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Chapter 1
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If he’d slammed down from the heavens in a pillar of lightning, I could not be more transfixed. The minotaur towers in the ruined temple, a pagan idol rendered in muscle and bronze. Eight feet from hooves to the crested helm. Shoulders broad enough to carry the world. Bronze armor dented and battered, studded with the teeth of vanquished monsters.

His horns sweep forward like the blades of an executioner’s axe. His nose ring flashes as he lowers his colossal head.

He falls to one knee.

The thunk of his weighted frame landing on marble cracks through the snarl and shuffle behind me. Garoth shifts closer, grip tightening on the haft of his axe. Thorn growls, low and dangerous. I barely register either. The bull-man, this brute who could snap me like a twig, isn’t looking at the orc. Or at the wolf. Even when Thorn bares his teeth and spits a curse, the bull’s enormous gaze remains fastened to me.

“At last… my mate,” he says, deep and rumbling but barely more than a whisper. “I’ve finally found you.”

His hand—huge, ruined, gentle—unfurls palm-up on the stone. I could curl into it like a child, or a pet. His eyes never leave me. “You’re smaller than I imagined,” he murmurs, voice low and almost reverent.

His words move through me with an intensity I don’t expect. I shouldn’t want this. I shouldn’t want him. But heat curls through me as he leans in, voice rumbling.

“I’ve dreamed of you, little mate.”

Oh. Oh no. This is bad. This is so, so… good.

Somewhere behind me, I hear the Oracle laughing. My lungs forget what to do. My heart stutters. The ruined temple seems to tilt around the sheer mass of him.

Brutus—because who else could this be?—kneels like a knight carved for a forgotten queen.

The shadows coil back from him in awe. Dust lifts in a soft ring around his kneeling form. Even the broken columns seem to straighten.

Behind me, Garoth snarls under his breath, a warning rumble like tectonic plates grinding. Thorn’s claws click against marble, ready to tear whatever threatens his mate.

But the minotaur pays them no mind. His world has narrowed to a single point.

To me.

His breath warms the air, a low exhale that smells of iron, earth, old battles, and something sweeter beneath it—something like honey warmed in the sun.

“My mate,” he whispers again, as if speaking too loudly might shatter me. “The gods said I would know you by the trembling in my soul.”

My stomach flips traitorously. My thighs press together. I am absolutely not trembling, except I absolutely am.

He bows his massive head. The tips of his horns scrape stone with a low, dangerous hiss.

“I’ve crossed a thousand leagues of shadow to kneel here.” His enormous hand remains open, waiting. Patient. Reverent. “If you command it, I will stay upon my knees for eternity.”

Garoth moves—just a step—but the sound is sharp. Possessive. A challenge.

Brutus’ ear flicks, but he doesn’t turn.

“You guard her,” he acknowledges softly. “You both do.” His voice deepens, reverberating through the cracked temple floor and straight into my ribs. “Good. She deserves warriors who bleed for her.”

Thorn bristles, lips peeling. “She already has them.”

“I am not here to take.” Brutus’ gaze flicks to Thorn at last, calm as a mountain. “I kneel to join.”

Heat spikes up my neck. This is insane. This is too much. This is—

His eyes find mine again, pinning me to the world.

“You fit the shape of every dream,” he murmurs. “Even though you are smaller… softer… more breakable than I imagined.”

The way he says breakable makes something deep inside me clench.

His thumb grazes the marble, as if he imagines touching me instead. I feel it like a phantom caress down my sternum.

“I would never harm you, little flame,” he adds. “Strength is meant for shielding. Not destroying.”

“Oh gods…” I breathe.

His ears twitch. His head lifts a fraction.

“You said gods.” His eyes flare, molten with hunger and devotion. “Does that mean you accept me?”

“I didn’t— I wasn’t—” I stammer uselessly.

He leans in, shadows bending with him.

“Say it again,” he whispers. “Say anything. I want to hear your voice… after so long.”

Garoth’s hand clamps around my waist, dragging me back against him. Protective. Territorial. Burning with a fury that makes the marble sing.

“She is mine,” he growls.

“And mine,” Thorn snaps.

Brutus merely inclines his head, as though this is a known equation.

“She is hers,” he corrects gently. “The rest of us are simply lucky.”

My breath catches. Thorn’s growl falters. Even Garoth hesitates.

Because he’s right. And he knows it.

Behind us, the Oracle’s laughter peals brighter—wild, delighted, merciless.

“Oh, Astrid,” she croons, voice echoing through the shattered dome. “You should see your face.”

I can’t see my face.

But I know I’m flushed, trembling, and staring at the kneeling monster like he is a door I was always meant to open.

A door that’s opening now.


Chapter 2
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I crouch on the fractured marble dais, each breath shallow and sharp as I listen to the slow patter of debris in the ruined temple. Every nerve in me is a tuning fork, vibrating for the three monsters who circle me like rival gods in a creation myth. Brutus kneels in reverence, while Garoth looms just behind me, radiating a possessive threat so thick it’s tangible. Thorn presses against my hip, his claws barely sheathed and his golden wolf-eyes flicking from me to the newcomer in a cycle of adoration and challenge.

But everything else in this world is only pale context for the Oracle, who is drifting forward now.

She raises both hands, and her fingers ripple through the smoky air, leaving trails that linger in my vision like the afterimage of lightning. Her eyes, a flat and opal opalescence, focus on me. I feel something crawl up my spine and latch in behind my heart. Even Brutus bows his head.

“Shall I read the lines of fate?” the Oracle croons, voice lilting into a chant. “Or will you tempt the gods, little flame?”

I flinch at the pet name. The Oracle’s lips don’t move again, but her voice continues, threaded through the smoke.

“You seek your gift. But to unlock it, you must pass through the Living Labyrinth. No woman walks its corridors and returns the same. Its stones hunger for the blood of legends, and its walls obey only the minotaur’s will. You must never stray from his side, or the darkness will swallow you.”

Brutus’s horns dip in assent. “I will not leave her,” he intones, a promise more binding than steel. Something inside me knots, then unspools.

A ripple passes through the monsters at my back.

Garoth’s voice is a rusted blade: “She doesn’t need the bull. I will carry her through every stone and trap in this tomb.”

He crowds me, heat boiling off his green skin. Every inch of him is muscle and sinew, flexing with threat. The moment I touch him, my heart starts to race, faster than the drumbeat in my ears.

“She needs me,” Thorn says, softer but no less urgent. He wedges himself between Brutus and Garoth, and his fur brushes my cheek as he nuzzles in. “Not a stranger. Not a beast.” He lowers his voice, a private sound meant only for me: “You’re mine, Astrid. You said so.”

I did not say so, but my body betrays me; I lean into the wolf’s heat and shudder when he licks a stripe behind my ear. I shouldn’t want any of this, not with the Oracle’s gaze burning holes in my skull and the threat of the labyrinth looming, but the chemical madness in my blood leaves no room for reason. I ache, everywhere, for all of them.

The Oracle smiles, thin and ghostly. “You want her for yourself,” she tells Garoth. “But what is a diamond uncut, an arrow unloosed, a flame unguided?” She raises a finger, and the air shivers between us. “She must go with the bull. It is the only way.”

Garoth snarls. His grip on my hip tightens. “She is mine.”

Brutus finally lifts his head, the brass of his helmet shining dully in the candle haze. “She is not a bone to be fought over,” he says, quiet and unmovable. “She is the vessel. The gods will devour anyone who tries to take her before her task is done.”

No one moves for a long, brittle moment.

I force myself to speak. “If this is my fate,” I say, trying to sound braver than I am, “what do I have to do?”

The Oracle unspools a scroll from the folds of her robe, the parchment crackling with age and a faint silver dust that glitters in the torchlight. “Three tasks,” she says, “before you may claim your gift. The minotaur will guide you through the Living Labyrinth, but he will not help you. Each task will take a piece of you, and what’s left will decide who you are.”

She gestures, and the scroll unfurls with a snap. Words seethe across it, a twisting, organic scrawl that seems to move when I blink.

“The first task,” she intones, “is to pass the Threshold of Submission. You must yield, utterly, to your protector. Give your body and your will to him, or the labyrinth will chew your bones.”

Garoth laughs, a sound from the bottom of a well. “That is no trial. I have already claimed her.”

Thorn bares his teeth. “You think she’ll bow to a brute like you? She’ll choose—she always does.”

But Brutus simply sets his hand on the marble, massive and open, and waits.

The Oracle’s chains shiver as she leans in, her smile stretching. “The next task is the Hall of Mirrors. There, you will see every shape you might have worn, every fate you could have chosen. Survive the onslaught, and you may pass.”

I can’t believe this is happening to me. My knees wobble, but I stay upright.

“And the third?” I ask, voice a ragged thread.

She tilts her head. “If you reach the final chamber, you must sacrifice something irreplaceable.” Her eyes bore into mine. “All gifts have a price.”

For a moment, I hear only the labored breathing of the monsters at my sides.

Then Thorn howls, a piercing sound that echoes in the dead rafters. “She won’t do it! She’ll die in that hellhole!”

“She will not die,” Brutus says, so calm it cuts through the chaos. “I will see her to the heart of the maze, or die myself.”

Garoth spits on the floor, a green-black smear. “If she must submit, it will be to me.”

I’m shaking, but not from fear. From the raw, heady pressure of their combined obsession. It’s a storm in the small space of my skin.

The Oracle’s voice slithers through the tension: “You may take what comfort you need before the trial begins. The gods do not care for waiting, but they crave spectacle.”

A flick of her wrist, and the scroll combusts in a shimmer of sparks. The Oracle steps back, her silhouette eaten by the shadows, the sound of her laughter trailing after her like a spooled thread.

For a moment, no one speaks.

Then Brutus lifts me as if I’m spun sugar and not a grown woman streaked with dirt and fear. His hands are careful, reverent, as he helps me to my feet. He smells of leather and rain and the living heat beneath fur. “You are afraid,” he says, more statement than question.

I want to deny it, but I can’t. The words stick. I nod, once.

He presses his huge brow to mine. “I will not break you,” he says. “Not ever. Even if it is what the maze demands.”

Garoth wrenches me away from the bull with a suddenness that should terrify me, but instead sends a jet of heat straight to the base of my spine. He backs me to a broken pillar, pinning me with his body, his tusks framing my jaw. “You don’t need him,” he hisses, voice tremoring. “You need me. I’ll prove it.” His hands roam me, rough but not cruel, and he forces my gaze up to his.

Thorn is next, too fast to see. He wedges his face between Garoth and my throat, nuzzling in with a possessive, shivering intensity. “I’ll stay with you,” he whispers, desperate. “No matter what. Even if it kills me.”

It’s too much. The hunger in me, the crush of bodies, the knowledge that only one is meant to guide me through the trial—and the equally certain knowledge that I want all three.

I tip my head back and close my eyes, feeling the bruising heat of Garoth’s hands, the velvet muzzle of Thorn’s lips, the slow, steady pressure of Brutus’s arms waiting, always waiting, for me to make a choice.

But there’s no choice, not really. I want them all, and the Oracle’s prophecy is a knife in my ribs: Yield, or be devoured. Surrender, or perish.

I open my eyes and meet the minotaur’s gaze. “Take me to the labyrinth,” I say, voice trembling but true. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

He nods, and the warlord and the wolf peel away, just enough for Brutus to cradle me in his hands. Together, we walk toward the entrance of the maze, every step a snarl of jealousy, want, and fear. Behind us, the Oracle’s laughter fades, replaced by the thundering pulse of my own need.

The minotaur carries me over the threshold, and the world slips sideways into dark.


Chapter 3
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Darkness folds around us as Brutus carries me over the threshold, the world tilting, the air growing thick and damp as if we’ve stepped into the throat of some colossal beast. The walls pulse faintly—veins of soft, blue-white bioluminescence threading through living stone, breathing with a cadence older than language.

Brutus lowers me to my feet with reverence, his massive hands lingering at my waist just long enough to steal the strength from my knees. His warmth lingers even after he steps back, a slow heat that seeps through my bones. Behind us, Garoth and Thorn stalk into the gloom like twin shadows—one a simmering storm, the other a restless, jealous echo of my heartbeat.

The maze seals behind us with a soft grinding sound, stone knitting together as though we have been swallowed whole.

Brutus inclines his head, horns catching the dim blue glow and throwing it in broken shapes across the walls. “The Labyrinth awakens,” he murmurs, voice low, almost reverent. “It listens to every breath. Every tremor in your spirit.”

A shiver races down my spine. The glow intensifies for a heartbeat—like the maze is answering him.

His hand brushes my elbow, guiding me forward. “Stay close to me, Astrid,” he says, softer than his size should allow. “It knows my blood. It will obey.”

The way he says my name almost undoes me.

Garoth snorts behind us, the sound sharp and territorial. “It had better,” he growls. “Walls that move don’t frighten me. But if this place tries to hurt her—”

“It will touch her only with my consent,” Brutus says, voice still maddeningly calm. “And hers.”

Heat blazes under my skin. I shouldn’t like that. I do.

Thorn presses against my other side, brushing my arm with the warm sweep of fur. “Don’t scare her,” he whispers, though his tone is edged with something raw. “She’s shaking.”

I am. But not because of the maze.

Because of them.

The corridor narrows, pushing us closer together—Brutus towering at my right, Thorn brushing against my left hip, and Garoth’s breath hot at my nape. The air thickens with their combined scents: leather, wolf musk, iron, desire. My pulse throbs in my fingertips.

The floor shifts under us—subtle, like a heartbeat.

Brutus exhales, and the pathway ahead unfurls, stone peeling open in rippling waves.

“The labyrinth knows I bring a vessel,” he murmurs. “It grants us passage.”

Garoth snarls. “She is not cargo.”

Thorn’s tail flicks against my thigh. “She’s ours.”

My chest tightens. “Enough,” I breathe. “Please.”

But the plea only deepens the tension.

Brutus looks down at me, eyes molten gold. “Are you frightened?”

I swallow. “I don’t know what I am.”

His hand rises—slow, deliberate—and cups the side of my face. The callused warmth of his palm sends a jolt through me so sharp I nearly gasp.

“You are safe,” he says. “While I walk beside you.”

Garoth steps forward, the space suddenly too small for all this feral wanting. “She was safe with me long before you showed up,” he growls, his breath warm at my ear.

Thorn nudges my hip with a soft whine. “And with me. She needs us. All of us.”

My body reacts before I can think—heat pooling, breath quickening, a desperate ache blooming deep inside me. This is madness. But it’s a madness I can’t push away.

The corridor tightens further until we’re forced to walk shoulder-to-shoulder-to-wolfhide, every brush of movement a spark.

Brutus’s arm grazes mine, a low rumble rising from his chest. Thorn slips closer, his muzzle brushing my neck. Garoth’s presence behind us is a furnace, molten jealousy rolling off him like smoke.

When the ground pitches slightly, I stumble.

Brutus’s hand catches my waist.

Thorn’s arm circles my shoulders.

Garoth’s body pins mine from behind in the same heartbeat.

The three of them touch me at once.

The world tilts.

A small sound breaks from my throat—half surprise, half helpless want.

Garoth inhales sharply, the sound guttural. Thorn whimpers, needy and enraged all at once. Brutus goes utterly still, as though the slightest movement might shatter the brittle control holding the others back.

“Astrid…” Brutus breathes, voice shaking for the first time.

