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Description: She was raised to fear her power. Now she’s using it to
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Kali Branche de Lune didn’t grow up with enchanted ceilings or
golden prophecies.

She was raised under harsh religious rules, forbidden to touch magic,
and taught to fear the darkness inside her.

But when her grandfather, founder of the most feared magical and
criminal syndicate in existence, dies, the truth comes roaring out:

She’s not cursed.
She’s crowned.

Now Kali must command an underground empire of forbidden
enchantments, black market deals, and blood-soaked loyalties.

She has a dragon bonded to her soul, a hidden academy of magical
children to protect, and five dangerously powerful mates—each one
unlocking magic she was never meant to wield.

Every bond strengthens her.

Every choice tests her.

And every shadow she steps into brings her closer to the truth of
what she really is.
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THE GIRL WHO DIDN'T CRY

Kali's Emotional State: Kali’s patience had worn dangerously thin, frayed to threads
that threatened to snap with the dlightest provocation. Tonight, every ounce of her
carefully restrained fury ssmmered beneath the surface, waiting for release.

he house still held his scent, smoke, steel, the quiet strength of a man who had bled
for this place.

Kali stood silent in the doorway, grief a blade twisting slowly beneath her ribs.

Behind her, a low growl broke the hush. Vaerkyn emerged from the shadows, a
monster hellhound coated in smoke and ash, his eyes burning like molten lava.

He was born of blood and bone, stitched into loyalty by the man she had lost.
Massive, battle-scarred, and grim, he moved with the kind of brutal grace that warned
even the walls not to stand too close.

His black eyes, rimmed in silver, locked on Kali, not with threat, not with
submission... just with recognition and mourning.

Kali dropped to a crouch, the marble biting into her knees, and pressed her forehead
to his. The pain flared hot through her joints, not new, not surprising. Just ever-
present. A constant reminder that strength didn’t mean painless.



"I know," she whispered against histhick fur. So did he. Vaerkyn's heartbeat thudded
heavily against her palm, matching the drum of grief in her own chest. The beast
nudged her hand once, an order, not a plea. Breathe, his touch seemed to say. Move
forward.

Her eyes burned, but no tears fell. She would not weep. Not tonight. Not while
loyalty still had a heartbeat.

No one had dared touch athing. His absence screamed through the stone and bones of
the house.

Power wasn't inherited. It was defended.

And tonight, she would defend it-with teeth, with blood, with shadow, just like he
taught her.

She stood for a long moment in the doorway, letting the silence press against her like
armor.

The house would never feel like home again.

She was tired. Bone-degp. Not weak. But worn. Grief had sharpened her like
glass—clear, cold, and always on the verge of cracking.

But the Syndicate wasn't waiting for her grief. It was waiting for its Queen.
She rose slowly, her hand lingering a moment longer in Vaerkyn’'s thick fur before
releasing him. The hellhound pressed to her side like a shadow given flesh, silent and

deadly.

For just a breath, something twisted low in her chest. Not fear. Not quite. But the



quiet question of whether she was ready to step into his place and have the whole
world stare back.

The black Maybach Phantom pulled up to the curb outside the towering high-rise like
it belonged there, like the street itself had been built to kissitstires.

The Branche de Lune Syndicate headquarters loomed above Manhattan’s Upper East
Side like a secret the city kept just out of reach.

Reflective, monolithic, and warded with enchantments so old they hummed.

The back passenger door opened with a hush of hydraulics.

Kali Allani Branche de Lune stepped out, and the cool rush of air hit her throat like a
blade.

The ring around her neck burned faintly, still holding his warmth.

She didn’t flinch. Not because it didn’'t hurt, but because hurt was the one thing she
trusted to keep her focused.

Her stilettos dliced the pavement, four inches of razor-black enamel clicking with
calculated intent.

Christian Louboutin So Kate heels: patent leather so sharp they looked like they
could bleed you just for staring.

Six feet tall without the heels. Tanned skin kissed by sun and shadow.

Her long, dark brown hair, glossy like ink, swept in layersto the middle of her back.



Her steel-gray eyes, sharp, cold, and unbothered, held a promise of pain beneath thick
lashes.

Full lips, painted in Blood Forbidden by Rituel de Fille, a color that looked like it had
been kissed by awar and won, curved in something that wasn’'t quite a smile.

She adjusted the platinum chain around her throat, where her grandfather’s Syndicate
ring swung like a dog tag.

It pulsed faintly with old magic and older blood.

She wore mourning black, but not the soft kind. A sleek wrap-around silk skirt dlit
high on one thigh, where a strapped blade glinted against her skin, paired with a
structured top that sculpted to her body like armor forged in lust and war. Feminine.
Lethal.

Her scent hit the guards first, rich, spiced, and dark. Voodoo Lily by Heretic Parfum
twisted with shadows and smoke, an invisible snare on the air. Sensual enough to stir
heat low in the gut. Predatory enough to kill it in the same breath.

At her side, her massive hellhound walked in perfect sync. Vaerkyn. He didn’t growl.
He didn’'t need to. He stared down the gathered men in suits and silent weapons,
daring them to flinch. Magic rippled faintly at his paws, like the shadows wanted to
follow him home.

People parted before her. The doormen didn’t speak. The lobby guards nodded like
they were praying she wouldn’'t stop. Her aura hit the glass before her body did,
ripples of shadow curling at her feet, trailing behind her like hounds on invisible
|eashes.

Astraeus stirred in the back of her mind, his voice cool and curling like smoke. Her



blood-born dragon. Her shadow-bonded sentinel. He had been with her since the
cradle—since before memory, before blood.

Her smile was barely atwitch. "They will."

The top floor was carved from silence and stone.

The conference room spanned the entire east wing, more throne chamber than
boardroom.

The long, obsidian table gleamed under cold, enchanted light.

Syndicate elders, regiona lieutenants, and inter-faction observers filled the seats,
their silence heavy with calculations and unspoken dread.

Irina leaned against the far wall. Ride or die wasn’t a phrase they used out loud. But
Irina had bled beside her, lied for her, and would burn the world with her if asked.

Kali stood at the head of the table. Not seated. Let them look up at their queen.
Vaerkyn curled at her feet like a shadow forged in hell.

She let her eyes drag across the room, one long, slow, judgmental sweep.
"Oh, don't mind him," she said, voice silken with threat. "He won't fuck you up
unless | say so. Unless, of course, | find out you had anything to do with my

grandfather’ s death."

She looked down at the beast beside her and patted his massive head. "You'd like
that, wouldn’t you, boy?"

Vaerkyn licked his fangs. One of the guards swallowed audibly.



She caught Irina’ s gaze across the room. No words. Just that shared thread of steel
between them. If the room turned hostile, Irina would move first, and she wouldn’t be
drawing her blade in defense.

The elder reading the will cleared his throat like it might save him. "Kali Allani
Branche de Lune shall inherit the Branche de Lune Syndicate. As is her bloodright.

Asis her burden. May the shadows guide her."

The shadows didn’'t wait for applause. They moved. Tendrils of darkness dlithered
across stone, coiling around Kali’ s heels like hungry, waiting familiars.

Her grandfather had ruled with brutality and brilliance. He taught her the game, but
not mercy.

Astraeus rumbled low, “You are not here to be accepted. Y ou are here to reign.”

Kali smiled then. The kind of smile that promised endings.

Lucian moved first. Of course he did.

The vampire lounged with the confidence of someone who hadn’'t been properly
terrified in centuries—and the arrogance of a man who had always wanted the throne
without the bloodline to claimit.

Kali didn’t trust him. She never had. But now?

Now she suspected he hadn’t just waited for her grandfather’s fall. He might've
helped it happen.

"You've inherited the crown, Kali," he said smoothly. "But the Syndicate runs on
more than just legacy. It runs on fear, deals, and blood pacts. Y ou’ll need more than a



name."

Kali didn’t answer right away. Her magic surged, eager to bite, but she forced it back.
Let him speak. Let him hang himself on his own arrogance.

Kali’s tone dropped into a dangerous softness. "I’m giving you one chance, Lucian,"
she said. "You can bend, or | can break you."

He didn’'t answer. Just smirked. Wrong answer.

Her shadow struck. A whip of black magic coiled around Lucian’s throat, lifting him
two feet off the floor. His boots kicked. His smirk vanished.

"Y ou mistake me for someone who gives a damn," she said, voice amused. "l don’t
need your loyalty. Just your obedience."

She raised one hand. The ceiling groaned. The skylight peeled open. A blade of
sunlight cut through the room, focused like alaser.

Lucian screamed. Smoke. Flame. His coat caught, then his skin. She let him burn.
Just long enough.

Then snapped her fingers. Darkness returned. He dropped, smoldering. Another snap.
The skylight reopened. He screamed again. Then silence.

Lucian collapsed at the edge of the table, twitching. Kali clicked her tongue. "Oh,
Lucian,” she cooed. "You probably don’'t even have enough juice left to teleport
home, do you?"

She tilted her head. Mock-thoughtful. "Best have someone come fetch you. Can't
have you oozing on my floors."



Her smile sharpened. "And do hurry. It's going to take you along, long while to heal
from that."

She turned her back. Didn’t need to see him.

"This Syndicate has gotten soft,” she said, her voice dry. "Too many egos. Not
enough spine.”

She walked forward, steel eyes scanning the room like awar ledger.
"I will expand our power. Reclaim our reputation. And use every asset we own,
artifacts, secrets, magic, and clubs, to burn down anyone who thinks we can be

challenged.”

A pause. "You've got one shot to prove you're not useless. Blow it, and you're out,
headfirst."

Her smile came slowly. Bright. Vicious. "Anyone not useful will be replaced.
Anyone disloyal will be buried, but not before they’re shown why loyalty would’ve
been the smarter move."

L ucian whimpered.

The throne was hers now. And it didn’t care that she was grieving. It only cared that
sheruled.

And she looked damn good on it.
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SHADOWS AND SCHEMES

Kali's Emotional State: Still burning. Calm on the outside but calculating. Driven by
legacy, haunted by guilt. Grief disguised as control.

-
he grief hadn’t faded, it had calcified into something sharper.
Even here, at the Syndicate’s heart, she felt his echo.

In the weight of the ring at her throat.

In the silence between orders. In the corners where shadows lingered, like they were
still waiting for his return.

The air reeked of scorched vampire, like burnt incense and retribution.

Kali’s stilettos cracked sharply against the black marble, the sound slicing through
the heart of the Syndicate HQ, Branche de Lune’'s crown and spine. Her posture was
all sharp lines and buried fury, even as shadow tendrils curled around her heels like

affectionate wolves.

Irina waited at the double doors of Kali’s private suite. Ex-assassin. Now operations
chief. Asloyal as she was lethal.

“Still breathing,” Irina said, flat voice, harder eyes. Kali paused for the briefest



second, catching her gaze. No salute. No bow. Just certainty, like Irina would bleed
out anyone who dared to challenge her, without needing to be asked .

The anger inside Kali didn’t soften. It sharpened, focused by the weight of that silent
allegiance. Her lips twitched. Something almost like gratitude, buried so deep only
Irinawould know how to see it.

"I was feeling generous,”" Kali muttered. "Or maybe I’ m just saving him for dessert."

Irina’ s smirk was nearly invisible. She stepped aside without comment.

The private suite wasn't opulent. It didn’t flaunt wealth.

It broadcasts power wrapped in steel. Surveillance feeds from all thirteen global
branches streamed across one wall.

Magical hotspots flickered like cursed stars on an enchanted map, a rune-locked case
of artifacts lined another, someillegal, all dangerous.

Kali shrugged off her coat, throwing it over a velvet-backed chair. Her hand lingered
briefly at her throat, brushing the ring her grandfather had left her. The metal was
cool now, but she remembered when it had burned, when it pulsed like it still carried
his heartbeat.

Without looking, Kali heard the clink of crystal against crystal, the sound of Irina
pouring whiskey from the sideboard. A moment later, a glass dlid silently onto the
table beside her. No words. No orders. Just the quiet offering.

Kali’s throat tightened for one reckless second before she crushed it under armor and
habit. She picked up the glass filled with her favorite Hibiki Harmony Japanese
Whisky without thanks. Irinawould understand. She always did.



Legacy was a nice word for anoose .

"I made a correction today," Kali said, watching one of the feeds flicker red.

"Y ou made a statement,” Irinareplied. "Lucian won't challenge you again."

"He'll recover. Vampires are annoyingly hard to kill. But his pride?' Kali exhaled.
"That'll limp forever."

Irina handed her a tablet. "Parisian node pinged. Azared’s lieutenant.... the
illusionist...is digging through the enchantment circuit again.”

Kali scanned the report. Her fingers paused over a pulsing sigil embedded in the
file—a blood-siphoning rune, curved unnaturally, humming off-key. She blinked.
The symbol didn’'t just hum. It watched her.

And for a heartbeat, Kali’s vision doubled, the room twisted. A low echo rang inside
her skull like a chime struck in bone. A whiff of smoke, burning jasmine? The
shadows at her waist cinched tight.

"A Spiral mark," she whispered.

Irina’ s brows drew together. "Y ou know it?"

Kali didn't answer. Her palm burned, the same hand she'd cut three nights ago. The
scar pulsed, aphantom itch. Like a door she’'d closed... but maybe hadn’t locked.

She hadn’t been there when he died. Not really .

The sigil didn’t just hum, it snapped like a scream through bone. The room spun, and
her mind buckled under a memory it never asked for.



Not again, she thought.

But the Spiral didn’'t ask permission. Her vision blurred.

Three nights ago...

The air in the ritual chamber had been candle-thick, choked with incense and
memory. Her grandfather’ s body lay beneath black silk, salt lines circling his bier like

armor. Astraeus hovered just beyond the veil, unseen but pal pable.

Kali stood barefoot in aritual circle. Her pulse hammered between her teeth. In her
hand, a ceremonial dagger with a blade of shadowglass, blackened and ancient.

"Speak it," Astraeus commanded.

She dliced her palm. Blood dripped into the ritual bowl of Hollow-forged stone, each
drop a promise it could not forget.

"], Kali Allani Branche de Lune, swear on blood, bone, and shadow: | will not ask for
the crown. | will bleed for it. | will take what is rightfully mine."

The shadows around her snapped like banners in a storm. Her blood boiled. The ring
around her neck pulsed once....

And shefeltit .

The Gate. Breathing. Watching. Wanting.

Back in the present .

Kali’s hand flexed. The skin had scarred already, but it still itched like acurse. Like a



door not fully closed. Like a chance missed.

“I’ll handle the lieutenant myself,” she said, her voice colder than Irina had heard in
weeks.

Irina hesitated. "Y ou sure? That sigil—"

"I said I'll handleit."

That edge wasn't just rage. It was recognition and guilt. Because Azareal’s timing

wasn’'t convenient. It was coordinated. And her grandfather’s last breath hadn’t been

natural. It had been stolen.

"Senator Chastain?' Irina prompted, breaking the thickening silence.

Kali exhaled. "Of course he' s agreed. Nothing peels bravado like blackmail."

"Club Noire tonight?’

"Cameras. Crystals. Audio sigils. | want his soul contract loaded and lit."

"Yes, ma am.”

Irinaturned to leave, but Kali’s voice stopped her .

IlWait.ll

[rinaturned.

"Thank you," Kali said quietly. "For not flinching."



Irina nodded once. "Even shadows flinch. Just not when you're watching."

Irinadidn’t flinch. Not for enemies. Not for Kali. But the softest thing about her was
that she never expected thanks.

A faint hum shimmered through the air, brushing against the edges of the enchanted
skylight as arune-glow flared over the war table.

Two holo-figures snapped into view, projected in layered light and static.

Jax Calder appeared first, tall, sharp-lined, and coiled in black and gray.

His eyes were unreadable, sleeves rolled up, holo-maps flickering around him.
Cassian Rook leaned lazily against the projection’s edge, al swagger and blades, a
smirk half-formed on his face and two throwing knives tucked behind his wrists like
promises he couldn’t wait to keep.

“Speak,” Kdi said, not turning.

Jax’s voice was low, measured, and exact. “Three more sigil breaches. One minor
bleed in the Manhattan node. Paris and Dublin are stable, for now.”

“Belladonna?”’

“Still posturing. No direct moves. But her proxies are hunting. ”

Cassian dlid into the feed a little deeper, gaze gleaming with amusement. “Y our little
bloodsucker senator is sweating hard enough to flood half the eastern coast.”

[rina snorted.



“You want me to tighten the noose, or let him keep choking on it himself?’ Cassian
asked, voice velvet and venom.

Kali finally turned, shadows trailing from her hands like smoke from aforge.

“Tighten it.”

Cassian grinned. “With pleasure, Kali.” Always smiling. But Kali had seen him kill
without blinking. Maybe the grin was just what he wore to keep the blade hidden.

Jax simply nodded. “You'll have a full rundown before midnight. We'll keep the
threads sharp.” Jax never said more than necessary. Efficient. Deadly. But sometimes
she wondered if he measured people the same way he measured threats.

The holo-feed blinked out.

Irinaraised an eyebrow. “And they say we're the scary ones.”

Kali glanced toward the rune-locked case across the room, her hand twitching at her
side.

“They’re not wrong.”

Kali turned to the rune-locked case and placed her hand against the warded glass. It
hissed open. She reached for the dagger Astraeus had given her—steel laced with
black shadow. It pulsed like a heartbeat in her grip .

The same pulse. The same hunger. The same vow.

Somewhere beneath the city, the Spiral was stirring. Azareal was watching. And
Kali? She was done playing nice.



INTERLUDE — THE LAST QUIET FLAME (Hollow Crown Academy, three days
before the Sovereign Oath)

The courtyard smelled like spring and starlight—fresh grass, dragon-forged soil, and
the faint flicker of wardfire drifting from the enchanted lanterns overhead.

Kali stood beneath the shadow of the central spire, watching a girl no older than six
attempt her third levitation spell. The light globe hovered for half a breath, then burst
with a soft crack. The child winced.

“Again,” Kali said, voice low. Not unkind. Just steady.

The girl looked up at her with wide eyes. Then nodded.

Across the courtyard, Cradle Mothers rocked infants in floating cradles.

Young Sovereigns trained in silent pairs on the outer mats—practicing shielding
magic with grounded grace.

Bonded creatures dozed in the sunlight. Hellhounds, therapy horses, winged familiars
curled into the grass like this place was the only safe thing left in the world.

Because it was.
The Hollow Crown Academy didn't exist in reports. It didn't answer to the
Syndicate’s councils. It was older than paperwork and stronger than politics. It was

Kali’s answer to every broken system that had failed kids like her .

A place where magic wasn't punished, where loyalty was earned, not forced, and
where Sovereign-blooded children didn’t bleed alone.



The children who came here weren’t just magical—they were discarded.

Many had been |abeled dangerous by the mortal world.

Autism. ADHD. Rage Reactive Disorder. Schizophrenia

Diagnoses that became cages. She had seen too many of them locked away, drugged,
silenced.

Here, they were seen. Trained and protected.

Their magic wasn’t muted—it was sharpened.

“Y ou should sleep more,” murmured one of the Cradle Fathers at her shoulder.

“I will when they stop coming here with scars,” Kali replied. Her gaze never |eft the
training grounds.

He didn’'t argue. No one did.

A small boy tugged at her coat. In his hands was a scorched flower crown—petals
fire-charred and woven into lopsided arcs.

“For the baby dragons,” he said. “ So they don’t forget where they came from.”

He whispered something under his breath as he handed it to her—a line she’'d heard
passed between children in shadowed corners and training halls.

“Veyr'kael. Zarok'thae draeka. Sol’vryn zarok’kae.” ( We rise. Flame to flame.
Shadow to Sovereign.)



Kali took it without a word.

Astraeus' s voice echoed through her bones—not summoned, just there .

“Zarok’ thae veyr'sol. Draeka kaar veyr'thal. Sol'thrae ven'sorin.”

(They are your flame. Y our rebellion. Guard it like blood.)

She would, whatever else came—Azareal, Belladonna, the Spiral’ s return—she could
loseit al. But not this. The Academy wouldn’t burn. She' d burn the world first. Then

came the buzz, the sigil burn, the call. Her ring pulsed against her chest, searing hot.

And far away, the man who raised her, who left her the crown and the curse, exhaled
his last breath.

And Kali began to bleed for the legacy she never wanted.
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THE COST OF POWER

Kali’s Emotional States. Restless. Pained. Coiled like a blade not yet drawn. Her
magic istwitchy. Her patience, thinner than a breath.

T

he leyline gate pulsed—violet and bone-deep—before spitting them into Hollow
Crown Academy’s courtyard.

Kai landed first.

Her boots hit the cobbled stone with practiced grace, shadows trailing behind her like
war banners. Irinaflanked her right, weapons holstered but hands twitching. Astraeus
descended from the upper veil moments later, human-shaped but carrying stormlight
in his bones.

It was quiet.

Too quiet.

The courtyard should’'ve hummed with children’s laughter, spell practice, low
choruses of Cradle Mothers murmuring lullabies in the old tongue. But today, the air

felt pulled tight like something was listening.

Nickel, first to cross the threshold, paused. The pitbull’ s hackles rose.



“She won't move,” Irinasaid, frowning. “That’s new. ”

“ She senses something,” Kali muttered, gaze sweeping the grounds.

A young Sovereign boy burst from the nursery—Dbarefoot, flushed with sleep-terror.
His silver-glow eyes locked on Kali, and he screamed a phrase she hadn’'t heard in

centuries. * Zarok’ ven'tar. Hollow’ kaar shae’tal!”

Astraeus's breath hitched. “That phrase... it's part of the old sedls. It's not just a
dream—it’sawarning.”

Kali’s pulse spiked. The phrase wasn't just rare. It was forbidden.

Astraeus's body went rigid. Kali dropped to her knees before the boy, gently
steadying his shaking frame.

“Who taught you that?’ she asked softly.

He blinked. Confused. “I heard it in my dream. It came from the floor.”

Inside the Cradle Hall, the sigils lining the nursery threshold sparked and hissed when
Kali passed. Her ring pulsed in response.

Cradle Mother Ayamet her with atight smile and a sealed scroll.

“This arrived on my altar,” she said. “The seal was your grandfather’s. But the ink is
moving.”

Kali took it. The scroll trembled against her palm.

Astraeus leaned close. “This ink is old magic—Ieyline blood. It was never meant to



be seen again.”

The scroll unfurled onitsown .

Inside: awarning. Not in words, but in shapes.

A diagram of the Hollow Spiral, crossed through with a circle of Sovereign blood. At
its center: the symbol of the First Gate. And beneath it, a single Zarokian phrase,
burned into the page:

"Sol’ varan veyr’ karoth. Draeka’ kaar ven'thral ."

(If the dragons remember, the Gate will awaken.)

They descended into the Academy’s lowest chamber, beneath even the Cradle
training grounds. The path was carved of blood-hardened stone, sealed generations

ago.

But the seals were cracked.

A fine black fissure marred the center of the floor—hair-thin, but pulsing.

When Kali crouched beside it, her ring burned hot.

She reached out.

A whisper coiled through her mind, like smoke trying to become speech.

Y ou crowned the blood. But you never buried the Gate.

She jerked her hand back.



Irina stepped forward immediately, blade half-drawn. “What did it say?”

Kali didn’'t answer. Her voice had gone somewhere unreachable .

On their way back through the courtyard, a small girl stood by the garden stones,
holding something carefully in her hands.

A new flower crown.

This one burned, not in orange flame, but white and silver. Pure starlight woven
through ash petals.

“For the Queen who doesn’t burn alone,” the girl whispered. “ So you remember.”

Kali took it gently.

She remembered the boy in the courtyard. The children who trained while the world
burned around them. That crown wasn't decoration—it was a vow. A child’s way of
saying, “Don’'t let the world kill us, too.”

And for thefirst time in days, her fingers didn’t tremble.

At the edge of the gate, Kali turned back.

The spire cast a long shadow. The runes beneath the stone still pulsed, faint but
steady.

Irinamoved beside her. “You think it’s safe?’

Kali didn’t look away.



“If even this place falls,” she said softly, “then we're not fighting awar anymore.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper.

“We're fighting memory itself.”

The morning after her coronation , it was colder, not in temperature, but in energy. As
if the city itself knew power had shifted and was bracing for impact.

Kali stood before her office window, arms folded, eyes fixed on the streets bel ow.

The skyline reflected against black glass, hazed with low clouds and warded auras,
but her attention wasn't on the view.

Her mind lived in layers now: one in the present, one in the shadows, and one pressed
eternally against the Gate.

Her back throbbed with pain, nerves tight and screaming. Her shadow magic flexed
in response, curling protectively up her spine like armor made of ink and wrath.

The world below buzzed on, trivial, noisy, forgettable. Her war was waged in silence.
In spells carved into flesh, in dreams corrupted by sigils no one else could see. Her
magic wasn’'t atool anymore. It was instinct. Legacy. Will.

The door creaked open.

Irina entered, face carved from calm, but Kali felt the tension before she spoke.

“There' s been a development.”

Kali didn’t move from the window. “Where?”



“The East End. Warehouse sector. Azareal’s people moved in overnight. They’'re
drawing bloodwork sigils, not surveillance. Corruption magic. Two enforcers already
down, psychically quarantined. ”

“Show me.”

Irina dropped the data tablet on the table. Kali turned. The images weren't just
tactical—they were surgical. Vein-thin runes drawn with scalpel precision. A
contamination meant to infect not just space but magic itself.

“He's escalating,” Irina said. “One of his corrupted dragons was seen circling the
rooftops. Black scales. Red eyes. Not glamour—true mutation. We think they’'re
blood-bound. Maybe spirit-tethered.”

“And the immortality rumors?’

“Confirmed. He' s offering it. Soul-binding in exchange for loyalty. The cost?’

Kali already knew. “They don’t come back human.”

Her jaw tightened.

Azareal didn’'t want territory. He wanted dominion. Her grandfather once said, the
boy doesn’t want land. He wants the rules rewritten in his name.

Years ago, Azarea had tried to manipulate her grandfather into granting him access
to the underworld gates—gates only Kali’ s bloodline could open.

When he'd refused, their top three enforcers were found butchered, blood sigils
carved into their skulls.



No one had to ask who was responsible. Azareal never sent messages.

He left |lessons.

Irina s voice lowered. “He' s making a move. And there'smore. ”

Kali turned. “ Spill it.”

“Lucian’s been seen meeting with Azareal. Twice. Once in Paris. Once here. Both
times under shadow wards. We're certain he' s flipping.”

Kali didn’t blink, but something inside her went quiet. She’ d expected it—that didn’t
mean it didn't cut. Lucian hadn’t just crossed her. He'd crossed her grandfather’s

grave.

Astraeus's voice echoed in her mind, silk and sulfur. "He drinks loyalty but bleeds
betrayal ."

“Strip his access. Quietly. | want him ghosted from every system. If he so much as
breathes near another vault, | want his ashes boxed and branded.”

Irina nodded. “ Enforcers?’

“Prep them. But keep them behind the perimeter. I’m handling this personally.”

Later — East End

The Maybach whispered down cracked asphalt, slicing through fog thick with latent

magic. The East End smelled like blood and rust, power and rot—a failing heartbeat
in the Syndicate' s chest.



When the car stopped, Kali stepped out in along black coat that moved like spilled
ink. Her hedls hit the concrete like gunfire. Every step echoed with the promise of
judgment .

The warehouse shimmered beneath failing illusion wards. Magic saturated the ground
likeail.

Azareal was waiting.

He looked every inch the predator—tall, devastating, empty. His dark hair swept
across his brow. His golden eyes burned with hunger. And around him, corrupted
magic snapped like heat lightning.

He smelled like ash and old magic.

“Kali,” he purred. “ Still sending soldiersto die for you?’

She stepped closer, unbothered. “No. Tonight, | brought the executioner.”

He smiled. “| offer you akingdom.”

“Y ou offer leashes and rot.”

“Immortality. No more burdens. No more death. This world breaks people, Kali. I'm
offering a version where no one ever hasto bleed again. Not you. Not them.”

Kali’s laugh was low and wicked. “Y ou mistake me for someone who fears endings.”
Behind her, the warehouse flickered. The illusions peeled back, revealing layers of

traps and wards. Sigils etched in shadow, glyphs woven with anti-undead
enchantments, and teleportation locks spinning silently.



She hadn’t come to fight.

She’d cometo end him .

“Every word from your mouth costs you a second of life,” she said. “Keep talking.”
Azareal didn’'t. But something in his eyes shifted—too fast to track, too slow to
dismiss. The air around him pulsed once. Magic twitched across his fingers. Kali felt
it—the moment where she should strike.

But her magic—sharp, erratic, still raw from the Gate—twisted instead of obeyed.

She flinched. Barely. But it was enough.

For a fraction of a second, doubt flashed behind her eyes. Not fear, but recognition.
The Gate had changed her. It was still changing her.

Astraeus' s voice echoed, low and concerned—abut she shut him out.

Azareal smiled again. Thistime, less hunger—more knowing.

“Still bleeding,” he murmured. “Perfect.”

A pulse of flame ignited beneath his feet—tainted, Spiral-fed, reeking of old rot.
Shadows folded around him like wings, and in a heartbeat, he was gone. Not beaten.

Not even bruised.

But the space he left behind felt wrong. The magic didn’t settle—it coiled. Twitched.
Like something unfinished still clung to the air.

A corrupted glyph scorched the floor where he stood. It pulsed once, then faded.



Stolen by the very magic she meant to destroy .

Astraeus's growl echoed from the roof. Irina cursed under her breath.

Kali stared at the scorched spot where he' d vanished. Her jaw clenched.

And for just one breath, she let herself feel it—Not rage. Not failure.

Grief.

Not for him.

For the part of her that didn’t strike fast enough.

The ride back was silent. Not by command but by weight.

Kali didn’'t speak. Neither did Irina. Even Vaerkyn stayed unnaturaly still, as if
sensing that something had dlipped, just enough to matter.

Hours Later — Club Noire

Enchanted lights shimmered across black glass. The club’s entrance pulsed like a
heartbeat—bass-heavy, seductive, infernal.

The Maybach pulled up, and the crowd parted without prompting.
Vaerkyn stepped out first—massive, smoke-laced, shoulders rolling like a storm
about to break. He prowled forward, a wall of heat and magic, eyes molten and

unblinking. The kind of creature that made people instinctively hold their breath.

Kali followed .



Eyes lined in charcoal, lips painted blood-red, she stepped into the night with finality
in her bones. Her scent hit the air before she did—Voodoo Lily and something
sharper beneath. Blood. Judgment.

Vaerkyn flanked her left, silent and lethal, shadows clinging to his paws like they
knew better than to leave her unguarded.

Before the club doors, Kali paused for a breath too long.

Irina appeared beside her, silent, steady as ever. No shield. No command. Just
presence.

Kali didn't look at her. She didn’t have to.

Irina’ s hand brushed lightly across Kali’'s lower back—Dbarely a whisper of contact.
Not restraint. Not comfort. Just areminder: Y ou are not alone.

Kali’s mouth curved—something not quite a smile. There would be blood tonight.
But it wouldn’t be hers.

Then she moved forward, heels cracking against marble, Vaerkyn at her side,
matching her stride, a shadow made flesh.

The Queen stepped back into her kingdom.

Inside, conversation halted.

She didn’t walk into rooms.

She unmade them.



Tonight, the senator would learn in Kali’ sworld that secrets weren’t hidden.

They were weaponized.

And she owned the vaullt.
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SILK AND SMOKE

Kali’s Emotional State: Poised. Predatory. Seductively in control. This is her arena,
where secrets bleed and power shifts with a look. The club isn't just a facade—it’'s
her war room.

he Syndicate’'s vault below Club Noire wasn't just a storage chamber. It was a
sanctum. A graveyard. A gallery of violence dressed as reverence.

Kali moved through its corridor with measured steps, her stilettos whispering across
pristine tile. Her shadows dlithered at her heels, brushing the runes carved into the
walls like they were tasting the air.

Every artifact she passed whispered danger, temptation, legacy. The air itself tasted
like ash and ancient magic. This was where secrets came to die—or be reborn.

Her fingers ghosted over a glass case holding the Soul-Veil—a binding cloth used to
trap spirits between realms. It shivered at her touch.

“1 feel you,” she murmured. “But you're not for tonight.”

The vault pulsed around her, hunger blooming like blood spilled into a predator’s
waters. Her skin prickled. The ache beneath her ribs flared—her curse coiling tight.
Her magic kept her upright, but the pain gnawed beneath every breath like something
feral .



Astraeus dtirred in her mind—her shadow-bonded sentinel, ever-present, ever-
watchful.

Y ou shouldn’t be here alone.

She smiled.

“Since when have | ever listened to that advice?’

Y ou’ re walking too close to the edge.

“That’ s where the view’ s best.”

A mirror caught her: steel-gray eyes, hair braided like a whip down her spine, lips
painted Blood Forbidden—war-red, the color of ruined kingdoms. Her grandfather’s
ring hung at her throat like a vow no one dared question..

He would' ve told her to delegate. To wait.

But the Spiral had shifted. Azareal was moving faster.

And Lucian? The man her grandfather once defended. The one she amost trusted. A
traitor soaked in perfume and diplomacy.

Kali turned from the mirror.

Somewhere in the stone beneath her feet, a hum she couldn’t name echoed back. Not
loud. But familiar. Hollow.

Tonight, she wouldn’'t wait. She would strike.



She stood outside the vault. The silence pressed against her ribs like armor. The
betrayal didn’t surprise her, but it still cost something.

Back upstairs, Irina met her outside the vault, datapad in one hand and calm fury in
her stare.

“Noire's ready. The senator thinks it's a friendly meeting. He doesn’t know we
cracked the patches.”

“Let him think we're blind,” Kali said. “Just make sure the cameras are running.”

