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      No. No, no, no.

      NO.

      She couldn’t be gone. She couldn’t be dead.

      Not her. Not my sparrow.

      Yet, I felt nothing.

      A heartbeat ago she was there—her fury blazing through the walls, her blood singing to mine—and the next, silence.

      Absence.

      A void where Mireille’s light had been.

      The severing was too sudden, too absolute. It crushed the breath from my chest, left me staggering against the weight of it.

      And then I saw him through the crumbling wall, Khael’s hands on her. My wife, limp in his arms.

      Unmoving.

      “Mireille!” Her name tore from my throat, raw and desperate. The sound shattered against the stone walls, echoing through the dungeon, but she didn’t stir. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t turn those silver eyes toward me with that defiance I’d grown to crave.

      The manacle at my wrist bit into flesh as I strained against it, the godsdamned runes flaring with silver light, resisting the surge of my divinity.

      I threw myself forward with all my strength, feeling the bones in my wrist crack and re-form. The pain was nothing—less than nothing compared to the searing panic as I watched him cradle her like she was something precious, something sacred.

      Something his.

      He was murmuring to her, his lips close to her ear, words too soft for even my divine hearing to catch. Words meant only for her, intimate and possessive. My blood burned in my veins, fury rising.

      How dare he touch what was mine? How dare he hold her, speak to her, when I could no longer feel her?

      “What have you done?” The question came out broken, less a demand than a plea. My voice cracked on the final word, betraying a weakness I despised. “Is she…?”

      Khael looked up at me then, his mouth quirking in a way that only infuriated me further.

      I bared my teeth. Had he gone mad?

      I. Couldn’t. Feel. Her.

      “She isn’t dead,” he said coolly, his fingers brushing over her closed lids with a softness that made me want to tear him apart, limb from immortal limb.

      “How is she not dead, Khael?” I demanded, my tone rising, desperation threading through it. “Her heart no longer beats. She’s gone.”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Did he not understand my heart would cease its beat without hers?

      My Mireille. My beautiful, defiant Mireille.

      Too still.

      She was too still.

      “Gone?” Khael’s voice curled, his laughter mocking me. “Did you believe she was mortal?”

      “I’m not witless, brother,” I shot back, anger flooding back to replace the panic that had momentarily paralyzed me. “I knew Aeldrin’s daughter had divine blood—I bled enough in his search for her half-divine mother.”

      The memories rose—these dungeons, his obsessive quest to find the woman who had borne his child and vanished. The years I’d spent chained, abused, human, in this very fortress while he sought to extract information about divine realms, about gods who only lived in their mortal form.

      “But she never ascended,” I continued, my power pushing against the runes that bound me, making them flare brighter in resistance. “She is merely a dormant demigoddess, practically a mortal. If you took her soul—” I broke off with a growl, resuming my struggles, tearing at the binding that held me as I beheld the only creature that mattered in this entire universe, unconscious in my brother’s arms.

      “Oh, Vharok,” Khael said, with dark satisfaction. “She is not ‘merely’ anything. She is everything.” His gaze dropped to her face. “Did you not recognize her eyes? Who else has eyes that are reminiscent of stars, brother?”

      The question struck me, and I slowed my efforts, running my gaze across her too-still form. Those eyes—those beautiful, silver-flecked eyes that had haunted me since the first moment I saw her at her father’s side. I had attributed their unusual color to her mixed heritage, to whatever minor deity had sired her mother.

      But now…

      “No,” I breathed, the realization a curse as much a revelation. It crashed over me, drowning out all other thoughts.

      Nyxis—goddess of endings, of night, of cosmic mysteries. A goddess who could not reproduce, could not create life from her own essence.

      Unless…

      “No,” I repeated, the word barely audible even to my own ears. Then louder, with growing horror, “She cannot— It’s not possible⁠—”

      But even as I denied it, I knew. If Nyxis was her mother, then Aeldrin could not have been any mortal man. Couldn’t be even a lessor God. He could only be…

      Eiros.

      Which would make Mireille not a demigoddess, not a mere mortal with traces of divine blood, but something far more dangerous, far more precious.

      A pure goddess. Born of two divine beings. The kind that had never existed.

      One I had tortured, attempted to tame, yearned to possess.

      “No?” Khael questioned, his voice light with amusement that didn’t reach his terrible eyes. “The woman you have been torturing, breaking, claiming as your own, will be just as powerful, or more, than you.”

      I growled in response, my teeth aching to elongate as I bared them. Not of fear—never fear—but of rage, of possessiveness, of a hunger that threatened to consume me if I did not get her back.

      Mine, something primal within me insisted. Mine, no matter what she is. Mine.

      Khael laughed again, the sound of it like bone breaking. “I tire of this,” he said, shifting Mireille so that her head rested nearer to his chest, her hair falling across his arm like a veil. “There is so much to do—souls to judge, vengeance to plan, a little goddess to worship.” He mock-sighed, the sound of it calculated to wound. “Enjoy this time alone, brother. Perhaps think about your choices while I clean up your messes, as I always do.”

      The casual dismissal stoked my fury higher, hotter, until I could taste it—metallic and sharp on my tongue like fresh-spilled blood. “She is my wife,” I snarled, the words tearing from my throat. “My queen. Mine.”

