also heard in dark legends they also symbolize bad luck and death.”

“Sucks for her targets then,” one concludes with a chuckle.

“Well, clearly Liam ain’t her target ‘cause she keeps missing his obvious love for her.”

Laughter ignites down the hall, fading away as the men are off to do whatever prep is needed for the mission ahead.

Stillness greets us as the silence draws out. When I look up at Liam, I can see the hint of conflict raging in his eyes. Desire warred with duty, secrets with the need for truth.

“Liam?” I squeak his name, hoping no one else hears or potentially sees me. I’m inspecting him, realizing he does look a bit bigger. Wider shoulders? Like he suddenly went to the gym, worked out, and got some pumped muscles as a result. “Did you get bigger?” I have to tilt my head to see if I’m hallucinating.

“No.” He rolls his eyes almost hauntingly, making me pout in annoyance. He grunts in frustration before his lips take mine one more time. I don’t protest against it, feeling less anxious at the idea of us making out here.

Clearly, that group of scouts didn’t see us, so maybe Liam was hiding me perfectly and it just looked like he was sulking in front of a wall. I wasn’t going to take advantage of the angle, because someone could come from the other side.

Like Vincent or Marco or even Commander Reeves.

Didn’t want them to know my business, especially when I didn’t even know what the hell was happening between me and Liam.

Shit…are we a thing now?

It seemed as though everyone knew of some sort of connection we had — or realistically, whatever crush Liam has on me — while I was oblivious like a tree positioned in one direction, blocked from seeing the chaos happening behind its bark branches and earthy green leaves.

“When this mission is over,” he said, his voice husky, “I’ll tell you everything. About the prophecy…about what we are…what we’re destined to be with each other. I promise.”

It disappoints me to wait, and he can see that in my gaze as I peer up at him. It’s why he grips my chin and gives me a toe-curling kiss that has me moaning quietly.

“Sparrow,” he warns in a low growl that sends goosebumps through me. “Those noises will be the death of me,” he grunts and gives me another quick kiss. “I swear, we won’t run from this anymore. We just have to face this mission at hand. I don’t want any more interruptions.”

He’s not the only one. No more interruptions with anything, especially when we get to kiss like this again.

I nodded, trying to ignore the way my body hummed with awareness of his proximity.

“When this is over,” I repeat to emphasize my point. “No more interruptions, no more secrets, no more running away from…whatever this is,” I emphasize the last part so we make it a priority to discuss what our relationship is going to be after this mission.

Are we going to be official and if so, what does that mean with us here in the Underground?

A sad smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

“We’ll talk about everything,” he agreed. “I promise.” He lays a final kiss on my lips and very gently presses his forehead against mine. It’s odd to say it feels like such a familiar gesture. Like we’ve done this a thousand times before. Yet, it’s the first he’s done such. “And Sparrow? Whatever happens, know that I-” He cut himself off, shaking his head. “Just… be careful out there. Please.”

“You’re overreacting,” I huff, but don’t hesitate to move in to hug him. He engulfs my small frame, hugging me far too tightly. I don’t know what’s going through his mind, but I know he just needs this touch. Craves this moment of intimacy while I reassure him that everything is going to be alright. “This is like any other mission. We go in, get the target, and we’re out.”

I pull away so he can see my confident gaze as I peer up to him.

“Plus, I’m the sniper. Far away from the scene of the crime. Only our team knows where I’ll be stationed, so it’s fine. I’ll be safe from the enemy’s eye.”

He slowly nods, understanding he’s probably overreacting but not saying anything more. Pulling away, he turns around to walk forward, but I notice how he offers his hand.

“Just a little bit,” he mutters and takes a slight peak behind to meet my intrigued gaze. I don’t say anything as a smirk forms on my swollen lips. They’re still tingling from the heated kisses we just experienced.

“A little bit,” I reassure him as I place my hand in his, allowing him to lead the way.

As we made our way to the armory to gear up for the mission, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted between us. The air felt charged with potential, with unspoken truths and desires that threatened to overwhelm us both.

Our walk remained just us, and as we made it to the gear room, our hands slipped away as we headed in different directions. I wanted to look back and make sure he was okay, but I knew I couldn’t baby Liam.

He can protect himself. Let him do his thing and make sure you do yours so we get out of this mission in one piece.

As I checked my sniper rifle, running through the familiar motions of preparation, I forced those thoughts of uncertainty to the back of my mind. Whatever was happening between Liam and me, whatever secrets were waiting to be revealed, they would have to wait.

But they would be confronted — finally.

As we loaded into the transport vehicles, I caught Liam’s eye one last time.

The look we shared was heavy with promise and trepidation. We were all wearing our black combat gear, the slick and heavy suit only further fitted on me while the guys looked much bulkier because of its layer blend of protection.

“Let’s get moving unit!”

The doors slammed shut, and we were on our way.

To danger, to possible glory, and to a future that seemed more uncertain with every passing moment. As the transport rumbled through the night, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was hurtling towards a destiny larger and more terrifying than anything I could imagine.

All I could do now was hold on tight and trust that whatever awaited me at the end of this mission, I would have the strength to face it head-on.

Just one more mission and I finally get to know a glimpse of the truth.

Who I am? What I am?

Why everything seems to be crumbling…

And maybe if I have some sort of connection to all the madness unraveling.


Bleeding Veils Of Shattered Realities
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


“In position. Standby.”

The cool night air whipped around me as I lay prone on the rooftop, my sniper rifle a comforting weight against my shoulder. The distant sounds of the city seemed muffled as if the world was holding its breath in anticipation of what was to come.

Despite the tension roaring through the atmosphere, I felt calm during this lull of tranquility. This was when action would be executed and another villain on this grand earth would be rid of.

Free the women captured due to imbalanced sanity.

What I couldn’t figure out, despite the long ride here, was why.

Every action has intention. Every plot has a motive.

What’s the endgame with these women and why would it involve the government?

“Target in sight,” I whispered into my intercom, my eye never leaving the scope. “Awaiting final confirmation.”

“Copy that, Sparrow,” Vincent’s voice crackled in my ear. “Stand by for the go-ahead.”

My finger rested lightly on the trigger, my breathing slow and steady. This was the calm in the eye of the storm, and the level of precision I executed now would change another course of history.

By this simple pull of the trigger.

Oddly enough, there was a dangerous heaviness to all of this.

That…maybe this was wrong?

Why though?

As if the daring thought triggered the world around me to shift, I noticed the edge of my vision began to blur — reality seeming to ripple like a heat haze on a summer day.

I blinked hard, attempting to clear my sight and get out of this peculiar bewilderment, but the distortion only intensified.

Suddenly, I wasn’t just looking through my scope – I was seeing beyond it. The target, a man who had seemed so ordinary moments before, now appeared… different. Inhuman.

How he posed in dropped clothes of silk, raising his hands like he was praising some sort of hymn. His eyes bled darkness, and around him swirled tendrils of sickly light that connected to shadowy figures I could barely make out.

“What the hell?” I muttered, my heart racing.

This couldn’t be real. It had to be some kind of hallucination, a delayed effect of something strange in the atmosphere. I wanted to warn the others that there may be some sort of chemical fuming in this place, but how about if there wasn’t?

I could be losing my fucking marbles and not realize it.

The annoying part of all of this was how my questionable insanity enjoyed coming out to play in dangerous situations.

“Sparrow? Status report.” Liam’s voice, tight with concern, cut through my confusion. Truthfully, I didn’t understand why he was speaking through the intercom and not Vincent.

It hadn’t been that long since they’d heard from me. Only a minute or two? Maybe three? Okay…I haven’t been paying attention to how long I’ve been silent, but surely I can’t be the only one seeing this madness.

I opened my mouth to respond, to tell them something was wrong, but no words came out. In fact, I realized rather quickly how frozen the world was around me.

A haunting stillness that made my heart beat faster against my chest, while my wide eyes burned with a form of energy I couldn’t quite grasp. The sensation was on the move, trailing down my arms and igniting an odd sense of power I couldn’t describe in simple words.

I felt the tightness begin to wrap around my neck, coiling with purpose as the warmth of foreign sizzle fought to escape. I dared try to cough — to plead for help — but my silence only continued, despite the fear of choking to death.

The target’s gaze soon fell upon mine — impossibly aware of my presence, despite the distance between us. Flickers of intrigue washed over his pale complexion, while he tilted his head to one side, an inhuman act that would have cracked one’s neck permanently.

A cruel smile curved upon his lips, just as I began to feel warmth drip from my nose. His gaze felt too strong. Too heavy for anyone to maintain for too long. That could have been why it felt like my eyes were dripping, but surely it wasn’t tears. The liquid was thicker. More vital for my survival, but what could I do to break the spell I was trapped under?

I needed help.

To fight for the salvation slipping out of my grasp.

I heard his voice in my mind as clearly as if he were standing next to me.

“You’re next, little bird,” he sneered with triumph. “I’ve awaited your rebirth. Been seeking far and wide for your redemption. Now look where you are,” he breathes so effortlessly while I’m struggling to not give in to the seeping pull of my unconscious.

Black spots are forming in my line of vision, and I hear someone calling to me desperately. A plea to breathe? A hymn of starlight and power ordering me to prevail. “Your power will be a fine addition to my collection.”

Who…are…you?

The dared thought makes the glee in his gaze only further rise.

“Your beginning, little bird,” he praises. “Your beginning…and your end.”

Fear and rage warred within me as I realized I danced with Death in my grasp. But then a hiss of snarling scrutiny pierced through the barrier of stillness — the shite of a slithering white surface of scales shooting from between my eyes and biting forward in threatening force.

I felt something snap, a well of power I couldn’t think someone like me would possess, but its outbreak burst all around, shattering bonds of glimmering black glass, awakening twinkles of cyan and red petals of loose tranquility.

My vision sharpened with preternatural clarity as I was suddenly back in my body. Time seemed to slow as I exhaled nervously, my ears picking up the strained sound that seemed like it took eons to execute.

I couldn’t dare delay as my finger squeezed the trigger with absolute certainty.

The crack of the rifle was lost in the sudden cacophony of alarms and shouts. Through my intercom, I heard Vincent barking orders as our allied forces stormed the building. But I remained frozen in place, trying to process what I had just experienced.

The beginning and the end? Power…evil…that snake. The snake saved me.

I dared wish to return to the world I once was in. The shattering masterpiece of crafted artistry, woven in secrets and tested uncertainty. I held my breath at that moment, waiting like a ticking time bomb as the world around me shifted once more.

There was my target, screaming in agony as tendrils of shadows scurried to wrap around the endless flow of red that seeped intricately out of the single wound.

As if sensing my return, more than one entity looked my way, but my focus was on the creature of protection that had wrapped around my neck. The slithering beast further extended forward, just as the entities far in the distance shot outward — heading straight for us.

A barrier of red followed by glass tiles of shadows emerged before us, creating a barrier before the roof I was perched upon. The shadowed creatures crashed into the surface, screeching inhuman sounds that could surely pierce one’s eardrums with the heightened pitch of their outcries.

The snake’s body twisted until those eyes of precision landed on me.

At first, they were as black as the night, small and curious like any harmless creature. Then, they began to shift, a mix of hibiscus red and cyan turquoise.

Mismatched and yet the same, a balance of innocence and merciless agony. When our eyes locked, for a few seconds, everything made sense.

Its presence, its protection, its urgency to steal the sacred breath I needed to breathe.

It wanted me here.

Needed me to kill the beast in the realm it bloomed from.

Suddenly, it made so much sense, despite it not making sense at all.

Like riddles, desperate to be solved, but missing all the pieces needed for its completion.

But I’d cracked the code.

That’s why I’m back.

I don’t need to move because I’m already in position. All I need is to pull the trigger that will hit the very man who dared wish for my end.

The beginning and the end?

Suddenly his words were but mockery in this realm.

You should take your own advice, oh wise one.

If I had the ability to smile, I’d be grinning and showing my white set of teeth.

The snake hissed, a warning of what was to come — the sound triggering a reaction that shattered the glass in one go. The creatures of darkness were forced back, and there was my vision, forcing me to take sight of the man as he struggled to rise on his knees.

He peered at the triumphant sound — hands rising, like a man desperate to pray for one last drop of salvation. It was a pleasant sight that ignited a sense of Deja vu.

This has happened before. We have met…in another life.

A shame.

I end up thinking to myself because it is.

You let the past repeat itself a second time…wise one.

One of them.

There are more.

Which is why I need to slay them all.

Before they dare ruin what was destined to be mine.

A second time.

The sound of the trigger follows with the cloaked man falling backward. The screeches of dismay went up an octave, as if to mourn what was now destroyed and would soon be forgotten.

The snake hissed in triumph, brushing along my cheek as if to praise me for my efforts.

Like a flick, I’m gasping for breath once more, back in the present where everything seems to be going haywire.

“Sparrow! Report!” Liam’s voice edged with panic now, finally broke through my daze. It takes me a second to answer because the world is spinning and I feel like I could throw up any second.

“Target… neutralized,” I managed to say, my own voice sounding distant and strange to my ears. Then I’m doing my best to mute the intercom as I vomit whatever I’d eaten a while ago.

Couldn’t even remember what I stuffed in my face when doing all that research.

“Sparrow?” Liam’s worry is getting on my nerves, which is a bit amusing in this odd state of mind because isn’t it supposed to be romantic that the man who’s had a crush on you for eons is seriously concerned for your safety?

Okay…maybe I’m losing my mind.

I manage to sit up, needing to take a few seconds to breathe as I realize how my body is trembling. I feel winded like I’d been running for hours, but also excited. Buzzing with energy. Alive?

Well…no shit Sparrow. Of course, you’re alive.

“God, I’m going to need an Advil after this,” I end up grumbling while I try to stand.

“Sparrow! Can you talk to me already?!” Liam snaps.

“I’m fine!” I snap right back. “Jesus. Who put you on the fucking inter⁠—”

A massive explosion rocked the building I was perched on, igniting a screech as I dared to lose my balance. I gasp when I’m falling forward, which will be right off the ledge — only for something to crash into me, forcing me to fall right back.

The air is practically punched out of me as I’m soaring to the ground and skidding until I’m seemingly in the middle of the roof.

“What in the fuck?” I gasp, and quickly sit up, my eyes landing on the thing that just crashed into me.

A…fox?

I’m staring at the fox, that’s as white as snow. Its tail is hauntingly beautiful as it sways from side to side, almost hypnotically. Its eyes flow the perfect shade of red — that hibiscus shade that calms my heart almost instantly. Then it’s shifting to that cyan turquoise, like a shade of shifting oceans that glimmer with hope and promise.

Dust and debris rained down on us, but it’s so slow now, like the rest of the world that has suddenly come to a standstill. I immediately think of the snake from the other realm, and now I realize who this creature is.

“You,” I dare to whisper. “You saved me.”

I watch it slowly nod before innocently looking my way.

“Again,” I continue and allow myself to smile weakly. I suddenly feel drained, which has the creature suddenly shrinking. It’s so tiny, I can barely see it, but I feel a lot more energized now.

A spike of life.

“Thank you,” I breathe, piecing together that the creature must have shrunk in size to help me feel less exhausted.

Why…is a question for another day.

Maybe with a shot or two.

I scrambled to my feet, knowing I needed to get to safety fast as the building began to rock. I look to the fox, outstretching my hand.

“We need to go,” I urge, watching its head tilt one way in curiosity. “The building is going to collapse.”

The creature simply jumps on the edge, waving its tail and seemingly disappearing as the smoke consumes its glowing presence.

“Or…you can just be a figment of my imagination,” I whine. “God, I’m insane. Insanity decided to choose me today!”

I raced for the roof access door, only to find my path blocked by a group of masked figures.

“OH SHIT!” I curse, immediately running backward back to where I’d just been, only I’m scurrying to get my rifle. It seems pointless because this is going to become a close-range battle, but fuck, I can’t be weaponless.

I watch as they emerge from the shadows like wraiths, weapons trained on me with deadly intent. There are only so many red dots that can be pointed at one person, but I guess today was the day to test that wild theory.

By the time I’m nearing the edge of the roof, I’m surrounded.

“Nowhere to run, little bird,” one of them called out, his voice chillingly familiar. Little bird… “Be a good girl and surrender. We have such plans for you.”

Plans. Plans for me?

I’m beginning to realize how the parallels are blending.

How the veil is fading.

These have to be the tendrils that surround their leader. Those creatures desperately fought to destroy the glass wall that protected me before I sniped the target in the spiritual aspect.

Now they have to come attempt to kill me in the physical realms.

I backed away, my mind racing. There had to be a way out of this.

As I neared the edge of the roof, a flicker of movement caught my eye. On a neighboring building, barely visible in the darkness, sat the white fox.

Its amber eyes seemed to glow as it watched me, utterly still amidst the chaos. It didn’t seem distressed in the slightest. It was so calm, as though I was in the right place at the right time.

With a blink, I’m pulled into watching how the world shifts so intricately — the chaos falling around us, only becoming petals of red and blue that fall all around while a little home sits among a lake of twinkling equilibrium.

It was as though this vision was my next destination.

Which meant, there was only one way of getting there.

I turned back to face the approaching leader of the stealth group; a humorless smile tugging at my lips. I knew that particular walk. Their stances.

Heck, their disgusting scent made me want to vomit all over again.

“Why am I not surprised?” I whisper to myself and dare to even laugh. Now I could accept that I was losing my mind because all of this was a brilliant catastrophe waiting to untangle.

“You know,” I said conversationally, “for someone who’s supposed to be so smart, you really are an idiot, Marco.”

There was a beat of stunned silence, then a low chuckle as the leader removed his mask. Marco’s rat-like features twisted into a sneer.

“Well, well. Aren’t you the clever one? It’s almost a shame to end you.”

Through my earpiece, I could hear the shocked exclamations of Vincent and Liam. To my surprise, this intercom shit was still working, and I guess they could hear the revelation as clear as day.

Their voices overlapped, demanding explanations, and issuing threats, but I tuned them out, focusing solely on Marco. He was doing the same because his attention was solely on me.

“Why?” I asked, genuinely curious despite the dire situation. “Why betray us? Was it for the billions? Nah. The money wouldn’t have interested you enough to betray us now after all the shit we’ve gone through,” I speak with intrigue. “Why all of this?” I gesture to our surroundings. “At this striking moment where I have nowhere to run.”

Marco shrugged his casual demeanor at odds with the gun still trained on me.

“It’s simple economics, darling,” he doesn’t try to hide a new accent that is deemed British. To even think he’s been hiding his native tongue all these years is a mind fuck, to say the least. “To move up in this world, you have to be willing to sacrifice the little fish. And you, my dear Sparrow, are the juiciest little fish of all.”

“Juiciest?” I giggle at the word. “A shame I don’t even see my own value, but I guess you’re a smart ass, so surely you’re right in this instance.

I have to shake my head in dismay, giving off the impression Marco has truly made an error of judgment.

“Oh, Marco,” I begin and shake my head. “You have no idea what I am. Or really who I am.”

“Neither do you,” he snaps back, getting impatient. “You don’t remember your sins. The vile individual you were who enjoyed to set ablaze innocent lives who didn’t deserve to perish!”

“If that’s the case, how would your actions deliver you any sort of satisfaction?” I ponder, using his intelligence against him. “If a sinner doesn’t confess their sins, they can’t be forgiven, nor can they be saved. So…how can one say they sinned if they don’t recall the very deed they committed? Seems like a waste of time if you ask me.”

“NO!” He shouts at the top of his lungs, taking a single step forward as he points my way. “You…don’t understand. YOU. DON’T. GET. IT!”

“And at this rate, I never will,” I state the obvious and put my hands up in defeat. “Everyone enjoys speaking in riddles, but no one wants to confront the elephant in the room!”

I sound like I’ve lost my mind, as I laugh and shake my head — taking steps back before I feel the ledge of the roof. I dare lift my foot onto the thin surface and enjoy rising upon my imbalanced leg that quivers at my added weight.

“What are you doing?!” Marco sneers and points my way, making those behind him aim their guns in my direction. “DON’T!” He snaps more at his comrades than me, but I smile as sweetly as I can while I take a few breaths.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I assure him. “I just like seeing you work up a sweat.”

“You’d be a coward if you ran away from facing your destiny!” Marco snaps and dares to smile.

“You’re correct,” I agree. “But realistically, who said I was a coward?”

“Y-You!! DAMMIT! Stop trying to confuse me!”

“A shame. You never the brightest bulb in the box,” I whine. “That’s why you’re pulling this operation of ‘Let’s Get Back At Sparrow’ for apparently ruining your life I know nothing about?”

“YOU killed my family. You destroyed the village. We were deemed commoners while you ruled in the Starlight city with your humbled husband of a monster and that traitorous sinner of a fae who’d rather betray his entire court just to be at your side!”

“Hmm. Sounds kind of romantic if you ask me,” I dare say, and maybe being so close to death is bringing out this odd side of me.

More daring…and dangerous…and risky. Ballsy in all areas of uncertainty. I wasn’t acting like the Sparrow who’d grown up in the Underground, just trying to make it day and night.

Right now…I was someone else.

Just like Marco was portraying a past that didn’t resonate with the present before our eyes.

“YOU’RE A MURDERER!”

“If it makes you sleep at night, Marco, sure,” I end up agreeing because fuck. I’m suddenly tired. “But let me ask you one thing?”

“What?!”

“How does it feel?”

“How does what feel?” he snaps in confusion.

“Losing,” I whisper with a grin as I take one final deep breath and dare take a glimpse of the sky above.

One that looked so familiar to the mesmerizing stars of the starlit sky from my dreams.

“What goes up,” I whisper sinisterly as my gaze lowers so I can meet his wide eyes. “Must come down.”

“Don’t you dare⁠—”

“Goodbye, Marco.”

I took one final step backward, feeling the edge of the roof beneath my heels only disappear, leaving me no choice but to fall back.

Marco’s eyes widened as he realized what was unfolding before him.

“NO!” he shouted, lunging forward.

But it was too late.

With a jaunty salute and a decidedly unladylike gesture, I let myself fall backward into the open air. Marco’s panicked cry followed me as I plummeted, the wind rushing past my ears, and I was blessed with a glimpse of his dismay — watching him grip the edge as his flabbergasted expression sought to see my end.

Or beginning?

I’d begun to hold my breath after my last words, and how the stinging burn of my lungs only made this fall more agonizingly painful. It made me pick up on the sight following me — a creature, following my descent with what I could have sworn was a look of approval in its gleaming eyes.

Pushed me to endure it, feeling the sudden shift in the spiraling atmosphere. The stirring power, the whispers of the wind, and the droplets of uncertainty created frost across my flushed cheeks.

It took biting my bottom lip to realize this was all real and happening, but I began to grasp the change in worlds.

The veils between my plummeting reality and the enchanting beauty of color shifting and blending.

Until they were one.


Home At Last
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


“I’m still falling?”

The wind whistled past my ears as I plummeted from the rooftop, my heart racing with a mixture of fear and exhilaration.

Marco’s betrayal, the chaos of the mission, the strange shift between a world of unexplored territory and tempting reality — all of it swirled in my mind as the ground rushed up to meet me.

For a split second, I try to wonder, who I once was.

What life did I live that encouraged the senseless death of the innocent? I wouldn’t kill a family, would I? An entire village? Maybe…not intentionally?

Key pieces were missing in this trivial riddle, and Marco knew that. He wanted me to feel guilty. As if I deserved to spend my last moments of life thinking of the terror and turmoil I caused to him and a family I never knew existed.

A village within a place of starlight and a fae prince that betrayed his court for me.

All of it sounded preposterous to me, but if it was nothing, would I keep pestering my frazzled mind over it? There was a sense of familiarity with the situation, but I didn’t…pity him. Pity them. It felt deserved.

A punishment plagued the lands as a reminder of who carried the scythe of judgment in their grasp.

A shame to admit, I didn’t feel bad in the slightest. I guess it was a blessing when I dared think about it. To not feel a hint of remorse, because truthfully, there was nothing to be ashamed of.

At least, that’s what my very being told me.

Just as I braced for impact, convinced these were my final moments, the world around me shimmered and rippled. It felt as if I was passing through a curtain of cool mist, and suddenly, I was no longer falling through the frosty city air.

Instead, I plunged into chilled water, deep and startlingly clear.

HUH?!

The shock of it drove the air from my lungs, but some instinct – one I didn’t even know I possessed – took over. My body moved with a grace and certainty that felt both foreign and achingly familiar, propelling me upward through the crystalline depths.

As I swam, I caught glimpses of impossible beauty, especially when I realized just how deep I’d fallen within this paradise of underwater bliss.

Schools of fish with scales that glowed like living jewels darted past me. Plants in shapes I’d never seen before swayed in an unfelt current, their fronds reaching out as if to caress me as I passed.

The water itself seemed alive, tiny motes of light dancing through it like underwater fireflies.

When I finally pierced the surface, I gasped, filling my lungs with sweet, fragrant air, unlike anything I’d ever breathed before.

It tasted of exotic flowers and sun-warmed fruit, with an underlying crackle of energy that made every nerve-ending tingle.

Holy fucking hell…I made it. I…survived?!

“I’m… alive?” I sputtered, treading water as I tried to make sense of my surroundings. Gone was the dark city night, the looming threat of capture or death.

Instead, I found myself in a world that defied everything I thought I knew about reality.

The lake I’d landed in was a mesmerizing swirl of blues and purples, with flecks of what looked like starlight dancing beneath the surface. It stretched beyond me, vast and serene, its shores lined with trees whose silver leaves shimmered in a non-existent breeze.

In the distance, I could see mountains that seemed to float, their peaks wreathed in clouds that glowed with inner light. How strangely beautiful it was — the shades of copper and evergreen decorating the mountain tops were, with hints of snow that twinkled like Christmas decor.

But it was the sky that truly took my breath away.

It was a painter’s dream – warm, golden tones blending seamlessly with soft pinks and lavenders. Ribbons of color danced across the heavens, like an aurora but more vibrant, more alive.

And there, hanging impossibly large and beautiful in the sky, was a blue moon that seemed close enough to touch. Its surface was etched with intricate patterns that shifted and changed as I watched, telling stories I could almost, but not quite, understand.

Still in shock, I swam to the edge of the lake, hauling myself out onto a bank covered in soft, iridescent grass. Each blade seemed to sing as I touched it, a melody just on the edge of hearing. My combat gear was soaked and heavy, but somehow, I felt lighter than I ever had before. It was as if some great weight I’d been carrying my entire life had suddenly been lifted.

Looking down at my hands, I was startled to see my skin glowing with a soft, inner light. Intricate patterns, like the most delicate lace, swirled across my flesh. They pulsed in time with my heartbeat, growing brighter as I focused on them. A few dared to swim in orbit, moving at a constant pace that stressed the importance of balance in my mind.

“What… what is this place?” I whispered, my voice shaky with a mixture of awe and rising panic. The beauty around me was overwhelming, but so was the enormity of what had just happened.

One moment I had been falling to my death, betrayed and cornered, and the next…

My head pounded as I tried to reconcile the impossible.

Instead, I found myself in a world that defied everything I thought I knew about reality.

The rational part of my mind – the part trained for combat and survival – was screaming that this couldn’t be real. I must have hit my head in the fall. Or maybe I was dead, and this was some kind of afterlife? Heaven at best? Just minus the angels they talk about.

But another part of me, a part that felt ancient and newly awakened, whispered that I was finally where I belonged.

That this was the home my soul had been craving for.

Centuries lost and memories buried deep within.

As I stood there, caught between wonder and fear, I became aware of a strange sensation building within me. It was as if the very air, the earth beneath my feet, the water still clinging to my skin – all of it was reaching out to me, welcoming me home.

Power thrummed through my veins, foreign yet achingly familiar.

I closed my eyes, overwhelmed by the sensations coursing through me.

In that moment of stillness, memories flickered through my mind – not of my life in the human world, but of this place.

Running through fields of flowers that sang as I passed.

Swimming in lakes of liquid starlight.

Dancing beneath a sky filled with more moons and stars than I could count.

It made a smile creep onto my parted lips, allowing my pounding heart to slow as I basked in the blissful glee of these joyous memories that made me feel innocent and free.

But with those flashes of joy came darker images.

A great battle, the sky torn asunder by forces I couldn’t comprehend.

A crown, heavy with the weight of destiny.

And faces – so many faces – looking at me with hope, fear, and expectation.

My smile faded as disappointment consumed me. It felt as if so many peoples’ hope laid upon my shoulders and I’d suddenly let them down. It made me feel pitiful. Like all this power coursing through me still couldn’t protect everything I cherished.

So…what led to me sacrificing it all?

My eyes snapped open, my breath coming in short gasps.

What were these visions?

Why did they feel so real, so much a part of me?

All of this felt so damn confusing. Like I was two different people, fighting desperately to figure out the past that wasn’t mine while dealing with the confusing uncertainty of my current life that I obviously ran from.

I couldn’t comprehend what I wanted.

What answers do I yearn for?

“Princess?”

The voice, tinged with shock and something like reverence, made me whirl around.

The sudden movement sent a wave of dizziness through me, reminding me of how close to exhaustion I truly was. As I struggled to focus, I saw three figures standing a few yards away.

One was a woman who looked startlingly familiar – Elenore, the medic who had tended to me after I was shot. But she looked…different. More radiant, her eyes glowing with an inner light that matched the patterns swirling across her skin. Her hair, which I remembered as a plain brown, now shimmered with strands of living gold and sparkled with shimmering orange.

Matched with her turquoise blue attire, created in a sort of combat one piece, she looked a radiant princess ready to hop on a horse and gallop through the fields to ignite a war.

Beside her stood a man I didn’t recognize, tall and regal, with features that seemed to shift and change as I looked at him. One moment he appeared young and vital, the next aged and wise. His eyes, a swirling vortex of colors, fixed on me with an intensity that was almost physical.

The most striking thing about him was his vivid red hair that shifted to silver — the red shade complimenting his youthful appearance while the silver ignited that onset of aged perception.

In between them was an older woman whose silver hair floated around her as if she were underwater. I could see the familiarities between her and Elenore, especially with the magnitude of golden tinsel strands that mimicked similarities.

Her face was lined with age, but there was a timeless quality to her as if she had seen the birth of stars and would witness their deaths as well.

Our eyes met, instantly igniting a warmth of recognition and peace despite never meeting this woman. At least, not in this lifetime. When she smiled at me, I felt a wave of comfort wash over me, easing some of the panic that had been building.

Having the three of them stare at me with a mixture of awe and disbelief made me feel like I was some long-lost treasure that was suddenly found.

Or a deer in headlights.

They were all staring at me with a mixture of awe and disbelief as if I were some long-lost treasure suddenly returned to them.

“Okay…” I began, staggering back to try and steady my gait. The world was still spinning, despite my attempt to stay completely still. I was still in a bit of the water, but it felt as though a soft path of grass cushioned my step — lending me strength that I didn’t register I needed. “W-Where am I? How did I get here? And who the hell are you?”

I circle my fingers but pause on Elenore.

“Except for you. I remember you, Elenore…though you were less…glowy?”

She nervously smiled at that, showing her perfect set of teeth.

The older woman stepped forward, her movements graceful and fluid despite her age. It was mesmerizing to witness the energy that danced around her — an aura of various shades that twinkled with gold and swayed with hints of light and shadow.

“Oh, my dear,” she said, her voice rich with emotion. “You’ve finally come home to us.” Her eyes dare to water, growing glassy as if the sight of me has brought her immense joy. It made me feel as if I was a lost child finally being seen by a Mother who had been searching for years. Decades even. “After all these years, our lost princess has returned.”

Home?

The word echoed through me, stirring something deep in my soul. The single word echoed. Again and again, a pounding reminder of what I’ve craved and yet couldn’t grasp was my current reality.

But how could this be home? I’m… Sparrow…wasn’t I? A street kid…orphan…turned assassin…with no family…no roots…just me and my best friend, Liam…and yet…

And yet…

I know there’s a missing piece that’s desperately trying to click in place. I felt a sense of rightness that I’d never experienced before. The air itself seemed to embrace me, filling me with strength and vitality that defied the exhaustion of my recent ordeal.

“But I’m not…” I started to protest, but the words died on my lips as another wave of memory washed over me.

A grand hall filled with beings of impossible beauty.

A throne of living crystal, humming with power.

And a name whispered with reverence and fear:

Lirael.

There it was.

That missing piece of my soul has been desperate to click in place.

The world suddenly tilted around me, colors blurring and swirling in a dizzying kaleidoscope. My legs gave out, and I felt myself falling backward towards the water.

The last thing I heard before darkness claimed me was the sound of voices calling out:

“Princess Lirael!”

My consciousness began to slip away, just like how my body began to sink into an endless abyss. I could have been having a mental breakdown, but I always pictured those as overdramatic moments of chaos — the crying and screaming were usually a bonus in theatrics.

My mind thought it was funny to ponder upon this Princess.

Whoever this Princess Lirael was.

Clearly, she’d have loads of explaining to do because certainly, that couldn’t be me. Royalty? What did that even mean in a fleeting world of endless color and lasting opportunity?

That wasn’t what I was afraid of.

I just didn’t want to admit it.

Acknowledge that if I were this Princess in this terrifying yet alluring world that felt like home, the me I’ve known for as long as I could remember was…

A lie.

The little girl who watched people come and go, looking at the child with odd black and white strands of hair, delivering stares of conflict and disappointment. How the world ignored my existence, despite my pleading eyes for help.

For salvation.

To be in a nice cozy home that would open their arms to me.

That would give me a chance to survive.

Instead, all that suffering and turmoil led me to the Underground where I spent all that time fighting desperately to prove my worth.

What the heck was all of that for?

Was it all for nothing?

Where were these visions and tales before that?

It felt like my world was shattering, and it hurt.

Burned like my lungs that were desperate for air, while the world sunk further.

If my life is but an illusion does that mean…

Sparrow isn’t real?

Sparrow…is…dead?

Who is Sparrow?

As I drifted into unconsciousness, the world around me seemed to sing a lullaby. The melody was tender as if to comfort me as I struggled to grasp this identity crisis.

Voices whispered my name — dancing between Sparrow and Lirael — in voices of rustling silver. It sounded like the rustling of trees, which was odd when I was certainly underwater.

The water lapped at the shore, each wave a promise of adventures to come, which again, seemed odd, when I had to be sinking to my final destination of death.

And the sky, that impossible, beautiful sky, seemed to embrace me like a long-lost child finally returned to its mother’s arms.

So maybe I wasn’t sinking…I could be floating.

I really couldn’t grasp what was reality and what was a fleeting dream, but I couldn’t fight this internal battle any longer. My will was too weak, my motives wavering with the uncertainty of what the future upholds, and I guess I feared I’d be walking a new path that left me feeling as though I’d be alone.

Only…deep down, I know I won’t be.

Not this time.

As the last tendrils of consciousness faded, I felt a smile curve my lips. It could be an act of insanity, or maybe determination to pull out from another challenge that begged to see my end.

I told myself whatever happened, this wouldn’t ruin me.

That I’d just have to defy the odds…like I always had.

Only, there would be a catch.

I wouldn’t lose me. Sparrow. No matter if this new world yearned for me to forget those vines of life and return to my roots where it all began.

There was a sense of rebellion bearing fruit within, and I was going to be the first to enjoy the juicy taste my resilience would deliver. If it meant I was broken — or different — so fucking be it.

I never was a rule follower. I certainly wouldn’t be in this world.

The game had changed.

This path had morphed into something more gratifying.

And if that meant keeping both sides of this new coin, I’d do exactly that and prove to this world and all those in it, that I could still be the entity they spoke of while maintaining the person I had been.

The person that brought me this far.

Internal acceptance gave me the confidence to give in to the clawing darkness — all my sensations fading, even as it felt like I was finally being pulled upward.

I allowed myself to rest —to dream of crystal spires and starlit skies, of power that flowed like water through my veins, and of a destiny that stretched out before me like an unwritten story, waiting to pick up the pen and begin.

Tomorrow would bring challenges and revelations.

But tonight, I’d allow myself to dwell in this brewing sensation.

The hum of joy one feels when they’re finally home…


The Rift Between Our Realms
[image: ]
~AETHERON~


My Queen is home.

I felt it the moment she crossed the veil.

Like a bolt of lightning through my very soul, a surge of power and recognition that left me breathless. The throne room around me, with its vaulted ceilings of living shadow and floors of polished obsidian, seemed to pulse in response. Tendrils of darkness writhed at my feet, kindled by the sudden spike in my emotions.

She’s here. She’s finally here!

After centuries of waiting, of careful planning and delicate maneuvering, my queen had finally come home.

For a moment, I allowed myself to savor the feeling.

The emptiness that had been my constant companion for so long was suddenly filled with a warmth I had almost forgotten. It was like seeing the first rays of dawn after an endless night, like the first breath of spring after a winter that had seemed eternal.

But with that joy came a surge of possessive urgency.

She was here, yes, but she was also vulnerable. New to this world, likely confused and frightened. Overwhelmed between who she was and who she once were. An imbalance that yearned for completion. She’d fall into madness if not embraced with a blanket of tranquility.

To be eased into this transition and welcomed into the world she once ruled so formidably. Then, there were others who would sense her arrival, others who would seek to claim her power for themselves.

We must prevent that at all cost. Make haste in the deliverance of utmost protection to my other half.

“Kaelon!” I called, my voice echoing through the obsidian halls of my palace. The very air seemed to tremble at the power in my voice, shadows deepening in response to my agitation.

My second in command appeared almost instantly, materializing from the shadows with a look of concern on his face. Kaelon had been with me for centuries, one of the few I trusted implicitly and he knew I never summoned him like this without urgent purpose.

His midnight blue skin seemed to absorb the light around him, and his eyes, swirling with galaxies, fixed on me with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension.

“My lord?” he asked, taking in my agitated state with a raised eyebrow. “What has happened?”

“She’s here,” I said, unable to keep the excitement from my voice. I saw understanding dawn in Kaelon’s eyes, followed quickly by a mix of anticipation and worry. “The princess has returned to our realm. We must go to her at once.”

Kaelon nodded, his expression turning serious.

“The prophecy is unfolding faster than we anticipated,” he murmured, voicing the concern that had been growing in the back of my mind. “The other courts will sense her arrival as well.”

I felt my lips curl into a snarl at the thought.

The other courts—Aether, Void, and Elemental—had been waiting for this moment just as eagerly as we had. Each believed that they were destined to claim the prophesied princess and use her power to tip the scales in the eternal balance of our world.

But they were wrong.

She was mine.

My queen, my mate, my other half.

And I would sooner tear the realms apart than let anyone else claim her.

Especially without her approval.

“Which is why we must reach her first,” I growled, already striding towards the door. “Come, to the Portal Master.”

We must make haste.

We moved through the twisting corridors of the palace, shadows writhing in our wake. Lesser Fae scrambled out of our path, bowing low as we passed.

I barely noticed them, my mind focused entirely on the task ahead.

The air seemed charged with anticipation as if the realm understood the magnitude of what was happening. Whispers followed us, carried on currents of shadow – has the princess returned? The prophecy unfolds. The world is changing…

As we walked, I found my mind drifting to memories of her.

Not the clear, sharp memories of our time together — those had been locked away, kept safe until she was ready to remember. No, these were impressions, fleeting glimpses of a soul I had known across lifetimes.

The curve of her smile, the fire in her eyes when she was determined, the gentle touch of her hand on my arm—the way she had looked at me, not with fear or awe but with an understanding and acceptance that had shaken me to my core.

I shook my head, forcing myself back to the present.

There would be time for memories later. For now, I needed to focus on finding her, on keeping her safe.

The Portal Master’s chamber was located in the deepest part of the palace, a vast, circular room dominated by a swirling vortex of energy. Runes of power etched into the floor and walls pulsed with an otherworldly light, responding to the surges of magic that flowed through the realm.

The air here was thick with power, making it difficult to breathe for anyone not accustomed to such concentrated magic.

Even Kaelon, powerful as he was, seemed to struggle for a moment before adapting, but I sped right in, ready to be united with my Queen.

The Portal Master himself stood before the vortex, his form constantly shifting and changing. One moment he appeared as an ancient man, bent with the weight of eons. The next, he was a being of pure energy, barely contained within a humanoid shape.

This was a rare powerful trait, normally only passed down or gifted to one destined to be a Portal Master. It was a vital job in our world, one that was also taxing on the individual.

I commended ours for he was loyal; more so to my Queen than to me. I’d come to that conclusion seeing as he enjoys sending me to places that request unnecessary turbulence for what mundanes would label “shits and giggles”.

His eyes, when they settled into a recognizable form, were swirling pools of silver that seemed to contain entire universes.

He bowed low as we entered, his voice like the whisper of wind through forgotten tombs.

“My Lord Aetheron,” he intoned, the words seeming to echo from everywhere and nowhere at once. “I sense the disturbance in the fabric of our reality. The lost princess has returned.”

“Yes,” I said, impatience coloring my tone. Every moment we delayed was a moment she was alone, possibly in danger. “Can you locate her precise position?”

The Portal Master closed his eyes, his form seeming to blur and shift even more than usual as he stretched his senses across the realm. The vortex behind him pulsed and swirled, responding to his silent commands. After what felt like an eternity, but was likely only moments, his eyes snapped open.

“She has emerged near the Lake of Whispers,” he said, his voice resonating with the weight of his discovery. “The veil between worlds is thin there, a place of great power and greater danger.”

I nodded, familiar with the location.

The Lake of Whispers was one of the most ancient and mystical places in our realm, a nexus of energy that connected the Shadow Court to the other realms in ways even I didn’t fully understand.

“I can open a portal for you,” the Portal Master continued, “but I must warn you – her arrival has caused ripples in the very fabric of our world. The boundaries between realms are… unstable. Travel may be more dangerous than usual.”

Which is exactly why I need to stop wasting valuable time and be by her side.

I felt a growl build in my throat, my patience wearing thin.

“That is of no consequence. Open the portal. Now.”

Rarely did I let my power slip in my tone with the Portal Master, but he surely understood what was at stake right now.

The Portal Master nodded, raising his hands. The vortex in the center of the room pulsed and shifted, coalescing into a shimmering doorway. Through it, I could see the silvery shores of the Lake of Whispers, its waters reflecting a sky filled with impossible constellations.

“My Lord,” the Portal Master said as we prepared to step through, his voice taking on a tone of urgency. “You should know – the arrival of the princess will not go unnoticed. The courts will be summoned. The prophecy is in motion.”

His warning made me want to laugh in mockery. Anyone foolish enough to challenge me, especially in my Court, deserved to be among the dead and forgotten.

I turned back to him, my eyes blazing with golden fire.

The shadows around us deepened, responding to the surge of power and emotion that coursed through me.

“Let them come,” I said, my voice low and dangerous. “I have waited centuries for this moment. Nothing will keep me from my queen.”

With my bold declaration, Kaelon and I stepped through the portal.

The sensation of travel was disorienting, even for beings as powerful as ourselves. For a moment, we were everywhere and nowhere, our essence stretched across realities. I felt the pull of other worlds and glimpsed flashes of realms both familiar and utterly alien.

Then, with a rush of energy that left even me momentarily breathless, we emerged on the shores of the Lake of Whispers.

The air was thick with magic, crackling with the residual energy of my queen’s arrival. Her scent, an intoxicating blend of starlight and shadow, filled my senses, nearly overwhelming in its intensity.

I closed my eyes for a moment, drinking it in.

It had been so long – so impossibly, agonizingly long – since I had last breathed in that scent.

This wasn’t like our plentiful dreams that clung to the scent based on my vast memories. This was real. So radiant and pure. It called to something primal within me, awakening instincts that had lain dormant for centuries.

“My Lord,” Kaelon’s voice broke through my reverie, tinged with concern. “The rift she created…” He gestured to a shimmering distortion in the air, a tear in the very fabric of reality. “It’s unstable. We should close it before it attracts unwanted attention.”

Truthfully, it was quite impressive. The level of distortion and how the ripple quaked with various shades of power.

I considered his words, my eyes fixed on the anomaly. It pulsed with raw power, a testament to the strength my queen possessed even in her untrained state. Part of me wanted to seal it immediately, to protect her and our realm from any threat that might exploit the weakness.

But another part — the tiny part that had spent centuries planning and maneuvering — saw an opportunity.

“No,” I said finally, my decision made. “Leave it for now. It may yet serve a purpose.”

Kaelon raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue.

He knew me well enough to understand that I always had my reasons, even if they weren’t immediately apparent.

And in this case, my reasons were twofold.

First, the rift could serve as a beacon to those who might help our cause – allies from other realms who had been waiting for this moment just as we had.

And second…

Well, there was a certain wolf who might find such a passage useful, when the time came.

As we approached the small cottage a short distance away, I felt a surge of emotions I hadn’t experienced in centuries.

Anticipation, yes, but also a nervousness that was entirely foreign to me. What if she didn’t remember? No. She wouldn’t remember so early in this stage. What if the human world had changed her too much? That’s expected…she’s lived a life completely different from our realms. What if the connection we had shared, the bond that had defied time and space and reality itself, had somehow been severed?

I didn’t want to think of the logical answer to that question.

Underneath it all was a sense of rightness, of pieces finally falling into place. The prophecy that had shaped our world for so long was coming to fruition. The barriers between realms were weakening, the first step towards the unification that had been foretold.

And at the center of it all was her.

My queen. My mate.

The other half of my soul that I had waited so long to reclaim.

As we reached the cottage door, I paused, taking a deep breath to center myself. I could sense her presence inside, along with others – familiar auras that I recognized as loyal subjects who had been tasked with watching over her in the human world.

“My Lord?” Kaelon questioned softly, his hand hovering over the door handle. “Are you ready?”

I had no choice but to be ready. This is what we’ve been waiting for. I couldn’t cower away now. Not when we’ve worked so hard to manifest this path into fruition.

I nodded, straightening to my full height. Whatever happened next would change everything.

The game board had been reset, the pieces were in motion, and the fate of all realms hung in the balance.

But in that moment, none of that mattered.

All that mattered was that she was here, finally within reach after so long.

My Lirael. My little Songbird. The Twilight Court Queen.

I reached past Kaelon and grasped the handle myself, deciding to take the lead in this next arc ahead.

The metal was cool beneath my touch, but I could feel the thrum of magic pulsing through it – protection spells, wards against evil, blessings for those who dwelled within. All of it parted before me like mist before the dawn, recognizing the touch of their true master.

I took one last steadying breath, steeling myself for whatever reaction might await me on the other side of this door. Joy, fear, confusion, anger – I had prepared myself for all possibilities.

Or so I thought.

But as I began to push the door open, I realized that no amount of preparation could have truly readied me for this moment.

For the first time in centuries, I, Aetheron, Lord of Shadows and ruler of the Twilight Court, felt a flicker of something dangerously close to fear.

Not fear of danger or defeat – those were constants I had long since learned to live with. No, this was the fear of hope. The fear that comes with knowing that everything you’ve ever wanted is finally within your grasp and that losing it now would utterly destroy you.

But I was not one to let fear, even fear born of love, control me.

Be strong. Resilient. Brave, like your Queen always encouraged.

With a final glance at Kaelon, who nodded in silent support, I pushed the door open fully.

The door swung open, revealing the interior of the cottage and the figures within.

And in that moment, as my eyes sought for what I had longed to see for centuries.

The prophecy had begun.


Threshold Of Destiny
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~AETHEREON~


“My Lord!” a familiar woman gasped, immediately dropping into a deep bow, her forehead nearly touching the ground.

Elenore, one of my most trusted agents in the human world, stood before us. Her eyes widened in recognition, a mixture of awe and fear flickering across her features.

I could see the moment she truly comprehended who stood before her, her aura flickering with a combination of reverence and trepidation.

“I… we didn’t expect… I apologize profusely for not contacting the kingdom immediately about the riptide and spiritual interference. We were just ensuring the Princess’s safety and-”

I raised a hand, cutting off her flustered explanation.

The scent of her fear was palpable, mixing with the lingering traces of my queen’s presence. It took considerable effort to keep my power in check, to not let the shadows around us deepen in response to my impatience.

“Your loyalty is noted and appreciated, Elenore,” I said, my voice carrying the weight of centuries of authority. “But right now, there are more pressing matters. I need to see her. Now.”

I’m sure I didn’t need to express further who my heart was yearning to witness.

Elenor straightened, and I saw a flash of something in her eyes – determination, protectiveness. It was admirable, if ultimately futile.

No force in any realm could keep me from my queen now that she had returned.

“Of course, my Lord,” she said carefully, her voice steadier than I expected. “But… I must ask. Can you swear that no harm will come to her? That she will be safe?”

Beside me, Kaelon bristled at her boldness, shadows swirling ominously around him.

His eyes, usually a swirl of galaxies, darkened to black holes of fury.

“How dare you question the Lord’s intentions?” he growled, his voice resonating with otherworldly menace. “Do you forget who you’re speaking to?”

I have to try and hide the smirk that threatens my lips. I don’t know what’s more amusing, Kaelon’s rash anger or Elenore’s daring actions to question our motives.

I placed a calming hand on Kaelon’s shoulder, my eyes never leaving Elenore’s face. Her courage was impressive, standing up to beings of our power out of concern for her charge.

It boded well for the kind of loyalty my queen would inspire in the coming days. It was also a good protocol of protection because our enemies could easily try to impersonate our arrival to acquire what all the Courts desired.

That’s how precious my little Songbird is.

Before I could respond, the movement behind Elenore caught my attention. A young man – barely more than a boy in our viewpoint of age – and an elderly woman had appeared, drawn by the commotion. The boy moved protectively closer to Elenore, his stance betraying years of combat training despite his youth. I could see the shift in his appearance, the tidal waves between young and aged, similar qualities of the Portal Master.

Intriguing to see a future Portal Master in our midst.

The elder who walked forward was the one to truly captured my interest.

Her eyes, clouded with age but sharp with wisdom, widened in recognition. There was something in her gaze, a depth of understanding that spoke of knowledge far beyond her apparent years.

“My Lord Aetheron,” the elder said, her voice cracking with age but filled with reverence.

Then, to my surprise and secret delight, she began to speak in a language I hadn’t heard spoken fluently in centuries – the ancient tongue of the Fae, lost to most in this age of blurred boundaries and weakened magic.

“Shalath vor’en, thylar na’eth,” she intoned, the words flowing like liquid starlight. “Kel’nor vas’tera, lira’eth sul’van.”

I felt my eyebrows rise in surprise and no small amount of respect. The others in the room looked on in confusion, unable to understand the ancient tongue.

Switching to the Fae language myself, I responded, my voice carrying the resonance of power that was its birthright.

“Vash’na lor, elder. Thy’lar suvren ka’eth nol.

Welcome, elder. Your wisdom honors us. How came you by this ancient knowledge?

The elder’s eyes sparkled with a mix of mischief and ancient sorrow.

“Shal’ven nor’eth, my Lord. Athy’ lar norvan ethlore. I nela’rove, keeper of ancienalora’ ravoke.”

The old ways endure, my Lord. The shadows remember, even when the light forgets. I am but a humble keeper of old ways.

I nodded, a newfound respect for this seemingly frail woman growing within me. Turning to the others, who were watching our exchange with a mixture of awe and confusion, I translated a portion of our conversation.

“She says, ‘Welcome, Shadow Lord. The lost star returns to the night sky.’ It’s an old blessing, one I haven’t heard in… a very long time.” I didn’t see the need to explain the rest that was said. This was but a summary that would simply satisfy my subjects as we moved forward onto pressing matters.

The elder smiled, a knowing look in her eyes.

“Some of us remember the old ways, my Lord. We have waited long for this day.”

I nodded, a decision forming in my mind.

These subjects, the protectors of my queen, deserved more than just my grudging acknowledgment. Their dedication in the face of forces they couldn’t possibly comprehend was admirable.

“Your dedication is commendable. All of you,” I said, including Elenore and the boy in my gaze. “For your loyalty and sacrifice in protecting my… the Princess, I grant you temporary immunity to speak freely. Consider yourselves equals for the duration of this conversation.”

I say those words while retreating the power that laced my revelation, proving that I meant what I had declared.

The shock on their faces was almost comical.

Kaelon shot me a questioning look, but I ignored it.

Sometimes, ruling required more than just the iron fist of authority. And in the days to come, we would need allies who were unafraid to speak their minds and act, regardless if it was deemed rebellious.

Turning back to the elder, I slipped once more into the Fae tongue, my curiosity piqued.

“Vash’nor kel’eth, wise one. Princesa Le Delash’ Ruke Ve Kah”

Speak freely, wise one. The princess… how fares she truly?

The elder’s face grew solemn, her voice lowering to a near whisper in the ancient language.

“Shal’ven ka’nor, my Lord. Ishlka L’avesa Ne Ke’athore. Desu Ru Thenao Delongta’ Esp tenado.”

She struggles, my Lord. The transition was… difficult. Her spirit remembers what her mind does not. The clash of worlds within her is… tumultuous.

That wasn’t good.

I could only assume her ‘human’ side was struggling to come to terms with letting her past self take full control. If both sides couldn’t come up with some sort of compromise, it would be like a war of mentalities, fighting for dominance.

Which could risk me losing my Queen in the process.

It didn’t mean I hadn’t become fond of the little Songbird. I just couldn’t process her acceptance of this form. At least, not the probability of it happening so effortlessly.

I felt a pang of guilt and worry at her words.

Maybe it was too soon. Had I pushed too hard, too fast? Was my eagerness to reclaim my queen causing her pain?

“Thy’lar vas’nor, elder,” I responded, my voice heavy with concern. “Dezeus Le Vanorela de cruisa’nso nor Lantra Se”

Your counsel is valued, elder. What can be done to ease her passage?

The elder reached out, her gnarled hand coming to rest on my arm.

The touch, so casual and yet so daring, sent a ripple of shock through the room. Kaelon tensed, ready to intervene, but I stayed him with a look.

“Shal’ven thy’nor, Shadow Lord,” the elder said, her voice gaining strength. “Lo’vren sha’nera. Sha’vren thy’nera. Nethora sha’lin. Yel’varan tal’shira nai, fae’quen har’len tithan ve. Sha’vethra lan’sha na’tiren il’ven, nai sha’vren vel’ain ithara sul’nar.”

Patience, Shadow Lord. Love her. Guide her. But above all, let her find her own path. The prophecy speaks of a queen who will bridge worlds. She must forge that bridge herself, lest it crumble beneath the weight of expectation.

Her words struck a chord within me, resonating with a truth I had known but had been reluctant to accept.

My queen, my Lirael, would need to come into her power on her own terms. That may include the potential of having two sides of her: the human, Sparrow, and my Queen, Lirael.

I could guide, could protect, but I could not force her destiny upon her.

“Your wisdom is appreciated,” I said, switching back to the common tongue for the benefit of the others. “Now, please, take me to her. I give you my word, no harm will come to her. She is…everything to me.”

The vulnerability in my own voice surprised me, but it seemed to have the desired effect. Elenore’s posture relaxed slightly, and she nodded.

“This way, my Lord,” she spoke up, gesturing for us to follow her lead.

As we moved through the small cottage, I took in every detail.

The modest furnishings, the lingering scent of herbs and magic, the faint hum of protective wards woven into the very walls. This place had been a sanctuary for my queen, and I found myself grateful for its humble comforts.

It carried similar traits to the mundane realms, which could be a good environment to awaken in for my Queen. She wouldn’t feel so frightened at the foreign territory. At least, not with these comforting walls.

The elder fell into step beside me, her voice once again taking on the lyrical quality of the Fae tongue.

“Shal’nor vas’eth, my Lord. Sha’len’ora shi’vren yel’thira das’han dos’tar. Anai’vestra, vael sha’ren ven’shira de sha’vael naras bal’tra shen’eth faran ithan, nai’rel ithra sha’daros vel’tir sha’vellian.

A word of caution, my Lord. The coming days will test you both. Remember, even the greatest of storms cannot uproot a tree with deep roots and flexible branches.

I nodded, understanding the metaphor.

Strength alone would not be enough in the trials to come. We would need to be adaptable, and willing to bend without breaking.

“May I add my Lord?” the elder returned to the common dialect. “Your first bond shall be… potent, a force of nature unto itself, nearly magnetic in its pull. Heed this counsel: steel thy will against the temptations that may trail in its wake.”

“I can resist temptation,” I note, almost in mockery. I noticed Kaelon’s smirk with a side glance that quickly had him clearing his throat.

“Yes, that’s true, my Lord,” the elder agrees. “However, you’ve never been able to resist your wife.” Amazing how she’d wield such information against me. “Hope is but a flicker, and I hold little faith it shall shift now.”

I had to fight not to grimace at her lack of hope in me, but I didn’t argue with her wise words either.

Elders of her caliber are more than just vast knowledge. She has foresight, at least enough to look at me at one glance and see what the future has in store.

Finally, we reached a door at the end of a short hallway.

Elenore paused her hand on the knob and looked back at me.

“She’s still unconscious,” she warned. “The transition was… intense. We’re not sure when she’ll wake up, but she’s stable and in good health.”

I nodded, steeling myself for what lay beyond. Though her assurance was granted, I needed to see my Queen for myself.

“Open it,” I commanded softly.

The door swung open, and there she was.

Lying on a simple bed, her dark hair spread out on the pillow like a fan of shadow, was my Lirael.

My queen. My heart. My gleaming Starlight.

Even in sleep, she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Her face, so familiar yet changed by her time in the human world, was peaceful in repose. But I could see the faint lines of stress around her eyes, the slight furrow in her brow that spoke of the challenges she had faced.

I moved to her bedside, barely aware of the others in the room.

That was the effect she always carried upon me. A hypnotic grasp that made all eyes fall upon her, proving the level of power she carried in this domain.

But between us, it was special. Sacred. Untouchable in comparison.

Truthfully, she and one other were the only two worthy of having that effect on me.

I dare to admit.

Reaching out, I gently brushed a strand of hair from her face, marveling at the softness of her skin. The touch sent a jolt through me, a connection reforged after centuries apart.

“Lirael,” I whispered, her true name a prayer on my lips. “My love. I’m here. You’re safe now.”

As if in response to my voice, she stirred slightly, a soft sigh escaping her lips. The others in the room held their breath, watching the reunion of a king and his long-lost queen with a mixture of awe and trepidation.

I knew from how weak her aura was that she wouldn’t wake so soon. She needed time to rest — to heal from the ripples she tore to fall into these realms and into our stronghold — which meant I had to force myself to be patient.

I’ve been steadfast for centuries. Only a few more hours and I’ll know where I stand with my Queen.

The elder’s voice, once again in the ancient tongue, broke the silence.

“Shal’ven nor’eth, thylar ka’nor. Thar’vaen vel’ora, da’lethran astra var’thel. But tor’lanor, Kha’zar Vel. Lir’then var’ael ithar’val, na’reth tir’vael dal’khor il’vaeth chaos.”

It begins, the great cycle. The wheel turns, and the lost star rises. But beware, Shadow Lord. Light and dark must balance, lest the world fall to chaos.

I turned to her, my hand still resting gently on Lirael’s cheek.

“Vash’nor thy’lar, an’vethara. Thy’larth el’enar mel’lenar. But hei’shara – sha’lin rendar el’thar nar’len na’thar in’eth sha’relin.”

Your wisdom is valued, Wise One. Your words are heeded. But know this – I would tear down the very pillars of creation to keep her safe.

The elder nodded, a sad smile on her face.

“And therein lies the greatest danger, my Lord,” she shifts her dialect, as if to ensure the others can grasp what her warning entails. “Love can save worlds…but it can also destroy them.”

With those cryptic words, she bowed deeply and retreated from the room, taking Elenore and the boy with her.

Kaelon positioned himself by the door, a silent guardian against any who would disturb us.

I settled into a chair by Lirael’s bedside, my eyes never leaving her face. In that moment, with my hand on her cheek and her breathing syncing with mine, I knew that everything was about to change.

The prophecy was in motion, the worlds were aligning, and the greatest adventure of all was about to begin.

Why was I still burdened with uncertainty?

Whatever challenges lay ahead, whatever enemies we would face, I would be by her side. And together, we would reshape the very foundations of reality itself. Fear would not pause what has already been written to come to life.

I’ve come too far. Do not cower. Do not fear the unknown.

Trialing circumstances like this reminded me of my Queen and how she was my comfort. How easy it was for her to say a few words and uplift my spirits like no other. She made me feel braced. Feel worthy of the power granted to me so that I could protect this Court.

She saw my worth long before I ascended to the throne — centuries ago when I was but a commoner among the vast fields, and she was born warrior with delicate beauty.

“Welcome home, my Queen,” I murmured, my voice carrying the weight of centuries of longing. “I’ll be here when you wake. Always.”

It didn’t matter if she couldn’t hear me or not. I wanted her to feel my presence. To know despite the shifts of time and space, I’d always be at her side.

No matter if the old her wouldn’t fully come to the surface.

As the night deepened around us, I felt the subtle shift in the fabric of reality. The barriers between worlds were thinning, the old magics awakening.

And at the center of it all was Lirael, my lost star, who finally returned to the night sky.

I was anticipating a confrontation sooner rather than later. I was positive tonight would not be as solemn as I’d wish. It didn’t matter to me, though.

For me, I was ready to go into war in my Queen’s steed.

She was the other half of my soul…and with that completion came a power that could reshape the very cosmos itself.

Are the Courts ready to enjoy a taste of my wrath? I wonder…


Mysterious Goddess
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~SPARROW~


Ifloated in a sea of light, weightless, and formless.

Gone was the panic of falling, the chaos of the mission, and the confusion of my arrival in the strange new world.

Here, in this place of pure energy, I felt a sense of peace I had never known prior.

Before me stood a being of indescribable beauty, her form shifting and shimmering like a living constellation. Her eyes, deep pools of wisdom and power, gazed upon me with a mixture of affection and solemnity.

“Welcome, child of two worlds,” she said, her voice resonating through my very essence. “You have questions, I see.”

I tried to speak, found I had no voice, and yet my thoughts reached her all the same.

“Who are you? Why am I here? What’s happening to me?”

The being’s laughter was like the chiming of crystal bells.

“So many questions, little one. But then, that is your nature, isn’t it? Always seeking, always striving to understand.”

She moved closer, and I felt enveloped in a warmth that reminded me of long-forgotten embraces.

“As for why you’re here… you stand at a crossroads, dear one. The path you choose will shape not just your destiny, but the fate of many worlds.”

“I don’t understand,” I projected, frustration coloring my thoughts. “I’m just… me. Sparrow. I think. I’m not sure…maybe? I’m an orphan…who worked at the Underground. I can’t be responsible…for worlds?”

This whole thought process seemed weird to me. Confusing in essence, but I felt like she understood my misconception.

The being’s form solidified slightly, taking on a more humanoid appearance.

Her eyes, I noticed, were mismatched – one the blue of a summer sky, the other the crimson of fresh blood. They seemed achingly familiar, though I couldn’t place why.

“You are far more than you know, child,” she said softly. “The power that flows through your veins is ancient, terrible, yet divinely beautiful. But it is not without its dangers. Many will seek to use you, to control your power for their own ends. Others will wish for your failure, and most certainly, your demise.”

A chill ran through me at her words.

“What am I supposed to do?”

Back at the Underground, I knew how to defend myself. How to claim my territory among those fiends of men who thought they could walk all over me. I trained to be the best and gained that status with years of commitment, but it was rather obvious I wasn’t going to be privileged to do the same here.

I wouldn’t have years to hone on to the skills needed to survive here. I’d be lucky to have a few weeks at best. Sure, I may be given the privilege to recover, but that can only delay the inevitable for so long.

How can I get ahead before things sway against me?

“Seek answers,” she replied, her voice taking on an urgent tone. “Train, grow stronger. Trust in those who have been placed in your path to guide and protect you. The challenges ahead will test you in ways you cannot yet imagine, but you must persevere. The fate of many hangs in the balance.”

Suddenly, she began to speak in a language I had never heard before – and yet, somehow, I understood.

“Shal’ven nor’eth, lira’sul. Thar’len nael’ara etha’len, nai’ren all’elen tithar dal’khor.”

Be warned, Lirael. The shadow and light must unite, lest all fall to chaos.

As the words washed over me, a memory stirred.

A woman with eyes like mine, singing lullabies in this same, haunting tongue. The scent of night-blooming flowers and the feel of a gentle hand stroking my hair.

“I… I know this language,” I said in wonder. “How?”

The being smiled, a sight both beautiful and ghastly.

“The old ways remember, even when we forget. Trust in the knowledge that sleeps within you, little star. It will serve you well in the days to come.”

Movement caught my eye, and I turned to see a familiar form padding along a path of starlight. The snow-white fox, its amber eyes gleaming with intelligence, paused and looked back at me expectantly.

“Your guide awaits,” the radiant being said. “Follow the path he shows you. Trust your instincts, for they are truer than you know.”

I felt a pull, a need to follow the fox, but hesitated.

“Will I see you again?

The being’s form began to fade, merging with the light around us.

“When you are stronger, when you have come into your power, our paths will cross again. Until then, know that you carry my blessing with you always.”

As she spoke, I felt a burning sensation on my wrist.

Looking down, I saw an intricate tattoo forming – a skull wreathed in flames, roses, and starlight.

“A gift,” her voice echoed, growing fainter. “A reminder of the power of death and rebirth, of endings and new beginnings. Wear it well, my child.”

My child?

The light began to dim, the peaceful void giving way to a pulling sensation. The fox barked once, the sound echoing strangely in this place between worlds.

“Wait!” I called out, desperate for more answers. “I don’t even know your name!”

But the only response was a whisper, carried on a non-existent wind:

“You know me, little star. You have always known me. Now wake, and remember who you are.”

The world exploded into a cacophony of light and sound, and I felt myself falling once more.

But this time, I wasn’t afraid.

Whatever awaited me on the other side of consciousness, I would face it head-on.

After all, I had a destiny to fulfill.

And a fox to follow.


The Gamble For Power
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Isat vigil by Sparrow’s bedside, my eyes never leaving her face.

In sleep, she looked so peaceful, so unburdened by the weight of destiny that I knew awaited her.

Her dark lashes fluttered against her cheeks, and I wondered what dreams visited her in this liminal state between worlds.

Did she dream of her life in the human realm, or were ancient memories beginning to surface, whispering of power and purpose beyond her imagining?

Or did she yearn for my touch as she always has? Our intimate connection of lust as we enjoyed the taste of our love that bloomed in the realms of dreams?

Even in repose, her power was palpable.

It radiated from her in waves, an aura of raw energy that both thrilled and concerned me. To those with the sight, she would shine like a beacon – a fact that filled me with both pride and dread.

The very air around her seemed to shimmer with potential, reality itself bending slightly in her presence.

I reached out, my fingers hovering just above her skin, feeling the electricity that danced between us.

Even unconscious, her power called to mine, two halves of a whole seeking reunion after centuries apart. It took every ounce of my considerable will to resist the urge to wake her, to pull her into my arms and never let go.

I can resist temptation. Resist my needs…maybe…

“My lord,” Kaelon’s voice cut through my reverie, low and urgent. “We need to discuss our next steps.”

I tore my gaze from Sparrow, turning to face my second in command. His face was a mask of concern, shadows swirling in his eyes like storm clouds.

I could sense the tension radiating from him, a mixture of worry and barely contained excitement at the unfolding of events we had waited centuries to see.

“Speak freely, old friend,” I said, gesturing for him to approach. “What troubles you?”

Kaelon moved closer, his voice dropping to a near-whisper as if he feared even the walls might be listening.

“Her power… it’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt. If we don’t find a way to conceal it, every being with even a hint of magical sensitivity will be drawn to her like moths to a flame. Especially with that rift open.”

Ah. I guess we should attend to that sooner rather than later.

I nodded, the same worry having gnawed at me since the moment I felt her cross the veil.

The implications were staggering.

In her current state, untrained and unaware of her true nature, Sparrow was incredibly vulnerable. And yet, paradoxically, she was also perhaps the most dangerous being in any realm at this moment.

Satisfying pride scorched through me, making it hard to not smile at my chosen vixen and the immense power that would be a force acknowledged by all those who dared to belittle her.

“I’ve been considering our options,” I admitted, my voice equally low. “There are ancient rites, binding spells that could dampen her aura… but they come with risks.”

“Risks we may need to take,” Kaelon pressed, his eyes darting to Sparrow’s sleeping form. “The other courts will have felt her arrival. Even now, they may be mobilizing to claim her for themselves.”

A growl rose unbidden in my throat at the thought of anyone else laying claim to my queen. The shadows in the room deepened, responding to my sudden flare of emotion.

Tendrils of darkness writhed at my feet, and I saw Kaelon take an involuntary step back.

With effort, I reined in my power.

Now was not the time to lose control.

“The binding spells,” I continued, forcing my voice to remain steady, “they could suppress her power, yes. But they could also hinder her awakening, delay her coming into her full strength. And in doing so, we might inadvertently fulfill the very prophecies we seek to prevent.”

Kaelon’s brow furrowed.

“You speak of the Prophecy of Shadows. The one that foretells the rise of a queen who will either unite the realms or plunge them into eternal darkness?”

I nodded grimly.

“If we hamper her growth, if we deny her the chance to come into her power naturally, we risk creating the very monster our enemies fear. She must be allowed to awaken on her own terms, to choose her path freely.”

“But how can she choose if she doesn’t understand the stakes?” Kaelon argued. “She’s been living as a human, my lord. She knows nothing of our world, of the delicate balance between the courts, of the prophecies that have shaped our actions for millennia.”

“Then we must guide her,” I said firmly. “Educate her, protect her, but allow her the freedom to make her own choices. It is the only way.”

It’s not to say he was wrong in his worry. In fact, he was speaking nothing but facts, but that wasn’t fair to Sparrow. Yes, she was inexperienced and knew nothing of our world, but those essential tidbits could be taught. Learned and grown upon with enough time.

I had no doubt she could pick up on combat styles quickly. From the hints of her life in the real world, she had to protect herself from the dangers that waltzed with intention in her line of commitment.

She wouldn’t be left helpless and vulnerable in my presence, but she most certainly wouldn’t be some damsel in distress, waiting for us to shield her until things moved in the right direction.

That just wasn’t my Queen in the past life. Despite her rebirth, I doubt that was going to change.

Kaelon didn’t look convinced, but he nodded in acquiescence.

“As you say, my lord. But that still leaves us with the immediate problem of her visibility. Who do you see as our most immediate threats?”

I rose from my seat by Sparrow’s bed, beginning to pace the small room. The movement helped me think, helped me channel the restless energy that had been building since her arrival.

“The Aether Court, certainly,” I mused aloud. “Our Light nemesis. They’ve always believed the prophecy spoke of a savior born of their bloodline. A being of Sparrow’s power, with the ability to bridge worlds… they would see her as the fulfillment of their most fervent hopes.”