This wasn't just a power play. The senator had gambled with Syndicate blood to
secure outside alliances. Quiet deals. Dangerous ones. And if Kali didn’t burn that rot
out now, it would spread.

Irina hesitated. “Y ou’ re going into the playroom?’

Kali smiled slowly. “Oh, we're past politics now. It's time he learns what betrayal
Costs.”

She stepped into her dressing chamber.

The wardrobe shimmered to life. Holograms and enchantments hummed. This wasn't
fashion—it was preparation. Armor disguised as silk. Stilettos laced with hidden
blades. Jewelry laced with spells. A black velvet mask dotted with diamonds rested
across her eyeslike adare.

Tonight’s dress clung to her like a promise of lethal danger. Black velvet. Mini cut.
Slit high. Exposed skin, not for seduction, but domination. Her scent—\Voodoo
Lily—spilled through the room in thick waves of frankincense, oud, and unholy
invitation .



Her shadow magic coiled around her hipslike aliving veil. Not clothes. Power.

Sheinhaed.

Let them think thisis silk and smoke.

Let them forget it's awarpath.

Lev’svoice did into her mind, dark and razor-dlick.

“I’ll meet you at the door. Let’s make him scream, my queen.”

His presence didn’t fade. It pressed closer—warm, coiled, wicked.

Wear that little black velvet sin for me, he murmured, rough silk and slow fire. Or
better yet... let merip it off you after.

Kali’s mouth curled in asmile that was all teeth and threat.

Focus, monster, she thought back, amused.

Lev's chuckle rumbled through her blood, dangerous and hungry.

Oh, I am. I’'m focused on you.

She let the silence stretch just long enough to make him wonder if she’d respond at
al. Then:

Focus harder. | don't like distractions.

She closed her eyesjust for a heartbeat. Not because she needed to.



Because she wanted to remember how it felt.

To be watched like prey—but hold the knife anyway .

The connection between them tightened, sharp enough to draw blood.

Shedidn’t answer.

Shedidn’t have to.

The game had already started.

“And mercy?’

She never learned the word.
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THE DESCENT AT CLUB NOIR

Kali’s Emotional State: Fractured calm. Threaded with tension. Grounded in ritual,
sharpened by betrayal. She's bleeding silence and preparing to make others scream.

T
he war room could wait. Kali didn’t head for the council chamber or the vault. Not
yet. She turned down the eastern path instead, gravel crunching beneath her boots,
frost in the air, and the quiet hum of magic singing low under the earth.

She needed to see her herd.

The barn stood like a cathedral against therising gray.

Timber and stone, carved with protective sigils so old they vibrated in her bones.

It was the kind of place built by hands that understood both reverence and readiness.

The scent hit first—fresh hay, leather oil, cedar dust, and something else
entirely—sanctuary.

She dlid open the heavy wooden door, and a soft nicker greeted her.
Bentley trotted up immediately, hooves echoing, and buried his massive head into her

chest. She braced against him, one hand fisting the thick mane at his neck, and
breathed him in.



He smelled like earth. Safety. Home.

“Hey, big guy,” she whispered, her voice catching .

Bentley let out a warm breath across her collarbone, then slung his giant head over
her shoulder and pulled her into a full-body hug. His heartbeat thundered through her

ribcage like awar drum meant just for her.

The rest of the herd emerged slowly—ten total, each one a rescue from Amish meat
auctions, each one fiercely loyal.

Maple, the gentle draft mare with a heart-shaped blaze.

Ash, the gray Percheron who hated everyone but her.

River, the skittish bay, who only calmed when Kali sang.

Bruno, atall, proud Belgian with scars across his flank.

Tucker, the youngest, curious, and nosy.

Hollow, the black mare with one blind eye, mothered the whole group.

Indigo, sleek and stormy, isthe fastest runner.

Espy, the old man of the group with a crooked ear and an iron will.

. Omen, tall, regal, silent in all movements.

And Bentley. Her anchor. Her favorite.



They surrounded her in a loose half-circle, breath misting in the cold. Protective.
Present.

The shadows around her spine didn’t relax. They bristled.

She blinked.

Silaswasn't there.

No boots on the wall. No off-key whistle. No cigar smoke in the rafters.

Just... absence.

Something inside her went still .

And Vaerkyn—the hellhound, emerged from the shadows behind her, sensing it too.

The beast growled low and looked toward the distant treeline.

Her lips thinned. “We're not alone anymore.”

Vaerkyn moved first.

The hellhound’ s molten gaze swept the treeline, a low growl rumbling from deep in

his chest. His body shifted—more shadow than beast—as if daring anything unseen

to step closer.

Bentley shifted, too.

The massive draft horse stepped in front of Kali without hesitation, muscles coiling,
ears flat to his skull. He planted his hooves like roots deep in ancient earth, blocking



her body with his own bulk.

No saddle. No command.

Just instinct.

Just family.

Kali swallowed hard, her throat tight with something rawer than fear.

These weren't pets.

They were soldiers.

They were the ones who chose her.

"Easy," she whispered, one hand brushing Bentley’s withers, the other threading
through Vaerkyn's smoke-laced fur .

They both leaned into her touch without breaking formation.

The sky overhead crackled faintly—static in the wards.

Something was coming.

But not tonight.

Tonight, the world could rage and rot beyond the barn walls.

Here, she was sovereign. Here, she was theirs.



And if death wanted her, it would have to go through ten thousand pounds of bone,
fire, and loyalty first.

Later — Club Noire

The Maybach Phantom sliced through Manhattan’s underbelly, low, black, and silent.
The streets till glistened from arecent rain, reflecting neon like spilled magic.

Teleportation would have been faster, but Club Noire wasn't the place for quick and
quiet.

Presence mattered here. Pulling up in the Phantom sent a clear message to allies and
enemies alike: Kali Allani Branche de Lune was not hiding.

She arrived exactly when, where, and how she intended—and the world would take
notice.

Inside, Kali adjusted her gloves like an assassin sharpening her blade, watching neon
flicker off grey-tinted glass. Her back still ached from tension. Her magic twitched
like it wanted a throat. Beneath all the armor, a pulse betrayed her: sharp, hollow, and

too fast .

Vaerkyn sat in front of her feet like a demon statue—silent, massive, eyes gleaming
with liquid shadow.

Tonight wasn’t about questions.

It was about consequences.

Club Noire rose like a cathedral of temptation—jagged architecture carved in stone
and glass, pulsing with enchantments meant to seduce, silence, and surveil. Mirrors



blinked across the facade, always watching.

AsKali stepped from the Maybach, Vaerkyn matched her stride.

The crowd parted.

Not because of the dog.

Because of what walked beside him.

Inside, the club air was thick with spell-laced incense and bass that thrummed like a
second heartbeat. The scent of enchanted sandalwood, ozone, and something darker

clung to the walls like sweat and secrets.

Irinawaited at the threshold of the playroom, mask already in place, posture wickedly
relaxed.

“The senator’ s preening. Lev’ s sharpening.”

Kali’s smile was slow, curved like a dagger. “Good. I’ m ready to cut the rot out. ”

The hallway outside the playroom buzzed with a low, dangerous hum — shadows
coiling at Kali’ s boots, the smell of blood magic still clinging to the air.

Irina leaned against the velvet-lined wall, arms crossed, one stiletto tapping a slow,
deliberate rhythm against the floor.

She didn’t speak. Didn’t need to.

Kali adjusted the cuff of her glove with careful precisson — armor dlipping into
place, inch by inch.



“You sure about this?’ Irina asked finally, voice casual enough to fool anyone who
didn’t know her. Not a concern. Readiness. A warning disguised as a shrug.

Kali’s mouth curved — not a smile. Something sharper.

“I"'m not here for sure,” she said. “I’m here for blood.”

Irina pushed off the wall, the neon catching the blue in her eyes, making them gleam
like twin blades unsheathed.

She stepped closer — a presence, not ashield.

Her hand brushed Kali’ s shoulder — atouch so brief it could have been atrick of the
light.

“You ever flinch, | break his other kneecap before you blink,” Irina murmured.

Kali's chest tightened — not from fear from the vicious, unshakable loyalty standing
beside her .

“Good,” Kali whispered back. “ Because tonight? Mercy’s extinct.”

Irina s grin was pure sin. “Music to my fucking ears.”

The doors to the playroom loomed ahead, closed, silent, waiting.

Irinadidn’t just hand Kali the mask — she fastened it herself, right there in the dimly
lit hallway.

Soft leather brushed Kali's cheek as Irina adjusted the ties with quiet, clinical
precision. Fingers fast, sure, efficient.



Kali didn’'t flinch. Her gaze remained steely. She didn't need to thank Irina—Irina
knew what Kali was capable of. They were already beyond words.

The silence between them was older than words — made of wars fought side by side,
of blood spilled without apologies.

Irina smoothed the strap one last time, her knuckles ghosting Kali’s jawline with the
barest brush of contact.

“Youdon't fall tonight,” she said under her breath.

Kali’s eyes flashed steel behind the mask.

“1 don’t fall,” she whispered back.

Irina held the door.

Vaerkyn padded forward, shadows twitching beneath his paws.

Kali stepped into the playroom — a queen already crowned in violence .

Chains hung low and heavy from the ceiling. Velvet-lined restraints gleamed beneath
dark light. The runes stitched into the walls pulsed with quiet warning.

Lev waited — blades ready, aura darker than sin.
The senator stood when she entered, cufflinks undone, a smirk already forming—too
glick, too certain. He adjusted his collar like he owned the room, gaze crawling over

her with the arrogance of a man who thought she could be tamed.

She didn’t offer her hand. Her pulse skipped once, quick and sharp. Not fear. Focus.



But the line between the two was thinner than she liked tonight.

“Sit.”

He hesitated. A flick of her magic shoved him back into the chair.

“You speak when | alow it. And only if | decide your voice is worth the oxygen it

wastes.

Lev laid the first blade on the table. It gleamed like a secret about to be punished.

Astraeus stirred. This one reeks of fear. Break him slowly.

Kali’s voice was soft. “| planto.”

Vaerkyn growled once. The senator flinched, sweat breaking through the cologne, the
stench of fear thick enough to choke on .

Kali glanced down, and without a word, her hand slid to Vaerkyn's massive head.
Fingers threaded through smoke-thick fur, scratching behind his ear in silent

approval.

The hellhound’s molten eyes closed halfway, a low rumble vibrating deep in his
chest, not a growl, but a sound like thunder promising loyalty.

Good boy, she thought, letting her magic bleed into him in a slow, soothing thread.

The senator whimpered again.

Let him watch.



Let him see what true allegiance looked like—and know he'd never earn it.

This wasn't about secrets. It was about rot—old alliances turned to poison. And
tonight? She was the cure.

“Gift from the Empire,” she said softly, sealing it with shadow.

Because loyalty deserved blood, and betrayal demanded legacy.

He'd sold access. Risked wards. That wasn't a migudgment.

That was treason.

The shadows rippled.

The game had begun.

And mercy ?

That was never on the table.

Kali stood alone once the blood and screams faded... ... Mourned for the pieces of her
that war kept taking.

The Spiral Mouth had moved.

And Kali?

She was done pretending she hadn’t.
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THE TRUTH BLEEDS CLEAN

Kali’s Emotional State: Focused. Powerful. Teetering on the edge of obsession. Each
cut is clarity. Each scream, a sermon

T

he senator was sweating through silk. Strapped to the voidstone table—arms bound
above his head, legs spread wide—his body trembled beneath the weight of Kali's
magic.

No leather. No steel. Just shadow, coiled around him like velvet chains, pulsing with
hunger and absolute control.

The stone beneath him thrummed like it knew what she was about to do.

Kali circled like a blade with legs, posture immaculate, braid swinging behind her
like it wanted its own kill count. Her heels clicked against the rune-etched stone floor,
each step a countdown.

She didn’t speak.

Not yet.

Lev stood beside the table, already selecting a blade. His eyes burned through the

mask, locked onto the senator’s shaking flesh. The matte black scalpel glowed
faintly—enchanted to make nerves scream louder than lungs.



The senator whimpered. “Y ou—you don’t have to do this. We can talk— "

Kali tilted her head. “We are talking. You just haven't earned the right to be
believed.”

Irina leaned against the chaise, legs crossed, sipping from a chilled glass bottle of Dr.
Pepper.

Her presence was deceptively relaxed, like a viper basking in warmth.

Vaerkyn, Kali's massive hellhound, rested at her feet, his head in Irina's lap as she
absently scratched behind one ear with blood-dlicked nails.

“You told her lies,” Lev said, voice like ice poured over a blade. “Y ou thought your
secrets were clever. They weren't.”

Thefirst cut came without warning.

A shallow line down the thigh. Skin split like paper. The senator howled.

Kali didn’t flinch. “Name. Code. Sigil drop point.”

“I—I can’'t. | made avow.”

Her shadows surged across the floor like atide of coiled serpents.

“1 know,” she murmured. “That’s why we're going to cut through the vow until your
body forgets it ever made one.”

Lev switched to the banshee blade. The air hummed with violent intent. Blood
painted his stomach in slow, elegant strokes.



“Astraeus’s voice thundered in her mind, persistent and concerned. This isn't about
sending a message anymore, Kali. Thisisyour soul. Don’t loseit to anger. ”

Her spine ached. Her joints burned. Her rage was a leash she kept wrapping tighter
around her own throat. But her clarity sharpened with each scream.

Irina rose then, lazily walking over, removing a heated brand from its case. “ Thought
we' d test a new rune. Curses the tongue. Let’s see how he sings with no voice.”

She pressed it just beneath his chin. The senator shrieked like his throat had opened
into a portal.

Kali’s eyes glowed with pleasure.

The sixth scream did it. “It was Lucian!” he sobbed. “He gave the Vampire Court
Syndicate sigils—they’re trying to breach the East End portal!”

Kali stilled. Every muscle, breath, and shadow froze.

“Which sigils?’ she asked, voice dipped in venom.

“The ones from 99—the cursed ones your grandfather sealed. They're trying to
mirror-cast with Spiral magic to open the Gate from the outside!”

The room changed.

Lev stopped mid-dlice. Irinas jaw twitched. Even Vaerkyn—silent beside the
chaise—let out alow growl.

Astraeus s voice thundered in her mind. “ That gate was never meant to be touched.”



Kali stepped forward, shadows rising to her shoulders like wings.

“Y ou sold access to my bloodline,” she said softly. “And thought you' d walk away?’

The senator babbled apologies.

“Lev,” she ordered, tone diamond-hard. “Finish it.”

Kali’s shadows surged again, this time climbing the senator’ s thighs like sentient silk.
They twisted and pul sed—coaxing, stroking, commanding. It didn’t take long.

Despite the senator’ s fear, the shadows took control of his body. He gasped, unable to
stop the betrayal of his own flesh under Kali’s magic.

Only then did Kali speak again. “Perfect. Now we can begin the real conversation.”
Lev nodded once, blade glinting. He worked like a surgeon, not a butcher—cutting
down each side of the senator’s erection with precision, then dlicing cleanly through

the base. The man screamed, cracked, sobbed, and begged.

The black satin box hovered toward Irina on a curl of shadow. She caught it mid-air,
popping it open without slowing. “ Presentation matters.”

Kali approached as Lev opened the testicles and arranged each part like a grotesque
bouquet. She raised a hand, palm glowing.

Astraeus growled again in her mind, deeper this time. “Y ou are more than this fury,
Kali. Don't let them make you forget that. ”

Kali’'s shadows dlid deeper into the senator’'s mind, snagging on something
sharp—tiny flashes of surveillance sigils hidden inside Club Noire’ s enchanted walls,



blinking like malignant stars.

They weren't just spying. They were bleeding the Syndicate dry from the inside. And
it reeked of Spiral magic.

She sent the order through the enforcer link: “Remove every bug from every club.
Deliver them to my Manhattan office. Tonight.”

She turned to Irina. “Call the transplant chief at the children's hospital. Tell them we
have usable organs. Rush order. No questions.”

Lev moved with ritualistic reverence, harvesting clean, packing every piece into
Separate containers.

He peeled the senator’ s chest in one smooth pass.

Before sealing the heart in the chilled container, he held it one final moment, like a
twisted offering, letting its final pulse echo in the silence.

Skin for burn units. Liver, kidneys—boxed and blessed. Eyes preserved for sight
restoration.

Not adliver of waste.

Only purpose.

Only wrath.

Kali didn’t blink.

When the last cut was made, she nodded.



“Irina. Label the box: Gift from the Empire. ”

Irinasmirked. “Oh, | love when you get poetic.”

Lev stepped back. Blood ran down his arms.

“You okay?’

Kali stared at the corpse.

“No. But I'm dive.”

Kali didn't move. Didn’'t speak. She just let him.

His gloved fingers brushed the underside of her wrist as she passed him, slow and
deliberate, a touch meant for no one else to see.

Y ou are magnificent, his mind whispered across the bond, a blade wrapped in silk.

Kali didn’'t stop. Didn’t acknowledge him.

But the shadows at her heels coiled tighter, like alover’s hand sliding up her spine.

Kali stood alone once the blood and screams faded, her mask discarded, her shadows
curling restlessly around her boots.

From the corner of the room, Vaerkyn approached—slow, deliberate, silent.

Hedidn't bark. He didn’t growl.

He simply nudged his massive, scarred head against her thigh, the weight of him



grounding her in away no magic ever could .

She looked down—and in the dim light, saw her glove torn open at the palm, blood
leaking sluggishly from between her fingers.

Vaerkyn lifted his head and, with aching gentleness, licked the wound clean.

Kali didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

Shejust let him, standing frozen, while her hellhound did what no one el se dared:

Mourned for the pieces of her that war kept taking.

Power didn’t need permission.

And neither did she anymore.

The Spiral Mouth had moved.

And Kali?

She was done pretending she hadn'’t.
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Kali’'s Emotional State: Anxious. Haunted. Her magic is shifting, the shadows
watching. Controlled on the outside. She's unraveling beneath. Just enough to sense
what’ s coming—Dbut not enough to stop it.

Flashback: The War Was Taught Early

T he sound of her boots on the stone floor echoed like a heartbeat she didn’t trust.
Some nights, the shadows didn’t whisper; they remembered.

She found herself in the training room before she knew she’ d walked there. The mats
were still rolled up. The wooden weapons were tucked neatly in the wall rack. But the
scent lingered—cedar, sweat, blood, and peppermint tobacco.

Her grandfather’ s scent.

Her throat tightened.

It was here, at eight years old, that she first broke her wrist. Silas had shouted.

Not at her. At the man who'd knocked her down—a merc who'd underestimated her
size, not her skill.

Her grandfather had dragged her outside after.

Not to comfort her. To teach her. “You can cry when you win. Not before. Not



during,” he had said, wrapping her wrist with military precision.

“Every bone you break isapromise. That you won't break the same way twice. ”

Kali sat on the edge of the sparring mat, her fingers ghosting over the faded scar on
her forearm.

Ten years old. The day he taught her how to disarm a man twice her size with only a
fork and awine bottle.

Twelve. He caught her eavesdropping on a political deal in the parlor. Instead of
scolding her, he handed her a glass of bourbon and asked, “What did you learn?’

“Never trust a man who smiles with his mouth but not his eyes.”

He laughed for a full minute. Then told her to pack. They were going to Moscow.

Kali smiled faintly. The kind of smile that hurt more than it hel ped.

Because Silas had never raised his voice unless someone el se was hurting her.

He wasn't soft. He was steel. But he wielded that steel like a blade designed for her
protection. And the day he called her “My shadowborn queen” was the first day she
believed she might survive.

Now?

Now she couldn’t find him.

The house was too quiet. The shadows too still.



She didn’t need blood to confirm her fear.

The training room dissolved from her mind as the war called her back .

But grief was a ghost she couldn't chase. It clung, but it didn’t command. And the
present was bleeding faster than memory could mend.

The club was silent now. Blood had been scrubbed. Screams had faded. The
playroom stood immaculate again, as if torture wasn't still soaking into the walls, as
if truth hadn’t just bled itself out across velvet and steel.

Kali stood by the reinforced glass of her private observation alcove, high above the
club floor. The city lights shimmered below like stars trembling under tension. Her
fingers curled around the edge of the glass.

She was still.

But not at peace.

Irina entered without knocking, atablet in one hand and a blood-red file folder in the
other.

“Lucian hasn't resurfaced,” she said. “But we found his last transfer. Eastern
Syndicate holdings. Vampire-owned shell company.”

Kali didn’t turn. “And the sigil theft?’
Irina flipped open the folder. “Confirmed. They’re mirroring the cursed bloodline

glyphs. We cross-referenced them against your grandfather’s black ledger. It’'s Spiral-
coded. They're trying to break in from the outside—no key needed. Just sacrifice.”



Kali’s jaw clenched, and her shadow magic flickered. “Then we break the seal,” she
said with adeadly calm .

Astraeus warning rang through her mind, but it was too late. The path had already
been set in motion. The Spiral Mouth had made its move.

Kali finaly turned, the room shadowing around her. Her coat was gone, sleeves
rolled to the elbow. Her shadows curled tighter than usual, agitated. She hadn’'t slept.

Her joints throbbed with quiet fire, and still she stood.

“They want awar,” Kali murmured. “Let’s show them what happens when they open
doorsthey can’t close.”

Irina handed over a small blood-sealed scroll. “Intercepted message. From the
Crimson Thorns. Looks like they’ re planning a move too.”

“Perfect,” Kali muttered. “Why have one enemy when | can juggle three?’

The door opened again—Lev.

Freshly showered. Blood gone. But not calm. Not even close.

He stood in the doorway without speaking. The tension in his shoulders spoke
enough. He was wound tight, jaw set, eyes like glacia steel beneath a dark curl of
wet hair.

“You didn’t flinch once,” he said. “During the whole thing.”

Kali met hisgaze. “| don’t get to flinch.”

He crossed the room in two long strides. “Y ou shouldn’t be doing this alone.”



She smiled, crooked and tired. “Y ou think thisis me alone?’

Shadows swirled. Astraeus stirred .

“Little shadow,” he murmured inside her mind, sharper than before. “Y our body is
cracking. Your mind frays. The Spiral wakes.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, a single breath dragged through clenched teeth.

“1 know,” she whispered.

Irina stepped between them with the tablet. “We have a new problem.”

She angled it dightly, tilting the screen toward Kali with a subtle flick of her
wrist—just enough so Kali wouldn't have to grab it from her to see it, because her
hands were shaky from the earlier power surge and the constant drag of her illness.
She said nothing about it. She never would.

Kali opened her eyes. “Anomaly at the East End portal. Magic surge is unlike
anything we've seen. The sigils are changing on their own. It's not just Spiral magic.
It's Thread-touched.”

Kali’s blood went cold.

Thorne.

Shedidn’'t say it aloud. But she felt him.

A whisper of him against her magic, like silver thread pulling across an old scar. A
warning. Or a beckoning.



Her voice was hoarse when she spoke. “What do we know about the Spiral Mouth?
The real version. Not just the rumors.”

Irina hesitated, then handed over a second file.

“We decrypted the rest of your grandfather’ s ledgers.

The Spiral Mouth doesn’t open doors,” Irinasaid grimly.

“It eats worlds and spits out bones. A sentient spell construct. Ancient, maybe older
than dragonkind. It doesn’t just open a door.

It infects reality. Rotates the ley lines like awhirlpool. Makes magic lose shape.”

Kali’s heart pounded.

“And it can be cast from the outside?’

“Only by bloodline keys. Or bonded dragons.”

Her blood turned to ice.

“And Thorne has one of those,” she whispered.

She turned to Irina. “Lock the portals. Lock the city. Bring the council to me. And
find me the bastard who' s thread-walking in my backyard.”

Irina nodded once, tapping the side of the tablet with her thumb—a silent | got you.
Then she turned on her heel and disappeared into the hall like a dagger thrown from a
trusted hand.



Lev stepped forward again, eyes narrowed. “You're not well.” His whole body was
tight with restrained violence—Ilike he wanted to tear the pain out of her himself.

The nausea hit first. Then the joint aches, slow and slicing. Her body trembled once
beneath the weight of her own magic—psoriatic arthritis gnawing at the edges of her
endurance like a curse she could never quite sever. A disease no amount of power

could erase. Only endure.

She was used to it now. The flares came and went like tides. She ignored it like she
ignored fear—by moving forward harder, faster, meaner.

Shedidn't lie. She just stepped into him, laid ahand flat against his chest .

The heat of him burned through her gloves—steady, savage, alive. A pulse she could
shatter but never own.

For a heartbeat, he stilled—Ilike he could feel the fracture inside her—and chose to
steady it instead of claiming it.

"I don’'t need to be well, Lev. | need to win," she said softly.

He didn't answer.

The Spiral Mouth was stirring.

And Kali’swar had just begun.
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THE THREAD THAT BURNS

Kali’s Emotional State: Guarded. Off-balance. Still bleeding power from the dream,
from the Thread, from him.

T he morning after the vault encounter should have been silent, but Kali woke to the
scent of scorched ozone and the sound of Astraeus growling in her mind.

"You let himin," he snarled. "He marked you."

“l didn’'t let anything happen.” Her voice was hoarse, her mind still fractured by
visions she didn’t understand. “It just happened.”

The Thread Vault's ceiling still shimmered faintly from the night before, energy
rippling through the walls like broken light through water. And on Kali’s pam, a
symbol pulsed beneath her skin. Not carved and not burned. Woven.

Her shadows recoiled from it. Astraeus did not.

She sat up slowly in the velvet-draped bed, her sheets soaked with sweat and threaded
magic. Her skin still tingled like it had been stitched from lightning.

Lev stood in the doorway now, arms crossed, wearing yesterday’'s blood and
exhaustion like it was tailored. “Y ou want to tell me what that is?” he asked, nodding

toward her hand .

Kali didn't lie. “A sigil. Threadborn. From the vault.”



He took a step closer, his gaze hardening. “You look like hell.”

“| feel worse.”

“You let someone mark you in the Vault?’

“lI didn’t let anyone do anything.” Her voice was low. “He found me. In the
Threadspace. | didn’t even know someone could do that.”

Lev didn't move, but hisjaw flexed. “And you didn’t call me?’

A flicker of guilt passed through her. Her fingers flexed dlightly, brushing over the
woven sigil, as if expecting it to vanish. “I didn’t even know | was gone until it was

over.

That silenced him.

Astraeus stirred again. "He's coming back. The Threadweaver. And next time, he
won't just leave asigil. He' |l take more.”

Lev stepped forward. “Tell me you haven’t bonded him.”

Kali hesitated. Her stomach flipped. The word echoed like a curse. “No. But
something... sparked.”

Lev's eyes darkened. Not jealousy. Something worse. Recognition. Hurt twisted
beneath the surface of hisglare.

“Then he' samate.”

She didn’'t respond. She didn’t have to. But her insides twisted. The idea made her



feel like she was standing too close to the edge of a cliff, unsure whether she wanted
to jump or be shoved. What did it mean for her control ? Her mission? Her choices ?

Could she survive this kind of magic again? Did she want to?

The door behind Lev creaked.

The air shimmered.

Redlity split.

And Thorne Draeven stepped out of the ripple in space like he'd always belonged
there. Tall. Pale. Threadborn magic woven into every strand of his shadow-dark coat.

His silver eyes glinted like starlight dragged through sorrow.

Vaerkyn, curled near the foot of the bed, lifted his massive head and snarled low. The
room tensed like a held breath.

Lev reached for ablade.

Kali didn’t stop him.

Thorne raised one hand. “1 didn’t cometo fight. | came to show her.”

The air bent. The shadows shifted.

And suddenly, Kali stood in the middle of a memory that hadn’t happened yet.

Her own future.

Blood on marble. A scream she couldn’'t voice. A sigil—this one carved into her



back. Lev broken. Astraeus howling. Vaerkyn lunging into darkness .

She gasped and jerked free of the vision, sweat chilling across her spine. Her breath
stuttered in her chest.

“Why would you show me that?’ she hissed.

Thorne's voice was quiet. “Because you needed to know what's coming. And that
I’m aready part of it.”

He turned to leave.

But before he vanished, his gaze softened. “Y ou always had the strongest thread.”

Kali exhaled like the air had betrayed her lungs. The sigil glowed hotter. The
shadows blinked. Then the ripple sealed shut, and she was aone.

Then he was gone.

Lev’s breath came slowly and hard. “What the fuck was that?’

Kali looked down at her hand.

The sigil was still glowing.

Still hers.

And the war she was trying to outrun?

It had just found a face.



Thorne's POV — Threadborn Silence

The moment he stepped through the veil, Thorne felt her magic lash across his bones
like a thousand whispering blades.

She'd changed.

No—awakened.

The thread hadn’t just sparked between them.

It caught fire. And when he left the sigil woven beneath her skin, he'd felt her
memories curl around it like silk around steel—memories layered with blood, loyalty,

and impossible pressure.

It was the weight of someone who had never been allowed to want anything for
herself.

In the void between spaces, Thorne hovered now, cloak of shadows wrapped tight,
silver eyes burning through the dark. He could still see her—Kali—etched in the
corner of hismind. That fury. That fear. That tether.

She didn’'t know what she was yet. Not really.

But the Spiral did.

And if she stepped too close to the edge without understanding her thread's full
weight, the Spiral Mouth would consume her.

He clenched hisfist.



She thought the vision he showed her was awarning. It wasn't.

It was a choice.

He remembered the way her magic wrapped around her shoulders like a crown made
of shadows. And the way her eyes, even in fear, refused to yield.

“Soon, little sovereign,” he murmured. “You' ll have to pick which part of yourself to
burn to keep the rest of us alive.”

And then, he vanished into the Threadspace, already unraveling the next path that
would lead her back to him.
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THE SIGIL AND THE STORM

Kali’s Emotional State: Controlled on the surface. But beneath? The sigil burned. Her
blood felt rewired. Her mind stretched thin. She wasn't unraveling—she was
becoming something else.

ain throbbed in her pam like a second pulse. The sigil glowed silver, embedded deep
beneath the skin as if it had always been there—a loop, a knot, a braid of starlight
etched by something not born of thisworld.

Her breath hitched. Her magic recoiled. And her dragon, Astraeus roared. It wasn't a
sound, it was a shockwave through her spine.

The Vault trembled. Shadows trembled. A low thunder cracked through her skull.

"He touched you," Astraeus snarled, his voice laced with fury and fear. "That thread-
born thing touched your soul. Kali—thisisnot abond. It'saclaim.”

And for a heartbeat, something older than memory flickered behind her eyes—a
battlefield not of this world, blood sinking into threads she couldn’t name. Pain she
hadn’t earned in this lifetime. But carried till.

Kali staggered to her feet, gripping the edge of the stone table. The air around her
sparked and shimmered, her shadow magic trying to lash out, find the intruder, burn
the mark away .



But it didn’t fade.

And that terrified her more than the pain.

“l didn’t give him permission,” she whispered.

"No," Astraeus growled. "But part of you wanted to be seen. And now he's seen
everything."

The Vault doors creaked open. Irina entered like a storm in boots and steel.

Her silver eyes narrowed instantly. “What the hell happened?’

Kali lifted her palm. The sigil pulsed in answer.

Irinadidn’t blink. “That’s Threadborn magic.”

Astraeus spat fury in Kali’s mind. "She should have stayed out. | should’ ve stopped
you. The Vault wasn't ready. Y ou weren’t ready.”

“1 had to know,” Kali said aloud, her voice steady despite the tremble in her hands.
“It was calling me.”

Irina tossed a file on the prep table. “And while you were answering mystery calls,
Azareal just made a move. East End wards are holding, but barely. He's spreading
Spiral Mouth rot beneath the surface—using sigils that ook almost identical to that.”
She jabbed afinger at the mark.

Her throat tightened. The glow didn’t dim. It wasn't just a mark—it was a brand. A
scar laid by fate, not by blade. What terrified her most wasn't the pain... it was the
permanence.



“They’re not the same,” she said. “Thiswas... different. ”

Irina arched a brow.

“Then let’s pray to your dragon that it stays that way.”

Astraeus was aready coiling tighter inside her. His fury had chilled into fear, and
Kali could fedl it: that protective, ancient instinct. The same one that had cradled her
through her first flare. The same one that kept her from jumping off the balcony the

night her parents died.

"| should scorch the threads from the world," he hissed. "He marked you like a beast.
And | let him. | saw it coming, and | doubted myself."

“You didn't let him,” she whispered, closing her hand into afist. “I did.”

Irina cut in. “The sigil isn't fading. That means it's not just symbolic. It's active.
Binding, maybe. Or watching.”

Kali locked eyes with her. “Then we dissect it. Quietly. No word gets out. If the
Vampire Court or Crimson Thorns catch wind that an unknown Threadweaver has
tagged me, we'll have more than rumorsto kill.”

Irina nodded once. “Already handled. I’ ve got Lucian under surveillance. And...”

She hesitated.

Kali raised an eyebrow.

Irina exhaled. “There's been a Spiral Mouth sighting. Not near the syndicate. Not
even in the city.”



Kali’spulse stilled. “Where?”

Irina s voice was low.

“Silas. He's gone dark.”

The shadows around Kali froze.

Astraeus exploded inside her.

n NO."

The roar was a shockwave. Her coat flared. Her sigil burned. Her heart thundered.

Kali didn’t wait.

“I want a trace. Now. Use everything. Every channel. Every whisper. If they’ve
touched him—"

[rinanodded. “I know.”

Kali turned toward the door, her shadows crawling up her arms like armor.

“1’m going to burn whoever touched him from the inside out.”

Astraeus growled like a storm breaking chains. "And | will help."

The Spira Mouth had crossed aline.

And Kali was about to redraw the map in blood.



Kali didn’'t speak when she entered the compound's east wing. She didn’t have to, and
she needed a minute.

They aready knew... .