I look up at him—at all of them—and for one suspended moment, the air is nothing but tension and heat and the labyrinth’s slow, predatory pulse.

The walls shiver.

A tendril of glowing stone curls inward, guiding us down a new passage. It is unmistakably beckoning me. Choosing me.

Brutus’s nostrils flare. “It reacts to you.”

Garoth stiffens. “What?”

Thorn’s claws scrape stone. “No. No—it reacts to him. Not her.”

But Brutus shakes his head.

“Her fear. Her desire. Her will,” he murmurs. “The maze feels these things. And it is curious.”

My stomach lurches. “Curious how?”

His gaze drags over me, slow and reverent. “Curious what shape you will take.”

The echo of the Oracle’s words claws at me. Yield, or be devoured.

I don’t know if I’m yielding yet—but I am falling.

The passage widens into a chamber lit by a low, simmering glow, like the inside of a dying star. Warm air strokes my skin. The walls hum.

Brutus steps forward and turns to face me, blocking some churning shift deeper in the labyrinth.

“This will be the last gentle path,” he warns. “The maze will test your resolve next. It will test mine.”

Garoth moves to my side, jaw tight. “If it tests her, it tests us.”

Thorn presses his forehead to my shoulder. “We stay with her.”

Brutus’s golden eyes harden. “No. Only one may walk the challenge beside her.”

Garoth bristles; Thorn bares his teeth.

I tremble—not from fear of choosing, but from the knowledge that the choice feels impossible.

Brutus lowers his massive hand to mine. He doesn’t take it; he offers it.

“Walk with me,” he says softly. “If you want to.”

The simplicity of the phrase breaks something open inside me.

Garoth’s breath catches. Thorn whines in heartbreak and fury.

I don’t move.

The chamber pulses.

The maze waits.

Brutus waits.

And my heart is a frantic, helpless thing—caught between three monsters and the hunger inside me growing sharper by the second.

I lift my hand.

Place it in his.

The chamber exhales, light flaring.

Garoth snarls so softly it’s almost a plea.

Thorn presses his face to my hip, shaking.

Brutus closes his fingers around mine with unbearable gentleness.

And the labyrinth opens its maw to swallow us whole.


Chapter 4

[image: ]

The moment my hand settles into Brutus’s palm, the labyrinth reacts.

A tremor passes through the stone beneath our feet, subtle but unmistakable—like the first exhale of a great beast waking from centuries of slumber. The light woven through the walls brightens, running in quick pulses along the corridor ahead, beckoning the two of us forward.

Only the two of us.

Behind me, Garoth’s breath hitches, the sound too raw to be anger alone. Thorn emits a low, wounded growl, his fur bristling with frustration and heartbreak. Their reactions claw at something inside me, something that wants to turn back, gather them close, soothe them—but the labyrinth has already made its decision.

No. I have already made it.

Brutus shifts slightly, his enormous hand still enclosing mine. I feel the caution in him, the reverence. His body radiates heat like a small sun, but he does not pull, does not push—he only waits.

“Astrid,” he murmurs.

Just my name, but the sound of it fills the chamber like a vow.

I turn once more to look at Garoth and Thorn.

Something twists painfully in my gut.

But Brutus’s thumb strokes the back of my hand, grounding me in a way I can’t explain—soft, steady, as if he’s telling me, You may choose me, but you don’t belong to me. Only to yourself.

And that is why I trust him.

I swallow hard. “I’ll come back to you both.” My voice trembles. “I—I promise.”

Garoth’s expression fractures. Thorn whines, the sound slicing through me.

But neither steps forward. Neither tries to stop me.

Only Brutus remains still, unthreatening, impossibly gentle for a creature who could crush mountains with his bare hands.

When I face him fully, a shiver moves through me—from fear, from desire, from the strange chemical madness that has been winding tighter in my blood since the Oracle’s decree. The labyrinth hums with it. The air vibrates.

“Walk with me,” Brutus says quietly.

I nod.

He steps ahead, guiding me down a narrow, spiraling corridor that contracts around us, forcing us closer with each turn.

Garoth and Thorn’s presence fades behind us, swallowed by the living dark.

And suddenly it is only Brutus and me and the labyrinth’s slow, predatory heartbeat.

* * *

The corridor tightens until the walls brush my shoulders. Brutus shifts sideways, positioning his massive frame between me and the moving stone. The heat of him is overwhelming—furnace-hot, pulsing, alive. My breath catches every time his arm grazes mine.

“The labyrinth does this on purpose,” he murmurs. “It wants us pressed together. It wants you to feel the bond forming.”

“Bond?” My voice is too thin, too breathless.

Brutus’s gaze drops—not to my body, but to my hand still wrapped in his. “It is testing us,” he says. “Before we reach the first threshold.”

“The Threshold of Submission.” The Oracle’s words echo behind my ribs like a blade. Yield, or be devoured.

Brutus inhales slowly. “Yes.”

We move deeper.

The corridor curves and the walls reshape themselves—breathing, swelling, tightening—as though sculpted by invisible hands responding to our steps.

Brutus lowers his voice. “It reads your fear.”

“I’m not afraid,” I whisper.

A lie.

He hears it instantly. “You are trembling.”

I am. Not from terror of the labyrinth, but from the proximity of him.

From the heat. From the scent. From the way every brush of his body sends a shockwave down my spine.

Brutus pauses, turning just enough that his breath skims my face. “Astrid,” he says softly, “you may lean on me if you need.”

I don’t mean to move.

But when the floor shifts beneath my feet, pitching slightly downward, my hand clenches his and my free hand lifts—settling against the broad plane of his chest.

His reaction is immediate.

A rumble vibrates through him, deep and resonant, traveling from his chest into my palm and down through my entire body. My knees threaten to buckle. The labyrinth lights flare, bright and hungry.

Brutus’s voice drops to a whisper. “You feel that?”

I nod, unable to speak.

“It is not the maze.” His hand covers mine where it rests on his chest. “It is us.”

Heat blooms beneath my skin.

I can feel his heartbeat—slow, powerful, steady as the turning of the world. It echoes in me, syncing with my pulse until I cannot tell where he ends and I begin.

“Brutus…”

He closes his eyes for a moment, just breathing me in. When he opens them again, his pupils are wide, golden irises molten around the edges.

“Astrid,” he says, voice shaking slightly, “the first threshold is near.”

“What do I have to do?”

“You must yield.”

My stomach twists. “To you?”

His thumb brushes my knuckles. “To yourself.”

I blink. “I don’t understand.”

“You will,” he murmurs. “But listen to me first.”

He steps closer, not crowding me—never crowding me—but giving me the choice to stay where I stand or move back. I don’t move back. I simply breathe, the air thick between us.

“You are not submitting to my will,” he says. “You are allowing yourself to desire. To feel. To stop fighting what is already happening inside you.”

My heart stutters.

“Your gift,” he continues, voice deepening, “cannot flourish in resistance. You must open to it.”

“To… you?”

His throat works, a subtle movement. “I am the conduit. Not the master.”

Emotion, thick and hot, wells behind my ribs. “I thought the trial meant—”

“It means trust,” he says. “It means surrender to what you want most.”

His hand lifts slowly, giving me every second to refuse. I don’t.

His fingers, warm and impossibly gentle, cradle my jaw.

The labyrinth walls brighten in a sudden flare, recognizing something shifting between us.

Brutus’s breathing deepens. “Astrid… tell me what you feel.”

I swallow. “I feel…”

The words stick.

How do I say it? How do I explain the electric ache under my skin, the pull toward him, the tearing guilt of leaving Garoth and Thorn behind, the way my body is betraying every rational thought?

I try again.

“I feel… everything.”

His brow touches mine, a tender, devastating contact. “Good.”

My breath shudders out of me.

“But you must choose,” he whispers.

My heart thrashes. “Choose what?”

He steps back just enough that his hand can fall from my jaw—but he doesn’t release my hand.

“The labyrinth will not let us pass until you give in to what you already know. To what you already crave.”

Crave.

The word slams into me like a shockwave.

And the corridor ends abruptly.

We step into a vast chamber—circular, glowing, thrumming with energy. At its center lies a stone dais carved with ancient sigils, the air above it shimmering like heat off desert sand.

“The Threshold,” Brutus says. His voice reverberates through the chamber, amplified by the magic woven through it.

My pulse is a frantic, helpless thing.

“What happens?” I whisper.

“You step onto the dais,” he says. “And you allow yourself to feel. You do not resist. Not desire. Not fear. Not need.”

Heat licks up my spine. “With you?”

His expression softens, breaks. “If you will have me.”

My knees weaken.

He holds out his hand.

No demand. No command. Only a question carved into gold and shadow.

“Astrid,” he says, “let yourself want.”

I step closer without realizing it.

The labyrinth pulses—encouraging, hungry, aware.

Brutus’s chest rises and falls, his breath uneven. His restraint is a physical force, vibrating off him in waves. He is holding himself back for me. He is waiting for my choice.

My palm presses into his, and the world changes.

Light bursts under our feet, racing up through the dais, spiraling around us. The air thickens with magic, heat swirling like a storm.

Brutus draws in a ragged breath. “Astrid—”

The magic hits me.

Everything I’ve been holding back—fear, hunger, confusion, desire—erupts at once, pouring through me in a rush so powerful I cry out. My legs give, but Brutus catches me instantly, lifting me against his chest as if I weigh nothing.

His arms shake around me. “Let go,” he whispers fiercely. “Do not fight it. Feel it. Feel me.”

I do.

Gods help me, I do.

The warmth of his body.

The rumble in his chest vibrating through mine.

The scent of him—earth and storm and something ancient.

The power of his arms holding me like I am precious, breakable, beloved.

My head falls against him, breath dragging out in a trembling gasp. “Brutus…”

“Astrid.” His voice breaks. “You are opening. Don’t stop.”

The magic coils between us, pulling us tighter, binding us in a heat that feels like it will consume me.

My fingers clutch his shoulders. My breath stutters. My thighs tremble around him. The ache inside me unfurls, sharp and sweet.

“I want…” The confession spills out of me, desperate. “I want—”

His forehead presses to mine. “Say it. Whatever it is, say it.”

The labyrinth pulses.

My body answers first—arching into him, seeking his warmth, his strength, the safety and danger of him.

“I want you,” I gasp.

Brutus shudders—an enormous creature undone by a whisper.

The chamber blazes with light.

“You have passed the threshold,” he breathes, voice reverent and wrecked. “Astrid… you did it.”

The magic recedes slowly, leaving me trembling in his arms, flushed and breathless and changed.

Not broken. Not devoured.

Opened.

Brutus lowers his brow to mine, eyes molten. “You surrendered to truth. Not to me.”

But the hunger between us lingers—hotter now, sharper, undeniable.

My voice comes out as a whisper. “What happens next?”

His answer is a low, shivering rumble.

“The Hall of Mirrors,” he says. “Where you will face every version of yourself.”

His arms tighten around me—protective, possessive in a way he tries and fails to hide.

“But first,” he murmurs, “you must stand. If you can.”

I’m not sure I can.

But I want to try.

And Brutus’s hands are already there to steady me.


Chapter 5
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The world comes back slow. The white flash of magic recedes, leaving only the thrum of my pulse and the taste of ozone and salt on my tongue. My knees threaten to buckle again, but Brutus’s hands hold me upright—just enough, not crushing, not demanding, only the promise that if I want to collapse he will be the floor.

We’re somewhere else. The maze has shifted, and I never felt us move.

Instead of the tight, thrumming corridor, we now stand in a round chamber carved from honey-colored stone. The walls arch overhead in a smooth dome, glowing with a soft amber light that bleeds from invisible veins in the rock. The air is warm—warmer than before, but not choking. It pulses, slow and deep, like the breath of something enormous asleep beneath the world.

Against one wall a shallow spring burbles, mist curling up in slow spirals to bead on the moss-damp stones. The sound is soothing, the only thing in here not spinning.

Brutus stands a little away from me, still close enough to catch me if I topple but far enough to let me steady myself. His golden eyes hold steady on me, their light like molten metal. He kneels, lowering his huge body with impossible grace, arms folded in front of him. Waiting.

I wipe the sweat from my upper lip with a shaking hand. I’m trembling, and I don’t know if it’s leftover magic or leftover terror or some new, stranger emotion I haven’t named yet.

“You are shaking,” Brutus says softly, voice more bass than breath.

“I’m fine,” I lie, “just… tired.”

He nods like this is a holy confession. “It will pass. The first trial always takes more than it gives. The Oracle is cruel that way.”

I try to laugh but it comes out watery. “Do I look like I’ve done this before?”

He smiles, a slow stretch of lips over those flat, white, herbivore teeth. “Neither have I.”

That gets through to me. “What?”

“I am Warden,” he says, as if that explains it. “I keep the entrance. The exit. I mend walls, punish thieves, guide the worthy.” His eyes meet mine, solemn as prayer. “But I have never been chosen as companion. Not until you.”

I believe him. There is something raw about the way he watches me—an awe so intense it could almost be terror. I’ve never been looked at like this, not by anyone.

“Did you know it would be me?” I ask.

He shakes his head, slow. “I dreamed of you. But I did not know you existed.”

His certainty is terrifying. I want to call it out, laugh it off, but my bones are still vibrating from the magic that just tore me open. I can’t muster the sarcasm. Instead, I look down at my own hands. They’re pale and clammy, nails bitten to the quick.

Brutus bows his head. “The maze chose you for a reason. For both of us.”

I feel a laugh bubbling up, not entirely sane. “You’re really not making me less nervous.”

He glances up, lips quirked. “Would you prefer I lie?”

“No,” I say, and surprise myself by meaning it.

The air grows even warmer. I imagine the labyrinth is listening.

Brutus stays kneeling, hands resting on his knees, fingers curled like he’s holding the memory of my touch. “If you wish to rest, there is time,” he says. “The next trial will not begin until you are ready.”

I’m not ready, and I’m also not sure I want to rest.

I cross the chamber, shoes silent on the velvet moss. I perch on the edge of a stone bench that runs the curve of the wall, knees drawn tight, arms around my shins. I stare at the spring for a few seconds, trying to regulate my breathing. But I can feel Brutus watching. Not in a predatory way—more like a witness at a miracle he never expected to see.

After a while, I can’t take the silence.

“Did it hurt?” I ask.

He lifts his head, surprised. “The trial?”

“When I—” I can’t finish the sentence. When I opened. When the magic roared through both of us and I cried out like I was burning.

He is slow to answer. “No. Not pain. Something greater. Like being split and made whole in the same heartbeat.”

I shudder. “It didn’t feel… it felt like I would break.”

“I would not let you break.” His voice is flat, absolute.

For a moment neither of us speaks. The spring trickles.

“You’re afraid of me,” he says finally.

I flinch. “I’m not—”

But I am. Not because of what he is—beast, minotaur, Warden—but because of how I feel. I’m afraid of wanting him as much as I do.

“I’m afraid of myself,” I whisper.

That seems to devastate him. The great bull head bows, horns nearly scraping the floor. “I will never take what you do not wish to give,” he says. “Not one breath. Not one touch.”

It’s so sincere it hurts to hear.

I pull my knees closer. “I think that’s why I want to,” I say, quiet.

He looks up, eyes wet with hope.

“You’re not like the others,” I force out. “You don’t want to claim me. You wait. It makes it worse. Or better. I don’t know.”