“And their most terrible fears,” Kaelon added. “For if she truly is the one spoken of in prophecy, she has the power to unmake their realm as easily as save it.”

I nodded, a grim smile tugging at my lips.

“Indeed. Which makes them unpredictable. They may seek to recruit her, bring her into their fold, and shape her to their purposes. Or they may seek to eliminate her before she can pose a threat to their dominion.”

“And what of the Void Court?” Kaelon asked, his voice dropping even lower at the mention of our most enigmatic and dangerous rivals.

“They seek to unmake reality itself,” I replied, feeling a chill at the thought. “A being of Sparrow’s power would be a formidable weapon in their hands. With her ability to traverse realms, to reshape the very fabric of existence… they could finally achieve their goal of collapsing all of creation into the primordial void.”

Kaelon shuddered visibly.

“We cannot allow that to happen, my lord. The very thought of it…”

“Indeed,” I agreed. “Which is why we must be vigilant. The Void Court operates in shadows deeper than even we can penetrate. Their agents could be anywhere, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.”

“And the Elemental Court?” Kaelon prompted. “Where do they stand in all this?”

I paused in my pacing, considering.

The Elemental Court, with their command over the very forces of nature, had always been a wild card in the delicate balance of power between the realms.

“Divided, as always,” I said finally. “But that makes them unpredictable. We can’t discount them as a potential threat. Some factions within their court may see Sparrow as a way to tip the scales in the eternal struggle between order and chaos. Others may view her as a threat to the natural order they seek to maintain.”

“So, in essence,” Kaelon summarized, “we face potential threats from all sides. The Aether Court may seek to claim or destroy her. The Void Court would use her to unmake existence. The Elemental Court is a wild card that could swing either way. And all the while, her power acts as a beacon, drawing attention from every corner of the realms.”

Put so bluntly, the magnitude of our challenge seemed almost insurmountable. But I had not waited centuries, had not moved mountains and reshaped the very fabric of reality, to falter now.

“What have you learned about the ambush in the human world?” I asked, changing tack. “The one that triggered her crossing? Understanding how she came to be here may give us insight into who else might be moving pieces on the board.”

A flash of something — anger? Frustration — crossed Kaelon’s face.

“It’s… complicated, my lord. The attack bore hallmarks of multiple factions. Human criminals, certainly, but there were traces of Fae magic as well. It’s as if someone was deliberately pushing her towards a breaking point.”

“Or a breakthrough,” I murmured, pieces of a larger puzzle starting to fall into place in my mind. “Tell me everything you’ve discovered. Leave nothing out, no matter how insignificant it may seem.”

Kaelon nodded, gathering his thoughts.

“The initial attack appeared to be a simple human criminal operation. A hostage situation that Sparrow and her team were sent to resolve. But the intelligence they received was flawed, deliberately so. They were led into a trap.”

I felt a surge of pride at the thought of my queen facing down human criminals, even as worry gnawed at me.

Strong and rebellious. My Queen has clearly made a mark in that mundane realm.

“Go on,” I prompted.

“The attackers were more numerous and better armed than anticipated,” Kaelon continued. “But that’s not the strange part. Our agents report that some of the attackers seemed… confused. As if they weren’t entirely in control of their actions.”

“Mind control?” I asked, my frown deepening. “That’s well beyond the capabilities of most human magic users.”

Kaelon nodded grimly. “Exactly. And then there’s the matter of the bullet that wounded Sparrow from weeks prior. Our analysis shows traces of a substance unknown in the human realm. Something that seems designed to… awaken latent abilities.”

Oh?

The implications were staggering.

“You’re saying someone engineered this entire scenario? Deliberately put Sparrow in harm’s way to trigger her awakening?”

“It appears so, my lord. But the question remains — who? And to what end?”

I resumed my pacing, mind racing through possibilities.

“The timing is too perfect to be coincidence. Sparrow is on the cusp of her awakening, a carefully orchestrated attack designed to push her to her limits, and a substance that acts as a catalyst for her dormant powers. Someone wanted her to cross over, wanted her to come into her power here and now.”

“But who would have the knowledge and resources to orchestrate such a thing?” Kaelon asked. “It would require intimate knowledge of Sparrow’s true nature, of the prophecies, and of the boundaries between realms.”

“Someone with a vested interest in the fulfillment of the prophecy,” I mused. “Someone who stands to gain from the upheaval that Sparrow’s awakening will bring.”

A chilling thought occurred to me.

“Or someone who seeks to control the outcome by controlling the key player from the very beginning.”

Kaelon’s eyes widened as he followed my train of thought.

“You don’t think…”

“The Fateweaver,” I said, the name falling from my lips like a curse. “The one being in all the realms with the power to see and manipulate the threads of destiny itself.”

“But the Fateweaver has been neutral for millennia,” Kaelon protested. “Why would they intervene now?”

“Because the convergence is upon us,” I replied, the weight of centuries of preparation heavy in my voice. “The moment when all the prophecies come to an end when the fate of all realms hangs in the balance. If ever there was a time for the Fateweaver to take an active hand in shaping destiny, it would be now.”

The implications were staggering.

If the Fateweaver truly was behind Sparrow’s awakening, then we were playing a game far more complex and dangerous than I had anticipated.

Every move and every decision we make from this point forward could have consequences beyond our imagining.

Before we could delve deeper into this troubling line of thought, a soft knock at the door interrupted our conversation. The elder woman entered, her arms laden with herbs and bandages.

“Forgive the intrusion, my lord,” she said, bowing slightly. “But the princess requires care.”

I came to a stop with my pacing fit, reluctantly moving away from Sparrow’s bedside.

“Of course. We’ll continue this discussion later, Kaelon.”

As the elder approached, her eyes fixed on Sparrow with a mixture of reverence and concern, I felt a renewed sense of urgency.

Time was not on our side.

Enemies were gathering, plots were unfolding, and at the center of it all lay my queen – powerful beyond measure, yet vulnerable in ways she couldn’t yet comprehend.

Whatever came next, I vowed silently, I would be ready.

To protect her, to guide her, to stand beside her as she claimed her destiny. The game was afoot, and the stakes were higher than ever before.

As I watched the elder tend to Sparrow, my mind raced with plans and contingencies.

We needed allies and needed to secure our position before our enemies could make their move. But more than anything, we needed Sparrow to awaken, to come into her power and take her place as the lynchpin in this cosmic game.

But how?

There was also the ideology that Sparrow wouldn’t be the only “Crowned Monster” being spun into this prophetic wheel of unraveling. Others would be bestowed this title of worthiness. Other women displayed signs of power and hallucinations that deemed them worthy enough to enter our realms by forced parallels.

The Courts may want the same thing, but they will need an environment that would prove who the real Queen of the Shadowed prophecy would be.

A place where maybe…they could be trained. Put to the test.

The idea shimmered in my mind, creating a web of connection that sought a way to give my love more time to adapt to our world and the systems of the court.

A system that will benefit and encourage both rest and growth. Teachings? A place of practice. Hints of solitude surrounded by knowledge while being thrown into acts of combat.

An academy that invited all those deemed worthy of wearing a crown fit for the Queen destined to destroy us all.

It makes my lips quip with pure jubilee.

“Soon, my love,” I whispered, too low for the others to hear. “Soon you will awaken, and together, we will reshape the very foundations of reality itself, but to make that all transpire, we need an alternative motive. One that will confuse all those who dare wish to harm what’s mine.”

The shadows in the room deepened in response to my words, a promise and a warning all in one.

The game had begun in earnest, and I intended to win.

For Sparrow, for myself, and for the fate of all our worlds.


Awakening Tides Of In The Mist
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“Ahs’a Le Hmmamina. S’Hara Le Ve Nashina La Yunm.”

The scent of night-blooming jasmine and ancient magic filled the small room as I watched the Elder work her craft.

Her gnarled hands moved with surprising grace as she attended to Sparrow, weaving protection and concealment into every fold of the new garments she draped over my sleeping queen.

The robes themselves were masterpieces of magical artifice – shadowsilk harvested from the depths of the Twilight Court’s most sacred groves. Interwoven with threads of pure starlight captured during the convergence of the three moons.

The fabric seemed to breathe, shifting between deep purple and absolute black, occasionally catching the light in ways that made it appear almost transparent before deepening again to an impenetrable shadow.

“Each thread has been blessed,” the Elder explained as she worked, her voice carrying the weight of ancient knowledge. “The shadowsilk absorbs excess power, while the starlight threads help channel it safely back into her core. It’s an old technique, rarely used now. Few have the power levels that require such measures.”

She seemed pleased with how her aged eyes twinkled with pride.

“This will be a testament to shielding the Princess. If this provides protection, I’ll begin to create various pieces of cloth down to garments that can be worn continuously to give around-the-clock protection.”

I nod ever so slightly, though the idea of her wearing clothes beneath the covers in our massive bed seems amusing, to say the least.

My Queen despises clothes at night. Makes her hot and sweaty.

I’m unsure if that trait still follows Sparrow, but if that’s the case, a light sheet for the warm nights and a blanket for the chilled will need to be crafted.

Though, in my arms, she’d need none of those tools. My shadows would shield us both, cloaking us with a blanket of the very night sky to conceal our energies.

That would have to be later on when I know where I stand with my little Songbird.

I watched from my position by the window, every fiber of my being attuned to Sparrow’s presence. Even through the dampening effects of the new garments, her power called to mine like a siren’s song.

The best way of envisioning it was standing near a star, feeling its gravitational pull while trying not to be consumed by its brilliance.

Kaelon shifted at his post by the door, his eyes tracking the Elder’s movements with careful attention.

“The craftsmanship is remarkable,” he observed. “I haven’t seen any like it since the Age of Twilight.”

The Elder – whose true age I was beginning to suspect was far greater than her appearance suggested – smiled as she adjusted the final fold.

“Some arts are worth preserving, even when their need seems to have passed. The old ways remember, even when we forget.”

She stepped back, surveying her work with critical eyes.

The robes settled around Sparrow’s form like a second skin, the magic within them already beginning to take effect. The brilliant beacon of her power, which had been visible to any with the sight to see it, began to dim to a more manageable glow.

“There,” the Elder murmured, satisfaction evident in her tone. “The garments will help conceal her aura, though they are but a temporary measure. A more permanent solution will be needed before she fully awakens.”

I could feel the truth in her words.

The power within Sparrow was too vast, too primal to be contained indefinitely by mere clothing, no matter how masterfully crafted. Already, I could see tiny sparks of energy escaping the shadowsilk’s dampening effect, like stars peeking through a clouded night sky.

Kaelon cleared his throat, his voice carefully neutral.

“The binding spells we discussed…”

“Would be unwise at this juncture,” the Elder cut in, her voice carrying surprising authority despite its age-worn rasp. “The rift must be our primary concern. It must be sealed before nightfall, my Lord, or we risk far graver threats than mere detection.”

She gestured toward the window, where the tear in reality was visible to those with the ability to acknowledge its existence — a shimmering distortion in the air that seemed to bend light around itself. With each passing hour, the rift grew more unstable, its edges fraying like worn fabric about to tear.

“The darkness of the Twilight Court would only serve to empower those who might wish us harm,” I acknowledged, understanding the gravity of her warning. “Particularly those from the Void and Elemental Courts. Their very nature would allow them to draw power from our realm’s shadows.”

The Elder nodded gravely.

“The Void Court especially would find such a portal irresistible. They seek to unmake reality itself. What better tool than a rift created by one with the power to bridge worlds?”

I moved closer to Sparrow’s bedside, careful to maintain enough distance that my own power wouldn’t interfere with the Elder’s work. The shadowsilk rippled at my approach, responding to my presence like water disturbed by a stone.

“You’ve served us well, wise one,” I said, studying the ancient woman before me. Beneath her seemingly frail exterior, I could see patterns of power swirling – old magic, deep and complex as tree roots. “Before you go, I would like to know your name, so that I might properly introduce you to the Princess when she awakens.”

A small smile curved the Elder’s lips, knowing and mysterious.

“I am called Moira, in this age,” she said, her voice taking on a musical quality that spoke of other times, other names. “Though in the old tongue, I was once known as Vesh’na Shal’ira — Keeper of Ancient Ways.”

The formal name sent a ripple through the room’s shadows.

Even Kaelon straightened, recognition flashing in his eyes.

The title was one I hadn’t heard spoken aloud in centuries — a designation from the time before the great schism when the courts were one and magic flowed freely between all realms.

“Vesh’na Shal’ira,” I repeated, the ancient words carrying weight and power. “You honor us with your presence. Why did you not reveal yourself sooner?”

Moira’s smile deepened, touching her eyes.

“Some truths are best revealed in their own time, my Lord. Just as some powers are best left to develop naturally.” Her gaze flickered meaningfully to Sparrow’s sleeping form.

She gestured to the door, and it opened to admit Elenore and the boy. They entered with deep bows, though I noticed the boy’s eyes darting curiously around the room, lingering on the shadows that gathered in the corners.

“You know Elenore, of course,” Moira continued. “One of our most skilled healers, whose loyalty to the Shadow Court has never wavered.” Elenore blushed at the praise but maintained her composure.

“And this,” Moira placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder, “is Finn. He has… unique abilities that may prove useful in the days to come.”

I studied the boy more closely, noting the subtle ripples of power that emanated from him. Unlike most magic users, whose power manifested in clear, definable patterns, Finn’s energy seemed to fold in on itself, creating spaces between spaces.

It was a signature I had seen only rarely, and never in one so young.

“Portal master potential,” I murmured, intrigued.

The ability to manipulate the very fabric of reality, to create doorways between worlds, was not a gift that manifested often.

“Is there a connection to our current Portal Master?”

“None by blood,” Moira replied, though her tone suggested there was more to the story. “Though perhaps by destiny. The old powers have a way of manifesting where they are most needed. Finn was found as an infant, left at the crossroads between realms during the last great convergence.”

This information sent my mind racing with possibilities.

A child abandoned at a convergence point, possessing natural portal-crafting abilities… it was too convenient to be a coincidence.

“The Fateweavers?” Kaelon asked, voicing my suspicion.

Moira’s expression grew grave. I guess this wasn’t necessarily a conversation with Finn’s presence, but none of us had anything to hide. Some would deem themselves worthy to be spoken of among Fae of our caliber.

“Perhaps. Their hand has been more active in recent years than in all the centuries prior. But whatever his origin, Finn’s loyalty is to us.” She squeezed the boy’s shoulder gently. “He has been raised in the knowledge of his duty to the Twilight Court.”

Finn shifted uncomfortably under my scrutiny but met my gaze steadily.

“I want to help,” he said, his voice carrying a quiet determination that belied his youth. “I can feel the rift’s instability. If it’s not closed properly, it could tear wider, creating a cascade effect that would…” he trailed off, but I understood his meaning.

Unchecked, a tear, in reality, could spread like cracks in glass, eventually shattering the barriers between worlds entirely. It was precisely the kind of catastrophe the Void Court dreamed of causing.

Suddenly, Moira’s expression sharpened, her head tilting as if listening to something beyond mortal hearing. The shadows in the room deepened, responding to a disturbance I had felt growing for the past several minutes.

“A threat approaches,” she warned, her voice tight with urgency. “The rift draws them like moths to flame. And this one…” She paused, her eyes widening slightly. “This one is different. Powerful. And somehow… familiar.”

“I am aware,” I replied, having sensed the disturbance in the shadows moments before.

The presence approaching was indeed powerful, carrying with it an energy signature that tugged at ancient memories.

“Kaelon and I will handle it. Take Elenore and Finn from this place. The shadow energies that may be unleashed are not for those unprepared to withstand them. It could cause a situation of manipulation or potential possession. Both gruesome and a pain to reverse if one falls victim to their merciless captivity.”

Moira nodded, gathering her materials with a gesture that encouraged them to float to her grasp.

At the door, she paused, looking back at me with eyes that seemed to hold the wisdom of ages.

“Be cautious, my Lord,” she said, slipping into the old tongue once more. “Vash’nor thy’lar sul’van. Nyr vash mor’neth… thy’rin elar vel’tar elva, faen’shara ul’ven kai’el, drithar nyra sul’keth te’lan far’eyn.”

Not all shadows dance to the same rhythm. This threat… it comes bearing old magic, older perhaps than even you suspect.

The ancient words carried weight, a warning and a prophecy wrapped in one.

I inclined my head, acknowledging both her counsel and her right to give it.

“Shal’ven mor’eth, Vesh’na Shal’ira,” I responded formally, before shifting back to mundane language while keeping the power woven in my tone. “Your wisdom honors us, as does your service.”

With that, she ushered Elenore and Finn from the cottage, leaving Kaelon and me alone with a sleeping Sparrow.

The air grew heavy with anticipation, the shadows deepening as we prepared to face whatever force approached through the rift.

But even as we readied ourselves for confrontation, my mind was racing with plans.

The appearance of a young portal master, the involvement of the Fateweavers, the increasing instability between realms – all of it pointed to changes coming faster than even I had anticipated.

We would need to adapt our strategies and find new ways to protect Sparrow while allowing her to grow into her power.

Perhaps most importantly, we would need to discover who among our potential allies could truly be trusted.

The game board was shifting, the pieces moving in unexpected ways.

At the center of it all, lay my sleeping queen, her power calling to forces both light and dark, drawing them all inexorably toward whatever destiny awaited us.


Trials Of Threatened Uncertainty
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It’s coming…

As the door closed behind Moira and the others, the atmosphere in the small cottage shifted perceptibly.

The shadows deepened, responding to my loosening grip on my power now that there were no weaker beings present to be affected by it.

Like a predator finally able to stretch after being confined, my magic expanded through the space, turning the corners of the room into pools of liquid darkness.

Kaelon moved from his position by the door, his own aura expanding slightly in the more accommodating space.

The midnight blue of his power intertwined with my shadows, creating patterns that spoke of our centuries of working together, of trust built through countless battles and political maneuvers.

“We need to discuss contingencies, my Lord,” he said, voice low despite our solitude.

His eyes flickered to Sparrow’s sleeping form, where the shadowsilk garments rippled with contained power.

“The binding spells may not be viable, but there might be another way to protect her while she comes into her power.”

I turned from my vigil over Sparrow, intrigued by the tone in his voice. Kaelon rarely spoke with such careful measure unless he had spent considerable time developing a strategy.

“You have something specific in mind?”

“What if,” he began, his form shifting slightly as he tested the weight of his words, “we created a neutral ground? Or rather, intentionally spin the wheels of fate so that we take advantage of neutral territory?” he offers with promise. ”A place where she could learn to control her powers without immediately drawing attention to her true nature?”

“Explain,” I commanded, though I was already beginning to see the shape of his plan.

The shadows around us stilled as if they too were listening.

“An academic institution,” he said, beginning to pace in the small space. His movements left trails in the ambient magic, like ripples on a dark pond. “One sanctioned by all four courts. A place where those with magical potential can learn to control their abilities under the guise of proper education and training.”

Interesting…

“We take advantage of the obvious implications happening in the mundane world. Our own will attempt to find women showing potential in being the ‘chosen’ Queen from the prophecy. We’ll have many fighting to prove their picked Maiden is the one who will carry the crown of all the courts,” he reminds. “Our worlds don’t have any academic institutions that focus on female growth and invite opportunity. What better way but to create the space where they will be given the same privilege as the men, who we know will be desperate to have a potential chance with the bestowed princess.”

That made me smirk at the mere idea of anyone trying to partner themselves with Sparrow. I wasn’t worried about the idea. More so, I’d allow her to be with whom she showed interest if that was what left her content and pleased in all departments.

Though if privileged, I’d happily keep her appetite full in the department of sexual desire. With permission, no doubt.

Regardless, the idea had merit.

I felt my own strategic mind engaging with the possibilities, centuries of political maneuvering coming bring on this new challenge.

“The other courts would need to be convinced of its value beyond just training their young. The Aether Court especially would be suspicious of any initiative we propose.”

“Precisely why we shouldn’t be the ones to propose it,” Kaelon countered, a slight smile playing on his lips. “What if the suggestion came from the Elemental Court? They’ve always positioned themselves as mediators between Shadow and Aether. And they have the most to gain from preventing magical accidents among the untrained.”

I nodded slowly, seeing the layers of his strategy unfold.

“The Elemental Court has been pushing for more cooperative ventures between the realms. This would align with their stated goals while giving them significant influence in shaping the next generation of power users.”

“And in such an environment,” Kaelon continued, his excitement barely contained, “Sparrow’s presence would seem…”

“Unmarkable,” I finished, appreciating the elegance of the plan as all the pieces fell into place. “Just another student learning to control their gifts. The binding spells wouldn’t be necessary if her power appears to be developing naturally.”

“We could even use her current state to our advantage,” Kaelon added, warming to his theme. “The trauma of her crossing, the apparent confusion about her abilities — it would make perfect sense for her to seek formal training. Who would suspect the prophesied queen would willingly put herself in such a vulnerable position?”

I moved to the window, looking out at the rift still shimmering in the air.

“The Void Court might suspect. They’ve always been more perceptive than the others give them credit for.”

“Which is why we need to make the institution truly neutral ground,” Kaelon pressed. “Sacred contracts, ancient bindings, oaths that even the Void Court would hesitate to break. We make it a sanctuary in the truest sense. A place where violence against students or teachers is forbidden. With catastrophic consequences to professors who volunteer to provide the knowledge and wisdom they’ve acquired for centuries.”

“Such protections would require immense power,” I mused, running calculations in my mind. “And the cooperation of all four courts to establish them. As for students protection, that would be based on outside circumstances not involving situations where their skills must be tested.”

That would make more sense since these students would have to be tested to dangerous limits to prove their potential. Sometimes, those challenges can lead them to the brink of death. The neutral ground would have to bestow a sense of immunity that would protect them from death to an extent.

Experience the strings of death but for it to be a temporary instance. Not a permanent one.

It would be something Twilight and Void would agree upon.

Aether would be against the idea, and Elemental would lean towards whatever was more entertaining to them.

The idea would pass.

“Yes, but think of the precedent it would set,” Kaelon argued. “The first truly cooperative venture between the courts since the great schism. The political capital alone would be worth the investment for each faction. The Ather Court could present it as a triumph of illumination over ignorance. The Void Court would see opportunities for subtle influence. The Elementals would gain prestige as mediators. And we…”

“We would have a perfect cover for protecting and training our queen,” I finished, beginning to see how all the pieces could fit together. “But we would need to move quickly. The other courts will have felt her arrival by now. They’ll be making their own plans.”

Kaelon nodded gravely.

“Which is why we should approach the Elementals immediately, plant the seed of the idea before anyone else can propose alternatives. Their Council of Seasons meets in three days’ time. If we can get word to our allies there…”

His words cut off abruptly as we both felt a surge of power from outside. The shadows in the room writhed in response, and I felt Sparrow’s energy pulse beneath the shadowsilk garments, responding to the disturbance.

“My Lord,” Kaelon said unnecessarily, already moving into a defensive position. “Something approaches through the rift.”

The air grew thick with tension as we prepared to face whatever force had found its way to our sanctuary.

But even as we readied ourselves for confrontation, my mind continued to race with the possibilities Kaelon had presented.

An academic institution.

A neutral ground where Sparrow could grow into her power while we gathered allies and identified enemies.

It was elegant, multi-layered, exactly the kind of strategy that had kept the Shadow Court in power through centuries of political upheaval.

Now we just had to survive the next few minutes to set it in motion.

The surge of power came without warning — a tidal wave of ancient magic that made the very air crackle with tension.

My shadows danced erratically along the walls, responding to an energy signature that felt both foreign and disturbingly familiar. The very foundations of the cottage seemed to tremble, wood groaning and stone shifting as reality bent around us.

“Vash’nor thy’leth,” I commanded, the old tongue falling from my lips as naturally as breathing.

The shadows solidified around us, creating a barrier of pure darkness that turned the corners of the room into an absolute void. Power thrummed through the space, making the simple furniture vibrate with barely contained energy.

“Shield your charge, Kaelon,” I ordered, my voice carrying the weight of centuries of command. “Whatever comes through that rift must not reach her.”

My second in command was already moving, his hands weaving complex patterns in the air as he spoke his own incantation.

“Shal’ven mor’eth, shield of ancient night, protect that which is precious!”

A dome of midnight blue energy began to form around Sparrow’s sleeping form, layers of protective magic settling like silk veils.

Each layer pulsed with its own rhythm, creating a symphony of power that would have overwhelmed lesser beings.

The pressure in the room built to unbearable levels.

The window panels began to vibrate, resonating with the approaching force. Small objects — books, vials, the delicate instruments the Elder had left behind — started to rise into the air, caught in the maelstrom of competing energies.

I could have opened the windows with a gesture and could have provided a clean entrance for whatever force approached. But something in me — some primal instinct that had kept me alive through centuries of warfare and politics — knew that would be a mistake.

When it came, it came with explosive force.

The windows shattered inward, the sound like a thousand crystal goblets breaking at once.

Shards of glass hung suspended for one crystalline moment, catching the light like deadly stars, before my shadows whipped out, catching them before they could harm anyone.

But through the broken frame came something out of legend — a wolf of shadow and starlight, its form so massive it seemed impossible it could fit through the opening.

Yet it did, reality-bending around it as it materialized fully in the room. Standing at its full height, its head nearly brushed the cottage’s ceiling.

Its fur was deepest black but shot through with streaks of silver that moved and shifted like flowing mercury.

Each strand seemed to contain its own universe of shadows, creating patterns that hurt the eyes to look at directly. Its muscles rippled beneath this ethereal coat, each movement speaking of power that could tear the cottage apart with minimal effort.

The wolf’s eyes were its most striking feature — orbs of molten gold that held an intelligence far beyond that of any mortal beast.

They fixed on me with an ancient knowledge, a familiarity that sent a chill down my spine despite my own considerable power.

“Impressive,” I dare to admit, maintaining eye contact with the massive creature. The air between us crackled with competing energies. “Few beings can cross through a rift with such… precision.”

The wolf’s lips pulled back in what might have been a snarl or a smile, revealing teeth that seemed forged from shadows themselves.

Each fang was longer than a mortal man’s hand, sharp enough to tear through the barriers between worlds. Power rolled off it in waves, ancient and primal.

This was no ordinary shifter, no simple creature of magic. This was something older, something that remembered the time before the courts were divided.

Behind me, I heard Kaelon reinforcing his protective spells, his voice taking on the resonant quality of deep magic.

“Vash’nor sul’van, shields of twilight rise,” he chanted, each word adding another layer to the dome protecting Sparrow. “Let no force of shadow or light penetrate these walls.”

The protective dome grew more complex with each passing second, layers of magic interweaving like the finest lace. But maintaining such powerful shields was draining — I could feel Kaelon’s energy wavering slightly under the strain.

If this confrontation turned violent, the shields might not hold against the collateral damage of two ancient powers clashing.

The wolf’s gaze shifted to the shielded bed, and I felt its power surge. The very air seemed to thicken, reality straining under the pressure of its focused attention.

My own shadows responded instantly, wrapping around the creature like chains of pure darkness.

Each tendril of shadow burned with the cold fire of my power, a reminder that even in this diminished age, I was still Lord of the Twilight Court.

“You forget yourself,” I growled, allowing some of my true power to surface. The room grew darker, reality itself seeming to bend around us. The simple cottage walls groaned under the pressure of contained power, timbers creaking in protest. “This is my court, my domain. Whatever your purpose here, you will show proper respect.”

A rumbling sound filled the room — not quite a growl, not quite a laugh. The sound made the remaining windows rattle in their frames, dust falling from the ceiling beams.

The wolf turned its massive head back to me, and I felt the weight of centuries in its gaze. It made no move to break free of my shadow bonds, but the casual way it stood within their grasp spoke volumes.

This creature, whatever it truly was, could match me in raw power if it chose.

At least, at this stage between us.

The cottage creaked ominously around us, the simple structure was never meant to contain such concentrated power. Cracks began to appear in the walls, darkness seeping through like black blood.

The very air felt thick, charged with the potential for violence.

“My Lord,” Kaelon’s strained voice came from behind me, “the shields… the competing energies are destabilizing them.”

I could see what he meant.

The protective dome around Sparrow was flickering, the layers of magic warping under the pressure of our contained power. If this confrontation continued to escalate, the entire cottage might collapse around us — with my sleeping queen at the center of the destruction.

The wolf seemed to sense this too.

Its ears flicked forward, its massive head tilting slightly as it assessed the situation. Something flickered in those golden eyes — concern?

That was unexpected.

“Shal’ven mor’eth kas’ul,” I spoke, modulating my power slightly. “Let us not destroy what we both seek to protect.”

The shadows binding the wolf loosened fractionally, a gesture of temporary truce.

The massive creature’s response was subtle but clear — a slight relaxation of its battle-ready stance, though its power remained coiled and ready.

We had reached an impasse, two ancient forces maintaining a precarious balance.

The standoff might have continued indefinitely, each of us waiting for the other to make a move, but fate, as always, had other plans.

From within Kaelon’s protective dome came a soft sound — a murmur, barely audible but carrying the weight of worlds.

“Liam…”

Everything stopped.

The wolf’s eyes widened, its entire massive form going still as stone.

My shadows faltered for just a moment in surprise, causing hairline cracks to appear in the floorboards beneath our feet.

Even Kaelon’s steady stream of protective magic stuttered.

On the bed, Sparrow stirred.

Her eyes fluttered, fighting against the pull of unconsciousness.

The shadowsilk garments rippled in response to her movement, and I could feel her power beginning to pulse more strongly. Each wave of energy made the cottage’s structure groan in protest.

“…Liam?” she murmured again, the name carrying echoes of power that made the very air vibrate.

The wolf’s ears pricked forward, its entire being focused on her voice with an intensity that spoke of more than mere interest.

The massive creature took a step toward the bed, all aggression gone from its posture.

The floorboards creaked dangerously under its weight, but it moved with surprising grace for something of its size.

My shadows still wrapped around it, but I could feel its attention focused solely on the awakening woman. There was something in its golden eyes now — something that looked remarkably like devotion.

Or love.

The realization hit me like a physical blow.

The wolf’s familiar yet foreign energy, its ability to track Sparrow across realms, its reaction to that name…everything clicked into place with the force of prophecy fulfilled.

“Fenris,” I said softly, using the wolf’s true name. “So you’ve finally shown your true form.”

The wolf’s — Fenris — eyes met mine again, and in them, I saw confirmation of what I had begun to suspect.

This wasn’t just any guardian or creature of power.

This was the other piece of the prophecy, one of the protectors who had been watching over my queen from the shadows of the mundane realm.

Before either of us could move or speak, Sparrow stirred again.

Her power pulsed stronger, making the protective dome shimmer like aurora borealis. The shadowsilk garments could barely contain the energy radiating from her now.

The cottage’s structure groaned again, caught between too many powerful forces.

“Something’s coming,” she mumbled, her face contorting in distress. “Have to… have to stop them…”

The wolf whined — a surprisingly gentle sound from such a massive creature — and took another step forward. The floorboards cracked beneath its paw, but it paid no attention to anything except Sparrow’s increasingly restless form.

We were running out of time.

The cottage wouldn’t survive much longer under these conditions, and Sparrow’s awakening power was only adding to the instability.

A decision had to be made, and quickly.

I met the wolf’s golden gaze once more, centuries of political maneuvering and strategic thinking condensing into a single moment of clarity.

Sometimes, the best move in a game was the one your opponent least expected.

“Shal’ven thy’nor,” I spoke, dissolving my shadow bonds completely. “Let us deal with this situation before we destroy this sanctuary entirely.”

The wolf’s surprise was evident, but so was its immediate understanding of the situation’s gravity.

Together, we turned our attention to the more pressing matter at hand — protecting Sparrow.

It was time to face the new enemy heading our way while keeping safe the woman who held all our fates in her awakening hands.
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Sparrow’s consciousness flickered like a candle in the wind, her brief moment of awareness fading as quickly as it had come.

As she sank back into deeper sleep, her power surged once more before settling into a steady pulse beneath the shadowsilk garments.

“Vash’nor thy’lar shield’en,” Kaelon intoned, his hands weaving complex patterns in the air.

The protective dome around Sparrow contracted and solidified, becoming a cocoon of midnight blue energy shot through with silver threads. “The barrier will hold and move with her now, my Lord.”

I nodded, my attention already shifting to the more immediate threat I could feel approaching through the rift.

Beside me, the massive form of Fenris growled low yet fierce, his golden eyes transfixed on the shimmering tear in reality.

The rift that was inviting whatever terror wished to claim what was ours.

“Something ancient stirs,” I say in a special way, and I know his wolf specifically can grasp it. I’m not sure what Fenris’ consciousness is like with his wolf in this form, but if I had them both on board with understanding the warning signs brewing, we could get ahead of this battle. My shadows gathered around my hands. “You feel it too, don’t you, Wolf?”

Fenris’s response was a rumble that made the cottage foundations tremble. His form seemed to expand slightly, the silver streaks in his fur glowing brighter as he gathered his power.

His aura was fascinating to witness, which could be a threat to whatever creature was descending into my lands, but if Fenris’ essence was enough to make this creature tremble, it wouldn’t be worth all this effort to eliminate its attemp to enter my court.

A decoy perhaps, but again, what true purpose will that accomplish unless another plan to claim what’s mine is taking place at the same moment?

I paused my deep thinking, for the enemy had arrived.

Through the rift emerged a horror from the earliest days of creation.

Void Weavers…

The Void Weaver was massive, its body larger than Fenris’s wolf form. Eight eyes like pools of liquid darkness studded its head, each one containing galaxies of malevolent intent. Its carapace was the color of dried blood, marked with runes so ancient they predated the separation of the courts.

His black furry flesh decorated with various incantations of red, proved that its magic caliber and capabilities weren’t your average void creature level. This creature, despite its ancient history, had to be a new breed from the higher levels in the void realms, for it was indeed strong, but weak when laid within the hierarchy of power in the void weaver’s category.

“Val’nor sith’eth,” I snarled, recognizing the markings. “One of the First Weavers offspring. It seems we’ve drawn the attention of powers even older than ourselves.”

The creature’s mandibles clicked together, creating a sound like shattering bones.

When it spoke, its voice was a chorus of discordant whispers.

The lost queen stirs. The old bargains must be honored.

Fenris moved with surprising speed for his size, positioning himself between the Weaver and Sparrow’s protected form. His growl resonated with power, making the shadows themselves vibrate in response.

“You have no claim here, creature of the Void,” I declared, my power rising to match the ancient horror before us. “This is my court, MY domain.”

“All domains were ours before time had meaning.”

Listening to its deep and eerie voice would send goosebumps across anyone’s flesh. Mundane or Fae. I was trying not to be affected by its efforts to embed fear into me.

A weakness they enjoy preying upon.

Its legs began to move, weaving patterns in the air that made reality itself start to unravel.

The girl’s power belongs to the old contracts. She must be returned.

Kaelon’s voice cut through the tension, urgent but controlled.

“My Lord, we need to move. The cottage cannot withstand this level of power much longer.”

He was right.

The building’s structure was already beginning to warp, wood twisting and stone crumbling as ancient magics pressed against mortal construction.

More importantly, every moment we remained here put Sparrow at greater risk.

“The girl goes nowhere,” Fenris growled, his voice carrying the weight of mountains despite its bestial form. He had to be using magic to project his thoughts into speech, forcing the Weaver to acknowledge his presence.

The Weaver’s reaction was immediate and violent.

Strands of void-black webbing shot from its spinnerets, each thread capable of cutting through reality itself. My shadows rose to meet them, while Fenris lunged forward, his massive jaws snapping at the creature’s legs.

The Void Weaver’s threads sliced through the air like blades of pure darkness.

My shadows met them mid-strike; the collision sending shockwaves of power upon impact that shattered every remaining window in the cottage. The building’s frame groaned in protest, timbers splitting and stone cracking under the pressure of our clashing magics.

Fenris moved like living mercury, his massive form displaying an impossible grace as he wove between the deadly strands.

His jaws snapped at the Weaver’s legs, teeth wreathed in silver fire that could tear through even the ancient creature’s armored carapace —but the Weaver was faster than its size suggested, skittering across the walls and ceiling with horrifying speed.

“Val’nor sith’eth ka’sul!” I commanded, sending tendrils of pure shadow to ensnare the creature’s legs.

The old tongue gave the magic extra potency, but the Weaver’s ancient power was able to grasp my intentions. It shed my shadows like water, its eight eyes pulsing with malevolent amusement.

“Your court magics are young.”

It chittered, mandibles clicking in what might have been laughter.

“We wove the very fabric of reality before your kind learned to crawl from the darkness.”

As if to demonstrate its point, the Weaver began an intricate pattern of movement, its legs weaving complex sigils in the air.

The space around us began to distort, the laws of physics bending under the weight of ancient magic. Gravity shifted erratically — one moment crushing us down, the next threatening to tear us from the ground entirely.

My shadows reacted protectively, fighting against the pressure that dared to destroy us before we had a fighting chance of countering. Kaelon struggled to maintain the protective barrier around Sparrow, his face tight with concentration.

“My Lord, the spatial distortions…”

I understood his concern.

If the Weaver continued to warp reality around us, even his most powerful shields might not be enough to protect Sparrow.

We needed to end this quickly.

Fenris seemed to reach the same conclusion.

The massive wolf gathered himself and launched into a full attack, his form becoming almost liquid shadow as he moved — fluid yet precise. His claws left trails of silver fire in the air, his teeth glowing with power as he tore into the Weaver’s defenses.

For a moment, it seemed to work.

The ancient creature reeled back, dark ichor spraying from wounds that smoked with wolf-fire. But then those eight terrifying eyes focused on Fenris, and the air itself seemed to freeze.

“Ah.”

The Weaver’s voice took on a new note — something almost like satisfaction.

“The Guardian Twilight Wolf. The Between-Walker. Your presence here is… interesting.”

Before either Fenris or I could react, the Weaver unleashed a new attack.

Hundreds of void-black threads erupted from its body, not just from its spinnerets but seeming to tear their way out of reality itself. They moved with terrible purpose, weaving a complex net that began to close around Fenris like the walls of a collapsing universe.

The wolf fought magnificently, his power flaring bright enough to illuminate the darkened cottage like daylight. But each thread he broke was replaced by ten more, each snap of his glowing jaws met with a dozen new attacks.

It wouldn’t be long before any form of attack was relentless with how our enemy multiplied in countered grace. I could see Fenris’ movements beginning to slow, the silver streaks in his fur dimming as the endless assault drained his strength.

I sent my own power to aid him, shadows sharp as razors slicing through the Weaver’s threads. But the creature’s attention was now focused entirely on Fenris, and its attacks were becoming more precise and devastating. It was as if it had identified him as the greater threat — or perhaps, I realized with growing dread, as if he was its true target all along.

“Your kind was meant to guard the boundaries, wolf.”

The Weaver taunted as its web grew ever tighter.

“Not cross them. Not love what was never meant for you.”

Fenris snarled in defiance, but I could see the toll the battle was taking. The edges of his form were beginning to blur, his massive body flickering like a candle in the wind.

He was fighting not just the Weaver now, but his own nature — struggling to maintain his wolf form against forces that sought to tear him back to human shape.

In a vulnerable state that would be slayed with one single thread of the Weaver’s assault.

The cottage door burst open with a surge of power that momentarily distracted all of us — even the Weaver.

Moira stood on the threshold, her frail appearance belied by the ancient magic that crackled around her form. Elenore and Finn flanked around her, their own powers flaring to life in response to the chaos before them.

“Vash’nor thy’leth!” Moira’s voice carried the weight of ages as she cast her power into the fray. But even as her magic joined mine, I could see the miscalculation in their arrival.

The Weaver’s web of void threads began to spread, now attempting to encompass all of us.

“No!” Finn shouted, his untrained power flaring wildly as he instinctively tried to create a portal to safety. The surge of his raw talent collided with the Weaver’s reality-warping magic, creating dangerous ripples in the fabric of space.

A dangerous mistake.

“Foolish children.”

The Weaver’s discordant voice echoed with cruel amusement.

“More threads for our web.”

Fenris used the moment of distraction to launch another attack, but his movements were growing sluggish.

The silver in his fur had dimmed to a bare glimmer, and I could see human features beginning to blur through his wolf form — a flash of golden-blue eyes, the suggestion of more familiar lines.

The Weaver struck with terrible precision.

Void threads wrapped around Fenris’s legs, his throat, his very essence. Each thread pulled in a different direction, not just physically but metaphysically, trying to tear him apart across multiple planes of reality.

“Submit, Guardian.”

The ancient horror commanded.

“Return to your true form, your proper place. Watch as we claim what was promised to the Void.”

I could see the moment Fenris’s strength began to fail. His massive form flickered violently, the wolf shape beginning to dissolve.

In his weakened state, he would be desperately vulnerable during the transformation back to human form. The Weaver would tear him apart before he could complete the change.

Power gathered in my hands as I prepared to intervene.

To save Fenris would mean leaving Sparrow’s barrier less protected, but to lose him would cost us one of our strongest allies — and perhaps break something in my queen that could never be repaired.

But before I could act — before the Weaver could land its killing blow — the air in the cottage grew heavy with new power.

The shadowsilk garments around Sparrow’s sleeping form began to glow with an inner light that shouldn’t have been possible.

“Shal’ven mor’eth,” Moira breathed, her eyes wide. “The Princess awakens.”

The air itself seemed to stop, reality holding its breath as Sparrow rose from the bed. The shadowsilk garments no longer contained her power but rather seemed to drink it in, transforming from mere fabric into a living extension of her awakening might.

Her hair floated around her like a corona of darkness and light, each strand a perfect balance of deepest shadow and pure starlight.

When she opened her eyes, they blazed with ancient power — not just red, but the color of blood spilled in sacred ritual, of fires that burned at the beginning of time. The very shadows in the room bent toward her, drawn to her presence like moths to flame.

It was sensational to witness after centuries…

“Val’nor sith’eth kas’ul,” she spoke, her voice carrying harmonics that made reality itself tremble.

It was Sparrow’s voice, and yet not — layered with something older, something that remembered the time before time.

“You dare to threaten what is mine?”

The Weaver’s threads paused in their assault on Fenris, all eight of its void-dark eyes fixing on this new threat. Even its ancient malevolence seemed to falter for a moment before her presence.

Princess Liarel.

The creature’s discordant whispers held a note of recognition and perhaps even fear.

“The old contracts must be honored. Submit to the Void’s claim, and your wolf and these others may yet receive our mercy.”

A smile curved Liarel’s lips — beautiful and terrible, like the last light of a dying star. Power gathered around her, not in the crude displays of combat magic but in subtle ways that made the laws of physics whimper and bend.

Graceful. Alluring. Divine in execution.

“You speak of contracts?” she asked, taking a single step forward. The floor beneath her bare feet crystallized, reality itself transforming at her touch. “Let me teach you about power, ancient one.”

She raised one hand in an almost lazy gesture.

Power — pure, unrestrained, and more natural than breathing — flowed through her. The air between her and the Weaver ignited with possibility, every potential outcome of reality condensing into a single, perfect moment of destruction.

The Weaver tried to react, its legs weaving disparate patterns of protection.

“Wait! The old laws⁠—”

“Are mine to remake,” Liarel interrupted and brought her hand down.

The strike wasn’t physical.

It was a rewriting of what was possible, a denial of the Weaver’s very right to exist in this realm.

The ancient creature had time for one terrible screech that echoed across dimensions before it simply… ceased to be.

Not destroyed, but rather edited out of reality itself, leaving nothing behind but rapidly fading threads of void-black webbing.

In the ringing silence that followed, Liarel turned her blood-fire gaze to where Fenris lay partially entangled in the remaining threads. With another small gesture, the webbing dissolved into motes of light that drifted away like dark snow.

The wolf struggled to his feet, his form stabilizing as the Weaver’s destructive influence faded. His golden eyes met hers with a mixture of awe and something deeper — more primal.

And I…

I could only stare at her, my heart thundering in my chest.

This was my queen as I remembered her — terrifying and beautiful, powerful beyond measure yet still somehow achingly human.

Every fiber of my being yearned to go to her, to kneel before her, to reclaim what had been lost for so many centuries, yet was this the time to focus on such sentiments?

Or was I afraid this was a dream that would all twinkle away as I woke to reality…her presence but a memory, like all these centuries?

I dared to hold my breath with a speck of hope.
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My Starlight…

The power emanating from her form made the very air crystallize — reality bending in subtle ways around her presence.

I stood there, transfixed, watching as my queen — my Liarel — turned from the dissipating remains of the Void Weaver to face me. I couldn’t even grasp when I initiated the few steps to let me stand where she was mere inches from my grasp, but I’m thankful for the unintentional initiative because I could admire her alluring beauty up close.

Her hair continued to float in an ethereal dance of shadow and light, each strand a perfect balance of darkness and radiance.

Those blood-fire eyes fixed on me with ancient knowledge and newfound purpose.

The shadowsilk garments rippled around her form like liquid night, responding to the pure energy that coursed through her being. Every instinct I possessed screamed at me to kneel — to submit to the sheer magnitude of her power.

But I had made a promise.

To myself, to her, to the prophecies that had guided us for centuries.

I would be her equal, not her supplicant even if it meant resisting the gravitational pull of her presence.

“My Lord of Shadows,” she spoke, her voice carrying harmonics that made the remaining structure of the cottage tremble. “How long you have waited?”

I maintained my position, though it took every ounce of will I possessed.

“The waiting was nothing,” I replied, keeping my voice steady despite the storm of emotions raging within me. “The fear of losing you entirely was far worse.”

She moved toward me with liquid grace, each step leaving crystalline patterns in the floorboards beneath her feet as she circled me with immense interest. With overflowing awe. The very shadows in the room seemed to hold their breath, caught between her power and mine.

“Still so proud,” she murmured, reaching up to touch my cheek. “My stubborn Twilight King.”

Her teasing only made me smile, and the moment her fingers made contact with my skin, every defense I had built, every wall of restraint and protocol, crumbled to dust.

The touch sent sparks of pure energy racing through my being, rekindling connections that had lain dormant for centuries. My shadows surged forward of their own accord, wrapping around her like eager lovers returning to their beloved.

My own arms wrapped around her, closing the distance as I enjoyed the relief and warmth of her small body against mine. How despite our differences, she always felt so perfect in my grasp. Gave a unique sense of bliss and safety I couldn’t quite understand.

I never grasped it, not now or all those centuries ago, but enjoyed basking in every second of its inviting glory.

“Liarel,” I breathed, her true name falling from my lips like a prayer. “My Starlight Queen. I’ve missed you beyond reason. All because of this prophecy…”

My hands tightened slightly on hers, concern warring with curiosity.

“What do you mean, my love?”

“The prophecy spoke of your return, of our reunification…”

“The prophecy,” Liarel interrupted, her blood-fire eyes sparking with something like amusement, “was written by beings who thought they could control the tides of fate. But they did not account for Sparrow’s soul.”

She stepped back slightly, though maintaining our physical connection.

The power around her shifted, and for a moment I could see it — glimpses of Sparrow’s essence intertwined with Liarel’s ancient power, not fighting or submitting but dancing together in perfect harmony.

“She is remarkable, my love,” Liarel continued, her voice filled with genuine admiration. “Where most human souls would have been overwhelmed by my awakening, hers… adapts. Grows. Creates something entirely new.”

“But the transition—” I began, only to be silenced by a finger pressed to my lips.

“Will not be a transition at all,” she said firmly. “The old prophecies spoke of my return through a human vessel, of the vessel’s soul being subsumed by my power. But they were wrong. Sparrow is not just a vessel. She is a catalyst, a force of change in her own right.”

The implications were staggering.

“You mean to merge with her? Truly merge, not simply take control?”

Liarel nodded, and the magic around her flickered to demonstrate.

I watched in fascination as her patterns of power shifted and changed, Sparrow’s essence weaving through Liarel’s ancient energies like threads of golden light through shadow.

“Look how beautifully our powers complement each other,” she said softly. “Her adaptability, her fierce independence, her capacity for both violence and mercy. They fill spaces in my being I never knew were empty. And my power, my knowledge, my connection to the old magics…they complete her in turn.”

“But the courts,” I pointed out, ever mindful of the political implications. “They expect the return of their Princess, not some hybrid being.”

Liarel’s laugh was like crystal bells in a storm.

“The courts expect what they have always expected. To be able to manipulate and control. They will learn, as they should have learned centuries ago, that true power comes not from control but from adaptation.”

Her hands framed my face now, her touch both gentle and commanding.

“I choose this, my love. I choose to become something new, something that neither the prophecies nor the courts could have predicted. Sparrow and I, we will forge a new path together.”

“And what of us?” I couldn’t help but ask, an unfamiliar uncertainty creeping into my voice. “What of our bond?”

Her expression softened, though the power in her eyes remained intense.

“My Nightshade King, do you think so little of our connection? Our bond transcends mere form or prophecy. It has already begun to reform. Have you not felt it? The way Sparrow is drawn to you, even in her current state?”

I had felt it, of course.

Every interaction with Sparrow had carried echoes of my ancient connection with Liarel, yet colored by something new and uniquely her own.

“She dreams of you,” Liarel continued, a knowing smile playing on her lips. “Even before she knew who you were, she dreamed of shadow and starlight, of a king who could match her power and understand her heart. Those weren’t just dreams. They were memories. Our memories, reshaping themselves to fit her understanding.”

Her power pulsed stronger for a moment, making the air thick with possibility.

“I am not leaving you, my love. I am becoming more. Becoming something that can truly stand beside you as an equal in this new age. But for this to work,” Liarel continued, her power creating patterns of light and shadow that danced around us like living art, “you must accept both aspects of who I am becoming. Who we are becoming.”

Her hair continued its ethereal dance, each strand now clearly showing the merger she spoke of — roots of pure starlight bleeding into tips of deepest shadow, the transition between them fluid and ever-changing.

The shadowsilk garments had transformed as well, no longer simply containing her power but actively participating in it, creating swirling designs that told stories of past and future simultaneously.

“Look at me, my love,” she commanded softly, drawing my attention back to her eyes. They had begun to change even as we spoke, the blood-fire red occasionally flickering with hints of mortal brown — Sparrow’s influence making itself known. “What do you see?”

I studied her carefully, letting my ancient power reach out to truly sense what was happening. The merger she spoke of was visible on levels beyond the physical.

Where Liarel’s power had once been pure starfire and ancient magic, it now contained threads of something else — something adaptable, resourceful, uniquely human yet touched by divinity.

“I see my queen,” I answered truthfully, my hands coming up to frame her face as hers still held mine. “But I also see a warrior, a survivor. I see strength that comes not just from ancient power, but from lived experience and hard-won wisdom.”

She smiled, and in that expression I could see both Liarel’s timeless knowledge and Sparrow’s fierce determination.

“And can you love both? Can you accept that your Starlight Queen is becoming something even the oldest prophecies never foresaw?”

My shadows responded before I could speak, wrapping around us both in a cocoon of absolute darkness shot through with points of light like stars.

“I have loved you through centuries of separation,” I said, my voice rough with emotion. “I have loved you through different forms, different lives. Do you think this transformation could possibly lessen that love?”

Her power surged in response, creating auroras of energy that danced through my shadows.

“My Nightshade King,” she breathed, using that private name again, “always so certain, so absolute in your devotion.”

“As you have always been mine,” I reminded her, drawing her closer. “Vash’nor thy’leth sul’van.”

Shadow and Light, eternally bound.

She leaned into me, our powers intertwining so completely that it became impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. The very air around us crystallized, reality holding its breath as ancient magics and new possibilities merged and danced.

“When I fully merge with Sparrow,” she murmured against my lips, “it will change everything. The courts, the prophecies, the very balance of power between realms. Are you prepared for what that means?”

Instead of answering immediately, I closed the last distance between us, capturing her lips with mine. How I’ve craved these lips for so long. To enjoy the physical touch of softened warmth instead of the plentiful lust-filled kisses in the realms of dreams and darkness.

The kiss was both an answer and a promise, carrying the weight of centuries of longing and the bright spark of new beginnings. Her power flared at the contact, and I felt the precise moment when Liarel’s ancient presence began to fade, making way for Sparrow’s return.

But before the transition was completed, Liarel pulled back just enough to whisper against my lips:

“Remember, my love, I am not leaving. I am becoming more. Wait for us. Guide us. Love us.”

The blood-fire began to fade from her eyes, the starlight in her hair dimming to its natural shade. But as Sparrow’s consciousness returned, I saw the moment of recognition in her gaze. Her eyes — now their normal alluring shade– widened as she looked at me.

“You,” she breathed, wonder and confusion mingling in her voice. “You’re the one from my dreams. The Shadow King.”

I couldn’t help but smile, still holding her close.

“This is no dream, little bird.”

A faint blush colored her cheeks as she took in our intimate position.

“Well,” she said, a hint of her usual spark showing through despite her obvious fatigue, “you’re actually even more handsome in person.”

Before I could respond, her eyes rolled back and she slumped in my arms, the enormous expenditure of power finally taking its toll.

I caught her easily, cradling her against my chest as her breathing evened out into the rhythm of deep slumber.

Looking down at her peaceful face, I could see it now — the subtle signs of how Liarel’s power had begun to merge with Sparrow’s essence.

They were small changes, barely noticeable to anyone who hadn’t known both forms of my queen. But they were there: a slight shimmer in her hair when the light hit it just right, the faintest trace of ancient runes appearing and fading on her skin like half-remembered dreams.

My Starlight Queen was indeed becoming something new, something that defied prophecy and prediction.

And I, her Nightshade King, Lord Aetheron of the Twilight Court would be there every step of the way.

Watching in wonder as two extraordinary souls became something greater than either could have been alone.


Bonds Beyond Magic
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~AETHEREON~


The shadows that had enveloped us slowly retracted, coiling back like liquid darkness responding to an unspoken command.

As they withdrew, I became aware of our audience — Kaelon standing guard near the door, Moira watching with ancient wisdom in her eyes, while Elenore and Finn hovering uncertainly at the threshold.

Sparrow lay peaceful in my arms, her power now a gentle pulse beneath her skin rather than the overwhelming force it had been moments before. The shadowsilk garments still rippled occasionally with residual energy, responding to dreams or memories that flickered through her unconscious mind.

“We need to move,” I announced, my voice carrying the weight of command despite the tenderness with which I held my sleeping queen. “This place is no longer safe.”

Moira stepped forward, her eyes fixed on Sparrow’s face.

“The merging has begun,” she observed, speaking in the common tongue for the benefit of the others. “Earlier than expected, but perhaps that’s for the best.”

My attention shifted to where the massive shadow wolf lay, still weakened from the Void Weaver’s attack.

“Kaelon, see to Fenris. He’ll need healing before he can shift safely.”

My second in command moved immediately to comply, his hands already weaving patterns of healing magic as he approached the injured wolf. But before he could begin, Elenore stepped forward with determined eyes.

“If I may, my Lord,” she said with a respectful bow, “healing is my specialty. And I have… experience with his particular nature.”

I nodded my permission, noting the way the wolf’s golden eyes tracked Elenore’s movement with familiar trust. She knelt beside his massive form, her hands glowing with a soft blue light that spoke of years of practiced healing.

Her energy was intriguing to watch as it manifested and grew exceptionally swift, calling to its Master’s request to aid thy comrade.

“The threads cut deep,” she murmured, more to herself than to us. “Not just physically, but metaphysically. The Weaver tried to unravel your very essence, didn’t it?”

Unravel his essence itself. Diabolical. Would that make him more vulnerable to future attacks until fully healed?

Fenris rumbled an affirmative, his form already beginning to stabilize under her careful ministrations. The silver streaks in his fur brightened slightly, power returning as the worst of the damage was repaired.

“Shal’ven mor’eth heal’sul,” Elenore whispered, ancient magic flowing from her hands into Fenris’s wounded form.

Where the Void Weaver’s threads had torn reality itself, her power wove it back together, creating patterns of healing that shimmered like dewdrops in morning light.

Finn watched the process with undisguised fascination, his young face alight with curiosity.

“The damage exists in multiple dimensions,” he observed, his natural affinity for spatial magic allowing him to see what others couldn’t. “It’s like… like the threads left holes in reality itself.”

“Indeed,” Moira confirmed, moving to stand beside the boy. “Which is why regular healing magic would not suffice. Watch carefully, young one. Elenore is not just healing flesh and energy, but the very fabric of existence where it was torn.”

I stood watching, still cradling Sparrow close, as Elenore’s magic worked its way through Fenris’s massive form. The wolf’s breathing steadied, his power signature strengthening with each passing moment.

The silver streaks in his fur began to pulse with their own light again, and I could feel his true nature reasserting itself.

“It’s time,” Elenore said softly, sitting back on her heels. “The worst of the damage is repaired. Though, I’d heed with caution that you should be very careful with future battles. At least for a couple of weeks if not months. The walls are thin in the other realms which were impacted by the Weaver’s merciless intentions. It can cause issues and make it easy for manipulative elements to take over,” she explained earnestly before giving a glint of a smile. ”You can shift now, but it will still take time to fully heal.”

Fenris’s form began to blur, reality-bending around him as he initiated the transformation.

The process was slower than usual, more deliberate, as his weakened state required careful control. Shadow and starlight wrapped around him like a cocoon, and when it dissipated, Liam knelt in the wolf’s place.

The transformation had left him shirtless, revealing numerous bruises and magical burns across his muscled torso. Despite his obvious exhaustion, he carried himself with dignity, pushing himself to his feet with only a slight grimace.

“The healing will progress faster here,” he said, his voice rough from the shift. “The Twilight Court’s natural energy resonates with my shadow stores.”

His eyes fixed on Sparrow’s sleeping form in my arms, and I felt the pull between them — an ancient magic different from but no less powerful than my own connection to her. The wolf in him recognized its mate, even as the man understood the complexity of the situation.

I made a decision then, one that centuries of kingship had taught me was necessary.

Sometimes maintaining power meant acknowledging other claims, other bonds that could strengthen rather than threaten one’s own position.

“Hold her,” I said, moving toward him. “Just for a moment, while I seal the rift. She’ll rest easier feeling your presence, and your own healing will accelerate with the contact.”

Surprise flickered across Liam’s face, followed by deep gratitude.

He stepped forward, accepting Sparrow’s weight into his arms with infinite care. The moment they touched, I saw some of the tension leave her face; felt the subtle shift in her power as it recognized his energy signature.

“The wolf in you calls to something in her,” Moira observed, her ancient eyes seeing more than she revealed. “A new aspect of her nature, perhaps? Or something that was always there, waiting to be awakened?”

“Questions for another time,” I said, though I had my own theories about the bond between them. “The rift must be sealed before anything else comes through.”

I turned to face the rift, its edges still shimmering with unstable energy. The tear in reality pulsed like an open wound, each fluctuation sending ripples through the fabric of our world.

It would take considerable power to seal it properly, to ensure no other ancient horrors could slip through its depths.

“Vash’nor thy’leth seal’eth,” I began, raising my free hand toward the dimensional tear. Shadows gathered around me, denser than before, responding to the ancient tongue with eager intensity.

Finn stepped forward slightly, his natural affinity for portal magic drawing him to the process.

“The edges are… singing,” he said in wonder. “Like they’re trying to find their way back together.”

Moira placed a steadying hand on his shoulder.

“Reality wants to be whole, young one. It seeks balance, even when torn. Watch and learn. This is magic far older than any taught in modern times.”

My shadows reached out, beginning to weave through the ragged edges of the rift. Each strand of power had to be precise and had to match the exact frequency of the tear before it could begin to pull it closed.

One wrong move could widen the breach instead of sealing it.

“Shal’ven mor’eth bind’sul,” I continued, feeling the ancient magic respond to my command. The shadows began to pulse with their own light, creating patterns that mimicked the natural flow of reality itself.

Kaelon moved to stand at my right hand, his own power joining mine in a familiar dance. We had sealed countless rifts together over the centuries, and his presence made the complex work easier — more stable.

“The Void Weaver’s threads left a residue,” he observed quietly. “It needs to be cleared before the seal can take properly.”

I nodded, adjusting my magic accordingly.

The shadows shifted from weaving to cleansing, dissolving the last traces of the ancient horror’s presence. Each pulse of power made the rift edges cleaner, and more receptive to being rejoined.

From his position still holding Sparrow, Liam watched with intense focus.

“The resonance is changing,” he said, his wolf-enhanced senses picking up subtle shifts in the magical frequency. “It’s accepting the seal.”

Indeed, the rift was beginning to close, reality knitting back together under the careful application of shadow magic. The process had to be gradual — too fast and it could create shockwaves that would endanger everyone present.

“It’s time for you to go,” I said, addressing Moira and her charges. “Take the path through the silver grove. It will be safest with the rift’s energy still dispersing. Liam, you should go with them. You need time to heal properly.”

Moira nodded, gathering Elenore and Finn with a gesture.

“We will prepare the sanctuary,” she said, slipping briefly into the old tongue. “Vash’nor thy’leth safe’haven awaits its queen.”

Liam hesitated only a moment before carefully transferring Sparrow back to my arms. The loss of contact seemed to pain him physically, but he understood the necessity of our separate paths.

“I’ll be close,” he said simply, though whether he was speaking to me or the unconscious woman in my arms wasn’t entirely clear.

I acknowledged him with a nod, respect passing between us — two ancient powers sharing responsibility for one precious life. He turned away, following Moira and the others as they slipped out into the twilight beyond the cottage.

“The seal is nearly complete, my Lord,” Kaelon reported, his hands still weaving stabilizing patterns in the air.

I returned my full attention to the rift, gathering my power for the final phase of closure.

“Shal’ven mor’eth seal’complete,” I commanded, pushing my will through the shadows.

The tear in reality shuddered once, twice, then began to close like a flower folding its petals for the night. The edges drew together seamlessly, reality reknitting itself until only the faintest shimmer remained to mark where the breach had been.

“It’s done,” I said, feeling the last traces of the rift’s energy disperse. “We should move quickly now. The sealing will have been felt by others, and questions will be asked.”

Kaelon nodded, already moving to clear any traces of our presence from the cottage.

“The shadow paths await, my Lord. We can be at the sanctuary before the first moon sets.”

I looked down at Sparrow’s peaceful face, still cradled securely in my arms.

Even in sleep, her power pulsed gently, already adapting to the rhythm of the Twilight Court. My shadows curled protectively around us both, responding to my instinctive need to keep her safe.

“Then let us depart,” I commanded, turning toward the deeper shadows where our path awaited. “Our queen has much to learn when she wakes, and precious little time to master her new nature.”

Just before we stepped into the waiting darkness, Kaelon cleared his throat in that particular way that meant he had something significant to discuss.

“My Lord,” he began carefully, his eyes falling on Sparrow’s sleeping form. “There’s something about her connection to the wolf that I think we should address.”

I paused, shadows swirling expectantly around us.

“Speak freely, old friend.”

“I’ve seen the way they interact, felt the resonance between their energies,” Kaelon said, choosing his words with deliberate precision. “She bears the markers of an Omega. Not just any Omega, but one of considerable power. It would explain Fenris’…difficulty in maintaining distance.”

I looked down at Sparrow’s peaceful face, noting the subtle ways her power reached for the shadows around us.

“You think this is separate from her connection to Liarel? A trait unique to Sparrow herself?”

“Indeed,” Kaelon nodded, warming to his subject. “The ancient texts speak of rare Omegas who could bridge multiple packs, acting as focal points of power and unity. Given her ability to cross between realms, to adapt to different types of magic…”

“You believe this could become problematic?” I interrupt, though I already suspected his answer.

Kaelon’s expression turned thoughtful.

“Not immediately. But as she grows stronger, as Sparrow’s own nature asserts itself alongside Liarel’s power, her Omega traits will become more pronounced. And that brings…complications.”

“Explain,” I commanded, though part of me already understood where this was heading.

“Each court maintains its own pack of elemental wolves,” Kaelon reminded me. “Aether wolves born of solar fire, Void wolves who run between realities, Elemental wolves who command nature itself. And our own shadowed Twilight wolves, of which Fenris appears to be one. Perhaps the most powerful I’ve ever encountered. His size and strength suggest Twilight Court origins, which explains his natural affinity for our realm.”

I absorbed this information, connecting threads of possibility.

“You’re suggesting that Sparrow, independent of her identity as my queen, could potentially be an Omega for multiple packs. That she might draw wolves from each court.”

“Four additional bonds,” Kaelon confirmed solemnly. “Possibly five, if we count Fenris separately from your own claim. Each represents a different aspect of power, each drawn to her unique nature.”

“And each potentially complicating our political situation,” I mused, though I found myself more intrigued than concerned.

The shadows around us shifted, responding to my thoughtful mood.

“There’s more,” Kaelon added, a slight hesitation in his voice. “The texts suggest that sometimes… well, not all wolf bonds are male.”

A laugh escaped me then, rich and genuine.

“A female wolf as well? The courts will be absolutely beside themselves.” The idea seemed to delight rather than disturb me.

Anything that disrupted the stuffy traditions of the older houses was welcome in my view.

Kaelon studied me carefully.

“You’re not concerned about these potential complications?”

“My dear friend,” I said, adjusting Sparrow’s weight in my arms, “if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the centuries, it’s that fate has its own plans. Liarel has already declared her intention to rewrite the prophecies. Perhaps Sparrow’s Omega nature is simply another way the old powers are being reformed into something new.”

The shadows around us pulsed in agreement, eager now to carry us to our destination.

Kaelon’s lips curved in a slight smile as he recognized my acceptance of the situation.

“Shall we leave it to fate then, my Lord?”

“Indeed,” I replied, looking down once more at the woman in my arms.

My queen, an Omega, a being of incredible potential who continued to surprise me at every turn.

“Let fate weave its web. We have more immediate concerns awaiting us in the Twilight Court.”

With that, we stepped into the waiting darkness, the shadows eagerly embracing their lord and his precious burden.

Whatever complications awaited us, whatever bonds might form or prophecies might be rewritten, I knew one thing with absolute certainty:

Life in the courts would never be the same again.

And I, for one, couldn’t wait to see how it all unfolded.


A Gilded Awakening
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~SPARROW~


Heat.

Overwhelming, suffocating heat pressed against my side, making it impossible to stay in the comfortable depths of sleep. I shifted, trying to escape the source of warmth, but it followed my movement like a persistent shadow. With a frustrated grunt, I pushed hard against whatever was causing this discomfort.

A distinctly masculine groan and the solid thud of a body hitting the floor finally pulled me fully into consciousness. I blinked, taking a moment to process the fact that I’d just shoved Liam off what appeared to be a bed.

But all thoughts of my friend’s ungraceful descent fled as my eyes focused on my surroundings. The room I found myself in defied every expectation of reality I’d ever held.

The ceiling soared impossibly high, decorated with intricate frescos that seemed to move when viewed from different angles. The scenes depicted what appeared to be battles and celebrations, all rendered in rich golds and deep crimsons that caught the light like living flame. Crystal chandeliers hung at various heights, each one containing what looked like actual stars rather than mere lights, casting a warm, ethereal glow throughout the space.

The walls were draped in alternating panels of deep crimson silk and shimmering turquoise fabric that seemed to ripple even without a breeze. Between each panel, golden sconces held more of those impossible star-lights, their glow creating patterns that danced across the rich fabrics like living creatures. The effect was mesmerizing, making the entire room feel as if it were breathing.

I sat up slowly, my attention caught by the bed itself. The frame was pure gold, but not the gaudy, ostentatious gold of human wealth. This was something else entirely – a living metal that seemed to pulse with its own inner light. Intricate patterns were carved into every surface, telling stories in a language I couldn’t read but somehow understood on a deeper level. The posts rose toward the ceiling like ancient trees, their branches intertwining to create a canopy from which hung sheers of the finest silk I’d ever seen, their color shifting between deep wine and midnight blue depending on how the light hit them.

“By all the stars,” I breathed, my voice barely above a whisper. The sound seemed to trigger something in the room – the star-lights pulsed briefly brighter, and the patterns in the gold work shifted subtly, as if responding to my presence.

My gaze swept across the rest of the space, drinking in details that seemed impossible. A vanity that appeared to be carved from a single piece of rose quartz dominated one corner, its surface scattered with bottles and vials that contained liquids that moved of their own accord. The mirror wasn’t glass but rather seemed to be made of captured moonlight, its surface rippling like disturbed water.

Against another wall stood an armoire of such magnificent craftsmanship that it made my heart ache just looking at it. The wood – if it was wood – had the deep blue-green color of the deepest ocean, with golden inlays that created pictures of fantastical creatures. As I watched, these creatures actually moved, swimming and flying across the surface of the furniture as if it were their natural habitat.

Deciding to get out of bed, the floor beneath my feet was neither marble nor any other stone I recognized. It was something smoother, cooler, with depth that suggested I was walking on solidified starlight. Each step I took sent ripples of color spreading out from where my feet touched, like dropping stones into a pond of pure magic.

“Well,” Liam’s voice came from where he was picking himself up off the floor, drawing my attention back to him momentarily, “at least you’re maintaining your charming personality in all this luxury.”

But I was already distracted again, this time by my own reflection caught in a full-length mirror that definitely hadn’t been there a moment ago. The person – the being – staring back at me was both familiar and startlingly foreign.

Gone was my usual practical attire, replaced by a gown that seemed to be woven from liquid gold and captured sunlight. It moved like water around my form, responding to the slightest movement with ripples of light that sent cascades of color dancing across the fabric. The cut was both modest and sensual, highlighting my figure while maintaining an air of otherworldly elegance.

But it was my hair that truly caught my attention. The usual dark strands had transformed into a pure, luminescent white that seemed to glow from within. It fell in waves past my shoulders, each strand catching the light like freshly spun silk.

“That would be the magic,” Liam explained, noticing my fixation on my transformed appearance. He’d managed to regain his feet and was now leaning against one of the bed posts with casual grace, though I noticed he kept a respectful distance. “Using that much power… it leaves marks. Though I have to say, white rather suits you.”

I reached up to touch my transformed hair, marveling at how it felt the same despite looking so different. “Power? I… I remember something. Fighting? There was a creature…” The memories felt foggy, like trying to recall a dream while still half-asleep.

The room seemed to respond to my confusion, the lights dimming slightly as if in sympathy. A gentle breeze that shouldn’t have been possible in an enclosed space stirred the hanging silks, carrying with it the scent of night-blooming flowers and something deeper, more primal.

I turned in a slow circle, still trying to absorb every impossible detail. Near what I assumed was the entrance, a sitting area had been arranged with furniture that looked like it had been grown rather than built. The chairs and sofas were formed from what appeared to be living vines of gold and silver, their cushions upholstered in the same rich crimsons and turquoises that adorned the walls. A low table that seemed to be made of captured twilight held a selection of fruits I’d never seen before, their colors too vibrant to be natural.