Tiger, her brindle boxer, was the first to appear—tail stiff, ears flat. He paced like a
sentry, flanking her with eyes narrowed toward the hallway shadows.

Next came Spike, the long-haired Chihuahua with more attitude than muscle. He
scurried between her boots, trembling not with fear but fury—tiny rage distilled into
fur.

She kept walking.

Then came the quiet breath beside her....

Nickel, her blue-nosed pitty, pressed gently into Kali’s thigh as if she could feel the
marrow-deep flare still cracking Kali’s joints. The same dog who had once walked
beside her when she could only crawl. When the pain from her illness had been a
weight even her magic couldn’t lift.

Nickel moved slowly, always in sync with her.

Her breath hitched.

Kota, her German Rottweiler, appeared next, silent, calculating, tail a slow pendulum
of warning. He took up position beside Tiger, scanning the corridor ahead like the

general he’' d become.

And finaly, Megan, her fluffy golden doodle, trotted up with soft eyes and a fierce
heart. She nudged Kali’ s hand once, then again, nose cold, gentle, insistent.



“I’'m okay,” Kali whispered. But it was alie, and they knew it.

They made space for her to sit.

She dropped to the hallway bench, wincing as fire lanced up her back, and leaned into
Nickel’s warmth while Megan curled against her legs.

Thiswasn't comfort .

It was aritual.

The dogs didn’t just love her.

They guarded her soul.

The flare pulsed in her ribs like a secret.

Some wounds, Astraeus once told her, weren't born of flesh, but thread. Carried
across lives. Etched so deep, no magic could ever cleanse them.

And in the silence between breath and magic, the shadows whispered something she
didn’t want to hear.

She was running out of time.

The soft pad of massive claws echoed down the corridor.

Vaerkyn emerged from the shadows.

He had once belonged to her grandfather.



A creature of flame and fang, Vaerkyn hadn’t just protected the estate—he became
part of it. Blood-sworn. Death-marked. Bound to the Branche de Lune legacy.

His void-dark fur shimmered with faint embers, molten red eyes tracking Kali like
she was the moon his orbit depended on.

For decades, he and his twin, Virelle, patrolled the gates together until the Spiral
corruption tore Virelle apart during the Sigil War.

Vaerkyn never left theruins.

Not until Silas found him, bent close, and whispered a single command:

Protect her.

And Vaerkyn had obeyed.

Without hesitation. Without mercy.

And so he had.

He waited, silent and eternal, until the day Kali stepped into her grandfather’s ring of
power. Until the day her soul called him by name.

Eight feet of muscle, smoke, and nightmare. His void-black fur shimmered with faint
embers, his molten red eyes tracking Kali like she was the moon his orbit depended
on. A low rumble vibrated through the floor as he stopped in front of the pack.

Tiger bristled—just for a breath.

Kotalet out a single warning huff.



Vaerkyn stared, molten eyes burning into hers. For a breath, something flickered
there too—recognition. Not just her magic, but of the old wound she carried, the
fracture that threaded through every life she touched.

Then he lowered his massive head.

It was Spike who made the first move. The tiny Chihuahua sniffed once, let out a
grudging yap, then touched his nose to Vaerkyn’'s paw.

The hellhound didn’t flinch .

Nickel pressed close to Kali’s side, and Megan moved to flank her other shoulder as
Vaerkyn stepped forward, stopping inches from the bench.

The pack parted.

Vaerkyn sat.

The hallway, for abreath, felt like a church.

And Kali? She exhaled.

“Guess that settlesit," she murmured. "Family, then.”

IRINA’S POV — Watching the Crown Crack

Kali hadn’t flinched.

That was what haunted Irina more than the sigil. More than the Spiral surge. More
than the confirmation that Silas was gone.



She’'d watched the footage again—frame by frame—expecting a stutter, a breath, a
blink. Something.

But there wasn't one.

Kali hadn’t just accepted the mark.

She' d absorbed it.

Irina stared at the monitor as the final still froze: the glow under Kali’s skin bright
enough to silhouette the bones beneath. Her magic should’ ve rgjected it. Screamed.
Burned.

Instead, it coiled around it like recognition.

Irina didn’t like not knowing. She was the one who filled in the gaps, the one who
caught Kali before she fell, the one who stabbed problems before they had time to
multiply.

But she couldn’t stab this.

Couldn’t shield her from this.

Whatever Thorne had done... it changed the rhythm of Kali’s shadows. Made them
listen.

And gods, Irina hated how much that scared her.

Because if Kali was starting to glow from within—not break, not burn, but
glow—then maybe this wasn’t corruption.



Maybe it was evolution.

And what the hell was she supposed to do with that?

She rubbed a thumb under her eye, smearing liner she didn’t remember applying.
Then opened the last encrypted channel to Silas.

No flair. No flourish. Just one line:

She's changing. If you're alive, say something. If not, tell me how to kill what's
coming.

She hit send.

Then leaned her head back against the war room wall and whispered to no one,

“You told me to protect her. But you never told me what to do if she stopped being

her.

LEV'SPOV — The Thread | Didn't Tie First

Lev sat on the edge of Kali’s weapons bench, spinning a dagger between his fingers.

It had once been hers.

So had the chair she no longer sat in. So had the city they’ d painted red together.

Now?

Now her shadows bent differently. Her voice held something threaded through it.
Something he couldn’t reach.



The sigil was still on her hand. Still glowing. Still his—Thorne's.

Lev would’ve carved it out of her skin himself if it hadn’t scarred her worse.

Not because he was jealous.

Because he knew what Threadborn magic could do.

What it demanded.

What it took.

He' d seen men unravel from the inside because of sigilslike that. Not always because
of pain. Sometimes because of want.

And if Kali wanted?

If she started to want Thorne, or the Spiral, or whatever path her power was dragging
her toward?

Lev would follow her.

But he'd hate every step of the way.

Not because she didn't need him .

Because she wouldn't let herself want him back.

He stood, walked to the vault door, and pressed his palm against the black steel.

Y ou didn’t flinch, he thought.



Then, softer: But God's, | wish you had.

ASTRAEUS S POV — The Shadow That Knew Her First

The shadows had always answered to him.

Before the blood. Before the bond. Before she named herself queen and wore her pain
like prophecy.

He was the first to feel her scream in the womb.

Thefirst to whisper stay when the world tried to end her before she began.

And now... shewas slipping.

Not from power, not from purpose, but from him.

Astraeus coiled in the folds of unspace, the hollow between magic and
memory—watching her blood pulse with borrowed light. That sigil didn't belong in
her. Not because it was Thorne's.

But because it wasn't earned.

Kali had bled for every inch of her power. Scar by scar. Spell by spell. Choice by
choice.

And now the Thread had marked her like some divine inheritance?

Asif she hadn’'t clawed her way here herself?

It enraged him.



But more than that, it terrified him.

Because her soul had whispered yes.

Just once.

Just enough.

And that meant the Spiral had heard her.

Astraeus pressed against the edge of her ribcage like breath held too long. He wanted

to roar. To shake the world. To rip the thread from her pam and burn it into ash

across the stars.

But he couldn’t.

Not without breaking her.

She doesn’'t need a god, he thought, fury choking hislight.

She needs a gravekeeper. A blade. A voice she'll listen to when no one else dares.

And if that meant becoming something less than he was—so she wouldn’t forget who
she’ d always been, then so beit.

He' d burn quieter.

Until the day she needed the storm again.
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THE ROT WITHIN

Kali’s Emotional State: Cold. Clear. Deadly. Fear pressed behind her ribs like a knife,
but it only made her sharper. She would find Silas. Or she would tear the world open

trying.

he map shimmered with lines of old magic and pulsing sigils. Kali stood at the
command table, eyes narrowed, shadows curling around her like a sentient cloak.
Astraeus seethed beneath her skin, pacing in her mind like a caged beast.

"He' s not dead," Astraeus snapped. "I'd feel it. But something is wrong. Something's
twisting the tether."

Irina slammed a fresh report on the table. “Last trace was in the ruins of the Opal
District. Half the city forgot it even existed. That's Spiral Mouth territory now.
Cloaked in rot. Magic dead zones. Hallucination sigils so deep, even the street signs
lie.”

Kali's jaw flexed. “ Send three scouting shadows ahead. One aerial. One ground. One
through the underlayer.”

Irina nodded. “Done. But we can't just walk in if the Spira Mouth is evolving. We
need protection wards, dragonflame, and tether spells. Maybe even a blood anchor.”

Kali’s eyes burned. “We'll use mine.”



Astraeus growled in protest. "You' [l weaken yourself. "

“l don't care.”

She stepped back, letting her shadows split across the floor. The tendrils slithered into
the vault runes, activating a locked compartment. Inside lay a box carved from ritual
stone and bleached bone. She opened it, revealing a needle longer than her hand,
forged from mirrored steel.

Lev was already striding toward her. “Y ou’re not doing this alone.”

Kali didn't argue.

Astraeus raged harder. "Lev’s not enough. You need me. If you walk into Spiral
territory without afull merge, | swear by the Nine Gates..."

Kali hesitated. Her heart thudded once. The idea of a full merge wasn’'t new, but the
consequences had always kept her just short of the edge. Her illness. Her bond

threads. The darkness she carried. She' d never done it for areason.

But Silas—"“Then merge,” she said aloud. “No more half-measures.” ....The shadows
howled.

Astraeus surged forward, magic spiking through her bloodstream like lightning, and
for amoment, her eyes turned pitch black.

The merge wasn’t complete. Not yet. But it was enough.

Pain flared up her spine and across her joints like a dozen tiny knives.

Psoriatic arthritis—and something worse now—scraping bone against magic. She



shoved it down. Later. Later.

Irina flinched, stepping back. “Kali—your skin—"Veins of shadow coiled visibly
under her flesh, twisting like tattooed storms .

Lev cursed low. “Weleavein ten.”

Opal District — Spiral Territory

The streets of the Opal District were silent. Too silent.

Not even rats dared to move.

The magic here was curled wrong. It wasn’t dead. It was watching.

Kali’s boots crunched through charred gravel, her sigil still pulsing like a beacon
under her glove. Her shadows moved ahead, slicing through the thick illusion fields.

Then—A scream.

Not human, not a dragon, but something in between.

They turned the corner.

And found Silas.

Pinned to a wall by threads made of living rot. His body shimmered with green-
tinged magic. His chest heaved. Eyes bloodshot. Mouth sewn shut by a Spiral sigil.

Kali stopped breathing.



“Silas,” she whispered.

Astraeus roared. "GET HIM OUT."

Lev moved instantly, dlicing the nearest thread with a blade infused with fire sigils.
The thread screamed—Iiterally shrieked— like it had a soul. More burst from the
walls like vines, aiming for Kali.

Shedidn’t recoail.

Her shadows launched upward, shredding the first wave. She moved fast, brutaly,
and silently. The air shimmered with sigil residue.

Irina flanked her, firing enchanted bullets into the threads' cores.

Lev reached Silas. Cut the sigil.

The rot hissed.

Silas crumpled.

Kali caught him. It wasn’t the weight of his body that crushed her. It was what they’d
done to him.

And everything in her broke.

Her breath locked, and her knees hit the stone. Her joints screamed, and the magic
inside her surged to protect, wild and messy and cracked.

But she held him.



His skin wasice. His mind... shredded.

But he breathed.

Barely.

Kali looked up. Her voice went low. Feral.
“They infected him. ”

Astraeus growled. "Then we burn everything."
Kali stood.

And the shadows obeyed.

Later — Vault Containment

Back at the Vault, Silas lay cocooned in containment wards, magic pulsing softly
around him.

Kali didn’t rest.

She stared at the Spiral sigil carved into the bone Irina extracted from his thigh.

It matched the one in her dream.

The Spiral Mouth wasn’t just spreading.

It was sending messages.



And Kali was listening.

She whispered to Astraeus, “No more waiting.”

Astraeus rumbled back, cam and lethal.

"No more mercy."
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WHAT THE SHADOW SAVED

Kali’s Emotional State: Rattled. Relentless. The sigil burned behind her eyes. Silas
wasn't just an enforcer—he was hers. A tether to a past she tried not to remember.
But the Spiral Mouth had touched him. And Kali would break whatever rules she had

to in order to get answers.

T
he med-ward was sealed under ten layers of enchantments and three guards Kali
didn’t recognize. That was Irina' s doing—tightening the net like a vice. Even the

walls felt breathl ess.

Kali stalked in like she was walking into war because she was. Just not the kind
anyone else could see.

Inside, Silas lay on the reinforced cot, pale, still, cocooned in shadow-barrier
restraints keyed to her bloodline. But that wasn’t what stopped her breath.

It was the Spiral sigil carved into his chest.

Not ink. Not burn. Alive. Like it had grown from the marrow out. It pulsed—slow,
Venomous, wrong.

Astraeus snarled, fury crackling through her bones.

"That magic should not touch our blood. He was family. "



Kali’'s pulse quickened. She stepped closer, shadows swirling around her like
sentinels. The sigil burned brighter the nearer she came. It reacted to her, fed on her
magic.

The air around her thickened with magic, the weight of it like an avalanche just
waiting to fall.

“Heisfamily,” she repeated, but the words felt heavy, almost foreign, asif she had to
remind herself.

Her fingers trembled, and for the briefest moment, the walls of the med-ward seemed
to close in around her, but she steadied herself.

A memory surged—hot, raw, uninvited.

Flashback: Age9 — The Alley

Rain turned the street into glass. Her sneakers squeaked against it as she ran, heart
hammering against lemon candy tucked in her pocket—stolen joy.

She never saw the man coming. A hand, too rough. A van door yawned open.

She screamed. No one came.

Except for him.

A shadow detached from the alley. Tall. Silent. Eyes like molten metal .

Silas didn’'t speak. He didn’'t need to. He ripped the man away from her like paper.
Then wrapped her in his coat like armor.



That was the first time Kali felt safe. The last time she believed anyone could save
her.

Back in the present, the ache in her chest nearly buckled her knees.

“Why him?’ she whispered.

Irina's voice came quietly from the far corner. “Because they knew what he meant to

youl.

The sigil pulsed again—faster now. Reacting.

Kali stepped closer. Her fingers twitched once—rage, not fear. “Look at it. It's
responding to me.”

Astraeus hissed inside her mind: "He's being used. A relay. A message. They want
you to seeit. They want you to come."

A burst of heat rippled up her arm as she pressed her palm to the sigil, her fingers
curling into a fist to suppress the growing fury inside her. She could feel the sigil’s
pulse vibrating under her skin, thrumming with an energy she hadn’t known existed.

The shadows flickered, more restless than ever, responding to her magic's agitation.

Her breath caught in her throat, and for a split second, she felt herself begin to
unravel, the jagged edges of her control slipping .

"The sigil is alive" Astraeus's voice thundered through her skull, cold and sharp,
unlike the usual warmth of their connection. "It'sasignal. A trap."

The very air around her seemed to stretch, her skin buzzing with the magic, electric,



hot, and suffocating.

Her chest tightened, heart pounding, as the sigil flared—then—

A scream. Inside her skull.

A malevoice. Familiar.

"You can't stop it. The Mouth opens. The priceis aready paid."

She staggered back, gasping. Pain lanced up her wrist into her shoulder, and the flare
of her psoriatic arthritis flared violently, mixing with the magic's burn. The shadows
recoiled and twisted across the room, like they couldn’'t bear what was happening

ather.

The voice echoed—not in words now, but in the aftershock like it had torn something
open inside her.

Kali clutched her arm, sinking against the cot’s edge, trying to breathe past the terror
she refused to name. For a moment, her mind spiraled back to the aley. The dark.
The helplessness. The cold grip of fear.

She wasn't that girl anymore.

But the Spiral wanted her to fedl like she was.

Lev was aready there, catching her elbow .

“No,” she said through gritted teeth. “But I’ m about to be.”

Sheturned to Irina, voice like shrapnel.



“Prep the ritual chamber. | want that sigil mapped, dissected, mirrored, and cracked
open like a goddamn bone. If it’s whispering—I want to know what it’s saying.”

Irina nodded. “And Silas?”’

Kali looked back, throat raw. Her voice dropped.

“We protect him. With everything we've got.”

Astraeus rumbled in her mind, low and fierce. "Asyou protect us all."

Because the Spiral Mouth hadn’t just made a move.

It had touched her heart.

And Kali Branche de Lune didn’t lose what was hers.

She burned down kingdoms to keep it.
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A TASTE OF MADNESS
Kali’s Emotional State: Focused. Dangerous. The spiral sigil wasn’t just a symbol—it

was a map. And the further she followed it, the more she realized it was pulling her
toward something ancient... and unholy.

ack to the flashback ....... Kali had been walking home from the corner store.

One second, she was thinking about the lemon candies she’'d stolen—sweet, sharp,
the only joy she’ d stolen back that week.

She just hoped she could make it home before her mother noticed she was two
minutes late.

Any delay meant punishment. And she still had dinner to cook.

The next second, she was screaming into the dark.

The man’s hand clamped over her mouth, dragging her toward the van with practiced
force. The rain made everything dlippery—nher shoes, her limbs, the cheap plastic bag
that slipped from her grip and scattered lemon candies across the pavement.

Her heart pounded. Her lungs burned. No one was coming.

Until someone did.



A figure stepped from the aley’s mouth—not stumbling, not running. Just there.
Cam, coiled power in the shape of a man. His eyes glowed faint silver under the
flickering streetlamp .

Silasdidn’'t yell. He didn’t ask questions. He moved.

The first man dropped without a sound, only the soft crunch of bone echoing into the
alley. The second pulled a knife. Silas broke his wrist before the blade even glinted.
Then, with a fluid pivot, he sslammed him into the side of the van and dropped him
like refuse.

The third—the one dragging Kali—turned too | ate.

Silas grabbed him by the collar and slammed him against the van door with enough
forceto dent metal. “Let her go,” he said, voice quiet. Deadly.

The man didn’t answer. Didn’t need to.

Silas twisted his arm until something popped. Then he pulled Kali into his codt,
shielding her body with his own. She could feel the steady pounding of his heartbeat
against her cheek—steady as the rain, steady as the vow he never spoke aloud.
Unshaken. Unafraid.

“You're safe now,” he whispered, brushing wet hair from her face. “Y ou’re mine to
protect.”

Kali didn’t cry. She couldn’t. But she held tighter, her fingers clutching his coat like
it was armor and salvation all at once.

And from that moment on, she believed him.



Now — theritual chamber.

Shadowlight writhed across blackglass walls, casting long, crooked reflections that
never quite matched their owners. The spiral sigil they extracted from Silas
shimmered in the air, projected by blood, by magic, and by something no one in the
room wanted to name.

“It'snot just abinding rune,” Irina said, studying the spectral map. “It’s layered like a
vault key. Interlocking curves, looping logic. The kind of magic that unravels the
mind if you trace it too long.”

Kali didn’'t look away. “Then don’t blink.”
A muscle twitched near her temple. Pain flickered through her spine, old scars
protesting. Psoriatic arthritis flared when magic bent wrong—but Kali didn’t yield to

it. She anchored herself in the pain.

The room smelled like iron and memory. Astraeus prowled the edge of her thoughts,
his rage wound tight.

"It leads to avault," he growled. "One, your grandfather sealed before you were born.
One even | was forbidden from entering.”

Kali’s breath caught for half a beat. “Why would he seal something even dragons
feared? What did he see that made him bury it so deep, not even Astraeus could
follow?’

Whatever it was, it wasn’'t just locked.

It was hiding.



Kali’sjaw tightened, and a slow, deliberate breath escaped her. The sigil was a threat,
but the vault behind it was something worse. "Then we're breaking the seal.

"Astraeus's voice dropped, low and lethal, the weight of his words seeping into her
bones.

'It’ s not avault like the others, little shadow.

The Spiral Mouth isawound, alittle shadow.

Older than dragonkind itself. It doesn't just open doors. It devours them, and once it
begins, it doesn’t stop.

It twists everything it touches. It rearranges ley lines, warps time. It infects
bloodlines."

Kali’s breath hitched, the weight of his words pressing down on her chest like iron.
She forced herself to breathe, to stay present. The Spiral Mouth wasn't just a
threat—it was an inevitability.

“Then how do we kill it?” She demanded, her voice like steel, sharp but laced with
urgency.

Astraeus paused for a breath, his voice colder than before. “You can't kill the Spiral
Mouth. It devours—it rewrites. And if you fail, it will take you, piece by piece, until

you' re nothing but a shadow of what you were.”

Kali’s stomach twisted, and for the first time, she felt the full weight of Astraeus
words.

The Spiral Mouth wasn't just an ancient threat—it was inevitable, and it was coming



for her.

She'd never felt the real threat of the Spiral Mouth until now—its hunger, its
insatiable hunger for everything.

She couldn’t stop it. She could only surviveit. ”

Lev stepped into the circle, his jaw tight with frustration and concern. “You want to
take ateam?’ Hisvoice was low, holding a challenge and a plea.

If this is where he fell apart... maybe that’s why | was born different. To walk the
same path. But burn anew one.

Kali hesitated, the weight of her decision pressing down on her. Her fingers brushed
against the sigil again, feeling its pull, and for a fleeting moment, doubt gnawed at
her resolve. But then, the shadows flickered, and her choice solidified. “No. I'm
leading it.”

You don't have to lead it,” Lev said, his voice tight with something Kali couldn’t
guite place. She saw it in his eyes—a flicker of something unspoken—but she didn’t
stop. She was already stepping forward, her resolve stronger than any doubt he could
voice.

She turned to Irina. “Prep enforcers. Only ones with shadow resistance and mind
barriers. If thisthing isalive, | want no cracksin the wall.”

Irina s gaze softened for a moment—her loyalty to Kali evident—but she nodded and
disappeared, the weight of their shared burden pressing on her shoulders.

Kali hated ordering others into something she hadn’t survived yet herself, but loyalty
demanded risk. And thistime, she couldn’t shield them all.



She looked back at the sigil. “You said it wasn't just a binding?’

Irina’ s thoughts echoed in Kali’s mind—not through comms but through their shared
telepathic link. “Correct. It s broadcasting. Like a beacon.”

Astraeus snapped in her skull. "Then it knows we're coming."

If she shattered under the Spiral’s call, she’'d drag Astraeus with her—and they both
knew it.

The shadows at Kali’s boots hissed, shifting with alife of their own. They responded
to the sigil and to her, asif they could sense the storm gathering. They coiled tighter,
eager for the violence to come.

“Good,” Kali whispered, her voice quiet but fierce. A flicker of a smile curved her
mouth—not joy, but the sharpened edge of a blade preparing to strike. Let it come.
L et them come.

Because the shadows weren’t just following the spiral anymore.

They were ready to bite back.
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THE VAULT brEATHES BACK

Kali’s emotional state: Controlled chaos. Every instinct screamed to move fast, but
she forced stillness. Precision was power. But the Vault—it was watching her now.

T
he night split open at the mouth of the East End warehouse.
Kali stood beneath the storm-dark sky, shadows curling up her calveslike living ink.

Her wrap-around coat clung to her body, dlit high enough to reveal the blade strapped
to her thigh and the shimmer of her shadow magic weaving just beneath the skin.

The scent of her perfume—Voodoo Lily: hints of oud, frankincense, rose—curled on
the wind like temptation and warning.

Vaerkyn prowled at her side, silent and monstrous, eyes glowing like molten embers.
The hellhound’ s presence alone made the air hum with dread. His size dwarfed even
the tallest enforcers. No one questioned his loyalty, not after what he did to the
Crimson Thorns' last spy.

Irina stood at Kali’s right flank, armor black as grief.

Her expression was unreadable, but the air crackled between them with tension and
intent.



Behind them, six dlite enforcers—each chosen for their resistance to shadow
corrosion—fanned out in disciplined silence.

Every one of them bore psychic runes etched directly into their skin, mind-barriers
constructed by Astraeus himself .

“Thisisthe drop point,” Irina murmured, scanning the crumbling walls with a sweep
of her enchanted eyes. “But it’s not just avault. It's athreshold.”

“Between?’ Kali asked, her tone low, calculated.

Irina s voice dropped further. “Memory and madness.”

Irina shifted, subtly tightening her stance beside Kali. Not protective—ready. Their
gazes met for a fraction of a second. No nod. No words. Just that iron-clad certainty
they'd built from blood and survival.

I'm with you. Always.

Kali stepped forward. The sigil scrawled in blood at the warehouse’'s heart
pulsed—slow and deliberate.

Astraeus snarled in her mind, voice vibrating like metal dragged across stone. "This
place remembers what your grandfather buried. And it wants to be found.”

“Then let’ s greet the past.”

Kali stepped into the circle.

Her heel struck the central glyph, and reality dropped out from beneath her.



The world inverted. The warehouse dissolved into a spiraling corridor of voidglass
and memory, where every step echoed like a forgotten thought trying to claw its way
back to the surface.

The air warped. Runes coiled like serpents across the black stone walls, whispering
secrets older than blood.

Her name echoed off the walls: Allani. A curse. A prophecy. A summons.

A voice rose—inhuman. Not Astraeus. Not even of thisworld.

“Return what was stolen.”

“Return the shadow-born key.”

Kali bared her teeth. “Come get it.”

Heat dammed into her like a tida wave. Enforcers buckled. One hit the stone,
gasping.

Lev moved fast, yanking the man back across the boundary ward. “The Vault's
scanning us. Testing for fractures.”

Kali’s veins blackened. Her skin rippled with power. Her shadows surged and roared,
feeding off the ancestral call.

Pain clawed up her spine like a thousand burning needles, her old scars flaring under
the pressure. Sheignored it. The Vault didn’t deserve her weakness.

Astraeus pressed harder on her skull. "This isn't a vault. It's a mouth. And it
remembers your blood like it remembers pain.”



Then—Iight. A shimmer bloomed from the center glyph. Runes coaesced into a
proj ection—an echo from the past.

Her grandfather.

Y ounger. Fierce. Regal in his own menace. Crowned in shadows.

“If you're seeing this, it means you’' ve broken protocol. The Vault was never meant
to open. Not without the Fifth Flame.”

Kali’s breath snagged. Her pupils dilated.

“What the fuck isthe Fifth Flame?’ she muttered.

Irina shook her head, stunned. “There’ s nothing in the archives. Nothing.”

The echo continued, voice like thunder in astorm cellar.

“The Flame is not a person. It's a convergence. A choice. The moment you decide to
burnit all for the truth.”

The image of her grandfather shattered into dust and light. Kali stood frozen, her
breath caught in her chest, heart pounding with a mixture of fear and realization. The
word convergence echoed through her bones like athread pulled taut.

Burn it al for the truth.

The words rattled in her skull, and for the first time, doubt crept in—what was she
about to burn?

What would be left when it was all said and done?



She had always been warned against crossing thisline, but now.

.. the pull was undeniable. Her grandfather had told her to stay away.

But here she was, standing in the very place he had forbidden her to enter.

Was it worth the cost? Could she burn it al for the truth, and would the price be her
soul, her sanity, or something worse?

Could she? Would she ?

Kali’s gaze flickered to the sigil on her pam, the thread that pulled her toward the
truth and to the very heart of the Spiral Mouth. What had her grandfather truly seen in
this Vault? What had he known that made him bury it so deep?

Her fingers clenched. She couldn’t stop now. But what was she really about to burn
for the truth? Her soul? Her sanity? Would this decision unravel everything she had
built—or was it her only chance to stop the Spiral? To stop herself from becoming
something unrecognizable?

Her jaw tightened, and the weight of it sank in like a stone in her stomach. Her
grandfather had warned her with his last breath. Y et, here she was, the lines already
drawn, her fate already set in motion.

Astraeus’ voice rang out in her skull, harsh and unrelenting: "This is where you learn
iIf you're still worthy of your bloodline, little shadow. The Vault won't let you leave
unless it takes everything you've got. And once the Spira Mouth wakes, it doesn’t
care who you are or what you'’ ve done."

The Vault reacted instantly. The spiral corridor moaned. Stone screamed. The floor
buckled.



“Pull out,” Kali snapped. No one questioned her. They ran.

Her sigil burned like a brand beneath her glove. Not warning; Invitation.

The Vault sealed behind them with a thunderous hiss. Kali’s pulse hammered in her
chest, her body still vibrating with the energy of the place. She wanted to look back,
to acknowledge the weight of what they’d just triggered, but she didn’t .

Thisisn't the end, little shadow, Astraeus warned in her mind.

But before silence reclaimed the night, a whisper dipped through the closing gap.
"The Spiral Mouth is awake." And thistime? It knew exactly who she was.
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WHERE TENSION brEAKS
Kali’'s Emotional State: Fractured focus. Her control was unraveling. The Spiral

Vault had stirred something ancient, and her pain was sharpening into something
hungrier.

he doors to her suite sslammed shut with a snap of thought.

Kali peeled off her coat and let it fall in awhisper of dark silk and shadow.

Her skin itched with raw energy. Bones aching.

Magic twitching like alive wire buried under bruised flesh.

The flare clawed at her joints like a storm trying to tear itself free from her veins.

She barely made it to the ritual stone counter before bracing herself, hands trembling
as she gripped the edge. Her breath was ragged. Sparks flared from her
fingertips—too small to be dangerous, but violent enough to sear the edge of the
stone.

Astraeus loomed in the shadows like a silent sentinel.

“You are not made of glass,” he said, his voice like thunder behind her ribs. “But
even Nightforged metal shattersif forged too hot, little shadow.”



Kali’'s heart thudded. “I'm fine,” she whispered, though she wasn’'t sure if she
believed it anymore.

“You lie even to yourself now. ”

The door creaked. Lev entered.

No knock. No hesitation. Just presence.

He paused when he saw her: back curved like a bow pulled too tight, energy vibrating
off her like a weapon she could no longer sheath. A tremor ran down her spine, and
her knees locked, barely keeping her upright.

“1 told Irinato give you space,” he said.

“Then why the fuck are you here?’

“Because space doesn’t soothe fire,” he answered calmly. “It feeds it. And I’'m not
letting you burn alone.”

He crossed to her slowly, Grounded.

Kali didn’'t look up. Her voice was raspy. “Thisisn't some damsel moment, Lev. You
don’t get to play savior.”

“Good,” he said. “I’'m not here to save you.”

His hand ghosted across the small of her back. She flinched.

11 Don’ t.”



“Say theword and I'll stop.”

Silence.

Her breath hitched, caught on a flicker of memory—his hands pulling her out of that
alley years ago, and her mother’s voice behind a slammed door. Blood on the stairs.

The first time someone touched her gently, she didn’t know what to do with it .

His fingers dragged slowly up her spine—steady, claiming, leaving molten lines
where only he could touch.

“You'reflaring hard,” he said. “Let me help.”

“Why?’

“Because you always carry the war, Kali. Let someone else carry you.”

She turned.

Their eyes met—stedl to storm.

“Touch me,” she whispered. “Or get out.”

Lev lifted her onto the counter in afluid motion.

For a split second, Kali froze—her breath caught, heart pounding, the weight of every
wall she'd ever built pressing against her ribs.

A flicker of memory: bruises beneath silence, a door she couldn’t lock fast enough, a
night she swore she' d never need anyone again.



Then, his mouth found hers like avow carved in heat.

Her legs locked around his waist, shadows rising in the room like smoke drawn to
flame.

Thiswasn’'t romance.

It was combustion.

She bit hislip. He growled into her mouth.

“This doesn’t change anything,” she murmured.

“1 don’t want change. | want the truth. ”

Her back arched. His hand dlid to her throat—not to choke. To anchor.

"Hope you like hand necklaces, little shadow,” he teased against her pulse, voice
rough silk. "Because it’ s the only jewelry you' |l ever wear while you're mine."

She smiled. “It's my favorite piece of jewelry.”

Her shadows flared at first—jealous, defensive—but when his mouth met hers, they
softened. Not submission. Permission.

Even now, with Lev’'s hands grounding her and her magic breathing softer, she felt
it—the sigil till pulsing behind her ribs like a second heartbeat.

And then—she breathed.

Not relief.



But release.

The pain dulled. The flare softened. Astraeus stayed silent.

Hisweight lingered in the corner of the room like a storm not yet passed.

His voice dlithered into her mind again, sharp and cryptic.

"Y ou think thisis over, little shadow? Y ou think you’ ve claimed what’ s yours?

Y ou don’t even know what you' re walking into. "

Protective. Bruised.

It wasn't healing. It was areprieve. A stolen breath in awar that never ended.

Thiswasn't mating .

It was reclamation.

When it ended, Kali collapsed against his chest, forehead pressed to his, breath still
catching like a prayer half-spoken.

“I hate this,” she breathed.

Lev didn’t flinch. “What part?’

“All of it. The pain. The bloodline. The cost.”

He said nothing.



Just moved.

He helped her off the counter, guiding her to the chaise by the fireplace.

“Sit.”

Shedid.

He knelt. Removed her boots. Pressed into the knots behind her knees, the trigger
points along her calves, and massaged her aching feet.

Her magic flared once, skittish, sparking against her skin—then slowly dimmed
beneath his touch.

Not gone, but grounded. Her body responded like it hadn’t in years, the shift from
tension to trust almost too much to bear.

The ache remained, but it no longer owned her.

Lev's hands moved with certainty, not softness, and her shadows curled tighter
around her hipsin acknowledgment.

Not athreat. Not defense. Just presence.

The magic in her veins hissed, then sighed, recognizing touch not as a threat, but a
shield. Her shadows curled around her shoulders—not like armor. Like a blanket.

Each touch, an unspoken promise.

“Let me carry it," he said again, voice a blade sheathed in velvet. "Just tonight. Just
enough to keep you breathing.”



Kali didn't argue.

She closed her eyes.

And let go.
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THE PRICE OF CONTROL

Kali’s Emotional State: Grounded but raw. Magic still buzzing under her skin. Her
walls didn’'t drop, but they shifted. And that shift was dangerous.