He exhales, a shudder that rocks his whole frame. “I want you,” he says, as if this is a secret he’s kept for centuries. “But I would die before I ever—”

I cut him off. “I know.”

He stares. The look in his eyes is not hunger, not even devotion. It’s awe. He looks at me like I’m the only star left in the sky.

I don’t know what impulse takes me. Maybe it’s the magic, or the warmth, or the realization that he’s just as afraid as I am. I cross the chamber, slow at first, then faster. I sink to my knees in front of him.

Brutus doesn’t move. Not even to breathe.

I reach out, tentative. My fingers brush his chest—not the cold of armor, but the impossible heat beneath. I trace the edge of a strap, feeling the rise and fall of muscle under fur. His skin is warm, almost feverish, the hair finer and softer than I imagined.

His eyes are locked on my face.

I flatten my palm against him.

He shudders, and the rumble in his chest is almost a purr.

I look up. “Is this okay?”

His voice is gravel. “Anything from you is holy.”

The words punch straight through me.

I slide my hand up, along his collarbone, over the thick cords of neck muscle, then higher—to his face. I touch his cheek, unsure, afraid I’ll find only bone and horn and myth.

But his skin is real and warm, and his eyes flutter closed at the contact.

I lean in, a little. He leans in, more.

Our foreheads brush—his huge, broad, furred, mine small and sweating and fragile. The difference is so profound it should frighten me, but it doesn’t. I feel safe, insulated by the careful gravity of him.

I rest my hand on his jaw. His head turns, almost involuntary.

My lips part.

His breath is sweet, full of clover and night and something animal.

“Can I—?” I begin, and he answers with a sound that’s not quite a word, not quite a growl. Need, distilled.

I press my mouth to his.

The first touch is clumsy. His lips are wider than mine, coarser, and the skin above his mouth is covered in a down so fine it tickles. But he doesn’t push. He doesn’t devour. He waits for me to move, to figure out the mechanics of it. When I tilt my head, his lips follow. When I deepen the kiss, his mouth parts, just a little, and his tongue slides across my lower lip, careful as a whisper.

I melt. I am gone.

He wraps his arms around me—slowly, so slowly I could bolt if I wanted to—but I don’t want to. He pulls me into his lap, not a claiming but a cradling. I’m half his size but he holds me like a thing precious and breakable.

I thread my hands into the fur at the base of his neck, tugging him down to me. He rumbles, and the sound vibrates through both of us, a resonance deeper than speech.

The kiss grows, and I feel it everywhere. In my toes, my fingertips, behind my knees. He is heat and security and danger, all at once. I slide one hand up to the base of his horn, curving my fingers around it. He gasps, hips jerking up beneath me.

He pulls away, just enough for his eyes to find mine. His pupils are blown wide, gold rim shrinking to a razor ring.

“Is this what you want?” he asks, voice thick.

My own voice is barely there. “Yes.”

He groans, pulling me in again. His mouth covers mine, more urgent this time, and his hands—so huge I could get lost in them—run up and down my back, never squeezing, only holding.

I realize I’m trembling again, but not from fear. From the rush of being wanted, revered, worshipped. I have never in my life felt more safe. Or more alive.

He kisses me until my lungs burn, then he breaks away, resting his forehead against mine.

“I will not take you,” he says, voice almost broken, “unless you beg for it.”

I shiver at the word. “What if I do?”

He laughs, but the sound is hollow, desperate. “Then I will make you a goddess.”

I believe him.

We stay like this—his arms around me, my body curled in his lap, our breaths mingling in the warmth of the glowing chamber—until the shuddering in my bones goes still.

Only then do I realize I’m crying, silent tears running down my cheeks.

Brutus catches them on his thumb, collecting each one like a sacred thing. He never stops looking at me.

I let him.

And for the first time since the Oracle’s words cracked my world open, I think I know how to survive this place.

With him.

I breathe, slow and steady, feeling the rise and fall of his chest against my own. The next trial is out there, waiting. The Hall of Mirrors. The Oracle’s riddles. The promise of pain and sacrifice.

But right now I am only this: soft, small, mortal, and held like the last candle in a dark world.

Brutus holds me until I am ready to stand.

And when I do, he stands with me—never letting go.

* * *

The air in the chamber thickens with a scent like wild honey and crushed grass. It soaks into my clothes, into my hair. When Brutus stands with me, his palm on my lower back, the sensation is at once sheltering and electrifying. My feet hardly touch the ground.

We make it a handful of steps before I start trembling again, only this time it’s not from fear or magic. It’s the sense memory of his kiss, the ache behind my breastbone, the way my skin still buzzes with the need for more.

He senses it instantly. He kneels again, pulling me gently down with him. I end up in his lap, not quite straddling but draped along the length of his thigh, one arm braced on the warm fur of his shoulder.

He doesn’t touch me at first. He only looks, memorizing my face with a longing so stark I nearly look away.

“May I?” he rumbles, voice barely above a whisper.

I nod, unsure what he’s asking, but wanting all of it.

He moves like prayer. Slow, careful, making every inch of movement visible—so I could stop him at any point if I wished. His hand comes up, brushes a wild strand of hair behind my ear. His knuckles graze my cheek, the backs of his fingers impossibly soft. His other hand, the size of a dinner plate, settles feather-light on my hip, his thumb spanning almost the entire curve.

I shiver at the contact, and something in his chest vibrates—a sound so deep I feel it in my own bones.

He slides his palm up my side, traces the line of my ribs, then dips back down, thumb hooking the hem of my shirt.

He pauses, eyes locked on mine, asking without words.

I lift my arms.

He peels my shirt off slow, reverent, folding it and setting it on the stone as if it were a sacred relic. His gaze drifts over my body, but not with hunger. With worship. As if I am the answer to a riddle he’s spent his whole life chasing.

His hands—so gentle, so impossibly careful—find my waist, then the small of my back. Every time I breathe, my skin slides against his fur, and it’s a new sensation each time: soft, prickly, warm, grounding.

He leans in. His lips—wider, thicker than any human’s—press to my collarbone. He breathes in as he does it, as if the scent of me is the only thing keeping him alive.

His mouth moves upward, tracing the slope of my shoulder, then back down to the hollow of my throat. He pauses at my pulse, breathes on it, and I can feel my heartbeat stutter.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs, and it’s not a platitude. It’s a revelation.

His tongue flicks across my skin—hot, silken, exploring. I gasp, and his arms tense around me, pulling me closer, but still without force.

His mouth finds my shoulder again, then the top of my chest, then lower. He moves with such agonizing slowness that by the time his lips brush the top of my bra, I am nearly shaking apart.

He pauses, looking up.

“May I…?” His thumb strokes my back, waiting for the smallest sign.

I nod, unable to speak.

He unclasps me in one sure motion, then lets the straps fall loose, still giving me time to change my mind.

I don’t.

He gazes at my bare skin like it’s the most sacred thing he’s ever seen. Then, so slowly it’s almost painful, he lowers his head, mouth closing around one nipple with a heat that scorches me straight through.

I arch into him, and his hands lock down—one splayed at the base of my spine, the other bracing my thigh. He holds me steady while his mouth worships me, tongue and lips moving in maddeningly slow circles.

Every time I make a sound—whimper, gasp, anything—his grip tightens, as if the only way he can keep himself from losing control is to anchor me closer.

He groans against my skin, and I feel it everywhere. The rumble starts in his chest and travels through my body until I am sure we are vibrating at the same frequency.

He moves to the other breast, lavishing it with equal attention, but I can sense the restraint in him. Every movement is measured, designed to pleasure without overwhelming.

He kisses back up my chest, mouth lingering at my neck, then jaw, then lips. He kisses me again, deeper, his tongue bold and sure. I taste myself on him, and the flavor is shockingly sweet, like honey and brine.

He breaks the kiss, breathing hard.

“Astrid,” he growls, voice trembling.

“Yes?”

“Tell me what you want,” he says, forehead pressed to mine.

I shudder. “More. Please.”

His hands slide down, tracing the curve of my hip, then my thigh. He finds the waistband of my pants, fingers curling under the elastic.

He glances up—always asking.

“Please,” I whisper, and he peels them down, taking my underwear with them.

I’m naked in his lap, utterly exposed, but I have never felt so safe.

He stares, awestruck.

“Perfect,” he whispers, and his hands close around my thighs, lifting me effortlessly and laying me down on the soft moss beside the spring.

The floor is warm, heated from below. The mist from the water beads on my skin, cooling the fever in my cheeks.

Brutus kneels over me, shoulders blocking out half the chamber’s light. He lowers himself with infinite care, settling between my thighs. He is so huge I cannot imagine all of him fitting inside me, but for now, all I can think about is the heat of his breath, the gentle pressure of his hands, the promise in his eyes.

He kisses my knee, then the inside of my thigh, then lower.

He breathes in, scenting me, and his eyes roll back in his head.

“Gods, Astrid,” he says. “You don’t know what you do to me.”

His tongue traces the seam of my inner thigh, so soft I barely feel it. Then he moves higher, kissing me just above where I need it most.

He pauses.

“Do you want this?” he asks, voice rough.

“Yes,” I gasp.

He groans, as if he’s been holding back for years. He buries his mouth between my legs, and the sensation is overwhelming—heat and pressure and movement, all focused on the most sensitive part of me. His tongue is broad and strong, but he uses it with exquisite gentleness, circling and flicking and teasing.

He holds my hips in place, but never pins. He lets me move, lets me grind into his mouth, lets me clutch at his horns or shoulders if I want. His hands only ever stabilize, never restrain.

He laps at me with single-minded devotion, humming softly into my skin. The sound vibrates through me, and I clutch at his head, fingers twining in the warm, short fur.

He moves one hand, slides a finger along my slickness, easing it inside with a tenderness that nearly breaks me.

I moan, and he pauses to check my face.

“Is this—”

“Don’t stop,” I beg.

He returns his mouth to me, tongue working in tandem with his finger, slow and sure. The pleasure builds, and I lose all sense of the world outside this room, this moment.

When I come, it’s not a shattering or an explosion. It’s a spreading warmth, an uncoiling, a release so pure it makes me sob.

He stays with me through it, licking and soothing and humming until I can’t bear it any longer.

He pulls back, resting his head on my thigh, breath hot and ragged.

I blink back tears, staring at the ceiling, the amber light shimmering above me.

Brutus sits up, arms braced on either side of me. His face is wild, eyes dark and molten.

He lowers his head to my belly, lips pressing there, then my hip, then back up to my breasts. He seems unable to stop touching, tasting, holding me.

Finally, he gathers me up, cradling me in his arms, carrying me back to the bench.

He sits with me in his lap, one huge hand stroking my hair, the other wrapped around my waist.

I breathe him in, letting my head fall against his shoulder.

Neither of us speaks for a long time.

Eventually, I glance up.

“You didn’t—” I start.

He shakes his head. “It is not time. Not yet.”

I frown. “Why not?”

He strokes my face, tender. “If I take you now, the maze will see it as conquest, not devotion. It would punish you. Or worse, punish me, and leave you alone in the next trial.”

I shudder at the thought.

He nuzzles my hair. “I can wait. I have waited a lifetime already.”

I nestle closer to him, hands exploring his chest, his arms, the muscles of his back. I find the place where his horn meets his skull, and rub it gently. He shivers.

“You’re good at this,” I say, voice small but steady.

He smiles, warm. “I want to be good for you.”

“You are.”

He laughs, low and rumbling.

I rest my hand over his heart, feeling its slow, thunderous beat.

The warmth of the chamber wraps around us. The spring whispers, and the mist settles over our skin.

I close my eyes, and for the first time since the Oracle’s prophecy, I do not feel afraid of what’s coming.


Chapter 6
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There is no warning, only the slow return of sound as Brutus and I make our way back through the living maze.

The corridor closes behind us, stone sealing in a hush, the hush swelling into the loaded silence of the next trial. Brutus walks half a pace ahead, as if sensing my legs are unsteady, but never reaches out. Not unless I ask. Always waiting. Always offering, never demanding. His presence is a living wall, a promise made of heat and shadow. The echo of his worship lingers on my skin like an aftershock—an ache, a humming, a need I can’t name.

We round the curve, and the world sharpens: Thorn and Garoth, waiting where the maze left them. Thorn is pacing, wild and restless, claws clacking against the stone. Garoth stands rigid and still, axe slung over his shoulders, eyes fixed on the darkness with the same predatory focus he wore the first night I saw him.

When they see me, the air changes. Something chemical. The tension whips up fast and sharp, an animal scent layered over the ambient heat. Thorn’s head snaps toward us, eyes blazing gold. Garoth’s lip curls, tusks jutting like a threat. It would be funny, if it didn’t set every cell in my body vibrating with fear and anticipation.

Brutus stops. Waits.

I don’t want to let go of his hand, but I do. It’s not submission; it’s necessity. I take three steps into the war zone, my boots silent on the mossy floor.

Thorn is there first, a streak of fur and desperation, skidding to a halt so close I feel the heat rolling off him. He shakes, tail lashing, eyes wild. “You were gone too long,” he says, voice hoarse. “What did he do to you?”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

Garoth’s voice is iron. “Let her answer.”

Thorn rounds on him, hackles bristling. “You weren’t worried?”

“I was,” Garoth says. “But not for her. She was with the bull.”

Thorn’s growl is a sound I didn’t know a throat could make. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

I catch both of them, one hand raised to each chest. “Stop. Just… stop.” My voice is shaky, but there’s something under it—something new, a backbone made from the heat Brutus poured into me. “I’m fine. I just needed… time.”

Garoth’s hand closes over mine, his palm so large it eclipses my fingers. “He touched you,” he says, but it’s not a question.

Thorn leans in, inhaling at my neck. His voice is a ragged breath. “You smell like him.”

My cheeks flush so hot I think the moss will catch fire. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t,” Brutus says, soft but unyielding. “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

Neither Thorn nor Garoth move. I am the axis they circle, a gravity well of their own making. The sensation is dizzying—wanted, claimed, torn between.

Thorn’s claws sheath and unsheath, a nervous tic. “Did he hurt you?”

“No,” I say, and surprise myself with how much I mean it. “He was gentle.”

Garoth’s hand doesn’t let go. “That’s worse,” he says. “You’ll want him now.”

My body answers before my mind can: a bright pulse between my ribs, a surge of heat, a memory of Brutus’s lips on my skin. I shake my head. “I don’t want anyone. I want all of you.”

Thorn’s eyes go wide, pupils swallowing the gold. Garoth’s hand flexes, but he doesn’t squeeze. He looks at Brutus, then back to me, then down to the point where our hands join.

“Is that what you want?” Garoth asks, voice low. “Or what the Oracle said you’d want?”

I can’t tell the difference.

Brutus steps forward, slow and deliberate, until he’s close enough to shade me. “The maze amplifies what is already inside,” he says, almost apologetic. “It doesn’t make new hungers. It only feeds the old ones.”

Thorn looks at me, hope and heartbreak fighting for space in his face. “Are you okay?”

I nod, but my legs buckle anyway. Thorn catches me before Brutus can, arms strong and trembling, holding me as if he expects me to dissolve in the air. His nose nuzzles under my jaw, the contact both comforting and desperate. “Don’t scare me like that again,” he whispers. “I almost tore the maze apart.”

Garoth sidles closer, his hands hovering just above my hips, as if he wants to touch but won’t unless invited. “You’re… different,” he says, eyes narrowed. “You glow.”