“Where am I?” I finally asked, though I wasn’t entirely sure I was ready for the answer. “What is this place?”

“This is a safe place,” Liam said, his voice softer than I’d ever heard it. He moved closer, each step deliberate, as if he were fighting some internal battle between approaching and maintaining distance. “A sanctuary within the Twilight Court.”

The words stirred something in my memory – flashes of shadow and starlight, of power beyond imagining. I pressed a hand to my temple, trying to organize the chaotic swirl of images and sensations.

“You remember some of it, don’t you?” he asked, now close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body. “The fight, the power that awakened in you?”

I nodded slowly, fragments coming together like pieces of a broken mirror. “There was… a spider? No, something worse. Something ancient. And you…” I looked up at him, really looked, seeing him with new eyes. “You were the wolf. The massive shadow wolf.”

His lips curved in a slight smile, though his eyes remained intense. “That’s my other form, yes. Though I’ve never been quite that large before. Something about this realm seems to amplify certain aspects of my nature.”

He was even closer now, and I found myself swaying slightly toward him, drawn by something I couldn’t quite understand. The heat that had annoyed me when I first woke up now felt different – necessary, vital somehow.

“Sparrow,” he breathed my name like a prayer, his hands coming up to frame my face. His touch sent sparks of electricity through my entire body, making me gasp. “Do you have any idea how terrified I was? When I got to the wrong rooftop, when I saw you facing Marco…”

The memory of Marco’s betrayal hit me hard, making me flinch. Liam’s thumbs stroked my cheeks soothingly, and he pressed his forehead against mine in a gesture that felt ancient and instinctive.

“Your scent,” he murmured, his voice dropping to a rough growl that should have frightened me but instead made heat pool in my belly. “Even then, through all the chaos and fear, your scent called to me. But now…” He inhaled deeply, his whole body shuddering. “Now it’s even stronger. You smell of starlight and shadow, of power and possibility. Of things my wolf nature recognizes on a level I can’t even explain.”

My hands had found their way to his chest of their own accord, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath my palms. “What’s happening between us?” I whispered, both thrilled and terrified by the intensity of what I was feeling. “This connection…”

“It’s something ancient,” he explained, one hand sliding into my transformed hair while the other remained cupping my cheek. “Something that transcends the normal bonds between beings. My wolf recognized it the moment we first met, but I fought it, tried to keep my distance. I thought I was protecting you.”

A laugh escaped him, though it held an edge of self-deprecation. “Fat lot of good that did. I couldn’t stay away, couldn’t stop myself from watching over you, trying to keep you safe. And then today, when I saw you fall…” His voice broke slightly at the memory. “I thought I’d failed. Thought I’d lost you before I ever really had you.”

The raw emotion in his voice made my heart clench. I pressed closer, some instinct I didn’t understand needing to comfort him, to erase the pain in his voice.

“But I survived,” I reminded him softly. “I’m here. We both are.”

His golden eyes, so similar to his wolf form’s gaze, locked onto mine with an intensity that stole my breath. “Yes,” he agreed, his voice dropping even lower. “We are. And every instinct I possess is screaming at me to never let you out of my sight again.”

The admission hung between us, heavy with implications neither of us was quite ready to face. The air grew thick with tension, with possibility, with the weight of whatever this connection between us truly meant.

Finally, Liam took a deliberate step back, though the effort it cost him was visible in the tension of his shoulders. “You need to rest,” he said, his voice rough with controlled emotion. “You expended an enormous amount of power today. Your body needs time to adjust.”

As if his words reminded my body of its ordeal, a wave of heat washed over me, making me sway slightly. Liam’s hands shot out to steady me, but he quickly withdrew them once I was stable.

“I’ll get you some water,” he said, already moving toward the door. “The transformation… it can cause fever-like symptoms as your body adapts to the new energy flowing through it.”

I nodded, suddenly aware of how parched my throat felt. “Thank you,” I managed, sinking onto one of the impossibly comfortable chairs in the sitting area.

He paused at the door, looking back at me with an expression that made my heart skip a beat. “Try to rest. You’re safe here. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

The door closed behind him with a soft click, leaving me alone with my swirling thoughts and the lingering sensation of his touch on my skin. The room seemed to respond to my emotional state, the star-lights dimming to a softer glow while the silk hangings stirred with a cool breeze that helped ease the heat burning through me.

Just as I was considering whether I should try to make it back to the bed, a knock sounded at the door. Assuming Liam had returned quickly with the water, I rose and made my way across the floor, still marveling at how each step sent ripples of light through the strange material beneath my feet.

I opened the door, a teasing comment about his speed ready on my lips, only to freeze in shock at who stood before me.

My Shadow King from the depths of my dreams…


Awakened Temptation Of Centuries
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The words died in my throat as I found myself face-to-face with the man from my dreams.

He filled the doorway with his presence, power radiating from him like heat from a banked fire. In his hands, he held a silver tray laden with refreshments, but it was his eyes that captured me — molten gold enriched with red and hues of red that seemed to see straight through to my soul.

“I thought you might be hungry,” he announced, his voice rich and deep, sending involuntary shivers down my spine. The simple statement felt loaded with meaning I couldn’t quite grasp but somehow understood on a visceral level.

“Now that you mention it…” I really was hungry. “You…well…”

“Lord Aetheron of the Twilight Court,” he introduced with a welcoming smile that made my heart swell in awe. “And you’re my Sparrow.”

My.

How a single word could hold so much power and ownership at the same time.

“Y-Yes. I’m Sparrow. Um…nice to meet you. Though…this isn’t really the first time we have met, is it?” I dare to admit as I feel the heat rush to my cheeks. I watched his amusement grow as he nodded solemnly and whispered.

“It’s definitely not our first.”

Like some sort of hidden secret that was just between us.

I stepped back to let him enter, acutely aware of how the air seemed to thicken with his presence. The tray he carried contained a crystal decanter of water that sparkled like liquid diamonds, alongside an array of foods that made my mouth water despite their strange appearance.

“These are delicacies of the Twilight Court,” he explained, setting the tray on the low table. “Shadow-ripened fruits, meats cured in starlight, cheeses aged in the depths of the ancient caves.” His lips curved slightly. “You’ll find them… familiar, somehow.”

He was right.

Though I’d never seen anything like the dark purple fruits that seemed to pulse with inner light, or the opalescent cheese that shimmered like mother-of-pearl, something in me recognized them.

Wanted them.

Just as something in me recognized and wanted…

I cut that thought off abruptly, though, from the knowing look in his eyes, he’d caught its echo.

“Please,” he gestured to one of the chairs. “Eat. Drink. You need to replenish your strength.”

I sat, trying to ignore how his presence seemed to fill the entire room. How every nerve ending in my body had come alive with awareness of him. He poured water into a crystal goblet that sang when he touched it, the sound making the star lights pulse in response.

“Your home is beautiful,” I said, accepting the goblet. Our fingers brushed in the exchange, sending sparks of electricity racing through my arm.

From his slight intake of breath, he’d felt it too.

“Our home,” he corrected gently, taking the seat opposite me. “Though you may not remember it yet, this place knows you. Welcomes you.”

I reached for one of the strange fruits, trying to distract myself from the overwhelming urge to close the distance between us.

The moment I bit into it, flavors exploded across my tongue — sweet and dark and somehow familiar, like tasting a forgotten dream. A small sound of pleasure escaped me before I could stop it because it was that outstanding in flavor.

The best way to describe it was like taking a bite of something you’ve been craving for years and finally getting a taste.

Lord Aetheron’s eyes darkened at the sound, his fingers tightening almost imperceptibly on the arms of his chair. The shadows in the room deepened in response to his reaction, making the star-lights seem brighter in contrast.

I tried to ignore it, but goodness, it’s hard to ignore a being so handsome and profound in power. Maybe it was his added dominance matched with the casual elegance he carried that really made him different than most of the men I’ve been around my entire life at the Underground.

“The food here,” he said, his voice rougher than before, “responds to your true nature. Your essence recognizes what your mind has forgotten.”

I took another bite, watching how his eyes tracked the movement.

The heat that had been simmering under my skin since I awoke intensified under his gaze. The silk gown suddenly felt too confining, too warm against my sensitized skin.

“It’s so hot,” I murmured, shifting in my seat.

The movement caused the golden fabric to ripple, sending cascades of light across the material.

His expression shifted, becoming more focused.

“The garments you wear,” he explained, rising from his chair with fluid grace, “are designed to contain and channel your power. They’re necessary, for now, until you learn to control it yourself.”

He stood and moved behind my chair, the grace in his movements hypnotic in nature. I felt the air grow thick with tension as he closed in.

“Though there are… exceptions,” he continued, his voice dropping lower. “Times when the garments must be removed.”

C’mon Sparrow…don’t think…naughty…

“Such as?” I managed to ask, hyper-aware of his presence behind me.

“Bathing, of course,” he said, his hands coming to rest lightly on my shoulders. Even through the fabric, his touch burned like sweet fire. “And other… intimate activities.”

I swallowed hard, watching in the reflection of a nearby mirror as he leaned down, ostensibly to adjust the drape of my bodice where it had slipped slightly. His fingers brushed against my collarbone, sending shivers of electricity through my entire body.

“Other activities?” I echoed, my voice barely above a whisper.

The air between us felt charged, heavy with potential and ancient memory.

He was close enough now that I could feel his breath against my neck — could see in the mirror how his eyes had taken on an almost predatory gleam.

He doesn’t answer my push for further elaboration, and I guess it’s very obvious what he means by “intimate” activities, and yet I still wanted more. To learn if the activities we did in the depths of my dreams were deemed “allowed” in this world of unknown territory.

“Moira said you might be like this,” he murmured, one hand sliding up to cup my jaw, turning my face toward his.

“Like what?” I asked, though part of me already knew the answer, and could feel it in the way my body yearned for his touch.

His thumb brushed across my lower lip, the touch so light it was almost reverent.

“Unable to resist,” he said softly. “Just as I find myself unable to resist you. The wise woman was right,” he murmurs as if he lost some sort of bet made with the stars. “Some bonds transcend time and memory.”

I meant to ask him for more, to maintain some semblance of control over the situation, but then his eyes met mine. Their molten depths with what felt like centuries of longing — waiting — with love so deep, it defied explanation.

It didn’t need any with how raw and intense all these emotions were.

“What do you mean?” I managed to ask, even as I felt myself leaning closer to him, drawn by something more powerful than conscious thought. I hate feeling lost — feeling vulnerable with the lack of knowledge — but this was giving me the opportunity to keep talking.

To potentially find out so much more about this man that drives my body wild.

His smile was both tender and triumphant as he leaned in, his lips barely a breath from mine.

“That I could never resist the temptation of my wife.”

Before I could process that statement, his lips claimed mine in a kiss that felt like coming home. My moan was filled with so much relief, while his groan echoed like he’d waited lifetimes to get a single touch from my lips.

Power surged between us, shadows and starlight dancing in the air as centuries of separation finally ended in this one perfect moment of reunion.

His kiss felt like the birth of stars, like the moment when shadow and light first learned to dance together. The pulsing auras continue to mingle together, my newfound energy reaching instinctively for his ancient shadows.

Where our essences met, reality itself seemed to shiver, creating patterns of light and darkness that spiraled through the air around us.

“Sparrow,” he breathed against my lips, my name carrying the weight of centuries of longing. His hands cradled my face as if I were something infinitely precious, thumbs stroking along my cheekbones in a gesture that felt achingly familiar yet thrillingly new.

The shadows in the room responded to his touch, curling around us like living silk. They carried his essence, his power, wrapping us in a cocoon of intimate darkness shot through with points of light from my own awakening magic.

The star-lights overhead pulsed in rhythm with our heartbeats, which had somehow synchronized into a single, perfect tempo.

His fingers traced down my neck, leaving trails of electricity in their wake.

Where he touched, the shadowsilk garments seemed to dissolve, transforming back into pure energy that merged with the power already dancing between us. Each inch of exposed skin heightened the connection, making the very air crackle with potential.

“Do you feel it?” he asked, his voice rough with emotion. “The way our powers call to each other? The way they remember, even if your mind does not?”

I did feel it.

It was like discovering a piece of myself I hadn’t known was missing. My power reached for his shadows instinctively, weaving together in patterns that spoke of ancient bonds and timeless connections.

“It’s like…” I struggled to find words adequate to describe the sensation. “Like finding the other half of a song I’ve been trying to remember my whole life.”

He smiled against my skin, pressing kisses along my jaw that felt like benedictions.

“Yes,” he agreed. “Exactly like that. Our energies were always meant to complement each other. To create something greater than either can alone.”

The room around us had transformed, responding to our combined power, while he encouraged me to stand, twirling me like we danced in the midst of a ballroom. He grasped me for a moment, allowing me to enjoy the sight of him before we stood and admired one another as the space around us shifted entirely.

The walls seemed to have disappeared, replaced by a vista of endless stars and swirling nebulae. We floated in a space between realities, where only our connection mattered.

But before we could lose ourselves completely in the rising tide of power and passion, Aetheron pulled back slightly. His molton eyes met mine, filled with an intensity that took my breath away.

“I need you to understand something,” he said, one hand coming up to cup my face while the other remained at my waist, anchoring me. “I know who you are, Sparrow. The woman from the human realm, the fighter, the survivor. Not just my wife’s reincarnation or vessel.”

His thumb brushed across my lower lip, the touch sending shivers through my entire body. It surprised me that he dared pause the thriving intensity between us to acknowledge what I really hadn’t allowed myself to grasp.

There was a lot I didn’t know. About our connection or the potential that I could be the reincarnation of his wife. I understood that we had some sort of history engraved in this world that responded to our entwining energies, but all the fine details suddenly didn’t mean anything to me.

I didn’t care to know much of the truth, but for him to wish to acknowledge the difference between the past I knew nothing of and me, Sparrow from the Underground that few knew about, really felt empowering.

“I see you,” he continued, his voice soft but fierce. “I recognize your soul. Not just the echo of Liarel within you, but your own unique spirit. And it is you, Sparrow, that I want. You that I choose.”

His words resonated through me like thunder, striking chords I hadn’t known existed within my soul.

The power between us shifted, becoming something new — not just the ancient connection he shared with Liarel, but something uniquely ours. The shadows around us responded, interweaving with my own energy to create patterns I somehow knew had never existed before this moment.

“I’ve seen you in my dreams,” I whispered, reaching up to trace the silver and gold markings on his skin that seemed to pulse beneath my touch. “Not just memories of her dreams, but my own. You’ve been calling to me, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” he admitted, turning his face to press a kiss to my palm. “Though I tried to resist. I wanted you to come to this realm, to me, of your own choice. Not pulled by ancient bonds or prophecies.”

The star-lights above us dimmed to a soft glow, creating an intimate sphere of illumination that encompassed just the two of us. His shadows danced along my exposed skin, leaving trails of pleasurable sensations that made me shiver.

“And now?” I asked, watching how his eyes darkened as my power responded to his touch, creating aureoles of light that merged with his darkness.

“Now,” he said, his voice dropping to a register that made heat pool in my core, “I find myself unable to resist either version of you. The warrior who faced down ancient horrors without flinching. The survivor who’s carved her own path through a world that tried to break her. The woman who burns with her own inner fire, separate from any ancient power.”

His hands traced patterns on my skin that felt like spells, like promises, like prayers.

I could only imagine what he knew about my life. If the interactions in our dreams encouraged him to take peeks of my life and see the hurdles I’ve gone through in the Underground and my line of survival.

Each touch sent cascades of sensation through my body, making the very air around us. The shadowsilk had almost completely transformed now, leaving me bare to his gaze and touch — strategic swirls of shadow and light that danced across my skin.

“Before we go further,” he murmured, pressing his forehead to mine in a gesture that felt both intimate and sacred, “before we cross this threshold between what was and what could be, I need you to be certain. To understand that this isn’t about fulfilling prophecies or meeting expectations. This is about us. You and me. As we are now.”

The sincerity in his voice; the depth of emotion in his molten-gold eyes, made my heart clench.

Here was a being of immense power, a lord of shadow and night, laying his heart bare before me and even thinking of asking me permission to have his way. To feed off this intense desire for one another that begs to be fulfilled in bliss.

Not solely because of who I might have been in another life, but because of who I was in this one and who I could potentially become.

It made me feel as though I had nothing to lose.


Heart Of Shadow And Light
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~AETHEREON~


My iridescent Starlight…

The starlight caught in her hair like a crown of creation itself, each strand shimmering with power that called to my very essence.

Sparrow stood before me, transformed yet entirely herself, a perfect balance of ancient magic and mortal strength that made my carefully maintained control waver dangerously.

Her scent had changed since entering our realm — no longer just the sharp tang of human determination and survival, but something richer, deeper.

Like night-blooming flowers mixed with storm clouds and raw power.

It pulled at something primal within me, making my shadows writhe with barely contained need. How I’ve longed to see her raw beauty, to reminisce on the woman who I sought in the depths of her dreams, craving her lips, touch, and the immense pleasure that fed both our hungry desires.

Now this was real.

My reality, in the very world we built to be as thriving and enchanting as it is now.

Our past had forced us apart, but here she was, reborn, on a new path that would not overcome who had shielded her soul from the dangers of mortals, but one who would blend and be an asset of power, strength, and immense glory when we’ve finally reached that platform of vengeance.

“You’re magnificent,” I breathed, reaching out to trace the line of her jaw.

My shadows followed my touch, caressing her skin and drawing soft sighs from her lips.

“Do you have any idea how remarkable you are? To face everything you have…betrayal, ancient horrors, an entirely new realm, with such courage? Such empowering grace?”

The lingering strands of shadowsilk that hadn’t yet felt my touch clung to her form like thin threads. The mere response to my proximity, it became more translucent where my power touched it.

Beneath the magical garment, her skin seemed to glow with an inner light that called to my darkness like a beacon. Her power reached for mine instinctively, tendrils of pure light weaving through my shadows in patterns that spoke of destinies intertwined.

Every point of contact between us sent sparks of electricity through the air, making the star-lights overhead pulse in rhythm with our synchronized heartbeats.

“Your strength calls to me,” I murmured, my hands sliding down her arms, leaving trails of shadow that made her shiver. “Not just the ancient power awakening within you, but your own inherent strength. The way you’ve fought, survived, carved your own path through darkness.”

The room around us responded to our combined energy, the walls seeming to dissolve into a vista of endless stars and swirling shadows. Reality itself bent to accommodate the force of our connection, creating a space that existed between worlds — just for us.

Her scent grew stronger, more intoxicating with each passing moment.

It reminded me of twilight itself — that perfect moment between day and night when all things are possible. But there was something else there too, something uniquely Sparrow that made my ancient power surge with recognition and need.

“You smell of starlight and shadow,” I told her, nuzzling against her neck where the scent was strongest. “Of power and possibility. Of things even older than my reign in this realm.” It took everything to try to think and speak with my mind and not with how desperately I yearned for her.

I wanted to relish in this moment, or maybe, I was trying to prolong it just a little longer — knowing if I got a taste of her, I’d become addicted all over again.

My lips brushed her pulse point, feeling the rapid beat of her heart.

“But beneath it all, you smell of yourself. Survival and untamed spirit.”

My shadows wrapped around us both now, creating a cocoon of intimate darkness shot through with points of light from her awakening magic. Where our powers met, reality shimmered and distorted, creating auroras of energy that danced through the air.

Her hands came up to trace the silver and gold markings on my chest, sending jolts of pleasure through my entire being.

“I’ve dreamed of this,” she whispered, her voice carrying harmonics that made my power surge in response. I can see that layer of blush that began to swarm upon her luscious cheeks.

Even in the depths of her dreams, I always enjoyed the sight of her flushed cheeks, especially when she was moaning and screaming my name.

The anticipation makes me restless with excitement and agonizing desire.

“Sometimes…I’d see things. Scenarios play in my mind when I think of whether I’d meet you when I slipped into slumber. I never admitted it to anyone. That I yearned to see a different scenario unravel in my head like some sort of replay.”

I feel this is such a rare confession, and having her share this with me and not even that wolf made my ears perk with immense interest.

“Now that this is all happening, I realize that was memories with you…which leaves me to wonder…if the ones I’d imagine between…us…could become a reality as well. Or maybe a peek of the future.” Her cheeks get redder, but she doesn’t back down from admitting what she’d been craving back then. “When you began to visit my dreams, I wondered whether it was wrong for me to begin craving you. To be excited to sleep and fall into the arms of slumber, knowing for a few hours, I can run away from the stressful world of violence and uncertainty and enjoy the bliss you always delivered. The…safety…I felt when I was in your arms.”

I can’t help but let my hands trail along her body, pulling her even closer as if she wasn’t practically pressed against me. I still wanted to peer into her face. To seek every emotion in the depths of her eyes.

“So now…that you’re here. That you’re real…and I can feel your warmth. Your touch. I realize…maybe I was starting to wish you could be mine? That I could enjoy what this other me did?” She doesn’t sound as sure, but I grasp what she’s trying to portray. Understand why she needs to speak these confessions out loud. “I guess…I’m trying to conclude that I want this. That I have my own wants when it comes to you.”

The admission made something fierce and possessive rise within me.

This wasn’t just about ancient bonds or prophecies fulfilled. This was about her — this remarkable woman who had fought her way through one world only to revolutionize another.

My hands slid up her body, until they framed her face, thumbs tracing the delicate bones of her cheeks as I drank in every detail.

The shadowsilk had all but dissolved now, transformed into pure energy that danced around her form like a second skin of starlight and darkness intertwined.

Her eyes held flecks of gold now, echoing the dancing burn of molten-gold of my own, but maintained that fierce independence that made her uniquely Sparrow.

“Do you know what you do to me?” I growled softly, feeling my control slipping as her power pulsed against mine. I hoped the power vibrating in my speech didn’t frighten her, but I couldn’t control the raw truth oozing out of my words. “How the very shadows of my realm reach for you? How every fiber of my being aches to claim you, to worship you, to show you exactly what you mean to me?”

Her breath hitched at my words, her own power flaring in response.

The air between us grew thick with possibility, with centuries of longing and new desires perfectly merged. Where our skin touched, patterns of light and shadow played across the surface, creating designs that spoke of ancient magics and new beginnings.

“Then show me,” she challenged, tilting her chin up in that defiant way that made my heart clench with admiration and desire.

How I’d watched in the distance, desperate to fight her battles for her when men of insignificant value fought to bring her down. She’d tilt her head at their loud mockery, eyes blazing with every intention of ruining any doubt they portrayed when it came to her potential.

To her worth in a world that wished to see her fail countless times.

“Show me what it means to be loved by the Lord of Shadows and Twilight.”

The last threads of my restraint snapped at her words.

I pulled her against me, claiming her lips in a kiss that felt like the collision of galaxies.

Her hands tangled in my hair as she pressed closer, her body fitting against mine as if we’d been carved as two halves of the same creation.

Every point of contact sent waves of pleasure and power coursing through us both, building toward something that felt bigger than either of us.

It encouraged me to change our environment to cater to our needs — allowing our energies to shift our surroundings from the bedroom to somewhere that could shield our energies from the rest of the world.

Where our moans and groans could be kept between ourselves, until the early hours of dawn where I’d enjoy letting those soft whimpers of encouragement be the morning hymn of our radiant sunrise.

“My warrior,” I breathed against her lips between kisses, before I scooped her up with every intention to lie her upon the most tender silk of our realms. “My survivor. My queen in every way that matters.”

The shadows wrapped around us tighter, creating a world that existed only for us, where nothing mattered but this connection, this moment, this perfect union of shadow and light.

I enjoyed the way Sparrow’s gaze remained locked on mine the entire time, even as I laid her upon the white sheets and cushioned her sacred body like a temple that was worthy of being worshipped.

It reminded me of the plentiful dreams I’d ventured through.

How I’d seek her out from the endless darkness. The way her eyes would bore into mine, knowing I was but an illusion and yet accepting I’d deliver the lust and euphoria her body needed to relieve all the tension weighing her down from the days of uncertainty and strife.

My lips fight hers as our kisses get deeper with more urgency. My large hands sink deeper into the fine silk as I hover over her small frame. I’m so much larger than her, and yet this feels so perfectly balanced as though the scales would be even between us.

Maybe they were.

Our elements were enjoying a dance of their own; the intense melody of starlight and shadow singing a whispering hymn that only empowered us further.

The kisses we shared were less intricate and slow, but feverish and desperate. I didn’t hesitate to slide my tongue into her mouth the moment I got the chance, and how she further melted in my domain — allowing me to take control of this rollercoaster ride that was driving us mad with our building ache for one another.

As much as I wanted to use my element to our advantage and do one of the many pleasurable things I’d ensue in her dreams, just this time, I wanted to do it just right.

Just skin-to-skin, bare touch and immense intimacy, that we’d always remember was our first.

It would be something I know I’d cherish, and I was confident Sparrow would keep this experience sacred in her mind.

Her body’s warmth continued to grow, as mine felt cold in comparison with how our elements encouraged our euphoric endeavor. I couldn’t help but get impatient as the scent of her slick that pooled between her legs hit my nostrils, making them flare and inhale further.

“My Starlight needs me, hmmm,” I taunt and lean down to suck at the side of her neck, prompting a moan from her parted lips.

“I’ve needed you for so long,” she moans in defeat, her body flushed and impatiently waiting for me to give her what she craves. With how wet she is, I’ve been taunting her for too long. “You’re making me wait on purpose.”

The way she pouts those soft swollen lips makes my lips creep into an upward curve, as I dip down until her lips are far too occupied with my scrutunizing ones.

I deliberately distract her, so when my two fingers slip between her folds, I enjoy stifling the gasp of surprise that is followed with a moan of relief when my cold fingers slide effortlessly into her hot pulsing pussy.

“So…cold,” she breathes and yet I can feel with how tightly her pussy is gripping my fingers that she absolutely adores the temperature difference. “Deeper,” she encourages desperately.

“As you wish,” I assure her, removing my fingers just slightly, slipping them out before thrusting them back in deeper. Her groans of relief and whimpering moans only encouraged me to keep going.

Just watching how she wiggles on these sheets and allows her back to arch hypnoticly, sets me ablaze — the ignited push to give her what she craves outweighs the need to draw this out.

I increase my speed, working my fingers and enjoying her heady breaths and panting exhales. She’s fighting to meet my thrust with her lifted hips, riding my fingers in anticipation of her own climax.

Allowing her to take control has always given this different heightened turn-on. To take a back seat in taking the lead and giving the reins to my woman.

“Oh goodness…yes,” she moans, and I can tell from her erratic movements that she’s so close to cumming all over my fingers. I’m not only bracing for the feel of her slick forcing itself to gush around my fingers but to watch my little bird come undone before my eyes.

Just like in all those vivid dreams.

“Aetheron.” She moans those words like a forbidden melody — my shadows spiking in pride and praise, as though we’re ready to land in the heart of war for this woman — our starlight queen — one’s on the edge of a blissful wonderland.

“Ah!” She tries to brace herself for the whiplash of pleasure that riddles through her, but her locked body of tension only rattles with pleasure as she cries out and quivers through her climax.

It’s the most mesmerizing thing I’ve seen in so many decades, and I watch every second of her high as she fights for breath. Her pussy clenches my fingers so tightly, I’m sure if I was mundane in the slightest, they would be blue with no blood flow.

“Good girl,” I praise her, admiring the glistening glow that twinkles along her flesh that glimmers of light. The taste of pleasure only ignited a hum of power that itches for more, making my cock harden at the approaching invitation that I’ve yearned to experience in reality. “Does my Sparrow want more?”

“Yes,” she pleads breathlessly. “I want to feel your length deep inside me.”

She loves to ask for exactly what she wants when it comes to the bedroom.

“Do you?” I tease her and press my lips to hers to give her a solid kiss. I like to reward her when she speaks her mind — and when it inflates my ego. Breaking the kiss, I watch as she fights for air while those doe eyes admire every inch of my frame as I sit back on my knees.

The shadows enjoy whisking along my muscled frame, allowing the lingering fabrics of silk to slip away, until I’m completely naked.

I catch onto how she inhales swiftly as if the sight before her is too divine for her to process. Despite that, she does take every given second to admire me with those stunning eyes of hers.

As if the intention only boosts my shadows, they further wrap around me, as if to accentuate the lines of muscle and various inked markings and incantations that glow with purpose.

“Even more divinely handsome than in my dreams,” she whispers in awe as her gaze descends until it lands on my length. I can see the way her pupils further widen, taking in my length from every inch. I’d admit, my cock was impressive to many, male and female, which I found amusing seeing as only one woman could ever keep me in a state of celibacy outside of our intimate dreams.

I guess, in this special case, it would be ruled as two.

The veins of my cock pulsed further as I grew harder and impatient. The tip of my cock was already leaking with precum, the aching need to slide into her tight pussy is making it difficult to remain completely still.

“Ready to make love until morning?” I inquire with interest. She looks at me in horror at first, her mind attempting to process what I mean by that. Then there are those spikes of curiosity that make their debut.

“Wait…” she trails off when something seems to click. “We can do that here. Like…we have the stamina to do that. To…fuck until morning?”

Truthfully, it was a good question to ask, especially because she didn’t understand what we could do in this vast world of bending realities and rules that were meant to be broken.

“Yes, we can, Sparrow,” I assure her. “Your magic is endless within our bubbled realm. We’ll have the stamina to go for weeks if you wish it.”

Her whole face is red from the thought, making me smirk before I’m taunting her folds with the crown of my cock, positioning it at her entrance when she can barely keep her breath steady.

“Please, Atheron,” she practically begs while her body quivers impatiently. “Please, fuck me already.”

In all of Twilight, she’s the only one who can order me to do her bidding.

I don’t answer with words.

My actions follow through as I slide myself in, inch by inch, listening to how her breath hitches and her wide eyes fight not to roll back in pleasure. My. cock is throbbing, desperate for her pulsing heated walls to strangle me every damn second it can.

I have to bite my bottom lip painfully, drawing blood as if that’s going to muffle the rumbling groan that thrums against my chest as I dare to fit the entirety of my massive cock.

“Fuck,” she curses whimpering as I inch closer to the base. “There’s no way I can take it all.”

“You have before,” I assure her, assessing every bit of her to ensure I can tell what she wants and what she can’t handle.

“B-But, oh….” her drawled moan trails her off, and she’s gripping the silk cloth of our sheets. “So good! Ah…bit…more.”

I know she can take me, just like in the depths of her dreams. She doesn’t know how the threads of her light magic remember what she’s forgotten and how easy it is to manipulate what needs to be moved aside to not hurt her essential organs.

In the realms of Fae and magic, so much is possible and nothing is unobtainable.

“Aetheron,” she begs, and how my name on her lips is driving me mad.

“Say my name again,” I encourage almost beggingly because hearing her say it so perfectly makes me feel valued. Acknowledged. A normal being who is being praised and loved by their lover versus the endless individuals in my Court who sought my ability to make their lives easier.

“A-Aetheron,” she repeats, meeting my heated gaze just as I approach that final inch that will surely leave the head of my cock at the entrance of her womb.

She doesn’t stand a chance of not cumming again, and I watch every moment of it as she withers in pleasure.

“So beautiful,” I praise as I enjoy how her pussy is milking my cock, making me so hard, I had to tame my breaths or else I’d lose control of many things that run on autopilot in the Twilight Court.

Though the people of my realm knew there was only one woman in all the universal planes that could make me need a “factory reset” when it came to ruling my own court — or our court — I couldn’t give it away.

Not so soon.

Allowing her to adjust to my massive length, I wait for her to permit me to move, encouraging me to pull out just as slowly — my tip already cloaked in her juices that glisten despite our darkened alternate universe.

“Please move faster,” she encourages, and I can’t complain in the slightest.

“Yes, my Queen,” I assure her, continuing to thrive on those hugging muscle clamps her pussy has enjoyed since she had my frigid fingers in her captivity.

Now my cock was next for the best ride.

I begin to fuck her at a different tempo, knowing how to work her up and build that rise of pleasure that’s coiling in the depths of her core. Her mewls and pleas for more get louder, while the woven threads of her magic seem to amplify with each orgasm she experiences.

My mouth ends up finding hers, the two of us kissing intensely while I keep up with the pace. Her legs soon found their desire to wrap around my waist, forcing me even closer — something I wouldn’t complain about.

We go with the rhythm, lost in the melody of each other’s symphonies until we’re both moaning, groaning, and panting. Sweat drips down the sides of my face, the first beads of exertion as we both seem to be fighting the building urge to come.

It’s as if there’s some unspoken challenge — both of us determined to watch the other one come undone by their doing. It was amusing to think that even with this rebirth, our stubborn tendencies hadn’t changed, which was going to contribute to our suffering if we didn’t submit to our pleasure that was rocking towards the deep end of euphoria.

Heat fights to consume me as my temperature drops further to counter her body’s efforts to find some sort of weakness to break my determined resolve, but I can’t submit without taking her with me — the frost of my body only escalating to combat her immense warmth.

For centuries they’ve said opposite attracts, and I’ve yet to prove such an analogy wrong, for I’ve lost every single time.

Aether and Shadows

Warmth versus Frost

Rivaled versus Unrivaled.

A sacrificial Queen and a merciless King…

Her scent is but a heightened perfume, so good, and hot, and makes me even more needy for her than ever. Even as sweat drips off my ripped muscles as I fuck her with so much of me, I bathe in her aroma and how it blends perfectly with the scent of her aroma and our dripping bodies.

We’re so close.

So close to that wonderful edge, and I know I have to take her with me. That I’ll have to let us both fall or else we’d lose this battle together.

We’ve never been the type to compromise.

We ride or fall…and no matter the life of our past and this reborn blessing, I’d do it all over again if it means keeping us as equals in all things.

I rock deeply into her, our voices endlessly bouncing off invisible shadowed walls. Our breaths hasten, bodies dripping with endless beads of sweat, and we’re both chasing the edge because we’re gripping each other for dear life while enduring every deep thrust.

“A-Aetheron!” It’s the only sign of submission she’d dare give me, and I take it like a grand prize because it’s my exit ticket into sinking myself as deeply as I can — crushing her lips like the final move needed to ignite our fall.

“Cum with me, Sparrow. Let’s come undone.”

She can’t fight what our bodies have desperately needed; the two of us hitting our peaks in unison as our climaxes consume us. Her outcry is the perfect harmonic note of bliss, leaving me to groan in relief as I allow the torment of pleasurable waves to wash over my senses.

The spurs of her starlight and the gusts of my shadows had finally come to a lull, though I wasn’t a fool.

This was just the calm before the storm.

A storm that would repeat, again and again, until the crack of dawn.

I’ve forgotten the chase and freedom an orgasm can deliver to a being like myself. How it feels like centuries of tension had suddenly been stolen from me — a burden I didn’t realize sat in rooted company, waiting to be revoked as an unwanted guest in my existence.

Seeking pleasure in her dreams had aided just a bit, but this sensation, in reality, is far stronger and enriched with relief. My senses feel alive, as I fight for breath and need to keep still as my cock continues to twitch and shoot out an endless flow of cum into her.

I’m not worried about impregnating her, especially when she’s yet to adapt to our world, but I’d allowed my shadows to wrap a film of protection around my cock prior, just out of respect for her peace of mind.

“That…” Sparrow begins to breathe, but it takes her some time to gather her thoughts. “Better than monster prince sex.”

“Monster prince sex?” I’m amused already.

“I thought, in the beginning, you were some monster prince or King of some shadow lands and enjoyed fucking for shits and giggles.”

“Shits and giggles,” I tease the combination, watching how she opens her drooping eyes to look at me with a taunting gaze.

“When you say it like that, it sounds like a diabolical mastermind waiting to happen.”

“If I put more emphasis, maybe,” I assure her, but I’m already taking in her glistening body and how amazing she looks. How her locks cling to her drenched face. Those perky breasts of hers are flushed and those nipples hard as ever. It takes me a moment to realize a few incantations had come to the surface of her flesh, leaving me intrigued but they’re already too faded to try and decipher them.

Either way, I’m already buzzing to go again, and she must feel how my cock already twitches impatiently.

“You need to give the mundane a second,” she breathes, making me chuckle deeply while I lightly trail my fingers along her front side — along the lines of her abs, leading between her breasts, all the way until my fingers are lightly wrapping around her neck, almost possessively.

I see the flame that kindles at my possessive move, and she can’t hide the spike of lust that forms in her dilated pupils.

“Yes, my little Starlight. I’ll wait as long as you need me, too,” I assure her and can’t help but sink a bit deeper into her, having not pulled out, even after we came.

She moans heavily before she’s trailing her tongue along her bottom lip.

“Lord Aetheron,” she grunts.

“Hmm?” I can see those sparks of defiance already dying.

“Fuck me all over again.”

I can’t even try to fight the smile dawning upon my lips as I tighten my grip around her throat so I can give her a kiss that steals the air out of her. The threads of starlight slap at my fingers, making me chuckle because the counterattack of her element is so weak, it’s clear she’s not even trying to swat me away.

In fact, she enjoys all of this possessive madness.

Laying a peck on her lips once more, I place my forehead against hers. She seemed confused at first, but her body relaxed at the touch — realizing that this was my way of giving her a moment of peace to regroup before we jumped through that cycle of pleasurable madness all over again.

Dwelling in our moment for a minute more was enough for us to pull back and share a look of consensus. My smile further spreads, as my shadows flicker in spiked excitement, ready for another humming dance of power.

Round two of many to come…

“As you wish, little bird.”


Morning In A New World
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


Iawoke to warmth and shadows, both wrapping around me like the finest silk.

The first light of the Twilight Court’s eternal dusk filtered through the high windows, creating patterns of light and dark that danced across the bed.

Aetheron’s arms held me close, his body curled protectively around mine as if even in sleep he couldn’t bear the thought of separation — of me slipping away and returning to the world I left behind.

To think I should have been waking in that tiny cot, expected to do more research on my circumstances or summoned for another sort of mission from Vincent to prove my “worth”. Then again, who knows what would have happened at the Underground after the betrayal with Marco?

He could have slandered my name so if I returned, I wouldn’t have the questionable stability of the Underground to back me up until I found a “normal” job to exist in that society. The idea of returning makes me push it all away.

I don’t want to go back…not after last night. Not after experiencing a glimpse of this world…

The events of the night before sent a flush of heat through my body — memories of passion and power intertwined, of shadows and starlight dancing together in perfect harmony.

Peering slightly at Aetheron allowed me to admire him as he slept. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, and I felt his shadows pulse gently in time with his breathing, still wrapped around us both like a protective cocoon.

When I shifted slightly, his arms tightened.

“Stay,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep. “Just a little longer.”

The shadows responded to his words, caressing my skin with gentle touches that made me shiver. I couldn’t help but smile because if only he knew how much I wished to remain here.

I want to make this unknown place a sanctuary from the chaos I’ve been dreaming of running away from for as long as I can remember.

“Tell me about her,” I said softly, turning in his embrace to face him. “About your life together, about ruling this realm. I want to understand the past. Your past with your Starlight Queen.”

His molten-gold eyes opened slowly, focusing on me with an intensity that made my heart skip. He raised a hand to trace my cheek, studying my face as if memorizing every detail.

“Our reign began in an age of chaos,” he said, his voice taking on a distant quality as ancient memories surfaced. The shadows around us shifted, seeming to reflect the images in his mind. “The courts were at war, reality itself threatened to unravel. Liarel…” His voice softened on the name, filled with reverence. “She came like a storm, like the first light breaking through eternal darkness.”

Liarel.

I could finally take the moment to grasp her identity in my mind and label it with the various memories and emotions I’ve endured even before arriving here.

Lord Aetheron’s hand continued its gentle exploration of my face; comparing, remembering that past he obviously held dear.

“She had your fire, you know. That same indomitable spirit. When she walked into a room, everyone felt it. Not just her power, but her presence. She could silence a room of quarreling courtiers with a single look, or inspire armies with just a few words.”

The shadows around us began to form shapes, creating ghostly images of a grand throne room. I could almost see it — crystalline spires reaching toward an impossible sky, beings of shadow and starlight gathered in elegant disarray.

“We ruled from the Twilight Throne,” he continued, his fingers now tracing patterns on my bare shoulder that felt like spells. “Side by side, shadow and light in perfect balance. She wore a crown of captured starlight, and her laugh…” He smiled, the expression softening his otherworldly features. “Her laugh could make flowers bloom in the darkest corners of our realm.”

His power surged slightly with the memories, making the air thick with emotion and ancient magic.

“We would dance in the heart of our Court, our powers intertwining until reality itself bent around us.” I can see how intense his love for her is, especially with how it shows in his molten eyes. “She taught me that strength could be found in gentleness. That true power came from balance rather than dominance.”

So different from the life I had to live. I can only wonder how she came to power and how the two of them met to fall so passionately in love with one another.

“What was your favorite moment together?” I asked, reaching up to trace the silver markings on his chest that pulsed beneath my touch. His skin was warm, almost feverish, as if the memories themselves raised his temperature. It was far different from when we made love and his body was so frigid, as if to tame the blazing heat leaving me with every thrusting movement.

A soft smile played on his lips as he caught my exploring hand in his.

“There were so many,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to my palm. “But perhaps… yes. It was during the Festival of Falling Stars. Liarel had convinced me to abandon the formal celebrations.”

“Convinced, huh?” I say with speculation that held a hint of mischief to it. I felt like that could be something I’d yearn to do rather than the old-school ways of throwing a party in this world.

The shadows around us shifted again, becoming more defined. I could almost see it — a night sky filled with impossible constellations, stars falling like diamond rain.

“We snuck away to the Mirror Lakes,” he continued, his voice rich with remembered joy. “Places where the barrier between realms is so thin you can see other worlds reflected in the water. She wore a gown that seemed to be made of liquid moonlight. How she danced on the surface of the lake itself, each step creating ripples that spread across a thousand realities.”

His free hand tangled in my hair, comparing its texture to ancient memories.

“She always did love to break protocol,” he chuckled. “Rather like someone else I know.”

“Hmph,” I huff, feeling both acknowledged and a little surprised he knew so much of my traits. That had to mean he kept a close eye on me once he began to appear in my dreams. He didn’t have to.

Heck, was it even allowed?

I felt a sense of thanks that he was some sort of guardian angel who sought to relieve me with something I didn’t allow myself to enjoy in real life.

To be vulnerable and intimate with these men who would only see me as an object of pleasure and never their equal. Not even on a stronger scale than them.

“Did you ever worry?” I asked, pressing closer to his warmth. “About the responsibility, the power, all of it? I don’t know…being such a powerful key figure in this world seems frightening because the balance is in your hands. Especially…well, I feel like this world may be the same as mine when it comes to assuming women can’t be powerhouses.”

He gave me a look that proved my assumptions were absolutely correct, but he peered upward as he got lost in answering the question.

“Every day,” he admitted genuinely. “But Liarel… she had a way of making even the most daunting challenges seem manageable. When the Void Court threatened war, she suggested we host a midnight feast instead. It sounded like chaos was going to erupt at the idea of dining with those who wished for our end, but how something so simple turned out to be a healing solution for our Courts. Turned bitter enemies into reluctant allies over dishes that defied reality itself.”

His eyes focused on mine intently.

“She would be proud, you know. Of how you’re handling all of this. Your strength, your adaptability…they mirror hers, yet remain uniquely yours.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” I whisper, wondering if I can get more from him. About how they possibly met. “Tell me about your first meeting,” I whispered, enchanted by the way his expressions shifted with each memory.

The shadows around us had grown more active, responding to his emotional state, and creating vivid pictures in the air around us. So many squares, showing various scenes using flickers of light that illuminated and played out like various films.

His laugh was rich and deep, rumbling through his chest where I pressed against him. He didn’t know where to start as his eyes enjoyed the display his shadows had manifested, but I saw the flicker of similarity in his gaze before he closed his eyes briefly.

“I was…less refined then. All shadow and storm, believing power meant control. She appeared during a court session where I was,” he paused and opened his eyes, looking slightly embarrassed, “rather forcefully expressing my displeasure with some minor lords.”

“Expressing your displeasure?” I raised an eyebrow, enjoying this glimpse of this embarrassed Lord Aetheron. It looked like an expression very few got a glimpse of, especially in his position of power and might.

“Let’s just say, a group of tedious sinners decided to be very verbal with their disappointment when it came to my potential ruling. It didn’t rid them of their countless actions to make me look like a horrendous individual or how they worked overtime to aid their companion in trying to claim my seat of power.” He shrugged slightly. “I may have been in the process of turning them into shadow creatures,” he admitted, his fingers trailing down my spine in a way that made me shiver.

Ah. I guess that’s what he may have to do when it comes to rebellious subjects.

“Then suddenly, there was light. Pure, brilliant light that cut through every shadow in the throne room. And there she stood, radiating power like a newborn star, looking at me with such… disappointment.”

“D-Disappointment?” I’m flabbergasted at the simple yet striking world. I was envisioning it all in my mind, so for it to reach this part of the unfolding love story felt…surprising.

The shadows swirled more definitively now, and I could almost see the scene unfold as the gleaming flickers of light attempted to create the scene with immense detail — a younger Aetheron, all barely contained power and rage, confronted by a short female woman, a being of pure light and authority.

“She walked right up to my throne,” he continued, his voice filled with remembered awe, “completely ignoring the fact that I could have obliterated her with a thought. She looked me in the eye and said, ‘If this is how the future Lord of Shadows conducts his court, perhaps he needs a queen to teach him proper manners.’”

I muffle a laugh, which shifts to a snicker, trying not to be so amused but it’s the sour expression on Lord Aetheron’s face that made me giggle.

“And you didn’t obliterate her?” I teased, tracing the smile lines at the corner of his mouth.

“I couldn’t,” he said softly, though he didn’t sound very disappointed in how fate went. “The moment our eyes met… it was like finding a piece of myself I hadn’t known was missing. I’m not sure if you’d call it love at first sight, but all that anger and rage suddenly melted. Like it was all insignificant. Even my shadows reached for her light instinctively, just as they reach for yours now.”

As if to demonstrate, the shadows wrapped around us tightened slightly, caressing my skin with touches that felt like silk and smoke combined. His hand cupped my face, thumb stroking my cheekbone with infinite tenderness.

“Oddly enough, I feel you’d have the same effect on me,” he murmured more to himself. “That ability to cut through my darkness, to challenge me, to make me want to be… more.”

I sat up in bed, the shadowsilk sheets pooling around my waist as I tried to put my tumultuous feelings into words. It was interesting how I didn’t feel odd being naked before him.

In fact, this was as comfortable as I’d ever been with any other man who got the chance to share the same bed as me for a night.

“It’s strange,” I began, watching how the eternal twilight played across my skin. I was expecting to feel sort of shy to tell him what I’ve endured in secrecy for so long, but I didn’t feel an ounce of worry admitting what I was about to. ‘“When I used to be in the depth of missions, I’d hear a voice warning me of danger. Warning me not to go down this path or to aim higher…better…make decisions in the peak of a moment where my life would be at risk.”

I think of the various scenarios, now understanding the underlying power involved in helping me.

“I thought it was instinctive, but I guess it was her…or well, her energy protecting me. Just to feel her essence, like echoes of memories that aren’t quite mine. Truthfully, I assumed maybe there was something wrong with me. Thinking all the trauma I’d been through and continued to gather like trophies was making me envision a life where I didn’t have to fight to survive. Where…I didn’t have to be Sparrow.”

He peers into my eyes, not stopping himself from caressing my cheek as if to remind me of his presence.

“I wished to interfere,” he dares to admit, his words barely reaching the surface. Frightened to be heard other than from my ears alone. “Yet, I couldn’t ruin the path you were destined to walk upon. I couldn’t interfere in what was woven and enforced to allow you to reach this realm.”

“I get it,” I whisper, feeling a sense of comfort knowing he actually did wish to help me, but knew it wouldn’t reach us to this blossomed conclusion. “Honestly…I’m glad you didn’t. I needed to go through what I did, even if it was painful. My reality shaped me to be Sparrow. To be a woman who doesn’t easily conform to the world’s standards and desires for women. I’m proud of that, and you know, I think Liarel was proud of me, too.”

Smiling, I close my eyes for a moment while I let my hand reach over to press across my heart.

“All those memories and scenes that I thought I’d envisioned. They never felt foreign or invasive. Just hopeful projections that sometimes pushed me forward at the darkest times when I felt so alone,” I quietly confess. “They’re more like…finding pieces of a story I’ve always known but somehow forgot.”

He leaned in to lay a light kiss on my temple before I watched him slide off the side of the bed. He walked gracefully to my side, extending his hand. I didn’t hesitate to put my hand in his, ready to discover whatever he was silently planning as he helped me up.

With a gesture, shadows wrapped around us both, forming into comfortable clothing — though his touch lingered longer than strictly necessary for dressing.

“Come,” he said, leading me toward what had appeared to be a solid wall but now dissolved into an elaborate balcony.

“Let me show you our realm.”

That ignited immense intrigue, and I was a bit thankful that he was doing his part in trying to distract me from the anxiety I hadn’t realized was building deep within my chest.

Thinking of everything I’d endured and putting the pieces of all these memories and instinctive wonders made me feel anxious about what would happen now.

On whether I’d see the signs of discovering more about who I once was and what I’m capable of doing in this vast world.

When the chilled yet welcoming touch of air hit my face, I couldn’t help but widen my eyes to ensure the sight before me was real.

The view that greeted me stole my breath away.

The Twilight Court stretched out below us in impossible geometric patterns that somehow made perfect sense to my awakening senses. Spires of crystallized shadow rose toward a sky that contained three moons — one silver, one gold, and one the color of fresh blood.

“This is… incredible,” I breathed, leaning against the ornate railing that seemed to be made of solidified starlight. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

Lord Aetheron stood behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist as his shadows danced with the light emanating from my skin. How easy it was for him to be intimate with me, and I never realized how much I craved this.

To be touched, held, and comforted. To have a man boldly stand with you and express his affection without worrying about being seen. I wasn’t sure if anyone could see us from this balcony, but it was obvious that Lord Aetheron didn’t mind or else he wouldn’t be so confident in bringing me to this spot so openly.

“Watch,” he murmured against my ear, igniting a sense of bubbling excitement through me.

Below us, the city came alive with the eternal twilight.

Buildings that seemed grown rather than built stretched toward the tricolored moons, their surfaces shifting between obsidian and crystal.

Gardens floated impossibly in mid-air, filled with flowers that glowed from within and trees with leaves of liquid silver. Rivers of starlight wound through the city, their surfaces occasionally breaking as creatures of pure energy leaped and played in the ethereal waters.

“It’s like a dream,” I whispered, watching as beings of various forms moved through the streets below. Some appeared almost human, while others were clearly something else entirely — beautiful and terrible in their otherworldliness. “A beautiful, impossible dream.”

The thought triggered something in me, a wave of uncertainty that made my newly awakened power flicker anxiously. Lord Aetheron must have felt it because his arms tightened around me slightly.

“What troubles you, little bird?” he asked, his breath warm against my ear.

I leaned back against his solid presence, trying to find the right words and not sound so pitiful in admitting my worries.

My fear…

“My whole life has been about survival,” I finally said, watching a group of shadow-winged beings soar between the spires. “Fighting for every scrap, every advantage, every moment of safety. I learned to pick pockets before I could read properly. Learned to fire a gun before I could drive. Everything revolved around getting that next meal. In scaling up in our odd hierarchy of ranks and skills. Always do everything to prove that I can do something better than my comrades, despite being a woman. I’ve done this for so long…”

His shadows wrapped around us protectively, responding to the pain in my voice. But I needed to continue, to make him understand.

“And now I’m here, in this place that feels like it came straight from the most beautiful fantasy novel one would ever read. A place I could only think of were just dreams that I enjoyed escaping from. Surrounded by magic, power, and beings I never thought could exist. I have abilities I don’t understand, memories that aren’t quite mine, and a connection to you that feels deeper than anything I’ve ever known.” I turned in his embrace to face him, looking up so I could peer into the depths of his mesmerizing eyes. “How…can this all be happening now? Can this be my life? Can be…a place that isn’t temporary?”

Could this…be my home… permanently?

Aetheron’s molten-gold eyes softened as he looked at me, one hand coming up to cup my face.

“Your life in the mundane realm shaped you. It made you strong and resilient, a force many knew they couldn’t mess with. At least not without consequences.”

“You say that as if you know what consequences they could face messing with me,” I mutter, noticing the hint of possessiveness in his tone.

Something I wouldn’t admit I actually like.

“You never questioned about those bodies that showed up after you got hit by that bullet, did you?”

The reminder leaves me pouting before my eyes widen.

“Y-You…”

“I may not be able to interfere in your life a few weeks ago,” he confesses with hooded eyes. “But there’s only so much I’d dare allow. Intentionally hurting you with a bullet not from the mundane realm crossed over a bunch of limitations and rules. Truthfully, I didn’t care if the Elders punished me for interfering. I wasn’t going to let that go.”

I’m so surprised by his expression which screams determination.

“No one gets away with hurting what’s mine,” he affirms like it’s the very law of order in these realms of Twilight and Shadows. “Not before. Not now. Not ever.”

He then leans down to lightly press a kiss to my nose.

“Your life from before and the experiences you had to deal with aren’t weaknesses. They’re strengths that will serve you well here, Sparrow, and more importantly, it allowed you to realize what you don’t want your life to be. What you’ll no longer tolerate with this new opportunity of life,” he admits. “The Court of Twilight can be your life. This place can be your sanctuary, which welcomes you with open arms, especially when your very soul was made to lead the threads of our world when the time is right.”

“But…that’s Liarel’s job,” I dare whisper. “I mean…eventually…I’ll…disappear, right?”

“No.” He shakes his head firmly and I can see the disapproval rooted in his expression. “Fate seems to have decided things will run differently than even I could predict. You won’t just one day wake up and realize you’re no longer you. That’s not how it works in our realms. You will still be Sparrow, and as you grow in power and strength, the magic and abilities Liarel carried through generations will awaken and come into use when the time is right. You won’t lose your identity. You’ll simply be empowered by who you once were. This I can promise you.”

That did give me a sense of relief, but I wasn’t sure I could allow my hopes to go up.

To dare think of the possibilities that have unlocked in my favor.

“But…can I stay?” I asked, voicing my deepest fear. “Is there even a place for someone like me in this realm of power and ancient magic? Yes…I guess in the future I’ll have a role to play, but right now…I’m not very useful, am I?”

“This is your home,” he said firmly, his power surging slightly to emphasize his words. “Not just because of Liarel’s memories, powers, or ancient prophecies, but because you belong here. Because the very fabric of our realm recognizes you as its own.”

As if to demonstrate his point, the air around us shimmered with response, tiny motes of light rising from the city below to dance around us like fireflies made of starlight.

“And you are most certainly a gift. You’re more than just ‘useful’, but I need you to understand, Sparrow, that you’re worth isn’t being questioned. Court of Twilight and Shadows is your birthright. This is where your roots are. You not only belong here but were destined to return at a time when it would be safe and beneficial to you.”

I had to admit, I was thankful for his words of affirmation because I knew without a doubt he was speaking nothing but the truth with me. He did not need to sugarcoat any of this because what would he get out of return?

“If you feel inadequate in your skills and abilities to perform magic in our realms, that can be fixed. Can be learned. You’ve not shown a single act of rejection at the idea of discovering and acquiring knowledge, especially when it comes to this new realm you know little of,” he admits. “I know from observing you that you do enjoy learning and growing as a person. In honing your skills so they can work to the best of your ability in an unpredictable environment. I’m sure you’re striving to experience the same here, which may be why you feel anxious and uncertain of what the future has in store.”

He was right.

It was a bit of a habit to ensure I was prepared for any change or mission, but how does one prepare when they’ve entered a world they know nothing about?

That worried me because I wasn’t prepared to face whatever challenges were in store for me. If he helped so I could learn quickly and adapt so I could protect myself, I’d be less anxious about the possibility of being taken advantage of — if that had the potential of happening here.

“Besides,” he continued, a slight smile playing at his lips, “I know several who would be honored to help you master your abilities. The Portal Master has already expressed interest in teaching you about realm-walking. Moira speaks highly of your potential for ancient magics. Even the Shadow Knights have noted your natural affinity for our court’s particular powers.”

“T-These people already know me?” I’ve been unconscious for the most part, but I guess having the Lord of their Court bring a woman into his royal chambers would get people talking as to who the hell I am. Wait… “You mean… I could learn to control all of this…power? Travel through realms? Maybe even travel back to the human…or mundane world like you guys call it?”

His smile widened.

“With proper training, yes. Though,” his expression turned slightly possessive with a touch of longing, “I hope you won’t be in too much of a hurry to leave.”

I found myself returning his smile, feeling the truth of his words in the way my power naturally intertwined with his, in the way this realm seemed to welcome me despite my uncertainties.

“No,” I said softly, reaching up to trace the silver markings on his face that pulsed beneath my touch. “I don’t think I want to leave just yet.”

“Then stay,” he murmured, leaning down until his forehead rested against mine. “Stay here, at my side while you discover what I and the Court of Twilight and Shadows can offer you. Let me show you all the wonders of our realm while you unravel the many secrets it’s kept just for your return.”

He pulled back and further smiled with immense pride.

“Let me help you discover who you wish to become. Not with stressful missions and forced objectives that benefit everyone but you. Allow me the honor to give you the freedom you’ve earned long ago, but now can flourish and enjoy in an environment that wishes to see you blossom into your born element.”

Born element…

The three moons above us cast their multicolored light over the eternal twilight of his realm, our realm, and for the first time since entering this magical world, I felt truly at peace with my place in it.

“I’ll stay,” I whispered and felt his shadows wrap around us both in joyful response.

He did the honors of sealing it with a tender kiss.


Tension Between Rivals?
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~SPARROW~


“I… where do I even start?” I breathed, taking in the array of dishes that covered the massive table as I sat comfortably in the massive seat that felt like its own throne.

The dining chamber was a marvel of architecture and magic, with walls that seemed to breathe starlight and a ceiling that reflected the ever-changing sky of the Twilight Court.

But it was the feast laid out before me that truly captured my attention.

Some I recognized from the night before — the shadow-ripened fruits and opalescent cheeses — but others were completely foreign yet somehow enticing.

Pastries that seemed to glow from within, meats in colors that shouldn’t exist, and beverages that swirled with their own internal galaxies.

My new attire, a gown of midnight blue silk that shifted colors like oil on water, whispered against my skin as I moved. It was far more comfortable than I’d expected, though not quite as soothing as the bath I’d just enjoyed.

The memory of that experience made me sigh contentedly — the huge pool carved from a single piece of crystal, filled with water that seemed to carry starlight within its fragile-looking walls.

The scents of eucalyptus and lavender still clung to my skin, reminding me of the absolutely decadent hour I’d spent soaking away the aches from… recent activities.

The maids had been attentive, almost too much so.

All except one — a quiet girl with silver-streaked hair who’d helped me dress without the endless staring and poorly concealed curiosity the others had shown toward my tattoos.

“Something on your mind, little bird?” Aetheron asked from his place at the head of the table, his golden eyes watching me with fond amusement.

I further sat in the chair he’d pulled out for me earlier, still marveling at how the furniture seemed to adjust itself to provide the perfect comfort even with the slight adjustments.

“Actually, yes. The maid who helped me dress. The one with silver tinsel in her hair. Would it be possible to have her as my primary attendant? She’s the only one who didn’t make me feel like some sort of exotic creature on display.”

“Ah, Celeste,” Aetheron nodded, a knowing smile playing on his lips. “She’s one of our shadow-touched servants. Born with an affinity for our court’s magic, which probably explains her more… measured approach. Of course, you may have her assigned to you.”

He gestured elegantly, and a shadow whispered away from the room, presumably to arrange the matter.

I took a sip from a crystal goblet filled with what looked like liquid dawn, the taste exploding on my tongue like summer sunshine and night-blooming flowers combined.

“Now,” Aetheron continued as he looked pleased to see me drinking and aiming to eat what was before me, “we should discuss your training schedule. Kaelon?”

A tall figure emerged from the shadows near the wall — Aetheron’s second in command, whom I remembered from the previous day’s chaos. He seemed very nice and reformed in nature, holding a sense of calm which could be why he mingled well with Aetheron’s personality and traits.

His midnight-blue skin seemed to absorb the light around him, and his eyes swirled with galaxies as he bowed slightly. I’m sure anyone else who saw someone with a complexion like Kaelon or even Aetheron would be frightened and constantly bringing up how “different” or even “Alien-like” their appearances were, but it seemed rather normal in my eyes.

“My Lady,” he said formally. “We’ve arranged for various masters to help you develop your abilities. The Portal Master is particularly eager to begin, given your natural affinity for crossing realms.”

Before we could delve deeper into these plans, the door burst open with enough force to make the star-lights flicker.

Liam stood at the threshold, looking miserable yet bold as peered around the room. His usual grace was overshadowed by barely contained agitation, his golden eyes flickering with something wild and barely controlled.

That’s a first.

He’s normally in a chirpy mood, or at least back in the Underground, he’d be tossing jokes and triggering loads of laughter before he’d reach where I’d be sitting and quietly eating my late breakfast.

I guess things were different in the Twilight Court.

“Good morning,” he bit out, standing rigidly until Aetheron gestured to an empty chair.

“You seem troubled, wolf,” Aetheron observed, amusement dancing in his eyes as Liam practically threw himself into the offered seat.

Dramatic much?

I was trying to hide both my confusion and judgment off my expression, but I doubt I was doing well at it seeing as Aetheron and Kaelon both glanced my way and smiled further.

“Not at all,” Liam replied with patent insincerity. “Though I do hope everyone’s…thirst… has been adequately quenched.”

Thirst?

Now I was really confused, trying to figure out whatthat was supposed to mean.

Until it clicks.

Heat flooded my face as realization struck.

The water.

Liam had gone to fetch me water last night, only to return to an empty room because I had been… otherwise occupied.

My blush deepened as I remembered exactly how I’d been occupied, and with whom. That probably looked bad. Liam returning to find his best friend is obviously missing but coming to the conclusion I’m with a certain Lord of the Twilight Court doing things I only enjoyed in the depths of my horny dreams.

Oh god…this probably sounds horrible.

“Indeed,” Aetheron’s voice was rich with barely contained mirth. “I made sure our Starlight’s every need was thoroughly attended to,” the thrumming power in his voice that hummed through the room was like a teasing affirmation of what he obviously did.

Rubbing it in Liam’s face in Twilight Court fashion.

His shadows curled playfully in the air, carrying the scent of our shared passion.

Liam’s knuckles went white around his goblet, proving just how mad he was. The wild energy I’d sensed in him seemed to pulse stronger, making the air thick with tension.

Honestly, I didn’t get why he was so mad.

I mean…he could have made a move so much sooner?

Just thinking of the difference between Liam and Aetheron’s dynamic made me realize that Liam was the type of man who watched from afar, wishing for a lifestyle that they could obtain with simple action.

Lord Aetheron, however, was one of those men who probably met a woman and told them ‘You’re my wife’ and married them in three months.

And between the two, I knew which one I’d lean towards.

Heck, that’s what was happening, wasn’t it?

“My Lord,” Kaelon interrupted smoothly, clearly sensing the need for intervention. “Perhaps this would be a good time to discuss the academy proposal?”

The suggestion caught everyone’s attention, even Liam’s, though he still radiated barely contained jealousy.

“Academy?” I asked, grateful for the change in subject, though I could still feel the heat in my cheeks.

“Yes,” Kaelon continued, spreading several scrolls on the table that seemed to materialize from the shadows themselves. “Given the recent surge in cases of women manifesting unusual powers in the mundane realm, we believe a neutral ground for training might be beneficial.”

“Like the mental health cases you mentioned before?” I asked, remembering Elenore’s warnings while also recalling the brief discussion I had with Aetheron on the way to the dining room to recap what occurred before I’d confronted Marco in the mundane realms.

It wasn’t a long conversation, but it felt good to get a glimpse of Lord Aetheron’s perspective of the situation and dilemma forming in the mundane world and compare it to the missions and information I had acquired from the Underground before Marco’s betrayal.

“Precisely,” Aetheron leaned forward, his demeanor shifting from teasing lover to strategic ruler. “But this would be more than just a training facility. It would be a sanctuary, protected by all four courts.”

Neutral Sanctuary hosting individuals from the four different Courts…

It not only seemed interesting, but beneficial for more than just us.

Could invite a sense of unified community while encouraging growth.

“The current Academy of Elemental Mastery,” Aetheron explained, his tone carrying centuries of barely concealed frustration, “has become something of a boys’ club. Despite my numerous attempts to change their archaic policies.”

“So…only men attend,” I clarify, wanting to confirm I’m following.

“Yes,” Kaelon revealed, looking disappointed at the admission. I’m sure he had no control over that, but it was good to see he disdained the idea.

These realms deal with a lot of sexist problems.

The shadows around Aetheron darkened slightly as he carried on.

“They claim women lack the constitution for the more… rigorous aspects of magical training. That they’re too ‘delicate’ for the trials each student must face.”

Of course, that’s what they think.

How many times have I heard a big ass man tell me in my face how delicate and fragile I am to go on a mission that will toss us in a web of violence and misery.

They don’t say much after I kick them in the balls though…

“That’s ridiculous,” I scoffed, feeling a familiar anger rise at such blatant discrimination. “Let me guess. This wasn’t always the case?”

“No,” Aetheron’s lips curved in a bitter smile. “The change came after a particularly heated disagreement with Lord Helios of the Aether Court.”

At the mention of the Aether Lord’s name, something stirred within me — not quite a memory, but a sensation.

Like a word on the tip of my tongue, or a dream half-remembered. The feeling was so strong it made my newly awakened power pulse, causing the star-lights to flicker briefly.

“The Aether Lord’s views on female practitioners have been… problematic,” Kaelon added diplomatically, though I noticed him watching my reaction carefully. “Though his past plays a role in his stubbornness, it doesn’t give an excuse for his disapproval of the idea of changing things to benefit everyone’s growth and success in the realms of power and magic.”

“Which is precisely why we need this new academy,” Aetheron said, his hand finding mine under the table and squeezing gently. “One where all who show potential are welcome, regardless of gender or court affiliation.”

“So who’s this Helios dude exactly?” His name kept igniting this sensation in me. It wasn’t unease, but rooted familiarity? It could be that Liarel in her past life had some sort of connection to this man, but I couldn’t dive further into myself to figure out what that could have been exactly.

“Lord Helios Solarin,” Aetheron spoke the name with an edge that made the shadows in the room deepened. “Current ruler of the Aether Court and, unfortunately, one of the most powerful beings in all the realms.”

My skin tingled, like static electricity dancing across my flesh. The sensation was so strong that the shadowsilk of my gown rippled in response. From the glimpse of Aetheron’s eyes to mine, I’m sure he noticed, but he didn’t nitpick on it.

Probably because of Liam’s presence.

“He wasn’t always so…” Aetheron paused, searching for the right word, “restrictive in his views. The change came after a particular incident, though the details have been lost to time and court politics.”

“Or deliberately obscured,” Kaelon added quietly, his galaxy eyes flickering toward me with meaning I couldn’t quite decipher.

Liam, who had been sulking into his breakfast, suddenly seemed more alert.

“The timing of his shift in policy is interesting,” he said carefully as if he had something up his sleeve that he couldn’t wait to reveal to the world Like payback. “It coincided with…”

“That’s enough,” Aetheron cut him off, though not unkindly. “Some histories are better discussed when we’re more… prepared for their implications. Besides, his story isn’t ours to share. I’m sure you wouldn’t like someone doing the same to you, now would you?”

That seemed to shut Liam’s diabolical plan right up — his expression souring from whatever bubbling plot he had ready for an unexpected revelation.

I wanted to press for more information, curious about both the unfinished statement and my strange reaction to Helios’s name. But something in Aetheron’s expression made me hold my tongue.

Did he want to defend this Helios person? Why?

I couldn’t quite decipher it, but I had a hunch that I’d get the opportunity to see or meet this person in the near future.

Instead, I focused on the matter at hand.

“For now,” Aetheron said, his voice taking on that commanding tone that reminded me he was more than just my potential lover.

If I can even call us lovers at this point…

At the end of the day, he was a ruler of immense power and took that responsibility very seriously.

“We’ll focus on your immediate training. The academy proposal will take time to implement properly, requiring delicate negotiations with all courts.”

“You’ll begin with the Portal Master,” Kaelon elaborated, unrolling another scroll that shimmered with its own inner light. “Given your natural affinity for crossing realms, strengthening that ability should be our priority. After that, Moira will guide you in the ancient magics, and our Shadow Knights will help you develop your combat abilities.”

The plan made sense, though something about the structured nature of it made me smile.

“Trying to make me presentable for court life?” I teased, specifically looking over to Aetheron as if I knew he’d get my comedic viewpoint.

Aetheron’s eyes sparkled with amusement.

“My love, you could walk into court right now and command attention,” he says it so casually as if we’d known each other for far too long. As though we truly are lovers. “The training is to ensure you can back up that natural authority with power they’ll respect. It would be amusing to see who quivers first at a glimpse of the power you uphold.”

I wonder if I could ever get used to the confidence this man carried in me. He believed in me more than I believed in myself, something I’d never had the opportunity to experience before.

It was both enlightening and gratifying.

My heart couldn’t help but swoon in accepted glee.

Liam shifted in his seat, clearly still uncomfortable but making an effort to contribute constructively.

“Why don’t we get into the omega aspect of your nature,” he brings up suddenly. Almost as though he needs to bring something to the table as well that makes him feel important and valuable. “That’s not something that can be ignored or suppressed.”

Before anyone could respond to that loaded statement, a ripple of energy passed through the room — different from the shadow magic I was becoming familiar with.

This felt warmer, almost electric…but also light.

I couldn’t grasp it entirely.

Kaelon straightened immediately, his galaxy eyes widening slightly.

“My Lord,” he said formally, “we have a visitor from the Aether Court.”

The temperature in the room seemed to rise several degrees.

Aetheron’s shadows coiled tighter around us, responding to some tension I didn’t fully understand, though despite my lack of knowledge in the scales of magic, I did notice Aetheron’s shadows deliberately protected me and even Kaelon.

Leaving Liam out of that invisible bubble of protection.

“Interesting timing,” Aetheron murmured, before raising his voice. “You may admit them.”

The doors opened, flooding the room with light that somehow didn’t hurt my eyes despite its brilliance.

In strode a figure that made my breath catch in my throat.

He was tall, with skin that seemed to glow from within like captured sunlight. His hair was the color of a sunrise, shifting between gold and rose gold with each movement.

But it was his eyes that captured my attention — they burned like twin suns, holding both warmth and devastating power.

“Lord Aetheron,” he said, his voice carrying harmonics that made my newly awakened power stir in response. “I am Alpha Solaris Dawnfire, pack messenger of the Aether Court’s Solar Pack.”