T he fire was ash now. Kali lay beneath velvet throws, every muscle aching with
post-flare fatigue—and something heavier. Something claimed.

She hadn’t dlept like that in years.
Lev was still there.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, sharpening a blade by hand. Silent. Steady. Asif his
presence alone kept the nightmares at bay.

He wasn’'t peace, but he was the wall that kept her ruins standing just long enough to
fight again.

“You stayed,” she whispered.
“l said | would.”

Astraeus stirred behind her ribs, low and sharp. "He steadies your storms. But don’t
confuse that with safety.”

Kali exhaed. “I’'m never safe. ”



Lev turned, his eyes hard as tempered steel. “Y ou need to see this.” He passed her a
tablet. Kali scanned and froze. A Mirror Sigil. Drawn last night. East End portal.
Corrupted.

Her magic surged, static snapping across her skin. It flared uncontrolled, briefly,
enough to spark off the comfort ward woven into the mattress. She bit back awince.

“Where' s Irina?’ she asked, voice razor-thin.

“Already on-site. Waiting for your order.”

Kali moved.

Fast. Focused.

Dressed in black. Boots. Blades. Coat.

Each layer, aritual of war. Each buckle cinched a piece of her back together.

She staggered once, mid-step, just for a heartbeat. Her knees amost gave, the
lingering flare reminding her she wasn't whole yet. But Lev was there, steadying her,
his hand at her lower back without comment.

Lev helped her strap in. Wordless. Grounded.

“1’m going with you,” he said.

Her breath caught. Not from shame. Not from pride. Just the raw, impossible truth of

wanting something she couldn’t even name. She should’ve felt guilt. Instead, she felt
claimed. And the worst part? A part of her wanted to be.



Desire curled behind her ribs, ugly and sacred all at once. She was a queen—~but she
was still awoman. Still breakable. Still burning .

“I didn’t ask.”

“Youdidn't haveto.”

Twilight bled across the city when they arrived.

The East End porta—an ancient scar—breathed rot into the air, hungry and
remembering.

Ash coated the ground.

Sigils burned into the stone, sickly green and wrong, pulsing like open veins.

One enforcer had already vomited. Another’s skin cracked like cursed porcelain. The
runes on his forearm flared bright red, pulsing like a warning, then cracked like glass
cooling too fast.

Kali crouched low, gloved fingers brushing the largest glyph.

It pulsed under her touch.

Alive. Hungry.

But not for her.

For him.

It recoiled from her skin at first, the contact sparking like venom against her shadows.



Her magic snarled. It pushed back, writhing beneath her glove before snapping into
alignment like it had recognized something it hated.

Confusion twisted in her chest, but underneath it, the unnamed desire stirred. Kali
clenched her jaw, pushing the feelings back down. This wasn’t about Thorne. It was
about control. It was about her—fighting to stay in control. ”

“Astraeus,” she whispered.

The dragon flared inside her, scales grinding against her bones. A low snarl echoed
through her blood.

"Threadwoven," he snarled. "Not just Spiral. His mark."

Her stomach dropped.

Cold. Final.

“Who?" she asked.

Silence thickened.

Then—"Thorne,” Astraeus hissed, like a curse broken free.

Kali’s chest tightened, a breath locked in her throat.

The name dliced through her composure. Memory stung like salt across a fresh
wound—T hreadspace, the sigil, the vision he forced her to see.

Her body remembered before her mind did: the fire in her blood, the pull of
something she never asked for but couldn’t deny.



Far away, beneath ancient stone and a sky that had long since forgotten how to
dream, Thorne Soren Draeven opened his eyes.

The bond had stirred.

The thread had pulled.

And Kali?

She had already crossed the line.

And fate?

It waited for her with blood-slicked hands—and a crown made of broken promises,
and aledger of debts still unpaid.

Thorne's POV — What the Thread Remembers

The moment she touched the glyph, he felt it.

Not across distance. Not across magic.

Through the thread.

It burned beneath his skin—sharp, insistent, intimate. Her magic had pushed back,
recoiled, and fought him.

And still, it reached.

Thorne opened his eyes in the dark. Not darkness like night. Darkness like the void
between names, between choices, and between worlds.



The Spiral roared low behind hisribs. Hungry.

“She woke the Vault.”

He didn't speak aloud. Didn’'t need to. The Spiral wasn't athing he summoned. It was
awound he bled with.

He moved through the quiet of his sanctum—barefoot, unarmored, unwelcome even
in his own mind. The sigil on his palm had stopped pulsing, but his bones still ached
like memory had teeth.

Kali.

He whispered her name like it could cut something open. Like it already had.

He hadn’t meant to |eave the mark.

But the thread had chosen .

And Thorne Soren Draeven had never known how to disobey a prophecy. Only
reshapeit.

The air in his chamber trembled. Somewhere—too close—reality frayed again.

“She’'s changing,” he murmured. “Good.”

Because if she were becoming what he feared—

Then maybe she was the only one who could stop what he’'d already begun or finish
it.



Either way, the Spiral Mouth didn’t want her destroyed.

It wanted her crowned.

And God's help them all—

If she said yes.
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THREADBOUND

Kali’s Emotional State: Bone-deep exhaustion. Shadow-wrapped vulnerability. Her
mind was cracking open, and something ancient had been waiting to crawl inside.

K ai didn't remember faling asleep. One moment, she was in her suite—flat on her
back, city lights flickering through the curtains, Astraeus whispering warnings
beneath her skin.

The next—nothing.

Not silence. Void.

Then: A thread, red, and glowing. Descending like it had always belonged to her.

It kissed her wrist.

Another looped around her ankle.

Then one circled her throat, not choking. Claiming.

Threadwoven.

She gasped, but no air came. Her magic was there, coiled inside her like a caged
thing—»but it didn’t move.

It watched. It waited.



Fear. Her pulse spiked, quickening as something foreign tugged at her core. What
was happening? Was this real? She had no words to answer it. The truth began to
loom, a force she could no longer ignore.

And then he stepped out of the dark.

Not walked—unfolded like sin carved in silk and starlight.

Tall. Barefoot. Bare-chested. Silver hair tumbling past his jaw. His eyes weren’t
made of night. They were eclipses rimmed in starlight, and when they locked onto
her, the world forgot how to breathe.

“Thorne Soren Draeven.”

She didn’t know how she knew. But she did.

Somewhere deeper than blood, her magic remembered him.

“You let mein,” he said, voice dipped in honeyed ruin.

“I didn’t—" Her voice cracked like glass.

“You did,” he murmured, stepping closer. “You dreamed of hunger. | brought the
feast.”

Red threads wound tighter, lifting her from the void floor. Suspended, offered, and
claimed without mercy.

Confusion twisted in her chest, but underneath it, the nameless desire stirred. Her
body fought to break free, yet it couldn’t deny the pull of him. The tension between
fear and longing made her tremble—raw, exposed.



Thorne smiled like aslow knife. “Y ours.”

She lunged—stupid. Raw.

He caught her mid-air.

No hands. Just threads.

Wrist. Waist. Thighs.

She was bound like a prayer wrapped in silk and sin.

“1 don’t belong to anyone,” she hissed.

“Liar,” hesaid. “But alovely one.”

He cupped her jaw, thumb dragging down her lip. “So damn beautiful,” he breathed.

Her pulse hammered—terror and desire fighting for dominance.

The hunger within her flared—too much, too fast. Her heart pounded in her chest,

and her mind couldn’t reconcile the two forces—her magic recoiling from him, and

yet.

.. adarker, deeper part of her yearned for this connection.

She was caught between worlds, between her past and whatever Thorne was offering.
Her body was at war with itself.

Magic coiled. Shadows trembled. Her dragon roared distantly, but it was faint.
Muffled.



Thorne knelt .

Not like a knight.

Like aking claiming tribute.

The threads dragged her thighs wide, heat blooming so fast it stole her breath.

The force of it made her pulse quicken, her control slipping further from her reach.
She couldn’t even move; her body was locked in place, overwhelmed by sensations,
too real to deny, too much to process.

He didn't tease. Didn’t warm her up.

He worshipped.

His mouth pressed to her with reverence and ruin. Tongue stroking. Lips sucking.
The kind of hunger that made temples fall and empires kneel.

A scream tore from her throat as her body arced in response—shameless, wild. The
walls she had so carefully built began to crumble.

She felt his name leave her lips, the shame and rapture tangled in the same breath.

Somewhere in her mind, a voice whispered— Why does this feel like home?

He moaned into her like she was holy.

She screamed his name.

And at the peak—her back arched, her magic cracked—nhe looked up. Eyes glowing.



Mouth soaked.

“Threadbound,” he whispered.

Not a prisoner. Not a pet. Bound by choice she never made but could never sever.

Then, she woke.

Back in her bed.

Slick with sweat. Shaking. Gasping.

The city still buzzed beyond her windows.

But the mark? It remained.

A faint red sigil—etched into her collarbone like a kiss she hadn’t consented to but
had begged for anyway.

Astraeusroared in her skull. “WHAT. DID. YOU. LET. IN?

Fear. She should be afraid. But there was something else. Something crawling
beneath her skin, a heat still ssmmering where his lips had touched her.

Kali touched the mark.

And said nothing.

Because she didn’t know what to say.

Only that it wasn’t over. Not even close.



The Thread was awake.

And now? So was she.

Thorne's POV

Somewhere deep within the Loom—beyond time, beyond Thread, beyond anything
the Spiral Court could name—Thorne opened his eyes.

The altar had answered.

She had entered.

Kali.

Her name lived in the back of histhroat like a sin he'd never repent for. The mark had
spread—nhe felt it. A new thread had woven itself through his spine, whispering a
pulse that didn't belong to him.

Hers.

He stood at the edge of a shifting void, Thread magic unfurling from his shoulders
like a second skin. Beneath his feet, the Loom itself shivered. His body wasn't
shaking. The world was.

And then... hefdtit.

The Spiral Mouth stirred.

Not just awhisper now. A summoning.



The vampires had lit a candle in its name. Stupid. Reckless. Unknowing.

Thorne's fingers curled into a fist. “You idiots,” he muttered. “You don't bait the
mouth. Y ou bleed for it.”

A ripple of dread slid across his bond with Kali. A moment—fleeting, but sharp .

The tether between them quivered—raw, unclaimed, burning.

Shefélt it, too. Not the Spiral, but Him.

He closed his eyes and whispered her name—not aloud, but into the thread.

“Kali... brace yourself.”

Because they were going to come for her.

And next time?

He wouldn't wait for her to dream.

He' d come for her awake.
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BOUND BEFORE THE FLAME

Kali’s Emotiona State: Fractured. She felt marked—touched, known, and violated in
away that somehow wasn’t cruel, but intimate. And worse? Part of her wanted it.

S
he didn’t scream when she woke. Didn't lash out.

Didn't even sit up at first. Kali lay still, moonlight carved ghost-thin scars across her
sweat-slicked skin, the city humming quietly beyond the glass.

The red sigil still glowed across her collarbone—faint but undeniable. It didn’t hum
like acurse.

It pulsed like a second heartbeat. A second heartbeat that wasn't hers but refused to
leave.

Astraeus was already losing it.

“You let him touch you through the Veil,” he snarled. “Y ou let him mark you while |
slept.”

“l didn’'t let him.” Her voice was paper-thin. “It just happened.”

“Thread magic doesn't just happen. It binds. Y ou opened the door—and he walked
through me.”



A knock slammed against her door.

Then Lev entered. Shirtless. Runes on his chest caught the moonlight. Eyes darker
than storm glass.

He saw the mark. He froze. The muscle in his jaw ticked once—only once—before
he caged it down.

Silence bloomed between them. Heavy. Dense. Dangerous.

“Youlet himin,” Lev said.

She didn’t deny it. Couldn’t.

“In adream,” she whispered.

Lev stepped closer. His jaw flexed, but he didn’t speak until he was kneeling before
her.

“Did he touch you?’

Yes. The word tasted like iron and surrender on her tongue. Part of her wanted to lie.
Say it meant nothing. That it was only magic. But the truth curled behind her teeth
like shame—and something darker. Hunger.

His breath hitched. Just afraction.

“Was it good?’

She met hiseyes. “Yes.”



A single blink. A twitch of muscle. Lev didn’'t rage. Didn’t roar. He only said—

“1 wanted to be your first mark," he said, voice steel wrapped in regret.

The words hit harder than any blade. Kali swallowed, throat raw, tasting regret she
had no armor for .

1 L a/_ﬂ

He reached for her thighs. Hands steady. Worshipful. But not weak. “You're not
mine,” he murmured. “But I’ ve always been yours.”

Her throat tightened. Her magic fluttered. Her mind spun for a beat, between guilt
and grief, between the red glow of something she hadn’t asked for but had felt down

to her bones.

“1 won't fight your bond,” he said. “But next time he touches you—dream or not—I
want you thinking about me.”

The sigil flared. Astraeus growled like a storm caught iniron.

“He's burrowing through your ley lines. Kali—you don't understand what this
means.”

“No,” she murmured. “I do. And we're done waiting.”
She stood. Power dlithering down her spine like a blade being drawn. Her knees
threatened to buckle before her magic steadied her, spitefully, reluctantly. It wasn’'t

strength, It was rage forced into form.

Lev rose with her.



“We find him,” she said.

“And if he comesto you first?’

Her voice didn’t waver.

“Then we finish what he started. One way or another.”

Thorne's POV

He felt her wake.

Felt her breath catch, her magic stutter, the way her name hit the air like a broken
spell.

She remembered him.
The sigil thrummed beneath his skin, echoing hers like a thread stretched between
dimensions. Not complete. Not sealed. But started. And once begun, Threadweaving

did not stop.

Thorne stood in the heart of the Loom, watching the lines shift. Reality bent around
her presence like a flame teased by wind.

He saw her in flickers. Her power. Her ache.

And beneath it al, the thing that stirred in the Spiral.

“They moved too fast,” he murmured. “They think they can puppet her with fire and
fear.”



But Kali Branche de Lune was not a pawn.

She was the damn board.

He touched the atar of Threads—his altar—and whispered:

“Hold on, shadow queen. I'm coming for you. Awake.”

The words almost cracked as he said them, not because he doubted. But because he
wanted her. Not just her power. Her. The girl who fought gods and still tucked lemon
candies in her pockets. The woman who didn’t need saving but always deserved it.
And next time?

He wouldn't wait for her to dream.

He' d come for her awake.
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THE LOOM AND THE LURE

Kali’s Emotional State: Reluctantly obsessed. She told herself this was strategy, not
longing—but her magic didn’t lie. And neither did the burn beneath her skin every
time his name echoed through her blood.

T he sun hadn’t dared rise when Kali laced up her boots and snapped her shadow-
threaded leathers into place. Her bones still ached. The flare hadn’t faded. But pain
wasn't weakness anymore—it was sharpening her. Honing every thought into a
blade.

She'd spent the last hour lying still, trying—and failing—to meditate him out of her
bloodstream. Every inhale, he lingered. Every breath out, he stayed. Not as a thought.
Asatruth.

Lev trailed her like a storm on a leash. Silent. Seething. He hadn’t spoken since the
night before, but the weight of everything unsaid pressed against the air like pressure
before alightning strike.

Irina stood waiting in the portal hall, her portable spellboard crackling with kinetic
light. Runes whirled like static.

“l isolated the signature from your collarbone,” she said without preamble. “It’s not
just ancient—it's Arcane-Rewoven. Pre-Gate War. Maybe even Loom Circle.”
Thread-magic wasn’'t cast. It was chosen. It found weakness and wove its way
through it.



Kali raised abrow. “Trandation?”

Irinaflicked her fingers, and the projected image of the sigil flared red.

“Your Thread Daddy isn’'t from here. Or now.”

Astraeus growled low in her skull. “He isn't bound by time. The Loom Circle were
fate-rippers—Threadweavers who rewrote prophecy like it was parchment.”

Lev'sjaw ticked. “So we're chasing a cosmic stalker who scripts reality and wants to
braid you into his bedtime story.”

Kali didn’t respond. Her eyes locked on the pulsing red dot glowing on the board.

The Bronx.

“Prep the car,” she ordered. Her voice left no room for questions.

The Vision Sequence

The warehouse sat like a mausoleum—dead concrete, rusted rail lines, static-laced
glamour wards rippling across its skin.

The air here was heavier, thick with an eerie hum that felt amost aive.

Kali’s pulse quickened as she moved, a flicker of sensation prickling at her skin, like
the magic was waking around her .

She stepped forward, and the world seemed to narrow—her sigil flaring in response,
a burst of crimson heat beneath her collarbone. Her shadows hummed in warning,
their restlessness growing as she entered the heart of the room.



The magic here was familiar. Intimate. Thread-magic.

And then—an dltar.

No blood. No bones. Just a thread.

Gold and crimson spools were draped like chandeliers from the ceiling. The floor was
a map—a spiral of woven runes and impossible geometry. The entire room hummed

with intent, its silence pressing down on her like a suffocating weight.

Kali stepped into the center, her magic trembling in anticipation. And then everything
snapped.

The Vision

A vision hit her like akiss dipped in lightning.

She stood in a chamber of mirrors, breath ragged, skin bare. Red threads coiled
around her wrists, glowing with want.

Thorne stood behind her. Shirtless. Tattoos pulsing across his chest like living
prophecy.

“You came,” he breathed into her ear. “Even when you told yourself not to.”

“Thisisn't real,” she said, voice trembling .

“It'smore real than the war you' re pretending doesn’t own you.”

She clenched her jaw. Her mind screamed to retreat. Her body betrayed her.



His hands skimmed her waist. One traced a thread along her ribs like a vow. The
other was tangled in her hair, pulling her head back gently.

“Thisaltar isn't atrap, Kali. It'sabond. A key.”

He turned her slowly and reverently. Their gazes locked—red sigil to shadow-dlick
soul.

“I’m not your enemy,” he whispered. “But | am your undoing.”

Then he kissed her.

It wasn't soft. It wasn't kind.

It was destruction....Worship....Claiming.

She tried to hold herself together. Tried to remember Lev’'s voice. Astraeus's
warnings. Her own. She was a thread unraveling at the edge of a blade. And he was

the hand pulling it loose.

But her magic surged toward him like it remembered something her mind refused to
name. A hunger not just hers, but older. Hungrier.

And when she gasped, when her shadows trembled and her magic cracked, she didn’t
fight.

Because part of her didn’t want to.

Kali snapped back like a blade into its sheath .

She hit the floor, shadows flaring around her like wildfire. Gasping. Shaking.



Irina caught her before she collapsed. Lev surged forward, blade half-drawn.

“What happened?’ he demanded.

She didn’t speak.

Kali looked down.

The sigil had bloomed. The thread now curled below her breast, reaching like flame
across her ribs.

Lev's eyes caught it, and something in him cracked. He opened his mouth—Dbut
didn’t trust the words. They’d be too sharp. Too real. His mouth opened. Closed. His
fists clenched like he wanted to hit something he couldn’t reach.

And in the marrow of her mind, Thorne whispered, “One more thread, Kali. One
more... and you're mine.”

The promise coiled through her blood like poison disguised as prayer. The thread
shimmered as she hit the floor. Somewhere far away, it pulled taut—and Thorne felt
It snap.

Thorne's POV

But the dark didn’'t care. The Mouth would open with or without consent. In the
fractured light of the Loom’sinner sanctum, Thorne exhaled.

The altar had answered. The Spiral didn’t care what it consumed. And this time, it
wanted her .

He felt her. Not just presence—permission. Each time he touched the thread, it



frayed. And each time... it wound back to her.

The thread had spread, curling deeper into her soul. His name was tangled in her
breath now, sewn into her magic.

She was unraveling. Perfectly.

And yet—beneath it al? Fear, not hers, His.

Because the Spira Mouth was stirring. Someone was lighting fires they didn’t
understand.

A candle. A curse. A call.

“She’s not ready,” he whispered to the dark.

But the dark didn’t care.

The Mouth would open with or without consent.

And Kali?

She was the key they would bleed to turn.

Thorne touched the thread humming through his chest—the one bound to hers.

“Don’t break, shadow queen,” he murmured. “Not before | find you first.”

The words left his mouth but |eft a wound behind.

Because the waiting was costing him pieces he might never get back.
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THE SPIRAL STIRS
Kali’s Emotiona State: Unmoored. The ground beneath her power was shifting, and

it wasn't just Thorne. Something was bleeding through the veil. Something that
wanted more than her magic. It wanted her.

ali didn’'t sleep. She sat curled in the observatory, knees drawn to her chest, shadows
dlithering around her like wolves mourning something not yet dead.

Her pack surrounded her, every dog a sentinel at her feet.

Tiger paced slowly, growling at the walls like he sensed the magic shifting.
Spike curled beneath the chaise like aloaded weapon.

Nickel pressed close to Kali’ s thigh, calm and unwavering.

Kota stood in the corner, a silent commander scanning for threats.

Megan nudged her ankle with soft whines, offering comfort she couldn’t speak.
And behind them, half-wreathed in smoke and void, stood Vaerkyn.

The Hellhound.



His eyes blazed ember red, taller than any of the others, fur dark as death itself.

Kali’s grandfather’ s old companion, silent no longer.

He stood the way he used to in war rooms and planning chambers, right at the back of
the throne, daring the world to try her.

He let out a low rumble, more quake than growl, acknowledging the others with a
slow sweep of his head. They didn’'t cower. They bowed .

Astraeus stirred at the sight. "He accepts them," the dragon murmured. "And that
frightens me more than his teeth." A pause. Then quieter. He almost sounded
reverent. "He does not bow to kings. And yet... he bowsto her."

The Thread sigil pulsed on her collarbone, not pain, not heat. A summons. And
through that pulsing glow, Thorne's voice whispered like a prayer stitched in sin.
“One more thread... and you're mine.”

Kali’s breath caught as the energy in her chest rippled like a storm waiting to break.
Her body felt taut, a war inside her brewing. The bond was tightening, her magic
coiling with his influence—and she couldn’t escape it. Not anymore.,

Astraeus coiled in her mind like ablade. “Y ou should have told me.”

“1 didn’t know what he was,” she whispered.

“Youfeltit. Andyou let himin.”

“1’m not yours to command.”

“You are mine to protect. And you didn’t just open adoor, Kali. You opened avein.”



A flare of memory snapped through her—red threads, bare skin, Thorne’s mouth at
her throat. Her magic stuttered. Shame. Longing. Hunger. And then—

Kali’s breath hitched. There it was again—the electric pressure building in her chest.
The pull of it, deep inside her, growing sharper with each passing second.

Her magic buzzed in her veins like static.

The faintest flicker of tension, not just in the air, but in her skin.

The mark on her collarbone throbbed, aimost painfully.

Her eyes darted to the door. Her pack shifted too, the air growing dense with
anticipation. Tiger's growl deepened. Spike's ears flattened against his skull. Nickel

shifted against her leg, alow warning rumble building in his throat.

The pressure built, rising like a storm. The room seemed to shrink. Every breath felt
like it might be her last, like the universe was holding its breath with her.

And then, the door slammed open without warning.

Lev.

No shirt. No softness. Fury dripping from every line of him like grief soaked in
gasoline. He didn't speak—he looked. Took her in like a wound he couldn’t
cauterize.

“What did he take from you?’ he asked, voice low.

“Nothing.”



“You're glowing.” Silence.

“Y our scent has changed.” He stepped closer. “Y our magic smells different.”

11 Don’ t.”

“Don’'t what?’ he snapped. “Don’'t act like | don’t feel him every time you breathe?”

“| never said his name.”

“Youdidn't haveto.”

Hewasin front of her now. Close. Radiating heartbreak and heat.

“You let him mark you. You let him thread you. That isn’t nothing.”

“l didn’'t let him,” she said, voice sharp. “He threadwaked into my mind. And
Astraeus didn’t stop him.”

The dragon hissed, every word venomous. “I warned you. But you craved the thread
anyway.”

“ENOUGH!” Kali’s voice ripped the room in half, thunder and rupture al in one.

Her body betrayed her—wrists locking, flare snapping through her shoulders like
molten nails.

The room was too quiet. The shadows pressing in from every corner felt too tight, too
alive. And then—she felt it—L ev was near.

Silence.



Lev slammed a file onto the table. Glyphs burned on the page, shifting as if aive.
“Irina found more Spiral sigils,” he said. “In the sanctum. Behind elite warding.”

Kali’s stomach dropped. “ Someone inside?’

“Someone close,” Lev confirmed .

Astraeus hissed. “ They’re trying to open the Spiral Gate through you.”

Kali stood slowly. Her shadows flared. Her dogs shifted with her—alert, growling,
ready. Even Vaerkyn took a single step forward, eyes glowing hotter than the
fireplace.

“Then they’ ve forgotten who they’ re fucking with.”

Lev moved fast—hands braced on her hips, forehead to hers, raw magic leaking off
his skin. “Promise me something,” he whispered.

“What?’

“1f he comes to you again, kill him before he finishes the bond.”

Her breath stilled.

“Becauseif you don't...” hisvoice cracked, “I don’t know what I'll become.

" Kali's breath stilled, and for a heartbeat, she couldn’t answer.

She should’ve felt guilt. She should’ve pushed him away—nbut the truth was—she
couldn’t deny the raw, burning truth between them.



She needed him. And part of her didn’t want to let go of that.

He pulled back, barely.

“But | know what he will.”
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RESPECT CARVED IN BLOOD
Kali’s Emotional State: Fury sharpened to a blade. Her name isn't just a warning

anymore, it’'s a weapon. She's done asking for respect. Now she's carving it into the
world, one bloody step at atime.

he Hollow was too quiet.
Not the reverent kind of silence. Not peace. This was the kind of quiet that followed
prophecy. The kind that buzzed under the skin and whispered: something has

changed, and it’ s aready too late to stop it..

Steam curled around Kali's body as she lay in the salt bath, every breath shallow,
every movement an argument with pain.

Irina’s herbs burned like ash and gold in the water, laced for inflammation, sigil
stabilizing, and whatever alchemy passed for emotional anesthesia these days.

None of it worked. The sigil still pulsed beneath the bandage wrapped around her
collarbone, hot and red, and humming like it had plans of its own.

Her joints throbbed, familiar, grinding agony in her spine, wrists, and knees, but this
was more than psoriatic pain.

This was the aftermath of aflare. Thread magic burn.



A bond awakened without consent and anchored in something older than choice.

She tilted her head back against the tile and closed her eyes.

She didn't open her eyes. “Yes, and now I've got prophetic embroidery crawling
across my ribs. Can’t wait to see what happens when he adds glitter.”

“Thisisn't ajoke.”

“l know.” She exhaled. “That’s why I'm making one.”

The dragon didn’t speak, but his anger coiled around her ribs like armor. Protective.
Punishing. Ancient.

Astraeus growled low in her skull. “Y ou should’ ve called me,” he growled finally.

“1 didn’t know what was going to happen.”

“You knew enough. You let himin.”

Her mouth twisted. “He didn’t knock.”

A moment of silence passed like thunder held back by force of will. Then: “You
didn’t just open adoor, Kali. You opened avein.”

She didn’t answer because he was right. And because the water had gone still, the
kind of stillness that made her want to scream.

The door cracked open.

Irina entered without ceremony, spell bag on her shoulder, war already in her posture,



zero tolerance in her eyes. She slapped a suppression charm on the far wall, warding
Astraeus from the room in a flash of kinetic blue, and let the silence settle like a
judgment.

Kali didn't move. “Treason or friendship?”

Irina crouched beside the bath and started pulling vials from her bag. “You look like
you went three rounds with a Thread god and forgot your safeword.”

“ Wasn't my idea,” Kali muttered, curling her hand against her ribs. “But | did get a
new tattoo and a spiritual identity crisis out of it. So that’s fun.”

Irina unscrewed a jar of salve and offered no smile. “You didn’t just get Thread-
marked. Y ou were rewritten.”.

Kali’s throat felt raw. “It wasn't rewriting. It was... remembering,... Like he knew
me. Like | knew him. Like something inside me had been waiting for that altar my
whole life and didn’t tell me.”

“Loom Circle work,” Irina said flatly. “Old. Dangerous. Messy. He's not weaving
threads. He's cutting them. Resealing you into something ancient.”.

Kali’slaugh was dry. “Well, at least I’'m not boring.”

Irina’s hand hovered at the edge of the water. “Do you want to tell me what really
happened in that vision, or should | let Lev storm in here and ask instead?’

Kali finally looked at her. “1 saw him. Not just Thorne—I saw prophecy. And he was
inside it. Or maybe | was inside him. It felt like my own magic recognized him. Like
it craved him. Like a bond that had already happened... but in reverse.”



Irina s face tightened. “And you didn’t fight it.”

Kali’svoice dropped. “I did. Until | didn’t.”

Silence again. Heavy. Thick with too much truth .

“Did he completeit?’ Irina asked.

“No.” Kali wrapped her arms around her knees, water sloshing. “But he came close.
And when | hit the floor... the Thread was still glowing. It's not fading, Irina. It's

Spreading.”

Irina stood and pulled a clean towel from her bag. “Then we cut it out before it
finishes the bond.”

Kali rose from the bath slowly, body protesting every movement.

Pain lit her joints with electric heat, and she welcomed it.

At least it wasreal. Irinadidn’'t help her dress, and Kali didn’t ask.

She moved through the ritual like muscle memory, snapping her shadow-threaded
leathers into place, binding the new sigil under gauze and grit, tightening her boots
like she was anchoring herself to the world before it tore again.

“Where are you going?’ Irina asked.

Kali paused at the door. Her dogs were already waiting, Nickel calm and pressed to
the threshold, Spike tense, ears forward. Tiger paced behind them, as if the hallway

offended him. Megan sat like a sentinel. Kota didn’t move, but his eyes were locked
on her ribs.



And behind them, cloaked in smoke and silence, stood Vaerkyn. Watching..

She looked down at her hands. They didn’t shake.

She looked back at Irina..

“ To remind the Vampire Court that even frayed threads can still cut throats.”

She stepped into the hall, and her shadows followed. Ash and steel curled in her wake
like incense. Behind her, Irinadidn’t speak. She just nodded once and reached for her

gun..

They wanted awarning. Kali would send them alegend instead.
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WHAT THE VAMPIRE COURT FORGOT

Kali’s Emotional State: Absent...but only in body. Her fury is absolute, contained,
calculated, and blood-dlick. She doesn't set foot in the Crimson Court. But her wrath
does. And what they forgot was who she had become.

he Crimson Court sat in reverent, paralyzed silence. No breath. No clink of silver. No
whispered charm. Just the thick hum of corrupted candlelight licking stained-glass
blood panels along the chamber walls.

And the box. Black satin. Resting at the center of the war table like a confession
dressed for afuneral.

Lucian stood near the High Seat, rigid, unreadable, one hand clenched on the pommel
of his ceremonial blade like it might steady the pounding in his chest. He hadn’t
touched it. Not since it arrived on a blood-drenched cart driven by shadows. Not since
he realized what it contained.

A blood-sealed scroll lay beside it. Still steaming, the wax shimmered with cursed
sigils, fresh and mean.

Madame Varess, Crimson Regent and high priestess of composure—extended one
porcelain hand. Her claws caught the light like knives dipped in rubies.

The air hung heavy in the chamber, thick with anticipation. Every eye on the box,



every breath held, waiting for what they knew was inevitable but still feared to face.
The seal hissed.

Then screamed.

A galon of blood erupted from the box’s false base, pressurized, enchanted, laced
with a slow-burning spell that soaked the floor and the fine shoes of every court
member before they could even blink.

The stench hit next...iron, venom, power.

Then the lid peeled back.

Andinside

Parts.

Preserved genitalia. Wrapped in white lace.

Bleeding at the tips. Bound in enchanted wire that twitched with memory.

A heart, still twitching. Stasis magic, struggling to contain the violent runes etched
into the muscle.

A pair of eyes. Floating in asilver jar.

Enchanted to track every speaker like living guilt.

And beneath it all, avellum scroll, cursed and curled, inked in blood.



Name written in Kali's unmistakable calligraphy. Each vampire who betrayed her
leaked intel, backroom deals, and whisper schemes. Each sin, cataloged. Each
punishment, listed in perfect order: A name. A crime. A body part.

Someone gasped. Another, the youngest warborn in the room, vomited onto the
marble.

Lucian didn’t flinch. He had touched that scroll. Had smelled the rage it carried. Had
spent three nights scrubbing its presence from his soul. Fear wasn't new to Lucian.
But this? This was prophecy written in sinew, and he could already hear the
screaming it would leave behind.

Varess slipstightened as she unfurled the smaller message taped to the inside lid:

“The only diplomacy | recognize is blood and bone. The only apology | accept is
silence. Thiswas mercy. Next time, | won't wrap the gift. —K. Branche de Lune”

The silence that followed wasn't silence. It was fear in full bloom.

Then...

A single clap. Slow, mocking, and echoing like bones on cathedral stone.

Count Varos Ravielle stepped out from the shadows. The Bone Collector. Exiled for
war crimes even this court couldn’t stomach. Now invited back for his cruelty.

He wore blood-red silk like a sacrament. A scar split one blind eye. His grin belonged
to someone who had fed sorrow to wolves and called it art.

“Well, well,” Varos purred. “The girl finally learned precision.”



Lucian’s jaw ticked. “ She learned vengeance.”

“No,” Varos said, stepping closer to the box. “ She learned how to make it sing. ”

He reached toward the box, then paused. Just for a beat. Fingers hovering over the
edge. Smirk intact, but his nostrils flared.

Varos was a predator, not a performer. His movements were calculated, deliberate,
nothing showy. Everything in his presence suggested that the next move would be

lethal.

He reached toward the organ but paused just before contact. Then, with a camness
that betrayed nothing, he let one clawed fingertip graze it, smiling when it twitched.

“Still laced with fear,” he mused. “Delightful.”

“Enough,” Varess snapped, her voice sharp and controlled.