I try to protest, but Thorn pulls back, examining me. “He’s right.” He runs a finger along my collarbone, where the skin feels fevered. “You’re hot.” His voice is reverent, a little afraid. “And you’re… marked.”

I look down.

There, blooming across the arch of my left shoulder, is a faint mark—like a brand, but not burned. More like a vein of gold running under the skin, branching out in a spidery sigil. It pulses with each beat of my heart, visible through the thin fabric of my shirt.

Garoth’s eyes go hard. “He claimed you.”

Brutus drops to one knee, lowering his gaze. “It is the maze’s way,” he says. “Not mine. I would never—”

Thorn bares his teeth. “Easy for you to say. You got to her first.”

“Stop it,” I snap, the sound echoing off the stone. Both of them freeze, startled by the steel in my voice.

Brutus looks up, golden eyes soft. “If you wish to reject the bond—”

“I don’t,” I say. “I just… don’t want to be a prize. Or a war.”

The silence is suffocating.

Finally, Garoth grunts, the sound grudging but honest. “It’s not you I’m angry at.” He turns to Brutus. “You could’ve waited.”

Brutus’s voice is a boulder, unmoved. “The Oracle said the trial would kill her if she didn’t yield. I let her decide. That is all.”

Thorn sets me on my feet but keeps both hands on my shoulders, as if anchoring me to the world. “You didn’t hurt her?” His voice is tiny, almost childlike.

Brutus shakes his head. “I would rather die.”

The sincerity is a slap. Thorn softens, his anger leaking out as fast as it rose. “Okay,” he says. “Okay.”

I sag between them, relief and exhaustion duking it out inside me. “Can we just… not fight? I need all of you.”

For a second, neither answers.

Then Thorn nuzzles my cheek, Garoth’s hand closes over my hip, and Brutus rises to full height, his palm bracing my lower back. I am cocooned, bracketed, surrounded.

And I want it. All of it.

But the mark on my shoulder is still pulsing, and beneath it I feel a new itch—an itch that says more is coming, and soon.


Chapter 7
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The first thing I notice is the hush.

It sneaks in so slow I don’t realize it at first—just a prickle on the back of my neck, a quieting of the air that leaves my ears ringing. The corridor is the same as it was a moment ago: bioluminescent veins in the walls, the wet shimmer of stone underfoot, the echo of four sets of footsteps (three heavy, one light). But the light has gone off-color, a gray-blue dimming that makes the shadows stand taller, sharper, more aware of themselves. I blink, but the world stays muted.

Brutus is just ahead, his bulk eclipsing most of the view. Garoth walks to my left, every muscle bunched tight under his armor, as if waiting for some ancient enemy to lunge from the dark. Thorn paces my right, head low, fur bristling in a slow-motion shiver. Together they form a wall I shouldn’t be able to breach, a living battering ram against whatever the maze throws at us. But the hush seeps between us, a presence too big for flesh.

The air grows cold, then colder, a silk chill that creeps up my ankles and coasts over my thighs. Static gathers at my hairline. My pulse kicks up in my throat.

Brutus slows. His ears sweep back, horns clearing the ceiling with a soft scrape. “We are not alone,” he says, voice raw velvet.

I shiver. “You mean—?”

“I mean something follows,” he murmurs. “And it is not the maze.”

Garoth grunts, baring his tusks at the dark. “Let it come. I will tear it apart.”

Thorn stops moving altogether. His breath comes quick, staccato. I reach for his arm, but he jerks away, eyes locked to some point in the gloom. “Don’t you see it?” he whispers, voice broken. “Don’t you—?”

“See what?” My voice is small, but the echo is loud.

A long beat of silence.

Then the corridor behind us fills with eyes.

At first, they are only pinpricks—unreal, almost pretty, like dew on black velvet. But they multiply, widen, become rings of amethyst and electric blue, burning without source. I can’t breathe. The eyes blink in unison, then drift apart, circling us at a slow, hunting prowl.

Garoth shifts his stance, axe raised, legs braced. “Show yourself,” he snarls, “coward.”

The eyes laugh.

Not with sound, but with movement: they ripple, condense, fuse into a shape that is not a shape, a figure built from the pure negative of light. The air bends. The corridor squeezes inward. The eyes move closer, resolving into a face, then horns—great curling rams’ horns, spiraling back from a skull made of nothing but shadow. A body extrudes from the dark, slow and deliberate, more liquid than flesh. Limbs like smoke. Shoulders like a carved statue. Hands ending in claws that catch and bend the faint glow of the walls.

He is beautiful, in a way that hurts to look at. The hunger in him is the hunger of black holes.

He steps forward, the world bending in around him, the floor freezing with each footfall.

Brutus kneels, but not in surrender. In caution. “Umbrafold,” he says, reverent and afraid. “Why here?”

The thing grins, and the teeth are pure white, too many for a human mouth.

Its eyes find me.

Everything in my body screams run, but my feet do not move.

The shadow’s voice is a purr, slithering down my spine. “She called,” he says, the words barely touching air. “I came.”

The eyes—Veyl’s eyes, I realize, the name surfacing as if it’s always been there—never leave my face. He moves with predatory grace, sliding through the barrier of Brutus’s mass like water through a broken dam. His shadows reach for me, tentative at first, curling around my feet, my calves, my waist. The contact is chill and heat, pain and pleasure, all at once.

Garoth raises his axe, but Thorn grabs his arm, hissing. “Don’t. You’ll make it worse.”

Veyl laughs again, this time in sound—pure delight, layered over hunger. “Smart puppy,” he croons. “You remember.”

Brutus pushes upright, his bulk blocking Garoth and Thorn from my flank. “You are not welcome,” he says. The words are a ritual, not a threat. “You are not part of the trial.”

Veyl tilts his head, gaze locked on mine. “And yet, here I am.” He steps close enough that I feel the cold blooming off his skin, the phantom brush of his breath on my cheek. “Don’t you want to know why?”

My throat is dry. I can’t even shake my head.

He reaches for my chin, not quite touching, but the intention is so clear my skin tingles. “You are full of holes,” he whispers. “You ache to be filled.” His eyes flicker to Brutus, then to Garoth, then back to me. “But flesh is a poor substitute for what you crave.”

The words land like a blow. My knees threaten to buckle.

The shadows around us thicken, drawn to him, coiling in slow motion. They reach for my wrists, my ankles, the small of my back. Each touch is an electric shock. I gasp, and Veyl smiles wider.

“She remembers,” he says, almost to himself.

Brutus’s hand clamps down on my shoulder, grounding me. “Let her go,” he growls, voice three octaves deeper than normal.

Veyl’s attention slides to him, amused. “You still believe you can protect her from me?”

Brutus doesn’t move, doesn’t blink. “I can try.”

“Not from me. From herself.” Veyl’s voice goes softer, more intimate. “She is not prey. She is a beacon.” His eyes return to mine, hungry. “A light for which there is no darkness.”

My head spins. The cold is inside me now, not just on the skin.

Garoth lunges, fast as lightning, swinging the axe in a downward arc. The blade passes through Veyl’s arm like mist—no resistance, not even a tremor. The shadow regards him with a bored smile.

“You wound easily, but not deeply,” he says. “All violence does is remind her what she is not.”

Garoth snarls, but Thorn is shaking so badly he can barely stand. “Please,” he whimpers. “Not here. Not now.”

Veyl steps past them, moving into my space, filling every empty part of the world. His hand closes under my chin, claws careful, almost gentle.

“I’ve been waiting,” he murmurs, the words shaped for my ears alone.

My lips part, but I can’t form a word.

He leans in, until his face is a breath from mine. The horns frame my sight, blocking out the world. His scent is ozone and midnight and the faintest whiff of crushed violets.

His mouth brushes my cheek, cool and dry. “You shine so much brighter here,” he says. “You know what happens next, don’t you?”

The shadows pulse in time with my heart. I feel them inside my shirt, sliding over my ribs, caressing the skin. I gasp, a half-sob, and the corridor seems to warp around the sound.

Brutus’s hand tightens on my shoulder. “Don’t listen. It’s not real. He can’t hurt you.”

But Veyl only laughs. “I don’t hurt. I awaken.” His tongue flicks the shell of my ear, a sensation so sharp I nearly scream.

“You’re scared,” he says, pulling back just enough to look in my eyes. “But you’re more alive than you’ve ever been.”

The truth of it rips through me.

I am terrified. I am burning.

Veyl’s shadow-hand traces the line of my jaw, leaving a cool trail that smolders after he pulls away. “Don’t you want to see how deep the light goes?” he asks, voice low and wicked.

I shake my head, but the shadows answer for me—they wrap tighter, curling up my thighs, brushing the inside of my knee.

He steps back, just a little, watching me with that eerie, patient hunger. “She’ll come to me,” he says, addressing Brutus and Garoth and Thorn. “She always does.”

He fades a step, dissolving at the edges, but the eyes never waver.

Brutus is shaking now, but not with fear. With rage. “If you touch her—”

Veyl holds up a hand, all mock surrender. “She chooses. Not you. Not the maze.” His eyes flicker with light. “Not even me.”

Garoth is breathing like he’s just run miles, chest heaving, eyes rolling white. Thorn is curled up at my side, tail lashing, claws sunk into his own forearm.

The corridor seems to widen and shrink at once, the walls alive with writhing shadow, the veins of bioluminescence flickering in time with my heart.

Veyl steps into the dark, the last thing visible his glowing eyes, locked on me.

I sag into Brutus’s arms, unable to catch my breath.

The hush returns.

* * *

No one speaks for a long time.

Brutus’s hands are a vise around my shoulders, but I welcome the pressure—it’s the only thing holding me together. Thorn is hunched and trembling, face buried in my hip, breath coming in short, desperate pants. Garoth stands away, axe still raised, gaze fixed on the corridor where Veyl vanished.

Only the light moves, and even that is weak, uncertain, as if it’s lost the will to shine.

I open my mouth to speak, but my tongue feels numb.

Garoth is first to break the silence. “What was that?” His voice is all gravel and broken stone.

Brutus glances at him, then away. “Umbrafold. A demon of the old world. They do not exist here. Not unless summoned.”

Garoth’s head snaps around. “You summoned that?”

Brutus shakes his head, horns tilting. “Not I.”

He looks at me, gold eyes molten.

Realization blooms cold in my gut. “It was me,” I say, voice a whisper.

Brutus nods, solemn. “Your gift. It calls to darkness, as much as to light.”

Thorn is shaking, but he lifts his face, eyes wet and wild. “Don’t let it touch you,” he begs. “It’s not what you think.”

Brutus’s hand finds Thorn’s shoulder, huge and steady. “She is stronger than you know.”

Garoth makes a derisive sound, but he doesn’t argue.

I stare at my hands, flexing my fingers. The marks on my skin—those trailing sigils from the Hall of Mirrors—are brighter now, burning with a sickly, phosphorescent glow.

I feel… hollowed out. Exposed.

But also, in some terrible way, thrilled.

The corridor urges us on, the floor sloping gently toward another bend. The maze has not paused its hunger; the Oracle’s prophecy ticks forward, trial after trial.

Brutus kneels in front of me, his face etched with worry. “Are you well, Astrid?”

I nod, but it’s a lie. “I’m… here.”

He cups my face, thumb tracing the line of my cheek. His touch is grounding, heavy and real. “You are not alone. No matter what that thing says.”

I lean into him, desperate for the warmth.

Behind us, Garoth and Thorn have closed ranks, their rivalry forgotten for the moment. Thorn still looks terrified, but he meets my gaze with a glimmer of hope. “He can’t have you if you don’t want him,” he says, like a litany.

Garoth grunts in agreement. “We’ll tear him apart if he tries.”

I want to believe them. I want to believe myself.

But Veyl’s voice lingers in my bones. You ache to be filled.

The worst part is, I do.

I push the thought down, focus on the warmth of Brutus’s hand, the steadying presence of the others.

But the corridor is dark, and the hush is thicker, and I know that whatever just happened is only the beginning.

The next trial waits.

And Veyl is waiting, too.

* * *

We walk, but it’s not forward. Every step is sideways, a spiral through the labyrinth’s softening geometry, the walls bending closer with each pulse of the hush. Brutus leads, his bulk a wedge against the cold, but the real center of gravity is behind me—where Veyl’s eyes burn through the dark, where his presence rolls forward, pushing all three of my protectors into a tighter knot around me.

There’s a different kind of hunger in the air now, thicker, more electric. Every breath is heavy with anticipation, the silence stretched so taut I can feel it vibrating in my teeth.

We round a curve and the corridor narrows, the bioluminescence fading to a line of stuttering pinpricks. I try to focus on the flicker, on the familiar scrape of boots and claws on stone, but all I can feel is the way the air behind me shivers with every step Veyl takes.

He’s closer than before. I sense him before I see him: a chill licking the skin at the base of my skull, a whisper of sound too soft for language, a pressure behind my eyes like the edge of a dream you don’t want to remember.

When he speaks, the words thread through my brainstem.

“She wants to run,” he purrs. “But there is nowhere left to go.”

Brutus doesn’t turn, but his entire body tenses. “You will not take her.”

Veyl laughs, and the sound is silk and broken glass. “I only want what she offers.” The shadows quiver, lapping at the walls like tongues. “What she is already giving.”

Garoth’s hand flies to the axe, the blade catching what little light is left. “I told you—don’t touch her.”

Veyl ignores him, eyes locked on me. “Let the others pretend. You’re not afraid, are you?” The last words are for me alone.

I shake, but it’s not entirely fear.

Brutus steps back, closing the distance between us, his body a living barricade. But the shadows spill around him, ignoring mass, ignoring will. Veyl steps through, the darkness folding and unfolding to let him pass. In a blink, he is behind me, breath on my nape, hands not quite touching.

His voice is a vibration in my bones. “May I?” The word is a dare, a seduction.

My heart skips. I try to answer, but I don’t know the answer.

He doesn’t wait. His fingers brush my wrist, claws grazing skin just hard enough to leave a trail of sensation. The cold of his touch is a relief—a counterpoint to the fire still burning under my skin from the last trial. I gasp, and he draws in the sound, savoring it.

Thorn backs away, putting two full steps between himself and Veyl. “No…” he whispers, voice smaller than I’ve ever heard it. “Not him. Not like this.”

Garoth roars, a sound so loud it shakes dust from the ceiling. “Let her go!”

But Veyl just laughs, soft and decadent, wrapping both hands around my arms. The shadows crawl up my body, twining around my wrists, my waist, the insides of my thighs. My body betrays me—I shiver, and every muscle lights up like a warning flare.

He pulls me back against him, liquid as a lover, and his mouth grazes my ear. “You want to know why you called me?”

I can’t answer. My breath is a white fog. My pulse is a hammer.

Veyl presses closer, his chest a cold mirror to the fever of my skin. “You called me because the others can’t fill you.” His words are silk and threat. “You’re hungry for the dark. For what you’re not allowed to want.”

Brutus wheels, horns low, eyes gone from gold to pure molten. He speaks like a breaking dam. “Release her, demon. She is not yours.”

“She’s no one’s,” Veyl croons. “That’s why she’s perfect.”

His hands slide down, painting trails of shadow along my hips. The caress is gentle, but there’s steel behind it—a possession, a staking of claim. I can’t decide if I want to flee or melt. Gods, I want—

Garoth tries to wedge himself between us, axe half-raised, but the shadows bite his wrist, repelling him with a jolt that leaves his tusks bared and his eyes wild.