I felt rather than saw both Liam and Aetheron tense.

The air grew thick with competing energies — shadow, sunlight, and the primal power of I could only assume, was because there were b two Alpha wolves suddenly sharing space.

I still knew so little about this whole wolf dynamic, especially because Liam had no time to explain the logistics of it all, but if I was going to meet other potential wolves like him, I’d need a fast-track lesson so I wouldn’t feel so oblivious to the power dynamics.

Solaris’s burning gaze found mine, and something electric passed between us.

His nostrils flared slightly, and part of me wondered if he could sense whatever I was.

This whole Omega status seemed to be deemed glamorous and rare from the gist of things.

A slow smile spread across his face, radiant and devastating.

“I’ve come,” he said, though his eyes never left mine, “to offer my services personally in regards to the training of your… guest.”

The last word carried weight and meaning that made both Liam and Aetheron’s power surge in response. I wasn’t sure what this was going to ignite.

I was pretty confident sitting here and observing the madness that was about to ensue would give me the answers I sought.


Rival Dawn
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~LIAM~


Fuck…

The moment Solaris entered the room, my wolf surged forward with a jealous rage that took every ounce of my control to contain.

It wasn’t helpful that Solaris’ Aether wolf’s energy radiated through the space like a physical force — warm and golden in a way that perfectly complemented Sparrow’s awakening energy.

And that was precisely what infuriated me.

RIVAL!

My wolf snarled within our shared consciousness.

He dares to enter our territory! To look at our mate with such hunger.

I watched, my hands clenched under the table hard enough to draw blood, as Sparrow’s eyes met his.

The connection was instant and undeniable — like witnessing two stars aligning. Her power, still new and unstable, reached unconsciously toward his warmth, just as it had reached for my shadows back in the forest when I’d saved her from falling off the cliff.

Mine!

My wolf growled.

She’s supposed to be ours. We protected her. We watched over her all this while. Where was he when she needed a safe hold? Working on himself, just like the others.

But I could only sit there, still bitter about last night’s events between Sparrow and Lord Aetheron, as Solaris moved through the room with fluid grace.

Every step he took radiated alpha energy, challenging my own dominance without a single word being spoken. His sunrise-colored hair caught the light like a halo, and his sun-bright eyes never left Sparrow’s face.

“The Shadow Court’s hospitality is… unexpected,” Solaris praised, his voice carrying harmonics that made my teeth ache. “Especially given recent tensions between our realms.”

“Yet here you are,” I couldn’t help but growl, the words coming out rougher than intended. It wasn’t like we weren’t acquaintances. To be fair, I considered him a better friend than the majority of the wolves I’ve encountered from the various realms.

What I liked about him and the few who knew me beyond name exchanges was that he minded his own business. Never asked stupid questions but would deliver whatever updates and intel I needed about what was happening in the realms that needed our attention.

We weren’t considered shifters, despite the obvious “wolf” reference. We were beings born with manifested spirits. Some say the “wolves” that embodied us were great beings who could have been gods that were prayed to in the past and given the opportunity to experience the realms but not in a mundane sense as reincarnation.

They were blessed upon us fae beings, alternating our elemental cores and embodying themselves in the form of an animal entity. It was why when we shifted, it wasn’t as though our bodies and bones dealt with any physical trauma like bone-cracking of sorts like in the movies.

Our “shift” was an unraveling of elements — from physical to a spiritual essence that switches places with the entity, allowing the host to pull back into a space of matter while the godly power in the form of our dominating element took shape.

Which was normally a massive wolf.

Some of us were much bigger and stronger than others, but generally, most Alpha wolves carried massive entities and power which in return, allowed their wolves to be giant and a menace to deal with when angry.

In a way, I appreciated being a wolf within the realms of the Twilight Court, but I wouldn’t publicly admit that I felt like the weakest in the bunch because I wasn’t as merciless as the other courts’ wolves.

Maybe I should. Would get me what I want rather than dealing with this competitive bullshit.

It could be why people like Lord Aetheron or whom I dare include Lord Helios of Aether Court get what they want while everyone else is forced to comply.

No one else can combat them.

Solaris’s perfect lips curved into a knowing smile, enjoying my obvious jealous bickering.

“Indeed. Here I am. And here she is.” His gaze flickered to Sparrow again, lingering in a way that made my wolf howl for blood. “Fascinating, isn’t it? How fate works?”

“You two know each other?” Sparrow asked, her curiosity evident in her voice. She was always so observant when it came to these things. Easily putting one and two together while reading the room as if the very walls fought to tell her all the secrets and intel on her designated targets.

I swear it was a gift she’d yet to acknowledge, but I wished it wasn’t helping insinuate discussion at this dining table. I would have rather made my exit and do something more productive than watching her fall in love with various men.

While I’ve been here all this while…thinking maybe…I’d have a chance to take things to the next level. Especially after our kiss.

The innocent question made my wolf bristle. I didn’t want any connection between her and Solaris, even one as simple as shared knowledge.

“Oh, we more than know each other,” Solaris responded, claiming the seat directly across from Sparrow without waiting for an invitation. The move was deliberately provocative — both to me and Aetheron. “We’re ‘pack’, aren’t we, Twilight Wolf?”

Don’t acknowledge him.

My wolf snarled.

He abandoned the pack years ago.

“Were pack,” I corrected through gritted teeth. “Past tense.”

Sparrow’s brow furrowed in confusion, her gaze moving between us.

“Pack? Like… a wolf pack?”

Solaris leaned forward, his sun-bright eyes gleaming with an intensity that made my hackles rise.

“Allow me to explain, lovely one.” Just hearing him be so casual with Sparrow was further grinding my gears. He didn’t know her. What right did he suddenly have to speak to her like they’d been acquaintances for years?

“I’m not sure how much you know about wolves in general, but we’re not like the ones portrayed by mundane outrageous descriptions of us.”

“Outrageous?” Sparrow questions with a glint of intrigue. I can tell right away she likes Solaris’ vibe. She wouldn’t open up so easily otherwise.

I’ve watched and learned her behavior long enough to be confident in my observation.

“The bone cracking. Body shifting. The basic chaos put through our bodies to become these feral beasts that only a few are able to control to not lose their sanity and run rampant among the vast wilderness and the hidden unknowns,” he summarizes like some grand tale worth listening to. “See, wolf shifters in the Fae realms are beings who were born with powerful spirits embedded with immense magic. Think of it as the regular-born population of fae individuals being born with 50% of magical force that can be expanded or lowered until it goes ploop. For us wolves, we don’t get just 50%”

“What do you get?” Sparrow wonders. She’s completely into this story, and it pisses me off because I’m the one who should be sharing these aspects of my kind. “100%”

“300%” he reveals to her surprise. “It’s considered close to godly levels for a few of us, but our current bodies don’t have the stability to carry such energies twenty-four-seven. That’s why wolves are created to harvest this energy. They live in our subconscious, aiding in our need to survive, protect, and potentially shift into elemental beings depending on our born court and overall capabilities. Keep in mind, not everyone has a strong enough entity to be labeled as a wolf.”

“Fascinating,” she whispered in awe.

“I’m glad you think so,” he praised with a sweet smile before he carried on. “In our realms, wolf packs are… special. Sacred, even. Most packs form within their own courts. Like Aether wolves run together versus Twilight wolves hunt as one, and so forth.”

“But?” Sparrow prompted, clearly sensing there was more to the story. She was already leaning toward him, drawn in by his natural charisma.

My blood surely couldn’t boil further.

“But occasionally,” he continued, clearly enjoying being the center of her attention, “fate brings together wolves from different courts. When that happens…well, it’s considered a blessing from the ancient powers themselves. A perfect pack. One wolf from each court. It’s so rare it’s practically a legend.”

“A mixed-court pack,” Solaris continued, his voice taking on an almost reverent tone that made my wolf want to snap at him. “Draws power from each realm they represent. Twilight wolves bring stealth and are cunning. Aether wolves contribute raw power and healing. Void wolves master space and time, and Elemental wolves command nature itself.”

I watched Sparrow’s face as she absorbed this information, noting how her eyes widened slightly at each new revelation. The scent of her curiosity mixed with her natural aroma was intoxicating, making my wolf pace restlessly within.

“But the true magic,” Solaris said, leaning even closer to her, “happens when a pack finds its Omega.”

“Don’t.” I mentally growled, hoping for once he’d listen to me. I rarely attempt to project my thoughts to other wolves, but there were a few rare instances — this being one of them if it meant Solaris would shut his mouth up.

She’s not ready for this.

But Solaris ignored my warning glare, continuing with obvious relish.

“An Omega is the heart of any pack, but for a mixed-court pack? They’re everything. The centerpiece. The one being capable of harmonizing different court magics, of making opposing forces work together in perfect balance.”

I wanted to groan in dread because this wasn’t how this type of information should be revealed.

Not with this audience that doesn’t even understand the full length of our power or how that power can be further amplified with the right Omega in the mix.

“Like a bridge between realms,” Sparrow murmured, and I could see the pieces clicking into place in her mind. Her power pulsed gently, responding to the truth in his words.

“Exactly,” Solaris confirmed, his sun-bright eyes never leaving her face. “An Omega with the potential to bond with wolves from different courts? They’re rarer than starlight in the Void realm. Some say they’re blessed by the ancient powers themselves, chosen to unite what was once, and potentially still, are divided.”

The implications hung heavy in the air. I could see Sparrow processing what this meant — what she might be. Her scent shifted slightly, taking on notes of uncertainty mixed with something else… excitement?

“And you think…” she started, looking between us.

“We know,” Solaris and I said simultaneously, then glared at each other for the unwanted harmony.

Tell her the rest.

My wolf demanded.

Tell her about the claiming, about what it means to be fought over by multiple alphas. The knotting and how we must mark our claim!

But before either of us could explain further, Aetheron cleared his throat pointedly.

The sound carried enough power to make both Solaris and I remember our places. We were, after all, in the presence of the Twilight Court’s ruler — who happened to have his own claim on the woman we were discussing.

“Perhaps,” Aetheron interjected smoothly, though I could see the shadows dancing dangerously around him, “we should focus on breakfast while it’s still warm. These discussions can wait.”

“The food can be reheated,” I muttered, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice. The thought of sharing a meal with Solaris, watching him charm Sparrow with his natural radiance, made my wolf continue to pace anxiously.

Sparrow shot me a look that was both understanding and chiding.

“Lord Aetheron is right,” she said firmly. “We should eat. No need to give the kitchen staff extra work just because we can’t maintain civil conversation.”

She’s already meditating.

My wolf noted with a mixture of pride and frustration.

True Omega behavior.

Solaris’s perfect face lit up with an equally perfect smile.

“In that case, might I join you? The journey from the Aether Court is rather taxing, even for one of my…capabilities.”

I barely held back a growl at his false modesty. It’s not as if he hadn’t already invited himself to the table with no regard for permission, even from the Twilight Lord himself. Yet, now he wanted to respect mannerism.

“Of course,” Aetheron said, though his orange-golden eyes held a level of warning. “Please, be our guest.”

“My Lord,” Kaelon spoke up, his galaxy eyes swirling with concern. “Are you certain that’s… wise?”

With the tension this conversation had invited, I’m not surprised by Kaelon’s commentary. He rather we return to wherever we came from instead of making ‘drama’ with their new potential princess.

A dark chuckle escaped Aetheron’s lips, the sound making the shadows in the room dance.

“I have no concerns about the seating arrangement,” he said, his eyes transfixed on Sparrow with possessive intensity. “After all, I’m quite secure in what’s destined to be mine.”

The blush that spread across Sparrow’s cheeks was instant and I’d bet thousands that she was reminiscing on the night she just shared with how her eyes widened for a moment, lost in memory. The scent of her embarrassment and lingering traces of passion made my wolf howl in frustrated anger.

Aetheron raised his crystal goblet, the liquid inside shifting like captured starlight.

“In fact,” he continued, power resonating in his voice, “let us toast. To Sparrow, my future Starlight, whose rebirth and return has brought new life to our eternal twilight.”

The emphasis on ‘my‘ was impossible to miss, but the fact that this news didn’t make Sparrow immediately question what he meant proved that he had to have explained plenty for her not to be susceptible.

Solaris’s perfect features tightened slightly, but he raised his glass along with Kaelon. I stared at my goblet, my hand shaking with suppressed rage.

He marks his territory well.

My wolf snarled.

But he forgets an Omega’s heart cannot be claimed by force or declaration.

My wolf may be right in that department, but he didn’t want to acknowledge how Sparrow’s and Lord Aetheron’s energies intertwined. It was so subdued, like a flicker of truth humming through the atmosphere, but it was present and visible enough from my heightened view to know Lord Aetheron wasn’t simply talking smack.

He had every intention of making Sparrow his, and that’s what drove me mad. His ability to take action.

While I cower at the mere possibilities.

“To Sparrow,” the others echoed, though I noticed how Solaris’s sun-bright eyes never left her face.

It was too much.

The combination of Aetheron’s smug satisfaction, Solaris’s obvious interest, and the lingering scent of what had transpired between Sparrow and the Twilight Lord from the night before made my control slip dangerously.

“Excuse me,” I managed through gritted teeth, standing so abruptly that my chair scraped against the floor. “I find I’ve lost my appetite.”

I was up and halfway to the door when Solaris’s voice rang out, clear as morning bells.

“Wait up, Twilight Wolf. I think I’ll join you. We should do a brief re-group seeing as we haven’t seen each other for years. I’m sure our wolves would be delighted in the familiar energy of our own.”

He rose with that infuriating grace of his, but instead of following immediately, he turned to Sparrow.

“I apologize. Spending a meal with such a blessed beauty in my presence would be but an honor, but it’s been too long since my pack brother and I had a proper run together,” he explained, though his eyes held meanings far deeper than his casual words suggested. “I must say though, the Twilight Court has never held such…radiant attractions before. At least, not while I existed,” he declared with a teasing wink. “I’m honored once again, to meet you, our future majesty.”

My wolf snarled as we watched Solaris bow before he approached Sparrow, taking her hand in his.

The way her cheeks flushed at his touch made my blood boil. Her scent shifted subtly, taking on notes of attraction and uncertainty that drove my beast mad with jealousy.

“My lady,” Solaris murmured, bringing her hand to his lips. “Should you ever wish to see the wonders of the Aether Court, you need only say the word. I would be honored to show you our eternal dawn.” His sun-bright eyes locked with hers as he added, “I’d submit only to you, precious Omega.”

The spike in her scent — interest, excitement, confusion – made me dig my claws into my palms until I could catch the scent of my own blood.

Kaelon cleared his throat pointedly.

“Perhaps you gentlemen should begin your…run,” he suggested, his galaxy eyes swirling with concern at the mounting tension.

“Indeed,” I growled, already heading for the door. The sooner I got away from this display, the better chance I had of maintaining control.

Behind us, Aetheron’s dark chuckle echoed through the hall.

“Why are you laughing?” Sparrow’s voice carried to us, innocent curiosity clear in her tone.

“Because, my love,” Aetheron replied, his voice rich with amusement and possession, “this is all rather entertaining. Now, would you like to see the gardens after breakfast? The shadow roses are in bloom.”

“Yes!” Her enthusiasm was palpable at the idea of exploration. One of Sparrow’s many favorite things to do. Discover and learn of the unknown. “And the library too? There’s so much I want to discover about this realm.”

The sound of her excitement, her eagerness to embrace this world — his specific side of his court — tore at something deep inside me. I’d imagined the day that would come when I’d show her the Twilight Court but at the level of us wolves.

To discover nature at its roots and enjoy its blissful welcome.

Solaris fell into step beside me as we left the dining hall, his presence a constant reminder of how complicated everything had become.

She’s meant to be ours.

My wolf insisted as we strode through the shadowed corridors.

We protected her. We watched over her. We loved her first.

“The fates have interesting plans, don’t they, Fenris?” Solaris mused aloud, his light magic creating subtle patterns in the air around him. “Or, I should continue calling you Liam?”

I didn’t respond, but my wolf’s determination crystallized into something hard and unshakeable within me.

Let Aetheron have his prophecies.

Let Solaris weave his charms.

I would not give up so easily.

I’ve come too far to lose her now…we will make her see. Acknowledge that we’re a far better choice.

I vowed silently, feeling my wolf’s power surge in agreement. The shadows around us deepened, responding to my resolve. One way or another, I would prove that some bonds transcended even fate itself.

We will make her understand that she belongs with us, destiny be damned.


A New Day For New Temptation
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~SPARROW~


Istudied my reflection in the mirror, still getting used to the academy uniform Celeste had helped me into.

It was unlike anything I’d ever seen in the human realm — a masterpiece of magical tailoring that seemed to adapt to my every movement.

Then again, I didn’t get the privilege of attending school, let alone wearing a uniform of this quality.

Just thinking of the hint of envy I carried back then, watching teenagers walk in groups, laughing and gossiping in colorful uniforms that proved they were attending some of the most prestigious schools in the country.

Sometimes I’d envision what it would be like.

To sit in the classrooms and learn about our vast world. It felt odd now to finally wear what I’d always wished to experience all those years ago, even if it was just a day.

I’m going to go to my first academy…ever.

The jacket was crafted from what Celeste called “twilight silk,” a fabric that shifted between deep purple and absolute black depending on how the light hit it.

Silver threads woven through the material created patterns that moved of their own accord, sometimes forming constellations, other times flowing like liquid starlight.

The high collar was trimmed with runes that glowed faintly, supposedly to help channel and control magical energy.

“The uniform is enchanted,” Celeste explained as she adjusted the pleated skirt that fell to just above my knees. The skirt was made of the same material as the jacket but with an overlay of crystalline mesh that caught and refracted light in impossible ways.

“It will help stabilize your power while you learn to control it.”

My attention was drawn to the new tattoo on my inner wrist that had appeared after my first night in the Twilight Court.

A skull wreathed in flames and starlight.

It seemed to pulse with its own inner light, especially when I felt like I was expelling some sort of energy like magic. I hadn’t been able to ask Aetheron about it, but I wondered if this academy would be able to decipher what exactly this marking is and the significance of its arrival.

Though, it looks like a tattoo…

“Celeste,” I asked, touching the mark gently, “do you know what this means? It appeared after… well, after everything.”

She paused in adjusting the knee-high boots made of what appeared to be living shadows. Mysterious looking while proecting a classy elegance if you asked.

“That’s not for me to explain, my lady,” she confessed with a shy smile, though her eyes seemed to warm up at the possibilities ahead. ”But I’m sure you’ll learn its significance in your studies.”

Speaking of studies…

“About that. What’s this about…my academic partner?” I began, trying to sound casual, despite the idea of having to “work” with someone else.

Group projects weren’t something I was good at — or group missions like trying to kill an onslaught of druggies but with a team of cocky assholes who can’t differentiate a dummy from a shooter aiming a gun back at them.

With the idea of starting new in this world, I didn’t want to fuck up my chances by being forced into a group of preppy individuals who thought they were the shit.

“Will it be someone I know? Perhaps Liam or Solaris?” The names brought a flush to my cheeks that I tried to ignore. I hadn’t seen those two since the little chaos that happened at the dining table, which was a tad entertaining.

What worried me though was Liam’s whole behavior since arriving here. Or…I guess after I obviously slept with Lord Aetheron and left him hanging. Maybe it did look bad after all, but when I mentioned it to Aetheron with the offering to apologize, he dismissed it.

A Queen sees no need to apologize to those unworthy of her humbling grace. You did nothing wrong in seeking pleasure in the arms of someone you trust, especially in our Court. If he wishes to enjoy your sweet taste, he can take the lead and stand on what he desires to claim as his.

His words seem to echo in the depths of my mind, just like his final statement.

Sharing isn’t a problem with me, but one would have to prove their worth in taking care of a piece of my heart in my absence. If he can’t do what’s requested, he’s simply wasting my Queen’s essence.

That was the one thing I’d never get tired of.

Aetheron’s unapologetic confidence in loving and supporting me.

It made me excited to learn even more about him, but for now, I had to focus on the task of attending this academy so I could stay and discover more of this world and those embedded in it.

Celeste’s lips curved into a knowing smile as she fastened the final clasp on my uniform — a brooch shaped like a crescent moon that seemed to hold the actual element of starlight within its silver curves.

The shimmers were haunting to look at as the shifted between silver, purple, and a turquoise that was enhanced with tiny specs of gold shimmer.

“Your partner will be female,” she announced, smoothing down my jacket’s lapels. “Lady Aurora from the Aether Court. While Lords Liam and Solaris will indeed be attending the academy, they’ll be taking…different paths to get there. For everyone’s safety,” she added with a slight smirk.

Everyone’s safety?

I’m sure this had something to do with the whole wolf thing. Maybe to go to this academy, we’ll have to go through a portal, similar to the rift that brought me into these lands.

They could need to shift in order to get there. Or maybe they have to go through their specific world?

I hated the idea of not being sure, but I had to be patient with myself. This wasn’t a “they taught you in school” type of scenario — as if that even applied to me.

Just the reminder made me recall Vincent’s authoritative voice and how he enjoyed scolding us with silly remarks like that.

Knowing a good majority of us didn’t get to walk into a school building unless it was for a mission that paid some big dollars.

The uniform’s sleeves ended in fingerless gloves that merged seamlessly with the fabric, creating channels for magic to flow freely while maintaining control.

Small crystals were embedded at each major chakra point, their colors shifting between the four courts’ signature hues — shadow black, aether gold, void purple, and elemental green.

The sight made me realize how much I need to unravel this new reality. How my curiosity craved for answers to the never-ending questions building in my mind.

“The academy itself,” Celeste continued, “sits at the Convergence. The one place where all four courts’ territories meet. It’s built on neutral ground, protected by ancient magic that predates even the separation of the courts.”

She led me to a larger mirror, allowing me to see the full effect of the uniform. The back of the jacket bore an intricate design — four symbols representing each court, arranged in a circle around a central crest that seemed to shift and change as I watched.

“The Council of Elders maintains the neutrality,” she explained. “Four in total, one from each court. They ensure no single court can dominate the academy’s teachings.”

She pauses when there’s a beep sound, encouraging her to walk over to a clipboard as it seems to project a hologram. I can’t understand the symbols being projected, but it seems to be important with Celeste’s heightened concentration.

“One second, Princess.“

She reviews whatever has been received, and bobs her head in understanding before she returns to me.

“There seems to be a change in partners,” she reveals.

“Change?” I’m not sure if I should feel relieved or more nervous.

“Yes. I guess it was requested by the Lord of Aether Court. It seems as though Aurora wasn’t being very cooperative with the idea of being partnered with one from the Twilight Court.” Celeste’s expression tells me this Aurora lady has some history known through other courts.

“Intriguing,” I admit with a tedious smile. “Not like I care much, I guess. Who is her replacement?”

“Lady Nyx from the Void Court,” Celeste reveals, adjusting the crystalline buttons on my jacket that seemed to contain tiny galaxies. “She’s quite… unique, even among the Void dwellers. They say she can walk between dreams and reality as easily as we walk through doorways.”

I found myself intrigued by the prospect of a Void Court partner. From my general understanding, those from the void court had many similarities to Twilight. It didn’t make them buddy-buddy in nature, but I guess having a few similarities could encourage friendships rather than enemies.

Something about the idea of being partnered with this Nyx woman resonated with the new power flowing through my veins.

“The Council maintains strict rules about cooperation,” Celeste continued, now braiding small crystals into my hair that would help channel magical energy. “Each Elder brings centuries of wisdom from their respective courts. The Twilight Sages, led by Moira, are masters of shadow and ancient knowledge. The Solar Sentinels guard the laws of light and truth. The Void Watchers maintain the boundaries between realms, while the Elemental Guardians ensure natural balance.”

She paused her work to gesture at the academy grounds visible through a holographic image that kindled to life from the wave of her hand — a sprawling complex that seemed to exist in multiple realities simultaneously.

Different sections of the building reflected each court’s architecture: obsidian spires for Shadow, crystal towers for Aether, void-dark domes for the Void Court, and living architecture of vines and trees for the Elementals.

“The academy is structured in circles,” she explained, pointing to each section. “Outer rings for basic studies, inner rings for advanced magic. At the center…” She paused meaningfully. “Well, they say the center holds magic older than the courts themselves.”

Magic older than the courts themselves…

“Each circle of the academy represents different levels of magical mastery,” Celeste explained as she made final adjustments to my uniform. “The outermost ring focuses on basic control. That’s most likely the section you’ll venture through for a few weeks. It’s rather massive regardless, with plenty of unique structures and castle infrastructure. Learning to channel your power without accidentally tearing holes, in reality, is one of the essential focuses at this stage.”

She gave me a meaningful look that made me wonder if she knew about my dramatic arrival through the rift.

“The second ring delves into court-specific magic. The third…” She paused, her hands stilling on my shoulders. “The third ring is where things get interesting. That’s where students learn to blend different courts’ magic. Very few make it that far.”

Why wouldn’t they make it to the center?

It was a question to ask, as the list of many continued to grow in length, but I was more intrigued at what the middle of these circles withheld from us students.

“And the center?” I asked, hoping to project my drawn interest in the idea of magic older than the courts.

“That’s the Convergence Heart. They say it’s where the first magic was born, where reality itself was shaped.” She checked the time using a crystal that caught starlight in impossible ways. “And speaking of convergence, Lady Nyx should be arriving any moment now.”

“How would you kno⁠—”

As if summoned by her words, the air in the room began to shimmer with otherworldly energy — encouraging my words to trail off as I sensed the shift. The temperature dropped several degrees, and the shadows in the corners seemed to deepen and swirl with purpose.

“Remember,” Celeste said quickly, “Void Court nobility have… different customs. Don’t be alarmed by⁠—”

Before she could finish, reality itself seemed to fold inward; a tear ripping through the atmosphere near the door, creating a sort of rift that was charged with immense energy.

What the fuck?!

Through the tear stepped a figure that made my breath catch in my throat. If this was Lady Nyx, she was nothing like I expected.

She emerged from the fold in reality like a goddess stepping out of cosmic dreams. Her hair cascaded in waves of twilight — shifting seamlessly from deep purple at the roots through various shades of pink, creating an aurora of color that seemed to dance with her every movement.

Most of it was swept up in an intricate updo held in place by what appeared to be pins made from crystallized starlight, but several strands fell loose, framing a face that defied conventional beauty.

Her eyes were what truly captured me — swirling pools of purple, blue, and pink that moved like living galaxies being born and dying in endless cycles.

They seemed to hold entire universes within their depths, and when they fixed on me with striking intent. I felt a jolt of recognition that I couldn’t explain, but I’d never met this woman in my life.

The traditional academy uniform had been completely reimagined on her form. Instead of the expected skirt, she wore tailored trousers that hugged her curves before flowing into boots that seemed made from condensed darkness.

Her jacket, cut in a masculine style but fitted perfectly to her figure, was adorned with silver chains that clinked musically with each movement. The whole ensemble was a beautiful rebellion against convention, yet somehow looked more right than any traditional uniform could have.

Her neck was adorned with intricate tattoos — cosmic designs that seemed to move of their own accord, constellations, and nebulae that shifted and changed as if responding to her moods. Multiple earrings lined her ears, each one appearing to be made from different celestial materials — void crystal, star metal, cosmic ice.

“So,” she said, her voice carrying harmonics that made my newly awakened power surge in response, “you’re the one everyone’s been talking about.”

Something about her presence called to me on a level I didn’t understand. It was different from what I felt with Aetheron, or even Liam and I dare say Solaris. This was something else entirely — like recognizing a part of myself I never knew was missing.

Exhilarating and frighteningly but did this mean something? Did I have a connection with this woman in some way?

“I see that look in your eyes,” Lady Nyx said, a knowing smile playing on her lips as the rift behind her began to crumble until the only remnants of its existence were sparkles of black and purple that rained down onto the floor.

She moved closer, her scent hitting me like whiplash — like starlight and midnight flowers, with an underlying hint of something wild. I couldn’t even grasp if “Starlight” had a scent until falling into these realms, but I guess the best thing to compare the aroma to was a sort of flower that you could only smell at night and in a unique garden of sorts.

“You’re feeling it too, aren’t you?” she hums in delight, the previous energy that cloaked her voice now absent. “The pull.”

Holding myself from answering right away, I nodded, unable to find words that didn’t make me feel like an oblivious fool. Considering my circumstances, I was being rather harsh on myself for not being able to articulate and connect in conversation.

However, I also didn’t like how vulnerable all of this made me feel.

As if everyone had the upper hand.

I observed carefully as she circled me with a predatory grace. The galaxy swirls in her eyes seemed to intensify as she studied me.

“Figured as much,” she chuckled, perching casually on the nearest table in a way that somehow made the formal academy uniform look rebellious. “Being an Omega is complicated enough without adding Void wolf energy to the mix.”

Void wolf? Wait…is she like the others?

“You’re… a wolf?” I managed, surprised by this revelation. Somehow, she didn’t fit the aggressive, territorial energy I’d witnessed between Liam and Solaris. “Like…um Liam and Solaris. Wait…you probably have no clue who I’m talking about.

Rarely do I feel flustered around anyone, yet my thoughts seemed to scramble with this woman’s presence. It was similar to when Solaris entered the dining hall yesterday, or when I’d been saved in the forest thanks to Liam.

I’d accepted with this Omega status that maybe it made me respond oddly in the presence of male wolves. Maybe specifically “Alpha” wolves.

She is a girl though and I’m not in romantic competition, but then thinking this way feels hypocritical.

Just the thought made me want to pout my lips in misery, but I couldn’t assume I would be every wolf’s romantic fascination all because of this “omega” status thing.

Ugh. This Omega thing keeps coming up!

“Surprise!” She grinned, flashing teeth that were slightly sharper than humans. “Speaking of those two hotheads, Solaris sends his regards. He’s probably my best friend. Well, when he’s not being an absolute pain in the ass about territory and dominance.”

Her expression turned mischievous.

“Liam was supposed to be here for your orientation too, but…” she examined her black-painted nails casually, “let’s just say he’s nursing some bruised pride along with other… bruises.”

Bruises?!

“You fought Liam?” I asked, both concerned and oddly impressed. Liam wasn’t the type to insinuate fights, but maybe he was in a foul mood today which influenced his level of patience.

Which is probably non-existent…

“Fought implies it was a fair contest,” she smirked. “I simply reminded him that being an Alpha doesn’t make you invincible. Especially when you’re dealing with Void magic.”

“That’s impressive,” I confess in awe, leaving her grinning at my praise. Her mentioning this Alpha status also made me wonder if she was one as well, but that could have been a “male” title while this Omega status was for females.

“Cypress doesn’t need to know I’m technically the strongest,” Nyx said as we walked through the room, her boots making no sound despite the crystalline floor. “Our Earth wolf thinks being connected to all four elements makes him special.” She rolled her galaxy eyes, but there was fondness in her tone.

The way she moved was mesmerizing — part predator, part cosmic dancer. Every step seemed to bend reality slightly, leaving trailing echoes of void energy in her wake.

“So there’s four of you?” I asked, trying to understand the complex dynamics at play. “You, Liam, Solaris, and Cypress?”

“Mmhmm,” she hummed, casually stepping through a shadow and reappearing on my other side, leaving me in surprise. “Each representing our courts. Cypress commands earth, water, fire, and air. Solaris brings that irritating sunlight and healing. Liam has his shadows and stealth. And I…” she grinned, showing those slightly-too-sharp teeth, “I control the void itself.”

The perfect balance.

“Is that why you’re the strongest?”

I had to know because the idea of her being the only female in their group and overpowered felt motivating to me.

Her galaxy eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Let’s just say it’s hard to fight someone who can literally fold space and time. Poor Liam learned that lesson today. He thought his shadow walking could match my void stepping.” She laughed, the sound like wind through crystal caves. “He’s probably still trying to figure out which dimension I left him in.”

“D-Dimension?” I gasp in shock.

“Now, Lady Nyx,” Celeste spoke up. “That’s not nice.”

“True,” she agrees with a wink and shrug. “But he deserved it for being a grumpy douche so early in the morning. We all had to get up at the ungodly hours to get ready so he can’t possibly think I’ll have the tolerance to deal with his jealous foolishness.”

She twirls around, threads of black and purple wisping around her like fine fabrics of silk. There was something about her casual display of power that should have frightened me — or anyone in my predicament frankly — but instead, I felt drawn to it.

To her…

That same pull I’d felt with the others, but different somehow.

More… complementary.

“You feel it too,” she said, not a question but a statement as she was suddenly inches from my face. It made me blush immediately, but she carried on as if my embarrassment at our closeness meant nothing in this heightened moment. “The connection. It’s different from what you feel with the boys, isn’t it? More balanced.”

I nodded, relieved she understood.

“Like…”

How would I describe all of this?

“Like finding a missing piece of yourself,” she finished. “That’s what happens when an Omega meets their pack members,” she reveals and leans back, giving me the space I didn’t realize I was desperately needing.

If it wasn’t for my lungs screaming for air, I wouldn’t have acknowledged how long I’d been subconsciously holding my breath.

“Each connection is unique, but they all complete you in different ways.” She paused, studying me with those universe-deep eyes. “The boys probably haven’t explained any of this, have they? Too busy posturing and marking territory?”

“Not really,” I admitted, feeling bad for throwing them under the bus but it was true. Plus, I hadn’t met this Cypress guy yet. “Everything’s been so… intense and very fast.”

Nyx snorted, a surprisingly inelegant sound from such an ethereal being.

“Males. Doesn’t matter what court they’re from, they all think with their-” She gestures to her lower region, gesturing in a circle. “You get what I mean.”

My lips curl up as I realize how friendly she is. Now the idea of us potentially being partners doesn’t seem as daunting.

“We should make our way to the portal before we’re late,” Lady Nyx confessed, looking over to Celeste. “Will the Lord of Twilight and Shadows disdain me accompanying the Princess to the academy?”

“Not at all,” Celeste announced. “I’ll gladly inform him of your intentions, Lady Nyx. Feel free to make your way to the portal entrance with the Princess.”

“Celeste, you know you don’t need to call me Princess,” I admit with a shy smile as I try not to blush too hard. “I appreciate the help this morning. You helped tame my worries. Thank you.”

“Acknowledging royalty in my midst is only respectful within the walls of the Twilight Court, Princess,” she points out as she bows her head my way. “Especially with the company. Please have an eventful day with plenty of opportunities to gain knowledge and appreciation of the various courts.”

We say our goodbyes before leaving the room and heading to the corridor that will lead us to the portal master.

“I like her,” Lady Nyx admitted as the door behind us closed.

“Me too,” I agree with a wide grin. “She was the best out of the other maids who have a lot to say with their eyes.”

Lady Nyx’s musical laughter echoed against the tall walls as we headed down the stairs. “Can you blame them?” she practically purrs as she looks over her shoulder to take me in. She’s practically floating down these stairs as if she’s walked up and down them for years. “You’re a wondrous sight to feast eyes on.”

I have to be overstimulated or something because the simple compliment attracts a layer of blush along my cheeks that only makes Lady Nyx further grin in delight.

“Watch your step,” she encouraged with a wink of her galaxy eyes before she looked away. I almost stumble just at those words, but manage to silently curse and correct myself.

No need to embarrass myself because I’m suddenly smitten with a woman…

Surprisingly enough as we approached the opened space that hosted the portal entrance, Lord Aetheron and Kaelon stood waiting, their shadows filling the space with familiar dark energy that made my pulse quicken.

The Portal Master himself seemed to fade into the background, despite his obvious power. I wasn’t expecting to see either individual this morning after breakfast because I knew they had to be altering their schedules on my behalf and had plenty of things to do.

I mean, they’re running an entire Court. That’s like being a President back in the human realm.

Yet, seeing their presence invited a sense of calm while my heart seemed to swarm with relief with their company.

“Good Morning,” I greeted upon arrival. Aetheron doesn’t hesitate to break away from Kaelon to greet me — his hand easily cupping my left cheek before he leaned down to place a soft kiss in greeting.

“Celebrate another awakening in our rising Starlight,” he greeted which I had to assume was a unique way of saying Good Morning in Twilight Court. “You look stunning, Sparrow.”

“R-R-Really?” I’m far too red while I can’t help but peer up into his eyes as he remains close. “I don’t look silly?”

“Not at all,” he reassures me as his eyes soften so handsomely. His shadows don’t even hide their delight as they dance around us, making it seem like we’re in our own world. “The uniform complements you wonderfully. Are you excited?”

“Nervous,” I confess. “But…I’m glad you’re here,” I dare to confess. “I know you’re busy.”

“Never busy enough to not support my Queen,” he assures me before placing a reassuring kiss on each temple. His hand traces along my cheek before he lowers it entirely so he can move to kiss the top of my head.

He pulls back to stand next to Kaelon once more, his shadows reluctantly following as I realize they’ve been swirling around an energy of twinkling threads of illuminating white. I’m assuming that my aura playing its role as it dances effortless with the shadows, making such a distracting yet uniquely beautiful display of power.

Ever since we had that intimate night, it’s been a lot easier to see how our energies blend so effortlessly.

Like Ying and Yang.

“Lady Nyx,” Kaelon said pointedly, his galaxy eyes narrowing at her casual stance. “You forget yourself before the Lord of Shadows.”

Nyx’s laugh was like crystal wind chimes in a storm.

“Oh, I forget nothing,” she said, meeting Aetheron’s molten golden gaze without a hint of submission. “I don’t even bow to Lord Thanatos of the Void Court, and trust me, he finds it more amusing than offensive.”

She glanced at me with a wink.

“Besides, I think we all know who the real power in this room is, even if she doesn’t realize it yet.”

With deliberate grace, Nyx swept into a deep, theatrical bow — not to Aetheron, but to me. Her multicolored hair cascaded forward, the galaxy swirls in her tattoos pulsing with barely contained void energy.

“My lady,” she purred, before straightening and throwing a mischievous glance at Kaelon and Aetheron. “There. I bowed. Just not to who you expected.”

A rich chuckle escaped Aetheron’s lips, his molten golden eyes dancing with amusement. I thought he’d be mad with her rebellion, but I’m coming to realize how calm and joyous Aetheron normally is.

“I should have known. Lady Nyx’s…reputation precedes her. The Void Court has quite the collection of stories about their most troublesome wolf.”

“Troublesome?” Nyx pressed a hand to her chest in mock offense. “My Lord Aetheron, I’m wounded. I prefer the term ‘creatively defiant.’ Besides,” she shrugged, her uniform’s chains tinkling like starlight made sound, “what else can you expect from such a rare creature as a void wolf? We’re practically required to cause a little chaos. Otherwise, existence gets so dreadfully boring.”

Her galaxy eyes sparkled as she continued.

“And let’s be honest. All these stuffy court politics could use a good shaking up. When was the last time anyone had any real fun around here? Present company excluded, of course,” she added with a meaningful glance between Aetheron and me that made heat rise to my cheeks.

I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped me.

“She has a point. A little chaos can be… refreshing.”

Nyx’s face lit up with delight at my support, not hesitating to stand next to me and lean in to look up at Lord Aetheron and Kaelon.

“See? Your queen gets it. This is why we’re going to be magnificent together.” How she said it carried weight beyond the playful tone, hinting at destinies yet to unfold.

Her confidence in our partnership and potential friendship really relieved me that this was already going smoothly.

“Well,” she spun suddenly, her movement leaving trailing echoes of void energy in the air, “I should check in with the Portal Master. Technically, I didn’t use an approved entrance to get here.”

Kaelon’s galaxy eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Then how exactly did you enter the Twilight Court? Our borders are heavily warded.”

Nyx’s grin turned positively wicked.

“Oh, you know… that little rift you all so carefully sealed earlier?” She winked at me, mischief written all over her playful expression. “Quite the dramatic entrance you made, by the way. I approve.”

The silence that followed was absolute.

Kaelon’s mouth actually dropped open slightly, while Aetheron’s shadows coiled tighter around him.

“You… came through the rift?” Kaelon managed finally. “But we were monitoring it. We would have sensed⁠—”

“Would you though?” Nyx challenged playfully. “Void wolf, remember? We exist in the spaces between spaces. Your monitoring only works if you’re looking in the right dimension.”

She started walking backward toward the Portal Master, each step somehow bending light around her.

“Besides, I wanted to see what all the fuss was about. Had to make sure my new favorite Omega was being properly taken care of.”

The protective note in her voice was subtle but unmistakable. Despite her playful demeanor, there was steel beneath — a wolf’s determination to protect what was hers. At least, that’s the best way I could describe what came to my head.

“Now then,” she clapped her hands together, the sound echoing strangely through multiple dimensions, “shall we get on our way so we can get started with today’s admission? I promise to use the proper portals from now on.” She paused, then added with a grin, “Well, mostly promise. Let’s say I’ll think about it very seriously.”

Something told me that was a lie.

Still, it made me grin far too wide.

“I’ll ensure Lady Nyx completes the proper documentation,” Kaelon announced, his galaxy eyes promising strict adherence to protocol. She didn’t seem to mind as she shrugged and began to skip away. As he followed the void wolf, I could have sworn I heard Nyx say something about “paperwork accidentally falling into a void rift.”

Once alone, the nervous energy I hadn’t realized was brewing tightly in my chest and bubbling to the surface.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” I admitted, fidgeting with the starlight crystals woven into my uniform. I was speaking my thoughts out loud, something I didn’t normally do when I felt this way.

Something as simple as school shouldn’t have made me feel this anxious but maybe it’s because this was a big deal to me.

I want to do this right. Not to fuck up…or let people down. What if I screw this all up and end up having to return? No…there’s nowhere to return to if I go back. There’s no one to return to.

Nothing as welcoming as it had been here in the Twilight Court.

Just the idea of going back to being the “non-existent” sniper everyone enjoyed using for missions but nothing more made my hands feel clammy.

Aetheron crossed the space between us with fluid grace, his shadows dancing around us both.

“Breathe, little Songbird,” the depths of his calming voice infiltrated through all the building doubt, my eyes immediately seeking his. I’m sure he can see the panic in the depths of my pupils. How much fear I’d buried for so many years, finally coming out at the idea of not being good enough.

“You look beautiful,” he said softly, his golden eyes taking in every detail of my academy attire.

I felt confused by the change of subject, but then, maybe this was his way of distracting me. To get my mind off how frightening all of this change is for me.

How difficult I’m struggling adapting to all of this, despite the excitement surrounding it all.

“The uniform suits you. Though I suspect you could make anything look regal.”

The compliment brought heat to my cheeks, but it was the way he looked at me that made my heart race as I began to focus my attention on him and not anything else.

His attentive gaze always made me feel so vital to his life. He stepped closer, his hands coming up to cup my face with infinite tenderness.

“May I?” he whispered, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones as his eyes dropped to my lips. He didn’t need to ask permission, and yet he did.

Knowing closeness could trigger me.

Yet, knowing I yearn for his closeness.

For his touch.

For an escape…even just a few seconds.

The gesture made my heart swell. Even now, after everything, he still asked. Still made sure I was comfortable, acknowledging that I was still adapting to all of this while still forging my own path.

“You may—,” I started to say, but the words were caught by his lips meeting mine. The kiss was intense yet brief, somehow managing to convey both passion and restraint.

Allowing myself to dwell in his passionate touch, his shadows wrapped around us like a protective cocoon, making the moment feel intimate despite our surroundings.

When he pulled back slightly, his eyes had taken on a hooded molten quality that made my knees weak.

“Before you go,” he groans against my lips and moves back enough to reach into his jacket, “I have something for you.”

“You do?” I whisper in surprise, the act completely unexpected. I try to think of when was the last time I got a gift, but nothing comes to mind. Even during the holidays, I never got anything of sentimental value from anyone in the Underground.

You’re lucky to have roofs over your heads. Gifts and this Merry Christmas shit is nothing but a scam to make money. Maybe Vincent’s influence was a bad thing in some departments.

From within his jacket, Aetheron produced what appeared to be a bracelet that caught and held light in impossible ways. The band itself was crafted from what looked like liquid gold, but as it moved, I could see shadows dancing within its metallic surface.

“This is more than mere jewelry,” he explained, his voice taking on that deeper resonance that spoke of ancient magic. “Each charm represents a different court, bound together by magic older than the realms themselves.”

As he held it up, I could see the intricate details of each charm.

A shadow crystal for the Twilight Court, somehow containing actual darkness within its facets.

A miniature sun that seemed to pulse with its own inner light for the Aether Court.

A spiral of void energy that bent light around it for the Void Court.

A living gem that shifted through elements – earth, air, fire, water – for the Elementals.

But it was the central charm that truly caught my attention.

A perfect replica of the academy itself, each tiny spire and dome crafted with impossible precision.

Together, it was a stunning piece of jewelry that held far more value than anything I’d ever owned.

“The bracelet will bond to your essence,” Aetheron continued, his fingers brushing my wrist in a touch that sent electricity through my veins. “In times of peace, it will blend into a tattoo – a mark upon your skin that pulses with power and heeds protection. But in moments of danger…”

He trailed off as he fastened it around my wrist. I gasped as I felt it merge with my being — the sensation was hard to describe and yet rooted knowledge told me it was set to fulfill the purpose given.

The metal seemed to melt into my flesh, transforming into intricate patterns that swirled and shifted like living ink.

“It will manifest physically,” he explained, tracing the newly formed marks with a gentle finger. “Drawing upon the power of whichever court is nearest to bring you to safety. If possible, it will return you directly to me. If not, it will seek out the nearest haven that will protect you long enough for me to return to your side.”

“It’s beautiful,” I breathed, watching the patterns shift beneath my skin. “I’ve never carried anything of such value. I mean…I don’t know if I should bring it to school. Plus…I’m not that important to have this level of protection. Wouldn’t others think it’s a bit… excessive?”

His golden eyes darkened slightly.

“You are precious to more than just me now. It saddens me that no one from the mundane realms could have showered you with reminders of how vital and precious you are to the world,” he quietly confesses, sounding disappointed.

Liam comes to my mind for a moment, but I flick the thought away, feeling no need to judge him when I’m sure he is going through his own problems.

“The wolves have sensed you. Other courts will soon follow. And while I trust your growing strength…” He paused, cupping my face once more. “I refuse to take chances when it comes to your safety.”

I swallow the lump forming in my throat, trying my best not to get teary-eyed with the display of devotion. The intensity of his protective instinct should have felt stifling, but instead, it made me feel cherished.

This wasn’t about controlling me — it was about ensuring I had the chance to grow into whatever I was meant to become, in a way that still shielded me from the unknown threats desperate to harm me for their own reasons.

“Thank you,” I whispered, leaning into his touch. “Not just for the protection, but for understanding that I need to find my own way, even if it’s dangerous and puts me in harm’s way.”

His smile was both tender and fierce. “My brave little Songbird,” he murmured. “Always ready to fly toward adventure. Just remember…now you’ll always have a way home.”

Home.

He’s my home…and this Court that embraces me.

Aetheron pulled me close one last time, wrapping me in his arms before his lips found mine in a kiss that felt like a promise.

“Have fun,” he murmured against my mouth. “Despite all the politics and protection, this should be an adventure worth having.”

“About that,” I said, reluctant to step out of his embrace. “The boarding arrangements…”

Now that I thought about it, I’d probably have to stay on the academy property with it being neutral ground. I doubt they would allow us to go back and forth through the portal.

Walking through portals seems to be a privilege more than anything.

“You don’t have to stay at the academy,” he assured me, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I can arrange for you to return to your chambers in the Twilight Court whenever you wish. Some place familiar to rest and…reflect.” The way his golden eyes darkened at the word ‘reflect’ made heat pool in my belly.

Yes, reflect…not enjoy hours of fucking…goodness. I’m gonna have to ask about how birth control works here.

“I’d like that,” I admitted, then frowned slightly. “But how will I let you know? How does anyone communicate in this realm? I saw Celeste with a hologram device earlier, but that seemed rather special.”

His answering smile held a touch of mischief.

“Think of who you wish to contact and channel your energy. Your shadows or twilight, in this case. They’ll form a hologram that allows direct communication.”

Oh! So that’s how she did it.

This already seemed so uniquely interesting, leaving me hoping there were books that aided with the process of learning all these unique techniques with our elements.

“That’s incredible,” I breathed, already imagining the possibilities. Then a thought occurred to me that made me blush. “But what if I call at an… inconvenient time? Like if you’re in meetings, or the shower, or…”

Aetheron’s laugh was rich and deep, his shadows dancing with amusement around us.

“My love,” he said, pressing his forehead to mine, his touch matched that deep vibrating power in his tone that could make me wet in seconds. “You can reach out to me any time, any moment, and I will always answer. Even if I’m in the middle of court politics or,” his voice dropped to a teasing whisper, “especially if I’m in the shower.”

The heat in my cheeks intensified, but so did the warmth in my heart. This powerful being, this ruler of shadows and night, would always make time for me.

Little old me.

His little Songbird.

The woman he’d appease in the depths of my dreams when life was so fucking hard…

Lord Aetheron was making it hard for me to not fall in love with him.

“Okay,” I whisper and swallow the hints of nervousness that tried to stop me from going up on my tiptoes and lightly kissing his lips. My initiative surprises him, an expression that makes my heart flutter. “I’ll keep that in mind, Lord Aetheron.”

“Aetheron,” he says with a softened gaze while his lips curl up in a pleased smile. “We are far past formalities, my Queen.”

My lips curl in a grin that matches his, the two of us sharing a comforting gaze that held so much promise.

“Come on, Star Girl! Adventure awaits!”

Lady Nyx’s voice called from near the portal, where she stood with an exasperated-looking Kaelon.

With one last look at Aetheron, drinking in his eyes and proud bearing, we headed over to regroup. With a bit of small talk, we were ready to go — the path ahead encouraging our departure as it spun with haunting life.

“Ready to shake up some realms?” Lady Nyx whispered conspiratorially as we approached the portal. She fell into step beside me, her galaxy eyes sparkling with excitement.

“More than I’ll ever be,” I said with optimism while my eyes ventured forward, taking in the spinning vortex that awaited our departure.

I touched the charm bracelet which was now a beautiful tattoo on my skin, and smiled.

I won’t be alone. I’m supported. This path will lead me where I’m destined to be.

Who I’m destined to become.


Friends Close, Enemies Closer
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


“Now this is gold!”

The grand portal exit that led us right to the heart of the academy materialized around us in a swirl of multiple court energies.

While Nyx and I stepped through with ease, the scene before us was…less than dignified.

Liam, my usually ready to tackle whatever came our way during suicidal missions, was bent over a decorative planter, losing what appeared to be his entire breakfast.

Next to him, Solaris — the so-called mighty Aether wolf from Nyx’s commentary — wasn’t faring much better, his sun-bright complexion having taken on a distinctly greenish tinge.

“Oh, this is precious,” Nyx cackled, her galaxy eyes sparkling with mischief. “The big bad wolves, taken down by a little portal jump. Quick, Sparrow, we should document this moment for posterity.”

I was fighting not to laugh, but I did worry whether they were alright. Nyx had warned me that the portal could make you dizzy if not portal-sick, but I was feeling fine.

“Are you both okay?” I asked, genuinely concerned despite Nyx’s amusement. It was strange seeing them look so…vulnerable.

Solaris attempted to straighten, his usual radiance somewhat dimmed.

“I’m perfectly—” he started, then swallowed hard, “…fine.”

“Liar,” Liam groaned, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “That was worse than void walking.”

Around us, other students were in similar states of distress.

Some had passed out completely, being tended to by academy healers who seemed thoroughly unsurprised by the situation. They casually walked in red robes, attending to the sick or scooping up the unconscious like it was an easy chore to complete. Other students were sitting on the floor, heads between their knees, while a few were following Liam’s example with the planters.

“Why weren’t we affected?” I asked Nyx, watching the chaos unfold.

She grinned, her multicolored hair catching impossible light.

“You’re a natural realm walker, Star Girl. And I’m, well… me. We’re built for this kind of travel. The others?” She gestured at our struggling wolf companions. “They’re too grounded in their own courts. It makes the transition… uncomfortable.”

Star Girl. Hmm. Kind of like the nickname.

“I hate you both,” Solaris muttered, though there was no real venom in his voice.

Once Liam and Solaris had somewhat recovered, we made our way from the portal chamber into the academy property. Individuals in cloaks of red, gold, and teal encouraged our movement, until we were in the heart of this massive place.

The sight literally took my breath away.

The main atrium soared impossibly high, its ceiling a living tapestry of all four courts’ magic.

Shadow and Aether danced together, while void energy created mesmerizing patterns that elemental forces wound through like living ribbons. The floor beneath our feet was made of a material I’d never seen before — something that seemed to shift between crystal, shadow, pure energy, and living earth with each step.

It was remarkable, leaving my imagination in immense wonder as to what more could be discovered in this vast world.

“Welcome to the Convergence,” Nyx said, spreading her arms dramatically. “Where all courts meet and magically get interesting.”

“You mean where magic gets nauseating,” Liam grumbled, though his color was finally returning to normal. His shadow energy was starting to respond to the environment, curling around him protectively.

Solaris, looked more like himself as he pointed to the different wings branching off from the central atrium.

“Each direction aligns with a different court. North for Aether,” he gestured to a section that seemed built from crystallized sunlight, “South for Shadow,” indicating towers of living darkness, “East for Elemental,” where nature itself seemed to form the architecture, “and West for Void,” where reality itself appeared to bend and warp.

“And we all have to learn to work together,” I mused, watching students in different court colors moving between the sections.

Well, the ones who weren’t still recovering from portal sickness.

“That’s the theory,” Nyx smirked. “Though some handle it better than others. Watch this.”

I’m already arching an eyebrow in confusion, only to watch as she creates a small void rift near a group of Aether Court students — making them squeal and jump away.

“See? No sense of adventure.”

“Nyx,” Solaris chided, though his lips twitched with suppressed amusement. “We’re supposed to be setting an example.”

“I am,” she protested innocently. “I’m exemplifying the creative use of void magic in social situations. It’s an amazing lesson for our Star Girl!”

“Nyx,” Liam growled, his shadow energy finally stabilizing enough for him to attempt authority. “You can’t just terrorize other students. There are protocols⁠—”

“Oh please,” Nyx cut him off, creating another small void rift just to watch him flinch. “You’re hardly in a position to lecture anyone right now, Mr. I-Just-Decorated-A-Planter-With-My-Breakfast. Besides,” she looped her arm through mine, hugging me tightly, “I only take orders from my Omega here.”

I couldn’t help but grin at her antics. The way she casually claimed me while thumbing her nose at authority was oddly refreshing.

“As long as you don’t get us expelled before classes even start,” I shrugged, “I don’t see the harm in a little chaos.”

Liam gives me a look, but I ignore him. It’s not like we’re on bad terms — at least, that’s what I’m hoping for after the whole ‘I left you to fuck the Lord of the Twilight Court’ situation that made him pissed off. Or jealous. Either way, I was aiming to move on, which I hoped meant he would too.

We’d never had such an odd balance in our friendship, but I guess with everything that’s happened matched with this Omega business, I had to be more lenient with his reaction to things.

As well as my own.

“Ha!” Nyx’s galaxy eyes sparkled triumphantly. “See? Our Star Girl gets it. Some rules are made to be broken.”

“Of course,” Solaris said, his sun-bright eyes dancing with amusement as he looked at Liam and further whispered. “You just had to develop feelings for the rebellious ones, didn’t you, Shadow Wolf?”

He says it low but not quietly enough for us to not hear exactly what he confessed. Liam’s cheeks darkened slightly, shadows curling defensively around him.

“Shut up, Solaris. Like you’re any⁠—”

A sudden commotion cut off his retort.

Screams erupted from the Elemental wing, followed by what sounded like miniature explosions. Students began running in our direction, some trailing smoke, others covered in what appeared to be…glitter?

“Make way for, Lady Aurora of Aether Court!” A knightly figure announced with emphasized power, despite being under green armor that covered his entire body. I’m surprised we even heard his voice since his helmet was like a coverup for his entire face, leaving no opening for his mouth.

The chaos parted like a wave as Lady Aurora strode through the smoke and glitter-covered students.

Her presence commanded attention – pure Aether energy radiating from her in visible waves that made the very air shimmer. Her hair was like captured sunlight, floating around her as if gravity was merely a suggestion, and her eyes blazed with power that made even the strongest students lower their gaze.

But there was something else about her, something that made my newly awakened power stir with recognition rather than fear. It could be the energy thriving off her is something similar to what resonated with mine — or potentially Liarel’s — but I could confidently say I didn’t know this woman at all.

Nyx moved in front of me instantly, her galaxy eyes narrowing as she let out a low, warning growl that seemed to vibrate through multiple dimensions. The void energy around her darkened, making nearby students stumble back even further.

Liam and Solaris flanked us immediately, their own possessive powers rising in response to Nyx’s obvious hostility. Shadows and sunlight intertwined protectively around our small group, creating a barrier of mixed court magic.

I may not know who Lady Aurora is, but my wolves sure do…if I can even claim ownership as if we’re some sort of pack.

“Stand down, little void wolf,” Lady Aurora’s voice carried harmonics that made the academy’s crystal walls sing, and yet I immediately felt a sense of unease with her tone of voice. Or the obvious fakeness in it. “I mean your Omega no harm.”

But something in her tone made Nyx’s growl deepen.

“Funny how everyone keeps saying that lately,” she bit out. “Yet here you are, making quite the entrance. How much did you pay that Ross Knight of yours to make you seem like some sort of royal heiress? Trying to establish dominance already?”

There was something about Nyx’s energy that made me feel as if she was anxious about this woman’s arrival. As though she was truly threatened with her closeness to me. Liam and Solaris had reacted as well, but their energies weren’t as defensive in their vibrance in comparison to Nyx’s.

I placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, feeling her tension but also sensing something else about the situation – something my wolves were missing.

As I studied Lady Aurora, memories seemed to come to the surface of my subconscious:

High school, perfectly coiffed cheerleaders, and their calculated dramatic entrances. Lady Aurora’s presence. Different in appearance, yet I knew right away out of all the individuals who she was. Power was undeniable, but the way she wielded it, making sure every eye was on her…it spoke of someone who needed that attention like others needed air.

Needy…yet alone. Yearned to be loved, but never really favored.

The flicker of the past was gone in a flash, the whole thing only taking a few seconds to relish and recover from.

My fingers kneaded gently into Nyx’s tense shoulder, feeling her void energy pulse beneath my touch.

“Easy,” I murmured with a hint of added authority, low enough that I knew only Nyx could hear my consoling word before I increased my voice. “No need to waste energy on someone who clearly needs the spotlight to feel validated.”

The words carried easily in the hushed atrium.

Aurora’s perfect features tightened slightly, her floating hair sparking with irritation.

“How… quaint,” she said, her harmonious voice taking on a sharp edge. “The mysterious new student thinks she can pass judgment. Though I suppose that’s to be expected, given all the… talk about you lately.”

Which I didn’t understand who was spreading all this “talk” about little old me.

When Nyx had made a comment where she wanted to see what the hype was all about, I could only assume word of my entrance into Twilight Court had made waves among the people of our court, but such “gossip” must have traveled to all four courts at this rate because everyone knew of my existence.

At least, they projected it that way, despite me being an obvious “nobody”.

Nyx bristled under my touch, but I kept my gentle massage steady.

“Oh? And what exactly are they saying?” I asked, keeping my tone deliberately casual. “Besides the obvious observation that some people make grand entrances because they can, while others do it because they must?”

Aurora’s perfect composure cracked slightly, her aura of light flickering with barely contained annoyance.

“They say you’ve caught the attention of not just the Twilight Lord, but multiple wolves.” Her eyes swept dismissively over Liam and Solaris but lingered with particular disdain on Nyx. “Though I see you prefer to keep… interesting company.”

“At least her company is genuine,” Nyx shot back, leaning into my touch even as her galaxy eyes blazed. “Not a collection of sycophants who bow because they’re afraid of daddy’s influence.”

A few gasps echoed through the gathered crowd.

I guess that’s some tea.

“Careful, void wolf,” Aurora’s voice took on a dangerous edge. “You forget your place.”

It’s the way she tries to talk to Nyx condescendingly that ticks at me the wrong way. Like a pinch of irritation that’s so violently strong, that it has me wanting to speak up immediately.

“Actually,” I interrupted, keeping my voice light but firm, “she knows exactly where her place is. Right here, with me. Just like Liam and Solaris.” I let my own power seep into my words, shadows and starlight dancing along my skin. I was trying to mimic the way I’ve witnessed Aetheron do it quite a few times in my presence. “The question is, Lady Aurora, do you know yours?”

Aurora closed the distance between us with deliberate grace, each step carrying the weight of generations of Aether Court nobility. If she was some sort of royal here. The air crackled with tension as students pressed further back, creating a perfect arena for our confrontation.

“Nyx,” I said softly, squeezing her shoulder. “Let her through.”

“But—” she started to protest.

“Trust me.”

Nyx reluctantly stepped aside, though her void energy remained coiled and ready. Liam and Solaris shifted uneasily, not grasping what I was doing but respecting my decision, their powers humming just beneath the surface.

Aurora stopped mere inches from me, her perfect features arranged in an expression of practiced concern.

“You should consider your position carefully,” she said, her voice pitched low enough that only our small group could hear. “The courts have hierarchies for a reason. Someone of your… background might find themselves overwhelmed by the complexities of our world.”

I met her gaze steadily, letting the sweetest smile spread across my face. I found it utterly amusing that she thought she could break me with this public confrontation. I’ve dealt with far worse at the Underground with men twice her size who couldn’t wait to punch me in the face than “talk”.

“Funny thing about being an outcast,” I replied, noting how my casual tone made her eye twitch slightly. “You learn who has real power, and who just borrows it from others.” I have to shrug to further emphasize my nonchalant nature, but I can’t help but lower my voice further as I lean closely to state my next point.

“I’ve survived worse than prep school politics, Lady Aurora. And I did it without needing Daddy’s name to clear my path.”

I didn’t know the background logistics of who her Dad was or the position he held to make her believe she had all this power, but using it against her was the perfect hit to her ego with how she fought to maintain a “calm” demeanor instead of reacting and embarrassing herself.

The air around us grew heavy with competing energies as we held each other’s gaze, neither willing to back down. The academy’s very walls seemed to pulse in response to our standoff.

Suddenly, a presence filled the atrium — ancient and overwhelming.

Everyone, including Lady Aurora, turned toward the source, leaving me no choice but to look ahead as to what the fuss was about.

Hmm?

There, stood a man of celestial glory, and that booming voice of a knight couldn’t help but announce his presence.

“Bow for Lord Helios Solarin, Ruler of the Aether Court!”

Lord Helios commanded the space with a presence that made Aurora’s earlier display seem childish in comparison.

His hair cascaded past his shoulders in waves that shifted from deep Irish green at the roots to ethereal Tiffany blue at the tips, moving as if caught in an invisible breeze. Each strand seemed to capture and release light, creating an aurora of color around his regal features.

His eyes were perhaps his most striking feature — iridescent pools that shifted through every color imaginable, yet somehow maintained a core of pure starfire.

They held the weight of centuries, the knowledge of ages, and power that made the very air tremble. Standing slightly taller than Lord Aetheron, his frame carried the same commanding presence, though where my Lord of Twilight and Shadows embodied night’s mysteries, Helios radiated celestial majesty.

His attire defied conventional description.

Robes that seemed woven from pure light draped his form in layers that moved like liquid sunshine. The base layer was a pure white that somehow contained every color within its depth, while over it flowed panels of silk that transformed from one ethereal shade to another with each movement.

Gold and silver threads created patterns throughout the fabric that told stories of cosmic events — stars being born and dying, galaxies dancing through space, and comets weaving their eternal paths.

At his waist, a belt of pure energy pulsed with Aether magic, holding in place a sword that seemed forged from a fallen star. His boots, crafted from what appeared to be solidified moonlight, made no sound as he moved across the floor, though each step left brief afterimages of celestial energy.

A crown sat upon his brow, but unlike traditional royal adornments, this one appeared to be made of captured auroras, shifting and dancing with colors that shouldn’t exist in our realm. It cast patterns of light across his face that emphasized his otherworldly beauty and peachy flawless complexion while somehow making him seem even more untouchable.

When he spoke, his voice carried harmonics that made the crystal walls of the academy sing in response.

“My, my,” he said, his eyes fixing on me with an intensity that made my newly awakened power surge in response. “What an interesting gathering of courts we have here.”

Lord Helios circled our small group with predatory grace, though his attention remained fixed primarily on me. His iridescent eyes seemed to peel away layers, looking past flesh and bone to something deeper.

The air grew thick with his power, making it difficult for others to breathe, yet I found myself standing taller under his scrutiny.

“Such spirit,” he mused, his voice carrying harmonics that made nearby students shiver. “Lady Aurora, my dear, I see you’re making our new arrival feel… welcome.” The way he emphasized the last word carried layers of meaning.

Aurora preened under his attention, clearly expecting praise.

“O-Of course, my Lord. I was just explaining the importance of proper court etiquette and⁠—”

“And yet,” he interrupted smoothly, never taking his eyes off me, “our fascinating guest seems remarkably unmoved by such concerns.”

Indeed, I remained the only one standing upright in his presence.

Even my wolves had dropped to respectful kneels, though I could feel their tension — especially Nyx’s — radiating through a funnel of connections that made me feel bonded to them. The entire atrium had gone deathly silent, waiting to see how the Aether Lord would respond to such blatant defiance.

“You notice my lack of deference,” I said, meeting his kaleidoscope gaze steadily. The light from his robes played across my face, but I refused to squint or look away.

“I do,” he confirmed, his crown of auroras flaring slightly. “Care to explain why you feel yourself exempt from such… basic courtesies?”

A small smile curved my lips as I thought of Aetheron’s words from earlier.

“Lord Aetheron suggested I trust my instincts when it comes to such matters,” I replied, watching his expression carefully. “And my instincts tell me that someone truly worthy of a bow wouldn’t need to demand one.”

Gasps echoed through the atrium.

Lady Aurora’s face had gone pale with horror, while nearby students pressed themselves further against the walls, expecting an explosion of Aether fury at any moment.

“Besides,” I continued, my own power rising to match the challenge in his gaze, “I have a feeling you and I might be operating on more… equal terms than others realize.”

I don’t know why I said that or had this immense need to rebel against him. We didn’t know each other. This was our first interaction, but I couldn’t fight this nagging need to defy him. To remind him of his place when it came down to our fluttering energies.

When it comes to us…

The words hung in the air like a challenge, or perhaps a prophecy.

Lord Helios’s power pressed against mine, testing, probing, and seeking weaknesses. But where others might have crumbled, I stood firm, letting my unique blend of shadow and starlight meet his celestial energy without yielding.

What surprised me wasn’t the challenge of his celestial essence, but the radiant beauty in his expression that spread across his immaculate face.

Lord Helios’s smile held all the warmth of a supernova — beautiful, deadly, and promising destruction. His aether energy pressed down on the room like a physical weight, making students who’d risen from their bowed position earlier only collapse to their knees once more, gasping for breath in the suddenly thick air.

Even Aurora stumbled back, her perfect composure finally cracking.

But I remained standing, meeting his devastating smile with one of my own.

If anything, his display of power irritated me — like watching someone try too hard to prove their worth. He leaned in close, his scent washing over me like starlight and ozone.

“Such stubbornness,” he murmured, voice pitched for my ears alone. “It won’t serve you well in our world, little star.”

Little star…

“Funny,” I replied, refusing to back away from his proximity. “My nature has served me perfectly well so far. In fact,” my smile widened slightly, “it seems to be exactly what this realm needs.”

A flicker of movement caught both of our attention — my bracelet had begun to pulse with golden light, the twilight charm particularly bright. Helios’s eyes fixed on it, something like recognition and annoyance crossing his perfect features.

“Aetheron,” he practically growled, though the sound held a note of… fondness? “Still marking his treasures the same way after all these centuries.”

That’s when I noticed it — on his left wrist, partially hidden by his flowing sleeves, a silver bracelet that mirrored my own. The twilight charm caught the light, identical in every way except for its silver construction.

Understanding crashed through me like a wave.

Our eyes met again, but this time the tension between us had shifted. The air crackled with something that wasn’t quite anger nor attraction, but some dangerous combination of both.

His iridescent eyes held centuries of history I couldn’t begin to understand, while my gaze challenged him with possibilities he hadn’t expected.

“Well,” I said softly, reaching out to brush my fingers across his silver bracelet, feeling him tense at my boldness. “Isn’t this interesting?”

The energy between us pulsed, gold and silver charms resonating with a harmony that made both our powers surge in response. It wasn’t the same connection I felt with Aetheron — this was something different, something equally powerful but untamed, undefined.

Lord Helios caught my wrist, his touch sending sparks of electricity through my entire body.

“Very interesting indeed,” he agreed, his voice dropping to a register that made heat pool in my belly despite myself.

“There you guys are!”

A voice cut through the tension, drawing every eye in the atrium.

A male strode toward our group with an easy confidence that seemed to ripple through the very elements themselves.

“My Lord said we’d cross paths with the Aether Court today, but I didn’t expect such perfect timing.”

He moved like water, fluid and graceful, yet carried himself with the casual air of someone who knew exactly how attractive they were. His hair caught and held light in impossible ways — golden blonde base with highlights that shifted like a living flame, strands occasionally sparking with actual embers when he moved.

Some pieces seemed to float on invisible air currents, while others appeared weighted with droplets of water that never quite fell.

His eyes were perhaps his most striking feature — the color of the deepest ocean trenches, but with rings of amber that flickered like sunlight penetrating waves. They held both warmth and ancient power, switching between playful and primordial with each blink.

Intricate tattoos covered every visible inch of skin, moving and shifting like living things. Wind patterns swirled around his forearms, occasionally becoming a visible breeze that rustled nearby students’ clothing. Flames danced along his collarbones, while water motifs flowed down his neck and disappeared beneath his partially unbuttoned uniform. Earth symbols grounded it all, pulsing with steady, ancient power.

Most fascinating were the spots where elements met — creating brief flashes of shadow and light that crackled across his skin like contained lightning. Each element seemed to vie for dominance while somehow maintaining perfect harmony.

His eyes found me, a smile spreading across his face that managed to be both charming and predatory.

“So this is our infamous new student,” he said, his voice carrying undertones of rushing water and crackling flame. “The stories hardly do you justice.”

The way he moved through the space seemed to affect the very atmosphere — the air grew warmer near him, while small breezes ruffled through students’ hair. The crystal floors beneath his feet rippled like water with each step, yet somehow held solid.

“Cypress,” Nyx groaned, though I noticed her galaxy eyes held a hint of affection. “Your timing is as subtle as ever.”

“Coming from you, void walker, that’s almost a compliment,” he winked, before turning his ocean-deep gaze back to me. “I have to say, anyone who can stand toe-to-toe with Lord Helios and still look this composed has my attention.”