But Varos only smiled wider.

“She’s not warning us. She's baiting us. Daring us to blink. She already knowswho's
next.”

He withdrew a coin from his sleeve. Tossed it to the table. It landed with a metallic
thud and glowed black. The coin wasn't just cursed. It was a declaration, a pact-seal
used only inrituals older than law. Even Varess flinched.

Varess' s eyes narrowed. “What did you do?’

“I lit acandlein the Spiral Mouth,” Varos said, voice thick with ritual.



Lucian went pale. “Y ou summoned the Mouth?’

Varos nodded. Slow. Inevitable. His grin didn’t falter. But his pulse betrayed him, a
single vein at his neck jumping like prey too proud to run .

“1f we want to crack the throne, we don't attack Kali,” he said, gesturing to the blood-
soaked floor. “We infect what keeps her sane.”

CUT TO KALI

The moment the spell was cast, Shadows rippled up her arms like ice flooding the
velinsin reverse.

Vaerkyn, her hellhound, let out alow, rumbling growl that echoed through the marble
of the war tower. It wasn't just a growl. It was a funeral bell sounding across realms
Kali hadn't even named yet.

Astraeus roared in her skull, wings flaring wide. “He's moved. The Mouth is open.
Something is stirring in your name, and it is not yours to command.”

Kali didn’t blink. Didn’'t twitch. Didn’'t waver. But the shadows curled tighter. Her
dogs dtilled. Vaerkyn took a half-step closer to her, like even he felt something
hungry in the room.

She turned to Irina, calm and cruel. “ Assemble the enforcers.”

“Arewe going to war?’ Irina asked.

Kali’s smile curled. Something ancient. Something beautiful. Something is bleeding
at the edges.



“No,” she whispered. “We're sending a response.”
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THE MEMORY HE STOLE

Kali’s Emotional State: Outwardly composed, inwardly spiraling. The bloodshed
brought her time, not peace. And guilt moves quietly than rage. She's drowning in
failure and shame, and it tastes like blood she didn’t mean to spill.

he Senator had died exactly as she intended..

A dlow death. A precise death. Shadows fed through his lungs like silk turned to
razors, each thread dragging a confession from his bones. He had betrayed her. He
had sold Syndicate coordinates for a seat at Belladonna's table, and Kali had made
sure he choked on it.

But the moment his spine cracked, and the light died in his eyes, something slipped,
not from the room, from her.

A memory...Not his, not hers, not entirely.

Something too warped to belong to her and too vivid to have been imagined. It sank
teeth into the soft places of her mind and dragged her backward, into the sanctum,
into silence, into the mirror she’' d been taught never to touch alone.

The obsidian surface pulsed under her palm. It wasn't a reflection. It was a wound,
stitched shut with old magic and bad intentions. Her breath fogged against it, and her
voice came out low, almost reverent .



Show me what he stole.

The mirror didn’t answer.

The shadows did, the air twisted.

She was younger. Thirteen. Knees scraped. Shadows flickering at her back like
nervous birds. A man, hooded, chanting in Zarokian, hovered over a blood-stained

altar. Not the Senator. But his voice... his cadence.

The girl on the dab was barely breathing. No name. No scream. Just wide, empty
eyes and a chest rising too slowly.

Kali’s younger self stood in the circle, repeating the words, not understanding them.
Just obeying.

She jolted back in her body; the ritual had been real. But it hadn’t felt wrong then. It
had felt like... obedience.

Astraeus' s voice broke through the spiral. “ Stop.”

He stood behind her, every inch of him coiled shadow and silver fury. His tail
twitched once, lashing smoke through the sanctum’ s lower wards.

“I remembered something,” she whispered. “Something | never should have
forgotten.”

“Y ou were made to forget.”

Her jaw clenched. “By who?’



He hesitated. Too long.

Not who .

What.

Astraeus's silence brought the second memory flooding forward. Unbidden. Crystal
sharp.

She was thirteen again, trailing after her grandfather through the courtyard of the
Syndicate headquarters. Both hellhounds—Vaerkyn and Varyiss- waked beside
them, tails twitching in the summer heat. Silas was still in the car, engine idling.

She had been sulking, being petty, testing boundaries like a normal girl with aching
knees and a spine full of defiance.

She never saw it coming.

The air split, and a creature materialized, tall and vaguely human-shaped, its skin
charred with sigils that burned green and red. Its hands weren’t hands, they were
blades. And its eyes were too wide, too ancient.

It lunged for her.

Her shadows reacted first, flaring in defense, blasting the thing in the face. It
screamed, a sound like bone cracking underwater.

Then came her grandfather...One breath.... One movement. He was on it. Grabbed it
by the back of its misshapen neck and twisted. The thing's head tore free with a wet
pop. The hellhounds descended, ripping it limb from limb.



She didn’t scream.

Shedidn’t turn away .

She watched, awestruck and reverent, as justice was measured without apology.

What she didn’'t know until later was that Astraeus and Silas had telepathically
warned her grandfather the moment it appeared. That the wards had been tampered

with. That the creature, later named a Zethrakh, had been sent by Azareal himself.

It had been her first real lesson in what the Syndicate protected her from. And what it
allowed her to become.

Kali’s breath returned in slow, calculated pulls.

She wasn’t unraveling.

She was remembering. Not just what the Senator tried to steal... But what her
bloodline had always known.

You protect the people you love. And when someone betrays them, you don’t
hesitate.

“1 remember now,” she whispered.

Astraeus stail curled protectively around her ankle. He didn’t speak.

She turned from the mirror, her voice a blade.

“Hedidn’t steal a memory.”



She stepped forward. Chin held high. Heart steady...... “He reminded me who the
fuck I am.”
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THE SPIRAL brEAK-IN
Kali’s Emotiona State: Refined chaos—burning clean. The bond heat hasn’t cooled.
It's crystallized into a lethal purpose. She's not raw—she's reborn. And the Spiral ?
Already bleeding

“M

ove like smoke. Hit like ruin.” The crew didn’'t just move. They became violent, set
to music only the broken could hear.

Kali’s voice hummed through her chaos crew’'s veins via telepathy. Smooth.
Unapologetic. Absolute.

The Spiral Mouth’s hidden lab was tucked beneath a collapsed depot in Brooklyn,
surrounded by traps only the most suicidal dared challenge.

Didn’t matter.

Silas needed saving. And Kali? She' d already written the ending.

Irina leapt first, twin daggers glowing with moon-blood glyphs. Lars followed, his
body runed and ready. Quinn stalked in next, war staff dragging like a guillotine.

Lev? Already flanking Kali, his eyes on her like a man ready to set gods on fire.

“You ready?’ he asked silently .



“I was born ready. And reborn furious.”

The vault shimmered. Bone. Stone. Sigils. Screams.

Kali dropped the first spell...VexuraUmbra

The wall exploded. Shadows detonated into the corridor like a wrath storm. Her
fingers burned from the cast, but she didn’t let it show. Pain made her aim truer.

Creatures charged. Malformed. Multi-headed. Mouths full of teeth and tragedy.

Quinn cracked necks. Irina danced and gutted. Lars disarmed traps mid-stride.

And Kali? She hunted.

One Spiral Caster launched a spell, Kali devoured it mid-air, punched him to the
floor, and whispered Zarokian into his spine.

The lab’s core appeared.

Floating spiral.

Reverse conduit, alive. Breathing. Watching.

“This thing wants my soul,” Kali muttered.

“1t wants ownership,” Irina said.

Lev grabbed Kali’sarm. “Y ou touch that, it’'ll brand you.”

“Then let it fucking try.”



She didn’t fear being burned. She feared what would happen if she didn’t burn back.

He yanked her back. Pressed her to the wall. Breathless.

“If it killsyou—"

“Then kiss me like aeulogy,” she hissed.

Hedid. Brutal. Hungry. Necessary.

She shoved him off. Smirking.

“Later. We've got a soul bomb to steal.”

She stepped toward the artifact. Her magic faltered, just once. A flicker of Silas's
pale face flashed behind her eyes. She clenched her fists. Not now.

She touched it.

It screamed, raw, wrong, hungry.

So did she.

Her magic flared, then cracked.

Her breath caught on a sob she refused to let fall.

Don't break. Don’t break.

Silas's laugh echoed somewhere behind her ribs. Lev's kiss still burned on her
mouth.



She wasn't just burning. She was bleeding memory.

Power scorched through her like molten purpose. Her blood bled backward. Her

magic shattered. For a second, she thought it might take more than power, it might

take memory, identity, or the last thing of hers no one had touched.

And still, she held.

The conduit snapped into her palm. Bonded. Claimed. Burned.

Kali turned to the crew. “I’ve got it. Let’ s bounce. ”

But something stirred beneath the Spiral pit. Something old. Something awake.

Lev swore. “We need to move. Now.”

Kali didn’t run. Didn’t blink. Didn’t bow.

But her breath hitched.

“You'll survive anything,” Silas once said. “Even the shit that’s not meant to be
survived.”

She just smiled. Held the conduit like aloaded god.

And whispered:

“Come chase me, bitches. | bite back.”

Thorne's POV



The moment she touched the glyph, he felt it.

Not across distance. Not across magic. Through the thread.

It burned beneath his skin, sharp, insistent, intimate. Her magic had pushed back.
Recoiled. Fought him.

And still, it reached.

Thorne opened his eyes in the dark. Not darkness like night. Darkness like the void
between names, between choices, between worlds.

The Spiral roared low behind hisribs. Hungry.

“She woke the Vault.”

He didn't speak aloud. Didn’'t need to. The Spiral wasn't athing he summoned. It was
awound he bled with .

He moved through the quiet of his sanctum, barefoot, unarmored, unwelcome even in
his own mind. The sigil on his pam had stopped pulsing, but his bones still ached
like memory had teeth.

“Kali.” He whispered her name like it could cut something open. Like it already had.

He hadn’t meant to leave the mark, but the thread had chosen.

And Thorne Soren Draeven had never known how to disobey a prophecy. Only
reshapeit.

The air in his chamber trembled. Somewhere, too close, redlity frayed again.



“She’s changing,” he murmured. “Good.”

Because if she was becoming what he feared, then maybe she was the only one who
could stop what he' d already begun or finishit.

Either way, the Spiral Mouth didn’t want her destroyed.
It wanted her crowned.

And God's help them all—If she said yes.
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THE BURNBACK
Kali’s Emotional State: High-functioning fury, refined into evolution. The Spiral’s

corruption still itches beneath her skin, but she doesn’'t flinch—she adapts. She isn’t
unraveling. She's mutating. And what survives this burn won’t be touched by mercy.

he Maybach’ s windows were blacked out. The city roared around them, but inside the
car, it was all velvet shadows and violent restraint.

Kali sat in the backseat, legs crossed, the conduit still pulsing in her paim like a
second heartbeat. Her shadows refused to retreat. They clung to her like a second

outfit, writhing, electric, feral.

Across from her, Lev sat, shirt torn, chest streaked with blood and grime, jaw locked
like astorm just shy of breaking.

They didn’t speak. Didn’'t need to.
Until—

“Take your shirt off,” Kali said.
Lev blinked. “ Excuse me?’

The corner of Kali’s mouth curled, not in humor, but in hunger.



“You're bleeding,” she said coolly. “And if you ruin these seats, Irina's going to
neuter you before | get the chance. ”

Lev chuckled, low and rough, but obeyed.

And Kali? She took himin.

His body was ink and shadow, battle-worn scar tissue. a battlefield carved into flesh.
Pain sculpted into worship.

She shifted forward.

“Thisone?’ she murmured, brushing a scar above hisribs.

“Alphatrial,” he said. “Didn’t go as planned.”

Her fingers drifted lower.

“This one?’

“Protection mark. You.”

Her pupils flared. Her hand dipped again.

“This one?’

Lev caught her wrist, gently, but not softly.

“1 don’t regret any of them,” he said, voice low and grounded.

“Not even tonight?’



“l regret not gutting them faster. | regret not being the one between you and that
Spiral abomination. | regret not kissing you the second you walked back into that
conference room with blood on your heels and chaos in your wake.”

Kali’slips curled. “Chaos and blood? That’ s just Tuesday, sweetheart. ”

Lev's eyesdarkened. “No. That’'s you. Kali fucking Branche de Lune.”

She moved.

Straddled him in a fluid blur, crashing their mouths together like war and worship
fused at the bone. Her shadows surged, cloaking the windows like instinct knew what
was coming.

He groaned into her lips. “Tell me what you want.”

She bit his bottom lip. “Everything.”

His hands gripped her hips. Tighter. Rougher. The heat between them could ve
melted through steel.

“You're not mineyet,” he growled.

Kali’s laugh was smoke. “ Sounds like a you problem.”

She rocked her hips once. He shuddered.

Magic sparked...bond magic. Untethered. Unsealed. But gods, it wanted to be born.

He dlid a hand beneath her shirt, tracing the base of her spine, sigils glowing faintly
like breathing coals.



But then he stilled.

His touch changed.

Slower. Intentional. Reverent.

His palm pressed against her lower back, kneading into the tightest muscle there,
tracing the old wound line she alwaysignored .

“You're hurting,” he said quietly.

Kali’s breath caught in her throat.

“I'mfine.”

“You'relying.”

He didn't say it to scold. He said it because he saw her. And maybe that was the real
danger.

She didn’t stop him.

His fingers pressed deeper, dragging tension loose like he was pulling trauma out
through her skin.

“You're not soft, Kali,” he murmured. “But you don’t have to carry the fire alone.”

Still, she said nothing.

Then his hand dipped lower.



And clamed.

Two fingers. Deep. Hooked. Right where she was begging to break.

She arched, breathless, shadows curling up his forearm like alover’s oath.

He found her clit. Dragged slick from her entrance. Circled, slow. Cruel. Perfect.

She rode his hand like survival depended on it. Shadows flared. Breath caught. Her
spine coiled like a bow pulled taut. Every pulse. Every grind. Every stuttered inhale
tore another crack into her control.

Head tipped back. Mouth parted. Throat exposed.

“Fuck,” she gasped.

And Lev? He watched her with worship.

“You look like war when you come,” he growled. “And | would burn for it. Every
time.”

She shattered.

Spine bowed. Shadows pulsed. Magic roared.

For one violent, infinite heartbeat, she wasn't a queen, wasn’t a predator. She was
needy, pure, and undone.

The orgasm cracked her clean open.

Kali collapsed forward, breath stuttering against his skin.



Still trembling.

Still sovereign.

She brushed his mouth with hers. Taunting. Cruel.

“And you still don’'t get to finish.”

She dlid off his lap like sin in heels, adjusted her coat, and rolled her neck like she
hadn’t just detonated in his hand.

“We still have to save Silas,” she added, voice calm, sharp, and newly armed .

Lev slumped back, hard and undone, staring like she was a prophecy wearing a
smirk.

“You're going to kill me,” he muttered.

Kali didn’t look back.

“No,” she said with asmirk that could break empires. “I’m going to make you beg.”

A moment passed. She smoothed her cuffs. Reset her spine. Shadows dlipped back
into formation. And the war crown settled.

The car stopped. Shadows flared. Kali stepped out already armed. Lev watched her
walk away, hard, reverent, and sightly wrecked.

Minutes later — Kali’ s estate, War Room

Vaerkyn was waiting at the front gate when she arrived. Massive and silent, the



hellhound fell into step beside her like a nightmare come home. His molten eyes
scanned every inch of the estate like it was a battlefield already burning. As they
entered, the doors parted without aword.

Tiger, pacing like ageneral, let out a sharp bark of acknowledgment.

Nickel padded up to Kali’s side, brushing her thigh with a steady, grounding
presence.

Spike scurried ahead and curled on the warmest tile like a sentinel too small to fail.

Kotalingered in the corner, tail low but eyes alert.

Megan trotted up behind, nudging Kali’s leg with her nose, soft and loyal.

Somewhere in the distance, Bentley let out a deep, echoing neigh, a low, rumbling
call that echoed across the estate like awar drum’ s answer.

It wasn't fear or panic. It was recognition.

A welcome. A promise. And the rest of the herd followed suit, their distant voices
rising in unison like a cavalry hymn.

Irina stood waiting at the head of the war table, all business, but her silver eyes
tracked Kali like a predator watching a queen return from battle. As Kali passed, Irina
pressed a firm hand to the small of her back, not gentle, not asking. Just a quiet force.
Grounding. Checking her.

“We analyzed the artifact,” Irinasaid. "It can purge the Spiral infection—but it has to
be fused into Silas's chest before the next flare. Y ou’ ve got 36 hours. Max.”



Kali nodded. All blade. All command.

Lev hadn’t looked away from her once.

She' d danced with the dark. Teased the bond. Come undone.

And walked away unclaimed.

But everyone knew, Y ou don’t tempt shadows and walk away unscarred.

And Kali? She didn't collect scars anymore. She collected oaths.”
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THE LINESHAVE BEEN DRAWN
Kali’s Emotional State: Cold, calculated, emboldened. The war isn't coming, it's

already here. And she's not bracing for it. She's savoring the ruin to come. Every
move is amessage. Every silenceis a strategy. Her enemies should have struck first.

he following day, after the blood-drenched declaration, the Vampire Syndicate
retreated to their inner sanctum.

Kali's message, dripping orbs, whispering shadows, and her name etched in blood and
flame, had turned their fortress into a cathedral of dread.

Even the most composed among them felt the echo of her fury still vibrating in their
bones.

In the middle of the main hall, one of the glass spheres remained on the floor, pulsing
faintly, blood smeared across its surface like a curse that refused to fade.

Belladonna s hand trembled for just a moment before she tucked it behind her back.
Damien’ s throat worked once in asilent swallow.
Even Vladimir’ sinhuman eyes narrowed. The silence wasn't reverent.

It was fear, dense and unspoken, tightening around the room like a vice.



Lucian crouched beside it, fingers curling around the orb. His skin tightened around
the warmth, but his hand trembled for a beat, just before he steadied himself. The
silence in the room deepened as he held the orb—alive, pulsing—and the cold
realization of Kali’s message weighed on his chest .

“She left us a gift. How sweet,” he muttered, but no one laughed. No one even
moved.

Casimir stood by the window, the bayou swallowed by pitch black. His silver eyes
were unreadable, his presence cloaked in the chill of old magic. He was the
Syndicate’ s silent war strategist, and even he looked rattled.

Damien lounged like a shadow stitched into flesh, sharp-jawed, still. Every
movement, deliberate. Every breath, silent. He was a ghost who bled kings.

Belladonna leaned against the wall, all crimson lips and danger, her gaze never
leaving the orb. The queen of poison and whispers. She'd dismantled empires with
her smile.

Lyssa sat with Vladimir, notebook open, pen still. Her braid was tight, her eyes
tighter. Every inch of her screamed calculation.

Vladimir |zacacus sat like athrone had birthed him, ancient, pale, untouched by time.
His ink-black eyes drank in the room.

None of them noticed the flicker beneath the table, the ripple of shadow that slithered
across the stone floor and vanished through the door.

In the war chamber, beneath relics older than blood, Vladimir steepled his fingers.
The air thickened.



Lucian broke the silence. “We need to take action. The Branche de Lune Syndicate
has shown their hand. It’s time to remind them who owns the underworld. ”

Vladimir raised a hand. “Not yet. This wasn't just a show of force. This was a war
hymn. We respond, but on our terms.”

Lyssa nodded slowly. “Kali’s not some rogue enforcer anymore. She's a sovereign.
And she knowsit.”

Casimir finally spoke, his voice low and surgical. “What if she doesn’t just want
territory? What if she wants to unravel the whole structure?’

Belladonna's nails tapped against the stone wall. “ She wants power. But she wants
respect more. We made the mistake of treating her like a storm we could wait out.”

“Sheisthe storm,” Damien said. “And storms don’t wait.”

Lucian exhaled through his nose. “So, we gather dust while she scorches
everything?’

Damien stood. “We study. Learn her edges. Before we bleed on them.”

Casimir’s voice was quieter. “The Spiral Mouth is stirring. She's not the only one
awakening ancient things.”

Lyssa paled. “Azareal. That thing doesn't take sides. It devours them.” Azared’s
presence was like frost behind the eyes—beautiful, and utterly wrong. The Spiral
Mouth didn’t whisper. It devoured language and left only want.

Belladonna swallowed. “If he’'s hunting her—or worse, working with her, thisisn't a
Syndicate issue. Thisis an extinction event. ”



Vladimir finally spoke, cold and certain. “We gather intel, every aly, every motive,
and every fracture. Then we strike where it matters.”

Lucian sneered. “If we wait too long, there won't be anything left to strike.”
Belladonna turned toward the door, her silhouette a blade wrapped in silk. I'll start
the intel sweep. She won't know we're watching, until it's too late. Belladonna's

hand twitched once before she folded it into stillness.

As she vanished into the corridor, Vladimir's eyes tracked her. “Kali isn't a player
anymore. She's the board.”

The silence didn’t settle. It prowled. It bared teeth.

Far across the city—Branche de Lune estate.

A single flame danced in a glass lantern beside the throne.

Astraeus stirred from the dark, steel-blue eyes gleaming like a thousand drawn
blades.

“They took the bait,” he said in Zarokian, voice curling like smoke. “They gather,
they plot, they fracture.”

Kali stepped from the shadows, barefoot, wrapped in a silk robe darker than the void,
aglass of Hibiki whisky in hand. She sipped slowly. Smiled slower.

“Let them,” she murmured. “ The fun part’sjust starting. ”

A flicker of darkness peeled from the far wall—a shadow spy returned.



It bowed low, silent and trembling.

Kali didn't spareit aglance.

She turned, bare feet silent on the stone.

The game was hers now.

And mercy was off the table.

Meanwhile — Upper Manhattan, Syndicate HQ

The skyscraper pulsed with enchantments older than blood. Shadows curled in the
glass. Security sigils flared once, recognizing who entered.

Inside the command room, soundproofed by layered wards, Jax Calder stood at the
head of the table—sleeves rolled up, jaw set, three holo-feeds flickering through

Syndicate-controlled territories.

Each feed showed a different kind of fire—territory breaches, blood trade spikes, and
whispered betrayals that hadn’t burned out yet.

Cassian Rook leaned against the windows, his voice lazy, lethal: “Paris is holding.
Rome' s flaring. Dublin’s about to bleed.”

“And Belladonna?’ Jax asked.

“Feeding on the panic. Kali’s absence makes her bold—but she's not reckless. She's
testing the water, not diving in, yet. ”

“Let’skeep it that way.”



The two men, neither blood-sworn to Kali but loyal in ways that didn't need vows,
had stepped into the storm the moment she | eft.

While Kali waged war in the Hollow and beyond, Jax and Cassian kept the empire
burning without burning it down.

Every deal made. Every threat neutralized. Every Syndicate faction reminded:

The Queen may be gone, but her blades are still here, and they didn’t miss.
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THE STORM BEFORE THE CLAIM

Kali's Emotional State: Controlled chaos. Raw power crackling under skin. Bone-
deep exhaustion tempered by defiance. She's bleeding, burning, but finally ready to
choose.

he air inside the old greenhouse behind the eastern stables was thick, static-drenched,
velvet dark, pulsing with anticipation.

Rain pinged softly against the glass roof above them, mingling with the low growls of
Kali’ s dogs sprawled just beyond the cracked door.

Vaerkyn stood guard at the threshold, still as a statue, firelit eyes watching.

Kali paced barefoot across the stone floor, blood, hers and others', still streaked down
her arm from the last skirmish. Her coat lay discarded over atable of broken herb jars
and shattered runes. Her shadows pulsed around her like a second skin, twitching at
the seams of reality.

Lev leaned against the far wall, shirt gone, chest still marked from the Spira fight.
Watching her like prey, or maybe worship.

“You keep pacing like that,” he said, voice low and rough, “and I’'m going to think
you' re second-guessing me.”



Kali turned slowly. Eyes sharp, voice sharper. “I don't second-guess. | weigh the
damage. ”

A beat. Then she crossed the room in three slow steps, dragging the tension with her
like a storm cloud.

“I’m not afraid of bonding with you,” she said. “I’'m afraid of what it’ll do to me.”

Lev didn't flinch. “It’ [l make you stronger.”

“1t’ 1l make me dependent.”

He moved closer. Close enough to smell the blood drying on her skin, the magic
leaking off her body like heat.

“Not dependent,” he murmured. “ Anchored.”

That cracked something open.

Kali surged forward and kissed him like fire devouring oxygen—urgent, punishing,
hungry. His hands locked around her hips, and the magic between them crackled like
live wire.

But the bond didn’t seal. Not yet. Not fully.

Because thiswasn't about fate, this was a choice.

Lev dropped to his knees. Right there on the cracked greenhouse stone. And
worshipped her like areligion.

His mouth found her core, no hesitation, no mercy.



Tongue hot and certain, like he'd carved the path in aformer life.

Kali’s breath hitched. The heat licked up her spine like truth unspoken.

Her knees buckled. It wasn't just his mouth, it was the knowledge that she could
shatter here and still rise.

And gods, she wanted to. Her hand slammed against the glass, fog blooming from her
palm.

Her magic sparked under her skin like thunder trapped in bone.

She gasped. “Lev—"

“Mine,” he growled against her, voice reverent and filthy.

“Yours,” she choked. “But don’'t be gentle.”

He wasn't.

Her hips moved like war drums. Her shadows lashed. The dogs stirred restlessly
outside but did not enter, trained, loyal, deadly if summoned.

And when Kali came, it wasn't silence that followed. It was a scream sharp enough to
pierce every ward around the estate.

But the bond didn’t seal. Not yet. Not until she let it.

She pulled Lev up by the jaw, her grip iron. Kissed him again—blood and teeth and
heat. Then pushed him back.



Not rejection. Delay.

A single flicker of doubt pulsed beneath her ribs, quick, buried, brutal. Was she till
hersif she let this happen? Could she carry this war with someone else's heart in her
chest?

A flicker hit behind her eyes, not fear. Not love. Something more dangerous. The
memory of what it meant to be hers alone, to be fire without fuel. She'd bled too

much for that freedom to give it away without afight.

“We're not done,” she said. “But the bond? That happens when | decide it does. Not
fate. Me.”

Lev looked up at her with hunger and restraint in equal measure. “I’'ll wait,” he
rasped.

“No,” she whispered, softer now. “You'll burn.”

Then she collapsed beside him on the floor, one hand tangled in his hair, the other
resting on his heartbeat.

Vaerkyn let out alow rumble from the door.

The dogs didn’t bark.

But the storm outside? It raged.

And Kali, still slick with shadow and defiance, smiled into the dark.

Thewar had felt it.



And it was coming for them next.

Back In The War Room

Kali stepped into the dimly lit room. The shadows followed her like a cloak,
flickering under the soft glow of a single candle that Irina had left burning on the
table.

Her body still hummed with the aftershocks of what had just happened in the
greenhouse, raw, untethered, but somehow alive in a way that made her feel more
human than she had in years.

She exhaled deeply, her chest tight as she moved toward Irina, who was sitting with
her back to the door, writing something in a small notebook. The soft scratch of the
pen against the paper was the only sound in the room .

Irina looked up as Kali entered, her silver eyes immediately catching the tension in
Kali’s stance. “You look like you've seen a ghost,” Irina said, her voice gentle but
knowing.

Kali paused, crossing her arms over her chest. “If | hadn’'t known better, I'd say I've
become one,” she muttered, sinking down into the chair beside Irina. “It wasn’'t
supposed to happen like that.”

Irina raised an eyebrow, setting the notebook aside. “Like what?’

Kali let her gaze flicker down to her hands, still shaking slightly despite her attempt
to steady them.

She wasn’t used to feeling vulnerable, especialy not in front of someone who had
seen so many sides of her.



“l don't... know. It was too much.” She looked up at Irina, her mouth twisted in amix
of disbelief and something darker.

“l was fine. And then it was like—like the whole damn world cracked open, and |
couldn’t close it back up. ”

Irina leaned forward dlightly, watching her closely, her expression softening. “You
think you shouldn’t have done it?’

Kali shook her head, but it wasn’t in denial.

It was frustration. “No, | didn’t say that.

| don’t know what to think. | don’t know what it means.

" She sighed, letting her hands drop to her |ap.

“I"m not afraid of being touched, but...

that?’ Her voice caught on the last word, and for a moment, her walls cracked open
just enough for Irinato seeit.

Fear. Vulnerability. “I don’t want to lose myself to this. To him.”

Irinanodded slowly, her gaze understanding. “Y ou won't. ”

Kali didn’'t look at her, instead staring into the candle flame. “What if | do?’

Silence hung between them for a moment. Then Irina reached out, placing a hand
gently over Kali’s.



“1f you do, I'll remind you who you are,” she said softly.

“But that’ s not going to happen. Y ou' re too strong to lose yourself.

" Her thumb brushed over Kali’s knuckles, reassuring in its warmth.

“But you're human, Kali. You're allowed to fedl, it doesn’t make you weaker.

It doesn’t mean you're losing control. It just means. .. you're real.”

Kali let the words wash over her, even though the storm inside her wasn't quieting. “|
don’t know who | am without my control.”

“You've aways been more than your control,” Irina replied, her voice steady. “And
you're still Kali. No matter what happened in there.”

Kali’s lips tugged upward dlightly, but it was more of a reflex than a smile. She had
built her whole life around not letting anyone see this side of her, the one that needed
and wanted and felt. But Irina had always known her better than anyone. The only
person she didn’t have to be a queen for.

“1 feel like I've crossed a line,” Kali whispered, amost too quiet to hear. “And once
it's crossed, there' s no going back.”

Irina squeezed her hand once, a small act of solidarity. “Maybe that's the point.
Maybe you weren't supposed to go back.”

Kali’s chest tightened, the weight of those words settling into her bones. “I don’'t
know what I’m supposed to do with any of this.”

Irina smiled softly. “Y ou don’t have to know. Y ou just have to choose.”



Kali finally met Irina's eyes, the weight of the last few hours settling into her
thoughts. She would choose. She would aways choose.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice ragged.

Irinajust nodded, her eyes warm and steady. “Y ou don’t have to thank me.”

Kali stood slowly, feeling the last remnants of the storm inside her swirling down,
replaced by something new, something solid. “Let’s get to work,” she said, a fire
aready igniting inside her again. “The war’s not over, and I’'m not waiting for it to
cometo me.”

Irina rose with her, no more words needed. The world was burning, but Kali was
going to make sure she was the one who set the match.

As they moved toward the door, Irina gave her a dly smirk, her sharp eyes never
leaving Kali.

"You know, I've never met anyone quite like you," she quipped, voice light but
edged with that familiar bite. "One minute you're a fucking hurricane, and the next,
you' re hugging yourself with a glass of whiskey. Talk about emotional whiplash."

Kali couldn’t help the small, wry smirk that tugged at her lips. “Y ou make it sound so
glamorous.”

Irina’s grin grew wider, playful. "I try." She stepped forward with a teasing glint in
her eyes. "And just so you know, I’m totally expecting a dramatic monologue before

you go into battle. Make sure it’s at least 20 minutes long, okay?"'

Kali rolled her eyes. "Y ou're insufferable.”



"But you love me for it," Irina shot back, giving her awink before turning toward the
door. “Let’s get this over with.”

Kali followed her out, the weight of the upcoming battle settling back in her chest.
But for thefirst timein awhile, it felt like she wasn't carrying it alone.
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BLOOD TITHES AND BAIT
Kali’s Emotional State: Kali is cold and exacting. Every action is atest, every word a

blade. She’s not interested in mercy, only outcomes. Her shadows follow not out of
loyalty, but fear of what happens if they fall behind.

he courtyard of the Crimson Thorns compound was slick with blood.

Kali stood in the center, smoke curling around her boots, the silence loud as
judgment.

The attack had lasted seventeen minutes, seventeen screams, seventeen seconds of
mercy denied.

Shadows had descended like wolves off-leash.
Magic had shattered bodies, ripped through wards, and cracked bones like kindling.
Kali hadn't lifted her sword. She hadn't needed to.

One survivor still knelt in the dirt, ajunior lieutenant, soaked in gore, shivering in the
crater left behind by hisfallen comrades.

“You'regoing to let melive?’ he gasped, voice cracked, disbelief sharp as panic.



Kali crouched before him, shadows rippling off her shoulders like sentient serpents
starved of prey.

“Yes,” shesaid simply.

“Why?”

She smiled, slow, glacial, beautiful in the way a blade gleams before it falls.

“Because | want you to tell them something.”

He nodded too fast. “ Anything.”

“Tell them I’'m fractured. I’'m doubting my alliances. That Solen has refused to bond.
That Irina sloyalty is thinning.”

His brow furrowed. “ But—"

She pressed one blackened finger to his trembling lips. “ Just enough truth to make the
lie believable.”

Then she flicked her wrist. A burst of shadow launched him backward through the
perimeter wards, bruised but alive, her message in blood and bone.

Irina appeared beside her, blood on her cheek and calm in her stare. “Y ou sure about
that?’

Kali didn’t blink. “No. That's what makes it bait.”

Smoke curled upward into the night sky. A breeze stirred through the ruined
compound, revealing the stars, and something else.



She felt him before she saw him.

Solen.

He emerged from the wreckage like a god carved in dusk. Tall, still, draped in
moonlight. His skin bore sigils that pulsed like living prophecy, his eyes molten dusk
and storm. He didn’t speak. Didn’t need to. The air bent around him like a bowstring
pulled taut.

“You weren't summoned,” Kali said without turning.

“1 came anyway,” Solen replied, voice like silk wrapped around steel.

Kali’s attention shifted to him, her eyes steady. “Y ou watched the whole thing?’

“| see you now.”

Kali tilted her head, her gaze unreadable. “What do you see?’

He took a single step forward, and the air between them shifted, crackling with faint
magic.

“The Queen of Shadows and Bone,” he said, reverent.