Brutus moves next, bracing a hand on my back. “Astrid,” he says, urgent but controlled, “look at me. You don’t have to let him—”

But I do look at him, and the sight undoes me. His face is torn between rage and heartbreak. He wants to save me, but can’t reach through the shadow.

“Brutus,” I whisper, my voice barely sound. “I’m okay.”

It’s not a lie, but not the whole truth. I’m terrified, but alive in a way that scorches the inside of my ribs.

Veyl’s hands find my throat, not squeezing, just holding. The claws are cold against my pulse. “Do you trust me?” he asks, the words a ghost.

I nod, helpless.

He bends me backward until I’m looking up at him, horns framing the void, eyes devouring every flinch. “I could swallow you whole,” he purrs. “But you want to be devoured, don’t you?”

The word shreds my self-control. I tremble, head to toe.

His tongue flicks out, tasting the tears I didn’t know I was shedding. “You shine best when you’re undone,” he whispers.

The corridor twists again, growing tighter, the walls pulsing with a faint, frantic heartbeat. The bioluminescence gutters, replaced by a cold radiance that seems to come from Veyl himself.

He turns me to face Brutus, holding my body against his. “Look at them,” he says, voice silk. “They want to own you, don’t they?”

Brutus’s hands are fists. “She is not property.”

Thorn is crouched, claws sunk into the stone, tail between his legs. “Don’t let him hurt you,” he begs.

Garoth stands back, face split by a snarl, eyes wet with frustration.

Veyl’s hands wander over my arms, my belly, painting every inch with shadow. “You see? They would tear each other apart, and still not reach you. But I…” He slides a hand up, cupping my jaw. “I go where I’m invited.”

He leans in, mouth brushing mine—not a kiss, but the threat of one. “You called me,” he says, softer than breath. “You want what only I can give.”

I whimper, and the sound is music to him. He slides a tongue—cool and soft—along my lower lip, savoring the taste.

The shadows clutch my thighs, brushing the slickness there. I shudder, and he moans, delighted.

“See?” he purrs. “You’re made for the dark. For me.”

Brutus shoves forward, horns nearly clipping the ceiling, voice a landslide. “If you hurt her, I will tear you to pieces.”

Veyl pulls back, smiling over my head. “You could try. But she won’t let you.” He looks down, brushing my hair from my face. “Would you, little star?”

I can’t answer. I am floating, drowned in sensation.

He turns me again, until I’m facing Garoth and Thorn. “Touch her, if you dare,” he says. “See if she doesn’t burn for you, too.”

Garoth is the first to move—he grabs my wrist, yanking me from the shadow’s embrace. But the touch only intensifies the cold fire in my veins. The magic arcs, throwing off blue sparks where our skin meets.

Veyl moans, like he’s feeding from the contact. “More,” he says. “She can take it.”

Garoth’s hands are rough, but not cruel. He pins me against the wall, tusks bracketing my face, and breathes me in. “You smell different,” he murmurs, voice shaking. “Like thunder and sex and hunger.” He kisses me, savage and needy.

The taste is lightning—sharp, sweet, utterly addictive.

Thorn is next, dragging his claws up my arm, across my throat. He whimpers, the sound desperate, and buries his face in my shoulder. “You feel like magic,” he whispers, “but it hurts.”

Veyl wraps around us, shadows binding all three. “It always does,” he murmurs. “That’s why it’s worth it.”

Brutus stands apart, trembling with restraint. “Astrid,” he says, voice breaking, “do you want this?”

I shouldn’t. I can’t. Not like this—not with all of them watching, not with the dark curling through my veins.

But the truth rises anyway, helpless and burning.

I sob, nodding, my whole body answering before my mind can stop it.

He joins us, hands enveloping me, the heat of his body fighting the cold of the shadow. He kisses my forehead, then my mouth, deep and reverent. The pressure is overwhelming, but in the best possible way.

Veyl howls—an animal sound of victory and lust. “Yes,” he says, “yes, yes, yes—”

The corridor is chaos. I am lifted, carried, worshipped and ravaged, shadows and hands and mouths everywhere at once. The pleasure is dizzying, brutal, a delirium that threatens to erase me.

But Veyl’s voice keeps me anchored. “You’re not a vessel,” he says, “you’re a sun. You burn and burn and burn—”

The cold inside me flashes to heat, and I shatter.

The world explodes in light and dark, twining together until there is no difference.

When I come back to myself, I am on the floor, cradled in Brutus’s lap. Garoth and Thorn are curled at my sides, breathless, eyes glazed with wonder. Veyl stands above me, arms folded, face split by a razor smile.

“You see?” he says, voice almost gentle. “You were never meant to hide.”

His shadows curl around my throat, a lover’s caress.

“You’ll understand soon enough,” he promises.


Chapter 8
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The Hall of Mirrors doesn’t open; it erupts.

The first thing I see is my own face, stretched and splintered in a thousand angles, every pane catching a piece of me and tossing it somewhere else. There’s no floor, no horizon, just a circle of floating mirrors that spin around me, dizzy-bright, each one flashing on in sequence—silver, gold, obsidian, blood-red, then silver again. The air tastes of static and something sweeter, almost like the sugar-powder left after a storm.

My legs don’t move, but the world pivots. My body’s a needle at the center of a compass that’s lost north.

The first reflection is easy. Me, as I was six months ago. Human. Small, soft, flinching at her own shadow. I want to look away, but the glass holds my gaze, shames me into watching as that version of Astrid presses herself flat against the world, as if hiding will save her from being seen.

The next mirror shows her again, but standing taller, skin webbed in the faint gold and green and silver lines that the maze gifted. Brighter. She smiles at me, the faintest dare in her mouth, and the sight of it lands in my gut like a fist.

A third pane. This Astrid wears armor. Her face is older, eyes hard. There’s a crown on her head—not delicate, but a thing made for war, studded with teeth and dark glass. She looks back at me and doesn’t blink.

Another pane: Astrid crowned again, but this time, the gold runs in rivers down her face. Her hands drip with it. She kneels in the pool of her own reflection, trembling, mouth open in a silent scream.

I take a step, or maybe the mirrors move to meet me, but the next vision nearly stops my heart. It’s me, but not me. The hair is wrong, the posture wrong. This version is all shadow, wrapped in a coat of living night, eyes burning with a light that isn’t color at all. She grins, and the grin is Veyl’s.

I stumble.

The mirrors close in, multiplying until the air is crowded with alternate lives: Astrid the conqueror, Astrid the monster, Astrid the queen, Astrid the dead. Each version flickers alive for a second, then shivers into the next. I can’t breathe. The light from each pane is hotter than the last, pressing me between them until I am flattened, two-dimensional, a specimen to be dissected.

I try to scream but my voice doesn’t work. The only sound is glass sliding over glass, sharp as bone saws.

I see the others, at the edges. Brutus, kneeling. His arms are splayed out, as if holding the whole maze on his back. His eyes are locked on a vision I can’t see, but whatever it is makes him shake. The heat of him warps the air, melting the lines of the mirrors nearest him.

Garoth is pacing in a circle, hackles up, tusks bared. He smashes his fists into his own reflection, but each time he shatters the glass, another pane forms behind it, showing a Garoth bigger, angrier, more alone. His hunger fills the air like smoke.

Thorn stands silent, hands at his sides, claws digging little moons into his thighs. He’s staring at a mirror that shows him with no pack, no warmth, just a corridor that stretches forever. His tail is still, body rigid with the effort of not running.

But the maze wants me. It tightens the noose.

The next round of mirrors are crueler. They don’t show futures; they show what I don’t want to see.

Astrid on her knees, chained at the throat, mouth open in supplication. The hands that hold the leash are blurred—Brutus’s? Garoth’s? My own? The reflection cycles through all of them.

Astrid standing over a battlefield, crown tilting, holding a sword that drips with red. The corpses are monsters and men alike. She is smiling, lips smeared with blood.

Astrid wrapped in Veyl’s shadow, no longer afraid, but laughing. The laugh is low and dirty. She looks at me with pupils blown wide, and the invitation in her gaze is a trap I want to fall into.

Astrid standing alone at the edge of a frozen river. The world is empty, and the only sound is the ice cracking beneath her feet.

I want to turn away, but there is no away. Only more glass, more faces, more hunger. Each version speaks a little louder, and the noise is deafening.

I try to close my eyes, but the mirrors are inside my eyelids now, projected on the backs of them in strobing afterimages.

Veyl steps into the circle, unbothered by the splinters that scrape the air. He doesn’t show up in any mirror, but he’s everywhere at once. Sometimes just eyes. Sometimes a hand, reaching. Sometimes nothing but the grin, wide and sharp and full of secrets.

He paces around me, savoring my panic. “You like what you see?” he purrs.

“Go to hell,” I snarl, or try to, but it comes out as a rasp.

He sidles up, close enough that the chill of him soaks through my skin. “This is your trial, not mine,” he croons. “But if you want help—” he presses his mouth to my temple, “—you have only to ask.”

I want to push him away, but I can’t move. I’m frozen. Or glued to the floor by a thousand versions of myself.

He nuzzles lower, lips ghosting the shell of my ear. “You could choose any of them,” he says. “But you want something new, don’t you? Something you haven’t seen before.”

He’s right. The thought makes me sick.

He brushes a finger down my cheek, careful not to break the skin. “You’re scared you’re nothing but a vessel,” he murmurs, “but you’re so much more than that. So much hungrier. So much darker.”

He melts away, the shadows swallowing him whole.

The next mirror is the worst. It doesn’t show me at all.

It shows a hole in the world, ringed with light. Everyone else is gone.

I want to scream.

The circle closes. There is only a hair’s breadth between me and a thousand hungry Astrids.

The voices in the glass start speaking.

“Take the power,” says the queen.

“Take the leash,” says the supplicant.

“Take the hunger,” says the shadow.

“Take nothing,” says the dead girl.

And the real voice, the one I never wanted to hear, says: “You’re nothing but a vessel.”

I clench my fists, nails biting into the meat of my palm. The pain is real. The rest is just reflection.

The mirrors spin faster, orbit tightening, the heat of their light raising sweat on my skin.

I reach out.

The first mirror cuts me, blood on the glass, but I push through it. I pick the next, and the next. All of them hurt. None of them feel like me.

Finally, I see her.

A girl, standing alone, barefoot, shaking. She’s not strong, not crowned, not even beautiful. But her eyes are wide and her hands are empty, and the line of her mouth is stubborn and scared and alive.

She doesn’t move. She waits for me.

I reach for her.

The other mirrors scream, but this one is silent.

My fingers touch the surface. There is no chill, no pain. The glass gives, then shatters.

Light explodes.

I fall, or maybe the world does.

* * *

I come to on the floor, cheek pressed against something warm and unyielding. I taste salt and copper.

Arms around me—huge, familiar. Brutus holds me like a life raft in a hurricane. His hands shake, but his voice is a wall. “You did it,” he murmurs. “You did it.”

Thorn is crouched by my head, hair wild, eyes wide as moons. “Are you okay?” he says, “Astrid—please, talk to me—”

Garoth stands at my feet, fists clenched, every line of his body quivering with the effort not to smash something. “You’re alive,” he grunts, as if this is a surprise.

Veyl is nowhere and everywhere. I sense him at my back, behind my ribs, smiling.

I push myself up, teeth chattering. “Did… did it work?”

Brutus helps me sit. His face is pale, sweat beading under the fur. “The glass is gone,” he says. “The way is open.”

I look around. The mirrors are dust, spinning down like snow. The only reflection left is in the eyes of the monsters who followed me here.

I glance at Brutus. His gold is clear, but tinged with something mournful. “You saw me,” I say, not a question.

He nods. “All of you.”

“Me too,” Thorn whispers. He rests his hand on my shoulder, careful, hesitant. “You were beautiful. Even the bad ones.”

Garoth huffs, tusks flashing. “You’re better than any of them.” He means it as comfort, but his voice is raw, scraped by fear.

I breathe, the air sharp in my chest.

Veyl leans down, unseen, but his whisper is right in my ear. “You made the right choice. For now.”

He flickers into existence at the edge of the circle, arms folded, eyes shining like distant suns.

“You’re not free yet,” he says, and this time there’s no purr, no mockery. Just hunger.

Brutus stands, lifting me to my feet. The dust of the mirrors clings to my skin, glowing faintly.

“Come,” he says. “There’s one more trial.”

My knees buckle, but Thorn and Garoth catch me. Together, we walk.

Veyl paces behind, silent and watchful.

But in every shadow, I see myself.

Every version, every hunger, every future I might still become.

* * *

The next corridor is straight, unbroken, pulsing with a light that isn’t really light at all.

I walk it, my monsters at my side.

But I know, now, that there’s no version of me waiting at the end.

Only the girl who survived the mirrors, and the monsters who loved her enough to let her choose.

And the shadow, always watching, always waiting.

My hand finds Brutus’s. He holds it tight, thumb brushing the gold vein beneath my skin. Thorn leans in, brushing his lips to my temple, just once. Garoth stalks ahead, parting the dark like a battering ram, but every few steps he glances back, as if to make sure I’m still here.

I am.

I’m here, and I’m real, and when the final trial comes I’ll walk into it with my monsters at my side.

Even if, especially if, I have to walk alone.

And in the hush behind us, Veyl’s laughter is soft as velvet, sharp as glass, and hungry as the night.


Chapter 9
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I press my back to the cold stone, sweat and torch smoke gluing the hair to my temples. The corridor has half-collapsed; somewhere in the last span of minutes the ceiling sheared and left debris shivering in the stale, mineral air. The flicker of flame from Brutus’s lantern paints the broken pillars in alternating slashes of gold and black. My lungs burn with dust. Garoth and Thorn are near enough that I feel the vibration of their bodies through the soles of my boots.

Brutus is at point, horns brushing the ceiling. Every step he takes is calculated, deliberate, but I sense tension coiling up his back—the way a cat’s tail twitches right before it pounces. I can see the line of Garoth’s jaw clench, the green-black flush of anger mottling his neck as he scans the darkness ahead. Thorn’s nails scrape stone with every restless shift of his weight, pupils blown wide, tail rigid.

We all feel it. The hush before a storm.

A sound swells in the corridor—not footsteps, not the wheeze of the maze shifting, but something older. A deep, grinding inhale, as if the walls themselves have been holding their breath for centuries and only now dare to exhale. I taste copper on my tongue.

Then: a roar. It is not animal, not human, but a shearing of both. The air splits. From a fissure in the left wall, a thing erupts—a body built from the salvage of the old world, teeth and horn and scale layered over muscle that ripples with every movement. The tail is barbed, the claws are wrong, the mouth is wrong, everything about it is a lesson in anatomy as war crime.

Garoth moves first.

His battle cry is a challenge and a curse in one, all vowels and threat, and the greataxe in his fist cleaves the air with such force I feel the displacement on my skin. The blade meets the chimera’s shoulder, bites deep, but not deep enough. A hooked claw rakes across Garoth’s ribs, the screech of metal against flesh. His bronze breastplate absorbs some of it, but not enough—the stink of blood floods the air, dark and hot. He reels back, teeth bared, arms braced for another blow.

Thorn springs in beside him, heedless of the odds. He’s all teeth and claws and pure animal energy, but the chimera is built to ruin things like him. Its tail arcs, catching Thorn across the forearm, stripping fur and skin in a single, effortless gesture. Thorn screams, a sound high and ragged, but never pulls back. If anything, it makes him angrier. He lunges at the chimera’s throat, teeth aimed for the artery.