A small flame danced between his fingers as he extended his hand to me.

“Cypress Vale, at your service. Master of the four elements and,” his grin turned mischievous, “occasional pain in these wolves’ collective ass.”

Lord Helios made a sound that might have been amusement or annoyance — it was hard to tell with the harmonics in his voice.

“I see the Elemental Court still hasn’t managed to teach you proper decorum, young wolf.”

“Oh, they tried,” Cypress shrugged, elements dancing across his skin with the movement. “But you know what they say about trying to contain a storm.”

He glanced at my bracelet, then at Helios’s, and his eyes widened slightly.

“Well, now. This is getting more interesting by the minute.”

Lord Helios’s silver bracelet seemed to melt back into his flesh as he straightened, his iridescent robes shifting like captured auroras. The look he gave Cypress effectively silenced any comment about the matching accessories.

“If we’re quite finished with these… introductions,” he said, his harmonious voice carrying effortlessly through the atrium, “I have an announcement for all students of the Convergence Academy of Ethereal Arts.”

The whispering that had filled the space died instantly. Even Aurora, who had been sulking near the edges of our group, straightened to attention.

“I will be joining the academy’s faculty this term,” he continued, satisfaction evident in his tone as gasps of surprise echoed through the hall. “Those of you fortunate enough to be in my advanced manipulation of celestial energies class will learn why the Aether Court has maintained its position of power for millennia.”

The excitement rippling through the gathered students was almost palpable. I caught snippets of whispered conversations: “Lord Helios himself… teaching us!” and “This is unprecedented!” and “Do you think he’ll actually demonstrate real Aether magic?”

“Additionally,” he continued, his iridescent eyes lingering on me for a moment too long, “each student will undergo a magical scanning process today. Based on these results, select individuals will be chosen for…private instruction.”

The way he said ‘private instruction‘ sent a shiver down my spine that wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Beside me, I felt Nyx tense while Cypress’s elements flickered more actively across his skin.

“These private lessons,” Lord Helios continued, his iridescent eyes sweeping the crowd, “are not merely a privilege, but a responsibility. The scanners will match students with instructors based on their magical resonance and potential.”

His gaze lingered meaningfully on several students before settling back on me.

“Of particular note, we have an unusually high number of Omega students this term. To ensure their comfort and safety during their…unique biological cycles, they will be permitted to form or join packs of their choosing.”

The term ‘biological cycles’ made me shift uncomfortably. Beside me, Nyx pressed closer, her void energy wrapping around me protectively.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered, her galaxy eyes serious for once. “I’ll explain everything before things get to that. It’s…complicated.”

I noticed both Liam and Solaris tense at the mention of Omegas and packs, while Cypress’s elements danced more actively across his skin, creating small sparks of anticipation.

“The scanning process,” Lord Helios’s voice drew attention back to him, “will not only reveal your potential but will also designate your appointed instructors and professors that will most benefit your rise here at the Academy. Should you be chosen for private lessons,” His lips curved in a smile that held secrets. “Some of you may find yourselves with…unexpected mentors.”

I guess with the repetition and emphasis on this private lesson mentorship, it had to be a very big deal.

Aurora preened, clearly expecting to be chosen for special instruction, while whispers broke out among the other students about who might be teaching these exclusive sessions.

“Now then,” he gestured toward one of the grand archways, making his aurora-like robes shimmer, “everyone proceed to the auditorium for orientation. Scans will begin immediately after. And do remember,” his harmonics took on a warning tone, “your placement in these special programs could determine your entire future in the magical realm.”

He scanned the room to emphasize his point until his gaze locked on me once more.

“Do try to make a good impression for the remainder of the day,” Lord Helios said, his iridescent eyes holding mine with an intensity that made the air crackle. “Though your current one has been… memorable.”

“I’ll do my very best,” I replied with a smile sweet enough to rot teeth, making his eyes narrow slightly at the obvious insincerity.

As he swept away, his robes trailing aurora lights, Aurora stood frozen, her perfect features twisted with frustrated confusion as she watched our interaction.

The moment he disappeared, whispers erupted around us.

“Did you see that tension?” one student murmured.

“The way they looked at each other…” another added.

“There has to be some history there,” a third suggested. “Or maybe it’s just raw chemistry?”

“What are they talking about?” I asked, genuinely puzzled by the speculation. I didn’t feel any chemistry between anyone.

Especially not between me and the Lord of Aether Court.

Nyx leaned in close, her galaxy eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Oh honey,” she whispered, her breath tickling my ear. “The sexual tension between you two was thick enough to cut with a void blade.”

I choked on air, heat flooding my cheeks.

“W-W-W-What? No! That’s ridiculous⁠—”

“Is it though?” Cypress grinned, his elemental tattoos pulsing with amusement. “Because from where I was standing, the air was practically combusting every time you two made eye contact.”

Liam remained unusually quiet, his shadows curling tightly around him, while Solaris cleared his throat.

“Perhaps we should head to the auditorium,” he suggested diplomatically, though his sun-bright eyes held concern. “Before more rumors start spreading.”

Aurora gave us one last venomous look before stalking away, her perfect posture rigid with anger.

“Well,” Nyx looped her arm through mine as we started walking. “At least your first day is proving entertaining. And we haven’t even gotten to the scans yet.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, trying to change the subject from my supposed chemistry with the Aether Lord, “what exactly did he mean about Omega’s biological cycles?”

The wolves exchanged loaded looks that did nothing to ease my growing anxiety about what the day had in store for us.

“We’ll go over it,” Nyx assured me with a back rub. “Onward we go!”

Guess this is going to be an interesting academic rollercoaster ride.


Scan Of Unexpected Worth
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“Wow…” I couldn’t stop the vocalized awe as my eyes scanned around us. After such a tedious orientation, I could finally appreciate the beauty surrounding us.

The auditorium was a marvel of magical architecture, with each section clearly influenced by different courts. Shadow-wrought pillars stood alongside crystalline light structures, while void spaces created impossible dimensions between elemental-grown supports.

The overall effect was both breathtaking and slightly disorienting.

“Well, that was quite the orientation,” Nyx whispered as the last professor — a stern-looking Void Court master named Umbra — finished introducing herself. “Though I notice they saved Lord Pretty Boy for last.”

Indeed, Lord Helios had commanded attention during his formal introduction as the Advanced Celestial Manipulation professor, his iridescent robes somehow managing to outshine even the natural light in the room.

“At least we know why he’s here now,” Cypress mused, his elemental tattoos shifting restlessly. “Though I have a feeling teaching isn’t his only motivation.”

His ocean-deep eyes flickered meaningfully toward me.

“Can we not?” I groaned, still uncomfortable with the earlier implications of my supposed chemistry with the Aether Lord. I’m already technically in a relationship with Lord Aetheron. Don’t get why there’s any implication I’d then need someone else on the love roster. However, it felt interesting to see what a shift in romantic “popularity” I’m holding in these realms in comparison to the human realm. “We should focus on these scans everyone keeps talking about.”

“Speaking of which,” Solaris added, his sun-bright presence drawing attention from nearby students, “the scanning stations are divided by court. We should probably…”

“There you are!” a familiar voice called out.

We turned to see Elenore approaching with Finn in tow, both wearing academy uniforms that somehow accommodated their unique energies.

“Elenore! Finn!” I called out, genuinely happy to see their familiar faces. “I want you to meet some people.” I gestured to my unusual entourage. Upon their arrival near us, I smiled warmingly before looking at my group. “These are my… well, they’re…” I faltered, not quite sure how to describe our complex relationships.

Friends? Wolves? Pack? I’m not even sure what they wanted me to call them.

We should have gone over that and what all of this is before orientation, but can’t dwell on the past.

“Her wolves,” Nyx supplied helpfully, her galaxy eyes sparkling with mischief. “Well, most of us. Though Liam here nearly missed the whole thing, being too busy decorating a planter with his breakfast after portal travel. His hissy fits are rather entertaining to witness if you ask me.”

“I did not have a ‘hissy fit,’” Liam growled, shadows curling defensively around him. “The portal transition was particularly rough today.”

“Sure it was, Shadow Boy,” Nyx teased. “That’s why Sparrow and I handled it like the badass bitches we are, while you big strong alphas were green around the gills.”

“These two,” I interrupted, hoping to prevent another wolf squabble, “were actually the ones who helped me when I first came through the rift. Elenore’s a healer, and Finn has portal master potential.”

Cypress whistled, his elemental tattoos pulsing with interest.

“Portal master potential? No wonder you’re here. That’s rare even by our standards.”

“Almost as rare as four court wolves all circling the same Omega,” Elenore observed shrewdly, her knowing look making me blush.

“We’re not circling,” Solaris protested, though his sun-bright energy flickered tellingly. “We’re just… ensuring her transition is smooth.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” Nyx snickered. “Because from where I’m standing, it looks an awful lot like⁠—”

“The scanning stations are this way,” Finn interrupted diplomatically, though I caught his slight smile. “We should probably get going before the lines get too long.”

As we started walking, Elenore fell into step beside me.

“You certainly know how to draw interesting company,” she murmured. “Four court wolves, the attention of two Lords…”

“Don’t,” I groaned. I can only assume she and Finn witnessed my combative defiant confrontation with Lord Helios earlier. “I’m still trying to process everything myself.”

“Process faster,” Nyx called from ahead, her void energy swirling playfully. “Because something tells me these scans are going to make things even more interesting.”

“The scanning process is quite fascinating,” Finn explained as we approached the stations, his eyes lighting up with technical enthusiasm. “It’s designed to read not just your current power levels, but your potential across all magical frequencies.”

We watched as a student stepped into what looked like a crystalline chamber, various courts’ energies swirling around them in a diagnostic dance.

“According to the Portal Master,” Finn continued, “it only shows a fraction of what you’re truly capable of. They keep it limited to prevent anyone from being targeted for their full potential. Quite clever, really.”

“Our Finn here is basically a magical tech genius,” Elenore added proudly, making him blush slightly. “If you need any equipment modified or explained, he’s your go-to expert.”

“And Elenore,” Finn returned the praise, “is brilliant with healing magic. Her remedies can fix almost anything. Magical exhaustion, training injuries, even void-sickness.”

“Which some of us clearly need,” Nyx smirked, nudging Liam who growled softly in response.

An academy official began distributing schedules, the papers seeming to shimmer with different courts’ energies. As each of us received ours, I noticed how the ink shifted and changed, adjusting to our individual resonances.

“Oh,” Elenore smiled, looking at her schedule. “Advanced Healing Arts with Master Serra! I was hoping for that one.”

I stared at my schedule, reading and rereading the professor listings.

“This… can’t be right. Every single class has Lord Helios listed as an instructor or observer.”

Solaris peered over my shoulder, his sun-bright energy warming my skin.

“Well, that’s interesting. And look. We’re all in the same classes.” He waved his schedule, which matched mine perfectly. “All four wolves with our Omega.”

“Let me see that,” Nyx snatched my schedule, her galaxy eyes widening slightly. “Advanced Realm Walking, Combat Magic, Court Integration…okay, these aren’t normal first-year classes. And yes…all with Lord Pretty Boy watching.”

“At least we’re together for Magical Theory first period and Advanced Energy Manipulation last period,” Finn offered, comparing his and Elenore’s schedules to ours. “Though our middle classes are different.”

Liam’s shadows curled anxiously as he studied the matching schedules.

“This is deliberate. They’re keeping the pack together while…” he hesitated, glancing at me.

“While what?” I prompted.

“While keeping you under very specific observation,” Cypress finished, his elemental tattoos rippling with concern. “Lord Helios doesn’t do anything without purpose.”

Elenore and Finn exchanged knowing looks.

“Well,” Elenore said carefully, “at least you’ll have healing class with me when things inevitably get… intense.”

“This has to be rigged,” I huffed, waving my schedule in frustration. “I’m not afraid of Lord Helios, but this level of gatekeeping is ridiculous. I wish Lord Aetheron was here. He’d probably have something to say about this.”

Cypress let out a rich laugh that made his elemental tattoos dance.

“Oh Star Girl, you have no idea. Those two can barely be in the same room without the air practically combusting. Their…history is legendary.”

“History?” Finn leaned forward, curiosity bright in his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Elenore tilted her head thoughtfully.

“Is it because they’re opposites? Shadow and Aether naturally conflicting?”

“Opposites definitely attract in their case,” Nyx snickered, her galaxy eyes sparkling with ancient knowledge. “Or should I say, attracted. Multiple times. Very passionately. Usually with property damage.”

“Nyx!” Solaris tried to sound scandalized, but his sun-bright energy flickered with amusement. “We’re not supposed to discuss court politics.”

“What? It’s basically common knowledge that they used to—” Nyx started, only to be cut off by Liam’s warning growl.

“Used to what?” I asked, suddenly very interested in this piece of information about Aetheron’s past.

“Share certain… interests,” Cypress supplied diplomatically, though his ocean-deep eyes danced with mischief. “Including, apparently, a tendency to keep tabs on powerful Omegas.”

“Not exactly,” Nyx said, her voice dropping lower as other students passed by. “They were both drawn to the same women throughout history. A powerful Omega who could bridge realms. Sound familiar?” She gave me a meaningful look.

“But Liarel…” Cypress continued, his elements settling into a more subdued pattern. “She was different. She wasn’t just another powerful Omega. She was…”

“The one,” Solaris finished when Cypress trailed off. “The prophecied queen who could unite the courts. Both Lords pursued her, but she chose Aetheron. They say Helios never quite got over it.”

She had to choose…

“Some say that’s why he changed so many policies about female practitioners,” Elenore added softly. “After Liarel chose the Twilight Court…”

I felt my head spinning with this new information.

“Wait,” I whispered, pieces clicking together in my mind. “So when I showed up, with Liarel’s essence…”

“And your own natural Omega power,” Nyx nodded. “Plus your ability to stand up to him, just like she did…”

“History has a way of repeating itself,” Liam said quietly, his shadows curling protectively around me. “Though sometimes with interesting variations.”

“The thing about the Elders,” Nyx explained, creating a small void bubble around our group for privacy, “is that they’re stuck in their ways. Like, really stuck. We’re talking millennia of rigid traditions.”

“Even with Omegas,” Solaris added, his sun-bright energy dimming slightly. “They knew that some of us would be drawn to the same ones, that fate itself would create these bonds, but…”

“But they couldn’t handle the scandal,” Cypress finished, his elemental tattoos shifting in agitation. “Any relationships had to be kept behind closed doors. Hidden away like some dirty secret.”

“It’s ridiculous,” Nyx scoffed. “The mundane world has evolved. They accept all kinds of love now. Multiple partners, same-sex relationships, gender fluidity. Hell, they’re more progressive than our ‘ancient and wise’ leaders.”

Elenore nodded thoughtfully.

“The Council claims it’s about preserving sacred traditions, but really…”

“Really, they’re just afraid of change,” Finn said quietly. “Afraid of what might happen if people started questioning their authority.”

“So what you’re saying is,” I processed slowly, “even if an Omega naturally forms bonds with multiple partners…”

“The Council would expect them to choose just one,” Liam confirmed, shadows writhing with barely contained frustration. “At least publicly.”

“That sounds absolutely stupid,” I muttered, shaking my head at the Council’s backward thinking. “I mean, I barely understand what being an Omega means, but forcing people to deny natural bonds? In this century?”

“Oh honey,” Nyx patted my arm sympathetically. “We’ll have a nice long chat about all things Omega later. Preferably with wine. Lots of wine.”

We reached the scanning station, its crystalline chamber pulsing with multicolored energy. The technician, a stern-looking Void Court member, gestured toward our group.

“Wolves first,” she announced. “We need baseline readings from established power sources.”

“Ladies first,” Liam said with an exaggerated bow toward Nyx, his shadows curling with smug satisfaction.

The void wolf’s galaxy eyes narrowed dangerously.

“Oh, is that so?” Before anyone could react, her foot shot out with precise accuracy, connecting solidly with Liam’s groin. The shadow wolf’s eyes bulged as he doubled over, a high-pitched whine escaping him.

“Nyx!” Elenore gasped, though I noticed she was fighting back a smile.

“What?” Nyx asked innocently while Liam collapsed to his knees. “He wanted to be gallant. I just helped him get lower to the ground.”

Solaris shook his head, sun-bright energy flickering with barely contained amusement. “You did this to yourself, packmate,” he told the groaning Liam. “You know better than to try that chivalry nonsense with her.”

Cypress was already stepping into the scanner, his rich laugh making his elemental tattoos dance.

“Come on, guys. Let’s get this done before Liam recovers enough to start a real fight.”

The scanner hummed to life, various courts’ energies swirling around Cypress as it read his power levels. His elements responded enthusiastically, creating a light show that had nearby students stopping to watch.

Solaris went next, his natural radiance almost overwhelming the scanner’s crystals.

“Try not to break it,” Nyx called out. “Some of us still need to use it.”

“Your concern is touching,” Solaris replied dryly as he stepped out.

Liam had finally managed to straighten up, though his walk was still somewhat stiff as he approached the scanner.

“I hate all of you,” he muttered.

“No, you don’t,” Nyx sang out cheerfully. “You love us. Especially your precious Star Girl over here.” She winked at me while Liam’s shadows darkened with embarrassment.

The scanner seemed particularly interested in Liam’s shadow magic, the crystals pulsing longer than they had for the others.

Finally, it was Nyx’s turn.

“Watch and learn, pups,” she said, sauntering toward the chamber. “This is how a real wolf handles a scanning.”

She paused next to me before entering, leaning close to whisper in my ear.

“Sometimes,” she murmured, her galaxy eyes sparkling with mischief, “you have to use a little violence to get the resolution that helps you. Especially with stubborn alpha males who think they know best.”

“I can still hear you,” Liam grumbled, though his shadows seemed to have relaxed slightly.

Nyx stepped into the scanner with a flourish, her void energy immediately creating patterns that shouldn’t have been possible in our dimension.

The technician’s eyes widened slightly as she recorded the readings.

Just as I stepped toward the scanner, Lady Aurora materialized in a flash of pure light, her perfect features arranged in practiced urgency.

“I simply must go next,” she announced, her harmonious voice carrying across the space. “I have a full schedule with Professor Helios and need to prove his choice was well-founded.”

Something told me she was lying her ass off, but I wasn’t going to ruin her parade. Attention seeking was her middle name, so let her continue chasing this imaginary momentum if it helps her sleep at night.

“By all means,” I gestured to the scanner with exaggerated politeness. “Please, go right ahead.”

Aurora’s eyes narrowed at my easy acquiescence, clearly having expected a fight. Still, she lifted her chin and strode into the chamber with imperial grace.

The moment she entered, the scanner’s crystals flared with intense light.

Her Aether energy poured off her in waves, making the magical measuring devices flicker and pulse. The technicians scrambled to adjust their readings as pure celestial power filled the chamber.

“Remarkable,” one technician breathed, scribbling furiously. “Such raw Aether potential.”

“Just as expected from Lord Helios’s star pupil,” another added, making Aurora’s perfect smile widen.

The gathering crowd of students whispered in awe, though I noticed my wolves looking distinctly unimpressed. Nyx actually yawned, earning her a sharp elbow from Solaris.

Of course, none of this impresses her.

“Impressive indeed, Lady Aurora,” the head technician said as she exited the chamber. “Your Aether affinity is quite strong.”

“Naturally,” she preened, tossing her perfect hair over her shoulder. As she passed our group, she paused. “Try not to be too disappointed when your readings prove…less remarkable.”

I can’t even try to tame the way my eyes roll at her theatrics in belittling me.

“Let’s get this over with,” I said with a casual shrug, returning Aurora’s venom with honey.

“You’ll be fine,” Elenore called encouragingly while Finn gave me a thumbs up. My wolves watched intently, though I noticed Nyx practically vibrating with anticipation.

I stepped into the chamber, waiting for something to happen.

The crystals remained dark, no reading registering at all.

The technician frowned at her instruments.

“That’s odd. The scanner isn’t detecting any magical signature.” She tapped the crystals, looking puzzled. “Perhaps if you could…”

“Oh well,” I shrugged, moving to leave. “Guess I’m not that important after⁠—”

My foot landed on the central marking, and suddenly every crystal in the chamber exploded with light. The measuring devices shrieked, their needles spinning past any marked limits before breaking completely. Power surged through the chamber — shadow and starlight, void and aether, all courts’ magic responding simultaneously to my presence.

The crowd gasped as the readings continued to climb, the machine’s crystals vibrating at a frequency that threatened to shatter them. And there I stood, one foot still raised mid-stride, watching the chaos with mild surprise.

“Vash’nor thy’leth supreme,” an Elder’s voice cut through the commotion, the ancient words carrying weight and recognition. “The Convergence Walked has awakened.”

The other technicians were speaking in a different tongue, yet it translated fluidly in my mind. Despite that, they were speaking far too fast — their words fumbling together in urgency as if they didn’t know what the hell they were going to do.

Lord Helios appeared in a flash of celestial light, his iridescent robes swirling as he placed his hands on the scanner’s frame. Golden energy poured from him, stabilizing the wildly fluctuating readings before the entire system could collapse.

“Well,” I said into the stunned silence, still balanced on one foot. I was too shocked to even blush with how embarrassing this felt. “This is awkward.”

Lord Helios’s iridescent eyes met mine, one perfect eyebrow arching as he took in my still-raised foot. The corner of his mouth twitched almost imperceptibly.

“Oops?” I offered with my best innocent smile. “Clearly I did this wrong. I should probably just…” I gestured vaguely toward the exit.

His expression shifted to something distinctly unimpressed, though I could have sworn I saw amusement dancing in those ever-changing eyes.

“We need five minutes to reset the equipment,” he announced to the gathered crowd, his harmonious voice brooking no argument. “Lady Sparrow, bring your…” he paused, giving my wolves a pointed look, “…pups with you.”

“Why do I need to—” I started to ask, hurrying after his retreating form. My foot caught on the scanner’s platform edge, sending me pitching forward.

Without even looking back, Lord Helios’s left arm shot out, catching me smoothly with a pitch of wind that left me practically levitating until I was against his side. It was as though he’d been expecting exactly this to happen.

“Still as clumsy as ever, I see,” he muttered, the words not meant for public consumption.

“What did you just say?” I asked, steadying myself against his arm, noting how his iridescent robes felt like captured starlight under my fingers.

“Speak less, follow more, Lady Sparrow,” Lord Helios said, still supporting my weight as if I were light as air. His iridescent robes rippled around us both, creating auroras where they touched my skin.

“My Lord!” Aurora’s voice cut through the tension, her perfect features arranged in what she clearly thought was an appealing mixture of devotion and distress. “Surely you’ll want to discuss my readings first? They were quite⁠—”

“Not now, Lady Aurora,” he dismissed without even looking at her, continuing his stride with me still tucked against his side. The casual rejection drew several poorly concealed snickers from the gathered students.

“But my Lord!” Aurora persisted, her voice taking on a shrill edge. She stepped directly into our path, her light magic flaring with desperation. “Why would you waste time on someone who couldn’t even activate the scanner properly? Surely someone with my level of power deserves⁠—”

The temperature in the room dropped suddenly as Lord Helios stopped moving.

His power spiked so dramatically that everyone — students, technicians, even my wolves — dropped into immediate bows. Only I remained upright — or I guess, floating — though that was largely because he was still supporting me.

Aurora fell to her knees, her perfect composure finally cracking as Lord Helios looked down at her with eyes that now blazed like trapped supernovas.

“Let us discuss what you lack, Lady Aurora, since you seem so eager to make comparisons,” Lord Helios’s voice carried harmonics that made the very air vibrate with power. “First and foremost, you lack the basic respect required of an academy student.”

His iridescent robes had stopped their fluid movement, now crackling with barely contained energy as he continued to support me. The contrast between his gentle hold on my waist and the devastating power radiating from him was striking.

“You demonstrate a concerning deficit in observation skills, choosing instead to rely on your mouth rather than your eyes or intellect. The Lords of each court are here by choice, not obligation. Our presence is a privilege, not a right. One that can be revoked at any moment should students prove…unworthy.”

Aurora’s perfect face had gone pale, her own light magic dimming in response to his overwhelming presence. Around us, other students pressed themselves closer to the walls, trying to become invisible.

“Let me make something abundantly clear to everyone present,” he continued, his gaze sweeping the room. “Disrespect toward any Professor or Council member will result in immediate and severe consequences. I personally will not hesitate to revoke academy acceptance should any student prove incapable of maintaining proper decorum.”

His power pulsed with each word, making the crystals in the room sing with resonant frequencies.

“As for your questioning of Lady Sparrow’s capabilities…” A cruel smile curved his perfect lips. “Had you bothered to observe rather than interrupt, you would have noticed my name appearing in bright red at the exit of her scan. A designation reserved for those chosen for private instruction under my personal supervision.”

Gasps echoed through the room as everyone’s eyes snapped to the scanner’s exit panel, where indeed, Lord Helios’s name blazed in crimson letters alongside my readings.

“But— but that’s impossible,” Aurora stammered, still kneeling. “The scanner barely⁠—”

“The scanner,” Lord Helios cut her off, “recorded the highest readings in educational history from a single foot’s worth of contact. Imagine, Lady Aurora, what might have happened had Lady Sparrow actually completed the scanning process.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Though I suppose such observations might be beyond your current…capabilities.”

Aurora’s face flushed with humiliation as scattered whispers broke out among the students. Even the technicians were failing to hide their reactions to this public dressing down.

“I- I apologize, my Lord,” Aurora managed, her voice small. “It won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t,” he replied coldly. “Now, if we’re quite finished with this display of inadequacy, Lady Sparrow and I have matters to discuss.” He glanced at my wolves. “You four as well. Come.”

I couldn’t say a word of defiance as he carried me with my wolves in tow.


The Past Mistakes Must Be Shattered
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The private chamber Lord Helios led us to was a perfect blend of all court influences — shadow-wrapped corners, light-filled windows, void spaces that bent reality, and living plants that seemed to pulse with elemental energy.

He settled behind an ornate desk that appeared to be made from captured starlight while we arranged ourselves in chairs that adjusted to each person’s court affinity.

“Your schedules,” he began, his iridescent robes settling around him like aurora wings, “are specifically designed to address the unique situation we find ourselves in. Each class serves a distinct purpose in preparing you for what’s to come.”

He waved his hand, creating a holographic display of our timetable.

“First Period: Advanced Realm Walking. This isn’t just about moving between courts. It’s about understanding the fundamental nature of reality itself,” he revealed. “Lady Sparrow’s natural affinity for crossing realms needs to be honed, and controlled. The rest of you,” he glanced at the wolves, “will need to learn to follow her without… unfortunate side effects.”

How does he even know about the realm crossing?

Then again, it seemed everyone knew of my random arrival here, so him being one of the four Lords, I’m sure Lord Aetheron probably had to inform him of my abrupt arrival.

Liam shifted uncomfortably in his shadow-wrapped chair while Nyx snickered.

“Second Period: Combat Magic Integration. You’ll learn to blend your different court magics effectively. Shadow and Aether, Void and Elemental. All working in harmony rather than opposition. This is particularly crucial given the pack bonds forming between you.”

Which I’m sure Nyx is going to explain to me when she gets a chance.

“Third Period: Historical Prophecies and Their Modern Implications.” His iridescent eyes fixed on me. “There are patterns repeating themselves, cycles coming full circle. Understanding the past is essential for navigating what lies ahead in the future.”

That would be appreciated in my department. Not knowing history was a disservice on my part compared to everyone else who knew about the Courts’ past.

“Fourth Period: Advanced Energy Manipulation and Control.” A slight smile curved his perfect lips. “Given this morning’s scanner display, I believe we can all agree this is a priority.”

We all nodded in agreement.

“Fifth Period: Omega Studies and Pack Dynamics,” Lord Helios continued, though I noticed his energy shift slightly at this subject. “This class is… particularly vital given your unique situation. Multiple court wolves bonding to a single Omega is rare enough. Add in the fact that said Omega carries potential ancient power…” He paused, his iridescent eyes lingering on me. “Well, let’s just say there are certain biological and magical implications that need to be addressed.”

Nyx straightened in her void-wrapped chair.

“You mean her cycles.”

“Indeed,” he nodded. “When an Omega of Lady Sparrow’s power level enters certain phases, the effects can be…devastating if not properly managed. Especially with four court wolves in close proximity.”

“Six,” Cypress corrected quietly, causing everyone to look at him. “If we’re counting all potential bonds.”

Potential bonds. So bonding means something significant in all this.

Lord Helios’s expression tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Yes, well. That brings us to Sixth Period: Inter-Court Politics and Power Management. You’ll need to understand the delicate balance between courts, especially given recent…developments.”

From the early commentary, it would be a good idea to learn about these ancient rules and what the Elders consider are respectively good versus the banned evil we weren’t allowed to encourage.

Like being in a romantic relationship with more than one person.

“Final Period: Practical Applications of Combined Magics,” he continued smoothly. “This is where theory meets practice. You’ll learn to work as a unit, combining your various court powers effectively. Lady Sparrow’s ability to channel multiple court energies makes her a natural focal point, but it also makes her a potential target.”

It felt intriguing how he knew so much about me when he’d never seen me display a touch of this power. He spoke so confidently, it made me feel like some sort of powerhouse.

His power pulsed slightly at those last words, making the room’s crystals hum.

“Which is why I’ll be personally overseeing all of these classes. The situation is too…delicate to leave to regular instructors.”

“Oh, so you’re not specifically training Sparrow because of—” Cypress started, his elemental tattoos flickering with mischief, only to be silenced by Solaris and Nyx’s hands clamping over his mouth. His ocean-deep eyes still danced with knowing amusement above their restraining grip.

“Can we survive until lunchtime, please?” Liam groaned, his shadows curling with exasperation. “I’m hungry, and some of us still haven’t fully recovered from that portal transition.”

I tried to suppress my smile at their antics, but a more serious concern pressed forward.

“What about the mundane realm?” I asked, watching Lord Helios carefully. “Is there a possibility I could be… pulled back? I mean, I did sort of disappear without warning.”

That had been bothering me, especially when I assured Aetheron I’d stay here for some time. Deep down, I’d want to return eventually, but when I felt more secure in my position here.

Carried more control revolving around my life.

His iridescent eyes fixed on me with an intensity that made the air thicken.

“Your transition between realms has created certain…complications. The mundane world will have adjusted its memories to account for your absence, but⁠—”

“But?” I prompted when he paused.

“But your connection to that realm isn’t entirely severed,” he admitted, his perfect features showing a hint of concern. “The barrier between worlds is particularly thin around you, which is one reason why the Realm Walking class is so crucial. We need to ensure you can control these transitions rather than being subjected to them.”

That makes sense.

Liam shifted uncomfortably, his shadows coiling tighter around him.

“There is one problem though…” He glanced at the other wolves, who nodded their silent support.

Lord Helios clapped his hands once, the sound resonating with pure power. A shimmer of iridescent energy cascaded down the walls, ceiling, and floor.

“There. Complete privacy. Not even the Void Court’s best listeners could penetrate this barrier.”

Nyx raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed despite herself.

“Sparrow didn’t just… stumble into our world,” Liam began carefully, his voice tight with controlled anger. “She was forced through during a confrontation. A mission gone wrong.” His shadows darkened as he continued. “She’s highly trained in combat, weapons, and tactical operations. Years of experience in…specialized work.”

Hearing him speak so highly of me was uncalled for. I noticed Lord Helios’s expression sharpen with interest at this revelation.

“The mission was compromised,” Liam pressed on. “Marco. Our supposed ally, and whoever was backing him…they tried to kill her. Nearly succeeded.” His hands clenched at the memory. “What’s to stop them from finding her again? From finishing what they started?”

When he said it like that, he did have a point.

What would stop them from searching the realms until they found the courts and had me in their grasp?

Lord Helios’s iridescent eyes met Liam’s worried gaze with almost bored confidence. He shrugged, the casual gesture somehow making his immense power even more apparent.

“Me.”

The single word carried such absolute certainty that even my wolves straightened in their seats.

“Why though?” I asked, leaning forward in my chair. “Why would you put yourself out like that for someone you don’t even know?” The question made his iridescent robes shift color slightly, though his face remained impassive.

“I mean, I sort of understand Lord Aetheron’s involvement,” I continued, noticing how Lord Helios’s perfect posture stiffened at the mention of the Twilight and Shadows Lord. His power flickered briefly, making the barrier ripple.

“Given our… connection,” I hurried on, trying to move past the obvious tension. “And yes, I’m apparently an Omega who’s found her wolf bonds through fate’s design, but…”

I met his kaleidoscope gaze directly.

“What do you get out of this? All these special classes, personal supervision, protection from mundane realm threats…it seems like a lot of effort for a random student, even one with unusual power levels.”

The silence that followed my question was heavy with unspoken implications. My wolves exchanged loaded glances, while Lord Helios studied me with an intensity that made the air between us crackle with energy.

“Tell me, Lady Sparrow,” he finally said, his harmonious voice carrying undertones I couldn’t quite decipher, “why do you assume my interest must be based on personal gain?”

I wanted to look away from his intense gaze, to hide from the vulnerability of the moment. But something in me — perhaps the same strength that had kept me alive all these years — refused to back down.

I met his iridescent eyes steadily, drawing a deep breath.

“Because my entire existence has been about other people’s benefit,” I said, my voice quiet but firm. “From my earliest memories, I was just another street rat. An orphan surviving on scraps and charity. When someone finally took me in, it wasn’t out of kindness. It was because they saw potential. Potential for use.”

The wolves shifted uncomfortably in their seats, but I pressed on.

“I was trained. Brutally, efficiently…because I showed aptitude. Quick hands, quick mind, ability to follow orders. Every meal, every roof over my head, came with a price. My value grew with each skill I mastered.”

I noticed Lord Helios’s perfect stillness as he listened, his power settling around him like a contained storm.

“But there was always a ceiling,” I continued bitter memories coloring my tone. “No matter how good I became, no matter how many successful missions I completed, I was still just a woman in a man’s world. They’d use my skills, and praise my abilities, but when it came to real advancement? Real respect?” I let out a hollow laugh. “Suddenly all they saw was my gender.”

My hands clenched in my lap, remembering countless moments of being passed over, underestimated, and treated as less than.

“I had to work twice as hard for half the recognition. Had to prove myself over and over while watching less qualified men rise through the ranks. And even then, even when I became one of the best, it was always about what I could do for them. What they could gain from my abilities.”

The room’s energy had grown thick with tension, the barrier around us pulsing with sympathetic resonance to my emotions.

“And now I’m here, in this impossible realm, being offered things that seem too good to be true. Protection. Training. Respect. A chance to be more than just a tool.”

I met his gaze again, noting how his eyes had taken on an almost molten quality.

“So forgive me, Lord Helios, if I’m skeptical. Life hasn’t exactly taught me to expect kindness without conditions. Every gift I’ve ever received came with strings attached, every opportunity with a hidden price tag.”

My voice softened but didn’t waver.

“The mundane world taught me that nothing is free. That power and position have to be earned through blood and sacrifice. That being female means always having to prove your worth…always having to fight for every scrap of respect.”

My words were heavy, the admission as truthful as I’d ever be.

“So yes,” I finished, “I question your motives. Not because I doubt your power or position, but because experience has taught me that people, especially powerful people, don’t offer help without expecting something in return. And I’d rather know the price upfront than be blindsided later.”

The silence that followed my words was profound.

Lord Helios remained perfectly still, his iridescent robes the only movement about him as they shifted colors in response to some inner turmoil. The wolves watched the exchange with bated breath, while the very air seemed to wait for his response.

Lord Helios’s power settled around him like a contained supernova as he finally broke his silence.

“Contrary to your expectations, Lady Sparrow, I have no interest in personal gain from your presence here.” His iridescent eyes held a weight of centuries as he spoke. “My only interest lies in seeing the potential bloom that so many hope will remain dormant.”

He rose from his desk, his robes shifting through impossible colors.

“In fact,” he continued, turning slightly away from us, “the Council of Elders initially refused your admission entirely.”

The revelation sent a ripple of shock through the room. Even my wolves straightened in surprise, their various court energies flickering with disbelief.

“What?” Nyx’s galaxy eyes narrowed dangerously. “But her power levels alone⁠—”

“Are precisely what frightened them,” Helios cut her off, his voice carrying harmonics of barely contained frustration. “As Lady Sparrow so accurately observed, this world, despite its magic and supposed advancement, still clings to certain…limitations.”

He moved to one of the windows, watching the academy grounds below.

“The Elders, in their infinite wisdom,” the sarcasm in his voice could have cut a diamond, “believe that maintaining traditional power structures is more important than nurturing raw talent. Especially when that talent manifests in female form.”

His power pulsed briefly, making the barrier around us shimmer.

“They find it easier to suppress what makes them uncomfortable than to adapt to changing times. Much like your mundane realm, they prefer their women contained, controlled, predictable.”

“But you changed their minds,” I said softly, watching how his reflection in the window seemed to hold multiple versions of himself, each slightly different.

“I made them see reason,” he corrected, though something in his tone suggested the process had been far from peaceful. “Though I suspect they’re still hoping you’ll fail spectacularly enough to prove them right.”

He turned back to face us, his perfect features arranged in careful neutrality.

“Unfortunately, I must attend to an incident that requires my immediate attention. Take the remainder of the day to tour the academy. Ensure you know the location of each classroom. Eat lunch. Rest.” His eyes fixed on me briefly. “You’ll need your strength for tomorrow’s classes.”

As we rose to leave, a question burned in my throat.

“Lord Helios?” I called out just as he prepared to dissolve the privacy barrier. “One last thing?”

He paused, those iridescent eyes meeting mine with an intensity that made my newly awakened power stir.

“Why did you vouch for me? Really?”

For a moment, something flickered across his perfect features — an emotion too quick to catch but profound enough to make his power ripple through the room.

“Because,” he said finally, his voice carrying undertones that made the very air vibrate, “some cycles need to be broken. Some traditions deserve to burn.”

He smiled then, an expression that held both beauty and terrible purpose.

“And you, my dear Lady Sparrow, have a rather impressive talent for shattering expectations.”

His body shimmers with his words, leaving us with his truth.


Stubborn Lords And Ancient Laws
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~HELIOS~


Ientered the Council chamber, my iridescent robes still crackling with residual energy from maintaining the privacy barrier.

The gathered assembly — Elders, Professors, and fellow Lords — were already deep in heated discussion about the morning’s events.

“Unprecedented,” Professor Serra from the Elemental Court was saying, her voice trembling with barely contained excitement. “The readings were beyond anything we’ve recorded in centuries.”

“With a single step,” Lord Thanatos of the Void Court added, his void-dark eyes gleaming with interest. “Imagine if she’d actually completed the scanning process.”

Elder Moira’s ancient voice cut through the excited murmurs.

“Let us not get ahead of ourselves. The initial lack of response cannot be ignored.”

“Indeed,” Elder Crystallos of the Aether Court agreed, his crystalline features rigid with disapproval. “A true vessel of prophecy would have activated the scanner immediately.”

My power pulsed with irritation at their willful blindness.

“A true vessel,” I said, making them all turn to acknowledge my arrival, “would have the wisdom to assess before acting. Or did you miss the calculating look in her eyes as she tested the scanner’s sensitivity?”

“Always so quick to defend her, Lord Helios,” Elder Crystallos sneered, his crystal features fracturing with disdain. “One might question your objectivity in this matter, especially with one who may look like the one you lost.”

My power surged at his implied accusation, making the chamber’s windows rattle.

“One might question your dedication to prophecy, Elder, given how eagerly you dismiss signs that don’t fit your… comfortable narrative.”

“Signs?” Elder Vex of the Void Court scoffed. “A delayed reaction and then system failure? Hardly the marks of a chosen one.”

“No,” I countered, my robes shifting through dangerous colors as I moved to the center of the chamber. “What we witnessed was perfect control. She assessed the scanner’s capabilities, tested its limitations with minimal input, then demonstrated power levels that exceeded our measuring capacity with the smallest possible contact.”

Lord Thanatos nodded slowly, void energy swirling around him.

“Strategic. Calculated. Like a warrior testing defenses before striking.”

“Exactly,” I agreed, pleased that at least one other Lord could see past ancient prejudices. “She’s been trained to evaluate, to measure responses, to guard her power until necessary. It may have been in a different mundane aspect, but she unexpectedly applied the same principles in a new environment she knew nothing about. These are not weaknesses. They’re survival skills honed in a world that would have destroyed her had she shown her full potential too soon.”

Elder Moira stirred, her ancient eyes holding centuries of wisdom.

“You speak of her mundane realm training. The skills she developed as a… what did she call it? A contract operative?”

“An assassin, you mean,” Elder Crystallos interjected. “Hardly fitting for⁠—”

“For what?” I cut him off, my voice carrying harmonics that made several Elders flinch. My power kept fluctuating in my tone of voice, despite my attempt to tame its essence. “For your precious traditions? Your comfortable assumptions about female practitioners? Tell me, how many of our most revered prophecies speak of gentle, predictable vessels?”

The chamber fell silent as my power filled the space, making the very air crackle with celestial energy.

“She bears the mark of both shadow and aether. Commands the respect of wolves from all courts. Crossed realms without training or guidance. And yet you sit here, clinging to your precious protocols, questioning her worthiness because she doesn’t fit your narrow expectations.”

“The laws exist for a reason, Lord Helios,” Elder Crystallos attempted to rally. “The traditions⁠—”

“The traditions,” I snarled, my patience finally snapping, “are exactly what blinded us the last time. Or have you forgotten the cost of your precious protocols?”

The words hung in the air like a physical force, making several of the assembled beings shift uncomfortably. They all knew what I referenced — who I referenced — though none dared speak of it directly.

“We will continue to observe all potential candidates,” Elder Moira said diplomatically, though her ancient eyes held a knowing gleam. “Including your… unexpected student.”

“There’s nothing to observe,” I stated firmly, my power still making the air thick with tension. “Sparrow is the one we’ve been waiting for. The signs are undeniable.”

Elder Crystallos shifted, his crystalline form catching light unnecessarily — a nervous tell he’d never managed to control.

“Perhaps we should consider Lady Aurora’s potential. Her Aether affinity scores were quite⁠—”

“Were quite predictable,” I cut him off coldly, my iridescent robes darkening with irritation. “High Aether readings from a girl practically force-fed celestial magic since birth. How…revolutionary.”

Professor Serra cleared her throat delicately.

“With all due respect to Lord Solarin’s daughter,” she began, referring to Aurora’s absent father, “she’s shown little innovation or true potential. Her power, while considerable, is…” she paused, searching for a diplomatic word.

“Inherited rather than earned,” Lord Thanatos finished bluntly, his void energy swirling with amusement. “Like a child wearing her father’s crown without understanding its weight.”

“We will monitor the situation for one week,” Elder Moira declared, effectively ending the debate. “Though I suspect, Lord Helios, you’ve already made your choice regarding her training.”

The knowing look she gave me carried centuries of understanding. She, at least, remembered the last time such power had walked our halls.

“Two weeks,” Elder Crystallos announced with poorly concealed satisfaction. “The trial begins in two weeks.”

The chamber’s atmosphere shifted instantly.

Even my power flickered with surprise.

“Trial?” Lord Thanatos straightened, void energy coiling tightly around him. “What trial?”

Elder Moira’s ancient voice carried the weight of finality.

“The Council has decided to implement a reduction trial. The student body will be…adjusted from its current numbers to a more manageable twenty-five percent.”

“Twenty-five?” Professor Serra gasped. “You mean to eliminate seventy-five percent of our students? After accepting them?”

“This is unprecedented,” another professor protested. “These students were chosen, and will be tested further⁠—”

“Clearly not tested well enough to be worthy of our time and efforts,” Elder Crystallos interrupted, his crystal features catching light triumphantly. “Given certain… unexpected acceptances.”

My power surged, making several artifacts in the room rattle.

“Careful, Elder. Your prejudice is showing.”

“It’s not prejudice,” Elder Vex spoke up, shadows writhing around his form. “It’s a necessity. Too many students showed unexpected potential during scanning. The prophecy speaks of chosen ones, not chosen hundreds.”

“This trial,” Elder Moira continued firmly, “will separate those truly destined for greatness from those who merely possess power. It is… efficient.”

“Efficient?” I couldn’t keep the scorn from my voice. “Like your efficiency centuries ago? When your ‘trials’ cost us⁠—”

“Perhaps,” Elder Crystallos’s crystal features fractured into a cruel smile, “the real reason for your…passionate defense of this girl has less to do with prophecy and more to do with ancient history,” he remarks and dares to mutter, “still bitter about losing Princess Liarel to Lord Aetheron, aren’t you?”

The temperature in the chamber dropped dramatically as my power surged.

“Choose your next words carefully, Elder.”

“Why should I?” he pressed, either brave or foolish enough to continue. “We all see it! Another chance to steal what belongs to the Twilight Court. To finally best your old rival⁠—”

“You dare,” my voice carried harmonics that shattered several crystal ornaments, “speak of Liarel? You dare reduce her choice, her sacrifice, to mere court politics?” My iridescent robes blazed with barely contained celestial energy. “I hold no grudge against Aetheron. Our history is our own, and YOU are not worthy to speak her name.”

“Yet here you are,” Crystallos persisted, “circling another powerful female tied to the Lord of Twilight and Shadows. History does tend to repeat⁠—”

“ENOUGH!” Elder Moira’s voice cracked through the chamber like thunder. “This petty bickering serves no⁠—”

The shadows in the room suddenly deepened, coalescing into a familiar form. My power hummed in delight, the familiarity of those threads of shadows easily recognizable without me seeing the owner of such authority.

Lord Aetheron materialized from the darkness, his molten-gold eyes taking in the scene with dangerous amusement.

“Well,” he said, his voice carrying the weight of eternal night, “this is certainly an interesting discussion you’re having about my queen.”

My power crackled against Aetheron’s shadows as our eyes met. The familiar mixture of rivalry, respect, and something far more complicated passed between us.

“Helios,” he greeted, his voice carrying a warmth that contradicted the predatory grace of his movements. “Still letting the Council bait you into old arguments, I see.”

“Aetheron,” I acknowledged stiffly, though I couldn’t help noting how his shadows seemed to dance playfully with my celestial energy like they remembered our shared past.

To everyone’s surprise, Aetheron turned to Elder Crystallos with a smile that held centuries of dangerous knowledge.

“You speak so confidently of matters you know nothing about, Elder. Shall we discuss what really happened when Liarel made her choice?”

The crystal being’s smug expression faltered slightly.

“Yes, she chose me,” Aetheron continued, his golden eyes flickering briefly to me. “But not because Helios was unworthy. In fact, if I recall correctly, and I do, with perfect clarity, it was this very Council that forced her hand.”

The chamber grew deathly quiet as Aetheron’s shadows spread, carrying the weight of ancient memories.

“Shall we remind everyone present how you threatened her with death? Or perhaps the more creative threat of ensuring she could never bear children if she dared accept both of us as her consorts?”

My power surged in response to the memories, making the windows rattle. The younger Council members looked shocked, while the Elders who had been present then seemed to shrink in their seats.

“The great protectors of tradition,” Aetheron’s voice dripped with elegant venom, “so afraid of change that they would rather destroy a prophesied queen than allow her to forge her own path. So tell me, Elder Crystallos, who really stood between Liarel and her destiny?”

“That was a different time,” Elder Crystallos attempted to defend, though his crystal form had lost its luster. “The traditions⁠—”

“The traditions you hide behind like shields?” Aetheron cut him off. “The same traditions you now use to judge new potential? How convenient.”

He moved through the chamber with liquid grace, his shadows intertwining with my celestial energy in a display that made several Council members shift uncomfortably.

“Perhaps we should move this conversation in a more productive direction. The Twilight Court prefers not to dwell in petty grievances, but if pushed…” his molten eyes swept the room, “we will gladly illuminate certain historical truths that some would rather keep in the shadows.”

The threat, elegantly delivered but unmistakable, hung in the air like a blade.

Elder Moira cleared her throat, effectively cutting through the tension.

“Perhaps we should return to the matter of the upcoming trials, like Lord Aetheron encourages” she suggested, her ancient eyes holding both wisdom and concern. “Two weeks until commencement.”

“With all due respect,” Professor Serra spoke up, her elemental magic stirring restlessly, “that timeline seems deliberately prohibitive. Most of our students have never been in an environment where they could freely use their gifts.”

Professor Umbra from the Void Court nodded, void energy swirling around her form.

“Sixty percent of our current student body is female. Many come from backgrounds where using their power meant risking exposure or worse. They’ve spent years suppressing their abilities, not honing them.”

“Precisely my point,” Elder Crystallos started but was cut off by an unexpected voice.

“Your point being what, exactly?” Professor Lunara of the Aether Court challenged, her light magic pulsing with barely contained anger. “That women who were forced to hide their powers are somehow less worthy than those who had the privilege of open training? How wonderfully convenient for your…traditional views.”

I noticed Aetheron’s shadows curl with approval as more professors joined the debate.

“These young women need time to acclimate,” Professor Thornheart of the Elemental Court added. “Many have never held a proper focus crystal, never channeled raw energy, never even attempted basic court magic. Two weeks isn’t an adjustment period. It’s a setup for failure.”

“And let’s be honest,” Professor Nightshade from the Shadow Court interjected, her shadows dancing with determination, “this accelerated timeline could be viewed as a deliberate attempt to eliminate certain…demographics from our program before they have a chance to prove themselves.”

The implications hung heavy in the air.

Even some of the more traditional Council members shifted uncomfortably.

“A month,” Lord Thanatos suggested, his void-dark eyes scanning the room. “Give them one month to find their footing. To learn basic control, to understand their court affinities, to at least grasp the fundamental principles of magical combat and defense.”

That should be a decent amount of time.

“After which,” he continued before any could object, “the first trial will determine official academy placement. Those who prove themselves worthy will then receive more specialized training, while those who…” he paused diplomatically, “require other paths will be guided accordingly.”

Elder Moira nodded slowly, clearly considering the proposal.

“And what of the classes during this preparatory month?”

“Basic foundations for all,” Professor Serra suggested quickly. “Court magic orientation, energy manipulation principles, magical theory, and history. Give them the tools they need to at least attempt the trials fairly.”

“After which,” I added, my celestial energy pulsing with purpose, “those who remain will be sorted into more specialized programs based on their demonstrated abilities and potential.”

“It would be more… equitable,” Elder Moira acknowledged, though some of the other Elders still looked resistant. “And would prevent any accusations of…institutional bias.”

“A month of preparation serves multiple purposes,” Aetheron spoke, his shadows intertwining thoughtfully with my celestial energy in a way that made several Council members shift uncomfortably.

It was a reminder of how powerful we were together, despite our differences. That also could be why he kept allowing his energy to be laced in his speech.

“Indeed,” I agreed, surprising many with my support of my supposed rival. “Those of us tasked with specialized training would benefit from observing potential candidates in foundational settings first. It would make the selection process for private instruction more…efficient.”

Professor Serra brightened at our unified front.

“Exactly! We could structure the month in phases. Week one: Basic Energy manipulation and court affinity testing. Week two: Magical Theory and Historical Context. Week three: Beginning Combat and Defensive Magic. Week four: Preliminary Specialized Skills based on Demonstrated Aptitudes.”

“This would also allow us to identify those with multiple court affinities,” Professor Umbra added, her void energy swirling excitedly. “Like certain students who’ve already displayed…interesting combinations.”

The pointed reference to Sparrow made Elder Crystallos bristle, but before he could object, I continued smoothly.

“Moreover, it would give the professors time to properly evaluate which students might benefit from specific types of instruction. Private lessons are, after all, a significant investment of our time and energy.”

“And those of us with other court duties,” Aetheron added with a meaningful look at the Council, “would be better able to balance our responsibilities if we weren’t rushing to identify suitable candidates while simultaneously preventing magical accidents from underprepared students.”

Elder Moira nodded in approval, everyone seemingly liking the overall new direction we were going.

One month to get Sparrow and her pups to learn this world’s customs in preparation for this trial.

As the meeting disbanded, Elder Crystallos couldn’t resist one final barb.

“How convenient that the Lord of Twilight and Shadows appears precisely when his…interests are being discussed. One might question the security of our Council chambers.”

Aetheron turned slowly, his shadows dancing with dangerous amusement.

“I sensed a certain woman’s energy spike with a potential threat. You’ll forgive me if I felt compelled to investigate, especially when I’m responsible for her wellbeing despite being on neutral grounds.” His molten eyes glittered with malice barely masked by politeness. “After all, it is her first day of academy life. What kind of potential partner would I be if I didn’t ensure her comfort and safety?”

“P-Partner,” Elder Crystallos gasped. “You’d make a move on a woman you barely know? Your heart must still ache after all these centuries.”

“That’s where I beg to differ,” Aetheron confesses. “For my soul knows that woman inside out. My shadows heed her call like her twilight sings in my presence. I know the presence of my wife reborn. It’s only the rest of you who wish to appease your doubts and fears and prolong acknowledging who the chosen one really is.”

The gathered professors and remaining Council members held their breath as Aetheron’s smile turned predatory.

“Though I suppose you wouldn’t know much about that, would you, Crystallos? Hard to understand the bonds of marriage when one’s heart is quite literally crystal.”

Several gasps echoed through the chamber.

Everyone knew of Crystallos’s failed attempts at marriage — his inability to form emotional connections had become something of a whispered legend in the courts.

The Elder’s crystal form fractured with fury, light refracting through his anger.

“How dare you⁠—”

“As enlightening as this exchange promises to be,” I interrupted, my iridescent robes shifting with barely contained power, “Lord Aetheron and I have other matters to attend to. The Elders, in their infinite wisdom, have requested we demonstrate more...teamwork.”

The word dripped with sarcasm, though whether directed at the Elders’ request or our notorious history, even I wasn’t entirely sure.

“Indeed,” Aetheron agreed smoothly, his shadows already reaching for my celestial energy in a display that made several onlookers step back. “Though I’m sure Elder Crystallos will find some way to twist even this into court conspiracy.”

Without waiting for a response, we turned and left the chamber, our combined powers making the very air crackle with potential.

The last thing we heard was Elder Crystallos’s spluttering attempts at a retort, cut off by Elder Moira’s sharp reprimand.


I’m Trusting You With My Starlight
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~AETHERON~


Our powers clashed like opposing storms as we descended into the private corridors beneath the academy.

Helios’s celestial energy kept trying to overpower my shadows, while my darkness seemed determined to swallow his light.

Just like old times.

“Your interest in my wife’s education is touching,” I said dryly as we navigated the ancient tunnels. “Though one might question the necessity of your constant supervision in every single class.”

Helios’s perfect features tightened slightly, his iridescent robes rippling with irritation.

“She’s not just your wife, Aetheron.” Unlike the Elders and Professors, Helios wasn’t going to pretend he didn’t see or feel what was obvious to many of us. That Sparrow is most definitely the reincarnation of Liarel. My wife…and Queen. “Or have you forgotten the prophecies that speak of her importance to all courts?”

“Interesting how those prophecies suddenly matter now that she’s returned,” I countered, my shadows coiling defensively. “The Council certainly didn’t seem concerned with them when they tried to deny her admission.”

The air between us crackled with centuries of complicated history. Our footsteps echoed through the underground passage, marking time like heartbeats in the tense silence.

“I know what you’re doing,” Helios finally said, his voice carrying harmonics of accusation. “Watching from the shadows, pulling strings from a distance. Always the puppet master, aren’t you?”

I had to suppress a laugh at his assessment.

“Actually, I’m trying to give her space.”

The admission seemed to surprise him.

“She needs to find her own way here. Discover her strength without me hovering over her like some possessive shadow.”

“How… unexpectedly mature of you,” Helios muttered, though I caught the slight approval in his tone.

The tunnel widened into a chamber filled with ancient magic, our powers creating aurora-like displays as they continued their eternal dance of opposition. I leaned against a wall, watching the light show with thoughtful eyes.

“She’s not just Liarel reborn,” I said quietly. “Sparrow has her own fire, her own destiny. Suffocating her with protection and expectations would only drive her away…something you might want to consider before scheduling yourself as her constant companion.”

Helios’s perfect features showed a flicker of something — understanding, perhaps, or memory.

“You think I don’t know that? That I can’t see how different she is? How much stronger she is at such an early stage of adaptation?”

Our elements swirled between us, creating patterns that spoke of shared history and complicated futures.

“I could protect her from afar, watch over her progress through subtle means. Let her bloom in her own time, in her own way, but there’s too much at risk. Far more at stake this time around.”

“She already has four wolves circling her,” I continued, watching how Helios’s celestial energy flickered at the mention. “Not to mention whatever…connection you’re developing.”

“Jealous?” Helios asked though the usual bite was missing from his tone.

Instead, he sounded almost…thoughtful.

“Concerned,” I corrected, my shadows dancing thoughtfully around us. “The Council may have given us a month, but we both know they’re hoping she’ll fail. That all these powerful women will fail. And now with the wolves’ bond growing stronger…”

“You’re worried about her Omega cycles,” Helios finished, surprising me with his insight. “That’s part of why you’re keeping your distance. You know what happens when an Omega of her power level enters her first phase.”

Her first heat…

The air grew thick with shared understanding. We’d both seen what could happen when powerful Omegas came into their full nature. Add in multiple court wolves and ancient magic…

“The academy could quite literally explode,” I acknowledged. “Which is why I’m trusting you, despite our…history, to help guide her through this. To teach her control before her power overwhelms her.”

Helios studied me for a long moment, his iridescent eyes unreadable.

“You’ve changed, Lord of Twilight and Shadows,” he taunted, but there’s no bite to it. “The Aetheron I knew would never have admitted to trusting me with anything, let alone his mate’s safety.”

“Perhaps we’ve both changed,” I replied, watching our powers create impossible patterns in the air between us. “Time has a way of shifting perspectives.”

“Your role in this,” I said carefully, measuring each word, “goes beyond just teaching her magical control. She needs to understand her Omega nature before it overwhelms her. And since I can’t be constantly present without stifling her growth…”

“You want me to guide her through that aspect as well,” Helios finished, his celestial energy pulsing with understanding. “Though I notice you’re entrusting this to me rather than the wolves.”

“The wolves are part of her journey, yes, but they’re also affected by her cycles. They’ll be more of a hindrance than help when her first phase hits.” My shadows curled thoughtfully. “Besides, you have…experience with Omega training.”

Helios’s perfect features softened slightly with old memories.

“Yes, well, that was a different time. A different Omega.”

“But the principles remain the same,” I pressed. “She needs time to process everything that’s happened. To accept this world on her terms, not just because I’m pushing her toward it. She needs to choose this realm, this life, for herself.”

“Like Liarel did,” Helios murmured, then caught himself. “Though as you said, Sparrow is her own person. With her unique way of handling things.”

“She’s spent years surviving in a world that forced her to hide her strength. Now she needs space to discover what that strength truly means.” I watched our powers continue their eternal dance. “Without me hovering in every shadow, without the weight of my expectations coloring her choices.”

“So instead you’re asking me to hover?” Helios’s lips curved in slight amusement, repeating it yet again as if he still couldn’t believe I was allowing this.

The old possessive me wouldn’t dare let him go near her for a long time. I guess I have to further elaborate and accentuate what I’m allowing him to do without me necessarily interfering.

“I’m asking you to teach her. To help her understand and control what she’s becoming.” I met his iridescent gaze steadily. “And yes, to watch over her when I cannot. Though perhaps with slightly less… intensity than you’re currently planning, with romantic interest in mind.”

“Romantic interest? Please,” Helios scoffed, though something in his harmonious voice wavered slightly. “Your paranoia is showing, Twilight Lord.”

I moved deliberately, each step closing the distance between us until we stood face to face in the narrow stairwell. Our powers sparked and clashed where they met, yet beneath the opposition, there was an undeniable pull — a yearning for unity that centuries apart hadn’t managed to erase.

“Paranoia?” I murmured, watching how his perfect features tightened as our energies intertwined. “Or observation?”

He doesn’t reply, encouraging our intense gaze to further build dangerously.

“I’ve seen how you look at her, Helios. The same way you used to look at…”

The air grew thick with unspoken history, making it difficult to breathe in the confined space. Our elements betrayed us, shadows and celestial light dancing together in patterns that spoke of ancient intimacy, of power shared and passion remembered.

“Don’t,” Helios warned, though he made no move to step back. His iridescent robes brushed against my shadows, creating sparks of energy that made both of us tense. “That was a different time. A different…”

“A different us?” I finished, noting how his pupils dilated as our powers continued their intimate dance. The stairwell felt smaller by the second, charged with tension that had nothing to do with rivalry and everything to do with suppressed desire.

We stood there, balanced on the knife’s edge of propriety, both acknowledging the electricity between us while fighting against its pull. History and heat tangled in the air around us, making it impossible to tell where shadow ended and light began.

I leaned in until our lips were a breath apart, feeling how Helios’s celestial energy pulsed in response.

“You haven’t forgotten,” I murmured, my shadows caressing his light. “The way we were before the world decided to dictate what love should look like.”

Memories flooded between us, as potent as our mingling powers.

Centuries ago, when boundaries between courts were less rigid Helios and I had found something profound in our supposed opposition. Dawn meetings in secret gardens, where shadow and light created something beautiful rather than battling for dominance.

“Those moments between night and day,” I continued, watching his perfect composure waver. “When the world slept and we could simply…be. No courts, no traditions, no expectations. Just us.”

The stairwell crackled with ancient desire as I remembered how alive those days had made me feel. Helios had been the golden son of the Aether Court, with all proper manners and perfect control.

And I…well, I had always enjoyed corrupting perfection.

“I was already developing quite the reputation,” I mused, our powers dancing together like eager lovers. “The shadow prince who delighted in breaking rules. And you…” My voice dropped lower, heavy with memory. “You pretended to resist, but we both know how much you craved the darkness.”

Helios’s breath hitched slightly, his iridescent robes shimmering with barely contained emotion.

“It was different then. We were different.”

“Were we? Or were we just brave enough to defy their precious traditions?” The space between us felt charged with possibilities, with roads not taken. “Even after Liarel chose me, even after they forced us apart…that connection never truly faded, did it?”

Our elements seemed determined to prove my point; shadow and aether weaving together in patterns that spoke of passion barely contained. We had been magnificent together, the three of us, before the Council’s threats had forced us to choose convention over conviction.

“The forbidden prince of shadows,” Helios breathed, his voice carrying harmonics of remembered desire. “Always pushing boundaries, always testing limits. You made me question everything I’d been taught to believe.”

“And you,” I replied, “made me want to be worthy of questioning.”

Those iridescent eyes held me captive, just as they always had.

Like captured auroras swirling with celestial fire, they shifted through impossible colors — gold to silver, azure to amethyst, each shade carrying centuries of complicated history between us.

I remembered how those same eyes had once looked at me with such warmth, such desperate wanting, in those stolen moments between shadow and light.

The hatred that had replaced that warmth after Liarel’s choice still haunted me.

The way Helios’s perfect features would freeze, his eyes turning cold as winter stars whenever our paths crossed. That dismissive glare had cut deeper than any blade because I knew – we both knew – it was masking pain rather than true hatred.

“I don’t regret choosing her,” I said softly, watching emotions flicker through those mesmerizing eyes. “But I regret that we weren’t brave enough to fight for something more. That we let their fears dictate our happiness.”

My shadows curled around his celestial energy, recreating ancient dances.

“We could have found another way. Could have created something new, something that didn’t fit their narrow view of what love should look like. Instead…”

“Instead we chose safety over possibility,” Helios finished, his voice carrying harmonics of old pain. “Tried to please a world that was determined to reject us regardless of our choices.”

The irony wasn’t lost on me — how we’d ended up conforming to exactly what the Council wanted, despite our reputations for defiance. The shadow prince and the light lord, forced into separate corners of existence when we could have blazed a trail for others to follow.

Our elements had become almost desperate in their dance, shadows and celestial light weaving together with an intensity that made the very air vibrate. Where our powers touched, they created patterns of such beauty it almost hurt to look at them — like watching the birth and death of galaxies in endless cycles.

The narrow stairwell could barely contain the energy between us, ancient magic responding to even older desires.

I’d always been the one in control, the dominant force in any relationship.

My reputation as the shadow prince who bent others to his will was well-earned. But Liarel… she had been different. Her fire, her strength had made me want to yield, to let her take the lead.

I had found freedom in that submission, in letting her wild spirit guide us both.

Now, watching Helios’s perfect features painted in the light of our mingling powers, I recognized the choice before us. The same choice we’d faced centuries ago, but perhaps with wisdom earned through pain and time.

With deliberate slowness, I pulled back, letting my shadows reluctantly disentangle from his light. The separation felt almost physical, like tearing apart something that was meant to be whole.

But this wasn’t my decision to make – not this time.

“The position has always been open,” I said softly, watching how his iridescent robes still reached for my shadows despite our increased distance. “Even after everything, even after all these years. Liarel knew it. Just as Sparrow will come to understand it.”

His eyes, those impossible pools of shifting color, widened slightly at the implication. The possibility of ‘us’ hung in the air between us, made more complex by the idea of Sparrow’s presence, by the way, both our powers seemed to recognize something within her that echoed our past.

“It’s your choice now,” I continued, taking another step back. “The Council’s threats hold less power in this age. The old prejudices are weakening. The question is whether you’re finally ready to defy their precious traditions.”

The stairwell seemed to pulse with the weight of unspoken possibilities.

My shadows curled around me, though they still reached tentatively toward his light, unwilling to completely break the connection.

“I’ll be seeing you around, old friend,” I said with humming power, allowing a small smile to curve my lips. “After all, we both have a vested interest in watching over our Starlight.”

The possessive pronoun was deliberate — ‘our’ rather than ‘my’ — and I saw the impact of it register in those celestial eyes.

Without waiting for a response, I turned and descended the stairs, my shadows trailing behind me like memories of what could have been — and what might still be.

The choice was his now.

Just as it had always been his, beneath all the Council’s threats and societal pressures. I had laid my cards on the table and opened the door to possibilities we’d once thought forever closed.

The real question was whether the perfect Lord of Aether was finally ready to embrace imperfection, to choose happiness over tradition.

Only time will tell.


Skin Care Of The Century
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~SPARROW~


Isprawled across my bed in the academy dorms, watching in fascination as Nyx arranged what seemed like an entire store’s worth of skincare products on the crystalline vanity.

The void wolf moved with deliberate grace, organizing bottles and jars that seemed to contain everything from captured starlight to actual galaxy dust.

“Alright,” Nyx announced, holding up a delicate glass vial that swirled with cosmic energy. “We start with the pre-cleanse oil. It has essences of void-touched roses and starlight extract.” She caught my bewildered expression in the mirror and grinned, her galaxy eyes sparkling with mischief. “What? Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a proper skincare routine before.”

I shifted uncomfortably on the silk sheets, still not used to such luxury after years of threadbare cots.

“Actually…” I started, watching as she applied the oil in precise circular motions, “I just use soap and water.”

The vial nearly slipped from Nyx’s fingers.

She spun to face me, her multicolored hair creating aurora patterns in her wake.

“I’m sorry, you what?”

“Soap. Water.” I shrugged, feeling suddenly self-conscious under her incredulous stare. “Sometimes I’d get lucky and find unscented lotion at the drugstore, but that was pretty much it.”

“Sweet celestial mercy,” Nyx breathed, abandoning her routine to perch on the edge of my bed. “You’re telling me you’ve never properly cared for your skin? Not even basic moisturizer?”

A bitter laugh escaped me before I could stop it.

“The Underground wasn’t exactly big on self-care, Nyx. Especially not for the only female who’d managed to claw her way up the ranks.”

Something in my tone made her galaxy eyes soften.

She reached for my hand, her void energy wrapping around me like a comforting blanket.

“Tell me?”

I stared at our joined hands, noticing how her perfectly manicured nails contrasted with my practical, unpolished ones.

“You have to understand, in that world, anything feminine was seen as a weakness. Makeup meant you were trying to seduce your way to the top. Skincare meant you were vain. Even basic hygiene products were…” I swallowed hard, old memories surfacing. “Let’s just say the comments whenever I had to buy tampons were enough to make me start ordering them online.”

“Those absolute bastards,” Nyx growled, her void energy darkening with anger.

“It wasn’t just that,” I continued, the words spilling out now that I’d started. “Every time I emphasized my feminity, like wearing my hair down instead of the strict bun, using scented soap instead of the standard issue stuff, it would lead to…suggestions. Implications about how I’d really earned my position.”

Nyx’s grip on my hand tightened.

“So you stripped away every feminine aspect of yourself.”

“It was easier that way,” I admitted quietly. “Keep my hair severe, my clothes practical, my face bare. No products that could be considered frivolous. Nothing that would remind them I was different. The more I emulated their masculinity, the more they had to acknowledge my skill instead of my gender.”

“Oh, Star Girl,” Nyx murmured, her galaxy eyes swimming with emotion. “How exhausting that must have been, constantly policing every aspect of your appearance just to be taken seriously.”

I hadn’t realized I was crying until Nyx reached up to brush away a tear with her thumb. “The worst part?” I laughed wetly. “It worked. The more I suppressed any hint of femininity, the more missions I got. The more respect I earned. Until eventually…”

“Until you became exactly what they wanted. A weapon without softness,” Nyx finished softly. “A warrior who happened to be female rather than a woman who could fight.”

“Yeah.” I looked around at the luxury of my academy room, at the delicate bottles promising beauty and indulgence. “Sometimes I wonder if I even know how to be feminine anymore. If I remember how to care for myself beyond basic survival.”

Nyx stood suddenly, her void energy swirling with determination.

“Well then,” she declared, pulling me up from the bed, “consider this your first lesson in reclaiming your right to be both warrior and woman.” She guided me to the vanity, positioning me in front of the mirror. “Fifty-three steps might be a bit much to start with, but we’ll find what works for you.”

“Fifty-three?” I choked. “You’re joking.”

Her galaxy eyes met mine in the mirror, dancing with amusement.

“Each one a small act of rebellion against a world that tried to strip you of your softness.” She picked up a crystal bottle filled with something that looked like liquid moonlight. “Ready to start your revolution?”

Looking at my reflection — at the woman who had survived so much, who was finally free to explore all aspects of herself — I felt something tight in my chest begin to loosen.

“Yeah,” I said, managing a small smile. “Show me everything.”
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“Hold still,” Nyx commanded, carefully applying a mask that seemed to contain actual starlight. The substance shimmered between her fingers as she spread it across my cheeks with practiced precision. “If you think this is excessive, you should see my bath routine. Void wolves are particularly fastidious about cleanliness.”

“Really?” I tried not to move my face as she worked. “Even with all the chaos you cause?”

She snorted, her galaxy eyes sparkling with amusement.

“Especially because of that. You think I want void residue clinging to my pores? That stuff can literally create micro-black holes. One wrong move and poof! There goes your entire skincare collection into another dimension.”