Thetitle hung heavy in the air, anew oath, arecognition, adare.

But Kali didn’t blink. She wasn't interested in titles.



“You'relate,” she said, voice cool and steady. “That name's already old.”

Solen’ s brows rose slightly, but his gaze never wavered.

“l am,” she continued, “the Syndicate’'s Crownless Queen. The Queen Without
Mercy. Marked by magic. Ruled by none. ”

Irina stepped forward dlightly, her posture defensive, but the air was still charged
with tension. “You didn’t know? And you're supposed to be her mate? Some mate
you are.”

Solen’s jaw tightened, but his expression remained calculated, not angry. He didn’t
rise to the challenge. Instead, he took in the situation like a strategist studying the
battlefield.

Astraeus, perched on the charred wall behind her, let out a low warning growl. His
silver-blue eyes narrowed, wings coiled tight in distrust. Vaerkyn prowled at the far
edge of the rubble, ears pinned, hackles raised. He didn't bark or growl, but his
posture was one of pure wariness.

Kali’s gaze flicked to her companions, but she didn’t call them back. She saw their
postures, felt their tension, and trusted them to stay where they were.

Solen was unbothered by their watchful ness.

He stepped toward her again, and Kali could feel the pull of something ancient,
something inevitable, stirring in the shadows between them.

Finally, Kali allowed herself to acknowledge it. Her mask cracked for just a second,

the corner of her mouth twitching, not a smile, but something dangerous, something
real.



“Then you've seen too much,” she whispered. But her voice lacked its usua bite.
There was no command in it, just a quiet warning.

But she didn’t stop him from closing the distance between them .

And Solen didn’'t stop looking at her like he'd once chosen death just to meet her
again.

A thread, not seen, not spoken, pulled taut between them. Thinner than breath.
Sharper than fate. Neither Kali nor Solen acknowledged it, but the shadows twitched,
sensing the inevitability neither dared name.

The shadows shivered. The air thickened. And Kali smiled like she'd just
remembered which piece to sacrifice to win the game.
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SHADOW-BOUND AND brEAKING
Kali’s Emotional State: Split at the seams—burning from the inside with power she

can’'t contain. The shadows obey, but they also tempt. She craves control, is terrified
of surrender, and is caught between desire and duty.

he ritual room smelled of ash and lightning. Kali stood barefoot inside aring of iron
and bone, runes scrawled across the floor in jet black ink. At her center: Solen,
shirtless, scarred, and still as a statue. The magic in the room tasted like a storm
holding its breath.

“Why are you here?’ she asked.

Solen tilted his head. “Because you're close to tipping into something terrible. And |
want to see who survivesit, you or the world.”

Her eyes narrowed, but she began the rite anyway.
Astraeus paced above, high in the rafters. Watching. Judging.

Kali chanted in Zarokian, her voice like a knife wrapped in silk: “Sevek'tari
ondrin'val. Drosmek ai'surak. (Let the shadow rise and the veil burn.)

Shadows rose around them both, reaching, tasting. Solen didn’t flinch. His magic met
hers like oil meeting fire, dippery, consuming, dangerous .



He answered her chant in Zarokian, deep and resonant: “ I1sh’valen kruun'sa. Reth'kai
in'dar. (I will meet the storm and wear its crown)

It wasn't abond. It was a collision.

Their auras crashed like storms across sea cliffs. The air pulsed. Glass cracked. One
of the braziers imploded.

Kali gritted her teeth. “Y ou’ re holding back.”
Solen stepped forward, into the ring, shadows crawling over his collarbone. “So are
you,” he said, but this time, his voice cracked, just dightly. Enough to let her see the

thread of danger—or doubt—beneath all that poise.

They moved at the same time. Magic flared like black sunfire. Their hands collided
midair, palms sparking with runes that weren’'t in any known language.

She felt it then, that pre-bond pull. Like gravity shifting. Like fate hooking its claws
beneath her ribs.

She hated how good it felt, but her concentration cracked.

Lev's aura burned through the door like a warning. She could feel him out there,
watching. Waiting. Not interfering... yet.

Her hands trembled.

“Another’s magic clings to yours,” Solen said softly. “A storm barely leashed. Y ou
haven't claimed him... yet.”

Kali didn't answer. But her pulse betrayed her.



Just then, Irina burst through the warded doors, blood on her cloak .

“You sure you want to do this?’ Irina asked. “Because Lev’s outside pacing like he
wants to kill something—with a pulse.”

Kali blinked hard, forcing her hands to be steady. Her heart twisted, caught between
gravity wells. Solen’s voice tethered her forward; Lev’'s fury threatened to pull her
back. Her throat tightened—not with fear, but the weight of choosing.

Solen’ s voice dropped again. “You fear me.”

“No,” she said, shadows wrapping tighter around her spine. “I fear what I’d become
if | stopped.”

An enforcer appeared behind Irina, weapon drawn. “ They’re moving fast. Thiswasn’t
recon. Thiswas amap search.”

Kali’s heartbeat surged.

She turned to Irina. “ Prepare the tether.”

Irinafroze. “Y ou sure?’

“I want afallsafe if one of us breaks.”

Astraeus dropped from the rafters, his wings flickering in and out of form, landing
between Kali and Solen.

“You're fraying,” he whispered into her mind. “Shadow isn’'t a shield if you forget
who you are beneath it.”



Kali clenched her fists tighter, grounding herself. The judgment in his voice stung
deeper than she'd expected. Not because it was cruel. Because it sounded like
something Silas would' ve said—right before dragging her back from the edge.
Astraeus lowered his massive head, snout tapering to smoke and shadow, and brushed
it against her shoulder, an echo of comfort from something that could have crushed
her instead. Her fingers twitched, as if her body remembered softness even when her
soul had forgotten how.

Kali steadied herself. She whispered, “We' re running out of time.”

Astraeus tightened his coil around her soul, voice breaking through the storm. "Little
shadow," he whispered, "even iron shatters."

Kali gritted her teeth against the ache splitting her ribs.

| won't break, she swore inside the hollow of hersdalf. | won't.

But the magic didn’t answer with strength.

It answered with silence.

And Kali, heart torn between war and bond, fear and fire—finally felt the weight of
what it meant to walk the line between them.
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FIRE AND FLESH

Kali’s Emotional State: Unleashed. Wrath was slicked with pleasure. Her body was
still burning from Lev's hands, her magic coiled tight, and every part of her felt alive
in the worst and best way.

he moment they stepped from the war room, Kali barely made it two feet before Lev
grabbed her wrist, pulling her flush against him. Her back hit the hallway wall—hard.
Her breath caught. He didn’t kiss her yet, just stared, memorizing a blueprint for ruin.

“You sent me out,” he rasped, voice shaking with restraint. “Made me watch while he
touched your magic. Made me wait while you nearly tethered.”

His eyes burned with possessive fury.

“Now | need to remind you who saw you first. Who burned for you before you ever
let yourself want?’

Kali arched a brow, shadows unfurling behind her like phantom wings. “That? It was
ataste. Y ou think you can handle the whole meal 7’

Lev’'s mouth crashed into hers like a war declaration—fast, filthy, claiming. Kali
kissed him back with teeth, nipping his lower lip. Their bond crackled, lightning
beneath skin. Magic erupted where mouths collided.



She felt his control snap and didn’t care.

Kali didn't take his hand. Her shadows did first, brushing against Lev's pam like
smoke with teeth, testing the edges of his patience and restraint. When she finally
placed her hand in his, the contrast in size was laughable. Dominance pulsed beneath
his skin. Shadows coiled beneath hers.

As Lev pulled her forward, she didn't resist. Instead, she leaned into his chest and
inhaled deeply. That scent: wild cedar, smoke, and something distinctly his. It
grounded her. Not safety from him—from everything else.

Lev tipped her chin with asingle finger, lowly and reverently.

“| seethereal you, Kali.”

A flicker of fear skittered through her chest, not fear of him. Fear of being seen too
clearly, too completely.

And then he kissed her.

Not greedy. Not rushed. A kiss that felt like molten iron poured into the cracks of her
soul. A kissthat whispered of war, of want, of every unspoken promise.

Without breaking their connection, Lev swept her into his arms effortlesdly.

Her body was molded to his, asif it had been carved just for him.

As they moved through the corridor, the silence wasn't awkward, it was electric.

Her thighs clenched from the pressure of his cock, already stiff beneath her .



He carried her into one of the untouched private suites. Thorne's magic had tainted
her room. This one was clean. The air didn’t dare whisper.

He set her down slowly, too slowly.

Kali did down his body deliberately, letting her curves drag against every inch of
hard muscle and restrained hunger. Her panties were soaked, her inner thigh already
dlick. Their kiss deepened, devolved, became need.

Lev’'s hands moved with purpose, undressing her piece by piece, like unwrapping a
weapon disguised as a goddess. Lace fluttered to the floor. Her skin flushed under his
gaze.

When hisfingers slipped into the front of her panties, Kali gasped.

“You're soaked,” he growled. “Isthisall for me?’

“Who else would survive it?’

He dropped to his knees again, this time not for worship—this time for possession.
His mouth sealed to her core, tongue working slowly, then faster, dragging sounds
from her throat no one else had ever heard. She came once, hard, but it wasn't
enough.

She shoved him back, smirking. “My turn.”

She knelt.

Unzipped his jeans. Freed him.

Thick... Hard.... Hers.



She dragged her tongue along the underside of his cock, slow, deliberate. Then
wrapped her mouth around him and sank deep. Lev’s groan cracked something in her
chest. His hand tangled in her hair, trembling.

“Fuck, Kali—"

She didn’t let up. She worshipped him the way he’d just worshipped her, devoted,
unrelenting. Shadows aided her rhythm. When he came, it was guttural. Her throat
swallowed every drop.

Sherose slowly. Smirking.

“Not done yet.”

He lifted her, carried her to the bed, and laid her down.

This time, when he slipped between her legs, when his cock pressed against her
soaked entrance.

“Now,” she whispered, breathless. “Now, we burn.”

He pushed into her. Finally.

That was when the bond snapped wide open.

Pain flared behind her eyes, too much, too fast. But she wanted it. Welcomed it.

They moved together, breath and shadow and fury. Every thrust sent magic
cascading. Every grind lit a star behind her ribs. And then... .

The vows spilled from both of them in Zarokian, ancient and burning:



“ Kazir'val du'shaadra, iintor’val veydras.” | do not yield. | burn with you.

“ Marn’ir vas drevan, iin kor'bal ven'tai.” | do not break. | bleed for you.

“ A’korith ven saar, ven karith, ven aglir, ven draeth.” | choose you.

Magic exploded, massive and ancient. Shadow and fire collided in her veins. Kali’s
world didn’t just burn, it broke.

Her bonded mark seared across her hip. Her vision blurred with prophetic shadow.
She saw awoman, herself, older, deadlier, reaching from athrone of Hollow glass.

“Y ou remember nothing,” the figure whispered. “But the Hollow does.”

Kall screamed.

Darkness.

She woke, gasping. Lev’'s arms were around her. But pain pulsed like poison. Her
joints screamed. Her magic flared wild and bloody.

Blood dripped from her nose.

Astraeus appeared in wrathful smoke.

“You saw it,” he said softly. “Y ou felt the throne. ”

“What does it mean?’ she rasped.

“The Hollow tasted your bond,” he warned. “It wants more.” A pause. Then gentler.
“Be careful who you touch next, little shadow.”



And then he vanished.

Lev reached for her. “You're burning.....”

“I"'m fine,” she snapped. Regret tightened her throat. The flare surged. And through it,
the hunger... Thorne...pulled tight.

Irina entered, sharp-eyed, voice dry. “So much for pretending you weren't bonding
with him.”

“1 didn’t pretend. Just didn’t warn you.”

“Good. Would've ruined the show.” She moved closer. Brushed Kali’s cheek. “You
okay?’

Kali slid out of the bed, her legs trembling.

Thefloor felt too far away, too unstable.

The flare made her limbs heavy, her joints ached like someone had poured fire
beneath her skin, and the pain in her feet, when they touched the floor, was as if her
ankle was broken in three places.

She bit the inside of her cheek, sucked in her breath.

She straightened anyway.

She pressed her shoulders back. Wiped the blood from her nose with the back of her
hand. “No,” Kali said. “But I’m ready.”

Irina nodded. “Let’s wreck shit. If anyone touches you before you recover? They lose



thair hands. ”

Kali smiled faintly.

Every breath was defiance, and every step was rebellion and only Irina knew where
and how to sew her back together.

And behind Irina...silent, still, and unshakable...stood the pack.

Tiger. Kota. Nickel. Megan and Spike, who were riding shotgun on Kota's back like
alittle general.

And Vaerkyn, hellhound and shadow-forged sentinel, standing tallest among them.

They didn’t growl. Didn’t bark.

They just watched.

Like sentinels waiting for asignal.

Like the war had already begun, and they were just waiting for Kali to give the order.

From the fields beyond the estate, a sound echoed.

Bentley bellowed. Deep. Thunderous.

A war-drum call in the body of a horse.

And the herd answered, ten voices raised into the storm-laced night, hooves pounding
in the mud, breath misting into the air like smoke signals.



Not in fear. In reverence, and in recognition, because they all felt it .

The bond.

Theflare.

The shadowfire stitched into the night.

And the Queen had risen.
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THE FLARE AND THE VOW

Kali’s Emotiona State: Withering beneath the weight. Every step forward is painful,
but she refusesto fall. Not yet. Not while people are watching

T
he hallway lights blurred at the edges as Kali walked beside Irina. Her jaw was set,
her expression unreadable, but her shadows twitched behind her... unsteady. Her gait
was tighter than usual. Her ankle ached. Her knees were starting to swell. Magic
hummed too loudly under her skin.

Irina noticed. She always did.

“Kali,” she said quietly, reaching out. “You're flaring.”

Kali didn’t respond right away. Her body buzzed, too loud, too tight. Beneath her
skin, something sparked wrongly. A magical flare. Sharp. Jagged. Lightning with
teeth ripping up her spine. Her breath hitched. Her vision blurred. She stumbled once,
barely.

But it was enough.

She muttered, not to Irina. Not to anyone. Just to herself, low and desperate:

“Please... not now.”



Irina stepped in front of her.

“Sit,” she said. Not a suggestion. Not ademand. A protection .

Kali shook her head. “I need air. | need the barn.”

Irinadidn’t argue. She just nodded and adjusted their course.

Outside, the chill morning wind bit into Kali’s skin. Her flaring magic didn't like it,
neither did her bones, but something in the cold steadied her. The dizziness eased.
The pressure in her chest |oosened.

They walked to the stablesin silence.

Bentley was waiting.

The massive black Clydesdale stood tall in the paddock, his dark mane tangled from
restless pacing and his silver halter gleaming under the low light. He lifted his head
the second he felt her approach and neighed loudly and insistently.

The stable gate swung open before they even reached it. Mr. Grant, the quiet older
groundskeeper who lived onsite in his barn apartment, waved them through. “He's
been trying to bust down the door all morning,” he said. “Knew you were coming.”

Kali stepped into the paddock.

Bentley trotted up immediately, his hooves thudding against the earth like a heartbeat
Kali hadn’t realized she was waiting for.

Without hesitation, the massive Clydesdale buried his head into her chest. She braced
against the impact, one hand fisting the thick mane at his neck as she breathed him



In—earth, hay, and comfort.
He knew. He aways knew .
Sensing her unraveling, Bentley hooked his powerful neck around her and pulled her
Into a hug, pressing her to his chest like he could hold her broken pieces together with

sheer will.

“I’'m okay,” she whispered into the warm velvet of his coat. “Just a little broken.
Again.”

He huffed like he didn’t believe her.

The rest of the herd trickled forward—ten total, each one a rescue from Amish meat
auctions, each one fiercely loyal.

Maple, the gentle draft mare with a heart-shaped blaze.

Ash, the gray Percheron who hated everyone but her.

River, the skittish bay that only calmed when Kali sang.

Bruno, atall, proud Belgian with scars across his flank.

Tucker, the youngest, curious, and nosy.

Hollow, the black mare with one blind eye, mother to the whole group.

Indigo, sleek and stormy, and the fastest runner.

Espy, the old man of the group with a crooked ear and an iron will.



Omen, tall, regal, and nearly silent in all movements.

And Bentley, her anchor. Her favorite. The one Silas always said was her soul in
hooves.

They surrounded her in aloose half-circle, their breath misting in the air. Protective.
Present.

And then came the dogs.

Tiger, her brindle boxer, paced the outer circle, eyes never leaving the shadows.

Spike, the long-haired Chihuahua, planted himself at her boots, trembling with rage at
her pain.

Nickel, the blue-nosed pitty, pressed her shoulder into Kali’ s thigh, gentle, steady, the
one who walked with her when she couldn’t walk and could only crawl when the pain
was too bad.

Kota, her German Rottweiler, flanked Bentley like a second general.

And Megan, the golden doodle, curled against Kali’s other side with soft eyes and a
heart full of worry.

Irina stood back, arms crossed, but her face had softened.
“Thisiswhy you survive,” she murmured. “Because you're not doing it alone.”
Kali didn't answer. Couldn't. She let the animals hold the space, their presence

grounding the wildfire inside her. She pressed her forehead against Bentley’s,
shadows whispering low around them.



She whispered something only he could hear. A vow in Zarokian, low and raw:

“Mor’ daen sai veshta. - (If | fall, remember me whole). ”

A part of her already knew she would break again. But tonight, she would choose
how.

Bentley huffed.

Bentley’'s teeth caught the edge of her coat—not enough to tear, just enough to
remind her: blood wasn’t the only bond that mattered.

Irinawatched in silence, then stepped closer.
“You break. | break them," she said, eyes soft but steady. “Come on, Shadow Queen.
Let them think you’ re unbreakable. I'll be the one who knows where to sew you back

together.”

Kali blinked. Her throat tightened. She didn’t trust her voice, so she just reached out
and curled her fingers, quiet, trembling, into Irina’s Sleeve.

Just for a breath.

Just long enough to say thank you.

Bentley nudged her chest again, harder thistime.

“I"m not done yet,” she told him. “Don’t let me forget that.”

And when she finaly stepped away, magic humming beneath her skin like a threat
and a promise, she looked toward Irina.



“Chaos Crew’ s waiting.”

Irina gave atight nod.

Kali turned back to Bentley one last time, resting her forehead to his.

“Stay close. But stay safe.” Then she stepped back.

Kali didn’'t walk into battle alone.

She carried the ones who would burn the world before they ever let her fall.

And together, she and Irina walked into whatever storm waited next— Kali’'s
shadows moving before her like a blade already drawn.
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MARKED BY POWER, FEARED BY ALL
Kali Emotional State: Kali is barely leashed fury—burning beneath a cold exterior.
She’'s done entertaining diplomacy and finished letting others mistake her for

anything less than the storm. Her voice is cam, but her magic is screaming. And this
time? Sheletsit.

he envoy from the Crimson Thorns made the mistake of speaking first. “With all due
respect, your methods lack the finesse we expect from a sovereign. Perhaps someone
more... tempered could oversee future inter-clan negotiations.”

The room went still. Not quiet—still. Like the air itself was bracing.

Kali didn't look up from the blood-sigil map she was studying, her fingers casually
tracing the symbol of an old battlefield they’ d salted just days ago.

“Tempered?’

The envoy’slip curled. “So that’ s it, then? Y ou rule with fear?’

Kali’s voice dropped into something lethal. “I rule with memory.”

She extended one hand, and the room changed. Magic snapped like a whip, and an

illusion rippled across the ceiling. A projection, drawn from memory, flickered to
life: The senator. Screaming. Begging. Skinned alive, every plea a prayer she never



answered.

And the black satin box was sealed with a smile.

The envoy blinked as the footage cut out.

At her side, a massive hellhound walked in perfect sync.

Vaerkyn.

Coated in smoke and ash, his eyes burned like liquid blackfire. He padded silently
forward and sniffed the envoy’ s leg, then dipped lower.

Vaerkyn rumbled deep in his chest—an ancient, infernal sound that made the envoy
shift uncomfortably while staring right at his crotch.

Kali looked up, expression unreadable. “ Still want to talk about temperance?’

Her voice sharpened. “Move again, and he' |l take more than your pride.”

The envoy smiled, too smug for his own good. “You were handed power. Earned
through blood, yes, but not diplomacy.”

Lev didn't move. But his shadow snapped to attention behind her, jagged and
twitching with anticipation.

Kali finally raised her eyes. They were frost and fire.

“Tell me,” she said softly, “what kind of diplomacy did you have in mind? Should |
kiss the Vampire Court’ s ring before or after they breach my realm again?”



Kali smiled sweetly. “Or maybe you' d prefer afruit basket—with your ballsin it.”
From the corner of the room, Irina shifted, just barely. A slow, lethal smile curved her
mouth. The kind of smile you wore when you realized you were standing beside the
sharpest blade in the room—and it was smiling back.

A ripple of gasps. One poor fool choked on hiswine.

She stood.

And suddenly, the entire room leaned back.

“My name is not a suggestion,” she continued. “It's a warning carved into
tombstones.”

The blood-sigil map burst into flame behind her. Her shadows coiled like smoke with
teeth.

Lev grinned like a man at mass.

She stepped off the dais slowly. Her heels echoed like war drums.

“You will show some respect,” Kali said, “or I'll carve it into your back with a
branding iron forged from your clan’s emblem.”

Lev's hand gripped the table edge, tendons tight. Even his magic held its breath.

The envoy bowed so fast his knee cracked. “ Of course, Sovereign Kali. Forgive me.”

Shedidn’t answer .



Irina stepped into the room then, moving like a shadow dressed in war. “They’'ve
accepted the terms. But one of their seers said your name caught fire mid-ritual.
Blood exploded out of the basin.”

Kali arched abrow. “They always did bleed too easily.”

Irina smirked. “There’'s more. We caught one of Spira’s Whispering Scouts.
Shadow-trackers. Blood-forged.”

Kali’s smile vanished.

“Where?”’

“The blood garden. Trying to trace your scent.”

Lev straightened.

Kali’s voice was ice. “Put him in the Hollow Cell. | want to know if Spiral spies
scream differently.”

Irina nodded and disappeared.

Kali turned back to the room. “We're done here.”

And just before she vanished in shadow, her voice curled one last time:

“Next time someone questions my methods, | won't start with words. I'll let the
Vaerkyn choose where to bite first.”
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THE DRAGON’S DISAPPOINTMENT
Kali’s Emotional State: Kali is battle-wired and bleeding, haunted by the bond, the
betrayal, and the brutal cost of power. Her shadows obey, but barely. Her flare is

spiking. And her soul? Held together with vengeance and a whisper of loyalty, she's
terrified to lose.

hey barely made it back to the compound. The moment the teleport sigils flickered
off, Kali hit her knees. Not from weakness. From overload.

Beneath the screaming magic and roaring blood, something else brushed her mind,
soft, relentless.

A thread.
Silver-hot. Familiar. Inescapable.
Thorne.

Watching. Waiting. His magic curled against her fractures like a silent vow she hadn't
meant to summon.

A pulse of silver-threaded magic brushed her mind—hot, ancient, inexorable.

And across the tether, barely awhisper, she heard him:



"The Thread always knew you would awaken. | just hoped I'd be strong enough
when you did. Because your soul called to mine before you even had a name. "

For one raw heartbeat, Kali forgot the pain, forgot the blood, and forgot the war
clawing at her gates.

Because the part of her that was ancient, the part she hadn’'t dared to understand,
heard him and it hurt.

It hurt worse than any wound she’ d ever survived.

Then the world roared back to life.

Far across the bond, Astraeus felt it. Not just her pain, or just her magic breaking, he
felt the Thread wrapping tighter around her soul.

A claim not born of blood.

A call he hadn't been fast enough to stop.

Across the bond, Astraeus snarled her true name—

"Kalythra."

The sound wasn’'t awhisper. It wasawar cry.

A name only spoken when there was nothing left to lose, and no forgiveness left to
give.

Magic cracked across the compound like a thunderclap. Wardstones buckled.



The very shadows recoiled from the force of it.

AndKali....

Kali stood up through it. Her knees buckled briefly. One hand gripped the wall. Her
nose was bleeding again...sharp, red drops like broken magic .

Bleeding. Shaking. Unbroken.

Hisroar cracked the veil before his body did.

Astraeus materialized in the chamber, full shadow-dragon form, tearing through the
vell like agod with no patience left for mortals.

His voice cracked the stone itself:

“Youtook it,” he growled. “Y ou took the conduit into your body. Are you insane?’

Kali didn’t lift her head. Her hands were pressed to the stone floor, still scorched
from the backlash of what she’'d stolen from Spiral Mouth’s |ab.

“I had to.”

“You had me,” Astraeus snapped. “Y ou had us. Y ou didn’t need to play martyr.”

The shadows in the room hissed. Irina froze mid-step. Even Lev backed up, jaw tight.

But Kali stood. Wobbled.

And met her dragon’s fury with a stare that could’ ve ended wars.



“ You think | don’t know what I’'m doing? | am the gate now, Astraeus. That conduit
was laced with a Spiral splice. If we'd left it, Silas would be dead. | chose the pain.”

“You chose to bleed without telling us,” he snapped. “Y ou let yourself fracture. And
now?”

He circled her.

Her mark, his mark, glowed dark along her collarbone. It pulsed like a bruise lit from
theinside.

“Your magic is tainted. Your flare’'s worsening. And the tether between us? It's
screaming.”

Kali’ sfingers twitched. “I’ll survive.”

“But will Silas?” he said coldly.

Silence.

That hit harder than any spell ever could.

Because behind them, inside the isolation chamber, Silas was convulsing again.

Even from the hall, Kali could hear the wet crack of bones refusing to settle. The
Spiral infection had nested too deep.

Her grandfather’ s once-fierce protector. Her once-safe place. Now breaking.

Irina came up beside her, quieter than usual.



“We need a solution. Not a sacrifice.”

Kali turned back toward the chamber, eyes hollow. Then whispered, “What if we give
the Spiral Mouth what they want?’

Lev snapped, “No.”

“Liger] ”

“No, Kali.” Lev stepped in front of her, fierce now. “ You don’t feed the wolves and
expect them not to bite. We take this fight to them. But you? Y ou stay here.”

She shoved past him. “ I’m not staying behind while they tear through my city.”

“You're not the same, Kali.” Lev's voice cracked—not from weakness, but from
desperation. “Y ou’ re burning out.”

“I"'migniting,” she said coldly. “ There's a difference.”

Astraeus bared his teeth, voice low and merciless.

"Even flames burn out, little sovereign. Especially the ones that try to carry aworld."

From the chamber, a groan echoed.....Silas.

The infection was crawling toward his brainstem. Time was almost out.

Astraeus stepped forward, his dragon form fading into the tall, lean shadow of his
human form. He was bare-chested, furious, and godlike.

“You're going to lose us al,” he said. “If you keep trying to win alone.” Kali didn’t



answer. Couldn’t. Her heart stuttered, one beat off, one beat late. Just long enough for
silence to scream.

Kali clenched her jaw.

But thistime, she didn’t argue. She just turned away .

And as the door to Silas's room opened, Kali whispered a vow, not in common
tongue, but in Zarokian. The first tongue. The blood-bound tongue.

"Vareth kai drak'vorn, mor'tai sar'veth. Korr'tai ven drak'shal ven mor'dakar, ven
thral mor'dari.” (If one among us falls, let my soul bear the fall. But not before |
scorch their bones for daring to touch what is mine.)

The air itself shuddered.

Astraeus froze, pupils narrowing into ancient dlits.

His voice was arasp across her mind:

"Little shadow... Y ou spoke the blood vow. The world will hear you now."

Because Kali Alani Branche de Lune was never just born to survive, she was born to
reign.

Meanwhile — Across the Threads

The ripple of Kali’s vow tore through the ley lines like a blade dragged across silk.

Far from the compound, hidden between veils of magic and shadow, Thorne
staggered.



He caught himself against a stone pillar, silver eyes flashing wide with recognition,
and pain .

The bond between them, still fragile, still half-awake, ignited under his skin, burning
silver and raw.

He pressed a hand against his chest, right over the scar that had never fully healed.

She spoke the blood-tongue.

The name curled in the marrow of his memory, a name she had yet to clam.

Not yet.

Thorne closed his eyes against the rising tide of ancient magic and whispered into the
breach between them:

“"The Thread always knew you would awaken. | just hoped I’d be strong enough
when you did. Y our soul touched mine before the stars gave you a name.”

The Threads shivered around him, and the world tilted toward war.

Magic, old and brutal, rolled off her skin in waves.

She didn't care.

Kali’s breath steamed in the cold light. Her magic surged again, raw and loud.

Let them hear her name.

Let them bleed for it.
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A VOW WRITTEN IN WAR
Kali’s Emotional State: Kali is weaponized devotion—controlled fury sharpened into

precision. She's not reacting anymore. She's orchestrating vengeance. And if war is
the cost of love, then she'll make the world pay, with interest, blood, and bone.

Inside, her Chaos Crew was aready assembling.
Lev stood with twin daggers strapped to his thighs, that cocky tilt to his mouth
betraying the storm in his blood. Astraeus loomed in half-shadow, tail flicking across

the vell, shadows already vibrating against the concrete.

Irina had the black steel tablet tucked under one arm, lips moving in low, lethal
ordersinto acomm piece.

And Solen, quiet, celestial, unnervingly still, watched her with that look again. The
one that said he saw her more clearly than the gods ever dared. The bond between
them hadn’t formed yet.

But the Thread knew.

The Thread always knew .

“Target location confirmed,” Irina reported crisply. “Spira’s fallback lab sits three
levels beneath the Port Vale ruins. Blood-threaded sigils, cursed entry wards, time-



slowing fractures. They’'re paranoid.”

Kali smiled, slowly and razored. “They should be.”

Lev stepped forward, the bond between them tugging tight, not with possession, but
with something raw and bone-deep. Protection sharpened into rage.

“Givetheword,” Lev said, voice low, deadly.

Kali’s eyes burned black. “Break everything,” she said. "But bring me the Whisperer
aive.”

They moved like shadows.

Port Vae Ruins — Spiral Mouth Underground Lab

The moment the crew breached the first layer of sigils, the air howled.

Not wind.

Magic.

The hallway twisted like it had a pulse, warping gravity and time itself. Irina hurled a
ward bomb forward, light detonating in a savage pulse. Screams cracked from deeper

within.

Spiral guards spilled out, jagged weapons flashing, black-threaded veins writhing
under their skin.

Kali moved first, not like asoldier .



Like a queen who had already written their deaths into history.

Her shadows lashed out with precision violence—wrapping throats, severing limbs,
dragging bodies into darkness without a sound. Every step she took rewrote the
battlefield.

At her side, Lev fought like a man who had been stitched to her with blood and fire.

His daggers sang death songs, dlicing with brutal, intimate grace. Every breath he
took felt synced to hers, every blow driven by a single truth: Protect her. Or die

trying.

Above them, Astraeus roared once. Not a sound, a weapon.

His shadow-dragon form slammed into the third hallway, collapsing the tunnel
entirely. Stone vaporized. Sigils shattered. The very air bled.

He wasn't just roaring.

He was detonating.

Because Astraeus had felt it too...the way the Thread curled tighter around Kali's
soul. A claim, no dragon, no mate, no god had been fast enough to stop.

And far back, in the Hollow Gate's echo, Solen watched. His hand tightened at his
side, but he didn’t move. Didn’t interfere. Just bore witness like it mattered more than
surviving the war itself, silent and still.

Sigilsflickering faintly under his pulse.

Waiting.



Not to fight.

But to catch her when she finally burned.

They reached the central chamber.

There, on an altar of petrified bone and cursed crystal, sat the Whisperer, a woman
cloaked in threads of memory magic, her skin crackling with stolen power.

“Too late,” the Whisperer breathed as they entered.

Kali’s shadows coiled tighter.

“No,” Kali said, voice velvet and vicious. “Right on time.”

She saw it then, aflicker in the woman’s eyes. Not triumph. Not power. Regret.

But Kali was beyond mercy.

She strode forward.

“The cure,” Kali said. “Now.”

The Whisperer smiled through bloodstained teeth.

"Y ou don't want a cure. Y ou want revenge."

Kali didn’t blink. “1 can want both? and then she struck.

The spell she wove didn’t explode.



It devoured.

Shadows unfolded like a living storm, snapping open beneath the Whisperer’s feet,
yanking her into a crushing vortex of broken memory and Zarokian wrath.

The Whisperer screamed, blood bursting from her ears, her mind cracking under the
weight.

Finally, the truth clawed free:

"The Spiral conduit was... a decoy," the Whisperer gasped. "The rea anchor is still
buried... under the Ashen Spire. Azareal is already there."

Kali’s smile could’ ve shattered glass.

Good.

She took one step closer, shadows snapping at her heels, and whispered a vow so low
only the blood itself could hear:

" wasn’t born to beg for mercy. | was born to end the wars others were too afraid to
finish."

Then, aoud, her voice dropped into something lethal:

“Let’sgo f*ck up the Spire.”
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ASHEN SPIRE REIGNITES
Kali’s Emotional State: Shaken to her core, but sharp. The moment Solen appeared,

the foundation of her power started rewriting itself. The shadows are whispering. The
Hollow Gateis stirring. And she can't tell if she's the weapon or the warning.

he air hadn’t stopped humming. Even after Solen spoke, even after the Hollow Gate
behind him shimmered with otherworldly light, the pressure hadn’t eased. It climbed,
like the world was holding its breath for her next move.

Kali stood frozen, except that her blood was boiling. Her heart was racing like it was
trying to punch through her ribs and scream its own prophecy.

Solen Virdll.

Final bond. Tenth Sigil. Threadbreaker.... the one said to be born only when the Gate
began to fray.

Every title he dropped felt like a blade to her spine, but she didn’t shudder.