I try to run, but the debris makes a prison of the floor. I trip, knee slamming into jagged stone. My vision whites out at the edge. I hear my own name as a panicked hiss—Thorn’s voice, desperate, as the chimera bucks and throws him into the wall. He hits with a crunch and crumples. The tail lashes for me, and I smell ozone and rot as it slices the air. I throw up my arms, too late—

Brutus steps in front of me.

The world slows.

I see the tension in his shoulders, the ripple of the skin beneath the fur. His horns tilt low, framing his face with a promise of violence. He meets the chimera’s charge head-on, shoving with the full mass of his body. The sound is something between a thunderclap and a landslide. The impact drives the chimera backward, claws gouging at the floor for purchase. Brutus keeps pressing, keeps moving, until the creature’s spine is pinned against the fractured wall.

But it doesn’t stop. The chimera snaps at his face, jaws flexing wide enough to engulf his head, and the tail snakes around, spikes glinting. This time the tail’s aim is me.

Panic is supposed to be cold, but this panic is a heat that melts the bones in my legs. I feel the brush of the tail across my hip—a kiss, not a kill, but the implication is clear. It’s hunting me through all the bodies in its way.

I can’t scream. I can’t move.

Something changes behind me. A pressure, a chill, a distortion in the air like the inside of a thundercloud. My skin goes numb. Before I can turn, darkness wraps my throat. Hands—no, claws—slide under my chin, careful, almost gentle. The world turns inside out.

I am not in the corridor.

I am not anywhere.

The void is a sensation, not a space. I taste amethyst and night, feel a weightless vertigo in my gut. I am floating, or maybe falling, or maybe the laws of direction have just abandoned me. The only constant is the grip on my jaw—cool, sharp, inhumanly steady.

Veyl is here, or maybe I am with him, or maybe both.

His eyes open in the dark, purple-blue, no pupils, just solid light. He doesn’t speak at first, just studies my face with the patience of a god about to unravel a mortal. The claws slip down, painting trails of cold fire across my collarbones.

“Easy, Radiance,” he says, the words sliding under my skin like silk soaked in anesthetic. “Breathe for me.”

I do, but it’s shallow, too quick. The sound echoes weirdly, as if the air is learning how to be air for the first time.

Veyl’s mouth curls into a slow, lazy smile. “You almost died,” he murmurs. “Again. I’m starting to think you do it just to get my attention.”

I want to snarl at him, to say something scathing, but the memory of the chimera’s tail—its aim, its intent—robs me of language.

“Your lovers fight easier when they don’t have to shield you,” Veyl adds, more gently. He leans closer, horned brow casting the world into a midnight eclipse. “You want them to win, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” I manage, my voice a scraped-out thing.

He nods, satisfied, and for a moment just exists. I feel his presence as a pressure on my chest, a counterpoint to the pain in my hip where the tail grazed me.

“Then let them fight,” he says. “Let them prove themselves.”

He doesn’t let go of me. The claws—nails, whatever they are—hold my face, but never threaten. I realize with a shock that I am trembling, not from fear, but from a different kind of voltage.

The void flickers. I see glimpses, as if through fogged glass:

Brutus, horns locked with the chimera, both bodies shaking as they try to dominate the same square of ground. The chimera’s mouth gapes and bites, and Brutus’s arms strain, muscles cording under the fur. His face is wild—not with panic, but with the determination to crush or be crushed.

Garoth, battered and bleeding, still swings the axe with two hands, grunting with every swing, trying to catch the tail that nearly took my head. His teeth are bared, eyes bloodshot, the whites gone orange from the torchlight. Every time he lands a blow, the chimera howls.

Thorn—oh, gods, Thorn—he’s using his injured arm as a decoy, letting the blood drip on the stone, drawing the beast’s eyes, then striking at the exposed tendon with his other claws. He’s laughing, even as he bleeds. His mouth is a red mess, and it’s beautiful, terrifying.

Veyl watches all this through my eyes, and I feel him feeding on the chaos, the risk, the terror. It makes him stronger. Or maybe it just pleases him.

He nuzzles his cheek to mine, cool and dry. “You make them magnificent,” he says. “Without you, they would be nothing but violence and regret.”

He turns my head so I face him fully. His lips brush my mouth, soft and cold. “Is that what you want? To be the fire they circle?”

I hesitate. For all the pain, all the fear, there’s a kind of yes inside me that tastes like sin. “I want to burn,” I say.

He grins, delighted, and I can feel myself falling.


Chapter 10
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There is no up or down in the void. Only the hush, and the slow, sickly light of Veyl’s eyes.

For a second—maybe an hour—nothing moves but the echoes of my own pulse. I try to drag air, but there’s nothing to breathe. The pressure is immense, like water at the bottom of the sea. My limbs twitch, but they’re not mine anymore. Every nerve in me is strung out and vibrating with the memory of Veyl’s grin, the way he delighted at my confession: I want to burn.

He does not touch me, not at first. He’s a silhouette, more absence than man, horns curling out of a face made from the color of unlit candles. His voice is a thought, not a sound: “You do burn, Astrid. Brighter than they ever will.”

His shadow-wings unfurl. They blot out whatever passes for a sky, wrapping me in hush. The only solid thing is his eyes, twin opals in a sea of velvet.

I try to speak. My mouth moves, but I’m not sure if anything escapes. My tongue is numb. The world is numb.

Veyl’s voice is inside my head. It caresses, it claws.

“They teach you to fear the dark,” he purrs, “but you always knew better. Didn’t you?”

I shake my head. Yes. No. My skin prickles where his attention lands—on my lips, my jaw, the hard gallop of my throat. I realize my heart is hammering so loud, so desperate, that I can’t hear anything else.

He moves closer, not by walking, but by existing. There’s no transition, no distance to cover; he is simply suddenly here, looming over me, the heat of his not-body cold enough to burn. Shadows curl around my wrists, gentle as silk. They’re not restraints, not really, but my muscles go slack, useless.

“You’re afraid,” he says. He sounds delighted. “But not of me. What is it you’re really afraid of, little flame?”

I don’t answer. I can’t.

His shadow-fingers trace my face. They find my hair, the curve of my cheek, the trembling of my jaw. My skin reacts—goosebumps, sweat, a shiver that makes my teeth ache.

“You’re afraid you’ll like it,” he whispers.

He’s right. The thought wrings a sob from somewhere inside me. I want to tell him to stop. I want to tell him to keep going.

“You want this,” he says, and the words hit me like a slap. “You want to see how deep your hunger goes.”

His touch—if you can call it that—drags down my neck, over the hollow at the base of my throat, then lower. I feel the shadow before I see it, a cold that somehow glows, a pressure without weight. It slips under my shirt, skating over my collarbone, the swell of my chest, the thumping bird-cage of my heart.

He traces a circle around my nipple, and I arch into it, the reaction involuntary, embarrassing. My body answers before my mind can argue. The shadow pulses, mirroring my pulse, and then splits, a second tendril gliding along my ribs, up under my arm, down my flank.

“Do you want to know what I see when I look at you?” Veyl breathes into my skull. “I see fire wrapped in skin. I see every wish you were too good to name, every ache you swallowed, every night you went untouched.”

The shadows grip tighter, bolder now, encircling both breasts and squeezing, not hard enough to hurt, just enough to make me keen, to force my hips off the nothing-floor. My thighs clench, seeking friction. The air is static and ozone and the taste of a thunderstorm.

Veyl’s tongue slides into my ear, cool and wicked. “They want to possess you, but you… you want to surrender. To be unmade.”

“No,” I gasp, but the lie is weak.

He laughs, a ripple of velvet across my skin. “Lie to them, if you must. But don’t lie to me.”

His shadows find my waist, my hips, the curve of my ass. They lift me—weightless, effortless—until I am suspended, floating. My shirt rides up, exposing my belly. The cold licks my navel, draws shudders all the way to my toes.

Veyl doesn’t touch me with his real hands, not yet. He just watches, eyes burning brighter, as his shadows explore, caress, knead. They peel away the waistband of my pants, drag them down to mid-thigh, then circle back to knead and tease. My underwear is next, and I whimper, thighs slamming shut.

He tsks. “Don’t hide from me. You called me here, remember?”

The shadows nudge my knees apart, slow and inexorable. The shame is exquisite. I can’t even cover my face, not with my hands trapped by invisible bands overhead.

Veyl kneels, horns grazing the nothing-floor, his mouth hovering just above my cunt. He breathes in, deep, savoring the scent of me. “Gods, Astrid,” he groans, voice shaking, “you taste like moonlight on a hot night. I could feast forever.”

He doesn’t use his tongue. Not yet.

Instead, a shadow-tendril flicks out, the touch more electric than anything human. It curls between my folds, slick and insistent, painting slow circles around my clit. The cold is shocking, but my body adapts, wants more. I buck, and the shadows lock my hips in place, holding me open, vulnerable.

The tendril splits, becomes two, then three. One teases my entrance, never quite dipping inside, just stroking, sampling. The second keeps working my clit, now with tight, precise pressure that makes my eyes roll back. The third drags along the crease of my thigh, then up over my hip, caressing the trembling skin there.

“Is this too much?” Veyl asks, but the question is a joke. He knows it’s not enough. Not yet.

He leans in, finally, and licks me with a tongue colder than ice. The contrast is so intense I scream, a soundless, animal thing. He laps slow, savoring every shudder, every twitch. His shadows mimic the movement, amplifying it, braiding pleasure through pain and back again.

He wraps his arms around my legs, anchoring me, and sucks on my clit with relentless, delicate pressure. The cold radiates through me, colliding with the heat of arousal until I can’t tell if I’m freezing or burning. My back arches, my vision whites out.

“You’re close,” he whispers. “Let go. Let me see you come apart.”

I fight it. I want to resist, to hold on to something of myself, but the shadows know better. They squeeze and stroke, the pressure increasing with every second. Veyl’s tongue flicks faster, shadow-fingers pinching and rolling my nipples, sending electric fire straight to the core of me.

My orgasm hits like a collapse, a black hole in my gut that sucks the rest of me inside out. I convulse, every muscle locked, a silent scream tearing out of my throat. Veyl drinks it in, greedy, insatiable.

The world shatters. I am nothing but sensation. My body seizes and releases, seizes and releases, until I am slick with sweat and tears and something else, something colder and finer that coats my skin like frost.

Veyl licks me through it, soft and slow, never stopping until I beg. Even then, the shadows linger, tracing the aftershocks across my body, mapping the places I am most vulnerable, most alive.

When I finally come back to myself, I am on my knees, cradled by invisible hands. Veyl kneels behind me, arms around my waist, chin on my shoulder. His breath smells of violets and storm.

“You did well,” he says. His praise is a shackle and a gift. “You let yourself feel.”

I shudder. The shame is not gone, but it’s smaller, softer. I want to lean back into him, but I’m afraid I’ll never get up again.

He reads my mind, of course. “It’s not weakness,” he murmurs, stroking my hair with shadow-fingers. “It’s strength. To want, and to let yourself have.”

My body glows with it, faint blue-silver lines tracing my veins, sigils curling around my wrists and thighs. I see them even when I close my eyes.

Veyl hugs me tighter. “You don’t have to go yet,” he says, almost tender. “Stay with me. Rest.”

I want to argue, but I am so tired.

The darkness folds around us, pillowed and safe. The chill is gone, replaced with a deep, slow warmth that seeps into my bones.

He cradles me until the trembling stops. He never asks for more. Never pushes.

When I finally open my eyes, we are back in the corridor. Garoth and Thorn and Brutus are waiting, their faces a tangle of worry and hunger and need.


Chapter 11
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Veyl walks beside me, his presence less like a man and more like a shift in atmosphere—cooler, darker, expectant. His shadows trail behind us like curious hands grazing the stone, and though he does not touch me now, I can still feel the echo of where he has. My pulse thrums beneath my skin, too loud in the hush of the corridor. It feels like something inside me hasn’t finished rearranging itself.

I know before I see them: the others are waiting. The air ahead is thick with their emotion—rage, fear, longing. It hits me even before the corridor widens into a chamber lit by the labyrinth’s slow golden heartbeat.

Garoth sees me first.

His whole body goes rigid, a wall of muscle and fury. His tusks flare, lips peeling back in a snarl so raw it hurts to look at. His eyes flick from my face to Veyl’s shadows sliding along the floor, and something inside him breaks wide open.

“You—” His voice cracks, deep and violent. “What did he do to you?”

I open my mouth, but Thorn is already there, darting into view like he’s been pacing a path into the stone. His ears are flat, his tail slashing the air, his claws half-unsheathed in panic.

“She smells like him,” Thorn blurts, voice shaking. “Like shadows. Like—” He swallows hard. “I should’ve gone after you. I should’ve—”

Brutus stands behind them, farther back, as though he tried to give the others space but failed. He looks at me, and gods—his eyes. Steady, yes. Gentle, yes. But wounded. A kind of quiet hurt that makes my breath falter. He wanted to protect me. He thinks he failed.

And Veyl?

Veyl watches all of this unfold with a smile that curves like a blade. Amused. Hungry. A little too satisfied.

Garoth explodes first.

“You let him touch you?” His voice cracks against the chamber’s stone. “You let him—him—crawl his shadow-hands all over you?”

Thorn rounds on him. “She didn’t let him—she was alone, and you think you get to judge her?” His claws flash. “Shut up, Garoth.”

Brutus steps forward, voice low but firm. “We should hear her speak before you tear each other apart.”

But Garoth is already closing in, Thorn bristling, Brutus positioning between them on instinct. They’re not hearing anything. They’re not even looking at me now—they’re too busy fighting over a story none of them know.

My mouth goes dry as they shout, shove, snarl. Their voices overlap. Their bodies collide. All for me. Because of me. But never with me.

A ripple moves under my skin. Anger or panic—I can’t tell which.

Veyl leans in close enough that his whisper skims my throat.

“Look at them,” he murmurs. “All that hunger. All that fear. You stir them without trying. Imagine what you could do if you stopped holding back.”

A shiver slices down my spine.

Garoth’s fist slams into the wall beside Thorn’s head. Thorn lunges. Brutus grabs them both, trying—failing—to hold the center. The sound of their bodies clashing shakes dust from the ceiling.

My pulse spikes. My vision tunnels.

Stop. Stop. STOP.

But they can’t hear me. I’m right here and they don’t see me.

Something inside me snaps.

“STOP!”

The scream tears through the chamber like a lightning strike. The labyrinth reacts instantly—the walls pulsing with golden fire, shadows recoiling in shock. The force of it leaves the air vibrating.

Garoth freezes mid-swing.

Thorn’s claws drop.

Brutus lowers his hammer slowly, chest heaving.

Even Veyl goes still, head tilting with something almost like admiration.

I’m shaking. Not from fear anymore. From fury. From exhaustion. From the weight of wanting too much and being asked to choose too little.

I take a step forward. All eyes snap to me at once, and the pressure in my chest finally cracks open.

“I am not yours to fight over,” I say, voice trembling but hard. “I’m not a trophy. I’m not a possession. I’m not something you win or lose.”

Garoth’s face falls, fury draining into something rawer.

Thorn looks stricken, his ears lifting, guilt washing across his features.

Brutus bows his head in pain and acceptance, as though he expected this all along and braced for it.