The mental image made me laugh, which earned me a light tap on the nose with a product-covered finger.

“I said hold still! And yes, I’m serious. Most people think void wolves are all about destruction and mayhem, which, fair enough, we are, but we’re also obsessive about purification. It’s like…” she paused, searching for the right words, “the chaos is our art, but our bodies are our temples.”

“That actually makes a lot of sense,” I mused. “But how did you end up running with wolves from other courts? I mean, the political tension alone…”

Something flickered in Nyx’s galaxy eyes — an old pain quickly masked by her usual mischief.

“That’s actually kind of a funny story.” She reached for another product, this one seeming to contain crushed crystals suspended in what looked like liquid aurora. “I wasn’t always the confident, devastatingly gorgeous void wolf you see before you.”

She fell quiet for a moment, focusing intently on applying the mask around my eyes.

When she spoke again, her voice carried an unusual vulnerability.

“The Void Court…they’re not big on different. And I was very different. Still am, really, but now I own it. Back then, though?”

“They bullied you?” I asked softly, seeing a flash of my own past in her expression.

“Relentlessly,” she confirmed, her galaxy eyes distant with memory. “Being a female void wolf was rare enough, but I also refused to fit their mold of what a proper void noble should be. I was too loud, too colorful, too much of everything they thought should be contained and controlled.”

Her hands stilled on my face for a moment.

“Cypress and Solaris were always around because of their families’ political obligations. The Elemental and Aether Courts love their diplomatic visits.” A small smile curved her lips. “They thought I was a boy at first. I kept my hair short back then and tried so hard to blend in. But they were the only ones who ever stood up for me.”

“Really? Even with the court rivalries?”

“Especially because of them,” Nyx laughed, resuming her careful application of the mask. “See, everyone expected the Elemental and Aether heirs to ignore void court drama. To maintain that perfect diplomatic distance. Instead, these two idiots would literally cause natural disasters and solar flares whenever they caught someone harassing me.”

She grinned at the memory.

“The first time it happened, I’d been cornered by some older void nobles who didn’t appreciate my ‘disruptive influence’ on court traditions. Suddenly the ground starts shaking, and there’s Cypress, barely old enough to control his elements, creating miniature earthquakes while shouting about ‘leaving his friend alone.’ Meanwhile, Solaris is standing there glowing like a supernova, trying to look intimidating despite being about as threatening as a baby phoenix.”

The image made me laugh, which earned me another tap on the nose.

“Stop moving! This mask literally contains captured nebula essence. You want stars up your nose?”

“Sorry, sorry,” I giggled. “But how did Liam fit into all this?”

“Ah, our broody shadow wolf,” Nyx’s galaxy eyes softened with fondness. “He actually came along later. By then, Cypress, Solaris, and I were thick as thieves. The infamous troublemakers of three courts. We met Liam during a formal gathering at the Convergence. He was all proper shadow court protocol, following his mentor around like a good little puppy.”

She leaned back to admire her handiwork with the mask before continuing.

“But there was something in his eyes, you know? This barely contained wildness that called to all of us. Turned out he was just as desperate to break free from court expectations as we were. It just took him longer to admit it.”

“So four misfits from different courts just…became a pack?” I asked, trying to imagine a younger, more reserved Liam.

Nyx’s laughter filled the room like crystal wind chimes.

“Oh stars no, it was a disaster at first. Liam and Solaris were constantly at each other’s throats. Aether and shadow instincts and all that. Cypress kept trying to play peacemaker while accidentally causing environmental catastrophes. And me?” She grinned wickedly. “I might have deliberately created void rifts under their feet whenever they got too annoying.”

“But eventually?”

“Eventually we realized we were stronger together. That all the things our courts saw as weaknesses or flaws were actually what made us perfect as a pack.” She stepped back, admiring her handiwork with the mask. “The same way all these different products work together to create something beautiful. Sometimes the most powerful magic comes from combining things that everyone else thinks should stay separate.”

Her galaxy eyes met mine in the mirror, suddenly serious.

“That’s why none of us hesitated when we felt the bond with you. We know what it’s like to defy tradition, to create something new and wonderful from pieces that supposedly don’t fit together.”

I reached up to touch the mask, feeling its cool energy pulsing against my skin.

“Thank you,” I said softly. “Not just for this, but for sharing that with me.”

Deep down, I felt like this quiet confession involving the past was something Nyx normally would never share with just anyone. Her willingness to share with me, though, despite us barely knowing each other for a full day was much appreciated.

Made me feel as though I wasn’t simply an outsider. That we all had hurdles we needed to jump over to become the individuals we were destined to be, here and now.

Nyx’s smile was radiant.

“That’s what a pack is for, Star Girl. Now, just wait until I tell you about the time Cypress tried to impress a cute elemental noble and accidentally created a rainbow tornado…”


Midnight Trickery
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~NYX~


“—and honestly, the way the moonstone essence creates micro-portals within your pores is absolutely fascinating. Did you know that when you mix it with crystallized starlight—” I emerged from the washroom, still patting my face with a void-silk towel, only to stop mid-sentence at the sight before me.

Sparrow had fallen asleep sitting up, her head tilted at what had to be an uncomfortable angle against the ornate headboard. The mask I’d applied earlier had absorbed completely into her skin, leaving behind a subtle glow that pulsed in rhythm with her steady breathing. Even in sleep, she radiated power – shadow and starlight dancing beneath her skin in delicate patterns.

“Oh, Star Girl,” I murmured, my galaxy eyes softening at how young she looked in repose. All the tension she usually carried had melted away, replaced by a peaceful vulnerability that made my protective instincts surge. “Let’s get you properly settled.”

Moving with the fluid grace my void nature granted me, I approached the bed.

Careful not to disturb her, I gently eased her down from her sitting position. She mumbled something in her sleep – something that sounded suspiciously like Aetheron’s name – but didn’t wake as I maneuvered her under the covers.

“Sweet dreams of your Shadow Lord,” I teased quietly, though I couldn’t help noting how my pack bond with her hummed contentedly at our proximity. It was different from what she shared with the male wolves – softer somehow, more nurturing.

Like the void itself, I could cradle without consuming.

With a casual gesture, I pulled at the fabric of reality around us, creating pockets of deeper shadow that dimmed the room’s ambient light. The star-crystals overhead dulled to a gentle glow, while the moon’s radiance through the window became a subtle whisper rather than its usual bold statement.

Almost without conscious thought, I found myself weaving void energy around her sleeping form. The protection bubble took shape beneath my fingers — layers of cosmic power that would alert me instantly if anyone tried to harm her. It was instinctive, this need to shield her.

Like my very essence recognized something in her that needed safeguarding.

“Rest well, little queen,” I whispered, adding one final layer of protection that shimmered like captured galaxies. “Tomorrow’s going to be interesting enough without you being sleep-deprived.”

Satisfied that she was secure, I decided to indulge in one of my favorite activities — a midnight walk through the academy grounds. The night held different meanings for void wolves. Where others saw darkness and danger, we saw possibilities, spaces between spaces where reality itself became malleable.

The academy corridors were eerily silent as I made my way through them, my boots making no sound on the crystalline floors. I could have void-stepped directly to the gardens, but there was something appealing about the traditional route.

Sometimes the journey itself was the point.

About halfway to my destination, the hair on the back of my neck stood up.

Years of void wolf instincts screamed that I wasn’t alone. Someone – or something – was following me, trying to hide in the shadows that flickered at the edges of my vision.

Amateur. If you’re going to stalk a void wolf, at least learn to mask your energy signature.

I continued walking as if I hadn’t noticed anything amiss, though my power coiled within me, ready to strike. The academy gardens were just ahead – a perfect battleground if this stalker wanted to play.

After all, what better place to unleash a little chaos than among the carefully tended magical flora?

The gardens sprawled before me in all their enchanted glory. Flowers that bloomed with actual starlight lined crystal paths, while trees with leaves of living shadows swayed in a nonexistent breeze. Fountains burbled with water that defied gravity, creating impossible patterns in the air before falling back to their basins.

If someone wanted to attack me here, they’d have to deal with more than just my void powers. The very ground thrummed with ancient magic, the kind that didn’t take kindly to uninvited violence. I smiled, feeling my pursuer’s energy signature grow stronger as they followed me deeper into this realm of botanical wonders.

“Well,” I murmured to myself, letting void energy dance between my fingers like darkened lightning, “shall we see what kind of trouble finds us tonight?”

The garden seemed to hold its breath, waiting to see what would unfold beneath the light of three moons.

Something told me this wasn’t going to be the peaceful midnight stroll I’d planned.

But then again…

My galaxy eyes began to glow with anticipation.

When had I ever chosen peace over a little excitement?

The void lilies recognized me first, their petals of pure darkness unfurling like old friends greeting a familiar face. I paused to stroke one gently, watching how it leaned into my touch, spreading tiny ripples of void energy through the surrounding soil. These flowers were notorious in my court for swallowing anything that threatened them, but with me, they were practically pets.

“Hello, darlings,” I murmured, admiring how their centers seemed to contain entire galaxies. “Thriving far from home, aren’t you?”

Nearby, shadow roses intertwined with starlight jasmine in an impossible dance of aether and darkness. The combination shouldn’t have worked – most plants from different courts tried to strangle each other – but these had found harmony in their opposition.

Rather like certain Lords I could mention.

A cluster of nebula orchids caught my attention, their cosmic blooms shifting through colors that existed beyond mortal comprehension. They trembled as I approached, not in fear but in recognition. Void court flora had a way of responding to those who understood the spaces between spaces.

The peaceful moment shattered as raucous laughter cut through the garden’s tranquility. A group of obviously intoxicated students stumbled into view, their court robes disheveled and their magic leaking sloppily into the air around them.

“Well, well,” one of them slurred, nudging his companions. “Look what we found. The he-she void walker.”

I continued examining the orchids, not dignifying their presence with a response. The flowers curled protectively toward me, sensing the shift in energy.

“Oy!” Another called out, his voice grating with false bravado. “Real women wear dresses, you know. Show some skin. Not suits like you’re trying to be a man.”

Their laughter echoed through the garden, making several light-sensitive plants close their blooms in distress. I straightened my jacket cuffs, still pointedly ignoring them.

“What’s wrong? Void magic fuck up your hearing along with your gender?” The first one stumbled closer. “Because last I checked, females in this academy are supposed to look feminine. It’s tradition.”

“Tradition,” I finally spoke, my voice carrying harmonics that made the void lilies shiver with anticipation, “is often just peer pressure from dead people.”

The leader of their little group pushed forward, his Aether Court insignia gleaming ostentatiously on his chest. “You’ll want to watch your tone,” he sneered, swaying slightly. “I’m Lord Celestian’s son. Fourth in line for the Aether Court’s high council.”

I turned slowly, letting my galaxy eyes sweep over him with deliberate dismissal.

“Fourth in line,” I repeated dryly. “How impressive. Tell me, does being a spare heir usually earn you the right to harass people in gardens, or is this a special occasion?”

His face flushed an interesting shade of purple.

“You dare⁠—”

“Oh, I dare quite a lot,” I cut him off, noting how the void lilies were starting to lean toward him with predatory interest. “It’s one of the benefits of not being bound by other people’s limited understanding of gender and power. But please,” I gestured expansively, “continue explaining to me, a void wolf, how I should present myself to make you more comfortable.”

“You’re an abomination,” he spat, his Aether magic flaring erratically with alcohol and anger. “A woman playing at being powerful. Dressing like a man, acting above your station⁠—”

“Above my station?” I laughed, the sound making several of his companions step back nervously. “Let’s discuss stations, shall we? I am Lady Nyx of the Void Court, a personal friend of Lord Thanatos himself. My pack includes the Elemental Prince and the Aether Court’s golden son.” My galaxy eyes narrowed. “And you are, what? A minor noble’s fourth son, drunk in a garden, harassing someone who could literally erase your existence from multiple dimensions?”

The void lilies were fully awake now, their petals spreading to reveal the infinite darkness within their centers. The nebula orchids had begun to pulse with cosmic energy, while the shadow roses’ thorns lengthened ominously.

“You’re bluffing,” he said, though uncertainty had crept into his voice. “No void wolf has that kind of power⁠—”

“Want to test that theory?” I asked pleasantly, letting void energy dance between my fingers. “I do so love conducting experiments. Especially regarding how many dimensions the human body can be split across before consciousness fails. The current record is seven, but I’ve always been an overachiever.”

The garden had gone eerily silent, even the usually musical starlight jasmine holding its breath. His companions had backed away, leaving their “leader” standing alone before me.

“My father will hear about this,” he threatened weakly.

“Oh, I’m counting on it,” I smiled, showing teeth that might have been slightly sharper than strictly necessary. “I’m sure he’d love to hear how his son drunkenly harassed a void wolf in the academy gardens. Perhaps we should call him now? I’m certain Lord Solarin would be happy to witness the discussion, given his recent emphasis on proper student conduct.”

At the mention of his father, what little color remained in his face drained away. The threat of the Aether Court’s ruling Lord finding out about this seemed to finally penetrate his alcohol-addled brain.

“We were just leaving,” he mumbled, nearly tripping over his own feet in his haste to retreat. His friends scattered like startled birds, their court robes fluttering awkwardly as they fled.

“Pleasant dreams,” I called after them sweetly. “Do try not to let the void lilies bite. They so rarely get fresh meat these days.”

Good riddance.

Once they were gone, I let out a long breath, feeling the garden’s energy settle back into its normal patterns. The void lilies swayed toward me sympathetically, while the nebula orchids released gentle pulses of soothing cosmic energy.

“Well,” I told my botanical audience, “that was tediously predictable.” I straightened my jacket, brushing off imaginary dust. “Though I must say, the look on his face when I mentioned Lord Solarin was almost worth the interruption.”

A shadow rose extended one of its blooms toward me — a gesture I recognized as their version of comfort. I accepted it with a small smile, careful of its thorns.

“Thank you, darling, but I’m quite alright. It takes more than a few drunk bigots to ruffle my void-touched feathers.” I glanced in the direction they’d fled. “Though perhaps a small lesson in consequences wouldn’t go amiss…”

The plants around me stirred with interest as I began weaving void energy between my fingers. I could barely see them now, but narrowing my eyes heightened my vision enough to get sight of them.

After all, what was a midnight garden stroll without a little chaos?

With a flick of my wrist, I opened tiny void rifts beneath their stumbling feet. Not enough to actually transport them – that would be too merciful. Instead, each rift released precisely calculated bursts of void energy that transformed their court robes into frilly, hot pink tutus complete with matching tiaras.

“What the—” the leader started to shout loud enough for me to hear from this distance, only to have his voice shift into a pitch that would make soprano singers jealous.

Their panicked squeals echoed through the garden as they discovered their new wardrobe choices. The “mighty” Aether Court heir’s face clashed spectacularly with his ensemble as he tried desperately to cover himself with his now sparkly, glitter-shedding hands.

“Oh, and one more thing,” I called out cheerfully, twirling my finger to add the final touch. Wherever they stepped, their feet left trails of rainbow glitter and tiny magical bubbles that played an off-key version of “I’m a Little Teapot.”

“This isn’t over!” the leader attempted to threaten, though the effect was somewhat diminished by his new helium-pitched voice and the fact that his tiara kept shooting out random bursts of pastel confetti.

“You’re right,” I agreed pleasantly. “The spell lasts twenty-four hours. Have fun explaining that to your professors tomorrow!”

They fled in a panic, their musical footsteps and squeaky protests fading into the distance. Several of the void lilies actually trembled with what I could have sworn was laughter, while the nebula orchids released pleased bursts of cosmic energy that looked suspiciously like fireworks.

I allowed myself a small giggle at their retreat, but it died in my throat as that familiar presence from earlier made itself known again. This time, though, it came with the soft sound of applause from the shadows behind me.

“Impressive,” Lord Aetheron’s rich voice carried through the garden as he materialized from the darkness. “Though perhaps a bit mild, considering their offense.”

I turned to face him, raising an eyebrow at his sudden appearance.

“Lord Aetheron,” I acknowledged with a small bow that might have been slightly less formal than strictly required. “Enjoying a bit of late-night garden surveillance?”

The Lord of Twilight and Shadows moved with liquid grace as he approached, his power making the shadow roses preen in his presence.

“Let’s call it… maintaining awareness of my woman’s pack members.” His golden eyes studied me with ancient intelligence. “Particularly when said pack member is being harassed by drunk nobles.”

“I had it handled,” I shrugged, though I couldn’t help preening slightly at his earlier praise.

“Indeed you did,” he agreed, reaching out to stroke one of the void lilies that had stretched toward him hopefully. “Though I must admit, I’m curious why you didn’t simply void-step them into next week. Your power certainly allows for more… permanent solutions.”

I let my galaxy eyes meet his molten ones directly.

“Because sometimes embarrassment is a better teacher than fear. They’ll remember being turned into singing, glittery spectacles far longer than they would recall being scared.” A small smirk curved my lips. “Besides, I did promise Sparrow I’d try to be slightly less chaotic. At least until classes properly start.”

“Ah yes, speaking of my Starlight,” Aetheron’s shadows danced with interest. “I noticed your protection bubble around her. Quite intricate work, especially the void-touched warning system.”

“Just a precaution,” I said carefully, watching his reaction. “New environment, lots of unknown variables. Pack looks after their own.”

The Shadow Lord’s perfect features softened almost imperceptibly.

“Yes, they do.” He studied me for a long moment before adding, “You’re good for her, you know. All of you wolves, but perhaps you especially.”

“Oh?” I couldn’t quite keep the surprise from my voice.

“She needs someone who understands what it’s like to defy expectations,” he explained, his shadows creating complex patterns in the air. “Someone who’s learned to own their power without compromising who they are.” His lips curved in a slight smile. “Even if that means occasionally turning bigots into dancing, glitter-spreading tutus.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Well, when you put it that way, I suppose I am an excellent influence.”

“Indeed.” He turned slightly, surveying the garden. “Though perhaps we should discuss your role in what’s to come. There are…complications on the horizon that will require all of her pack to be prepared.”

My void energy stirred with interest.

“I’m listening.”

The garden settled into an anticipatory hush as Lord Aetheron began to speak, his shadows merging with my void energy in a display that made the very air crackle with potential.

“She has no idea what being an Omega truly means,” Aetheron said, his shadows curling thoughtfully around a cluster of starlight jasmine. “In the human realm, she experienced…echoes, perhaps. Heightened senses, increased strength, unusual resilience. She wouldn’t be aware that her Omega traits were involved. Regardless, nothing from her mundane experience would have prepared her for what’s coming.”

I settled on an ornate garden bench, crossing my legs as I considered his words.

“The fact that she’s drawn four court wolves is already causing whispers. I’ve heard the rumors in the void spaces between classes – everyone’s speculating about her power.”

“Four court wolves,” he mused, golden eyes distant with ancient knowledge. “It hasn’t happened in over a thousand years. The last time…” He paused, shadows deepening around him. “Well, let’s just say the courts weren’t prepared for the magical implications.”

“Her first heat,” I said bluntly, making several nearby flowers close their blooms in surprise at my directness. “That’s what you’re really worried about, isn’t it?”

Aetheron’s perfect features tightened slightly.

“Without preparation, without understanding what’s happening to her body and power, it could be catastrophic. An Omega’s first heat after awakening isn’t just about physical changes. It’s a magical convergence point.”

“And with four wolves already bonded to her…” I let out a low whistle that made the void lilies shiver. “The energy surge could theoretically tear holes in reality itself.”

“Precisely.” He began pacing, his shadows creating patterns that spoke of barely contained concern. “In the mundane realm, her cycles were regulated by their medicines, their chemicals. Here? Those barriers are gone. Add in the stress of realm transition, the awakening of her powers…”

“It could trigger at any time,” I finished, understanding dawning. “That’s why you’ve been watching so carefully. Why did you ask Helios to oversee her classes?”

A flicker of something crossed his face at the mention of the Aether Lord, but he continued smoothly.

“She needs to understand what she is before it happens. Needs to learn control, to recognize the signs. Lord Helios can provide that understanding. I trust him more than anyone in this academy. And her wolves⁠—”

“Need to be prepared to handle it without losing our minds?” I suggested dryly. “Or in this case, without losing control of our court magics and accidentally reshaping reality?”

“Your flippancy masks genuine understanding,” he noted, giving me an appraising look. “You’ve studied Omega dynamics.”

I shrugged, letting void energy dance between my fingers.

“The void court library has extensive records. Plus, being the ‘different’ one meant I spent a lot of time reading instead of socializing. The theoretical mechanics of Omega heats across different court manifestations are quite fascinating.”

“Then you understand why I’m concerned. Her human experiences…”

“Would be like comparing a candle to a supernova,” I nodded. “I can talk to her in the morning, and try to get a sense of her cycle patterns from the mundane realm. It might help us predict timing, give us a chance to prepare.”

“You think she’ll be comfortable discussing this with you?”

I couldn’t help but smile, remembering our earlier skincare conversation.

“She’s already starting to open up about her human realm experiences, the suppressions and limitations she faced. This is just… another aspect of reclaiming her true nature.”

Aetheron studied me for a long moment, his ancient power pressing against my void energy like he was testing something. Finally, he nodded.

“Your pack bond with her is different from the males. More… nurturing, despite your chaos-loving nature. She’ll need that balance in the days ahead.”

“I’ll watch over her,” I promised, then added with a wicked grin, “And if anyone gives her trouble about being an Omega, well…these tutus can always come in other colors.”

A rich laugh escaped him, making several shadow roses bloom instantly.

“Your protection methods are unconventional but effective.” His expression sobered slightly. “Just…be careful. There are those in the courts who would see a four-wolf Omega as a threat to the established order. Especially one with her particular…heritage.”

“You mean being Liarel’s reincarnation?” I asked boldly, watching his shadows flicker at the name. “Or is there something else we should know about our Star Girl’s background?”

“Perceptive,” he murmured, more to himself than me. “But those are questions for another time. For now, focus on helping her understand her Omega nature. The rest…” His shadows swirled meaningfully. “The rest will reveal itself soon enough.”

I stood, brushing imaginary dust from my impeccable suit. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow, try to gauge where she is in her cycle. However, with the realm transition and power awakening, it could be delayed or accelerated. We’ll need to watch for signs either way.”

“Keep me informed,” he said, already beginning to fade into shadow. “And Lady Nyx?” His molten eyes held mine for a moment. “Thank you. For being exactly what she needs in a pack mate.”

“Even with the chaos and questionable fashion-based punishments?”

I couldn’t resist asking.

His last words floated back to me as he disappeared completely.

“Especially those.”

Left alone in the garden, I looked up at the three moons overhead, each casting their unique light over the magical flora.

“Well,” I told a particularly attentive void lily, “tomorrow’s conversation should be interesting.”

The flower’s only response was to release a small puff of void energy that looked suspiciously like a snicker.


Moonlit Sonata
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~SPARROW~


Heat pulled me from the depths of sleep, making the silk sheets cling uncomfortably to my skin.

I blinked in the darkness, momentarily disoriented by the unfamiliar patterns of starlight dancing across the ceiling. The academy room slowly came into focus — all crystal and shadow, luxury I still couldn’t quite believe was mine.

“Too hot,” I mumbled, untangling myself from the sheets that had somehow wound around my legs like affectionate snakes. My skin felt hypersensitive, every brush of fabric sending tiny shivers through my body.

The floor was blessedly cool beneath my bare feet as I padded toward the washroom, moving on autopilot through the unfamiliar space. Even half-asleep, I couldn’t help but marvel at the facilities.

The Underground’s communal bathrooms with their perpetually dripping faucets and suspicious stains seemed like a distant nightmare compared to this private oasis of marble and crystal.

After taking care of business, I found myself shedding layers — the silk pajamas Nyx had insisted I wear feeling suddenly too constraining. The cool air kissed my bare skin, bringing momentary relief from the inexplicable heat coursing through my body.

On my way back to bed, the window caught my attention. I drifted toward it, drawn by the ethereal light of the three moons hanging impossibly large in the sky. Each cast its own unique radiance — one silver-like captured starlight, one gold-like ancient honey, and one the deep red of fresh-spilled wine.

“How big is this place?” I whispered to myself, pressing a hand against the cool crystal pane. From this height, I could see the academy grounds sprawling below, each court’s territory marked by its distinct architecture and energy.

Beyond that, the realms stretched into infinity, filled with wonders I couldn’t even imagine.

The very air seemed alive with magic, creating auroras that danced between the moons like celestial veils. It was nothing like the smog-filled skies above the Underground, where we’d been lucky to spot a single star through the urban haze.

A wave of nostalgia hit me unexpectedly, making my throat tight. For all its harshness, the Underground had been home for so long. I thought of my small room there, barely bigger than a closet but mine in a way few things had ever been. The weapon rack I’d built myself, each gun and knife meticulously maintained. The hidden compartment under the floorboards where I’d kept my most precious possessions — a few worn paperbacks, a silver ring I’d found on my first successful mission, a photo of a woman who might have been my mother.

It was odd to feel longing for a place that didn’t give me the solemn security as the Twilight Court did. Maybe I missed the identity associated with the Underground. That Sparrow was so used to missions and barely sleeping in comparison to the new me who was pampered in ways I couldn’t imagine.

I must have fallen asleep and Nyx put me to bed…

“Wonder if they’ve cleared it out yet,” I mused, the idea popping through my mind while tracing patterns in the condensation my breath had left on the window. “Probably gave my weapons to Marco, the bastard.” The thought made me snort softly. “Hope they blow up in his face.”

Another surge of heat rolled through me, making my skin prickle uncomfortably.

I moved back to the bed, slipping between sheets that felt impossibly soft against my bare skin. Despite the lingering warmth, I found myself craving their embrace, wanting to cocoon myself in their comfort. It was odd to think it kind of smelled like Lord Aetheron, his scent no longer a distant memory because it was drifting off these sheets.

I must be missing him to think his scent was so vivid as it gracefully taunted my nostrils. I decided to distract myself, or else I’d start thinking of him.

Yearning for his presence…touch…warmth…

“Everything’s so different here,” I told the darkness, watching shadows dance across the walls in patterns that seemed almost sentient.

In the Underground, shadows had meant danger — places where enemies could hide, where death could lurk. Here, they felt almost… protective. Like they were standing guard over my rest.

My thoughts drifted back to Aetheron — to the way his shadows seemed to reach for me instinctively.

To Liam’s protective presence and Nyx’s fierce loyalty. To Solaris’s warmth and Cypress’s easy acceptance. So different from the Underground, where every relationship was a potential weakness, every connection a liability.

“No going back now,” I murmured as if I truly wanted to return to the past where I was alone and didn’t have this sense of community like I’m starting to create here.

Never want to go back to a place where I never belonged. Not in the way as I do here.

I feel sleep start to reclaim me despite the persistent heat under my skin.

The moons’ light painted patterns across my bed, their combined radiance creating a gentle glow that seemed to pulse in rhythm with my breathing.

As my eyes grew heavy, I couldn’t help but wonder what tomorrow would bring in this realm of impossibilities. What new magic I’d discover, what ancient powers I’d learn to awaken and control. The thought should have frightened me, but instead, I felt a thrill of anticipation.

The last thing I saw before sleep took me was a shimmer in the air — something that looked like a protective bubble of void energy wrapped around my bed.

I smiled faintly, recognizing Nyx’s magical signature.

Home…

Something deep within me whispered as consciousness faded.

This is home now.

The three moons kept their eternal watch as I drifted off, their light blessing the slumber of a girl caught between worlds, between identities, between destinies.

The line between waking and dreaming began to blur as my thoughts turned to Aetheron. My skin still burned, but now it was a different kind of heat — one born of desire rather than discomfort.

I could almost feel his shadows caressing me, the way they had that first night in his realm.

“Aetheron,” I murmured into the darkness, the name itself carrying power.

The sheets twisted around me as I shifted restlessly, remembering how his touch could ignite every nerve ending, how his presence alone could make the air thick with possibility.

What was he doing now, in his eternal twilight? Was he thinking of me too, feeling this same yearning across the distance between us?

The academy suddenly felt too far from his court, too removed from the sanctuary we’d shared.

A phantom touch brushed my cheek, so real I could have sworn I felt the familiar coolness of his power. My breath hitched as I leaned into it, craving more.

“Please,” I whispered, not sure if I was speaking to my memories or the night itself. “I miss you.”

The touch became more substantial — a gentle caress down my neck that made me arch slightly, seeking more contact. It felt like his shadows, like the way they would dance across my skin in those intimate moments when power and passion became one.

“Visit me,” I pleaded softly, lost in that space between sleep and consciousness where anything seemed possible. “Let me dream of you tonight.”

Something cool and silken trailed down my bare shoulder, leaving goosebumps in its wake. The sensation was so vivid, so achingly familiar, that I couldn’t tell if I was already dreaming or if somehow…

My eyes fluttered open to find myself staring into familiar molten ones.

Moonlight caught the golden irises watching me, making them glow like a captured flame in the darkness. For a moment, my sleep-addled mind couldn’t process what I was seeing — who was seeing me. The figure loomed over my bed with predatory grace, shadows dancing around him in patterns that spoke of ancient power and barely contained desire.

Recognition bloomed as one tendril of darkness caressed my cheek with familiar intimacy.

Aetheron.

My heart leaped into my throat, making it impossible to voice the thousand questions racing through my mind.

What was he doing here? How had he gotten past the academy’s wards?

As if reading my thoughts, he pressed one elegant finger to his lips, the gesture somehow both commanding and gentle. The meaning was clear — silence was crucial.

At least…for now.

Through the wall, I could hear Nyx’s soft breathing in the adjoining room, reminding me that we weren’t truly alone. I reached for him instinctively, my eyes pleading with what my voice couldn’t say.

Stay.

Please stay.

The heat under my skin had become almost unbearable, but his presence seemed to soothe it, like a shadow offering relief from the burning sun.

His perfect lips curved into that devastating smirk I remembered so well — the one that promised pleasure and danger in equal measure. He straightened to his full height, and for one terrible moment, I thought he was leaving.

My heart clenched painfully at the thought.

But then his hands moved to the fastenings of his formal robes, and all thought fled my mind.

Each layer he removed revealed more of him, like unwrapping the most exquisite gift. The heavy outer cloak fell first, dissolving into shadow before it could make a sound against the floor. Beneath it, his jacket seemed to be made of liquid darkness itself, clinging to his form before joining its companion in the realm of shadows.

When his hands moved to his shirt, my breath caught audibly.

His finger pressed against his lips again in playful warning, though his golden eyes danced with wicked amusement at my reaction. The fabric parted to reveal his chest, and I had to bite my lip to keep from making a sound.

He was a masterpiece carved in darkness.

His obsidian skin rippled with muscle, but it was the markings that truly captured my attention. Silver runes danced across his flesh like living things, each one pulsing with power that made the very air thick with magic. They told stories in a language I couldn’t read but somehow understood — tales of battles won and power earned, of ancient oaths and eternal promises.

Scars decorated him like badges of honor, each one somehow enhancing rather than marring his perfect form. A particularly striking one curved from his left shoulder down across his chest — silver against the midnight of his skin, it seemed to catch and hold moonlight.

Another traced his right side, this one darker than the rest of him as if it had been carved by shadow itself.

But most mesmerizing were the magical enchantments etched into his very being.

They weren’t just surface decorations but part of his essence, moving beneath his skin like living creatures. Dragons of pure shadow coiled around his biceps, their eyes flickering with the same golden fire as his. Celestial patterns spiraled across his chest, creating constellations I’d never seen in any mortal sky.

Near his heart, a mark caught my eye — something that looked almost like a crown, but made of intertwined shadow and starlight. It pulsed in rhythm with his heartbeat, and I could have sworn it brightened when his eyes met mine.

He moved with liquid grace as he approached the bed again, each step silent as shadow itself. The markings on his skin seemed to reach for me, dancing and shifting with his movement. Power rolled off him in waves, but it wasn’t the overwhelming force I’d felt in court.

This was more intimate, more controlled – meant for me alone.

His hand extended toward me, and I watched in fascination as the shadows around him responded to his unspoken command. They wrapped around his fingers like loving pets, eager to please their master.

When they brushed against my overheated skin, they felt like silk made from the night sky itself — cool and soothing yet somehow igniting an entirely different kind of heat within me.

Aetheron’s expression shifted as he observed my reaction, that perfect smirk softening into something more vulnerable. The mighty Lord of Twilight and Shadows, stripped of his formal regalia and political masks, allowing me to see him as few ever had.

The markings on his chest pulsed stronger, creating patterns that seemed to reach for me like eager hands.

I shifted beneath the sheets, making room for him without a word.

The invitation was clear, and his golden eyes darkened with approval and hunger.

The moonlight painted him in shades of silver and shadow, making him look like something out of the most beautiful nightmare — or perhaps the most dangerous dream.

He paused at the edge of my bed, his power coiling around us both like a protective cocoon. One elegant eyebrow raised in silent question, still giving me the choice despite the obvious desire radiating from him.

My answer was to reach for him, consequences be damned.

Aethreon smiled — a real smile, not his usual calculated smirk — and moved to join me in my bed, his shadows ensuring our sanctuary would remain undisturbed.

That I could get lost in him…in us.


Call For Me Starlight
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~AETHERON~


The silk sheets whispered beneath me as I joined my Starlight in her bed.

My shadows wrapped around us both, creating an intimate cocoon where time itself seemed to pause. She was ethereal in the moonlight, her skin glowing with that inner radiance that marked her as something more than mortal.

“I felt your call,” I murmured, tracing the curve of her cheek with reverent fingers. “Your yearning echoed through every shadow, pulling me from my duties, my restraint.”

My power reached for her instinctively, shadows dancing across her skin in patterns of ancient devotion. I’d tried desperately to ignore her dire need, but how could I resist her? I’d beg to heed to her every command if it kept her content and here in our realm.

Sparrow arched into my touch like a flower seeking sunlight, though the comparison amused me — here she was, reaching for darkness instead of light. Her power rose to meet mine, creating auroras where they merged.

“I missed you,” she whispered, her hands exploring the markings on my chest with curious fingers. “More than I’d dare admit. Everything smells like you. How your scent keeps me calm….I just really missed you.”

Her confession dared make my heart swell in happiness. It’s been centuries since I felt that humming validation of being needed by another. Not for some sort of task or duty that involved being the Lord of Twilight and Shadows, but because I was loved and my company invited peace in their wake.

“And I you,” I breathed against her skin, pressing kisses along the column of her throat. Each point of contact sent sparks of magic through us both, our powers recognizing each other on a level beyond physical. “The court feels empty without you. Even the eternal twilight seems dimmer.”

Her fingers traced one of my scars, the one that curved across my heart. The touch sent shivers of electricity through my entire being. Despite her rebirth, some things haven’t changed.

Like the way she’d observe me like a piece of work she craved to appreciate or touch me with such tenderness like I’m a glass that can shatter.”

“Then why stay away?” she asked, vulnerability clear in her voice.

If she stayed in our Court, I’d never want her to leave.

We’d be doing more in getting to know each other with our bodies than trying to prepare her for the inevitable future of challenges and uncertainty.

“Because,” I said between kisses that traced constellations on her skin, “you need this time. To discover yourself, to grow into your power without my shadows constantly surrounding you.” My hands found her waist, drawing her closer. “No matter how much it pains me to keep my distance.”

She made a small sound of protest that turned into a gasp as our powers merged more fully. Shadows and starlight danced around us, creating patterns that spoke of destiny and desire. The three moons cast their blessing through the window, their combined light making her skin shimmer with otherworldly beauty.

“My queen,” I murmured against her lips, pouring centuries of longing into the kiss that followed. “My Starlight.” Each endearment was punctuated with tender exploration, our bodies and powers moving in perfect harmony.

She moaned into my touch, savoring every second as her hands explored my body generously. Time lost all meaning as we lost ourselves in each other. The physical world faded until there was only sensation — the cool silk of shadows against heated skin, the taste of starlight and power — the way our magics merged and danced in increasingly complex patterns above us.

In these precious moments, we were more than Lord and Lady, more than prophecy and destiny.

We were simply us – two souls finding completion in each other’s embrace, while the very fabric of reality shimmered in response to our union.

“Do you want me, my Queen?” I hum in the crook of her neck, fighting to ignore the growing hardness of my shaft that ached to be inside her warmth. Since our physical connection, that night of lust and immense bliss, I’d been trying everything to tame myself.

Touching myself did little to appease how much my cock yearned for her hot pulsing pussy that would squeeze and milk every shot of cum out of my grasp. Her warmth matched with my frost brought a balance I couldn’t wholeheartedly describe with just words.

She met his eyes then, her own gaze torn between resistance and surrender.

“Yes,” she admitted, her voice soft, almost vulnerable. “Please, Aetheron?”

When she moans my name like that…

My fingers trace the line of her jaw, drawing her gaze back enough so I can lean in and fill the space between us like an inevitable force.

The air was thick, the world around us forgotten, and in that suspended moment.

The calm before the storm.

As much I wanted to take it slow like the intentions I carried last time, my body moved on autopilot, with haste in claiming what was destined to be mine.

To hear her musical moans.

Caress her heated flesh.

To thrust deeply inside her, inching us both to the edge.

I pressed a soft kiss to the corner of her mouth, savoring the slight tremor that passed through her. Then, another kiss, deeper this time, pressing softly against her lips until she gave a small sigh and leaned further into me.

Her hands found my shoulders, hesitant at first, but her grip strengthened as my lips moved against hers with patient intensity — as though savoring her like a secret I’d waited for ages to uncover.

My lips traced a slow path down the line of her neck, leaving kisses in a series of tender promises, each one measured and steady, allowing her the opportunity to push me away if she wished. I knew she was still adapting to this, and I wanted to allow her to sink into the quiet assurance I hoped my presence delivered.

Her breath quickened as my mouth moved lower, my kisses soft and warm as I explored the curve of her shoulder, then back up to her jaw, lingering there as if savoring every inch of her.

“You’re… taking your time,” she managed, her voice a mixture of wonder and amusement. I’m sure she was trying to hide the hint of impatience from her panting voice, which was funny to me.

“Why would I rush?” I murmured against her skin, not hiding my delight in taunting her patience. “I intend to make every moment worth the wait.”

“Tease,” she muttered, and I couldn’t help but chuckle before her next words were lost with a moan as I don’t hesitate to slip my fingers between her legs, taunting her pussy that’s dripping of slick.

“So wet,” I groan against her flushed skin, allowing my eyes to trail up and meet her hooded ones while my lips trailed lightly along her stomach. “All for me. I’ve been mean to let you wait so long, haven’t I?”

Her face was next to flush with redness, but it didn’t slow me down as I reached between her legs. I took a generous inhale, watching how it surprised her and made her even more embrassessed.

I didn’t think there was anything to be shy about.

She smells delightful. So good, wet, and mine.

Her breath hitched at the feel of my tongue trailing along the sides of her inner thighs, making them quiver impatiently before I trailed along the middle of her folds, teasing them slightly with my tongue that I purposely chilled with my magic.

She gasped in surprise, only moaning generously when I slid my tongue into her heated oasis, enjoying how those pulsing walls tried to keep my tongue captive.

My Starlight Queen is so greedy for me.

“Aetheron,” she moaned when I picked up the pace, and the noises I made by thrusting my tongue deeper into her dripping cunt were making me far too hard. As much as I’d want to prolong this teasing, I knew if I didn’t control my own urges, my shadows would retaliate.

Take matters into their own shadowy grasp.

Further gripping her thighs, I proceeded to pick up the pace, being guided by her increased moans and the pitch of her whimsical voice.

“Yes, mhmm! More. Faster. Please.”

Just hearing her moan and beg always motivated me to deliver what her body was begging for — which is why I picked up my pace, until my Queen was withering in ecstasy; her orgasm rushing through her like tidal waves.

“AH!” I love watching how her back arches, and even more so when her hand reaches down until deeply entwined in my hair. She stilled my head, riding her climax out against my face, which I humbly enjoyed.

She doesn’t recall how dominant she likes to be in the bedroom, but I have a strong feeling Sparrow will discover that side of her with time. She’d get to witness the Lord of Twilight and Shadows who bowed to no one in these realms, submit to her dominance.

When she’s panting for breath and still, I slowly pull my tongue out — our eyes still locked, even as she watches how her juices cling to my tongue and trail after me until that string of cum snaps.

I can see the way her eyes further hood with lust, and I simply smile in wait, excited to hear what she wants from me.

“Come here,” she mutters and yet there’s enough spike of authority in there to make me want to obey. I crawl back to her, hovering over her body before her arms wrap around my neck, and she pulls me in for a sloppy heated kiss that has me groaning in return.

Our tongues entwine — her juices still hot on my tongue. I’m sure she could taste herself. How sweet and amazing it is.

“Mine,” she whispered between kisses, as though that was even a question to be debated upon.

“Yours,” I returned her affirmation with confirmation before I reached down to wrap my hand around the base of my cock. The hardness was getting naggingly difficult to ignore, but I didn’t want to take the lead right now.

I want Sparrow to be in control.

She must have sensed my suffering, our eyes meeting in a heavy gaze of desire before she leaned in to whisper against my lips.

“Lay on your back.”

I don’t hesitate to follow, my shadows humming in excitement as if knowing what our Queen has in store for us.

The ride she wishes to ensue.

She doesn’t hesitate to get on top of me, and I can see the nervousness at first — her overthinking things.

“Do as you will, Sparrow,” I encourage her, locking my gaze with hers that flickered with lust and hints of uncertainty.

“This…is allowed, right?” she whispered. “Me…taking control like this. Wanting to lead. That won’t get you in trouble, right?”

“In the protective walls of our shadows, anything we do is ours alone. You’re safe from judgment. Scrutiny. You can do as you will to me, my Queen. I’m yours to use in your domain.”

I can see the way she accepts my words of reassurance, swallowing the nerves that try to steal her desire for dominance. I’m not surprised she yearns to be in control. Her life in the mundane world didn’t give her the privilege to have control of what she wished to do for herself.

Even if she had the choice of being with another, I doubt they allowed her the freedom to do what turned her on in the bedroom.

That’s where the difference between a boy and a man comes into play.

“Okay,” she whispered as she looked at my length, her hands not hesitating to wrap around it, causing me to shiver at her electric touch. Having her grip it is far more different than trying to jack off myself.

Her touch is so tender and yet affirmative.

I watch how she licks her bottom lip, in a trance of determination before I watched with a held breath how she trails her tongue along the head of my cock — licking off all the precum that’s been pooling in desperation.

She doesn’t simply lick at my cock like I expected her to.

No, she takes me all in, slowly descending along my cock with that heated mouth of hers.

“Sparrow,” I don’t mean to instill my power in my groan, but I don’t think I’ll last thirty seconds if she doesn’t pull off my cock with that devious mouth of hers. I dare to look down at her, and I see in the depths of her alluring eyes that she has no intentions of obeying me.

The defiance in the depths of those pupils only sends me closer to what I dare say is my climax.

She doesn’t stall as she begins to move up and down my cock in a fervent pace that had me groaning in haste. I wanted to slow her down, knowing I’d go over the edge in a matter of seconds, which is why I reached out to still her head.

That cut short, my eyes trailing to my right hand, noting the vivid chains of twinkling silver and white that glimmered in the physical plain.

Chains wrapped firmly around my wrist like sets of handcuffs that urged to keep me at bay.

I wasn’t sure to be devasted or impressed, but the reality made me realize I wasn’t going to slow the inevitable down.

Not when it comes to my Starlight.

“Cunning,” I breathe heavily, groaning as I look back and enjoy the sight of Sparrow sloppy moving up and down my cock. I grunt and fight hard to hold back, but it’s a losing game I’m forced to accept defeat in because, with a growling outcry, I’m shooting my load into the depths of her mouth.

She still as my shadows pulse with immense energy, my eyes squeezing shut as my climax riddled through me. I hadn’t been hit with such an explosive release in centuries, and only one woman in this entire lifetime could do that to me.

And here she is again, reborn, attending to my desperate need when she called me for her own pleasurable needs.

It takes me a full minute to come down from that dangerous high — the last shots of my cum pooling in her mouth with how she pulls back just enough to still keep a part of my cock in the hollow warmth of her mouth.

When she plops my cock out of her mouth, she doesn’t hesitate to show me her job well done — my load coating her tongue generously. I know she has the intention of swallowing it like the good girl she is, but I can’t control the need to taste her.

To claim this moment no different from how she claimed hers after I ate her out.

“Come,” I encourage her but can pull back on my power so it’s not a command. That she knows she can defy me if she wishes and I’d allow it.

She doesn’t hesitate to crawl over me, making me realize how petite she is in comparison to me.

So little yet so perfect for me.

When she’s hovering over me, I’m kissing her without hesitation. My hands entwined in her hair, unable to touch her in some way as we kissed passionately.

My hands move to the sides of her waist, and I already feel her explorative hands that are seeking my cock. She manages to wrap her hand around the middle, stilling it until I feel the heat of her pussy that’s already dripping of slick.

“Sparrow,” I warn her because I’m so heightened in power and need that I’m confident things will be hard to control if she rides me like that.

“Hmm?” I can see those threads of defiance in her eyes faster than I hear the peak interest in her tone of voice.

“I won’t be able to take things slow if you do that,” I urge, hoping my warning will tame her long enough for me to calm my shadows down. It takes me a bit to settle in control, and I know Sparrow wouldn’t know that. However, I can tell very quickly she may not want me to settle.

She enjoys riding these dangerous waves of uncertainty if it means pleasure is on the horizon.

“What if I don’t want slow,” she whispers as if it’s a sin that doesn’t deserve to hit the surface of our bubbled atmosphere. “I just want my Aetheron.”

My Aetheron…

This woman could be the end of me and I’d die a happy man.

“Then have your way,” I assure her, realizing I can’t control this. That I should take my own advice and challenge what I’ve become so used to. “Ride me, my Queen.”

She smirks as her power dances around her, making her skin illuminate so profoundly. Watching her slowly take my cock inside her with the moons’ rays washing over her serene body can make me climax all over again.

When she hits the base of my shaft, we both groan, realizing how she takes every inch of me.

“You’re going to be the bane of my existence, Sparrow,” I grunt in submission while allowing my body to try to calm. I can see the effects of power bleeding into my skin — markings of shadow rising to the surface, all thanks to my inability to keep them balanced.

Due to this sexy woman on top of me with my cock deep in her pussy.

I couldn’t wait to explore because this was only the beginning.

The surface of what our sexual endeavors can take us.

This didn’t include what my shadows could bring to our sexual life. The realms of monsters and how I could change the size of my cock to something even bigger in circumference.

Deep down, I knew what Sparrow liked.

In the heart of those sexual wet dreams and her limits. My little Songbird had kinks, which I was becoming aware of with how she chained me up just now.

Once she knows how to control her powers…our sex life is going to be a challenge.

A dilemma of not getting too addicting where she won’t focus on anything else but us fucking all day and night.

Minus her Omega phases…

I’d be lying if I denied the hint of excitement I carried with her entering that wave of Heat. I may not be able to experience what knotting is, like her wolves, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t appease her in other ways I knew would drive her wild.

“Good,” she finally breathed as she laid her hands tenderly upon my abs as if to give her a sense of stability. “You’ll let me enjoy my ride?”

I smirk at her boldness and decide to move my hands to rest them behind the back of my head. She admires me slowly, her eyes tracing along my biceps which were beginning to glow thanks to the shadow incantations and markings bleeding to the surface.

“All yours,” I encourage. “Ride me up, my Queen.”

She bites her bottom lip in satisfaction, and I can tell with a glimpse of her stamina that we could potentially go with this all night.

Something we’d both enjoy wholeheartedly.

Sparrow’s fingers press into my abs, her nails grazing along the lines of muscle, sending sparks of electric pleasure to my core. I can feel her slick walls clenching around me as she adjusts her hips, teasingly slow. The heat of her body radiates, a seductive flame pulling me into the rhythm of her ride.

Her eyes lock onto mine, filled with a mix of lust and determination.

She’s relishing the control, the way I’ve submitted, letting her take the lead. But I can’t resist giving a hint of dominance, a growl rumbling from my chest as her pace begins to pick up.

My shadows writhe beneath my skin, responding to her every movement. They want to reach out and bind her, to dominate her entirely, but I hold them back—for now.

Sparrow notices the shift, her smirk deepening. She rolls her hips with a slow, calculated rhythm, grinding down on me, her breaths coming out in heated pants. I watch her, every ounce of my restraint being tested. The way her breasts bounce with each thrust, her hardened nipples taunting me heavenly.

She’s testing me, seeing how long I can last without snapping.

My cock throbs inside her, twitching with each roll of her hips. I can feel her slickness, how wet she is for me, dripping down my length, pooling onto my lower abdomen. Her moans are growing louder, the room echoing with the sound of her pleasure mixed with the wet slaps of her riding me harder now. I let out a guttural groan as she plants her hands firmly on my chest, leaning forward, her face inches from mine.

“You look so good like this,” she whispers in admission, her lips brushing against my ear, her breath hot and teasing. “All at my mercy.”

Her words send a shiver down my spine, her power only making mine hum in delight.

My hands itch to grab her hips, to flip her over and fuck her senseless, but I hold back, letting her take what she wants. I can feel the flicker of her powers mingling with mine, the faint hum of her magic stirring between us. It’s intoxicating, the raw, unbridled connection we share. She’s pushing herself, testing her limits, and I’m more than willing to be her playground.

She picks up the pace, bouncing on my cock with a desperate need now.

The sweet, wet sounds of her arousal fill the room, her moans growing more frantic. I can feel her walls fluttering around me, her impending orgasm building up.

I can’t resist anymore.

My shadows slip from my control, winding around her wrists and waist, holding her steady as I thrust up into her with force. She gasps, her head thrown back, her nails digging into my chest as she’s caught off guard by the sudden shift in power.

“Yes,” she moans, her voice breaking. “Just like that. Fuck, Aetheron⁠—”

Her voice is music to my ears, and I growl lowly.

“You want it like this, Sparrow?” I thrust harder, driving deeper, the head of my cock hitting her sweet spot with each push. “Say it. Tell me how much you need this.”

She moans, her hips bucking wildly as she rides out her pleasure.

“I need it,” she cries, her voice raw with lust. “I need you, Aetheron.”

The sight of her—my Sparrow, coming undone on top of me—is a view I want to imprint in my memory forever. Her skin is flushed, her eyes wild with ecstasy, and I can feel her tightening around me, her orgasm imminent.

“Cum for me,” I command, my voice thick with desire. “Let me feel you.”

With a final, powerful thrust, she shatters, her body convulsing as she cums hard around my cock, her slickness coating me as she cries out my name.

The sensation is overwhelming, and I let go, following her over the edge. My release hits me like a tidal wave, my cock pulsing as I fill her with everything I have left.

For a moment, we just stay like that, tangled in each other, our breaths mingling as we come down from the high. I let my shadows slip away, freeing her wrists.

She collapses onto my chest, her body trembling, her breaths ragged.

I run a hand through her hair, pressing a kiss to her temple.

“You’re incredible,” I whisper, still catching my breath. “My little Songbird.”

She smiles against my skin, her fingers tracing the lines of my chest.

“And this is only the beginning.”

I chuckle, already feeling the stirrings of arousal again at the thought.

“Then we’ve got a lot to look forward to.”

A night of pleasure and exchanged dominance.


Morning Revelations
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~SPARROW~


“Wait, wait, wait,” I grabbed Nyx’s arm, nearly causing her to spill her floating cup of cosmic coffee. “Are you telling me Omegas don’t get periods? Like, at all?”

No fucking way!

Nyx blinked her galaxy eyes at me, clearly confused by my sudden excitement.

“No? They have heat cycles instead. Why are you looking at me like I just gave you the secret to eternal life?”

“Do you have any idea how much money I’m going to save?” I practically bounced as we walked through the academy’s crystalline corridors. “No more monthly trips to the drugstore! No more hoarding pads like they’re precious gems! No more⁠—”

“I’m sorry,” Nyx cut in, her perfectly manicured hand raised in confusion. “What exactly are ‘pads’?”

I stared at her for a moment before remembering she’d never experienced mundane female issues.

“Right, okay. So in the human world, we have to use these things called pads or tampons during our periods. They’re like… absorbent materials that catch the blood.”

“That sounds… primitive,” Nyx’s nose wrinkled delicately. “And expensive?”

“Girl, you have no idea,” I groaned, dodging a student whose court robes seemed to be actively on fire. “Unless you’re rich enough to afford period panties⁠—”

“Period what now?”

“Special underwear that absorbs everything, but they cost like a week’s worth of food,” I explained. “And when you share one washing machine with a hundred guys who think showering is optional…” I shuddered at the memory.

Nyx’s galaxy eyes widened in horror.

“You had to share cleaning facilities with uncouth males? How barbaric! In the Void Court, we have personal cleansing chambers that use actual starlight to purify⁠—”

“Of course you do,” I laughed, nudging her with my elbow. “Tell me more about growing up in the Void Court. Was it all cosmic baths and stellar facials?”

Her expression shifted slightly, some of her usual sparkle dimming.

“Not…exactly. Being different isn’t exactly celebrated in the courts. Especially when you’re a female void wolf who prefers suits to traditional robes.”

Before I could respond, we rounded a corner and nearly collided with three familiar figures. My pack bonds hummed with recognition even as my eyes widened at their appearance.

Liam looked like he’d gone ten rounds with a shadow beast. His arms were covered in bruises that his rolled-up sleeves did nothing to hide, and an impressive scratch decorated his left cheekbone. His shadow energy seemed agitated, curling around him more defensively than usual.

Solaris, the usually immaculate Aether wolf, sported a single bandaid across his right cheek. It would have looked almost cute if it weren’t for the way his sun-bright energy kept flickering like a frustrated flame.

Between them, Cypress walked with his hands in his pockets, whistling a tune that made nearby plants sway in rhythm. He didn’t have a mark on him, his elemental tattoos dancing across his skin with their usual vitality.

“Do I want to know?” I asked, looking between them with questioning eyes.

“Training session,” Liam muttered, not meeting my gaze.

“Bonding exercise,” Solaris added unconvincingly.

“They tried to gang up on me,” Cypress said cheerfully and proceeded to whistle some more. “Didn’t work out so well for them.”

“He cheated,” both Liam and Solaris said in unison, then glared at each other for the synchronization.

Nyx’s laughter echoed through the corridor like crystal wind chimes.

“Oh please, using all four elements isn’t cheating. You two are just mad because you thought shadow-walking and solar flares would be enough to take him down.”

“He made plants grow in impossible places!” Liam protested, wincing as he shifted his bruised arm.

“And created mini tsunamis!” Solaris added indignantly, adjusting his bandaid.

“All’s fair in love and pack spars,” Cypress shrugged, his ocean-deep eyes twinkling with mischief. “Besides, you both needed the ego check. All that alpha posturing was getting tedious.”

I looked between my wolves, feeling their different energies swirl through our pack bonds.

“Should I be worried about you three killing each other before classes even start?”

“Four,” Nyx corrected, straightening her impeccable suit. “Don’t think I won’t join these little training sessions. Someone needs to show these boys what real power looks like.”

“Speaking of classes,” Solaris said quickly, clearly trying to change the subject, “we should probably head to Advanced Realm Walking. Lord Helios doesn’t strike me as the tardy-tolerant type.”

“Oh?” Nyx’s galaxy eyes sparkled dangerously. “And how would you know what type Lord Helios is, dear Solaris? Been spending extra time observing our prestigious professor?”

The Aether wolf’s perfect features flushed slightly.

“I simply meant⁠—”

“He meant we’re going to be late if we don’t move,” Liam cut in, though I noticed his shadows curled possessively closer to me as we started walking.

As we made our way to class, our powers intertwining naturally through our pack bonds, I couldn’t help but smile. Felt odd to be so accepting of all of this, especially when I was only learning the basics of being an Omega and having bonds with four different wolves.

I wouldn’t rush myself into learning everything but was trying my hardest to get up to speed so I could be of value and not slow them down in some way.

Wasn’t going to be anyone’s damsel in distress.

Either way, having them around felt like rejuvenating pandemonium.

They might be chaos incarnate, but they were my chaos.

“By the way,” Cypress said casually as we approached the classroom, “anyone wants to explain why Lord Aetheron was sneaking out of the academy at dawn?”

I nearly tripped over my own feet.

Heat flooded my cheeks as four sets of knowing eyes turned to me.

“I…that’s…he was just…” I stammered, suddenly finding the crystalline floor fascinating.

“Oh, she’s blushing!” Nyx crowed delightedly, her galaxy eyes sparkling. “Look at our little Star Girl, all flustered over her midnight visitor.”

“I mean, can you blame her?” Cypress grinned, his elemental tattoos dancing with amusement. “The Shadow Lord himself scaling academy walls just for a late-night rendezvous? That’s pretty romantic.”

“He didn’t scale anything,” I muttered, then immediately regretted speaking as their grins widened. “I mean⁠—”

“Of course not,” Solaris said smoothly, though his sun-bright energy flickered with mischief. “He probably just materialized from the shadows like the dramatic being he is. Probably brought roses made of darkness or something equally extra.”

Liam remained conspicuously silent, his shadows curling tightly around him as he walked slightly ahead of our group. The tension in his shoulders was obvious, even as he tried to appear unbothered.

Nyx, ever observant, rolled her galaxy eyes.

“Oh, stop brooding, Shadow Wolf. You’re practically radiating jealousy.”

She wrapped her arms around me possessively, resting her chin on my shoulder.

“Besides, if anyone’s going to steal our Star Girl away within our howling group, it’ll be me. I am the strongest, after all.”

“Strongest and most humble,” I deadpanned jokingly, though I couldn’t help leaning into her embrace. Her void energy wrapped around me like a comfort blanket, soothing some of the embarrassment.

“Hey, no arguments here,” Cypress raised his hands in surrender, ocean-deep eyes dancing. “I’ve seen what happens to people who challenge Nyx. I like my organs exactly where they are, thank you very much.”

“Same,” Solaris touched his bandaged cheek gingerly. “I’m still hoping this cut heals before Mother sees it. She’s expecting me to request her attention today. She’ll have a fit if she thinks I’ve been ‘brawling like a common wolf’ again.”

Nyx’s galaxy eyes softened slightly.

“Oh, stop whining, Sunshine. You should know you can rely on me in that department! I have this amazing serum from the Void Markets! Literally made from condensed starlight and healing crystals. It’ll have you pretty as a picture again in no time.”

“Really?” Solaris perked up hopefully.

“Of course! What kind of packmate would I be if I let you walk around looking like you lost a fight with a rosebush?”

“Technically,” Cypress interjected, “he lost a fight with my thorny vines. Which are much more sophisticated than mere rosebushes.”

“Keep telling yourself that, Nature Boy,” Nyx snorted, still holding me close. Her next words were pitched deliberately louder: “At least some people appreciate my void-touched beauty products. Unlike certain grumpy shadow wolf who think basic hygiene is optional.”

Liam’s shoulders tensed further, but he remained silent.

The shadows around him had grown darker, more agitated. Something about his energy felt off – not just jealous but genuinely troubled.

“Liam?” I called softly, concern threading through our pack bond. It was odd to suddenly feel the other’s emotions. It was very faint, and I wasn’t sure if it was all of theirs, but their concern was as strong as mine. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” he bit out, not turning around. “Just focus on getting to class before⁠—”

A deep rumble cut him off, making the crystalline floor beneath our feet vibrate ominously. Several nearby students stumbled, their court robes fluttering with disturbed energy.

“That’s not me,” Cypress said quickly as we all looked at him. “I mean, I know earth tremors are usually my department, but this feels different.”

Another rumble, stronger this time, sent ripples through the academy’s magical architecture. The very air seemed to thicken with power, making it difficult to breathe.

“It’s coming from below,” Nyx frowned, her void energy reaching out to test the disturbance. “Deep below. Like something’s trying to⁠—”

The floor between us suddenly cracked, dark energy seeping up through the fissure like toxic smoke. Liam spun around, his shadows immediately reaching for me, but Nyx’s void energy had already created a protective barrier around our group.

“What the actual void is that?” Solaris demanded, his sun-bright power flaring defensively. The bandage on his cheek glowed slightly with residual healing energy.

“Nothing good,” Cypress muttered, his elemental tattoos shifting from their usual playful patterns to something more aggressive. The plants in nearby decorative urns began to writhe, responding to his tension.

Liam finally met my eyes, and the fear I saw there made my blood run cold.

“We need to move,” he said urgently. “Now. Before it⁠—”

The crack widened suddenly, dark power erupting from it like a geyser.

Students scattered, screaming, as the darkness began to take shape – something ancient and terrible, reaching for us with tendrils of pure malevolence.

“Well,” Nyx said with forced cheerfulness, her void energy strengthening around us, “I guess we’re going to be late to class after all.”

The thing from the depths rose higher, and somewhere in the academy, alarms began to wail.

So much for a normal first day of school.


Strike Of Jealousy And Dismay
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~LIAM~


The darkness erupting from the fissure wasn’t a natural shadow – I would have known, having lived with that power my entire life.

This was something older, something corrupt. It reeked of ancient malice and carried traces of void energy that had somehow gone wrong.

“Formation!” I barked, my wolf instincts taking over as the threat manifested. “Diamond guard, now!”

My pack responded instantly, overriding any previous tension.

Years of training together despite my commitment in the mundane realms aided for dangerous times like these.

Nyx materialized at Sparrow’s left, her void energy already weaving complex patterns of protection. Solaris took the right, his sun-bright power creating a barrier of pure light, while Cypress moved to cover our rear, his elemental tattoos blazing with purpose.

I took point, my shadows spreading out to create the front line of defense.

Together, our powers merged to form a perfect cube around Sparrow, each side reinforced with different court magic.

“Really?” Sparrow’s exasperated voice came from within our protective barrier. “I can fight too, you know?!”

“Not against this,” Nyx replied grimly, her galaxy eyes tracking the writhing darkness. “There’s something wrong with the energy signature. It’s like…corrupted void magic, but twisted with other courts’ power.”

Around us, chaos reigned.

Students fled in all directions, their court robes trailing panic-sparked magic. The academy’s crystal architecture groaned under the assault of whatever was trying to force its way through the realms.

“We need to close that fissure,” Solaris called out, his light magic pulsing with effort as another wave of darkness crashed against our barriers. “The longer it stays open, the more can come through.”

Cypress’s elemental tattoos shifted rapidly, each pattern trying to analyze the threat.

“The structural integrity of the entire floor is compromised. If we don’t act fast, this whole section could collapse.”

“Then let’s stop talking and start acting,” I growled, feeling the urge of my wolf pushing against my control, eager to be released. “I can shift, use my shadow walking to⁠—”

“No!” Nyx’s sharp command cut through the chaos. “Can’t you feel it? The air itself is wrong. Shifting now could be suicide.”

“We don’t have time to debate this,” I argued, watching more dark tendrils emerge from the crack. “Sparrow⁠—”

“Has exactly four minutes and thirty-seven seconds to get to Lord Helios’s class,” Sparrow interrupted from within our protective cube, drawing our attention to her, realizing a hologram was before her spread hands. She must have been trying to reach Lord Helios to inform him of what was happening, but all the hologram showed was a countdown. “Unless you all want to explain to the Aether Lord why we’re late on our first day!”

Despite the dire situation, Solaris let out a strained laugh.

“She has a point. Helios isn’t known for his patience.”

“Focus!” I snapped as a particularly violent surge of darkness lashed out at our barrier. “We need a plan. Now.”

Cypress’s voice took on that analytical tone he used when processing complex magical theory.

“If we combine our powers in the right sequence…void to destabilize, shadow to contain, light to purify, and elements to seal…we might be able to force whatever this is back through the fissure.”

“And then what?” Nyx demanded, her void energy crackling with frustrated power. “Hope it doesn’t come back for round two while we’re trying to learn proper realm walking etiquette?”

“Uh…Three minutes!” Sparrow called out helpfully, attempting to hide her nervousness. I know she probably despised being a sitting duck in our protective cube, but this situation was uncalled for. I didn’t want her getting hurt, especially in an environment she wasn’t used to.

“For void’s sake—” I started, only to be cut off by Solaris.

“Liam, she’s right about the shifting. Something about this energy is targeting court-specific magic. If you transform now, you’ll be especially vulnerable.”

Cowards! Trying to show off. We must shift!

My wolf snarled at the implication of weakness, making my shadows writhe more aggressively.

“I’m supposed to protect her!” I point out as if they’re questioning that. No one is, yet I feel this dire urge to emphasize my actions.

Why they simply make sense.

“We all are,” Nyx shot back, her galaxy eyes flashing. “But getting yourself killed doing something stupid isn’t protection. It’s ego!”

Another surge of darkness crashed against our barriers, this one strong enough to make Cypress stumble slightly.

“Whatever we’re doing, we need to decide fast. My elements can’t hold this pattern much longer.”

I watched in growing frustration as more corrupted power poured from the fissure. Every instinct I possessed screamed at me to shift, to take on my more powerful form and deal with this threat directly.

But Nyx’s words nagged at me — there was something off about the energy, something that seemed to specifically target court magics.

“Two minutes!” Sparrow’s voice carried a hint of genuine concern now. “And um, guys? That crack is getting bigger.”

She was right.

The fissure had spread, creating a web-like pattern across the crystalline floor. Dark energy seeped through each new crack, forming shapes that seemed almost deliberate — like letters in some ancient, forbidden alphabet.

“Okay, new plan,” Solaris said, his sun-bright power intensifying. “Nyx, you and I will create a containment field — light and void working in harmony should be able to hold it temporarily. Cypress, see if you can use your earth affinity to seal the smaller cracks. Liam⁠—”

“I’ll clear us a path to class,” I finished, not bothering to hide my bitterness at being regulated to escort duty.

“One minute!” Sparrow called. “And before anyone does anything stupid, remember I can see all of you from in here. Your powers are literally creating a window show.”

Nyx snorted despite the strain of maintaining our barrier.

“Don’t worry, Star Girl. We’re not about to let Lord Pretty Boy mark us all absent on day one.”

“Focus!” I snapped again, watching another tendril of darkness take shape. This one seemed more solid than the others, more purposeful in its movement. “Something’s coming through!”

The corrupted energy began to coalesce, forming into something that made my wolf recoil in primitive fear. It was like a shadow given terrible life, but wrong — all angles that shouldn’t exist and depths that hurt to look at directly.

“Thirty seconds!” Sparrow’s voice had taken on a slightly hysterical edge.

“Now!” Solaris commanded. “Nyx, on my mark!”

The void wolf’s galaxy eyes blazed as she gathered her power.

“Ready when you are, Sunshine.”

“Cypress?”

“Earth is responding,” the elemental wolf confirmed, his tattoos glowing brightly. “Just say when.”

I watched them coordinate, feeling increasingly useless in my designated role of path-clearer. My wolf pushed harder against my control, insisting it could handle whatever corruption the energy carried.

“Fifteen seconds!”

“Liam,” Nyx’s voice carried a warning edge. “Don’t even think about it. We can handle this if we work together.”

“Like we handled that training session?” I shot back, unable to help myself. “Some of us actually know how to fight without relying on tricks.”

“Ten seconds!”

“Are you seriously bringing that up now?” Nyx’s void energy flickered with irritation. “For the last time, using all my power isn’t cheating. It’s being smart!”

“Five!”

The argument had distracted me — a rookie mistake I’d never have made in the Underground. I didn’t notice the tendril of darkness that had separated from the main mass until it was too late.

It shot toward me with impossible speed, carrying an energy signature that promised corruption and pain.

There wasn’t time to dodge.

My shadows tried to rise in defense, but the dark power seemed to cut through them like they weren’t even there. I had just enough time to think before the attack reached me.

Well, this is going to hurt.

The last thing I heard was Sparrow screaming my name.

Then everything went black.


Chasing Survival
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~SPARROW~


Time seemed to slow as I watched the corrupted tendril race toward Liam.

My body moved before my mind could process what I was doing, hand thrust forward through the protective cube my wolves had created around me. The barrier parted like water at my touch, recognizing me as its master rather than its ward.

“No!” The word tore from my throat as power surged through me.

Shadows — not the corrupted darkness attacking us, but true shadow magic — poured from my fingertips, wrapping around Liam in a protective cocoon mere seconds before the tendril struck. I realize it triggered his shift, watching a wolf of shadows begin to take shape and blend with my barrier, but I couldn’t bask in the beauty of his shift.

The impact made reality shiver, and suddenly I was between.

Just like when I’d fallen through the rift, the world shifted into something more real than reality itself. But this was different from my first transition. Here in the academy, where magic saturated every crystal and stone, the spirit realm blazed with unprecedented clarity.

Everything existed in stark contrasts – deep blacks and brilliant whites, blood reds and ethereal teals. Regular students appeared as simple white silhouettes with cores of varying colors denoting their court affiliations. The academy’s walls pulsed with teal lines of protective magic, creating a lattice of power that reminded me of computer circuit boards.

My wolves, though… they took my breath away.

Liam blazed like a dark star, shadow magic coating him in layers of deepest black shot through with silver.

Nyx’s form rippled with void energy that bent light itself around her, creating patches of absolute nothing that somehow still managed to glow.

Solaris burned so brightly he was almost painful to look at, pure light radiating from his core in waves of gold and white.

Cypress was a symphony of colors, each element within him moving in perfect harmony with the others.

But more importantly, I could see the attack for what it truly was — not just corruption, but manipulation. The dark tendrils weren’t random chaos; they were puppets, all connected to a single source by threads of tainted magic.

My eyes followed these threads, tracking them through walls and floors, watching them wind through the academy’s magical infrastructure like parasitic vines.

They all led to a single point, a nexus of power that pulsed with malevolent purpose.

“It’s coming from the Advanced Realm Walking classroom,” I said, my voice echoing strangely in this between-space. “Everything connects there. Someone’s using the natural thinness between realms in that location to channel this power.”

My wolves’ heads snapped toward me, their magical signatures flaring with surprise. In this state, I could see their energy responding to my voice, reaching for me instinctively through our pack bonds.

“Sparrow?” Nyx’s galaxy eyes had become literal galaxies in this view, swirling with cosmic power. “How are you doing this?”

“More importantly,” Solaris added, his form barely contained by physical boundaries, “how are you seeing the magical pathways? That’s high-level Aether Court magic.”

“Questions later,” I said, noting how the threads of power were beginning to pulse more rapidly. “We need to get to that classroom. Now.”

“But your barrier—” Cypress started.

“Was never meant to contain me,” I finished with power oozing into my voice while stepping fully out of their protective cube. In this spirit-sight view, I could see how their different magics had woven together, creating something beautiful but ultimately unnecessary. “I’m not the one who needs protection right now.”