      But Khael only winked, mocking and terrible in his newfound freedom.

      And with that parting gift, the dungeon air grew thick with my brother’s power. I could feel it washing over the stones in waves, rippling outward from his body. My skin prickled with awareness as I sensed what was happening beyond these walls.

      Souls—thousands upon thousands of them—being called, gathered, shepherded back to their proper place. Souls that had wandered lost since Khael’s imprisonment, now answering the summons of their keeper. My carefully crafted revenge crumbling with each passing second.

      Souls I had trapped, souls I had twisted, souls I had used to build upon my empire of blood and fear—all slipping through my grasp like water through fingers. The delicate balance of power I had constructed over the last seven years was unraveling with each breath Khael took.

      He stood with Mireille in his arms, her hair cascading over his forearm, her skin luminous with divine light. The sight of her transformation twisted something in my chest. Not just rage, but something deeper, more painful. She was beautiful in her divinity, more radiant than any I had ever looked upon.

      And she was being taken from me.

      Khael raised his free hand, palm facing the far wall of his cell. The shadows there began to twist, to deepen, to gather into a swirling vortex of darkness. The wall itself seemed to ripple, reality bending like heated glass around the growing rift.

      Through it, I caught glimpses of his realm—O’ssavayne, the realm between. A landscape of endless twilight, of silver rivers flowing beneath star-strewn skies, of bone-white trees that grew from the memories of the dead.

      I hated the place.

      How could he take her there? Into that darkness, that coldness, that place of endings?

      “You would truly take her to that hell?” I demanded, my voice rough with disbelief. She was fire and life and defiance—everything that realm was not. She would wither there, in that place of shadow and silence. She would lose the very spark that made her her.

      “Of course,” Khael replied, his tone matter-of-fact, as if it were the most natural decision in the world. He glanced down at Mireille’s face, his expression softening with something I refused to name as tenderness. He had never been tender for a moment of his eons-long existence. “Nothing in my realm would ever intentionally harm her. Nothing there would cage her, would demand her submission, would seek to make her less than what she is.”

      The unspoken accusation hung in the air between us: unlike you.

      His words struck sharper than blades, each one finding the vulnerable places I pretended didn’t exist. I had hurt her. I had torn her open, had reveled in her pain, had sought to break her completely.

      But somehow, something had changed. I had changed. When I washed her hair with gentle hands, when I told her stories of my creation, when I kissed her and felt her respond with genuine desire—those moments had awoken something in me I thought long dead.

      “She will hate you for this,” I said, my voice brittle with the effort of control. “For taking her soul. For making her into something she never asked to be.”

      For a moment, something like doubt flickered across Khael’s face, a shadow of uncertainty. But it passed quickly, replaced by resolute certainty.

      “Perhaps,” he conceded, shifting Mireille’s weight in his arms. “But she will be free. Free of you, free of this kingdom built on her suffering, free of the limitations of mortality.”

      My laugh came sharp, bitter, cutting through the charged air between us. “And bound to you instead. How is that freedom?”

      Khael didn’t argue. Didn’t defend himself against the accusation. His silence was its own admission, and I knew then—he wanted her just as desperately as I did, was claiming her just as surely.

      The only difference was the chains he offered were woven of deceit rather than iron.

      I had never lied to my sparrow. Had never pretended to be something I was not.

      Other than the brief stint where she thought I was human, but that was a necessary evil.

      Khael looked back one last time, his eyes meeting mine across the ruins of our shared prison.

      “You ran her into my arms, brother,” he said, his words the final blade sliding between ribs, finding the heart. “You forged her for this with every moment of torture, every drop of blood spilled.” A terrible smile curved his lips, promising retribution beyond imagining. “I will let her take her revenge from you when she has awakened, and you will then see what real freedom looks like on her.”

      A sharp feeling passed through me at the thought. Not fear of her revenge—I had weathered the wrath of little goddesses before and would again.

      No, it was the realization that I no longer wanted to hurt her. That I wanted her so badly I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think past the hollow ache her absence had left in my chest. That I wanted not just her submission, her pain, her fear… but her. Her fire, her defiance, her unexpected gentleness, all of it.

      And I feared it was too late.

      Khael turned away, the dismissal absolute. With Mireille still unconscious in his arms, silver light pouring from her skin like moonlight through water, he stepped toward the rift. The darkness parted around him, welcoming its master home, swallowing them both in shadow.

      The last thing I saw was her hand, limp against his shoulder, fingers slightly outstretched as if reaching for something—or someone—left behind.

      Then the rift closed, sealing like a wound healed by divine will, leaving no trace of its existence. Just a blank space, a reminder of what had been taken.

      I roared. The sound tore from my throat, raw and primal, echoing through the empty dungeon with such force that the stones themselves seemed to shudder in response. Not in anger—though rage still burned in my veins, hot and familiar. Not in frustration at my imprisonment—though the manacle bit into my flesh with maddening persistence.

      No, I roared in loss. For the goddess who had once looked at me with fire in her eyes, who had kissed me with hunger despite her hatred, who had leaned toward me in darkness even as she recoiled from my cruelty. For the mortal girl who was no longer mine—had perhaps never been mine at all.
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