And Veyl watches me with that wicked smile—but I see it, the flicker beneath it, the one he tries to hide. Something like concern. Something like recognition. Then it’s gone.

My voice rises again, stronger. “You want to protect me? Then listen. Listen.”

Garoth swallows hard, waiting. Thorn grips his own wrist, anchoring himself. Brutus lifts his gaze slowly, offering the steadiness he’s always given me.

My heart beats like a war drum.

“I’m not choosing one of you,” I say. “Not Brutus over Garoth, not Thorn over Brutus, not any of you instead of another.”

The silence sharpens.

“I choose all of you.”

Gasps. Tension. Disbelief.

The words burn my throat as they leave me, but also—gods—there’s a relief in saying them. In knowing I’m done lying to myself. Done shrinking. Done pretending I don’t want what I want.

“I want you,” I whisper, voice cracking, “all of you. And I won’t apologize for that.”

Thorn’s eyes widen with hope, breath shaking.

Garoth looks devastated and saved all at once.

Brutus exhales like he’s been underwater for minutes and just broke the surface.

And Veyl—Veyl’s grin turns soft at the edges, a predator delighted to see his prey bare her teeth.

“But if you stay,” I warn, “you stop fighting each other over me. You stop deciding what I should feel. You stop treating me like I’m fragile or foolish or yours to battle for.”

My voice rises again, turning sharp.

“I’m done being dragged between you. I’m done being the battleground. If you want me, you accept that I lead. That I choose. That I desire all of you.”

Garoth is the first to nod—slow, reluctant, but real. Thorn steps closer, almost collapsing from relief. Brutus opens his hand toward me like an unspoken vow. And Veyl bows his head just slightly, shadows curling like satisfaction around his boots.

For the first time since entering the labyrinth, I feel anchored. I feel powerful.

Whatever the next trial brings, whatever dangers or awakenings still wait for me, I know this:

I will not be claimed. I will choose.

And I choose them all.


Chapter 12
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We follow the labyrinth’s heartbeat.

Brutus leads, his horns first to catch the new pulse. Veyl glides at my flank, shadows seeping off him in silken waves, and Thorn and Garoth bracket me, the wolf’s arm around my shoulder and the orc’s hand a low wall at my spine. The corridor narrows, narrows—then breathes open, wide as a cathedral, a space so immense my first impulse is to flinch from it.

The heart of the maze is not a room. It’s a wound in the world, a bowl of stone carved so deep the air itself warps at the edges. The walls pulse, lit from within by veins of molten gold and violet. There is no ceiling. There’s only a high, trembling hush, a sense that if you shouted here the world would splinter.

The floor slopes inward, everything leading to the center: a black platform, raised three steps, carved from obsidian so pure it drinks the light. Glyphs spiral outward from its heart, inlaid with silver and copper, each line so thin it could cut the skin from your feet if you dared walk it barefoot.

The glyphs glow brighter as I approach.

I’m trembling and I don’t know if it’s magic or fear.

Brutus sets a hand on my arm, the gentlest touch possible for a body so large. “It is for you,” he says.

Garoth snorts, but not unkindly. “Whole world built to eat her alive, and she gets a throne made of the dark.”

Thorn runs his fingers over the lowest step, claws tapping at the metal inlays. “Are you sure this isn’t a trap?” His voice is small, wary.

I want to say something brave, but my tongue’s stuck to the roof of my mouth. So I just nod.

Veyl’s eyes flicker amethyst in the half-light. “The Oracle waits,” he murmurs, all amusement gone. “She is not patient.”

The dais glows with anticipation.

The others part, and I walk forward, feet unsteady but mine.

Each step echoes, no matter how soft I try to land. My boots find the obsidian, and I flinch at the cold—it’s colder than ice, colder than logic, and for a second I wonder if it’ll freeze me in place. But I move, and the glyphs light up with every step, like I’m stepping across a map of veins. Like I am the blood that’s supposed to fill this heart.

When I reach the center, the air closes around me.

The Oracle’s warning returns: “You must sacrifice something irreplaceable.”

I try to guess what she means. My sanity? Already gone. My body? On loan. My will? I’ve been fighting for it this whole way.

From the platform’s core a seam appears, widening in a slow spiral. The obsidian splits, but not apart. Instead, the world around me seems to peel back, the way you peel an orange: from the inside out.

The walls dissolve. The gold-veined stone is gone. In its place, another world unfolds.

The linoleum counter of my mother’s kitchen—worn, dented at the corners, stained with a decade of black coffee and tomato sauce. The clang of the apartment’s ancient radiator, the smell of dust and cheap soap in the hallway. The stairs that always creaked on the third step, the way the morning light hit the window and painted the peeling paint with gold.

I’m there, in every memory. Not as I am now, but as I was. Small. Hunched. Shoulders up, chin down, waiting for the world to pass by without noticing me. I watch myself scrub the counter, hands moving in the same little circles Mom taught me. Watch myself walk the stairwell, careful not to step too loud in case the neighbor below gets angry. Watch myself curl into the crook of the battered couch, book in hand, reading by whatever light I could steal.

The memory stings. I could go back.

For a second, the longing is a physical force. My chest caves in on itself. My hands go numb. I could step off this dais, close my eyes, wake up in that kitchen. I could pretend this was all a fever dream.

But the memory of myself in those places—she isn’t just small. She’s empty. A container built to carry pain without spilling. She never argues. Never asks. Never wants.

Now, standing here, I am the sum of everything that happened after. I have felt Garoth’s hands on me, rough and grounding. I have felt Thorn’s teeth at my throat, the heat of his fear and his loyalty. I have let Brutus lift me up, not as a thing to be protected, but as a thing to be witnessed. I have stared into Veyl’s eyes and told the dark to take what it wants.

And when I screamed, the walls came down.

The girl I see in the memory is not me.

Not anymore.

The platform trembles under my feet, waiting for my answer.

“You must sacrifice something irreplaceable.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, and when I open them, the kitchen, the apartment, the world I once knew fades out like an old TV left running too long.

Only the black platform remains. Only the heartbeat of the maze.

The others are at the edge, waiting. Brutus’s gaze is molten with worry. Thorn’s tail lashes the stone, ears flattened in fear. Garoth stands like a statue, arms crossed, but the tightness in his jaw says everything he won’t. Veyl smiles, small and knowing, as if he’s already seen the next line in the script.

The air holds still. It’s my move.

I look down at my hands. They’re shaking, but I spread them wide, fingers splayed.

The platform wants a piece of me. The maze wants its due.

I close my eyes and picture the things I cannot bear to lose.

Then I ask the room, the maze, the Oracle, “What do you want from me?”

A voice echoes back—not the Oracle this time, but the hush, the air, the heartbeat:

“Choose.”

I breathe in, steady. I know what’s coming.

I look up at the others, and I say:

“I don’t want to go back. I want to be here. I want all of you.”

I step forward, into the center of the glyphs, and let the platform burn my answer into the world.

Let it take what it will.

The pain, when it comes, is less than I expect.

The light is more.

* * *

At first, the pain is sharp—a white-hot thread through my chest—but then it is nothing. Nothing at all.

The light floods every cell. It’s not warmth, not cold, just an obliteration. I can’t move. I’m not sure I have a body anymore. But I am aware, acutely, of the others’ eyes on me, their presence pressed around the edge of my existence like hands clinging to a life raft.

Then the world reforms.

The room is back, the stone and the glow and the impossible sky. I’m on my knees at the center of the obsidian platform. Brutus is already running to me, his massive arms catching my body before it falls. He holds me with a tenderness that would embarrass me if I could feel anything but the ache where the pain left a hollow. Thorn yips and scrambles up the steps, tail between his legs, crowding against my other side. Garoth stands at the edge of the dais, fists clenched, his face a mask of horror and hunger and something else, something new. Veyl stands a pace behind him, arms folded, eyes fixed on me with a look so complex I can’t parse it.

But the silence is wrong.

It’s alive.

The Oracle’s voice does not come from the air. It comes from the stone. From the bones beneath the floor. From inside my own teeth.

“To pass the final test,” the voice says, “you must relinquish the path behind you. You must give up the life that shaped you. You must stay where you belong.”

No echo, no mercy. The words land and stay.

I try to stand, but Brutus holds me tighter, his whole body trembling.

The voice repeats, softer, but only barely:

“Give up the life that shaped you. Stay where you belong.”

My stomach drops so hard I almost vomit. My hands shake in his, bloodless. I look up at Brutus. He bows his head, huge shoulders bent with a sorrow I didn’t think possible.

Garoth is the one who speaks first, voice raw. “No. That’s not—she doesn’t—” He breaks off, teeth clamping shut.

Thorn’s ears flatten. “But you’re human,” he whispers, like a child refusing a bedtime story. “You need… your people. Your home.”

Veyl just watches. The amethyst in his eyes dims, and for a heartbeat I feel something like regret leaking off of him, quick as a vein closing.

I try to swallow, but my throat is dust. “I can never go back?” I whisper. “Not even for a moment?”

The room says nothing. The platform under me is as cold as a fresh grave.

The pain comes in waves, then. The kind you can’t outrun, only let pass over you.

I see my mother’s kitchen, the way she held her coffee cup like a prayer. The way she smiled without showing her teeth. I see my bed, the gray sheets washed so many times they feel like old T-shirts. The tiny apartment with its slanting floor, the pile of books beside the couch. My job, with its quiet desks and the relief of a paycheck at the end of every other Friday. My own voice, never loud, never taking up too much space. All of it rolls over me, a montage of losses I never thought to count before they were gone.

It slices through me like a blade. Then, as all pain does, it dulls.

I want to scream, but my lungs don’t work.

I want to run, but my legs are gone.

I want to be anywhere but here.

The only thing that keeps me tethered is the pressure of the bodies around me. Brutus’s hands, huge and careful, as if he can hold the pieces of me together. Thorn’s fur, warm and ticklish against my arm. Garoth’s anger, a wind so fierce I want to stand in front of it and let it strip me bare.

But the world keeps turning.

The Oracle’s voice is gone, but the echo lingers: Give up the life that shaped you.

I think of all the times I wanted to leave. All the times I dreamed of running, of starting over somewhere no one knew my name. I think of every night I spent with my face pressed into a pillow, wishing for a different world.

Now I have it, and all I want is to go back.

No, not true.

I want both. I want my mother’s kitchen and this platform. I want the world that made me and the world I fought to claim.

But the Oracle doesn’t offer choices. Not real ones.

A new wave of pain—different this time. Anger. Not at the Oracle, but at myself. For being small, for wanting too much, for thinking I could have it all. For thinking that love, or power, or magic could ever be enough to patch the holes.

My heart races.

The room is so quiet I can hear Brutus’s heartbeat, slow and thunderous, as if the maze borrowed it to keep time.

I want to scream. I want to burn. I want to be more than a vessel for someone else’s prophecy.

I am shaking so hard I think I’ll fall apart. But I don’t.

I look up at Garoth. His hands are fists, knuckles green-white. His jaw is locked. But his eyes—gods, his eyes—they’re open, wounded, desperate.

Thorn presses closer, whimpering low. “Don’t leave,” he pleads. “Don’t let them take you.”

Brutus doesn’t speak. He just bows, forehead pressed to my shoulder, as if praying the world will let me stay.

Veyl’s eyes are like moonstone, reflecting everything and nothing. His mouth is a line, unreadable.

It hurts.

But under the pain, something sharp and bright forms. A clarity.

If I go back, I won’t be this. I won’t have them. I won’t have myself.

The knowledge is a relief and a terror in one.

I look down at the black platform. At my hands. At the new marks running across my skin—glyphs that shine faintly, even here, even now.

I lift my chin, and say to the room, to the Oracle, to the world that made me:

“I stay.”

And for the first time, it feels like a real choice.

* * *

The light in the platform is a living thing now.

It writhes under my feet, chasing the bones of my legs, the curve of my hips, the lines of my scars. I can feel it wanting me—wanting to crawl up through my skin, remake me from the inside out. For the first time, I don’t resist.

I stand.

The words come from somewhere deeper than my lungs. They ring out into the dark, into the stone, into every memory I never wanted to lose.

“I sacrifice my former life. My world. My place among humans.”

I take a breath, and it’s the first clean breath I’ve ever drawn.

“I stay here. Forever. This is who I am now.”

The runes beneath my feet explode with light, so bright I can’t see the others. The power shoots up my legs, through my ribs, into my chest. I feel it pulse in my heart, my brain, the softest flesh between my thighs. The sensation is not pleasure, not pain, but a burning so true it erases everything but itself.

My body doesn’t change. My hands are still my hands, my hair still a mess. I am not taller, or stronger, or more beautiful.

But inside, the world is new.

I can feel the maze, the way a fish might feel the current. The walls are not barriers anymore; they are nerves, an extension of me. The hush is my own heartbeat, the hush is my own name. I am not lost here. I am home.

Something shifts in the air.

The prophecy. The “One Human, Seven Bound.” I don’t know what the others see, but I feel it—a snap, a click, like the tumblers of a lock falling into place.

Brutus is the first to move. He kneels, not like a knight, but like a creature brought to heel by awe alone. He bows his head until the crown of it touches my hand, and I feel his promise: to hold, to guard, to witness.

Garoth drops to one knee, too, but his head bows lower. I can see the tremble in his arms, the fight between pride and need. His breath hitches, and when he looks up, it’s with a devotion that is raw and feral and absolute.

Thorn curls around my leg, not as a pet, but as a tether. He presses his cheek to my hip, and the words come out muffled and desperate: “We won’t let you regret this. We’ll give you everything.”

Veyl waits until the others are silent. He glides up to me, the shadow in his eyes gone soft at the edges. He takes my chin in one hand, careful, almost reverent.

“Welcome home,” he says, voice low and dangerous and tender all at once.

The light fades, but it lingers in my veins, my eyes, my tongue. I feel it in the way I move, the way I breathe, the way I look at the four of them and know—deep, perfect knowing—that they are mine, and I am theirs, and the world does not have a name for this kind of belonging.

For a heartbeat, I glimpse my old life: the kitchen, the books, the bed, the coffee. I feel a spike of grief, sharp and clean.

But then it’s gone.

And what’s left is this.

Human, yes. But not alone. Not broken. Not small.

I step off the dais, and the labyrinth bows.


Chapter 13
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The heart of the maze is a living engine. It pulses and glows, the stone breathing like a sleeping beast, and when I step into the center—bare feet on hot obsidian, every nerve ending raw and awake—I realize it has always been waiting for me. There’s no sky overhead, only an infinity of reflected amber, honey-bright, flickering in time with the hush inside my chest.

Brutus is first to reach me. His bulk blocks out half the world, a mountain crowned in fur and horn, but his touch is gentler than summer rain. He kneels, massive hands braced on either side of my hips, and bows his head so low that the tips of his horns brush the stone at my feet. He’s trembling. Not with rage, not with hunger, but with awe, like he’s afraid I’ll dissolve if he breathes too hard. I reach for him—instinct, gravity—and he lifts a lock of my hair with thumb and forefinger, bringing it to his lips. He doesn’t kiss it. He just… feels it, as if confirming I am real. When his breath rolls over my skin, my knees nearly give.

Garoth looms at my left, all muscle and storm. He’s flushed dark with emotion—anger, lust, pride, I can’t tell which. Maybe all of them. His hand finds the curve of my thigh, and the callus of his palm is rough as tree bark. He doesn’t squeeze. Instead, he drags his thumb in slow, burning circles along the seam of my leg, tracing just above the softest part. The pressure is a challenge, a promise, a dare: See what you’ve made of me? His breath is wine-thick and hot on my neck.