Liam — or maybe it was his wolf — still encased in my shadow shield, stared at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. His magical signature reached for mine, shadow calling to shadow, but there was something else there too — a recognition that went beyond court magic.

You can see it all, can’t you? The paths between realms, the flow of power…

Surprised to hear the depth of his rumbling voice gave off a different entity, the best thing I could do was nod. This wasn’t the time to ask questions or figure out why this was happening. We had to get on the move, which was why I was already moving toward our destination.

The corrupted threads were pulling tighter, suggesting whatever was controlling them was preparing for something big.

“Then lead the way,” Nyx said, void energy coiling around her like excited serpents. “We’ll follow.”

Having her immediate support was more reassuring than I’d admit. She didn’t question why I could do these things. She simply wanted to follow, trusting my instincts will lead us to where we needed to be.

I appreciate that…a lot.

“Three minutes past class time,” I noted with grim amusement as we began to move. It felt odd to try and decipher between these two worlds — like tipping between reality in real-time and this unique world of slowness and accuracy. “Think Lord Helios will accept ‘fighting corrupted magic’ as an excuse for tardiness?”

“Only one way to find out,” Cypress replied, his elemental powers leaving trails of harmonious energy in our wake.

We raced through the academy’s halls, following the dark threads that only I could see. Regular students appeared as bright blurs in my spirit sight, scattering out of our path as we ran.

The academy’s magic responded to our presence, crystal walls pulsing with recognition as we passed.

The closer we got to the classroom, the more concentrated the threads became. They twisted together into thick ropes of power that made my skin crawl just looking at them. Whatever waited for us in that room, it was old.

Ancient. And very, very angry.

“I sense three signatures entering the classroom,” Nyx called out as we raced through the chaos-filled corridors, her galaxy eyes seeing beyond normal vision. “Maybe four. Energy patterns are too chaotic to get a clear read.”

“Academy handbook, section three, paragraph two,” Solaris recited, his sun-bright energy creating a path through the darkness. “All professors must observe a five-minute grace period for student arrival.”

“Great,” Cypress panted, his elemental tattoos pulsing with effort. “Because we’ve got exactly three minutes before even that deadline expires.”

My attention split between maintaining the protective shadow bubble around Liam – who was radiating frustration so strongly I could practically taste it – and navigating the increasingly congested hallways.

Corrupted shadows writhed along the walls like living things, while panicked students created magical bottlenecks with their uncontrolled power releases.

The strain of holding Liam’s shield was beginning to take its toll.

Each pulse of magic sent waves of exhaustion through me, but I couldn’t risk releasing him. Not when I could still see the corruption targeting court-specific magic.

His wolf form would be like a beacon to these things.

“I know you hate this,” I muttered, knowing he could hear me through the barrier. “But please trust me.”

His only response was a low growl that made his shadows dance agitatedly against my protective magic.

A soft sound drew my attention downward, and my heart leaped at the sight of familiar ruby eyes. The white fox sat primly amid chaos, its pristine fur somehow untouched by the darkness swirling around us.

“You!” I couldn’t help the joy in my voice as I scooped up my mysterious guardian. “Where have you been? No, wait, never mind that. We need to get to class but everything’s blocked and⁠—”

The fox’s eyes shifted from deep red to that haunting cyan teal — I remembered the shift in shades from my first transition between realms. Its form began to change, its body elongating and shifting until a pure white snake coiled around my wrist.

“Oh!” I gasped as its scales touched my skin. Where its body made contact, magic surged through me like liquid starlight.

An intricate pattern began to form on my flesh – the masterpiece of a skull magical artistry, decorated with flowers that seemed to grow and move across my skin. A crown perched atop the skull’s brow, its points sharp enough to draw blood yet beautiful enough to make my breath catch.

This mark again…

The design radiated power – not just shadow or starlight, but something older. Something that felt like it had waited centuries to mark me as its own.

The snake hissed, its body beginning to glow with increasing intensity.

The light built until it was almost blinding, then suddenly…

Everything stopped.

The chaos in the hallway froze mid-motion, corrupted shadows hanging suspended like dark sculptures. Students stood like statues, their faces caught in various expressions of panic and confusion. Even the very air seemed to have paused, creating an eerie stillness that felt both wrong and incredibly right.

Only my wolves and I remained mobile, our powers creating ripples in the frozen time around us.

“What did you do?” Nyx breathed, her galaxy eyes wide with wonder.

“I think,” I said slowly, watching the snake’s scales shimmer with satisfaction, “it just gave us a shortcut.”

The new mark on my wrist pulsed with ancient power, sending waves of energy through me that felt like possibility itself. A clear path had opened before us, reality-bending aside to create a direct route to our classroom.

“Well,” Cypress said after a moment, his elemental tattoos shifting rapidly as they tried to analyze what was happening, “I guess we’re not going to be late after all.”

“Assuming time is actually passing while everything’s frozen,” Solaris added, his sun-bright energy crackling with curiosity.

The snake flicked its tongue at them, somehow managing to look smug.

“We should move,” I said, feeling the power maintaining this pause in reality ripple slightly. “I don’t think this is permanent.”

“What about the corruption?” Nyx asked, gesturing to the frozen tendrils of darkness. “We can’t just leave it⁠—”

“One problem at a time,” I cut her off, already moving forward. I didn’t mean to sound so rough but the nagging pull of exhaustion was beginning to pound through my mind, warning me that I wouldn’t be able to do all of this for long. This was my first time doing any of this, but my instincts never led me astray. Not in the past and most certainly not now. “First class, then we deal with whatever’s trying to tear holes between realms.”

The snake tightened slightly around my wrist in what felt like approval.

As we moved through the frozen chaos, following the path that had opened for us, I could feel Liam’s energy shift from frustration to something more contemplative.

His shadows reached for mine through the barrier, not fighting now but… questioning.

I knew we’d have to talk about this – about trust and protection and the balance between them. But for now, we had a class to get to and I couldn’t be distracted.

I had a feeling Lord Helios was going to have quite a few questions about our dramatic entrance, that is, if we could locate this class through this coiled madness of darkness.

We reached the classroom doors just as reality began to flicker around us, time struggling to restart its natural flow. The effort of maintaining Liam’s shield while running through the frozen chaos had drained me more than I wanted to admit.

My legs buckled, my vision swimming with exhaustion.

Cypress caught me before I could fall, his elemental energy steady and grounding.

“I’ve got you, Star Girl.”

“Sparrow?” Nyx’s galaxy eyes filled with concern as she moved closer. “You’re pale as moonlight.”

“Are you alright?” Solaris added, his sun-bright power reaching out instinctively to offer warmth and support.

“I’m fine,” I tried to wave off their concern, though the room wouldn’t stop spinning. “Just need a moment to—” My words cut off as I lifted my head to look into the classroom.

Through my spirit-sight, something was terribly wrong with the energies flowing through the space.

Where the academy’s normal magical current flowed in organized patterns of teal and white, the classroom’s energy signature was… distorted.

It moved against the natural flow, creating discordant ripples that made my newly awakened senses scream in warning.

Even worse, what should have been Lord Helios’s blindingly bright aether energy was somehow muted, wrong, like looking at a sun through muddy water.

“This isn’t right,” I murmured, the snake-turned-fox shifting restlessly against my skin. “The energy patterns are all wrong. Even Helios doesn’t feel like himself.”

“What do you mean?” Nyx asked, trying to peer through the doorway with her void-sensitive vision. “I mean, yes, something feels off, but…”

“I can’t explain it exactly,” I frowned, watching the corrupted energy patterns twist in ways that defied natural law. “It’s like…imagine sheet music where all the notes are slightly out of tune. Everything looks correct at first glance, but when you actually listen…”

“The harmony is wrong,” Solaris finished, his own power flaring as he tried to sense what I was seeing. “But without your spirit-sight, we can only catch glimpses of the discord.”

Liam’s energy pulsed against my shield, and I could feel his frustrated concern. He couldn’t speak through the barrier, but his shadows managed to convey his meaning well enough.

Something was very wrong here.

The white snake unwound itself from my wrist, shifting back into its fox form before dropping gracefully to the floor. Its ruby eyes shifted to that haunting cyan teal as it looked up at me expectantly.

A quick glance at my hologram showed barely a minute left before even the grace period expired.

“We have two choices,” I said, straightening despite my exhaustion. “Either we go into that classroom where something is clearly wrong with both the energy patterns and Lord Helios himself, or…” I gestured to where the fox was already padding down a different corridor, “We follow my mysterious friend here and probably get in serious trouble for missing class.”

“Oh please,” Nyx snorted, her galaxy eyes sparkling despite the tension. “Like there’s even a choice. I haven’t survived this long by ignoring void-touched instincts.”

“Following the magical fox familiar down the suspicious hallway it is,” Cypress grinned, his elemental tattoos shifting into more alert patterns. “Though maybe we should move fast? Time magic isn’t exactly stable.”

“We’re really doing this?” Solaris asked though he was already moving to follow the fox. “Deliberately skipping Lord Helios’s class to follow a shape-shifting familiar spirit guide?”

“Would you rather walk into whatever mess is waiting in that classroom?” I countered, feeling Liam’s energy signal reluctant agreement through our bond.

The fox looked back at us, its ethereal eyes somehow managing to convey impatience. Around us, the frozen time was beginning to crack, reality pushing to resume its natural flow.

“Forty-five seconds,” I noted, already moving out of Cypress and Solaris’ grasp with newfound energy to follow our guide. The adrenaline of making it to the classroom on time outweighed how tired and heavy I felt. “Anyone who wants to play it safe should probably head into class now.”

“And miss whatever chaos you’re about to cause?” Nyx fell into step beside me, void energy swirling excitedly. “Not a chance.”

“Where you go, we go,” Cypress added, still helping support my weight as we moved.

Solaris sighed dramatically but kept pace.

“The things I do for pack bonds.”

I could feel Liam’s frustrated acceptance through our connection. He didn’t like this – any of this – but he understood the wrongness we were sensing. His shadows curled protectively around my shield, adding his strength to the barrier.

The fox led us deeper into the academy’s winding corridors, each turn taking us further from the designated classroom. My spirit-sight showed cleaner energy patterns this way, untainted by whatever was corrupting the original room.

“Thirty seconds,” I muttered, watching reality continue to fracture around us. “Please tell me you know where you’re taking us?”

The fox’s only response was to pick up its pace, leading us toward what appeared to be a dead end.

“Um, Sparrow?” Solaris called from behind us. “I don’t mean to question your spirit guide, but that’s definitely a wall.”

The fox sat down before the solid crystal barrier, its eyes shifting back to ruby red as it looked at me expectantly.

“Twenty seconds,” I whispered, feeling power pulse through the skull mark on my wrist. “I really hope you know what you’re doing.”

Time resumed its natural flow with a sound like shattering glass.
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The seemingly solid wall before us began to shimmer at our rapid approach — its crystalline surface rippling like disturbed water.

The fox’s ruby eyes glowed brighter, shifting between ruby and cyan in anticipation of what we were about to do. I felt the skull mark on my wrist pulse in response; Magic surged through the air, thick enough to taste – like ozone and starlight mixed with something older, something that spoke of ancient pathways and hidden doors.

“Trust me?” I shouted to my wolves, though we were already out of time.

Their energies wrapped around me in response, four different courts’ powers harmonizing into something greater than their parts. Even Liam, still contained within my shield, managed to send a pulse of shadow-wrapped affirmation, giving me the added push to divine the odds presented before us.

We hit the wall at full speed — only it wasn’t a wall anymore.

The crystal surface parted like liquid mercury, cool and thick as we passed through. The sensation was different from regular portal travel, more like swimming through pure magic. Colors swirled around us in impossible patterns, each wolf’s power creating unique ripples in the fabric of reality.

The transition lasted both an eternity and no time at all.

We emerged into a classroom that defied conventional architecture, skidding to a stop on floors that seemed to be made of captured twilight. Hundreds of candles floated at various heights, their flames burning in colors that shouldn’t exist.

Each one casts multiple shadows, creating layers of light and dark that danced across walls that couldn’t quite decide if they were solid.

“Well,” Nyx breathed heavily, her galaxy eyes wide as she took in our surroundings, “this is definitely not the regular classroom.”

She was right.

Instead of the standard academy setup, this space felt ancient and powerful.

Pillars of pure crystal rose from floor to ceiling, each one containing what looked like captured stars. The air itself felt charged with potential as if the room was waiting for something — or someone.

“Are we sure this was the right choice?” Solaris asked, his sun-bright energy flickering nervously. “We appear to be the only ones here.”

The white fox, seemingly unbothered by our concerns, leaped gracefully onto one of the pillars. It sat there regally, those impossible eyes shifting between ruby and cyan as it watched us expectantly.

Guess we’re on our own with this one.

“We’re in the right place,” I said with absolute certainty, though I couldn’t explain how I knew. The skull mark on my wrist hummed with confirmation, sending waves of ancient power through my veins. It was the boost I needed after feeling so drained earlier.

Adrenaline still pumped through me, and I’m sure it would remain until I knew we were all safe and sound.

“How can you be sure?” Cypress asked, his elemental tattoos shifting rapidly as they tried to analyze our surroundings.

Instead of answering, I closed my eyes and held my breath, just as I had when falling between realms. The world shifted, colors bleeding away until only energy remained.

I pushed past the immediate signatures — my wolves’ brilliant power, the room’s ambient magic, even my own swirling mixture of shadow and starlight.

There — a pulse of pure celestial energy — carefully hidden beneath layers of concealment magic. It called to something in me, like a star recognizing its own light.

Lord Helios’s power sang through the veils of illusion, drawing me forward like a moth to the most beautiful flame.

I moved without opening my eyes, trusting my other senses to guide me.

The wolves’ energy signatures flared with concern as I walked toward the pillar where the fox sat, but I barely noticed. All I could feel was that familiar aether power, wrapped in mysteries but unmistakable to my awakened senses.

In this state of between, where reality was more suggestion than law, I reached out with confidence, going on my tiptoes.

As though what I craved was too tall for me to reach.

My hand found what felt like a cheek — warm skin humming with celestial energy. The touch sent sparks of power racing through my arm, making the skull mark blaze with responding light.

“Well done, my star,” Helios’s voice whispered through the veil of magic, his hand covering mine where it rested against his cheek. The contact sent waves of warmth through my entire being, like standing in the first light of dawn.

My Star…

I’m sure those words were meant for me and me alone, and it felt good to keep that little tidbit for myself to acknowledge and reminisce on when I finally got the chance.

I released my breath, allowing reality to crash back into focus.

My wolves gasped in unified shock as the illusion shattered, revealing Lord Helios exactly where I’d known he would be. His perfect features held an expression I’d never seen before – something softer than his usual imperial mask, though no less powerful.

Immense pride.

The smile he gave me made my heart stutter in my chest.

It transformed his face from mere perfection into something almost unbearably beautiful, like trying to look directly at the sun. His iridescent robes shifted through impossible colors as he stepped closer, though he made no move to release my hand from his cheek.

“Congratulations,” he said, his voice carrying harmonics that made the very air vibrate with pleasure. “You’ve successfully completed your first trial.”

“Trial?” Nyx found her voice first, though her galaxy eyes kept darting between Helios and me with growing interest. “You mean this was all planned?”

“Of course,” Helios replied, finally stepping back just like the immense power dancing around him, though his eyes never left mine. “Did you really think I would allow corrupt magic to infiltrate my classroom? The other students are currently experiencing their own versions of this test, though,” his perfect lips curved in another devastating smile, “none quite as… dramatically as your group.”

“The corruption in the hallway,” Solaris began, understanding dawning in his sun-bright eyes. “The wrong energy in the original classroom…”

“All carefully crafted illusions,” Helios confirmed. “Designed to test not just your magical abilities, but your instincts. Your willingness to trust each other, and more importantly,” his iridescent eyes found mine again, “your ability to see beyond surface appearances to deeper truths.”

The white fox chirped smugly from its perch, looking entirely too pleased with itself.

“And my spirit guide? That’s what it is, right?” I asked though I had a feeling I knew the answer.

“A manifestation of ancient magic,” Helios explained, reaching out to scratch the fox behind its ears. It leaned into his touch like an old friend. “A familiar if you would believe in those folk terminologies. One that seems to have taken quite a liking to you.”

I felt the skull mark on my wrist pulse warmly, and understanding running through me. I kept my voice as low as I could, hoping my words could remain between us — willing my words to be cloaked with my mental intentions.

“It’s yours, isn’t it? Or… part of you?”

His smile turned mysterious, and he catches onto my spoken words because his came out cloaked for my ears alone.

“It is now as much yours as mine, little star. A bridge between our powers, just as you are a bridge between realms.”

“Um…are they speaking ancient tongue?” Cypress questioned, though I felt he already knew the answer.

“Mhmm,” Nyx confirmed. “Guess that’s none of our business.”

“Can’t complain there,” Solaris admitted.

I was glad they weren’t too nosey to figure out what had been said. I could feel their different reactions – Nyx’s amused interest, Cypress’s analytical curiosity, Solaris’s complex mixture of respect and concern, and Liam’s…

“Oh!” I gasped, suddenly remembering the shadow shield still containing our brooding wolf. “I should probably…”

With a gesture, I dissolved the protective barrier around Liam. He materialized fully, his shadows coiling tight around him as he fought for control.

“Peace, wolf,” Helios said, his voice carrying a subtle command. “Your protective instincts do you credit, but she is quite safe here.”

Liam’s only response was a low growl, though he made no aggressive moves.

“Now then,” Helios continued, and waited a few added seconds to let his hand drop from my shoulder, realizing he’d been keeping me steady when I’d moved with my intentions of releasing Liam from the protective bubble.

His robes shifted through colors that shouldn’t exist as he moved to what appeared to be a teacher’s podium.

“Shall we begin your first lesson in proper realm walking? I believe you’ve already demonstrated a natural talent for it.”

As my wolves moved to take seats that materialized from pure magic, I couldn’t help but feel that we’d passed more than just an academic trial. Something had shifted – in the magic, in our pack dynamics, and most definitely in whatever was growing between Lord Helios and me.

The fox jumped down from its pillar to wind around my ankles, its fur briefly shifting to display the same skull pattern that marked my wrist before settling back to pure white.

I decided to take my seat as well, settling in and doing my best to stay attentive. It was tricky as the lesson went on, but I did my best, wanting to give a good impression, especially knowing how strict Helios was when it came to how his time was spent.

“—and so the key to successful realm walking lies not in brute force or raw power, but in understanding the natural pathways that already exist between—” Lord Helios’s lecture cut off as the far wall rippled violently, distorting like a poorly executed portal spell.

Lady Aurora burst through first, her perfect hair distinctly less perfect and her court robes showing signs of magical combat. Five other students stumbled after her, all looking similarly disheveled.

They practically fell into the classroom, magic leaking from them in uncontrolled bursts.

“Lord Helios!” Aurora straightened immediately upon seeing him, attempting to smooth her appearance. “We made it! You wouldn’t believe what we had to overcome! There were these terrible shadow creatures in the halls, and poor Jasmine almost got absorbed by a void rift, and Timothy actually did get pulled into some sort of pocket dimension⁠—”

“We had to figure out how to combine our court magics just to survive,” one of her companions added breathlessly. “The corruption was everywhere, and then the wall wouldn’t let us through until we⁠—”

“Wait,” Nyx cut in, her galaxy eyes sparkling with barely contained amusement. “Are you talking about the trial illusions? The ones we cleared through about…” She made a show of checking an imaginary watch, “fifty-five minutes ago?”

Aurora’s perfect features twisted with indignation as her eyes scanned the room to realize her company.

“Impossible! No one could have⁠—”

“Actually,” Cypress spoke up, his elemental tattoos dancing with subtle mirth, “we not only made it through but did it within the five-minute grace period. Didn’t even lose any students to pocket dimensions.”

“Though Liam did almost get corrupted,” Solaris added helpfully, earning a dark glare from our shadow wolf.

“You’re lying,” Aurora insisted, her Aether magic flaring erratically. “We followed every protocol, analyzed every threat⁠—”

“Which is precisely why you failed,” Lord Helios’s voice cut through the chaos like a blade of pure light. His iridescent robes shifted through dangerous colors as he rose from his position at the podium. “This was not a test of protocols or procedures. It was an evaluation of instinct, of understanding the natural flow of power between realms.”

The late arrivals stared at him in growing horror as understanding dawned.

“But…but we fought so hard to get here,” one of them protested weakly.

“Indeed. And in doing so, you missed the entire point of the lesson.” Helios’s perfect features arranged themselves into an expression of academic disappointment. “You are now fifty-five minutes late to a sixty-minute class. The essential principles have been covered, the practical demonstrations completed.”

“We can catch up,” Aurora stepped forward, her voice taking on that harmonious quality she used when trying to be persuasive. “If you’d just give us a chance to⁠—”

“You are interrupting the conclusion of my class,” Helios stated flatly, his power filling the room with subtle pressure. “The other students managed to arrive within the designated grace period, complete their first practical trial, and absorb an hour’s worth of crucial information about realm walking theory.”

Aurora’s face had gone pale, while her companions seemed to be trying to fade into the background.

“There is no point in you remaining for the final five minutes,” Helios continued, his iridescent eyes cold. “You have missed the foundational knowledge required for future lessons. I suggest you use your time more wisely in preparing for tomorrow’s class, assuming you still wish to pursue this course of study.”

“Of course we do!” Aurora’s voice had taken on a slightly desperate edge. “Please, my Lord, if you’d just⁠—”

“Your continued presence is disrupting my students’ concentration,” Helios cut her off again, this time with finality. “Good day, Lady Aurora. Perhaps tomorrow you will better understand the difference between fighting against magic and working with it.”

The dismissal was unmistakable.

Aurora’s face flushed with humiliation as she turned to leave, her followers trailing after her like wilted flowers. They disappeared through the wall with considerably less drama than their entrance, leaving behind only the lingering scent of failure and wounded pride.

“Now then,” Helios turned back to us, his perfect features softening slightly as his eyes met mine. “Where were we? Ah yes, the natural pathways between realms. As demonstrated perfectly earlier.”

The white fox, which had been watching the entire exchange from its perch near my feet, made a sound suspiciously like a snicker.

I couldn’t help but notice how the skull mark on my wrist pulsed warmly at Helios’s praise, sending little shivers of power through my veins. Staring at my wrist also reminded me of the bracelet — its tattooed-like appearance reminding me that it would have turned into physical property if I was in danger.

This means the trial was never made to truly harm us…or else the bracelet would have shown up and protected me as Aetheron mentioned. Interesting.

Something told me Advanced Realm Walking was going to be a very interesting class indeed.
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“I‘m literally dying of hunger,” Cypress announced as we gathered our things, his elemental tattoos shifting to duller colors that somehow managed to convey starvation. “Do you think the cafeteria has actual food, or just like…magical energy pellets?”

“After that class, I’d eat either,” Nyx admitted, stretching like a satisfied cat. “Though I vote for real food. Using void energy really works up an appetite.”

“Sparrow?” Solaris turned to me, his sun-bright energy reaching out with concern. “You should eat something too. You look…”

“Like death warmed over?” Nyx supplied helpfully, her galaxy eyes scanning me with growing worry. “Because you really do, Star Girl. All that power usage is catching up with you.”

I waved off their concern, though truthfully, the room had started doing slow spins whenever I moved too quickly.

“I’m fine. Lord Helios asked me to stay behind for a few minutes anyway. You all go ahead to the cafeteria. I’ll catch up.”

“Ten minutes,” Nyx said firmly, her void energy brushing against mine in what felt like a health check. “If you’re not there in ten minutes, I’m coming back with snacks and will force-feed you.”

That made me grin weakly at the mere idea.

“Such a mother hen,” I teased, though the words came out more breathless than I’d intended.

“Someone has to be,” she shot back, though I could see how her eyes filled with immense worry. I’m sure she was going on with this bickering so she wouldn’t worry the others. “Since you clearly have zero self-preservation instincts.”

Cypress wrapped me in a quick hug, his elemental energy lending me strength even through the brief contact. It was unexpected entirely, but having the touch of intimacy really made me feel a tad better.

More balanced.

“Don’t push too hard, okay? Even stars need to rest sometimes.”

Solaris followed with his own embrace, his warmth chasing away some of the exhaustion-induced chills.

“We’ll save you a seat. Try not to start any magical revolutions before lunch?”

“No promises,” I managed a weak smile.

Nyx was next to give me a tight hug, rubbing my back for further comfort.

“You really saved us during the trial, Sparrow,” there was rooted sincerity in her voice. “Thanks for pushing yourself for us.”

“Always.” I may still lack knowledge of everything an Omega does, but protecting the people I care about has never been a problem for me.

Only Liam remained, his shadows coiled tight around him like armor.

The others picked up on the tension, exchanging knowing looks before making themselves scarce. The white fox, which had been dozing near my feet, opened one ruby eye to observe the impending confrontation.

“Liam—” I started, but he cut me off.

“Don’t.” His voice was tight with barely controlled emotion. “Just don’t.”

“No, we need to talk about what happened,” I pressed, forcing myself to stand straighter despite the exhaustion weighing me down. “That wasn’t like you, rushing in without thinking⁠—”

“Without thinking?” His shadows flared with indignation. “I was trying to protect you!”

“By getting yourself corrupted? By ignoring everyone’s warnings about the danger?” The words came out sharper than intended, fueled by leftover fear from seeing that dark energy racing toward him. “Since when does the great shadow wolf, or more importantly, my partner in chaos, act so recklessly?”

His eyes narrowed dangerously.

“I don’t need lectures about reckless behavior from someone who just drained herself to the point of collapse playing magical hero.”

Point of collapsing my ass! I’m here, standing before him, aren’t I?

The fact he’d make it seem like I was some weakling was grinding my gears.

“That’s different⁠—”

“Is it?” He stepped closer, his power pressing against mine. “You’re barely standing, Sparrow. I can feel how weak you are through our connection. The others are giving you benefit of the doubt, but I’m not going to act like I’m blind. But sure, lecture me about being reckless.”

“At least my actions protected someone!” I snapped, frustration making my voice crack. “You were just being stubborn and proud! Do you have any idea what that corruption could have done to you? Aurora’s group lost people during this trial! Actual students who might be trapped in pocket dimensions or worse!”

“Clearly, the trial was some fake shit. They aren’t dead or anything. Besides, I survived just fine in the Underground without your commentary,” he snarled, shadows writhing around him. “I don’t need it now.”

A bitter laugh escaped me, though it might have been closer to a sob.

“Fine. Message received loud and clear. Next time you’re about to get stabbed by corrupted magic, I’ll shut my female ass up and let you handle it. Since you’re doing just fine without me.”

The words hung between us like physical things, sharp and poisonous.

Liam’s face went through a complex series of emotions before settling on cold anger. Without another word, he turned and stalked away, his shadows leaving frost in their wake.

I was left to stand there, fighting for breath while my body trembled, feeling as if the bits of warmth left within me had been stolen away.

“Well, that went well,” I muttered to myself, though the room had started spinning again. The fox made a sympathetic sound at my feet, but I didn’t want to look down in case that made the dizziness a lot worse.

The argument had taken what little energy I had left.

Black spots danced at the edges of my vision as I tried to make my way back to my desk. My legs felt like they were made of water, refusing to support my weight properly.

“I just need to sit…” I mumbled, but the darkness was closing in faster now.

The fox’s concerned yip seemed to come from very far away, the world itself easily fading away, making me wonder if I’d drop into another realm if I didn’t stop myself from falling into this swirling darkness.

The last thing I felt was strong arms catching me as consciousness slipped away, the scent of pine, lake waters, and what could have been sandalwood drifted to my nostrils. My power recognized I was safe in the arms of whoever held me, but I couldn’t decipher who it was in my mind that was slipping away.

A familiar voice cursed softly above me, the words carrying harmonics of genuine worry.

“Foolish wolf and my stubborn star,” Lord Helios murmured as I fell into darkness. “Always pushing yourself too far…”

Then even his voice faded, and I knew no more.
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She felt impossibly light in my arms, like starlight given fragile form.

I caught her before she could crumple completely, gathering her against my chest as her consciousness faded. Heat radiated from her skin — not the normal warmth of exhaustion, but the burning fever that came from pushing magical limits too far.

“Reckless little star,” I murmured, carrying her to what appeared to be a simple academy desk. At my approach, the furniture transformed, reality-bending to my will until a proper bed materialized, complete with silk sheets that shimmered with healing magic.

As I laid her down, my power automatically reached for hers, assessing the damage. The strain was obvious — she hadn’t just realm-walked herself but had forcibly dragged that stubborn wolf along, shielding him from the corruption that would have shredded his essence. The fact that she’d maintained that level of protection while still participating in class was…impressive.

Foolish, but impressive.

“Arrogant pup,” I muttered, thinking of the shadow wolf’s wounded pride. “More ego than power, yet she nearly drained herself protecting you.”

My fingers brushed her forehead, feeling the fever burn hotter. Her power responded to my touch instinctively, reaching for my celestial energy like a flower seeking sun.

The white fox jumped onto the bed, curling protectively near her feet. Its ruby eyes met mine with something like an accusation.

“Oh, don’t give me that look,” I told it. “The trial was necessary. Though I admit, I didn’t expect her to expend quite so much energy shielding her wolf.” A slight smile curved my lips. “She’s rather protective of them all, isn’t she?”

Movement in the corner of the room drew my attention, though I didn’t bother turning around.

“Are you going to join us properly, or continue lurking in the shadows watching me tend to your Omega?”

Lady Nyx materialized from the darkness, her galaxy eyes fixed on Sparrow’s unconscious form.

“Impressive that you noticed me. Most can’t detect my void presence when I don’t wish to be found.”

“Most aren’t a Lord like me,” I replied simply, watching as she approached the bed. The void wolf moved with predatory grace, but there was nothing but concern in her expression as she reached for Sparrow.

“Your void doppelganger in the cafeteria is quite convincing,” I noted as she checked Sparrow’s temperature with a gentle hand. “The others won’t notice the substitution.”

“They’re too busy arguing about lunch options to notice much of anything,” Nyx said dryly, though her galaxy eyes never left Sparrow’s face. “Though I should probably have it order something substantial. She’s going to need real food when she wakes up, not just magical energy.”

I studied the void wolf thoughtfully.

Her power was impressive – maintaining a perfect duplicate of herself while hiding her true presence spoke of skill far beyond her apparent age.

“You’ve been watching over her since she arrived, haven’t you?”

Nyx’s lips curved in a slight smile.

“Someone has to. The boys are too busy posturing and competing to notice when she’s pushing herself too hard.” She shot me a knowing look. “Though I suspect you’ve been keeping your own eye on her.”

“She’s my student,” I said neutrally, though we both knew it was far more complicated than that.

“Mmhmm,” Nyx hummed noncommittally, her void energy gently probing Sparrow’s magical reserves. “And I’m just a simple void wolf who happened to bond with the most powerful Omega in centuries. We all have our stories, Lord Helios.”

The fox chirped what sounded suspiciously like agreement, making both of us look at it.

“Even your celestial manifestation is fond of her,” Nyx observed, reaching out to scratch behind the fox’s ears. It allowed the touch, which was unusual — normally it only tolerated contact from Sparrow or myself. “Though I suppose that’s not surprising, given…everything.”

I raised an eyebrow at her careful phrasing.

“You seem remarkably well-informed about certain matters, Lady Nyx.”

She met my gaze steadily, galaxy eyes swirling with ancient knowledge.

“The void remembers what others forget, my Lord. And some of us pay attention to more than just court politics and power plays.”

Before I could respond, Sparrow stirred slightly in her sleep, power pulsing erratically. Both Nyx and I reached for her instinctively — void and celestial energy working in unexpected harmony to soothe her distress.

“She’s going to be quite cross when she wakes up,” Nyx said softly, brushing a strand of hair from Sparrow’s forehead. “She hates appearing weak.”

“Then we’ll simply have to convince her that accepting help isn’t a weakness,” I replied, watching as my celestial magic wove with Nyx’s void energy, creating a healing matrix around our sleeping star.

For now, we allowed her a moment of rest, for the day was long and she’d need the strength for the remaining classes of the day.

Sleep, my little star. You’ve earned it.


Depths Of The Void
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~NYX~


“Your power runs deeper than you let others see,” Lord Helios observed quietly as we maintained our healing energies around Sparrow. “I wonder why someone of your capabilities chooses to hide behind chaos and mischief.”

I kept my eyes fixed on Sparrow’s sleeping form, not wanting to meet his all-too-perceptive gaze.

“I don’t hide anything,” I said, though the words felt hollow even to my own ears. “I simply am who I am.”

“Are you?” His harmonious voice carried centuries of understanding. “Because I see someone who deliberately downplays their mastery of void magic. Someone who uses pranks and rebellion to deflect attention from their true potential.”

My galaxy eyes flickered involuntarily to his face, finding his iridescent gaze fixed on me with unsettling insight.

“With all due respect, my Lord, you don’t know me.”

“Don’t I?” He adjusted the healing matrix around Sparrow with delicate precision. “I know what it’s like to be different. To feel as though you don’t quite fit into the neat categories others have created.”

Something in his tone made my carefully maintained barriers waver.

“The mighty Lord Helios? An outcast?” I couldn’t keep the bitter edge from my voice. “Somehow I doubt you’ve ever known what it’s like to be truly unwanted.”

“Haven’t I?” His perfect features arranged themselves into an expression of such profound understanding that I had to look away. “To feel as though your very existence challenges others’ comfortable assumptions about how the world should work?”

My void energy flickered erratically, betraying my emotional state.

“It’s different,” I muttered, focusing on stabilizing my contribution to the healing matrix. “You’re still… you’re…”

“Male?” He finished softly. “And therefore automatically granted certain privileges? Automatically assumed to be powerful and worthy of respect?”

The truth of his words hit too close to home. I fought to keep my power steady, to maintain the mask of casual irreverence I’d perfected over years of survival.

“Tell me, Lady Nyx,” he continued, his voice gentle but relentless, “do you downplay your abilities because you truly wish to, or because you’ve learned that a powerful female makes others uncomfortable?”

My hands trembled slightly where they hovered over Sparrow.

“I don’t…”

“You can maintain a perfect void duplicate while simultaneously concealing your true presence from some of the most magically sensitive beings in our realm,” he noted. “Your understanding of void mechanics rivals masters thrice your age. Yet you let others believe you’re nothing more than a trouble-making wolf who occasionally dabbles in void magic.”

“Stop,” I whispered, the word carrying more vulnerability than I’d intended.

“Why?” He pressed, though his tone remained kind. “Because I’m seeing too clearly? Because someone is finally acknowledging that your ‘chaos‘ is a carefully constructed shield against a world that would rather you be small and manageable?”

Emotions I’d buried beneath years of practiced indifference threatened to surface. My galaxy eyes burned with unshed tears as I stared at my sleeping friend, at the Omega who had walked into our lives and somehow made me feel seen for the first time in centuries.

“Power like yours shouldn’t be hidden,” Helios said softly. “It shouldn’t be diminished to make others more comfortable with their own limitations.”

I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat, unable to voice the fear and loneliness that had shaped my existence. The constant pressure to be less, to shrink myself, to hide my true nature behind a façade of rebellious chaos.

His next words were barely a whisper, but they shook me to my core:

“You are not wrong for existing exactly as you are, Lady Nyx.”

The healing matrix around Sparrow wavered as my control slipped, void energy responding to my emotional turmoil. Helios’s celestial power compensated smoothly, supporting mine without taking over.

Just like that first day in the void court gardens, when I’d realized I would never fit their narrow definition of proper female behavior, tears slipped silently down my cheeks.

But this time, someone saw.

Someone understood.

And in the depths of those understanding eyes, I found something I’d never expected from the Lord of Aether Court.

Recognition.

“I was like you once,” Helios spoke softly, his perfect features softening with memory. “Young, gifted beyond measure, and so terribly angry at a world that seemed determined to force me into their predetermined molds.”

His iridescent robes shifted through darker colors, reflecting the weight of his words.

“The Aether Court expected perfection, not just in power, but in presentation. Everything had to be light and pure, pristine and controlled.” A bitter smile curved his lips. “But my magic…it burned too hot, too bright. It wasn’t the gentle illumination they wanted. It was wild, dangerous…beautiful in its intensity but frightening to those who preferred their light safely contained.”

My tears slowed as I listened, caught by the raw honesty in his voice. His celestial energy maintained its healing flow around Sparrow, but I could feel ancient pain bleeding through his usual perfect control.

“They tried everything to ‘fix’ me,” he continued, his harmonious voice carrying echoes of old wounds. “Binding spells to dampen my power, endless lectures about proper court behavior, constant reminders that I was bringing shame to my bloodline. My own father…” He paused, swallowing hard. “He suggested having my magic permanently sealed. Said it would be better to have a weak heir than an uncontrollable one.”

Unbelievable…

I couldn’t even fathom being in that situation. Sure, my parents dismissed me like the rest of the world, but to encourage the idea of sealing off his magic for the sake of being able to control him?

“What happened?” I whispered, galaxy eyes wide with horrified understanding.

“I broke,” he admitted quietly. “Shattered into pieces so small I thought I’d never be whole again. Considered walking into the Void realm and letting the nothingness take me. Anything to escape the constant pressure to be something I wasn’t.”

My heart panged at his submission, realizing how detrimental that could have been.

Not like I hadn’t thought of similar, but for someone as great as Lord of Aether Court admitting he wished to become one with the void realm and never return…was daunting.

His iridescent eyes grew distant, lost in memory.

“I was at my lowest point, standing at the border between courts, ready to step into oblivion. And then…” A smile touched his lips, transforming his face with genuine warmth. “Then I met someone who looked at all my jagged edges and saw beauty instead of flaws.”

My breath caught as understanding dawned.

“Lord Aetheron?”

He gave me a look, almost annoyed I caught on to it so easily, but he looked back at Sparrow while he got lost in the memory.

“He was just the shadow prince then,” Helios said softly. “Wild and unapologetic about his own nature. The first time he saw my power…my true power, not the carefully controlled version I showed the courts. He laughed with pure delight. Called it magnificent.”

The healing matrix around Sparrow pulsed with the emotion in his voice.

“He didn’t try to change me or contain me. He pushed me to burn brighter, to embrace every aspect of who I was. For the first time in my life, someone saw me…really saw me…and wasn’t afraid.”

“What happened to change that?” I asked though I suspected I knew.

Pain flickered across his perfect features.

“The courts happened. Politics happened. The Council’s rigid views on what relationships should look like…” He shook his head. “We let them separate us, let their fear and prejudice poison something beautiful. Well…maybe it was more so me who allowed it to tear us apart. It’s my greatest regret.”

He looked down at Sparrow’s sleeping form, something complex and tender crossing his face.

“But she… she reminds me of that time. When I was finally brave enough to be myself, consequences be damned. She has that same fire…that refusal to be diminished.”

I could see the sparks of admiration, as well as that hint of love I doubt he’d allow anyone to notice.

“Like someone else I know,” he added pointedly, meeting my galaxy eyes. “Someone who hides her true power behind pranks and chaos, just as I once hid mine behind perfect control.”

The white fox chirped softly, rubbing against my hand in what felt like encouragement.

“The difference,” Helios continued, his voice gaining strength, “is that you don’t have to make our mistakes. You don’t have to let them make you smaller. Be exactly who you are, Lady Nyx. All of your power, all of your complexity. Let them fear your greatness if they must.”

His iridescent eyes blazed with conviction.

“Because I see you, just as Aetheron once saw me. And you, my dear void wolf, are magnificent exactly as you are.”

The words hit me like a physical force, breaking down walls I’d built over centuries. Fresh tears fell, but these weren’t born of pain or loneliness. They felt like release – like finally being able to breathe after holding my breath for far too long.

“Thank you,” I whispered, the words carrying the weight of years of hiding, of pretending to be less than I was.

Helios simply nodded, understanding in his ancient eyes. Then his gaze shifted to the shadows near the door, a complex smile curving his perfect lips.

“Isn’t that right, old friend?” he called softly.

Lord Aetheron materialized from the darkness, his molten eyes holding centuries of shared history as they met Helios’s iridescent gaze.

“Always,” he replied simply, the single word carrying more meaning than volumes of poetry could express.

And in that moment, watching the way shadow and light reached for each other across centuries of separation,

I finally understood that being different wasn’t a flaw to be hidden.

It was a gift to be embraced.


Celestial Comfort And Revelations
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~SPARROW~


Consciousness returned like starlight piercing through eternal twilight.

The first sensation was warmth — not the fever-heat of magical exhaustion, but something more ethereal as if I were being bathed in pure celestial energy.

Around me, void magic danced in impossible patterns, creating auroras that shouldn’t exist in any mortal realm.

“Welcome back, Lady Sparrow,” Lord Helios’s harmonious voice carried undertones that made the very air vibrate.

The white fox perched regally atop his perfect hair, its ruby eyes gleaming with satisfaction as it batted playfully at his immaculate locks. The sight was so incongruous — the mighty Lord of Aether Court being used as a glorified fox pillow — that I couldn’t help but smile.

“I am so sorry,” I managed, heat flooding my cheeks as memory crashed back. “I didn’t realize the magic had drained me so completely. After arguing with Liam, everything started spinning and⁠—”

“And you performed feats of dimensional manipulation that most arch-mages spend lifetimes trying to achieve,” he interrupted, his iridescent robes shifting through colors that somehow managed to convey both academic interest and barely concealed pride.

His voice dipped with power as he asked a prime question.

“Tell me, Lady Sparrow, do you often casually bend reality itself while protecting stubborn wolves?”

The fox chirped what sounded suspiciously like agreement, causing another perfectly styled lock of Helios’s hair to fall artfully across his forehead. Despite his formal demeanor, there was something almost soft in the way he allowed the creature its liberties.

“I don’t understand,” I admitted, watching patterns of light and shadow dance across the classroom’s crystalline walls. “I just followed the pathways I could see. They were already there like ribbons of possibility just waiting to be grasped.”

“Exactly!” For a moment, pure academic excitement broke through his perfect composure. “Most realm walkers force their way through reality like bulls in an ethereal shop. You, however…” he paused, his iridescent eyes blazing with an intensity that made my newly awakened power stir, “you danced with it. As if reality itself recognized something in you worth answering to.”

A presence shifted in the shadows, and Helios’s perfect lips curved in a knowing smile.

“Isn’t that right, old friend? Or did you plan to lurk in the darkness all day, brooding dramatically as usual?”

Lord Aetheron materialized from the darkness, his molten-gold eyes holding centuries of history as they met Helios’s iridescent gaze.

“I do not brood,” he stated with regal dignity, though shadows curled affectionately around the fox as it chirped a greeting. “I observe.”

“You lurk,” Helios corrected primly, though something electric flickered between them. “Just as you did during advanced magical theory when you were supposed to be practicing light manipulation.”

“Some of us,” Aetheron’s shadows danced with barely contained amusement, “preferred more subtle approaches than creating miniature supernovas in the practice halls.”

“That was one time,” Helios sniffed, his iridescent robes shimmering with what looked suspiciously like embarrassment. “And as I recall, you were the one who suggested adding void energy to the mixture.”

“I suggested a controlled experiment,” Aetheron countered, his perfect features arranging themselves into innocence that fooled no one. “You’re the one who decided to ‘improve’ the formula with celestial fire.”

Their powers sparked and clashed where they met; shadow and aether creating patterns that spoke of intimacy long denied. The fox, clearly amused by their bickering, leaped gracefully from Helios’s head to Aetheron’s shoulder, somehow managing to convey decades of shared history in a single bound.

“Perhaps,” Helios said, visibly composing himself as he turned back to me, “we should focus on Lady Sparrow’s rather remarkable achievements today. Your ability to perceive natural pathways between realms is extraordinary enough, but to maintain such precise control while forcibly relocating an unwilling wolf…”

“Liam was resisting?” I asked, remembering how the shadows had fought against my pull but I couldn’t acknowledge it in the heat of the moment. It was during spikes of madness but then contradicted with his urgency to protect me.

It was odd…

“Quite determinedly,” Helios’s voice carried harmonics of disapproval. “His pride prevented him from accepting aid, even as his instincts should have told him to trust you.” Something ancient and cold flickered in his iridescent eyes. “Some men, regardless of realm, struggle with accepting that power knows no gender.”

Aetheron’s shadows rippled with agreement while he ended up moving to stand next to Lord Helios.

“The mundane realm has left its mark on him. He forgets that in this world, strength is not measured by physical prowess alone.”

“Indeed,” Helios’s perfect features softened slightly as he studied me. “Lady Sparrow, what you accomplished today, creating stable pathways through multiple dimensional planes while maintaining protective barriers and participating in class discussions, is mastery-level work. Most realm walkers spend centuries learning to manipulate a single layer of reality. You wove through at least three simultaneously.”

The fox chirped what sounded like approval, rubbing its head against both Lords’ cheeks before settling between them like a bridge of pure starlight. The gesture seemed to carry meaning beyond simple affection, making both powerful beings shift almost imperceptibly closer together.

“But how?” I asked, watching their powers dance and intermingle despite their obvious attempts to maintain distance. “It felt… natural. Like the paths were already there, just waiting to be discovered.”

“Because they were,” Helios explained, his teaching voice carrying centuries of knowledge. “Reality is not the solid, unchangeable thing most believe it to be. It is more like…a piece of finest silk, with natural folds and creases that can be gently manipulated by those who understand its true nature.”

He gestured, and the air between us filled with patterns of pure light, creating a magical diagram that somehow managed to look both beautiful and impossibly technical.

“Most realm walkers,” he continued, “approach these barriers like battering rams. They gather their power and simply…force their way through. Crude, but effective.”

“And exceptionally draining,” Aetheron added, his shadows creating their own patterns alongside Helios’s light. “Not to mention dangerous. Reality has a way of…pushing back against those who try to dominate it.”

“But you,” Helios’s iridescent eyes blazed with something that made my newly awakened power surge in response, “you did something entirely different. Instead of fighting against the natural order, you worked with it. Found the places where reality naturally wants to fold, and simply…encouraged it along its preferred path.”

Their powers merged as they spoke, creating displays of such beauty it almost hurt to look at them directly. Shadow and light, darkness and radiance, weaving together in patterns that spoke of possibilities yet unexplored.

“The truly remarkable part,” Helios continued, seemingly unaware of how his celestial energy reached for Aetheron’s shadows, “was your handling of Liam’s resistance. To maintain such precise control while essentially dragging an unwilling wolf through multiple dimensional planes…” He shook his head in wonder, making the fox chirp in agreement.

“He fought you every step of the way,” Aetheron observed, his golden eyes holding ancient pride. “Yet you never lost your grip on the pathways. Never allowed his struggle to disrupt the natural flow of power. That kind of instinctive control is… unprecedented.”

“B-B-But it felt like mere seconds going through that wall,” I mutter, but then again, another aspect of me felt like eons as the world had slowed around me. To think something seemingly simple could be deemed such a gift of opportunity few could manage to pull off despite centuries of attempts made me feel special.

That I actually had a chance to excel in this world.

“Felt, yes, but in reality and through observation from two Lords, you can rest assured that we’re not sugar-coating the truth. You surpassed anyone’s expectations with this trial, Sparrow,” Aetheron praised.

Their combined praise made heat flood my cheeks, but something about their interaction fascinated me more than their words. The way their powers seemed drawn to each other, like magnets fighting against artificial restraints.

How they moved in perfect synchronization despite their apparent rivalry.

“Did you two…” I started, then caught myself.

But their sudden stillness told me they knew exactly what I was about to ask.

“Our paths have crossed occasionally,” Helios said carefully, though the fox chose that moment to stretch between them like a living bridge, somehow managing to convey decades of shared history in a single graceful movement.

“Occasionally?” Aetheron’s rich laugh filled the room, his shadows dancing with barely contained mirth. “Is that what we’re calling the Celestial Convergence Incident now?”

“We agreed never to speak of that,” Helios hissed, his formal mask cracking further. “Just as we agreed not to mention the Shadow Eclipse Debacle.”

“That wasn’t my fault! If you hadn’t been so distracting with your ridiculous light show⁠—”

“MY ridiculous show? Who was the one practicing shadow dancing in the courtyard at midnight?”

“It was a legitimate martial art form!”

“It was you showing off and you know it!”

The fox’s delighted chirps echoed their bickering, its ruby eyes sparkling with ancient knowledge.

Watching them, these two powerful beings with centuries of complicated emotions between them, I couldn’t help but wonder what stories they weren’t telling. What paths had led them from practicing magic together to standing on opposite sides of court politics?

But those were questions for another time.

For now, I had more immediate concerns about my own abilities and the strange ways magic seemed to flow through me.

As if reading my thoughts, Helios composed himself, his perfect features settling back into their usual regal mask.

“We should focus on your training, Lady Sparrow,” he announced and cleared his throat. “Your natural talent for realm walking is extraordinary, but it must be properly honed if you’re to avoid…incidents like today’s exhaustion.”

The way he said “incidents” made me think there was far more at stake than simple magical depletion. Something in his tone, in the way Aetheron’s shadows curled protectively closer, spoke of dangers yet unrevealed.

But as I watched their powers continue their eternal dance of opposition and attraction, I couldn’t help but feel that I was exactly where I needed to be. Learning from these ancient beings who had so much more to teach than just magical theory.

The fox chirped in agreement, its ruby eyes holding secrets older than time itself.

“Perhaps,” Helios said, his iridescent robes shifting through colors that somehow conveyed both authority and concern, “we should discuss exactly what you perceived when accessing the dimensional pathways. Understanding your natural method may help us better guide your development.”

The fox, still stretched between the two Lords like a living bridge turned its ruby eyes to me expectantly. The intensity of its gaze made me wonder if it saw more than it revealed.

“It was like…” I paused, searching for words to describe something that had felt more instinct than conscious action. “Like seeing music instead of hearing it. There were these… harmonies in reality itself. Places where the fabric of existence wanted to fold naturally.”

Aetheron’s shadows curled with interest.

“You speak of the Song of Creation,” he said softly, exchanging a loaded look with Helios. “The primal rhythm that weaves all realms together.”

“Few can perceive it,” Helios added, his perfect composure slipping just enough to reveal genuine wonder. “Even fewer can move in harmony with it as you did. Most realm walkers spend lifetimes trying to hear even a single note.”

“But why fight it?” I asked, genuinely puzzled. “The paths are right there, glowing like ribbons of starlight between worlds. All you have to do is…” I gestured vaguely, “dance with them.”

“Dance with them,” Helios repeated, something ancient and hungry flickering in his iridescent eyes. “Do you hear that, old friend? She speaks of dancing with reality itself as casually as others might discuss a morning stroll.”

“I always did appreciate a partner who could keep up,” Aetheron murmured, his voice carrying undertones that made the air between them crackle with suppressed energy.

The fox chirped what sounded suspiciously like laughter, batting at both their faces with its tail before leaping gracefully to my lap. Its weight felt both substantial and ethereal, like holding a piece of captured starlight.

“Your method,” Helios continued, visibly composing himself, “while infinitely more elegant than conventional techniques, does carry certain…risks. The paths you perceive, the harmonies you dance with…they respond to your power in ways we’ve never seen before. It makes you rather…conspicuous to those who know how to look.”

Something in his tone made me sit straighter.

“Is that why Liam was acting so strangely? Could he sense something wrong with the way I was accessing the paths?”

The Lords exchanged another loaded look, their powers swirling together in patterns that spoke of shared concern.

“About Liam…” I began hesitantly, the fox’s warm weight in my lap lending me courage. “His behavior seemed…odd. Even for him. It was like he was deliberately trying to prove something, even when it put him in danger.”

The Lords exchanged a look heavy with ancient understanding. Power rippled between them — shadow and aether creating patterns that spoke of shared concerns and old knowledge.

“Ah yes,” Helios’ harmonious voice carried edges of steel beneath its silk. “The Shadow Wolf’s…performance today was quite telling.”

His perfect features arranged themselves into an expression of careful neutrality, though his iridescent robes darkened like storm clouds gathering.

“Tell me, Lady Sparrow, in your mundane realm, how did men typically react when faced with female superiority?”

The question made me think of countless missions, of sideways glances and muttered comments, of having to work twice as hard for half the recognition.

“They…didn’t handle it well,” I admitted. “Everything had to be a competition, a chance to prove their dominance.”

“And now consider,” Helios continued, his teaching voice carrying centuries of observation, “how that ingrained behavior might manifest in a realm where power knows no gender. Where a female practitioner might naturally excel in ways that challenge everything he’s been conditioned to believe.”

Aetheron’s shadows curled with something like resigned understanding.

“The mundane realm has left its mark on him deeply.”

“Too deeply,” Helios agreed, his iridescent eyes flashing with sudden intensity. “But let me be perfectly clear about something, Lady Sparrow. In this realm, in these halls of learning especially, we do not measure worth by gender. We measure it by dedication, by skill, by the willingness to grow beyond our limitations.”

The fox chirped in firm agreement, its ruby eyes blazing.

“Your wolf,” Helios continued, each word carrying harmonics that made the very air vibrate, “will need to learn that half-hearted efforts born of wounded pride have no place here. That true strength lies not in dominating others, but in recognizing and respecting power wherever it manifests.”

“Even,” Aetheron added softly, his shadows dancing with ancient memory, “when that power challenges everything you thought you knew about the natural order.”

“The natural order,” Helios scoffed, his perfect composure cracking slightly. “As if there were anything natural about suppressing talent simply because it manifests in female form. Your wolf must learn, as all must learn, that in this realm, we value excellence above all. And those who cannot accept this fundamental truth…”

He paused, his iridescent robes shifting through colors that somehow managed to convey both warning and promise.

“Well, let’s just say that mediocrity born of prejudice will not be tolerated in my classroom.”

The weight of his words hung in the air like physical things, heavy with the promise of future lessons both magical and social. The fox pressed closer to me, its presence somehow both comforting and encouraging.

“Does that mean…” I started, then gathered my courage. “Will Liam be punished for his behavior today?”

“Punished?” Helios’s perfect lips curved in a smile that held centuries of calculated instruction. “Oh no, my dear Lady Sparrow. He will be educated. And sometimes, that can be far more…transformative than any punishment.”

Aetheron’s shadows danced with what looked suspiciously like anticipation.

“Indeed. Some lessons are best learned through…practical demonstration.”

The way they looked at each other in that moment, made me almost feel sorry for Liam.

Almost.

The fox chirped what sounded suspiciously like approval, its ruby eyes gleaming with ancient wisdom. Whatever lessons lay ahead for my stubborn wolf, it seemed the very forces of nature themselves supported this path of education.

As I watched the Lords continue their silent communication, powers dancing in eternal harmony despite their supposed opposition, I couldn’t help but wonder what other revelations this realm held in store.

One thing was becoming increasingly clear – this was a world where true power recognized no gender, no artificial limitations — a place I had wished would manifest from my dreams to reality.

In a way, what I’ve craved for years is finally coming to light.

And those who couldn’t adapt to that truth would find themselves facing teachers far less forgiving than mere mundane prejudice.


Tired Of Running From Domination
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~NYX~


The academy cafeteria buzzed with the chaos of first-day success stories and failures. Students from all courts mingled at crystal tables that shifted colors to match their natural affinities, their voices a symphony of boasts, complaints, and the occasional magical mishap.

I slid back into my seat beside Cypress, merging seamlessly with my void duplicate which had maintained my presence during my absence.

Around us, the air crackled with different courts’ energies — some complementary, others clashing like discordant notes in an eternal song.

“That was a long bathroom break,” Solaris noted, his sun-bright energy flickering with curiosity. “Even for someone with your dedication to personal grooming.”

“I wondered what was taking our Star Girl so long,” I said casually, watching a nearby Aether Court student accidentally turn their soup into liquid starlight. “Decided to check on her.”

The reaction was immediate.

Solaris straightened, his radiance intensifying with concern.

“Is she alright? She did look rather pale after class.”

“That’s exactly why I went back,” I admitted, remembering how she had collapsed into Helios’s arms. “She’s okay, just resting her eyes. A power nap, if you will.”

Cypress’s elemental tattoos shifted with worry, the patterns forming gentle waves of concern.

“We shouldn’t be here then,” he said, already half-rising from his seat. “We should be with her.”

“Professor Helios is still with her,” I said carefully, noting how Liam’s shadows darkened at the news. “Wouldn’t want to interfere with our esteemed instructor’s…supervision.”

Liam’s shadows coiled tighter, his energy pulsing with barely contained anger. It grated against my void magic like sandpaper on silk, making me want to create a small rift under his chair just to watch him fall through it.

“Well,” Cypress drawled, his ocean-deep eyes fixed on our brooding shadow wolf, “maybe she’s extra exhausted after pulling a certain someone’s stubborn bark up his twilight ass through the realms.”

“I wasn’t completely useless in that barrier,” Liam snapped, his shadows writhing defensively. “I couldn’t even do anything because I was forced to behave!”

“Forced to behave?” I couldn’t help but laugh, the sound making nearby void flowers close their blooms in sympathy in their mini display. “Is that what we’re calling your little tantrum now? Because from where I was standing, you were actively fighting against help that saved your life.”

Liam’s power surged, making the shadows around our table deepen ominously.

“You don’t understand-”

“Oh, I understand perfectly,” I cut him off, my galaxy eyes flashing with accumulated frustration. “You couldn’t handle the fact that a woman, our Omega no less, had to save you. That she wielded power you couldn’t even comprehend, let alone match.”

“That’s not⁠—”

“Tell me, Shadow Wolf,” I pressed, void energy crackling around me like dark lightning, “in all your time in the mundane realm, did you ever stop to think that maybe, just maybe, you were the one holding her back? That all your posturing and protection was actually limiting her true potential?”

The cafeteria had grown quieter, other students sensing the building tension between us. Solaris and Cypress exchanged worried looks, their powers ready to intervene if needed.

“You don’t know what it was like there,” Liam growled, but I could see uncertainty flickering in his eyes. “The dangers she faced⁠—”

“Were nothing compared to what she’ll face here,” I finished. “And if you keep letting your wounded pride get in the way of accepting her true nature, you might just find yourself watching from the sidelines as she surpasses everything you thought possible.”

Cypress’s elements shifted, creating a subtle barrier between us.

“Perhaps we should focus on eating,” he suggested diplomatically. “Before our food turns into void matter or shadow essence.”

But there was something in his ocean-deep eyes — approval…or maybe understanding — that told me he agreed with every word I’d said.

“Fine,” Liam muttered, his shadows retreating slightly. “But someone should still be with her.”

“She’s with the Lord of Aether himself,” Solaris pointed out, though something complex flickered in his sun-bright eyes at the mention of Helios. “I doubt there’s anywhere safer in all the realms right now.”

I caught the slight emphasis on ‘right now’ and had to suppress a knowing smile. If only they knew what I’d witnessed between our esteemed professor and the Shadow Lord…

But those were secrets for another time.

For now, I had a brooding wolf to manage and a pack to keep together.

Even if some members of that pack needed occasional reminders about the new reality they found themselves in.

“No compatibility,” Liam muttered into his untouched food, shadows curling like angry serpents around his plate. “He’s just another Council member looking to benefit from her power. Our Omega deserves better than political games.”

A laugh escaped me before I could stop it — a sound like crystal wind chimes in a void storm. Several nearby void flowers bloomed in response, their petals opening to reveal galaxies within.

“Oh honey,” I purred, letting void energy dance between my perfectly manicured fingers. “Is that jealousy I detect? Just because you’re not bold enough to proclaim your admiration and lust for our Omega doesn’t mean everyone else should wait in line for you to grow some balls.”

The cafeteria’s ambient chatter dimmed as students began to take notice of our conversation. I could feel their different court energies shifting closer — Aether Court nobles pretending to be engrossed in their floating teacups while obviously eavesdropping. Void Court students did not even bother to hide their interest as reality bent slightly around them.

Liam’s shadows erupted from his chair, making several nearby students scramble back.

“I’m not afraid to take the lead,” he snarled, his power pulsing with wounded pride. “I’m obviously the Alpha of this pack. I’ve been with her longest, protected her in the mundane realm⁠—”

“Pull out of this argument while you still can,” Solaris muttered, his sun-bright energy flickering with warning. “Before your pride takes damage it can’t recover from.”

Cypress lounged back in his chair, his elemental tattoos shifting through patterns that somehow managed to convey both amusement and exasperation.

“Maybe we should settle this Alpha debate now,” he suggested, ocean-deep eyes dancing with mischief. “Personally, I surrender any claim to the title. I’m quite content in my elemental glory, and I do so enjoy when our void wolf companion is happy and fulfilled.”

“Agreed,” Solaris nodded, though tension lined his perfect features. “The position’s not worth the void rifts Nyx would undoubtedly open under our beds.”

But something about Liam’s energy felt…wrong.

Different from his usual posturing.

The shadows around him moved with an almost desperate quality like they were fighting against some lingering corruption. My mind flashed back to the darkness we’d encountered before our dash through the walls — how it had seemed particularly drawn to him.

Before I could voice my concerns, Liam’s next words shattered any thought of diplomacy.

“A woman can’t be an Alpha,” he spat, shadows writhing with years of ingrained prejudice. “So unless Nyx suddenly grows something between her legs, she can’t outpower me in this pack by default.”

The cafeteria went deadly silent.

This…mother…fucker…

Power — pure, ancient, and terrible — rolled through the space like a tidal wave of cosmic force. Void energy crackled around me, making reality itself bend and warp. Students scrambled away from our table as the very air began to crystallize with the intensity of competing court magics.

Every void-touched plant in the vicinity bloomed simultaneously, their petals revealing glimpses of infinite darkness. The temperature dropped dramatically as my galaxy eyes blazed with power that hadn’t been seen in the realms for centuries.

“Want to repeat that, Shadow Wolf?” My voice carried harmonics that shouldn’t exist in any mortal dimension. “Because I could have sworn you just suggested that power is determined by what’s between one’s legs rather than the ability to tear reality apart with a thought.”

To emphasize my point, I allowed a small void rift to open beneath his chair — not enough to swallow him, just enough to remind him exactly who he was challenging.

The cafeteria had become a theater of tension.

Hundreds of eyes watched, court energies mixing and swirling in response to the primal display of power before them. Even the crystalline walls seemed to pulse with anticipation, ancient magic recognizing the weight of this moment.

Cypress and Solaris exchanged loaded looks, their powers withdrawing slightly to create a clear field for whatever was about to unfold. They knew, as did everyone watching, that some lines once crossed could never be uncrossed.

Some challenges, once issued, demanded a response.

I rose slowly from my seat, void energy coiling around me like a living cloak.

Each movement left trails of cosmic force in my wake, reality-bending and reshaping itself in response to my presence.

The cafeteria held its breath, hundreds of students watching as centuries of prejudice collided with power that could unmake worlds.

The ranks were about to change, for he was going to get a taste of who was Alpha in our pack dynamic.

And our dear Shadow Wolf was about to learn exactly why gender had nothing to do with true power.


Unexpected Chaos Between Packmates
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~SPARROW~


“Fight! Fight! Fight!”

The first thing I heard upon approaching the academy cafeteria was the rhythmic chanting echoing through crystalline halls. The sound carried harmonics of different court energies — Aether students’ voices chimed like bells, while Void practitioners’ calls seemed to bend reality itself with their deep tones.

“Well,” I said, glancing between my two powerful escorts, before looking across the massive crowd of students who were cheering on the mayhem unraveling before us, “this is…festive for a first day?”

Lord Helios walked with perfect grace, his iridescent robes shifting through colors that somehow managed to convey both amusement and academic interest.

To my left, Lord Aetheron’s shadows danced with barely contained mirth. Between them, I felt like a mortal caught between two forces of nature — which, technically, I was.

“Aren’t you going to stop them?” I asked Helios as we neared the cafeteria doors. “I mean, as a professor…”

His perfect lips curved into a smile that held centuries of secrets.

“My dear Lady Sparrow, why would I interfere with such an…educational display?”

“But…” I gestured at the chaos we could hear building behind the massive glass doors. “This is supposed to be neutral ground, isn’t it?”

A rich chuckle escaped Aetheron, his shadows curling playfully around my feet.

“Neutral is such a…flexible term in our realm. The lines between courts have always been more suggestion than law.”

“Indeed,” Helios agreed, his harmonious voice carrying undertones of ancient knowledge. “The Council of Elders only truly concerns themselves with attacks on professors or their own ranks. Finding beings of sufficient power and knowledge to fill those positions is…challenging.”

“What my old friend means,” Aetheron added, molten-golden eyes dancing with barely suppressed amusement, “is that student squabbles hardly register compared to the political maneuvering of the courts themselves. The Elders save their wrath for those who dare disrupt their carefully maintained hierarchy.”

A particularly loud crash from within the cafeteria made the crystalline walls vibrate. The very air seemed charged with competing magics — void energy creating patches of absolute darkness while what felt like shadow magic tried to claim territory.

“Speaking of disruption,” Helios mused, his iridescent eyes tracking the patterns of power, “that feels like quite substantial void manipulation. And unless I’m mistaken…” He paused, head tilting slightly. “Yes, definitely traces of twilight court energy as well.”

Aetheron’s shadows suddenly stilled, his perfect features arranging themselves into an expression of recognition.

“Fenris?” he said, the name carrying weight beyond its two syllables.

My heart dropped.

“Wait, Liam?!”

Before either Lord could respond, musical laughter cut through the tension — the sound beautiful yet somehow cruel, like crystal breaking in perfect harmony.

Lady Aurora materialized from a beam of pure light, her perfect features arranged in an expression of mock concern.

“Oh dear,” she said, each word dripping with false sympathy. “Having trouble keeping your wolves in line, Lady Sparrow? How…disappointing. Though I suppose we can’t expect much else from someone so new to our world.”

The temperature around us dropped several degrees as both Lords reacted to her presence. Helios’ robes darkened to colors that shouldn’t exist, while Aetheron’s shadows coiled like angry serpents.

“Lady Aurora,” Helios’ voice carried harmonics that made the air vibrate warningly. “Shouldn’t you be preparing for tomorrow’s lessons? After today’s…performance, you have much ground to cover.”

A flash of something - Fear? Or was it anger — crossed her perfect features before she composed herself.

“I merely thought someone should inform Lady Sparrow of the situation, my Lord. After all, when pack bonds break so spectacularly…”

Understanding hit me like a physical force.

Who was fighting Liam…

“Nyx,” I breathed, already moving toward the doors. “She’s fighting Liam?”

Aurora’s smile turned predatory.

“Oh yes. Your void wolf and shadow wolf seem to be having quite the…disagreement about pack hierarchy. Something about gender and power, I believe? How delightfully mundane.”

Both Lords moved with me, their powers creating a wake that made other students scatter. The air grew thick with competing court energies — Helios’s celestial force meeting Aetheron’s shadows in patterns that spoke of shared purpose rather than rivalry.

“Before you rush in, Lady Sparrow,” Helios said softly, his perfect features softening slightly as he looked at me, “consider that some lessons are best learned through experience.”

“Indeed,” Aetheron agreed, his shadows reaching for mine comfortingly. “Pack dynamics often require…practical demonstrations of power.”

Another crash shook the walls, followed by what sounded like reality itself tearing. The chanting had grown louder, different courts taking sides in whatever conflict raged within. I could feel Nyx’s void energy pulsing with ancient power, while Liam’s shadows seemed to carry an edge of desperation I’d never felt before.

“But they could hurt each other,” I protested, though something in me recognized the truth of their words. “This isn’t like training or sparring, this feels…”

“Personal?” Aurora suggested sweetly. “Well, when one questions another’s right to power based on something as trivial as gender…” She let the words hang in the air, clearly enjoying my growing horror.

Helios’s perfect eyebrow arched slightly.

“Ah. So that’s what triggered this particular demonstration.” His iridescent robes shifted through colors that somehow managed to convey both disapproval and anticipation. “How…educational this should prove.”

“Indeed,” Aetheron’s shadows danced with ancient memory. “Some prejudices can only be corrected through rather…dramatic means.”

The glass doors further behind us suddenly disintegrated — not destroyed, but rather ceased to exist as void energy rewrote that section of reality. Through the opening, we could see the cafeteria had been transformed into an arena of chaos.

Tables floated at impossible angles, held aloft by competing magical forces. Students pressed against the walls, their different court energies creating barriers of protection as they watched the spectacle before them.

In the center of it all…

“Oh, Liam,” I whispered, finally understanding what had brought us to this point. “What did you do?”

Aurora’s musical laughter echoed through the halls once more, clearly proving she wasn’t afraid of her next set of words, despite Hellios’ attempt to control her desperate need to be noticed.

“The question, dear Sparrow, isn’t what he did. It’s what your void wolf is about to do about it. After all…” Her perfect features arranged themselves into false concern. “If you can’t control your pack now, how can you possibly hope to handle the trials ahead?”

Both Lords tensed at her words, their powers surging protectively around me. But my attention was fixed on the scene before us, where two of my wolves circled each other like predators about to strike.

And I had a feeling we were all about to learn some very important lessons about power, prejudice, and the price of underestimating someone based on something as meaningless as gender.


Unspoken Suffering And Conflicting Power
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~LIAM~


Ineed control!

The shift had been involuntary — my wolf form bursting forth in a surge of shadow and primal instinct.

Now, prowling the chaotic arena that had once been the academy cafeteria, I felt like a passenger in my own body. My wolf’s consciousness merged with mine, both of us struggling against something darker, something that felt foreign yet terrifyingly familiar.

We shouldn’t be doing this!

I tried to reason with my wolf.

Nyx is pack. Pack doesn’t fight pack.

But another voice, slick as oil and cold as void-touched ice, whispered through our shared consciousness.

She challenges our dominance. Our right to lead. Would let a female dictate our worth?

My wolf form — larger than any natural shadow wolf, with fur that seemed to absorb light itself — circled our opponent.

Nyx hadn’t shifted, choosing instead to remain in her mundane state. Void energy danced around her like living galaxies, her perfectly pressed suit somehow remaining immaculate despite the chaos.

Too proud to even take us seriously.

The foreign voice hissed.

Show her what true power looks like.

I lunged, shadow magic propelling me forward with deadly intent. But Nyx simply…stepped sideways, not through space but through reality itself. My attack met empty air as she reappeared behind me, void energy crackling around her like dark lightning.

“Is that really the best you can do, Shadow Wolf?” she taunted, her galaxy eyes swirling with ancient power. “All that posturing, all that pride, and you can’t even land a single hit?”

She mocks us!

The voice raged.

End her insolence!

My wolf whined mentally, recognizing the disparity in power.

We had always known Nyx was strong, but this…this was something else entirely. She moved like water through the mist, each gesture tearing holes in reality itself. The void energy around her wasn’t just power — it was pure possibility, the ability to rewrite the very laws of existence.

Stop.

I pleaded with myself: with the darkness driving us forward.

This isn’t right. We’re stronger together, not⁠—

Weakness!