Lev was already shifting beside her, his body tense, jaw locked. Hisvoice in her mind
was low and guttural.

"Another one? This fast? Thisis some divine-level bullshit. "



Astraeus didn’t speak. He growled. Low and continuous. Not at Solen. At fate.

“You need to back the fuck up,” Lev said aloud, stepping forward. “l don’'t care if
you'’ re made of stardust and prophecy—she’' s not yours.”

Solen didn’t even blink. “I don’t want her. | was made for her.”

Kali blinked once. That was it. No fear. Just a calculation.

“Made for me?’ she asked, voice bone-dry. “That's a hell of a thing to say to a
woman who hasn't even figured out if she's willing to share her whiskey, let alone
her bed.”

Lev snorted. “Or her patience.”

Solen didn’t smile, but something in his gaze flickered—an old pain stitched under
celestial arrogance.

"The Hollow Gate is screaming your name,” he said. "You're unraveling, Kali.
Thread by thread. If | hadn’t come now, the world would ve broken around you

before you ever touched your true power."

“Don't care,” Lev snapped. “You don’'t show up from another realm and declare
ownership.”

Kali’s shadows had been crawling toward Solen’s boots, testing him. She watched
him closely as the tendrils dlithered around him like smoke with fangs.

He didn’'t move. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t even breathe differently .

They couldn’t touch him. Not like they touched anyone else. Instead of recoiling,



they pulsed once, like they were waiting for permission to kneel.

That was new.

Kali narrowed her eyes. “You walk in here and declare yourself my final bond—and
you don’'t even flinch at my shadows? That’s either brave... or suicidal.”

Solen stepped forward, slow and deliberate. The ground didn’t shake. The Hollow
Gate behind him did.

“You don't command the shadows,” he said. “Y ou are their echo.”

Her power spiked, lashing out in a burst that sent dust swirling, sigils glowing. Her
hands trembled, just once just long enough for her magic to spark in the wrong
direction, scorching a glyph that hadn’t even been cast.

Even Lev flinched.

Solen didn’t. Not afucking step.

“You think you know me?’ Kali said, her voice like shattered obsidian. “You think
you belong to me?’

Solen stopped just short of touching distance. His voice was quiet.

“No. But | know this, if | don't help you stabilize that bond, the Gate is going to eat
you alive. And when it does?’ He looked her dead in the eye. “Every ream falls with

you.

The silence that followed was primordial.



Astraeus finally spoke.

“He's not lying.” Astraeus's voice had never held that edge before, not even during
thefall of Atralis. That wasn't awarning. That was surrender.

Kali’slips parted. Her heart skipped.

"And for thefirst time in days, shefelt it. Terror.

Because if Astraeus believed him... If Solen wasn't here to claim her... But to save
her

This wasn't a story about power anymore. It was the shadow before detonation. The
breath before everything unraveled.”
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Kali’s Emotional State: Shaken, stirred, and scorched. Her shadows are twitching.

Her blood is a war drum. She's trying to hold the line between destiny and
desire—but Solen just broke the map.

ali blinked hard. Her magic thrummed louder now, , deeper, heavier, like awar drum
punching against her ribs.

She’'d seen him before. Felt his gravity.
But she had never looked. Not like this.

Not with the world still. Not with the Hollow Gate bleeding twilight behind him and
her shields cracked wide enough to feel everything.

Now she saw him—

Not as athreat.

Not as prophecy.

But as a man carved from something older than desire.

And that made it worse.



Solen stood at the center of the Gate's pulse, fractured light bending behind him like
ahalo forged in war.

His robes hung loose over his frame, parted just enough to reveal a body etched in
cosmic arrogance, skin kissed by starlight, constellations tattooed down sinewy arms,
broad shoulders, a sharp clavicle, tight hips.

His Adonis belt, shadow-dipped and merciless, disappeared into low-slung pants like
adare written in prophecy.

Kali’s shadows twitched. Not defensive. Hungry .

Solen’s chest rose dlowly, like he didn’t dare disturb the air between them. Like he
felt it too. He wasn’t chaotic. He was precise. A thread drawn taut across the fabric of
fate, and it was her pulling it. He was the end of something. And the beginning of
everything.

Lev stepped forward, dlightly shielding her, a low growl thrumming in his chest.
“Back the fuck up,” Lev snarled, body coiled for afight. “I don’t care what Gate spat
you out.”

Solen’s gaze shifted to Lev. Calm. Unshaken. The way you look at a storm—not
impressed, but aware. “I’'m not here to take her,” Solen said. “I’'m here because she

caled me.”

“1 didn’t call anyone,” Kali snapped, though her magic betrayed her, aready coiling
toward Solen like it recognized something her mind refused to name.

Behind her, Astraeus growled. The sound scraped reality itself.

“She's Threadmarked,” Solen said. “And the Hollow Gate is reacting because the



prophecy isin motion.”

Kali’ s voice dropped into something sharper than steel. “What prophecy?’

Solen didn't flinch. “The one where the Keeper wakes—and the world either
follows... or burns.”

A pulse cracked behind her eyes. The Hollow Gate howled. Her magic ripped toward
him. Astraeus stepped closer, tension in every line of his body.

“You need to rest, little shadow,” he growled .

“No,” sherasped. “I need answers.”

Irina, ever the chaos bringer, stepped into the circle of madness, her daggers already
sheathed but her smirk lethal. “Goddamn, girl. Can you save one apocalyptic hottie

for me?’

Her eyes flicked over Solen, calculating kiss potential and kill speed in the same
breath.

“But nooo. Y ou just keep collecting them like end-of-the-world Pokémon.”

Kali cracked the faintest smirk. Then her body buckled.

It wasn't graceful. It wasn't gentle. It was savage.

Arms snapping around Kali’s waist like iron bands, Irina hauled her close, shielding
her with her own body asif the very air might finish what exhaustion had started.

“You don't fall alone,” Irina hissed into her ear. “Not while I’ m breathing.”



Kali sagged against her, too weak to answer, but the shadows flared around them,
latching onto Irina’ s armor like black flame, asif even her magic trusted her not to let

go.

Solen didn’t move. Lev didn't either. Astraeus was stone.

“You drop, | drag you back. Heffa, I’'m not surviving this hell scape alone while you
nap. I’ m not staying here with all these apocalyptic assholes by myself.”

And through it all, Kali heard it, A whisper across the bond, threaded in starlight:
“You are the thread. And the blade.”

Darkness swallowed her whole. The last thread snapped, and the Gate began to open.

And the prophecy began to stir.



Page 36

Source Creation Date: July 31, 2025, 2:39 am
THE PROPHECY BLEEDS
Kali’s Emotional State: Falling. Floating. Flayed. The flare has cracked something

open, memories not hers, magic not asked for, and truths that do not want to be
known.

t didn't fedl like sleep. It felt like being pulled through a thread the size of aneedle's
eye, then unraveled. She was on a battlefield that wasn't real. Blood-soaked. Star-
choked. The sky was awound stitched shut with silver.

And she stood there aone, until she wasn't.

Figures emerged. Not people, versions.

Kali with fire for eyes. Kali in white robes, soaked in ash. Kali with a crown of bone.
Kali, bound in chains of light. Kali screaming, hands pressed against the inside of a
mirror made of stars.

One stepped forward. “ Y ou forgot,” she said. “Y ou asked for this.”

Another voice from behind: “Y ou sealed the Hollow to save us.”

Another: “You were the first Gatekeeper. The one who could bind the dead and bend
the dark.”



Kali’s heart pounded .

“I didn’t....”

“You died to stop Azareal once,” one of the versions whispered. “And now you’'ve
been reborn to finish it.”

Suddenly, the battlefield shifted. A throne appeared, made of shadows and dragon
bone.

A man stood beside it. Not Solen. Not Lev. Not Astraeus.

Azareal.

He smiled with teeth made of broken promises.

“You've done well waking the Gate,” he said. “But the price? It hasn’'t been paid
yet.”

Then he looked behind her. And Kali turned—

To see her Chaos Crew, Dead, burned, torn, and broken.

“No. Nono no...”

Azareal’ svoice was calm. Too calm.

“One must be unmade.”

And Kali screamed.



Her voice cracked the sky.

And she woke.

Kali gasped, her breath ragged and shallow.

Her shadows, still swirling around her, clung tight asif holding her in place.

She struggled, trying to breathe through the weight of what she had seen, but the
horror still felt real.

Her head swam with visions of her crew, her people, torn apart by a fate she wasn’t
ready to face.

The room was dark, quiet, and she didn’t recognize the weight of warmth until she
feltit, Lev’'sarms, steady and tight around her. The heat of his body calmed the storm
inside her. His voice broke through her panic.

“You were screaming in your sleep,” he whispered, his voice trembling. “Y ou kept
saying... don’t choose me.”

Kali’s eyes widened as the truth hit her, like a stone dropped in a quiet lake, the
ripples of redlization spreading too fast to catch. Her chest tightened. Her body
screamed with pain, but thistime, it wasn't physical.

Her shadows wrapped around her like a coffin, the weight of their touch suffocating.
She could still hear Azarea’s words, see the images of her team...her
family...broken. And the final whisper, the one that had pierced her soul, echoed in
her mind:

“One must be unmade.”



Her eyes flickered to Lev, his face unreadable, but his grip on her was desperate. He
could feel her tremble, his own fear pressing against her, despite the strength he tried
to mask. And in the silence, her soul shook with the weight of what was to come.

Shefinally understood .

The Hollow Gate had claimed her, not as a protector, but as the one who would make
the ultimate choice.

To lose. To choose one to break.

The prophecy had always whispered it, but it was only now that she felt its true
meaning, felt the pull of destiny and the shattering cost it would demand.

Kali squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed, trying to keep the panic from bubbling
over.

But she couldn’t fight the truth anymore.

She would have to choose.

Someone to lose.

Forever.
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armored, she's giving orders—but inside? She's bleeding from truths not yet spoken,
choices not yet made.

ali woke with her cheek pressed to cold stone.
The Hollow Gate chamber was empty. Quiet.
Too quiet. Her breath tasted like ash and starlight.

Every nerve in her body buzzed with phantom fire, the aftermath of the flare leaving
her ribs tight and her joints aching like cursed iron had been poured into her marrow.

She stood slowly, one hand pressed to the floor, the other curled in afist tight enough
to crack skin.

She didn’t remember collapsing.
She remembered Solen’ s eyes, his voice.
“One must be unmade.”

The Gate had spoken.



“But what the fuck did it mean?”

She didn't have time to fall apart. She closed her fist again. Steady enough. Angry
enough. That would have to do.

Not when the Gate might do it first .

Astraeus wasn't inside the chamber, but his scent lingered- like smoke, like memory.
Her dragon was watching.

“Irina,” she said, her voice low but firm.

A heartbeat later, a door sslammed open.

Irina stood framed in the threshold, geared up, daggers gleaming at her hips, eyes
scanning Kali like amedic on a battlefield.

“You'relate,” Kali said.

Irinaleaned one shoulder against the doorframe, arms crossed, deadpan.

"Took you long enough, drama queen. Some of us thought we were gonna have to
start stitching your stubborn ass back together with fishing wire and spite.”

Kali exhaled sharply. Not quite alaugh. Not quite a threat.

“Prep the war table. We're not waiting for Spiral to make the next move. We are the
next move.”

Irina nodded once, a slow, wolfish grin curling her mouth.



"You got it, boss. But if you faceplant mid-battle plan, I’m tying you to the table and
calling it astrategy.”

Irina’ s voice carried the usual bite, but the edge was too polished, too practiced. As
Kali moved past her, Irina’s hand ghosted toward her arm, then paused, the smallest,
sharpest hesitation .

“You sure you're steady?’ she muttered, softer now.

Not alieutenant’ s question. A sister’s.

Kali didn’'t stop walking. “Define steady,” she said, voice edged with weariness and
dry as ash.

“Physically, I’ m stitched together with salve, sarcasm, and sheer spite.

Emotionally, I’'m a one-woman landslide. But functionally?

I’'m walking into hell with shadow magic and a temper, and if | drop, Heffa, you
better drag my ass back and staple me upright with whatever spell tape you'’ ve got.

I’m not leaving you to face this end-of-days circus alone.

Y ou don’t get to finish this fight without me. Not again.”

Irina snorted, the tension easing by half a breath, but she didn’t speak right away. She
just stood there, shoulders squared like a soldier, eyes soft like a grave.

The silence between them stretched, thick with everything they hadn’t said and all the
scars that didn’t show.



Then, quietly, like it cost her something to admit, she said, “You're al I've got left
that didn’t try to break me, Kali.

So, if you fall, | swear, I’ [l burn down the world just to find the thread that holds you,
and I'll pull you back myself.”

“Exactly,” Kali said, though her voice dipped, just dlightly, frayed at the edges before
she caught it and pulled it back like a blade sliding home.

Her shadows stirred behind her, restless, sensing the weight between them.

The air buzzed with that pre-storm tension, too heavy to ignore. She didn’t turn
around, didn’t need to.

A crooked smile tugged at her lips as she added, “You think I'd have it any other
way? Come on, menace, If I’'m going down, I’m dragging you with me. Matching
emotional damage or nothing.”

She didn’t see the look Irina gave her back.

But she felt it. Something heavier than loyalty. Something closer to grief disguised as
faith.

The war room pulsed as Kali entered, lit by bloodlight sigils, lined with relics till
humming with old war songs, crowned by a slowly rotating model of the Hollow
Gate, flickering with violet flame.

Lev looked up first. His expression was carved from stone. But the second her
shadow brushed his, the bond between them pulled tight, a tether fraying from too
many moments that almost meant something.



"You okay?' he asked, eyes tracking the way her shadow curled like a threat. He
didn’t step closer.

Kali didn’'t answer .

Instead, she lifted her hand, and darkness rippled from her fingers like liquid intent,
coiling across the war table, carving one undeniable shape: the Ashen Spire.

"We end it there," she said, voice flat, final. "Azarea thinks we're fractured. Good.
Let him think it."

From the far shadows, Solen’ s voice rolled low and unshakable:

"And the cost?'

A low rumble echoed through the stone walls—Astraeus, pacing just outside the
threshold, hisfury scraping reality itself.

Kali met his gaze across the sigil-lit room, her pulse aslow, savage beat in her ears.

"We burn the path to peace with it."

Astraeus's growl rumbled from nowhere and everywhere, ancient as bone breaking:

"And if one must be unmade?"

Kali’slips parted. Her heart skipped.

And for thefirst timein days, shefelt it...

Terror.



Because if Astraeus believed him...

If Solen wasn't hereto clam her...

But to save her —

This wasn't a story about power anymore. It was the shadow before detonation. The
breath before everything unraveled.
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refuses to show the seams. The flare is eating her alive, the prophecy is whispering
louder, and Solen's presence pulls truths she isn't ready to face.

he Compound's War Room pulsed with tension.
Not just political, or just magical, but primal.

Kali stood at the edge of the blood-forged map, her fingers barely brushing the sigils
carved into the shadow stone.

Every breath burned. Her ribs rattled like glass about to split.

Every step felt like dragging mountains.

But she stood.

Irina watched her from the shadows, her lips tight and her eyes harder. Shadows

twitched. Lev didn't stop pacing. One blade was already halfway drawn. And
Solen—qgods, Solen—just watched her like he was waiting for the world to end or

begin again.

"There are more markers," Irina said, voice clipped. "Belladonnas spies aren't just



scouting—they're triangulating. They're mapping your magic, Kali."

“Let them map it," Kali said, her voice low. "Let them try to trace it. They'll find
death at theend. "

A pulse behind her eyes. A flare spike. She swayed.

No one moved. Not even Astraeus.

Kali forced herself upright.

Solen spoke then, voice calm but laced with heat. "Y ou're not stabilizing. If we don't
thread you soon, the bond magic will collapse into your marrow. Y ou'll bleed shadow
until there's nothing left but wrath."

"That might be enough,” she rasped.

L ev snapped, shadows lashing. " Stop talking like you're expendable.”

"She'snot,” Solen said. "She's inevitable."

Irina stepped forward, eyeslocked on Kali. "Then we move. Before she can't.”

Kali nodded once.

They set the raid for midnight. Ashen Spire's true core. The First Sigil Vaullt.

But as the war room cleared, Solen didn’t move.

Kali didn’t speak at first. She just stood over the map as the blood sigils pulsed like
veins beneath her palm.



Everyone else filtered out. Irina was muttering orders, and Lev was stalking toward
the exit with rage in his spine. Astraeus vanished into shadow, too furious to comfort,
too loyal to leave.

Only Solen remained. And the air between them buzzed like it remembered
something they didn’t.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Kali said without turning around.

“And yet, here | am,” Solen answered, his voice velvet and smoke. “ Right where your
magic put me.”

She closed her eyes. “That doesn’t mean | want you.”

“No,” he said softly, stepping closer. “But it means you need me.”

Kali turned. Solen stood just close enough for his gravity to press against hers. Not
touching, not claiming. Just a question she wasn't ready to answer.

She hated how still he was. How calm.

“How can you be so sure?’ she whispered.

His gaze didn't waver. “I’'ve seen the threads, Kali. Walked them, and...fuck...it
doesn’t matter how they twist, how they burn... they al end in you.”

Before she could answer, soft paws padded across the war room'’ s stone floor.

One by one, the dogs arrived.

Tiger stalked in first, alow, guttural growl spilling from his chest as he circled Solen,



hackles raised, body tense. He stopped just short of Solen’s boot and bared his teeth .

Kali stiffened. Tiger had only growled like that once before, when her life had been
in danger.

Kota followed, sniffing the air once before letting out a warning huff, his body half-
blocking Kali asif to say, 'Prove yoursdlf, stardust.’

Her throat tightened. Kota s protection had always been absol ute.

Nickel hesitated. Her brows furrowed and tail stiff, she sniffed Solen’s aura, then
looked at Kali and whimpered, confused but not aggressive, sensing both danger and
fate.

Confusion. Kali felt it in her bones...awarning... or achoice.

Spike...tiny, furious, trembling... charged straight at Solen’s feet and yapped like he
was going to banish him back to whatever realm he came from single-handedly.

A spark of humor stabbed her chest...but it burned too.
Only Megan didn't growl. She padded to Kali’s side and sat quietly, her soft eyes
tracking Solen not with fear, but curiosity like she saw through the shimmer of him

and into something older. Something true.

Kali’s breath caught. Megan only ever looked like that when she knew the future was
already moving.

Solen’sjaw flexed. Not in fear. But in deep respect.

“They know what | am,” he said softly, gaze never leaving Kali’s.



Kali’svoice was arasp. “And they know what I’m not ready for.”

He nodded once and stepped back, not defeated, but waiting. always waiting.

Then Kali placed her palm over the final rune.

Her voice sharpened like a blade drawn clean: “Tonight,” she said, “we don't just
hunt Spiral.”

Her shadows rose like a cloak of teeth.

“We reclaim what they tried to bleed out of me.”

The Hollow Gate groaned. And far beneath the Spire, something ancient stirred
awake.
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THE FIRST VAULT BLEEDS

Kali’s Emotional State: Unstable. Splintering at the edges. Her body is breaking. Her
will is unyielding. The deeper they go, the more the Spire reflects her...fractured,
beautiful, deadly.

he teleport left a scorch in its wake. Kali landed hard on the upper ridge of the Ashen
Spire, boots skidding across stone veined with ancient runes. Blood shimmered
beneath the rock, pulsing like it was aive.

The air was thick with copper and memory. And something older, something waiting.

Astraeus appeared beside her in his human form, barely breathing, his silver eyes
burning.

"The Vault is beneath this level. Sealed behind seven layers of woven sigils."”

Lev dropped down next, blades unsheathed, teeth gritted. "And guess who's here to
say hello?'

Across the ridge, Spiral Mouth forces emerged, cloaked in blood-threaded armor,
faces marked with invocation scars. At their center, flanked by sentries, stood

Belladonna. Smiling.

" She wants a spectacle,”" Irinahissed .



"She'll get one," Kali said, stepping forward.

Solen appeared behind her, silent as gravity, his magic pulsing like starlight through
fog.

"You're unraveling."

"I'm focused."”

"Y ou're bleeding."

"I've bled before."

"Not like this," he said. "This is bond decay. Prophecy backlash. If you breach the
Vault in this state"

"Then the Vault will learn what it means to bleed," she snapped.

And then she struck.

Her shadows shot forward like spears of ink and fury. The battlefield erupted in a
blaze of cursed fire and unraveling time. Lev launched toward the Spiral front, slicing
through magic shields like vengeance incarnate. Irina blinked in and out of sight,
throat-dlitting precision and dark laughter.

Then came Astraeus.

Hisroar ripped the sky apart. The world paused.

Then, wings unfurled. Massive, endless. A black hole of flame stitched with runes
from the dawn of existence.



His body spanned the battlefield like a living warship, talons big enough to carve
open mountains, horns spiraling with ancient power.

Each beat of his wings crushed the air into thunder, scattering Spiral forces like
insects before a hurricane.

And Kali—Kali waswar.

She moved like a broken prayer. Shadows tore secrets from bone.

Blood dripped from her nose. Her flare screamed through her spine. She didn’t stop.

Until her knees buckled.

Solen caught her mid-collapse, his hands scorching with cosmic power.

"You can't touch the Vault like this..."

"Then help me," she gasped.

He kissed her forehead, whispering something in Zarokian, a vow stitched in stardust
and sacrifice.

"Zirkal vel tharnir, draek kor'ven myr. lin thalos, iin vyr'kai, iin shira’ (Y ou will not
fal. In theruin, in the thread, in the light, we are bound beyond fate.)"

His magic flared, wild and unmoored. For a heartbeat, he swayed, asif a part of him
had been traded to keep her tethered .

The path opened.



Seven sedls cracked in rapid succession. One by one, they shattered: bone, flame,
shadow, oath, breath, blood, silence.

Then the door groaned open. The First Vault was dlive.

Not metaphorically.

Literally.

It pulsed like a heart torn from time.

Inside, athrone of petrified gods sat empty and chained.

And at its base...

A mirror. But it wasn't amirror, it was awound.

The surface wept black ichor, dripping into channels carved from old magic.

Kali stepped forward, and the air thickened, clinging to her skin like memory.

The mirror didn't reflect, it revea ed.

In its depths, she saw herself, not just the sovereign, not just the warrior, but every

broken version of herself that had ever screamed into the dark and been heard by

nothing.

A thousand deaths. A thousand betrayals. A thousand wars.

And from the bleeding glass, a voice rose—raw, merciless:



"Unmake them or be unmade. "

Her chest caved inward. Her magic recoiled. Her very soul splintered, and still, she
stood.

The chaos inside her wasn't screaming, it was silent. Heavy. Like grief that had
settled too long. She didn't know which version she feared more, the ones in the
mirror, or the one still standing.

Kali reached out, hand trembling.

The mirror touched back.

For along moment, the world held its breath.

Her heart stuttered, every beat an eternity, her magic thrumming in waves against the
pull of something deeper, something untouchable. Then, as the mirror’'s surface
flickered once more, shefelt it...aripple of warmth and cold that sank into her bones.
A flicker of human fear or wonder.

It was gone asfast as it had come. The hesitation vanished.

And with it, her resolve hardened, sharp as bone. The vow didn’t come softly, but it
came. A promise soaked in blood and the inevitable:

"I wasn't born to beg for mercy. | was born to end the wars others were too afraid to
finish."

Her voice rang out, as clear as the death sentence she had just spoken.



And when the Vault’' s heart gave its final pulse, the Spireitself began to bleed.
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he world didn’t spin. It fractured.

Kali didn’'t remember falling, only the weightlessness. The moment her knees hit the
shadow-forged stone, and the sound didn’t register.

Solen caught her.

Not like alover. Like alifeline. Swift, brutal, anchored.
“Kali”

“Don’'t,” she whispered.

Her shadows were spasming, flickering in and out of sync with her pulse. Her flare
screamed through her body like wildfire trapped within her bones.

Astraeus appeared on the threshold, eyes glowing with unholy light.

“She saw it, didn't she?”



Lev stepped in behind him, chest heaving. “Saw what?’

“The Vault doesn't just reveal truths,” Astraeus growled. “It remembers futures that
never happened and might still.”

Irina crouched beside her, ignoring the twitch in Kali’slimbs. “Y our nose is bleeding.
So isyour shadowline.”

Kali laughed, hollow. “Guess I’ m leaking prophecy.”

Lev swore under his breath. “We're pulling out. Now.”

“No,” Kali hissed, catching Irina’ swrist. “We finish this.”

“Kali,” Solen said gently, his voice a thread against the storm, “You're not just
bleeding magic.”

Solen’ s words landed like a stone. “You're bleeding you . If you reach too far while
cracked like this... we lose you.”

Her pulse staggered. Her knees nearly buckled. But she didn’t care.

“Then stitch me with fire,” she snapped. “I didn’t come this far to break quietly.”

Somewhere deep inside, athread to Silas pulled tight—a warning, a memory of alife
before war. She crushed it. No turning back. Not now.

Astraeus exhaled a long plume of smoke. “There is aritual. One we haven't used in
eons.”

“The Binding Thread,” Solen said. “It could kill her or stabilize her just long enough



to burn Azareal to ash.”

Kali looked up, blood on her lips, shadows crawling up her spine like armor.

“Then sew me together with the only thread that never breaks,” she said. “Pain. It's
always been the one thing that holds.”

Irinarolled her eyes. “Goddamn girl. Can you save at least one dramatic mic drop for
someone else?’

Kali grinned. Bloody. Wicked.

“Mic drops are my love language.”
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THE THREAD RITUAL

Kali’s Emotiona State: Beyond broken, she’'s raw power held together by prophecy,
pain, and pure defiance. Thisisn't healing. It’s arebirth. The kind that |eaves scars.

T

he chamber beneath the Hollow Gate was older than history. No light. No sound. Just
threads, woven into the walls, the floor, and the air. Some were physical, glistening
gold and ink-black, spidering across the veyrstone like veins. Others pulsed with
magic too old to name.

The air was thick, like breathing through velvet soaked in thunder. The stone beneath
her feet buzzed with ancient tension, each breath echoing like it was being borrowed
from something older.

Kali stood at the center, stripped to the waist, a glyph drawn in her own blood
spiraling from her navel outward. Her shadows flickered, glitching. Her flare was
peaking, burning through her bones like wildfire caged in glass.

Shewasn't alone.

Astraeus circled the perimeter, chanting in low, guttural ancient Zarokian words
meant to tame storms and stitch broken gods. Solen knelt behind her, hands hovering

just above her spine.

“This thread predates kingdoms,” he murmured. “It can't be controlled. Only



channeled.”

“Then channel me,” Kali rasped.

Irina stood guard at the door, jaw tight. “ Thisis insane.”

“It’ s prophecy,” Solen said. “ And prophecy never asks permission.”

Astraeus finished the chant. The sigilsignited.

Astraeus stepped back, but his presence didn’t fade. He watched from the edge, hands
flexed at his sides, whispering under his breath...ready to intervene, but bound by

VOW not to.

The moment the final glyph burned red, the threads struck. Not gently. Not kindly.
They pierced.

Magic lanced through Kali’s back like barbed fire. Her mouth opened in a silent
scream as the threads wrapped around her ribs, her heart, her spine. One wrapped
around her throat.

Lev stepped forward, snarling, but Astraeus stopped him with awall of shadow. “She
asked for this.”

Kali convulsed.

Her shadows erupted, slamming against the chamber walls. The air hummed with raw
power, but beneath it, Kali felt her magic shift. Not just burning, rising. Each thread
wrapping around her felt like a key unlocking something deeper inside her, pulling
her power out and into the open .



Solen grabbed her shoulders. “Focus, Kali. Anchor to me. Anchor to pain.”

She locked eyes with him, saw stars moving beneath his irises. His magic was like
starlight bleeding into her, atether threading through the rupture in her power.

“I’m unraveling,” she gasped.

“No,” Solen said. “You're becoming.”

Her scream reverberated through the stone walls.

Then.....Stillness.

Every thread went taut. Then lose. Then vanished.

Kali collapsed, her breath shuddering as the world around her blurred. Smoke curled
from her skin. Blood trickled from her lips. Her shadowline pulsed once, then glowed
violet.

A mark flared to life on her shoulder. It burned cold, like violet frost carving itself
into her skin. Not pain. A promise. An ancient sigil, circular and jagged, like a
serpent devouring its own tail, etched in violet fire.

Ancient. Circular. Untranslated.

Solen went still and whispered, ailmost reverent, "Mine."

Astraeus didn’t speak.

Irina crouched near, voice low and ragged, like a knife slipped between ribs, but
aimed at the world, not at Kali .



"If you die, I'm kicking your corpse and dragging your soul back just to beat your
ass," she growled.

Kali’s eyes cracked open. Pain hit her in atidal wave.

Her ribs screamed. Her spine it up like molten wire. Her skin felt too tight to contain
the magic writhing underneath it.

For one dangerous second, the world dimmed, and the old fear whispered: Stay down.
No shamein it. Just stay down.

And then...

“Kali, get the fuck up,” Her own voice, rough, scarred, unbreakable, shoved through
the agony. You're not weak. You're rage in heels, bad choices, and an ever-growing
body count of people who pissed you off... Now MOVE.

(Lev’svoice ripped across the bond, brutal and furious)

“Get the fuck up, Kali.”

(Astraeus followed, low and lethal in her mind:)

“You are not broken. Y ou are the reckoning.”

Her hands shook. Her knees buckled. Her vision blurred at the edges.

“If you can bleed, you can fight. Now move, shadow girl.” (Lev yelled with a savage
rasp)

But still, she planted her palm on the floor. Dug her fingersinand .... .



Shoved.

Only then, low and fierce under her breath, Irina muttered:

"Come on. Show those assholes what you’' re made of, barbed wire, whiskey, and war
cries.”

Kali growled under her breath.

Her body shook. Blood dripped from the corner of her mouth. Her knees screamed in
protest. But she slammed her palm into the floor and dug her fingers into the stone
like she could rip herself back up from the ashes.

Blood slipped from her split lip, hot and iron-heavy.

She spat onto the floor, red and defiant.

She stood, bloody, burning, born wrong and right at once.

“Her knees screamed, and her hands shook.

Only after she was fully upright did Irina shift closer, close enough to catch her if she
collapsed, but not offering a hand.

Because Irina understood.

Kali needed to stand on her own, so when the world looked at her, it would know:

She didn’t survive because she was saved; she survived because she refused to fall.

Her voice was hoarse, but steady .



“Then may the world tremble when | rise.”

And as the Hollow Gate throbbed behind her, responding to her rebirth, no one
noticed the crack forming at its edge.

But the Gate did. It smiled at Kali.
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Kali’s Emotional State: Trapped in the astral. The pleasure opens the gate, but so
does the pain. And what awaits her inside is the ghost she swore she’ d buried.

T

he astral wavered, quiet, dense, and watching. The world felt like the breath before a
scream. One of them, a large, sleek black raven, stared at her with glowing red eyes.
A flicker of a message passed through her mind.

“War is coming, Kali. The message has been received. They know.”

Her heart skipped a beat, and as the raven took off into the night, it felt like the
weight of the world pressed into her chest. But there was no time to dwell on it. She
knew what she had to face next.

Kali’s hands flexed. She didn't know what came next, but her magic bristled.
Something old stirred, and it didn’t want to kneel again.

She opened her eyes, but the world around her had shifted. The walls of her house
were gone, replaced by an endless expanse of swirling shadows and a sky painted
with the darkest hues of purple and black. The air felt heavy here, thick with the
weight of memories long buried.

Her mother .



Kali’s heart raced. She had battled with her mother’s spirit before, but this-this was
war.

Her mother’s voice rang out, cruel and sharp. "You're weak, Kali. You'll never
escape me. | am a part of you."

Kali clenched her fists. “You'll never control me again. Not in this life, not in the
next.”

But the darkness pressed in. Her strength faltered.

Icy fingers gripped her throat. "Y ou are nothing. Y ou will always be nothing."

Kali dropped to her knees. Her vision blurred. And then—A memory slammed into
her.

Her mother’ s fury erupted, and Kali’ s heart sank.

She had seen it coming, felt the weight of it, but it never made it any easier.

Her mother grabbed the wire hanger from the door, the metallic clink of it searing the
ar.

Thefirst hit lashed across her back, then her arms, then her legs.

Kali gritted her teeth, refusing to make a sound.

Her mother, exhausted from the exertion, threw the wire hanger down with a final
thud. She turned, her breathing ragged, and stalked out of the room.

From the hallway, Kali could hear her mother’ s voice, muffled but full of venom:



"And she... and she... told me to get out of her room!"

Kali could feel the echo of her mother’ s fury, but she didn’t move. Not yet .

Minutes later, the unmistakable sound of heavy boots came pounding up the stairs,
her father. Rage trailed behind him like a storm ready to burst.

The door flung open. His eyes locked on her, seething. "Y ou told your mother to get
out of your room? How dare you!"

The pool stick cracked down against her body, hitting wherever it could land, her
arms, her legs, her back. The blows were relentless. Kali could barely breathe through
the pain, but she didn’t scream. Not this time.

Her vision blurred as the strikes kept coming, but this time, something in her
snapped.

When he raised the pool stick again, ready to strike, Kali’ s blood ran cold. She forced
her aching body to lift her head, her voice barely more than a rasp, but with enough
strength to carry the weight of a promise.

"If you ever raise another hand to me... | will kill you."

Her father stopped, the pool stick still in his grip, his blue-gray eyes stormy. He
understood.

The pool stick still in his hands, his gaze wide with something...fear? Shock? For a
long moment, he didn’t move. Then, slowly, he let go of her arm, the one he had used
to hold her in place, and walked out of the room. Her mother was standing in the
hallway, watching him.