Thorn presses against my right. He’s smaller, lean, but vibrating with a desperation that cracks my composure. His muzzle buries in my hair, the whiskers tickling my ear. He nuzzles—wolf-rough, but heartbreakingly hopeful. Every inhale is a prayer, every exhale a whine edged with need. His arms band my waist, claws digging just enough to let me know he’s there, that he won’t let go unless I ask. His tail thumps a slow, nervous drumbeat against the stone.

And Veyl, always last, always apart, slips in behind me. At first it’s just the temperature that changes—a chill along the small of my back, a shudder that makes the hairs on my arms stand up. Then the shadows unspool from his body, slick and sly, winding around my hips and across my ribs. Phantom hands—cool, electric, impossibly gentle—caress the places the others do not touch. His presence is the echo between heartbeats, the hush before a scream.

They don’t speak, not at first. The only sound is the maze’s heartbeat and the hush of their breathing. I feel it all: the warmth of Garoth’s hand, the heat of Brutus’s mouth at my temple, the wet press of Thorn’s nose to my throat, the feathering cold of Veyl’s shadow curling along my spine.

It should be too much. I should splinter apart, come undone, run from the weight of their devotion.

But the truth is, I want it. I want all of it.

Brutus’s hand slides up, so slow I barely feel it at first. He cups the underside of my ribs, as if measuring each breath, as if staking a claim that is as old as bone. His thumb moves, drawing lazy circles just beneath my breast, and the rumble of his approval vibrates through my whole body. He turns his head, nuzzling my side, and the words are a storm in my skull: I would die to keep you safe.

Garoth is not so patient. He grips harder, pulls me flush to his side, and I hear the dangerous edge in his laugh as he bares his tusks in my peripheral vision. “You think you can walk out of here without us?” he says, voice low, and the hunger in it is a threat and a promise. “You think you can forget?” His other hand skims up my belly, rough and tender at once, and his thumb hooks into the waistband of my pants, not tugging, just lingering there. Waiting.

Thorn shudders, and I feel the tremor where his lips meet the slope of my neck. “Don’t go,” he whispers, as if the air itself might steal me away. “Don’t let them take you.” His voice is so naked it nearly breaks me. He licks my skin, slow, savoring, as if memorizing the taste. His hands tremble, but they never hurt. Never once.

Veyl presses closer. The horns frame my head, blocking out all but the dark. He does not touch with flesh, but with the impossible pressure of his wanting. The shadows lace over my chest, up my throat, pausing at the corners of my mouth. “You called me,” he purrs, and I feel his words as much as hear them. “You knew what it would cost. Do you regret it?”

I shake my head, but it’s not enough. Veyl’s shadow slides along my jaw, tilting my face back so I have no choice but to see him. His eyes are liquid amethyst, full of cruelty and worship. “Say it,” he commands, soft and sweet as poison.

“I don’t regret it,” I whisper, the words shattering between my teeth.

They all react at once.

Brutus hugs me closer, rumble turning into a growl that shakes the air. Garoth’s hand slides higher, mapping the territory of my thigh with new urgency. Thorn moans, a desperate, hopeful sound, and buries his face deeper against my skin. Veyl’s shadows tighten, wrapping my ribs like a corset.

I want to cry. I want to scream. I want to sink to the floor and never move again, held at the center of this storm forever.

Instead, I let go. I let them surround me, touch me, adore me, as if I am the only gravity left in the world.

Brutus’s mouth finds my ear. “You are precious,” he says, the words vibrating down my spine. “You are everything.”

Garoth’s lips drag across my collarbone, his tongue tasting the sweat there. “Mine,” he snarls, but the word is softer than I expect.

Thorn claws gently at my shirt, pulling it up just enough to bare the curve of my hip. He nuzzles there, the rough of his chin scraping my skin, his tongue flicking out to taste. “Please,” he says, “please, let us.”

Veyl’s shadows slide under the shirt, painting my belly with chill. He kneels behind me, lips at the nape of my neck. “You can take it,” he murmurs. “You can take all of us.”

I gasp, and the sound is a signal. Garoth lifts me, turning me so my back is to Brutus, who catches me easily, cradling me across his lap as if I am weightless. Thorn falls to his knees, hands sliding up the outsides of my thighs, nose pressed between my legs. He inhales deep, then looks up with eyes glazed and wild. “Perfect,” he breathes.

Brutus holds me steady, one hand splayed over my belly, the other supporting my shoulders. His eyes are molten. “Do you want this?” he asks, and it is not a demand. It is an offering.

I nod, dizzy with need.

He bares my shoulder, and his tongue follows the line of my clavicle, slow, reverent. Garoth’s hands are everywhere—my chest, my stomach, the inside of my knees. His mouth finds the hollow at my throat, biting hard enough to mark, but not break the skin.

Thorn is more delicate, tongue flicking at the seam of my pants, then higher, then higher, until I am writhing in Brutus’s arms. He looks up, seeking permission, and when I touch his cheek, he groans and tears the fabric with one sharp claw. He buries his face in me, licking, sucking, worshipping like he’s never tasted anything so holy.

Veyl’s hands remain smoke, shadows curling along my ribs and circling my breasts. The chill makes my nipples ache, and the juxtaposition—cold, heat, rough, soft—makes me sob.

They do not fight. They do not argue.

They worship.

Garoth strips away the last of my shirt, baring me to the world, and presses his mouth to my breast, teeth scraping lightly over the skin before he draws the nipple into his mouth. Thorn is greedy, lost in the heat between my legs, tongue fucking me with a precision that makes my vision blur.

Brutus cradles my head, whispering words I cannot hear, only feel—vows of devotion, promises of protection, a litany of awe and need.

Veyl’s shadow-fingers slip down, one dipping between my legs to tease the bundle of nerves there, mirroring Thorn’s movements with supernatural accuracy.

I shatter, then. My body arches, every muscle locked. I scream—raw, unfiltered, alive. The orgasm pulses through me, hot and bright and endless.

They hold me through it. They never stop.

When I come down, I am limp, sweat-slicked, sobbing with joy or pain or something beyond either.

Brutus kisses my forehead, smoothing my hair back with hands so big he could crush me if he wanted. “I will keep you safe,” he says, voice thick.

Garoth nips at my shoulder, his hands tracing every inch of my skin. “No one will take you from me,” he vows.

Thorn nuzzles at my hip, still lapping gently, careful not to overwhelm. “I’ll never let go,” he whispers.

Veyl’s shadows curl around my throat, not a threat, but a reminder. “You belong to the dark,” he purrs. “And the dark belongs to you.”

They lay me down, then, not on the cold of the stone, but on a patch of fur and shadow and warmth. They circle me—watching, touching, needing to confirm I am still here, still theirs.

For a long time, we just breathe. The light above us flickers, slows, settles into a steady pulse.

I am the heart of the maze. I am its prize and its prisoner. I am the sun they circle, the fire they cannot live without.

I have never belonged so much, or to so many.

When I finally speak, my voice is soft, but sure. “I am yours,” I say, and the vow hangs in the air, golden and absolute.

And all four of them—beast, brute, wolf, and shadow—echo it in one voice.

“Always.”


Chapter 14
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We don’t move at first. The hush that follows is deeper than any spell, a world smoothed flat under the weight of four monsters and a girl with no word for what she is anymore. For a long minute there’s just breathing, a pulse of heat and touch and wanting, all of it slick on my skin.

Brutus is the first to break. He lifts me, gently as a prayer, and sets me on my feet like I’m a relic that’s survived the fire. His hands tremble at the letting go, so I catch them and squeeze until his smile cracks the line of his jaw.

Garoth circles behind me. He’s restless, wary, as if waiting for the maze to betray us with a final lash of teeth. His hand closes over my shoulder, hot and solid, and he draws me back against his chest. His tusks rake my ear with each breath. “You good?” he mutters, voice pitched for me alone.

“Yeah,” I say, and mean it.

Thorn is a chaos of nerves, pacing a tight loop around the altar, tail lashing. He keeps sneaking glances at my face like he’s searching for damage. When he catches my eye, his ears flatten, and his voice comes out in a rush. “You scared the hell out of me, Astrid. I thought—” He bites it off, shakes his head. “Never mind. You’re not allowed to die, okay? Promise.”

I find myself grinning, the shock of it so sudden I almost laugh. “Promise.”

Only Veyl looks the same as always, untouched, and yet somehow more there than ever. His gaze is an x-ray. He slips to my side, his shadows curling around my calf, and purrs, “I told you she’d survive.” He turns his head just enough to show me the smile he wears for the others—sharp, bright, wicked. “Our little star is nothing if not persistent.”

Brutus rumbles, the sound almost a laugh. “She is the only reason we’re free.” He bows his head, then straightens, pride warring with humility. “What now, Astrid?”

My knees are still shaking, but the answer is already in my mouth. “We get out of here.” The words taste electric.

Thorn is gone before I finish speaking, his nose to the wind. Garoth shoulders his axe, muscles flexing as if he needs to test the world for resistance. Brutus hangs back, waiting for me. Veyl lingers, shadows rising in a slow-motion exhale.

We start up the stairs, Brutus and Garoth on either side of me, Thorn in the lead. The light above the dais has faded, but the hush is gone, replaced by the slow rhythm of footsteps and the scrape of Garoth’s boots on stone.

It’s not far. The final corridor is wide, as if the maze itself is resigned to letting us go. Every few paces, Thorn stops to scent the air, then bolts ahead, pulling the rest of us faster. The scent of freedom draws him like meat.

We round a bend and the world cracks open.

The exit is nothing more than a hole in the mountainside, but the air on the other side is a shock—so cold it burns, so bright it blinds. For a second, the four of us stand in the mouth of the maze, blinking like newborns.

Then Thorn bolts outside and howls.

The sound echoes down the cliff, bounces off the snowfields and the ragged peaks, and comes back as a hundred versions of itself. He stands silhouetted against the bleeding pre-dawn, arms wide, tail streaming behind him, and howls again, this time for joy.

Garoth snorts. “Showoff.”

Brutus’s breath mists the air. He looks at me, gold eyes softer than they should be. “It is over.”

I let that sink in. We made it out. I’m alive. The ache in my chest is still there, but it feels less like an absence and more like a space for something to grow.

I step out into the cold. The ground is sharp with scree and iced-over lichen, and the wind steals the warmth from my arms in seconds. My shirt is in shreds. My jeans, too. The marks from the Hall of Mirrors have faded to faint lines on my skin, like veins traced by moonlight.

Brutus emerges from the cave and stretches, shaking the tension from his neck. He tips his face to the sun—still hidden, but the sky is turning from indigo to bruised violet. “It is beautiful,” he murmurs, and I can’t tell if he means the sky or something else.

Garoth steps out last, hands on his hips, scanning the horizon. “Where now, human?” He says it with a growl, but his eyes are on my face, waiting.

I open my mouth to answer, but before I can, Thorn yelps, “Wait, wait—I have something for you.”

He darts back into the cave, returns less than a minute later with a bundle in his arms. He dumps it at my feet, tail wagging with pride. “Tada!”

It’s a dress.

A real dress. Not armor, not a cloak, not some stitched-together scavenging, but an honest-to-gods dress—soft and thin as breath, the color not quite white, not quite silver, not quite pink. The fabric shimmers with every shift in the light, like it’s made of liquid dawn. It’s the opposite of everything I’ve worn since being dropped in this world.

I stare at it, then at Thorn. “Where did you—?”

He grins, unabashed. “Raided the Oracle’s hoard. Figured you’d want to burn those jeans once we got out.”

Garoth lifts a brow, impressed in spite of himself.

Veyl sidles up behind me, voice so low only I can hear. “It will suit you,” he whispers, the shadows in his mouth licking up the last word. “You are more than flesh, now.”

I kneel, careful not to get mud on the dress, and shake it out. It’s simple—just a slip, really, with a thin cord for the waist and slits up both sides. No buttons, no zippers, just a suggestion of a hem. The fabric is so fine it’s almost transparent.

My face burns. “I can’t wear this.”

Thorn’s ears droop. “If you hate it, I can—”

“No,” I say, quick, and then slower: “It’s beautiful. I just… have nowhere to change.”

Brutus shifts, then turns his back, a wall of privacy. Garoth joins him, crossing his arms and ostentatiously looking at the mountains. Thorn puts up both hands and spins around, tail flopping.

Veyl just watches, eyes bright, mouth twitching.

I roll my eyes. “Peeping is for perverts,” I tell him.

He smirks, shadows flickering at the corners of his mouth. “Peeping is for those who enjoy what they see.”

I’m too cold to argue. I strip the ruined shirt, step out of the jeans, and wriggle into the dress. The fabric clings, then settles like a second skin. When I cinch the cord at my waist, the hem lands just above my knees. The slits make it easy to walk, almost easier than pants. I run my hands over the fabric, stunned at how soft it is.

Thorn peeks over his shoulder and lets out a happy yip. “Told you it’d fit.”

Brutus turns and stares, all composure gone. His eyes roam from my hair to my feet, so slow it’s almost reverent. “You look… right,” he says.

Garoth grunts approval, then steps close to flick the hem of the dress with one finger. “You could conquer the world in that.”

Veyl studies me, the smile gone. “You have changed,” he says, eyes narrowing. “I like it.”

The world is cold, but inside the dress I’m warm, shielded by something I can’t name.

I walk to the ledge, the others following like satellites. The valley below is wreathed in mist, the snowfields stained with dawn. There’s no sign of civilization—no roads, no towers, just wild. Free.

I turn to Brutus. “Where do we go from here?”

He looks at me, and for a second I see a question in his eyes that is older than language. “Wherever you wish,” he says. “The world is open.”

I am about to answer—truly, I am—but the words are ripped from my tongue by a flash of impossible light.

The air fractures, a seam opening in the sky just above the ledge. It’s not lightning, not magic, but something more basic, more primal—a tear in the fabric of reality. The edge of the rift glows with colors I’ve never seen, a border between one world and another. The pressure is a hand at the back of my head, a force that pulls at my bones.

For a second, I can’t breathe.

Thorn drops to a crouch, hackles up, a growl rising in his throat. “What the—?”

Brutus puts himself between me and the rift, horns lowered, fists clenched.

Garoth barks a curse, yanking his axe free.

Veyl tilts his head, a slow, delighted grin spreading.

The rift widens, unfurling like a wound. On the other side, I see an ocean—impossibly vast, the water shining with bands of neon blue and pink, brighter than any earthly sea. There’s a shore of , the shapes unfamiliar. The sky is black, shot through with violet storms.

A wall of water stands, held back by nothing.

Something moves in the water—no, several somethings. Shadows, then tentacles, then a tangle of limbs that resolves into one enormous, sinuous arm. The tip of it glows with bioluminescent spots, each one blinking in rhythm.

The tentacle snakes through the rift, pauses just past the edge. Then it curls, impossibly gentle, around my ankle.

I yelp and try to jerk away, but it holds—not tight, not cruel, just present.

A voice rolls through my skull, deeper than thunder, vibrating every tooth in my jaw:

“Mate…”

My mind blanks. The tentacle tugs, just once, and I realize it’s not trying to hurt me. It wants me to follow.

“Oh, come on,” I groan.
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