The voice snarled.

Female weakness infects our thoughts. We are Alpha. We are strength incarnate!

Another lunge, another void-step dodge. But this time Nyx didn’t just evade, she struck back. A ribbon of pure darkness wrapped around my hind leg, yanking me off balance. I crashed into a floating table, sending it spinning through the air along with its contents.

“You know,” Nyx said conversationally as if we were discussing the weather rather than trying to tear each other apart, “I’ve been holding back for so long, playing the court jester, hiding behind chaos and mischief.” Her galaxy eyes blazed brighter. “It’s actually rather liberating to finally show what I can really do.”

To demonstrate her point, she opened a series of small void rifts around me. Not to attack, but to show she could have at any time.

Could have ended this fight before it began.

She toys with us!

The voice howled.

Destroy her!

But my wolf was starting to resist more strongly now, recognizing the true extent of what we faced. This wasn’t about gender or dominance anymore — this was about power on a scale we hadn’t imagined.

Nyx wasn’t just stronger than us; she was in an entirely different category of existence.

Then, cutting through the chaos of battle and the screaming in our shared mind, came a scent that made both wolf and man freeze in recognition.

Starlight and shadow.

Power and possibility.

Sparrow.

My head whipped toward the cafeteria entrance, where the doors had simply ceased to exist. A void tear in reality framed three figures — our Omega flanked by both Lords of Shadow and Light.

Stop this!

I pleaded with the darkness controlling us.

She’s here. She’ll see⁠—

She’ll see us claim our rightful place!

The voice roared.

Show her your strength. Prove your worth as Alpha!

No!

Both wolf and I howled in unified desperation. But our body was already moving, shadow magic condensing around us like armor as we charged toward Nyx with lethal intent.

Only Nyx wasn’t there anymore.

Sparrow was.

She had stepped directly into our path, chin raised and eyes blazing with a mixture of disappointment and determination. No fear, no hesitation — just the quiet confidence of someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

STOP!

We threw everything we had into halting our momentum, but the foreign presence driving us forward wouldn’t yield.

Couldn’t yield.

We were going to hurt her.

Going to⁠—

Light and nature struck simultaneously.

Solaris’s Aether magic blazed like captured sunlight while Cypress’s elements wove through it, creating a net of pure power. They had shifted too — a wolf of living radiance and another whose fur shifted through all four elemental aspects.

Their combined magic caught us mere inches from Sparrow, who hadn’t so much as flinched. The net burned where it touched our shadow-wrought fur, but the pain was nothing compared to the horror of what we’d almost done.

“Well,” Sparrow said, her voice carrying that edge of authority that made both wolf and man want to bow in submission, “I leave you alone for one class period and this is what happens?”

The foreign presence raged against our restraints, but with Sparrow so close, her power washing over us like waves of starlight, its hold was weakening.

Something was wrong.

Something beyond wounded pride or pack dynamics had driven us to this point. If only we could fight through this darkness long enough to warn them…

But the voice was already surging back, drowning out our attempts at communication with howls of rage and demands for dominance.

The real battle, it seemed, was just beginning…and what frightened me the most was I was losing.

Losing more than this battle…but potentially, my Omega.


Twisted Wolves And Confronting Truth
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~SPARROW~


Time seemed to slow as Liam’s shadow-wrought form charged toward me, his massive wolf shape radiating a darkness that felt fundamentally wrong.

I held my ground, something deeper than conscious thought telling me this was exactly where I needed to be.

The elemental-aether net caught him mid-lunge, Solaris and Cypress’s combined power creating a barrier of impossible beauty. Light wove through strands of earth, air, fire, and water, forming a cage that held my shadow wolf mere inches from my face.

Close enough that I could feel his hot breath, see the struggle in eyes that couldn’t decide if they were human or wolf.

His massive jaws snapped at the air between us, teeth that could tear through reality itself desperately trying to reach me. The net held firm, though I could see both Solaris and Cypress straining with the effort of containing him. Their wolf forms — one blazing like a captured sun, the other shifting through elemental aspects like a living prism — anchored each end of their magical restraint.

But something was wrong.

Terribly, fundamentally wrong.

Beyond the surface rage, beyond even the wolf’s primal instincts, I could sense a corruption in Liam’s energy. It felt like oil on water, a slick wrongness that distorted his natural shadow magic. The taint was subtle; someone without my newfound sensitivity to magical currents might miss it entirely, but it was there, writhing through his essence like a parasitic darkness.

This isn’t just wounded pride or pack dynamics.

I realized, watching him slam against the magical restraints.

Something’s controlling him, twisting his natural impulses into this feral rage.

I wanted to call it out, to reveal the foreign influence I could sense polluting his power. But the political implications held me back. The students of our academy were watching, different courts taking measure of this display.

If I suggested one of my wolves could be so easily corrupted…

No. I need to handle this carefully. Protect Liam’s reputation while finding a way to help him break free of whatever’s taken hold.

“I apologize for interrupting this…pack corralling,” I said, letting just enough authority seep into my voice to remind everyone present of my status. “But we have another special class to attend, and I would hate to waste Professor Helios’s valuable time.”

Liam’s only response was another snarl, his shadow-touched fur bristling with unnatural darkness. But I felt a shift in the energy behind me — a change in the very fabric of reality that made every nerve-ending tingle in warning.

I turned, expecting to face Nyx’s familiar form with her perfectly pressed suit and galaxy eyes.

Instead, I found myself staring at perhaps the most beautiful male I’d ever seen.

He stood well over six feet tall, his form somehow managing to be both ethereally elegant and undeniably masculine.

Hair the color of deep space fell in waves past broad shoulders, each strand containing what looked like captured starlight. His features were sharp yet perfect — high cheekbones, a jaw that could cut diamonds, and lips curved in an expression of ancient amusement.

But it was his eyes that truly captured me.

They weren’t just galaxy swirls like Nyx’s — they were actual windows into the void itself. Looking into them felt like falling through infinite space while remaining perfectly still.

He wore an outfit that seemed crafted from pure darkness — not shadow like Aetheron’s power, but the absolute absence of light itself. The fabric moved like liquid night, clinging to a form that radiated primal power. Void energy danced around him in patterns that shouldn’t exist, reality-bending and warping with each subtle movement.

“My apologies for the dramatic revelation,” he said, his voice carrying harmonics that made the air itself vibrate. “But some lessons require a more…substantial demonstration.”

I couldn’t help but stare, trying to process how this magnificent being could possibly be the same person as my void wolf companion. The transformation went beyond mere gender — this was power in its purest form, stripped of all pretense and restriction.

Behind me, Liam’s struggles against the magical net grew weaker, as if even he could sense the sheer magnitude of power now radiating through the cafeteria.

Nyx — or whoever this form of them truly was — smiled, and galaxies died and were reborn in the curve of those perfect lips.

Power radiated from Nyx’s male form in waves that defied conventional magic.

Unlike Aetheron’s shadows that sought to embrace or Helios’s celestial energy that demanded attention, this was something entirely different; a perfect balance of opposing forces. Void energy swirled around him in patterns that spoke of both devastating strength and infinite tenderness.

Standing before him, I felt my own power respond in ways I hadn’t experienced before. Where Aetheron’s presence called to ancient memories and Helios sparked something wild and untamed, this connection felt…whole. As if I was seeing both sides of a coin simultaneously, understanding a truth deeper than physical form.

His energy contained multitudes; the overwhelming dominance traditionally associated with male power, yet woven through with a grace and nurturing quality that spoke of feminine strength. It wasn’t a contradiction but a harmony, like twilight being both day and night while belonging to neither.

The void magic dancing around him moved like liquid starlight, each pattern holding stories of struggle and acceptance, of power found not in conforming to expectations but in transcending them entirely. Looking into those eyes that contained actual galaxies, I saw questions I hadn’t known to ask and answers I hadn’t realized I needed.

Was Nyx born female and chose to embrace both aspects of power? Or was this magnificent male form of his the original, with the female presentation being equally true but differently expressed?

Our eyes met, and understanding passed between us without words. This wasn’t the time or place for such intimate revelations, but the question needed asking nonetheless.

“Show me,” I said softly, letting my power reach for his, “the side of you that you wholeheartedly wish to portray in our world of power and criticism.”

Something profound flickered across those perfect features — gratitude, relief, and a vulnerability I’d never associated with my seemingly carefree void wolf. Void energy wrapped around him like a cosmic embrace, and when it cleared, Lady Nyx stood before me once more in her impeccable suit.

“This version,” she said with a dramatic flourish that didn’t quite hide the tears threatening to spill from her galaxy eyes, “is much more fabulous and universally adored.”

The tremor in her voice beneath the playful words made my heart ache. Looking at her now, I could see both aspects of her power — neither more true than the other, both equally vital to who she was.

Without hesitation, I stepped forward, closing the distance between us; rising on my tiptoes to press my lips to hers.

Multiple gasps kindled around us, but it all seemed to fade away while I focused on this intimate connection that I knew wouldn’t last long.

The kiss was unlike anything I’d experienced before.

Our powers merged instantly, shadow and starlight meeting void energy in an explosion of pure possibility. Reality rippled around us as different courts’ magic responded to the connection. The very air seemed to crystallize with the intensity of what was happening.

Void energy danced with my shadows while starlight wove through both, creating patterns that spoke of acceptance and understanding deeper than physical form. The kiss wasn’t just about attraction.

It was acknowledgment, acceptance, a declaration that power knew no gender and love knew no bounds.

I heard Liam’s growling fade into shocked silence and felt the shift in the magical net holding him as even he recognized the truth being demonstrated.

Around us, the cafeteria had gone utterly still, hundreds of students watching as paradigms shattered and new possibilities bloomed.

When I finally pulled back, keeping one hand gently cupped around Nyx’s face, I addressed the silent crowd:

“Let me be perfectly clear about something. The gender of my pack members has absolutely nothing to do with how much I love and value each of them. Power isn’t about what’s between your legs, it’s about what’s in your heart, your mind, and your soul.”

My voice carried through the silence, each word weighted with conviction.

“If anyone has a problem with that, frankly, I don’t give a damn. I’m not here to entertain anyone’s outdated ideas about strength and weakness. Power is earned through dedication, demonstrated through actions, not determined by accidents of birth.”

Void energy still danced around Nyx and me, creating auroras that shouldn’t exist in any mortal realm.

“You want to gossip about power dynamics? Go ahead. But while you’re whispering about who should be allowed to hold power, I’ll be busy actually learning, growing, and achieving things that generations of women before me could only dream about.”

I turned slightly, meeting Liam’s eyes where he remained caught in the elemental-aether net.

“Including having the privilege of a pack, something denied to countless women throughout history. So yes, I have multiple wolves. Yes, some are male, some female and some might be both or neither. And every single one of them is precious to me exactly as they are.”

No one could revolt against my declaration.

Not even Lady Aurora.

“Beautifully stated, Lady Sparrow,” Lord Helios’s harmonious voice cut through the tension. He stepped forward, his iridescent robes shifting through colors that somehow managed to convey both approval and academic interest. “An excellent demonstration of the principles we discussed in class regarding the true nature of power and its expression across different courts.”

Wait, what?

“Indeed,” he continued smoothly as if this had all been planned. “Your ability to recognize and celebrate the multiple aspects of power, particularly in relation to void magic’s unique properties, shows a profound understanding of today’s lesson. Full marks, naturally, and as discussed, this success will provide academic protection for both you and your wolves in future evaluations.”

The gathered students stirred with shocked whispers.

This had been a test? Part of the curriculum?

Or…was he trying to cover up this chaos in a way that made no one speculate the truth of the matter?

“Professor Helios,” Lady Aurora’s voice carried barely contained fury. “You mean to say this entire…display was orchestrated?”

“Of course,” he replied, his perfect features arranged in scholarly satisfaction. “Did you truly think we would allow uncontrolled fighting in the academy? Everything you witnessed was a carefully planned demonstration of power dynamics and court integration.” His iridescent eyes swept the crowd. “Though I notice some of you failed to recognize the educational opportunity presented. Pity.”

I felt Nyx shake with silent laughter against me, while Liam had finally stopped struggling against his magical restraints. Solaris and Cypress maintained their positions, though I could have sworn the elemental wolf winked at me.

“Now then,” Helios continued, his teaching voice carrying enough authority to make several students straighten instinctively, “I trust we’ve all learned valuable lessons about assumptions, power, and the importance of looking beyond surface appearances. Those wishing to discuss the theoretical implications of today’s demonstration may submit essays for extra credit.”

The immediate buzz of academic discussion that broke out was almost comical. Students who moments ago had been chanting for blood were now debating the metaphysical implications of void magic’s gender fluidity and its applications in court integration theory.

“Well played, old friend,” Lord Aetheron murmured, his shadows dancing with barely contained amusement. “Though I suspect not everyone appreciates such…progressive teaching methods.”

“Education,” Helios replied with a slight smirk, “often requires shattering preconceptions. Wouldn’t you agree, Lady Sparrow?”

I couldn’t help but laugh, the sound carrying harmonics of shadow and starlight.

“Absolutely, Professor. Though I do hope future lessons might be slightly less…dramatic?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t count on that,” Nyx whispered, her galaxy eyes sparkling with renewed mischief. “Something tells me this is just the beginning.”

Looking around at my wolves - Liam finally calming, Solaris and Cypress releasing their magical net, and Nyx standing proud and true in her chosen form - I knew she was right.

This was indeed just the beginning.

What a gloriously chaotic beginning it was.


Twilight Missing You
[image: ]
~SPARROW~


The academy forest was a masterpiece of magical ecology at twilight.

Trees with bark-like polished obsidian reached toward three moons, their leaves shifting between silver and shadow with each ethereal breeze. Flowers that shouldn’t exist in any mortal realm bloomed along my path — some pulsing with captured starlight, others containing actual galaxies in their petals.

The white fox trotted ahead of me, its ruby eyes occasionally glancing back as if to ensure I was still following. Its paws left brief impressions of celestial energy in the iridescent grass, each step creating tiny ripples in reality itself.

“I know, I know,” I muttered as it chirped impatiently. “Keep moving, maintain the pace, channel the energy properly.” My attempts to mimic Helios’s perfect teaching tone dissolved into a groan. “By all the courts, I’m exhausted.”

Today’s training had been particularly brutal.

Three regular classes followed by triple the usual after-school sessions — all because Liam had been “too ill” to attend his own training. The shadow wolf hadn’t been seen for a week since the cafeteria incident, though not for lack of me trying to check on him.

“Stubborn, prideful wolf,” I grumbled, watching void flowers close their blooms as I passed. “Can’t even face me after everything that happened. As if I’m the one who…” I trailed off, too tired to even finish the complaint.

A nearby crystal formation caught my reflection, hair wild from magical exertion, academy uniform showing signs of dimensional travel practice.

Dark circles under my eyes spoke of too many late nights studying court politics while trying to maintain some semblance of control over my fractured pack.

Solaris had been playing nurse to our brooding shadow wolf, his sun-bright energy apparently helping ease whatever affliction kept Liam confined to his quarters. Cypress spelled him occasionally, his elemental nature bringing different kinds of comfort.

But Nyx…

“He disobeyed his Alpha,” she’d said earlier, galaxy eyes swirling with ancient power. “Let him suffer the consequences.”

The words echoed in my mind as I watched the fox investigate a patch of flowers that seemed to contain actual nebulae.

Was that what Nyx was to our pack? The Alpha?

The revelation of her male form had certainly demonstrated power beyond anything we’d imagined, but there was still so much mystery surrounding her true nature.

Born male? Born female? Both? Neither?

The questions circled in my tired mind like restless shadows. Every time I thought I was close to understanding, some new facet of her power would emerge, leaving me more confused than ever.

The fox yipped, waiting at my feet with anticipation that I’d pick it up. Scooping it into my arms, I sighed and felt as if so much weight carried upon my strained shoulders.

The fox’s warmth in my arms felt like holding a piece of captured starlight. Its fur radiated gentle power that seemed to pulse in rhythm with my heartbeat, each beat sending tiny ripples of celestial energy through the enchanted air.

When it rubbed its face against my cheek, catching a tear I hadn’t realized had fallen, the contact left traces of ethereal light dancing across my skin.

The single tear held more meaning than all my years of forced strength in the Underground. It sparkled with actual starlight as it fell, each droplet containing fragments of memories — Aetheron’s shadows dancing across my skin, his power wrapping around me like the world’s most possessive embrace, the way his golden eyes would darken with ancient hunger whenever our gazes met.

Suddenly, it dawned on m that I missed him. Being my foundation in this world, I craved his comfort and understanding. How he could ease through any situation with words of clarity and calm that made my trembling heart calm exponentially.

“I miss him so much,” I whispered to the fox, watching my tear transform into pure light where it landed on its white fur.

The confession made the very air shiver, reality responding to the raw emotion in my voice. Around us, void flowers began to bloom out of season, their petals opening to reveal galaxies that somehow managed to mirror my longing.

Nearby trees with bark like polished obsidian seemed to lean closer, their leaves shifting between shadow and starlight as if trying to offer comfort. The forest itself appeared to hold its breath, ancient magic recognizing something profound in this moment of vulnerability.

I closed my eyes, letting memory wash over me in waves of shadow and sensation. Each night these past few days, he’d visited — never long enough, never quite enough to satisfy the growing ache in my soul. I’d pretend to sleep while his shadows caressed my skin, his fingers threading through my hair with infinite tenderness.

Those stolen kisses that tasted of twilight and destiny, each one leaving impressions of power that lingered like ghost touches in the dark.

My mind drifted to that night of passion — how perfectly our powers had merged, shadows and starlight creating patterns that shouldn’t exist in any realm. The way he’d claimed every part of me, physical and magical, until the boundaries between us had blurred into something transcendent.

“Just for a moment,” I breathed, the words carrying traces of unconscious power. “Just let me feel him…”

The world shifted with breathtaking suddenness.

Colors bled away into that strange state of enhanced perception where reality revealed its true nature. Everything existed in stark contrasts — deep blacks and brilliant whites, blood reds and ethereal teals that pulsed with ancient meaning.

My own form blazed with pure white radiance, like a star given human shape. Only my hair defied the brilliance, perfectly mimicking the duality of my nature — part shadow, part light, neither fully claiming dominance.

The effect created a halo of impossible energy that made nearby plants bow in response.

The fox in my arms transformed from mundane white to pure celestial light, its body seeming to contain actual constellations. Those ruby eyes shifted to haunting cyan teal — the color of magic older than time itself.

With impossible grace, it leapt from my embrace, its form dissolving into pure energy as it touched the ground.

Where the fox had dissolved into light, darkness began to coalesce. Not the simple absence of light, but living shadow that contained depths beyond mortal comprehension. The entity that formed towered before me, their very presence making reality bend and warp around us.

They were shadow given conscious form — a being of pure twilight that seemed to absorb and reflect power simultaneously. Darkness swirled and danced across their form, creating patterns that told stories of ancient magic and eternal night.

Each movement left trails of void-dark energy that sparkled like inverse starlight.

But it was their center that truly captured me.

Where a heart should beat, a light pulsed with perfect synchronicity to my own heartbeat. The glow matched my hair’s duality with impossible precision — one half pure celestial radiance that could rival the brightest star, the other deepest shadow that seemed to consume light itself. The division wasn’t harsh or jarring, but rather a perfect balance, like twilight stretching between day and night.

Our powers reached for each other instinctively.

My hair, with its perfect split of light and shadow, began to dance in an unfelt wind as the energy from their heart reached out with answering power. Where our magics met, reality itself seemed to shiver with recognition.

Shadows rose from the ground around us, not the simple darkness of night but something far more ancient and alive. They twined with streams of pure starlight that poured from my glowing form, creating patterns that spoke of destiny and desire.

The forest responded to our power — trees bending to create a natural cathedral, flowers blooming with impossible light, the very air crystallizing with magical potential.

The entity’s shadowed hands cupped my face with infinite tenderness. Though made of pure darkness, their touch felt warm, familiar; like coming home after an endless journey. Our powers merged more fully, shadow and light dancing together in eternal harmony.

When they leaned down to kiss me, it felt like worlds colliding.

Power surged between us, making the three moons above pulse in synchronicity. The kiss tasted of twilight and destiny, of magic older than time itself finally finding its perfect match. Reality blurred around us, shifting between normal sight and that enhanced state of perception where truth couldn’t hide behind illusion.

Opening my eyes, I found myself staring into familiar molten-gold ones.

Aetheron stood before me in his true form, though shadows still danced across his skin in patterns that matched the beating of our hearts. His large hands cradled my face as if I were something infinitely precious, thumbs gently wiping away tears that now glowed with captured starlight.

“Centuries,” he murmured, his voice carrying harmonics that made the very air vibrate with emotion. “It has been centuries since I’ve made my Starlight cry.”

His shadows curled around us both, protective and possessive, merging with my own in patterns that spoke of eternal connection.

“Forgive me, my love. I never meant for your soul to ache for mine.”

“How did you—” I started to ask, but he silenced me with another kiss.

This one carried all the passion we’d been denied these past week, all the longing and love that transcended mere physical attraction. Our powers surged and merged, creating auroras that shouldn’t exist in any mortal realm.

“I will always find my way back to you,” he whispered against my lips with deep promise, each word leaving traces of shadow that danced with my light. “No matter what realms lie between us, no matter what forces conspire to keep us apart. My shadows will always seek your light.”

The forest around us had transformed into something magical beyond even this realm’s standards. Every plant, every stone, every particle of air seemed to pulse with the energy of our reunion.

Our perfectly matched duality - his heart, my hair, our merged powers — had created something entirely new, a harmony of shadow and light that defied the natural order while somehow making it more complete.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, still wrapped in his shadows that danced with my light in mesmerizing patterns. “Not that I’m complaining, but…”

“Aside from your soul calling to mine with such intensity it nearly brought me to my knees in the middle of a rather important meeting?” His perfect lips curved into that devastating smirk that made my heart skip. “Though I notice you’re clever enough to realize something doesn’t quite add up.”

Heat flooded my cheeks, both at his admission and his praise.

“Well, for you to appear so quickly, you had to be somewhere near the academy, not in the Twilight Court.” I glanced down at my wrist where his gift remained in its hidden tattoo form. “And this hasn’t activated, so I wasn’t in any real danger that would have summoned you.”

The forest around us continued its ethereal display, trees swaying to music only they could hear while flowers bloomed with impossible light. My analytical observation seemed to please him, his shadows curling around me with something like pride.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted suddenly, making his molten-gold eyes widen slightly. “I haven’t even asked how you’ve been. You’re dealing with serious problems across the realms and here I am just…babbling about magical logistics.”

A self-conscious laugh escaped me.

“I’m not very good at this, am I? The whole…talking to people thing. The academy’s made me realize how much I lack in social graces.” My fingers twisted together nervously. “Some students whisper that I think I’m too good for them because I’m the class favorite, but really I just…don’t know how to connect sometimes.”

“Class favorite?” Aetheron’s rich laugh filled the clearing, making several void flowers bloom in response. “Is that what they’re calling Helios’s rather obvious…” he paused, something complex flickering across his perfect features, “investment in your education?”

His shadows wrapped around me more fully, somehow managing to convey both comfort and possession.

“Never apologize for being who you are, my love. Particularly not to me. Your mind, your way of seeing connections others miss, these are treasures beyond price.”

We began walking through the enchanted forest, his shadows and my light creating patterns in our wake that made plants grow in impossible ways. We began to catch up, which eased my nerves now that I could hear more about what was happening with him.

His presence beside me felt both thrilling and comforting, like finding a piece of myself I hadn’t known was missing.

“The investigations have been…challenging,” he admitted, his voice carrying undertones of ancient concern. “We’ve tracked similar energy signatures across multiple regions, places where twilight court magic appears to be manifesting, but wrong somehow. Corrupted.”

His golden eyes darkened with memory.

“There’s an element we’ve never encountered before. Something that seems to be tainting fae essence itself. It doesn’t just corrupt magic, it twists the very nature of those it touches.”

“Is that what happened to Liam?” The question slipped out before I could stop it. “In the cafeteria, when he was fighting Nyx…his energy felt wrong, tainted somehow.”

Aetheron’s steps faltered slightly, his shadows coiling tighter around us both.

“You sensed that?”

“Should I not have been able to?”

“Most wouldn’t have noticed,” he said carefully. “Even Lord Helios…” He trailed off, giving me a considering look. “Have you told him what you perceived?”

I shook my head as we entered a moonlit clearing.

“I haven’t had the chance. Between extra training sessions and trying to handle pack dynamics…”

The clearing spread before us like a perfect circle cut from reality itself.

Grass that seemed woven from starlight swayed in an unfelt breeze, while crystals that contained actual galaxies rose from the ground in elegant spirals. The three moons above cast their combined light directly into the space, creating patterns that seemed to tell stories in a language too old to remember.

The clearing seemed to respond to our combined presence. Where Aetheron’s shadows touched the starlit grass, new patterns emerged; constellations that shouldn’t exist dancing through each blade. My own light created answering ripples, making the crystalline formations pulse with answering power.

“Perhaps,” Aetheron said thoughtfully, his gaze tracking the way our powers merged so naturally with the environment, “we should discuss what exactly you perceived that day. Your sensitivity to magical currents is…unprecedented.”

He guided me to a crystal formation that had reshaped itself into a natural bench, his shadows automatically creating a comfortable cushion of darkness beneath us. The three moons above seemed to lean closer, their light creating a private sanctuary within the already secluded clearing.

“It was like oil on water,” I tried to explain, watching our mixed energies paint pictures in the air between us. “Not just wrong, but… deliberately twisted. As if something had taken Liam’s natural shadow magic and corrupted it into a parody of itself.” I frowned, remembering the sensation. “But it wasn’t just affecting his magic. It was influencing his thoughts, his emotions. Almost like…”

“Like something was puppeteering his natural instincts?” Aetheron finished, his shadows coiling tighter around us both. “Turning pack loyalty into a jealous rage, protective instincts into destructive impulses?”

I nodded, leaning into his solid presence beside me.

“That’s exactly it. It wasn’t just magic being twisted. It was taking everything good and true about him and perverting it into something else.” The memory made me shudder slightly. “The worst part was, I could feel him fighting it. Both his human and wolf aspects struggling against whatever had taken hold. I just couldn’t stop it…”

Aetheron’s arm wrapped around me more securely, his shadows merging with my light in patterns that spoke of protection and possession.

“Your insight confirms our worst fears,” he said softly. “This corruption isn’t random. It’s targeted, deliberate. Someone or something is finding ways to twist fae essence itself.”

“But how?” I asked, watching a nearby crystal pulse with captured starlight. “I thought court magic was…well, sacred somehow. Protected by laws older than the realms themselves.”

“It should be,” he agreed, his perfect features arranged in an expression of ancient concern. “Which makes this violation all the more concerning. Especially given the patterns we’re seeing in the mundane realm.”

I straightened slightly, remembering something through my exhaustion.

“You mentioned that before. About mundanes somehow manipulating court energies?”

Before he could answer, a change rippled through the clearing.

The crystals’ light dimmed slightly, while the grass beneath our feet began to whisper warnings in languages too old to understand. Even the moons above seemed to shift, their combined light creating new patterns that spoke of approaching danger.

Aetheron’s shadows responded instantly, coiling around us in protective layers while still maintaining their dance with my light. His molten-gold eyes swept the clearing, seeing things beyond normal perception.

“We’re not alone,” he murmured, his voice carrying harmonics that made the very air vibrate. “Someone approaches…who shouldn’t be able to find this place at all.”

The white fox materialized from pure light. Its ruby eyes shifted to haunting cyan teal as it took up a protective stance before us.

Whatever was coming, whatever threat approached our sanctuary, it seemed we were about to face it together.
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Through the building tension in the clearing, a familiar energy signature caught my attention - traces of celestial power that felt both radiant and somehow… mischievous?

“Helios?” I frowned as the name slipped out before I could stop it.

Something felt off about that assumption.

Aetheron’s shadows, still coiled protectively around us, shouldn’t have reacted with such alertness to his fellow Lord’s approach.

I glanced up at Aetheron, seeking confirmation, only to find his perfect lips curving into what could only be described as a knowing smirk.

Before I could question it, a voice cut through the magical atmosphere:

“Still the teacher’s pet, I see,” Helios emerged from between crystalline formations, his iridescent robes shifting through colors that somehow managed to convey both annoyance and amusement.

“Some things never change, do they, Shadow Lord?”

Aetheron’s response was an elegant eye roll that spoke of centuries of shared history.

“I wasn’t the only thing that enjoyed sucking up,” he drawled, shadows dancing with wicked intent. “Though I was always rather selective about who enjoyed that particular privilege.”

The effect was immediate and fascinating.

Lord Helios—the perfect, composed Lord of Aether—actually blushed.

His celestial energy flickered like a disturbed flame while his immaculate features flushed with color that had nothing to do with power and everything to do with memory.

Looking between them, at the way their powers reached for each other despite their apparent antagonism, how they managed to orbit one another like binary stars caught in an eternal dance: understanding dawned.

“You two HAD to have dated in the past, right?”

The words burst out of me, making both Lords freeze in perfect synchronization. Their matching expressions of horror only confirmed my suspicion, drawing a delighted giggle from my lips.

“Oh!” I clapped my hands together, watching their powers dance in patterns that spoke of something far more complex than mere rivalry.

“Is this a bromance? Do you guys actually have a forbidden crush on one another?”

The clearing fell into stunned silence. Even the white fox seemed to be holding back laughter, its ruby eyes dancing with ancient mischief as it watched the scene unfold.

“That’s— we didn’t—” Helios sputtered, his perfect composure shattering as his iridescent robes cycled through colors faster than should be possible. “You can’t possibly suggest⁠—”

“Completely ridiculous,” Aetheron added, though his shadows seemed to reach instinctively for Helios’s light. “The very idea of us⁠—”

“The Lord of Shadows and I would never⁠—”

“As if I’d consider the stuck-up Aether Lord⁠—”

Their protests overlapped, powers flaring in patterns that looked suspiciously like an old dance remembered. The white fox chirped what could only be described as a laugh, its ruby eyes gleaming with ancient knowledge.

“Yes,” I nodded sagely, watching their energies twist and weave around each other despite their protests. “They’re totally a thing. Look at how their powers can’t even pretend to stay apart.”

“We are NOT a thing!” They shouted in perfect unison, then glared at each other for the synchronization.

Helios drew himself up to his full height, his robes somehow managing to look both ruffled and immaculate.

“We are completely different beings. Like night and day⁠—”

“Shadow and light,” Aetheron added, though his golden eyes kept darting to Helios’s perfect features. “Opposite elements that could never⁠—”

“Our courts would revolt,” Helios continued, gesturing dramatically. “The very idea of Aether and Shadow⁠—”

“Mixing?” I suggested innocently. “Coming together? Finding harmony in opposition?”

Both Lords turned interesting shades of red, their powers creating patterns in the air that looked remarkably like lovers’ caresses.

“It would never work,” Helios insisted, though his celestial energy seemed to lean toward Aetheron’s shadows. “We’re too different, too⁠—”

“Sure,” I drawled, watching them orbit each other like celestial bodies caught in an eternal dance. “Because opposites never attract. And I bet Liarel would have totally objected to having two powerful, gorgeous Lords devoted to her.”

The clearing fell into shocked silence. Both Lords stared at me with identical expressions of disbelief, their powers creating auroras of remembered possibility.

“Vel’thor na’eth sha’lin,” Aetheron muttered in the ancient Fae tongue, but it began to translate mid-way, “Kel’nor vas told you she’d figure it out.”

“I knew it!” I gasped, pointing between them triumphantly. “You did have a thing! And you wanted to share Liarel!”

“You weren’t supposed to understand that,” Helios said faintly, his perfect features arranged in stunned surprise. “How did you⁠—”

“The ancient language just…makes sense to me,” I shrugged, then grinned wickedly. “Just like how obvious it is that you two have centuries of unresolved sexual tension between you.”

The white fox bounced around us gleefully, its tail swishing through their mingled energies in patterns that seemed to spell out ancient secrets.

“This is absurd,” Helios tried again, though his robes had settled into colors that looked suspiciously like twilight; the perfect blend of shadow and light. “We would never⁠—”

“Haven’t in centuries,” Aetheron corrected automatically, then winced when Helios shot him a betrayed look.

“Centuries?” My grin widened. “So you admit there was something to not have done in centuries?”

Both Lords looked like they wanted to sink into their respective elements and disappear. Their powers, however, continued their intimate dance, creating patterns that spoke of passion long denied but never forgotten.

“I believe,” Helios said with as much dignity as he could muster while blushing furiously, “we had important matters to discuss regarding court investigations.”

“Oh yes,” I nodded solemnly, though I couldn’t quite hide my smile. “Very important matters. Nothing at all to do with how you two keep looking at each other when you think no one’s watching.”

The white fox’s approving chirp only made their embarrassment more profound, their powers creating what looked suspiciously like heart patterns in the space between them.

“Yes, well,” Helios cleared his throat, his perfect composure reasserting itself like armor. “Perhaps we should focus on why we’re actually here.”

“Indeed,” Aetheron agreed too quickly, though his shadows still reached unconsciously for Helios’s light. “More pressing matters at hand.”

I glanced between them, sudden curiosity cutting through my amusement.

“Actually, now that Aetheron mentions it…why are you here, Lord Helios? Not that I’m complaining, but…”

The Lords exchanged a look that transformed their embarrassment into something warmer, more purposeful. Despite their attempt to maintain serious expressions, pride radiated from them both in waves that made the very air shimmer with possibility.

“Your dedication this week has been…remarkable,” Helios said, his teaching voice carrying harmonics of genuine approval. His iridescent robes shifted through colors that somehow managed to convey both academic satisfaction and something deeper, more personal. “Even with the additional training sessions, the complex court politics, the pack dynamics…”

“You’ve exceeded every expectation,” Aetheron added, his shadows dancing with ancient pride. “Not just in magical aptitude, but in how you’ve handled each challenge presented.”

The white fox chirped its agreement, ruby eyes gleaming with what looked suspiciously like anticipation.

“Therefore,” Helios continued, his perfect features softening into an expression I’d never seen before, “we decided you deserved something special. A reward, if you will, for your commitment to growth.”

“A treat?” I asked the word feeling strange on my tongue.

In the Underground, rewards usually came with strings attached, prices to be paid later. But the energy radiating from both Lords held nothing but genuine warmth and… excitement?

“Yes, little Songbird,” Aetheron’s rich voice carried undertones of barely contained pleasure. “Something we think you’ll truly appreciate.”

Helios’s smile, not his usual perfect, controlled expression, but something real and almost boyish, transformed his entire being.

“Close your eyes for a moment,” he instructed softly. “And no peeking.”

I hesitated for just a second — old instincts warring with new trust. But these were my Lords - one who held my heart, one who guided my growth.

With a deep breath, I let my eyes fall closed.

The magic in the clearing shifted immediately. I could feel the power surging around us; shadow and light working in perfect harmony for whatever they were creating. The very air seemed to crystallize with potential, while the ground beneath my feet trembled with ancient energy.

Tiny sounds reached my ears — the musical tinkle of what might have been fairy bells, the soft whisper of reality rearranging itself, the gentle splash of water that hadn’t existed moments before.

The white fox’s excited chirps added to the symphony of magical transformation.

“Alright,” Aetheron’s voice came from somewhere to my left, practically vibrating with anticipation. “Open them.”

When my eyes fluttered open, a gasp of pure wonder escaped me.

The clearing had transformed into something out of the most beautiful dreams. Everything glowed with inner light - flowers that contained actual stars, grass that seemed woven from moonbeams, trees with leaves that chimed like crystal wind chimes in the ethereal breeze.

A pool of water that definitely hadn’t existed before now dominated the center of the clearing. Its surface didn’t just reflect the three moons above — it seemed to contain their very essence, creating patterns of light that danced across everything they touched.

But it was what waited beside the illuminated pool that made my heart stop completely.

There, glowing with power that shouldn’t exist in any realm, stood three of the most magnificent horses I had ever seen.

The three horses before me radiated power that made the very air shimmer with ancient magic. Each one seemed to exist both in our realm and somewhere beyond, their very presence making reality bend around them.

The first horse was crafted from pure obsidian darkness; not merely black, but a depth of shadow that seemed to absorb light itself.

Its coat rippled like liquid night, each movement revealing patterns that looked like constellations moving beneath its skin. But it was the eyes that truly captured attention; pools of molten red that burned with inner fire, as if someone had captured the essence of volcanic fury and given it conscious form.

Beside it stood its perfect opposite — a steed of such pure white radiance that looking directly at it should have been impossible. Its coat didn’t just shine; it emanated actual light that created halos of celestial energy with each breath. Iridescent eyes of teal and gold swirled like captured auroras, holding wisdom that spoke of centuries of watching worlds rise and fall.

But it was the center horse that called to something deep within my soul.

Its coat displayed perfect duality — one side pure as freshly fallen snow, the other darker than the space between stars. The division wasn’t harsh or jarring, but rather a natural flow, like twilight stretching between day and night. Something about it felt achingly familiar as if I’d known this creature in dreams I couldn’t quite remember.

The white fox chose that moment to transform, its form elongating into the serpentine shape I’d come to associate with moments of profound magic. It coiled around my arm as I approached the magnificent beings, its scales cool against my skin as it watched with ancient interest.

All three horses observed my approach with otherworldly intelligence, but the split-colored one in the center moved forward slightly, its dual-toned head lowering in what felt like recognition. Power radiated from it in waves that perfectly matched the duality of my own magic — shadow and light in perfect harmony.

Without hesitation, I placed my hand on its forehead, feeling magic surge at the contact. Something pulled me forward, urging me to press my forehead against its own in a gesture that felt as natural as breathing.

“Astral,” the name fell from my lips in a whisper, carried on a wave of memory that felt both foreign and achingly familiar. “I’ve missed you, old friend. Even if I can’t remember everything…”

The horse — Astral — released a breath that carried harmonics of ancient power. Where it touched my skin, magic surged and transformed. The sensation of fabric shifting around me made me open my eyes, and I gasped at what I saw.

My academy uniform had vanished, replaced by a gown that seemed woven from starlight and shadow. Pure white fabric flowed like liquid moonlight, while black chains formed intricate sleeve patterns that somehow managed to look both delicate and powerful. The design spoke of ancient magic, each detail holding meaning beyond mere decoration.

Looking back at the Lords, I found them similarly transformed.

Their usual court attire had been replaced by something far more primal, more true to their essential natures.

“Some habits,” Helios said with a soft smile that transformed his perfect features, “are difficult to break, even after centuries pass.”

Aetheron moved to my side, his shadows reaching to brush a strand of hair from my face.

“You look stunning in your riding attire, my love.”

I glanced down at the elaborate gown with its high slits.

“This is riding attire?”

His answering smirk held centuries of secrets.

“You’ll see soon enough.”

Helios appeared at my other side, his presence carrying an unusual warmth.

“Consider this your reward for such dedicated growth,” he said, something almost playful dancing in his iridescent eyes. “A small token of appreciation for your commitment to learning.”

“Where are we going?” I asked, feeling excitement build as Astral nudged my shoulder affectionately.

Helios pressed a finger to his perfect lips, his eyes dancing with rare mischief.

“That, dear student, is a secret.”

The wink he gave me was so unexpected, so contrary to his usual academic demeanor, that it made my heart skip.
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“Faster, Astral!”

My delighted laughter echoed through the pre-dawn air as we raced up the winding path. The magnificent horse responded instantly, its dual-colored coat gleaming with power as we left the shadowed valleys behind.

The night had been pure magic.

Hours spent exploring the hidden wonders of the twilight realm, each moment bringing new discoveries that made my heart soar.

The valleys we’d traversed were unlike anything in the mundane world — gardens where flowers bloomed with actual starlight, trees whose leaves chimed melodies older than time itself, creatures that seemed crafted from pure magic.

Aetheron’s cape of shadows wrapped around me like a lover’s embrace, somehow managing to keep me perfectly warm while allowing my white silk dress to flow freely. The fabric seemed alive, responding to our movement by creating patterns that mimicked the constellations above.

My hair — that perfect split of shadow and light — streamed behind me like a banner of duality, each strand glowing with its own inner radiance.

The fox-turned-snake wrapped around my bicep hissed with joy, its scales shifting between ruby and cyan teal as we climbed higher.

I really should name you…

I thought, feeling its ancient power pulse in rhythm with my excitement. Something fitting for a being that shifts between forms so elegantly.

“Mind that turn ahead!” Helios called from my left, his white stallion moving with impossible grace. Throughout the night, he’d shared knowledge with infectious enthusiasm — explaining how certain crystal formations could be activated to reveal hidden pathways, showing me how to recognize plants that contained pure celestial energy.

“She’s got it,” Aetheron’s rich voice came from my right, pride evident in his tone. His obsidian mount seemed to absorb moonlight itself as we climbed.

He’d spent hours teaching me the secret languages of shadow, how to read signs in darkness that would lead to concealed caves and forgotten sanctuaries.

The lessons had been wonderfully hands-on, nothing like the formal classroom instruction I’d grown used to. Both Lords seemed to delight in my enthusiasm, their usually formal demeanors softening as they shared ancient knowledge. They’d taken turns leading me through magical exercises, showing me how to interact with the realm’s natural magic in ways no textbook could convey.

Now, racing toward the promised viewpoint, I felt more alive than ever before.

The early morning air carried hints of frost but mixed with something else - something that felt like pure possibility. Crystal formations along our path caught the light of the three moons, creating rainbow paths that seemed to dance just for us.

“Almost there!” Helios called, his perfect features animated with rare excitement. “Just past these last shadows!”

The path wound through a series of obsidian arches that seemed to bend reality itself. Each one we passed through shifted the world slightly, making the boundaries between courts feel thinner and more permeable. Astral moved through them with confident grace, as if remembering a journey taken countless times before.

Flowers that only bloomed in these precious moments between night and dawn opened as we passed, their petals releasing bursts of ethereal light. The air grew thinner but somehow richer with magic as we climbed, each breath feeling like drinking pure starlight.

Despite being awake all night, I felt no exhaustion.

If anything, I felt more energized with each passing moment. My power surged and danced, shadow and light creating patterns that matched the ancient magic around us. The snake around my arm seemed to approve, its scales creating tiny auroras where they touched my skin.

“There!” Aetheron called out, his shadows dancing with anticipation. “The Convergence Point!”

We burst through the final arch into a sight that stole what little breath the climb had left me. The hilltop opened into a perfect circular plateau, its edges seeming to exist in multiple realities at once. And there, spread out before us like the most impossible painting, were both courts — Aether and Twilight — existing side by side as if they’d always been meant to.

The sight before me defied everything I thought I knew about reality.

The Aether Court rose like a dream of eternal dawn — its crystalline spires catching the first rays of sunrise in hues that shouldn’t exist. Golden light spilled across alabaster towers, creating cascades of warmth that painted the sky in shades of amber, rose, and lavender. Each structure seemed to pulse with inner radiance as if the very stones had captured sunlight within their cores.

In perfect contrast, the Twilight Court sprawled in eternal dusk’s embrace. Its obsidian architecture caught starlight in ways that made shadows dance like living things. Cool tones of midnight blue, deep purple, and silver created an ethereal display as countless galaxies swirled overhead. Stars that shouldn’t be visible in daylight continued their eternal dance, turning the sky above the shadow realm into a cosmic ballet.

Where the two courts met, something magical happened. The colors didn’t clash or fight for dominance. Instead, they merged into the most beautiful aurora I’d ever witnessed. Warm and cool tones wove together like lovers reuniting, creating patterns that spoke of balance rather than opposition.

Light and shadow, day and night, all exist in perfect harmony.

The sight sparked something in my memory — a name that felt as ancient as the magic surrounding us.

“Echo,” I whispered to the snake wrapped around my arm. “That’s your name. Echo, like this perfect moment between realms.”

The snake hissed with delight, its scales shifting through colors that matched the magnificent display above.

In a shimmer of transformation, it returned to fox form, settling on my shoulder to nuzzle against my cheek affectionately. Its ruby eyes held the same wonder I felt as we watched the impossible sunrise together.

Hoofbeats announced the arrival of my Lords as they positioned their mounts on either side of Astral. Neither spoke immediately, allowing me to drink in the magnificent view before us. Their presence felt right; shadow and light flanking me just as their courts spread out below.

“It’s beautiful,” I finally managed, my voice barely above a whisper as if speaking too loudly might shatter the perfect moment. “I never imagined anything could be so…”

“Perfect?” Helios suggested softly, his perfect features softened by the mingled light of both courts.

“Balanced,” Aetheron added, his shadows dancing with the Echo’s reflected light.

“Home,” I whispered, the word carrying more weight than I’d intended. “Both of them…they’re both home.”

The word hung in the air between us, heavy with meaning and possibility.

Echo chirped softly in agreement, while Astral shifted beneath me as if responding to the truth in my words.

The two Lords exchanged a look over my head. Their powers reached for each other unconsciously, creating smaller versions of the Echo above as shadow and light merged.

“Yes,” they said in perfect unison, their voices carrying harmonics that made the very air vibrate with ancient magic. “They are.”

And in that moment, watching their courts exist in perfect harmony while their powers danced around us all, I finally understood.

Home wasn’t about choosing one court over another, one type of power or way of being. Home was about finding balance, about embracing all aspects of who we were meant to be.

The sun continued its ascent, painting impossible colors across both courts while stars refused to fade from view.

A perfect metaphor. For the journey ahead. One where light and shadow, day and night, all had their place in the grand dance of existence.

Echo snuggled closer as the first true rays of dawn blessed us with their warmth, and I smiled, finally feeling completely at peace with who - and what - I was meant to become.


Shattered Illusions Of Home
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~SPARROW~


The academy halls shimmered with morning light as I made my way toward the auditorium, each crystalline wall pulsing with the combined energy of four courts.

After four weeks, I’d grown accustomed to how the architecture seemed to breathe with magical potential, how different sections would shift their allegiance based on which court’s students passed through.

Today’s summons had brought a nervous energy to the usual morning bustle. The Elders and Professors would be evaluating our progress — a milestone that had even Nyx showing hints of concern beneath her usual mischief.

My mind drifted to everything we’d accomplished so far.

Combat magic with Cypress teaching us elemental control, while Solaris helped perfect our energy manipulation. Nyx had proven surprisingly to be a patient instructor in void walking, though Liam…my shadow wolf had only recently returned to training, still subdued from whatever had affected him that day in the cafeteria.

Then there were the private lessons with Lord Helios — sessions that had taken on new meaning since that night of magical exploration.

The memory of riding Astral beneath three moons while both Lords shared ancient knowledge made my heart swell. That perfect sunrise where Aether and Twilight Courts existed in harmony, Echo the fox-snake curled around my shoulder as we witnessed the impossible…

Lady Aurora.

The name echoed in my mind as familiar voices drew my attention. Pressing myself against a section of lockers that helpfully shifted to shadow-aspect, I peered around the corner.

Lady Aurora stood in what she probably thought was an empty hallway, her perfect features arranged in an expression I’d never seen on her before — fear.

Before her towered a man whose very presence made the air thick with Aether Court power. Tall and imposingly built, his features held enough similarity to Aurora’s to mark their relation, though his held none of her careful beauty.

His face was all harsh angles and barely contained fury.

“I’m trying,” Aurora’s voice carried none of its usual imperial confidence. “The task isn’t as simple as you make it sound. There are complications⁠—”

“Complications?” Her father’s voice cracked like thunder. “Your brothers would have completed this assignment weeks ago. But you…you waste time playing at being a proper court lady while failing at every opportunity presented.”

“It’s not that simple!” Frustration bled into her tone. “Why do I have to pretend to be this reincarnated princess? I have my own identity, my own⁠—”

“Your own what?” he sneered. “Your own failures? Your own inadequacies? This role was given to you as a chance to prove your worth to the court. If you can’t even manage this simple deception…”

His words trailed off into a threat that made the very air crackle with tension. Aurora seemed to shrink before him, though something like defiance still sparked in her eyes.

“Maybe I don’t want to be part of these games anymore,” she said quietly. “The court doesn’t want me anyway. No one does. I’d probably have better chances in the mundane⁠—”

The crack of his hand against her cheek echoed through the hallway like a gunshot.

I had to clap my hand over my mouth to stifle my gasp, while the lockers around me trembled with shared outrage.

Aurora stood frozen, one hand pressed to her reddening cheek as tears began to fall. Her father loomed over her, his Aether magic crackling with barely contained rage.

“I pulled every string, called in every favor to get you into this establishment,” he snarled. “No one wanted to waste a position on a female practitioner with mediocre talents. Do you know who the only person to speak in your favor was? Lord Aetheron of the Twilight Court, and he wasn’t even an official member of the voting committee!”

My heart skipped at the mention of Aetheron.

Of course, he would have advocated for giving someone a chance, regardless of their court or gender. It was so perfectly him that it made my chest ache.

“The Shadow Lord’s opinion carries weight across all courts,” her father continued, “which is the only reason you’re here at all. And how do you repay such consideration? By failing at every turn, by refusing to play your part in the greater plan.”

Aurora’s tears fell faster now, each one catching light like trapped stars.

“I’m trying my best⁠—”

“Your best isn’t good enough!” His power flared, making the hallway’s crystals sing with discord. “The Aether Court has more important concerns than coddling a disappointment. The attacks grow more frequent, the tainted energy claims more fae lives each day. Unless you can complete your assigned task, don’t bother returning home.”

The word ‘home’ seemed to break something in Aurora.

“It’s never felt like home,” she whispered, her perfect composure finally shattering completely. “Not when it’s so obvious I’m not welcome there. Not when being female makes me worth less than nothing.”

Her father’s expression somehow darkened further.

“Then perhaps you belong nowhere.” The words fell like physical blows. “Prove your worth or don’t return. Those are your options.”

He turned and strode away, his Aether magic leaving trails of discordant energy in his wake. Aurora stood alone in the hallway, one hand still pressed to her reddened cheek as tears carved paths through her perfect makeup.

I watched her shoulders shake with silent sobs, all her careful poise stripped away to reveal something raw and wounded beneath. In that moment, she wasn’t the stuck-up princess of the Aether Court.

She was just a girl trying desperately to earn approval that would never be given.

For the first time, I understood Aurora’s behavior from a different perspective. Her desperate need to prove herself, and her harsh treatment of others — it all stemmed from a place of deep pain and rejection.

She wasn’t just fighting for position or power; she was fighting for the right to exist in a world that saw her as fundamentally less.

The parallel to my own past in the Underground struck me hard. How many times had I pushed myself beyond limits, and taken impossible risks, just to prove I deserved a place at the table? How many times had I worn arrogance like armor, using it to hide the scared little girl beneath?

But where I’d found acceptance — in my wolves, in Aetheron’s love, in Helios’s guidance — Aurora remained trapped in a cycle of rejection and impossible expectations. Her tears fell like stars, each one carrying the weight of dreams that seemed forever out of reach.

The summons to the auditorium suddenly felt less important than this moment of raw truth. Something needed to change in how the courts treated their daughters.

And somehow, I knew this revelation would play a crucial role in whatever destiny awaited me.

Aurora took a shuddering breath, carefully reconstructing her mask of perfection. But I’d seen beneath it now, seen the wounded soul behind the imperial facade.

As she walked away, head held high despite her tears, I made a silent vow.

Something would have to change.

And perhaps that change needed to start with reaching out to an unexpected ally.


Unexpected Allies
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~SPARROW~


The auditorium entrance loomed before me, its crystalline architecture somehow managing to incorporate all four courts’ influences simultaneously.

Lady Aurora stood before it, her perfect features marred by a frown as she stared at the sealed doors.

“What’s the hold up?” I asked, approaching with a casual confidence that belied my knowledge of her earlier vulnerability.

She turned, and for a moment I caught the ghost of tears in her eyes before her usual mask of superiority slipped into place.

“Oh look, the class favorite can’t figure it out either. How…disappointing.”

“Says the one who’s been standing here staring at it without any actual answers,” I pointed out mildly, watching how her energy flickered with exhaustion beneath its usual pristine glow.

The subtle tremor in her aura spoke of emotional turmoil barely contained.

Her attempt at a cutting response died before it reached her lips. Something in her seemed to deflate slightly, the weight of her father’s words still pressing down on her like a physical force.

“You know,” I said softly, keeping my eyes on the sealed entrance, “sometimes the hardest battles we fight aren’t against enemies, but against expectations that were never meant for us to fulfill.”

Aurora’s breath caught slightly.

“You saw.”

It wasn’t a question.

“If you’re going to pity me—” she started, her voice carrying an edge of desperate pride.

“I wouldn’t know how to pity someone for disappointing a parent,” I cut her off gently. “Never had any to disappoint. At least, none I can remember. But I do know what it’s like to give everything you have, every drop of blood and sweat and power, only to be told it’s not enough. All because you were born female in a world that sees that as a fundamental flaw.”

The air between us grew thick with shared understanding.

Around us, the academy’s magic seemed to pulse in rhythm with our combined pain and determination.

“This place,” I gestured at the halls around us, “will keep challenging us simply because we’re women. The courts, the Elders, society itself. They’ll keep moving the target, keep raising the bar, keep finding new ways to tell us we’re not enough.”

Aurora turned to face me fully, her perfect mask cracking just enough to show genuine interest.

“But here’s the thing,” I continued, letting my power flare slightly, shadow and light dancing in perfect harmony. “We can be strong. Powerful. Merciless and unforgiving if we choose to be. We simply choose a different path because it’s in our nature to forgive rather than hold grudges like men who thrive on war and endless violence.”

I extended my hand toward her — not in pity, but in recognition of a fellow warrior.

“We don’t have to be best friends. Honestly, you can keep calling me class favorite if it makes you feel better.” That drew a surprised laugh from her. “But I respect your fight, even if we’re fighting it differently.”

She stared at my offered hand, conflict clear in her eyes.

“How can I trust you? After what my father said about the reincarnated princess…”

I couldn’t help but smirk.

“Would you even accept me if I was?”

“Gods, no,” she cringed, giving me a side-eye that held a hint of humor.

“Exactly. So let’s be allies for now. And hey, maybe you’ll turn out to be the reincarnated princess later. Stranger things have happened in this realm.”

Her laugh this time was genuine, brightness breaking through her usual perfect facade as she took my hand.

The moment our palms met, our different court energies sparked and merged — not fighting, but finding unexpected harmony.

A sudden bang from behind the sealed doors made us both jump.

The sound carried undertones of void energy that made my skin prickle with concern.

“Think it’s like the classroom?” Aurora asked her hand still in mine. “Where we had to go through the wall?”

“Maybe.” I extended my magical senses, searching for my pack bonds. “I can feel my wolves inside, but…” I frowned as Nyx’s energy signature pulsed with unusual intensity. “Something feels wrong. Nyx’s power is… elevated. Dangerously so.”

We shared a look of understanding before stepping back from the entrance in unison, preparing for a running start.

“I should admit,” Aurora said quietly, her perfect composure cracking slightly. “I failed at this the first time. Another student had to pull me through. I’m…I’m not very good at believing in impossible things.”

I squeezed her hand, feeling our powers continue their surprising dance of cooperation.

“Then it’s a good thing you’ve got backup this time. Sometimes the impossible becomes possible when we stop trying to face it alone.”

A small, genuine smile curved her lips.

“You’re not what I expected, you know that?”

“Yeah well,” I laughed, adjusting our grip for better stability, “the resting bitch face tends to keep people from looking too closely. Makes it harder for them to try taking advantage.”

“Now that’s a strategy I can appreciate,” she agreed, her own laugh carrying harmonics of real warmth.

Energy began building around us — her pure Aether magic weaving with my unique blend of shadow and light. Whatever waited on the other side of that wall, we’d face it together. Two women who’d found an unexpected alliance in their shared struggle against a world that tried to limit them.

“Ready?” I asked, feeling our combined power surge with potential.

Aurora squeezed my hand once more, determination replacing fear in her perfect features.

“Ready.”

Together, we ran toward the wall, our powers creating a wake of impossible beauty behind us. Whatever challenges waited beyond, we’d face them not as rivals, but as allies who understood that true strength often came from the most unexpected sources.

The wall rushed up to meet us, solid yet somehow permeable, and we leaped into whatever destiny awaited on the other side.

The moment we passed through the wall, reality fractured into something both beautiful and terrifying.

Elements whirled around us in chaotic patterns — fire that burned with void-touched darkness, water that flowed upward in defiance of natural law, air that carried whispers of ancient pain, and earth that seemed to pulse with corrupted life.

The magic felt heavy, pressing against us like a physical force. But beneath the natural elements, I sensed something else; a tainted energy that moved with deliberate malice. It reached for us with tendrils of pure corruption, each one seeking to tear us apart at our very essence.

“Aurora!” I cried as her hand began slipping from mine. The taint was trying to separate us, recognizing our combined strength as a threat.

Her response wasn’t words but sounds that shouldn’t exist — screeching harmonics that spoke of soul-deep terror. In this altered state of perception, where everything existed in stark contrasts of red, black, teal, and white, I could see the fear etched into her glowing form like cracks in perfect marble.

Instinct told me that if I lost her here, in this space between realities, I’d never see her again. The taint wouldn’t just corrupt her — it would unmake her entirely. My grip tightened with desperate determination, power surging through me as I fought to keep her anchored.

Something cool and smooth wrapped around our joined wrists.

Echo, my serpentine companion, had manifested from whatever realm it called home. Its molten red eyes blazed with ancient purpose as it wound between us, creating a living bond that fought against the corruption trying to tear us apart.

“Hold on!” I commanded, pulling Aurora forward as our mixed energies — her pure Aether and my shadow-touched light — created a shield against the chaos. Echo hissed encouragement, its scales pulsing with power that seemed to strengthen our connection.

The further we moved into this bubble of corrupted reality, the more I could hear them…whispers of pain and fear from countless students caught in this tainted space.

Their suffering pressed against my consciousness like physical wounds:

“Never good enough…”

“They’ll see through me eventually…”

“Don’t deserve to be here…”

“Should just give up…”

But worse than the anonymous voices were the thoughts I recognized - my wolves, each one trapped in their own personal nightmare:

Solaris’s usually bright energy dimmed with self-doubt.

Can’t control it properly… never as strong as they need… would only hurt Liam if I got closer to her…

Cypress’s elemental harmony fractured with fear.

Everything changes… can’t hold onto anything… will lose Nyx like I lose everything…

Nyx’s galaxy eyes clouded with pain.

Love her so much it hurts… but they’ll never accept all of me… never be enough just as I am…

And Liam…his thoughts were the most distorted, fighting against something that wasn’t him.

Worthless… failure… end it all… make them see… finish this game of student and destiny…

I stopped moving, overwhelmed by the onslaught of pain and fear.

The corrupted energy sensed my vulnerability, coalescing into a spiral of pure malice that aimed to strike us from all sides. Aurora’s grip on my hand tightened as Echo hissed defiance at the approaching darkness.

Rage began building in my chest — not the hot fury of battle but something colder, deeper. This was supposed to be neutral ground, a place where everyone could find hope regardless of their court or circumstance.

The academy had given us all a chance to be more than what our worlds told us we could be.

And something dared to corrupt that?

“No,” I whispered as power began building within me. “This is our sanctuary.”

The corruption pressed closer, trying to drown us in waves of doubt and fear.

“This is our home!” My voice rose as Aether magic surged through me, turning my hair pure white as ancient incantations appeared on my skin. The marks blazed with celestial fire, each one a rune of protection and purification.

Light exploded from me in a wave of pure power, pushing back the corrupted walls. But I wasn’t done. Shadows poured from my very being, taking physical form in a cape that mirrored Aetheron’s power. It spread out like wings of living darkness, each tendril finding and pinning a piece of the taint trying to destroy us.

Reality shattered like glass, revealing the true auditorium. Students lay scattered near the walls, some unconscious, others struggling against invisible bonds. Only Aurora and I remained standing in the center, our hands still clasped, Echo still binding us together.

Through the settling dust of shattered reality, I saw her first — Nyx, my proud void wolf, looking more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. Her usually impeccable appearance was marred by cuts that leaked void energy instead of blood, each wound seeming to bend light around its edges. Her galaxy eyes met mine with a mixture of relief and warning.

Not far from her, Solaris slumped against a crystalline pillar. His right arm hung uselessly at his side, the limb seeming to flicker between solid form and pure light as if his control over physicality itself was wavering. Blood - actual golden blood that sparkled with celestial energy — trickled from a wound at his temple, each drop creating tiny auroras where it fell.

They were breathing hard, exhausted but alive — which was more than I could say for many others in the auditorium. Students lay scattered like broken dolls, some barely conscious enough to groan, others… others so still that the very air around them seemed to hold its breath in mourning.

Please don’t be dead.

I thought desperately, feeling Aurora’s hand tighten in mine as she too took in the carnage. Echo remained wrapped around our wrists, its scales shifting between ruby and void-black as it monitored the lingering traces of corruption.

Movement at the top of the chamber drew my attention. The Elders sat in their elevated seats, their ancient faces marked with expressions I’d never seen before — shock, horror, and something that looked disturbingly like guilt. Their usual mask of omniscient authority had cracked, revealing something far more fallible beneath.

The doors burst open with enough force to make reality itself shudder.

Lord Helios strode in, his perfect features arranged in a fury that made his iridescent robes spark with barely contained power.

“What,” his voice carried harmonics that made the very air crystallize, “is the meaning of this? This level of trial is meant for masters with decades of magical training, not students barely four weeks into their education!”

The Elders shifted uncomfortably, their combined power dimming before his rage. None seemed willing or able to meet his blazing gaze.

“We…” one of the professors stepped forward, their voice shaking slightly. “We lost control. Something… something interfered. An entity we couldn’t identify or contain. It was as if…” they swallowed hard. “As if something was pulling strings we couldn’t see.”

“A test?” Helios’s power flared, making several unconscious students whimper in their unnatural sleep. “You dare call this a test? Look around you! These children trusted us with their safety, their growth, and you⁠—”

He cut off abruptly, something dangerous flickering across his perfect features.

“This ends now. The trial is terminated.” His voice rang with authority that made the academy itself tremble. “Send word to Lord Aetheron immediately. The Lords of Void and Elemental Courts as well. We require an emergency council at the castle⁠—”

“Professor!” Cypress’s voice cut through the tension as he sprinted toward us, his elemental tattoos blazing with urgent warning. “Behind you!”

But something felt wrong.

The energy in the room had shifted, becoming heavier, more malevolent. Nyx’s galaxy eyes widened in recognition of something I couldn’t quite grasp. We shared a look of understanding — whatever had corrupted this space hadn’t finished its work.

Echo’s warning hiss came with a surge of pure power, aether and shadow exploding outward in opposite directions. Reality itself seemed to crystallize, time slowing to an impossible crawl around us. Only a select few remained able to move at normal speed - myself, Aurora, Nyx, Cypress, and Solaris, all of us caught in this pocket of altered time.

Through the massive window above — where Lord Helios must have been observing before his intervention — a figure launched itself into space.

My heart stopped as recognition hit like a physical blow.

Liam’s form was barely recognizable, corrupted shadows oozing from him like toxic smoke. In his hands, a massive obsidian spear pulsed with tainted energy that made the very air recoil.

Dark thoughts crashed into my mind with devastating force.

Our duty will be fulfilled.

The Aether Court shall fall first, darkness consuming all they hold dear.

Then the others will follow, starting with their ruler’s last breath…

Horror bloomed as understanding struck.

“NO!” The scream tore from my throat as I realized Liam’s target — Lord Helios, still focused on berating the Elders, unaware of the death plummeting toward him.

“Move!” Aurora’s hand yanked mine as her magic erupted in stunning brilliance. Gold, teal, and pink energy wove itself into a staircase of pure light, suspended in the slowed time. “Run! Up! NOW!”

We sprinted up the magical construct, each step feeling like fighting through molasses despite our immunity to time distortion. Behind us, Cypress and Solaris began their transformations - fur sprouting, bodies shifting as they prepared to leap. Nyx’s void magic manifested as purple and black threads, shooting outward to try to ensnare both Liam and his corrupted weapon.

Breaking free of Aurora’s grip, I pushed past her, gathering magic to propel myself forward. But even as I leaped, calculations raced through my mind — three seconds too slow.

My outstretched hand would miss the spear by mere inches…

“TAKE ME WHERE MY SOUL YEARNS FOR SAFETY!” The words erupted from me, instinct and desperation combining into raw power. The skull tattoo on my wrist blazed to life, roses, and crown becoming visible as if carved from pure light. My bracelet transformed from its hidden state, blinding radiance pouring from every charm.

Light consumed everything — reality itself seemed to fold and reshape around us. Then I was falling, the sudden shift in location disorienting until strong arms caught me with familiar grace.

“Lord Helios,” I breathed in relief, looking up at his perfect features.

Behind us, screams announced the arrival of my companions — Aurora, Nyx, Solaris, and Cypress plummeting through whatever portal my magic had created.

A screech of pure power pierced the air as Echo — now a magnificent white phoenix with familiar cyan teal eyes — dove to catch the others in its radiant wings. Below us stretched an impossible landscape; ancient trees with leaves of living crystal, lakes that seemed to contain actual starlight.

Looking up at Helios, I saw disappointment cloud his features not directed at me, but at the situation we’d fled. The implications of what had just happened settled like lead in my stomach. Liam, my shadow wolf, had just attempted to murder a Court Lord.

“It wasn’t him,” I whispered, exhaustion suddenly making my limbs feel like lead as tears gathered in my eyes. He had to realize that Liam would have never had the intention of hurting Lord Helios.

Sure, the last few weeks have been difficult on him, especially after our first day of challenges and test, but to push him to try and assassinate someone as important as the Lord of Aether Court?

The corruption I’d sensed, the foreign voice controlling his actions…

“I know,” Helios’s voice carried ancient understanding, though dread flickered across his perfect features. His gaze fixed on something in the distance, his expression darkening further. “But that will have to wait, little Star. We have bigger problems.”

“What do you…” The words died in my throat as I followed his gaze.

On the horizon, a wall of pure darkness approached — not natural storm clouds but something that radiated malevolent purpose. The very air seemed to grow colder as it advanced, promising destruction on a scale I couldn’t comprehend.

“What is that?” My voice shook despite my attempt at bravery.

A chill raced up my spine as the darkness continued its inexorable approach.

Helios’s hold on me tightened protectively as his clothing shifted and transformed. Armor of pure celestial energy materialized around him, while a crown of crystallized magic and power manifested above his brow. In that moment, he wasn’t just my professor — he was truly the Lord of Aether Court.

“That,” he said grimly, power radiating from him in waves that made reality itself tremble, “is the sign of war.”

The words hung in the air like a death knell, promising changes that would reshape our world forever.

Below us, Echo landed with our companions, all of them staring at the approaching darkness with matching expressions of horror.

Whatever peace we’d found at the academy, whatever sense of belonging we’d built in just a few short weeks, all of it was about to be tested in ways none of us had imagined.

The corruption that had taken Liam was just the beginning.

The real battle was about to begin.
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A Dark Fantasy Omegaverse:

KNOT YOUR FATED M.U.S.E.

I’m an omega who can hear the shadows sing.

Patient #495. Nyx Blackwood. Scorpio.

They call me dangerous. Unstable.

The Fated M.U.S.E.

Mentally insane, they wrote in my file.

Unsatisfactory, they marked on my tests.

Scentless, they whispered in fear.

Excelled beyond control, they warned the others.

For six years, Ravenscroft Asylum has been my prison, their white walls keeping the world safe from me.

Or maybe keeping me safe from the world.

Until four of the most lethal alphas in the Parazodiac Nexus break in.

They don’t just take me. They claim me.

Atlas, Capricorn, with his blindfolded gaze that strips me bare.

Dante, Leo, who reads my silence better than anyone with perfect hearing.

Kieran, Pisces, carrying the weight of a shattered bond that should have killed him.

Vale, Taurus, whose failing body houses an unstoppable will.

They’re feral. Dangerous. Operating outside every law the city holds dear.

And they say I’m theirs.

But the shadows are singing louder now, warning of ancient blood feuds and deadly power plays.

The asylum wanted to keep me locked away — they should have worried more about what would happen when I got out.

These alphas think they can protect me from everything.

Everything except themselves.

Everything except what I might become with them.

And in the Parazodiac Nexus, survival means breaking all the rules.

Even the ones written by Fate.


Prologue: Who I was Then and Now
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~NYX~


Pain. Always pain.

Hunger gnaws. Empty. Hollow.

How long since food?

Days? Weeks?

Time blurs here.

Patient 495, they call me.

Nyx, I remind myself.

Nyx Blackwood.

Have to remember.

Have to hold onto something.

Memories fade like smoke. Slip through fingers.

Had a family once.

A sister?

Sometimes see flashes. Green eyes like mine.

Dark hair. Same face?

Twin?

Can’t remember.

Don’t remember….

White coats come again.

Always come.

“495 ready for morning trials.”

Mockery in their tones. Smoke and tainted misery in their presence.

Rough hands. Cold metal. Restraints bite broken flesh.

Routine now. Every day same. Different poisons. Different pains.

But always pain.

Needle slides in. Burns. Scream tears throat.

No one hears. No one cares.

Shadows dance.

Whisper.

They’re my only friends now.

Listen, they say.

Listen to our song.

But white coats don’t like it when I listen. Don’t like when I speak to shadows.

More needles when I do. More pain.

“Remarkable,” they murmur.

Write in charts.

“M.U.S.E. showing increased sensitivity.”

M.U.S.E.

Mentally insane.

Unsatisfactory.

Scentless.

Excelled.

Their perfect experiment.

Their broken toy.

Had hope once. Dreamed of rescue. Of freedom.

Not anymore…

This is life now.

These white walls.These endless tests. This gnawing hunger.

Home. Prison. Hell.

Sometimes remember before.

Warm hands. Soft voice. Mother?

Singing lullabies. Keeping monsters away.

But she couldn’t keep these monsters away.

No one can.

New liquid today. Glows green.

Terror spikes. Heart pounds.

“Hold her down.”

No no no.

Try to fight. Always fight.

But so weak.

So hungry.

Liquid burns throat. Melts insides.

Scream until voice breaks.

Until darkness comes.

Shadows grow louder.

Sing sweeter.

Promise things.

Soon, they whisper. Soon.

Don’t believe them anymore.

Only believe in pain.

Only trust in agony.

This is Ravenscroft.

This is where hope dies.

This is where I belong.

Patient 495.

The M.U.S.E. they made.

The monster they created.

Nyx, I whisper in my mind.

Nyx Blackwood.

Have to remember.

Have to hold on.

Even as darkness takes me again.

Even as shadows sing their lullabies.

Even as I forget everything else.

I am Nyx.

I am 495.

I am their greatest mistake.

And someday…

They’ll pay.
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