He didn’t speak. He broke the pool stick in half, the sound sharp in the quiet air, and
threw it at her mother’ s feet before turning and leaving the house .

The front door slammed behind him with a force that shook the entire house.

Kali stayed where she was, battered and bruised, but standing. Something had shifted
in that moment; she had stopped being a victim and become something else.
Something that couldn’t be ignored.

Back in the astral.

Kali gasped. Her mother’ s grip loosened.

“You'rewrong,” Kali growled, shadows flaring. “I’m not nothing. | am everything.”
Her mother laughed, but it faltered.

Kali's shadows wrapped her like armor. One coiled around her wrist, tight,
grounding, like her own past holding her upright. Rage became clarity. Pain became
power.

And then, Silas. His voice cut through the fog like a blade.

“Kali. Don’t you remember who you are?’

She turned. Silas stood within the shadows, proud and powerful. "You fought to be
born. Y ou fought to live. Don’t let her win now."

Her chest cracked open. Her heart shattered and rebuilt.

"Y ou are the Keeper of the Underworld," he said. "The Gate answers to you. His aura



burned warm and steady, like a hearth fire that never forgot her name. Stay alive.
Reach your peak. The realms need you."

Her mother lunged, but Kali was already rising to her feet.

"Y ou think you can defeat me?' her mother hissed. "Respect me and my authority!"

"I’ve dready defeated you once. I'll do it again.”

Kali’s power ignited. Her shadows lashed out.

Her mother’s scream echoed as the darkness consumed her, sending her to the
working mines of the underworld.

Kali stood in the silence, shaking. This time, she didn’t win with rage. She won with
the truth, and truth had teeth.

Kali collapsed, but she had won.

"You are my legacy," Silas whispered. "Remember that."

And then she woke.
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BLOOD IN THE BARN

Kali’s Emotional State: Risen—~but raw. The astral victory came at a cost. Her power
Is unstable. Her gate, flickering. And then she sees the threat—Belladonna didn’t
wait.

he moment Kali’s eyes opened, she knew something was wrong. Not from the
whispers of her shadows. Not from the lingering ache in her bones, but from the
silence.

Before she'd even stirred, Irina had made the call. “ She needs the barn. The horses.
The dogs. Let them surround her,” she told the others. “That’s where she'll stabilize
fastest.”

So they brought her here, haf-conscious, flickering between planes, shadows
clinging to her like bruised silk, and laid her against Bentley’ s side.

Thefield, once alive with the breath of her horses, the rustle of trees, the quiet tension
of her mates guarding her, was suddenly still.

Her body was tucked against Bentley’s flank, his velvet nose nudging her hair.
Astraeus's human form sat just feet away, his expression unreadable. Irina hadn’t
moved from her spot at Kali’s back, arms wrapped around her like a second spine.
Solen was pacing. Lev hadn’t blinked.



Thetension in the air was like a blade pressed against the skin .

"Why is it so quiet?' Kali rasped, her throat still sore from screaming on another
plane.

It was Irinawho answered, voice steel-wrapped. "They’re here."

Kali sat up too fast. Her magic spasmed. The Hollow Gate pulsed erratically behind
her.

"Who?' she hissed, already knowing the answer.

A low growl rumbled from Astraeus.

"Belladonna.”

Then, Bentley screamed. Not awhinny. Not acry. A scream.

It came from the barn.

The horses sensed it first.

Even when there were no aarms, no lights, no signals, the air around the Hollow
Crown Academy changed when danger stirred beyond its wards.

Bentley was gone, flanking Kali across the battlefield.

But the rest of the cavalry hadn’t moved.

They stood in perfect formation at the invisible perimeter, facing outward like statues
of flesh and bone.



Espy and Tucker led the line, maned in ceremonial braids, hooves planted firm, eyes
locked on the world beyond. Maple, River, Indigo, Bruno, Hollow, Omen, they were
al there. Silent. Watching. Holding.

They didn’t whinny. They didn’t rear. They ssmply waited .

Because behind them lay the Academy. And within it, the children.

Those who couldn’t yet summon their magic. Those whose oaths hadn’'t yet been
written. Those who were still learning how to survive.

They would not let harm pass. Even in Bentley’ s absence, the line held.

And far away, on another field, amidst shadows and fire—Bentley heard them.

And he roared back.

Kali surged to her feet, ignoring how her legs shook. Her flare snapped under control,
and her magic flickered.

"No," she breathed. "No, no, no..."

She sprinted across the field barefoot, shadows peeling from her body like war
banners. Her mates followed—L ev roaring orders, Solen weaving sigils mid-run, and
Astraeus shifting into full dragon form above.

But nothing stopped her until she reached the barn. And saw her.
Belladonna stood in the center of the paddock, cloaked in blood-red silks, her golden

hair braided in thorns. Behind her, a swarm of vampires encircled the fence line.
Silent. Smiling.



And in her hands? Bentley’s halter .

The massive black Clydesdale stood beside her, trembling but still. Belladonna held
hisreinstight, nails pressed to his skin.

"Such a beautiful beast," she cooed, her voice more curious than cruel. "You'd think
he carried your soul in his hooves."

Kali didn’'t scream. She stalked forward.

“Unhand my horse," she growled, voice ragged but rippling with ancient command,
“you crazy, fanged parasite wrapped in silk—get off my horse.”

Belladonna tilted her head, eyes glowing faintly. "Temper, temper. You wouldn’t
want your pet to suffer because of your mouth."

“You, Kali Allani Branche de Lune, touched a gate you didn’t understand.”

She stepped closer, amost reverent. Belladonna's eyes gleamed with something
darker than cruelty. “You think this was mine? I’'m just the one who answered when
it called back.”

The air fractured.

Kali’sflareignited, but only to fuel her power.

The ones tethered to her by blood, bond, or blade moved as one—Irina drawing her
blade, Lev charging from the left, Astraeus diving overhead in a streak of shadowed

silver, Solen weaving sigils mid-stride like the world was already unraveling.

But Kali didn’t wait. Sherose.



Shadows exploded from her skin in every direction. The Hollow Gate behind her
flashed with Keeper runes, lighting the sky in violet.

"You came into my field," Kali said, cam but soaked in death. "Y ou touched my
people. My horses. My home."

Belladonna smirked. "And what will you do, Gatekeeper? You're barely stitched
together."

Kali’s shadows dlithered past Bentley, gently curling around his legs, lifting his halter
free of Belladonna' s hand before she noticed.

Then they wrapped around Belladonna's wrist and snapped it sideways. While it
would heal quickly, it was enough to remove Bentley from her grasp.

The woman screamed. So did several of her vampires.

"Y ou forgot something," Kali whispered, stepping into her full height. "Even broken,
I’m till the end of your fucking world."

The first wave of vampires rushed.

And Kali? She unleashed.

Her power didn’'t erupt, it detonated.

The entirefield lit with aviolet blaze.

Horses reared and fled to safety as pre-set wards kicked in.

Her shadows moved like sentient blades, splitting the first vampires apart in mid-air.



Sigils pulsed from Solen’s hands. Astraeus let out a roar that shattered the barn
windows,

Lev spun, slicing down one of the larger vamps with a single twist of his dagger .

“But Kali?” Shedidn’t fight with spells; She fought with legacy.

Every drop of pain. Every scar. Every buried scream. It rose now, wrapped around
her voice as she called upon the Hollow Gate.

She didn’t summon magic. She commanded it.

"Back. Into the dark." The Earth cracked.

The sky howled, and the vampires began to fall, not in battle but in terror.

Because for the first time, they saw her.

Not as the girl who inherited a Syndicate, not as the girl the world tried to break with
too much magic, but as who she truly was. The Keeper of the Underworld. And she

had awakened.

Just as Kali’s shadows slammed the last vampire into ash, the ground beneath her
rumbled.

Bentley screamed again, thistime not in fear, but in warning.

The Hollow Gate behind her cracked.

Not alittle fissure.A chasm.



Violet light erupted. The air split open like it couldn’t contain her anymore. Symbols
in Zarokian danced across the sky, ancient, pulsing, wrong.

Astraeus dropped from the sky mid-flight, clutching his chest.

Solen stumbled, Lev bared his teeth, and Irina?

Irina didn’t scream. She swore...a vicious, bone-deep curse, and raised her blade
higher .

Because, from the broken Gate, someone had stepped through. No footsteps. No
sound, just presence.

And then....him.

Azared.

The air bent around him, magic rippling, unmaking the rules of the realm with every
step.

Cloaked in decay. Smiling like a god who'd never been denied. Blood dripping from
his mouth, magic warped and seething. Behind him, the veil churned with the
whispers of forgotten dragons and corrupted shadows.

The air turned metallic, sharp, wet, tasting of iron and death. The world around her
blurred at the edges, like existence itself was trying to recoil from him.

Kali’s magic flared.

Every step dragged like it cost years. Her blood buzzed. Her flare stuttered, but still
she moved.



The flare surged again, too fast. Too much. Too soon.

Azaredl tilted his head.

"Oh, little Keeper," Azareal said, voice dick with rot and memory. "Y ou left the door
open, just like the first did. And | walked through her too, until even her dragon

turned against her."

Not just pain now. Memory. Her father's shadow. Her mother’s wire hanger.
Azaredl’s smile had itsweight behind it .

Kali collapsed.

Not like this. Not now," she thought, rage burning behind her failing eyes. Get up.
Move. Fight...

MOVE, KALI!

The voice wasn't her own.

It ripped through the void like alightning strike.

Lev. His bond to her didn't whisper. It roared.

GET UP.... GET UP.... GET THE FUCK UP!

But her body wouldn't listen. Her blood was sludge. Her magic tangled and
screamed.

Then another voice, colder, heavier, lammed into her failing mind.



Astraeus spoke to her, “You are not allowed to fall. Not when the Gate still breathes.”

Thisisn’t death. It'sworse. It’ sforgetting. Her fingers twitched...then fell still.

The last thing she saw, before the void took her, was Azareal reaching for Bentley’s
halter...

And Belladonna, grinning behind him, whispering: “You aways thought fire would
save them. She leaned closer. “Let’sburnit al.”

Kali’s shadows tried to rise... tried to protect her. But her shadows stuttered. Too
late. Too thin. And the world let her fall. Betrayed by the body breaking beneath
them.
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THE GATE SMILES

Kali’s Emotional State: Not fully conscious, but her magic is. Her flare has peaked,
her thread ritual nearly killed her, and her battle in the astral ripped her soul wide
open. She's down... but not gone. And the Hollow Gate knows it. Because when a
Keeper falls, the Gate doesn’t weep. It smiles.

T

hunder wasn’t supposed to come from a clear sky. But when Azareal and Belladonna
breached the outer wards of the Branche de Lune Estate, the Hollow Gate cracked a
grin, and the storm answered. The first explosion came from the south field. The
second? Bentley.

The enormous Clydesdal e screamed, a bone-deep sound that shook the barn walls and
shattered the enchanted fence line.

His hooves struck the earth with such fury that the sigils buried beneath the pasture
ignited in violet flame.

The other nine horses moved like phantoms behind him.

Silent. Ready. Rescued war beasts, all of them, former plowbacks and meat-sale
survivors turned sentinels of their Sovereign.

Earlier, when Kali collapsed after the astral flare, Irina had made the call. “ Get her to
the barn,” she said. “ She needs to be near her horses and dogs if she's going to stand



achance of healing.”

They brought her here, barely breathing, wrapped in starlight and sweat.

Solen had vanished during the chaos, drawn away by the Gate's surge, or by
something darker, but Thorne arrived not long after, silent as midnight.

He stepped into the healing circle without a word, hands already weaving the threads
of her unraveling magic.

Inside the healing circle, Thorne hadn’t moved.

His jaw was clenched. Sweat beaded at his temples.

Between Kali’s legs, the thread weave was glowing, holding her body together with
heat and magic, desire and defiance.

But it wasn't holding her. It was barely remembering how.

The flare beneath her skin wasn't stabilizing, it was rewriting.

But it was unraveling now, responding to the presence of something darker than
shadow.

Belladonna, standing at the edge of the pasture with Bentley’s lead wrapped in her
clawed hand, smiled.

"Such a pretty creature,” she cooed. “It’ll fetch a high price in the underground.”

Kali didn’'t open her eyes. But her shadows did. They rose. Slow. Lethal. Hungry.



The vampires around Belladonna began to hiss, some stepping back, sensing the
wrongness in the air. Because the earth beneath their feet wasn’t just trembling, it was
warning.

A gust tore through the barn doors, sending hay flying in every direction. The scent
of ash, blood, and broken prophecy filled the air. Irina stood at Kali’s back, one arm
around her chest, the other clutching a blade made from celestial bone. Her eyes
glowed molten blue.

“Shetold you to stay the fuck away from her horses,” Irinasaid camly .

Belladonna smirked. “And yet here | am.”

That was her mistake.

Because Kali’ s body arched like lightning struck her spine.

Shewasn't fully awake. But her soul was aready marching to war.

"Unhand my horse," she growled, voice ragged but rippling with ancient command,
“you crazy, fanged, flea-ridden bitch.”

BOOM.

The Hollow Gate pul sed.

Bentley tore free of the lead, eyes glowing white-hot. He didn’t run. He charged.

Belladonna screamed as the other horses closed in behind him, forming a protective
phalanx. Magic arced from their hooves like thunderbolts.



A flicker of memory....Bentley’s heartbeat beneath her palms, the Gate's breath in
her bones. She wasn’'t conscious, but she wasn’t gone.

And then, Kali rose. Not steady. Not whole. But the kind of rise that makes even gods
pause.

Blood soaked her thighs. The thread tattoo on her shoulder blazed. Her flare had
scorched her veinsviolet .

Thorne stepped back, his hands coated in her magic. “ She's not tethered,” he warned.
“She' sriding pure instinct.”

And Kali’sinstinct? Kill everything that touched what she loved.

Azareal stepped forward, mouth curling into a dark grin. “Finally,” he said. “Show
me what the Gate looks like when it smiles.”

Kali didn’'t speak.

She raised her hand. The ground split.

A mouth of shadow and flame erupted beneath Azarea’s vanguard, swallowing six
vampires whole in one searing blink.

The horses didn’t flinch. Bentley stood tall, his body blocking Kali’ s left side.

Irina moved in tandem with Thorne, one dlicing through air with blade and ward, the
other anchoring Kali's magic to the circle.

Lev landed beside Kali, blood on his knuckles, murder in his eyes. “You with me?’
Her eyes glowed black.



“I am the Gate,” she whispered. “And I’'m done smiling.”
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THE BLOOD FIELD

Kali’s Emotional State: Fractured but rising. Her heart is still ash from Silas's loss,
but the bond magic, the horses, and her circle are pulling her soul back from the
brink. She's not whole, but she’ s dangerous again.

he wind in the pasture shifted, Bentley’s scream shattered the stillness first. Then
came the hooves, thunderous, sacred. All ten of her horses tore through the fog like
living shadows. Not wild, not panicked, called. One by one, they surrounded Kali’s
crumpled form, breath steaming in the cold.

She was still unconscious.

Solen was aready kneeling beside her, one hand hovering over her chest, his jaw
clenched in focus. Shadow thread danced from his palm to her ribcage, trying to
mend what the flare and the astral plane had scorched.

Irina stood behind him, pistol drawn, eyes scanning the tree line.

“She’s breathing,” Solen muttered. “But it’s jagged. Like something’s still tearing at
her from theinside.”

“She needs grounding,” Thorne's voice cut in. He appeared from the shimmer of a
teleport rune, dropping to one knee at her side. “She called for me. Her magic did,

”

too.



Irina glanced at him, jaw tight. “ Then help her.”

Without another word, Thorne placed his hand on Kali’s thigh, not possessive, not
sexual. Anchoring.

His threadweaving flared between hisfingers, silver, sharp, old magic. It pulsed down
her leg, into the grass, into the soil. The earth responded, thrumming back like a
living drumbest.

Kali gasped.

Her back arched, and the bond marks across her skin lit up like stars on fire. Her
shadows hissed and recoiled, then clung to her body like armor. And still, the horses

didn’t move.

Bentley stepped closer, lowered his massive head, and pressed his muzzle to her
cheek.

“Kali,” Thorne whispered. “Come back. Y ou stitched the veil. You bled for the Gate.
But you're not done.”

Her eyesfluttered. Her lips parted.

“I'mtired,” she whispered.

“You're not allowed to break,” Irina said, stepping forward. “Not yet. Not now.
We're till in the storm.”

A low rumble echoed across the field.

Astraeus landed behind them in full dragon form, shifting as he landed, silver-black



wings folding behind him. He didn’'t speak. He didn’'t have to. His presence alone
was awarning to the universe.

“I need her awake,” Astraeus said, voice taut.

“She's coming back,” Solen answered, never looking away from her.

Then, her fingers twitched, and her eyes opened .

They glowed, not violet, not gold. Both. And then her voice....ragged, hoarse,
furious:

“Where' s Silas?’

No one answered. The silence slammed into her harder than any blow.

His absence howled louder than the wind. Her soul reached, and touched only ash.

Her breath broke in her chest. Her knees threatened to buckle.

Silas.

The man who saved her life. The man who taught her how to fight. His absence
howled louder than the wind. Her soul reached—and touched only ash.

A piece of her heart ripped free right there, bleeding into the soil.

Her shadows whimpered, aliteral sound, of grief.

She pressed a trembling hand to Bentley’ s side, stealing strength from his heartbeat.



Then she bared her teeth.

Her magic wasn't thinking anymore, it was howling.

The grass curled and blackened around her. The horses didn't retreat. They leaned in.

Her body screamed for rest. Her magic screamed for vengeance. But her grief? It
screamed for Silas.

Her soul didn’t whisper get up. It screamed: RISE OR BURN!

Bentley pressed his massive forehead to her shoulder. The bond marks across her skin
flared, not golden, not violet; both .

Blackfire.

The bond marks had never burned like this, blackfire meant she wasn’'t channeling
magic. She was becoming it.

And Kali.....Kali rose.

If you can’'t find him standing, then we will tear the world open until we do.

She sat up slowly, her dogs pressing in at the edges. Tiger growled. Nickel whined
and licked her hand. Kota stood like awall. Megan leaned into her side. Spike refused
to stop pacing Bentley’ s back like alookout.

Finally, Thorne spoke. “We haven’t found him.”

Her body begged for rest. Her magic burned for vengeance. But her grief? It
screamed Silas' s name. Her breath caught.



She shoved herself to her feet, barefoot, bleeding, and her magic leaking from her
pores like wildfire wrapped in grief.

“Then we find him,” she said.

And the Hollow Gate pulsed in the distance, like it agreed.
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THE HOLLOW CROWNS
Kali’s Emotional State: Crowned by consequence. Her soul is fractured, her shadows

are snarling, and her rage is a prophecy waiting to detonate. She doesn’t just carry a
burden—she is the reckoning.

he Hollow Gate pulsed behind her like a second heart—ancient, alive, and watching.

Kali stood at the crest of the ash-wreathed rise, wind screaming like ghosts through
her coat.

Below, the ruins of the Spiral’s last stronghold smoked in the half-light, broken sigils
leaking corrupted magic like venom into the air.

There was blood in the soil. Cracksin the vell.

And a silence that screamed louder than war drums.

She didn’t blink. Didn’'t breathe. Because she didn’t see him. Not Silas. Not even a
trace of his magic in the shattered field. But deep in her ribs, something flickered. A
tether. Barely there.

“I"m not too late,” she whispered through gritted teeth.

Irina stepped up beside her, limping, blood-spattered, a blade in one hand and a pistol



in the other. Her eyes were hard and afraid.

“They tried to hide the vault,” she said. “Used illusion wards and sigil folds. But
Astraeus... incinerated most of them.”

Behind them, Solen crouched beside a ring of shattered runes carved into voidstone.
His palm hovered above the etchings .

“There’ sabinding circle here. Still active. But thisone' sold. Really old.”

“How old?’ Kali asked, her voice like cracked glass.

Solen’s eyes flicked up. “Before the Gate had a name.”

The shadows inside her flinched.

Then, Bentley screamed from bel ow.

A dragon’s roar cracked the sky. Astraeus, fully shifted, circled above in a spiral of
molten silver and storm-black wings. His eyes flared.

“Something’s coming,” he rumbled. “ Something sewn. And wrong.”

Thewind stilled.

And then it reversed.

From the vault, dragging starlight and rot with it—something rose. Not Azareal.

Worse. It wore a cloak stitched from bone thread and dragon scale. Its limbs were
bent wrong. Its crown was forged from broken dragon teeth and stitched sinew.



The Stitcher. Not amyth. A warning. A mistake born into flesh.

Kali’sblood iced over.

Irina cursed under her breath and raised her gun.

Solen whispered a prayer to agod that never answered.

Astraeus dropped lower, wings flaring, ready to incinerate .

But the Stitcher didn’t attack. It turned its head slowly and bowed to her.

Kali didn't flinch. Didn't blink. Her shadows howled behind her, crawling like a
crown around her shoulders.

The creature rasped, its voice made of rust and ancient thread:

“Shadow Crown. Blood Gate. Hollow Queen. | remember the screams of your first
fall, Hollow Queen. | have waited to serve, or end, you again.”

Then it knelt. Not to beg, but to serve.

She stepped forward slowly, hand lifting of its own accord. And then, she touched its
chest.

The moment her fingers met the woven threads, a sigil ignited, violet and gold.
Carved in Zarokian across the cavity of its chest like a brand left by forgotten gods.
The light surged from the mark, then spiraled upward, splitting into rings of arcane
energy.

A memory burned into the sky.



Oracle Sigil Transfer

They all saw it.

A throne room, collapsing. The First Keeper, tall, veiled in warlight, bleeding from
the mouth, whispering as the Hollow Gate shrieked behind her:

“Seal it. No matter the cost. Don’t follow me.”

The Stitcher lunged forward .

“1 was made to protect you, | was your weapon. | will be again. Unless the thread
breaks... twice.”

She turned, and for half a second, her face was clear. Not just similar. Kali’s face.
Not an echo. Not a metaphor. Her.

Her breath caught. This is me. This was always me. The thought cracked across her
ribs like lightning. That wasn’t her reflection. It was her inheritance. Her curse. Her

proof.

Thorne gasped, stumbling back like someone had punched the air from his lungs. His
magic stuttered in the air, threads snapping.

“No. That’'s not possible.”

Solen stumbled backward, eyes wide, not with fear, but awe. Irina’ s fingers whitened
around her blade. Even Astraeus’ s wings shifted, uncertain.

Lev’'sjaw clenched. He didn’t speak, but his knuckles went white.



His voice, when it came, was nearly broken:

“What the fuck are you?’ he whispered, not in accusation, but awe.

“You're not the girl I met in the archives anymore,” Thorne whispered. “You're
something older. And it terrifies me.”

Irina s eyes shone. Not with tears. With revelation.

“She didn’t just inherit this... she's been here before.”

Solen's voice was razor-flat.

“A corrected echo,” he murmured. “The thread looped. But this time, it wants
revenge.”

The vision shattered .

The sigil dimmed.

And the Gate didn’t pulse. It smiled.

Kali stepped forward, her voice low, lethal, and God-forged.

“Then, let’ s dethrone the gods.”

Bentley wouldn't let her go.

His giant head pressed against her chest as if to say: Breathe, damn it. I’ ve got you.

Kali’s fingers curled into his thick black mane, grounding herself in the moment, the
scent of earth and horse sweat, the muffled nickers of the others circling protectively



in the field.
Everywhere around her, the air shimmered. The bond with her mates still buzzed
through her skin like phantom lightning. Her body trembled with the aftermath, her

magic unraveled and slowly weaving itself back together.

But her soul... her soul was stitched with something new. Not peace. Not even power.
Resolve.

She exhaled shakily, pressing her face into Bentley’ s warm neck.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and the giant Clydesdale let out a low huff, as if
answering, Always!

Her knees buckled, but before she could drop, Astraeus caught her, half-shifted,
golden-eyed, burning and silent. He didn’t speak. Just stood beside her like a shadow
turned sentinel.

Her dogs flanked them like a five-pointed star of protection.

Tiger paced like asoldier .

Spike perched atop Bentley’ s back like atiny general.

Nickel leaned into her hip, sensing the fatigue that words couldn’t name.

Kotalet out alow growl at the darkening sky.

Megan pressed her nose to Kali's hand, licking gently until her fingers stopped
trembling.



The Hollow trembled in return, like even the land knew she wasn’t done.
She slowly stepped back from Bentley, barefoot in the wet grass, her limbs aching,
every muscle sore. The flare hadn’t passed; it had evolved. She could feel it in her

joints, in the marrow of her bones. Magic laced with grief. Strength pulled from pain.

Behind her eyelids, she still saw flashes of him—Stitcher, that strange dreamwalker
in the Threads. His voice had been low, stitched with warning:

“Not all gates lead to freedom, Keeper. Some lead to the end of everything.”

“Was herea?’

She didn’t know.

But the shadows believed him. And that was enough.

A cold gust swirled across the pasture. The horses shifted, ears twitching. Her
shadows stirred like restless smoke.

And then Irina appeared.

No words. Just that unreadable expression she wore when shit was about to go
sideways.

Kali straightened and tried to swallow the exhaustion, the fire still flickering behind
her eyes.

Irina stepped closer, her voice low.

“Y ou need to seethis.”



Kali’s mouth was dry.

“What now?”

Irina didn't answer. Just held her gaze. There was tension in her shoulders.
Something she hadn’t seen before—fear? No, not quite.

Anticipation.

Bentley nickered again, but softer, almost like awarning.

Kali nodded once and walked toward whatever waited.
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THE STITCHER'S PRICE

Kali’s Emotional State: Controlled detonation. The fury has settled. The fear has fled.
What' s left is something older—command bred from bloodlines that refused to die.

T
he Stitcher didn’'t move. Kneeling in the field, it looked amost... reverent. Like a
forgotten god praying to arelic, only it remembered. But Kali felt it, the storm coiling
beneath its broken bones. A power stitched from sorrow, bound to something far

older than even the Gate.

Bentley stood like stone between them, but didn’'t charge. Because the horses knew,
thiswasn’t prey. This was penance.

The Stitcher raised its head. Eyes glowed like dying embers. Voice cracked like
ancient thread:

“You carry her blood. The First Keeper. The one who left me.”
Kali didn’t flinch. “I’'m not her.”

“No,” it rasped. “Y ou are what she should have been.”

Irina’s blade didn’t lower.

Thorne' s threads hummed tighter.



Astraeus loomed above in dragon form, wings spread like awarning .

But Kali stepped forward.

“Y ou remember her?”’

The Stitcher bowed its head. “1 remember when she sedled the Gate. | remember
being left outside it. Screaming. Guarding nothing but silence.”

Something inside Kali’'s ribcage twisted. Her shadow stirred behind her, curious.
Listening.

“What are you now?’ she asked softly.

“Forgotten,” it said. “Failed. Flawed.”

Then its head rose.

“But you... You can fix what broke. You can bind me again if you wear the Hollow
Crown fully. If you accept what she could not.”

Kali’ sthroat burned.

The shadows moved.

Bentley didn’t budge.

And then, the Gate pulsed.

Violet sigils spiraled through the air like fireflies stitched with fate.



Kali stepped forward, lifting her palm. “ Show me,” she whispered, her hand lowering
to the Stitcher’s chest.

The moment they touched, the Oracle Sigil ignited .

A flash of Zarokian glyphs flared in the space between them, suspended midair like a
holographic veil woven from flame and thread.

Everyone stopped breathing.

Inside the arc of violet fire, a memory projected, an echo of the past stitched into the
world’s bones.

A battlefield.

The old Gate.

A woman, powerful, radiant, wounded, standing in front of the Spiral Mouth’'s
earliest form.

She raised her hands, and her shadows obeyed.

The Stitcher stood behind her... whole.

But one detail made the others stop.

Kali didn’t breathe.

Because in that flicker of violet memory, as the face of the First Keeper turned, It was
her.



Not a resemblance, not a hint - it was her face, her scars, her eyes, not like a
descendant.

Likeamirror.

Something cracked open inside her chest, soft and sharp all at once. A realization
blooming like awound.

“I’m not just her echo. | am her recurrence. Rewritten.”

She felt the Gate shift behind her—listening .

Thorne stepped forward, breath caught. Lev swore aloud.

The memory faded.

And the Stitcher knelt again, head lowered, hands outstretched like a knight awaiting
acrown.

“My Hollow Crown,” it whispered. “My Final Thread.”

Kali didn’'t know if it was loyalty or madness.

But she lifted her hand, and her shadows wrapped around his broken limbs like a
leash made of pain and promise.

“If you serve me,” she said, voice trembling, “we start with the ones who thought I’d
stay buried.” The wind howled.

“And then we burn the heavens until | get him back.”



The Stitcher didn’t smile.

But the Gate did.

And far beyond the vell.....Azared felt it.

The reckoning had begun.

Solen moved to her side.

Quiet. Controlled.

He touched her wrist, eyes glowing with too much knowing.

“There smoreyou didn’'t see,” he said. “The Gate hides the deepest threads for last. ”

Kali looked up. “Then tell me.”

But he shook his head.

“I will when it’s safe. When you're ready.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but he was already fading.

No spell. No light. Just absence.

Kali stood alone for half a breath longer, the air still crackling with the afterglow of
memory.

And inthat stillness...



She whispered to herself, not even sureif it was afear or atruth:

“What if | wasn't born at all? What if | was stitched?’

The Gate didn’t answer.

It hummed.

That was worse.
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THE GODS NEVER LEFT

Kali’s Emotional State:Steady on the surface. But her magic knows. The Hollow is
holding its breath. The calm isalie, and the truth is about to tear through the vell.

T
he war room crackled with energy. Solen stood in front of the map table, threads
hovering like constellations between his fingers, each one pulsing with the residue of
recent choices.

Chaos, rewritten. Fate, resisting. “ The pattern is breaking,” he murmured.

“The Spiral Mouth is no longer the anchor.”

Irina paced near the weapons wall, arms crossed tightly. “What is?’

Kali didn't answer. Her shadows had already curled tighter around her boots, uneasy.
Her bonded mark with Lev still glowed faintly beneath her shirt, but something under
her skin was off-kilter. Like the world had shifted half a degree sideways, and no one

el se noticed.

Astraeus leaned against the far wall, half-shifted, dragon eyes narrowed. “The Hollow
is changing again. There’'s movement beneath it. Something old.”

A low growl came from Kota—one of the dogs still curled up near the war room
doors. Nickel lifted her head and whined.



Kali’s heart began to hammer. Then the Stitcher convulsed .

Everyone spun toward it.

The creature, half-forgotten and stitched from voidbone and fire, let out a sound like a
thousand broken threads unraveling at once. It reached into its own chest, ripping
something free.

A glowing key. Woven from dragonbone, thread, and Omega flame.

It held it up, trembling.

“The Seal was never whole,” it rasped. “The throne was never empty.”

And then, the Gate opened. Not physically, but through the veil.

A voice spoke. Not Azareal. Not a vampire. Not the Forgotten Court.

Something older. Something primordial. A god buried in Thread and Time.

It spokein Zarokian:

"Aven'shirathol’ka dravem, kreska valen suun draem ." Then, a heartbeat |ater, the
trandlation peeled itself through the veil:

“Keeper, you've sewn your crown into the skin of the dead. Now bleed it back to
me.”

Kali gasped.

The war room shattered.



A pulse of magic detonated from the Hollow Gate itself, ripping through the
foundations of the estate. The dogs barked furiously. Then everything exploded into
motion .

Kali’s body was no longer inside.

She was outside, teleported violently to the pasture, at the heart of her circle. Her
hands hit the earth. Her breath caught.

Bentley was already there, snorting clouds of fury, flanked by the other horses and
dogs. The Hollow Gate loomed behind them, pulsing in wrong-colored light.

The veil shimmered.

And Silas stepped through...

His body was the same.... his voice was not.

“Keeper,” he said in a voice woven with thousands. “Y ou thought this Gate served

you.
Kali staggered backward a step, caught off-balance by the rip in the world. Her dogs
snarled in unison. Bentley bucked, sensing it before anyone else. Her bond marks
seared white-hot across her chest. Her magic recoiled violently, shrieking through her
blood.

Thiswas not her Silas.

And Astraeus, who had followed her outside in dragon form, did not wait.

His fire detonated toward the impostor, screaming like a comet, but the fake Silas
caught it in his palm. Smiled and reached for Kali.



And then, the Gate opened.

Not with a sound. Not with awarning.

With a command.

A voice spilled through the veil, ancient, genderless, divine .

“Keeper, you've sewn your crown into the wrong bones, Keeper. Let's see what
bleeds when we cut.. Now bleed it back to me.”

Kali staggered as the floor cracked beneath her feet. Shadows howled. Threads
recoiled.

And Silas stepped through.

But it wasn't him.

His body...yes.

His eyes...wrong.

His soul...borrowed.

“Keeper,” he said, his voice a thousand stitched screams. “You thought this Gate
served you.”

Kali took a step...just one.

Bentley reared outside, shrieking. The dogs howled in chorus. Astraeus roared. Irina
raised her blades.



Bentley lunged, teeth bared, trying to reach her, but the Gate swallowed her faster
than grief.

But it was too late.

Thething in Silas's skin reached for her, and Kali vanished.

Not teleported.

Not pulled.

Unmade.

Her bonded mark seared white-hot across Lev's chest. He dropped to his knees,
gasping.

Thorne' s threads snapped mid-air, recoiling like grief made visible.

Solen bled from the nose, whispering her name like a prayer to a god that wasn’t
listening.

Astraeus let out a scream that broke the sky.

And then.... Silence.

The Gate whispered, one final phrase..

" She chose the crown... but not the one we gave her."

Silence followed.

Not peace.



The kind of silence that only comes before something breaks wide open.

Behind the veil...Kali screamed.

And the Gate smiled. Again



