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I tossed it into the basket for market and reached for another from
the pile, establishing a rhythm despite the throbbing in my head. Briden

always reserved two baskets of pre-shucked for his earlier patrons. We

prepared those first thing, packed them in seaweed and ice, and delivered

them before the regular market even opened. The rest we'd bring live and

shuck to order throughout the day, A pain in the ass, but it kept the oysters

at their best and earned us a premium.

Eventually, the shed door creaked open, spilling harsh morning light
across the worn wooden floors.

"You look like shit warmed over," I said, not bothering to glance up.
"Tr,r,ice -warmed, actual ly."

Thatcher laughed, the sound bouncing painfully between my temples,
'.\nd vou look positively radiant, sister dear, That special glow that comes

fror.n pure spite." He swaggered in, an hour late and looking entirely too

:ie aseC rr ith himself. The linen shirt he wore was misbuttoned and wrinkled,

,-. itep. iorest qreen fabric askew across his broad shoulders, and his hair

),, -,,i i: s:r eral creati\e directions, bearing the unmistakable evidence of
r'..:'. rhat',ielent his orrn.

\ h orr n clothes \\'ere practical and r,r'ell-worn-a simple, cream-colored

blouse tucked into dark brou,n trousers that had been patched more times

than I could count, sturdy leather boots scuffed from years of beach walking,

and an old fishing vest that had belonged to Sulien, the pockets still holding

bits of net and shell fragments,

I had the same black hair as Thatcher's, though mine fell in salt-stiff-
ened waves past my shoulders while his was cropped short, We both had

the same square iaw dimpled cheeks, and freckles scattered across fair skin

tanned from years under the coastal sun, Our indigo eyes were a trait from
our mother, much like our stubbornness and affinitv for trouble, according

to Sulien.

"Nice of you to grace me with your presence," I said, tossing an empty

shell into the discard pile and tucking a strand of hair behind the point
of my ear. "Did your newest escapade finally kick you out, or did you leave

before her father discovered you?"

Thatcher picked up a knife and settled beside me at the sorting table,

reaching for an oyster, "The latter," he replied with that infuriating grin,
"Keth's daughter sa1,s hello, by the way."

IIF

"Which one?" I asked. t

'been making eyes at m_v bn

"The pretty one." His g
Always frustrating hos thr

drunk and barely awake. I
charmed existence ruhert

without pushing, where sn

women with fair hair.

"They're both pretq: I
"And both too good forl-or,

collectioni'
"Oh, she knew exact\ r

eyebrows, looking so ridic
all morning, "And*'hat shr

Although she did most of i
I elbowed him hard in t
"Weak constitution.- he

I flicked my knife. senc

He spluttered, coughing dr
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"Unlike some people.I i
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him properly court vou? Marel's t-,een mooning after vou for what. two vears

now'?"

T kept mv eyes on nry n olk, my' rh,vthm unbroken, "lt's not like that,"
"lt could be."

"[t lvon't be,' I said firm]v. "You know that."

Thatcher sighed but didn't press furtJre r, He knew me too well to argue

when my mind rvas set. Betteryet, he.,vas far too arvare how I felt about this

particuiar topic. lt vvas better to keep things casual. Better that Marel think
of me as nothing more than an occasional pleasure, a r,vild spirit impossible

to tame. Even if he wanted more. Eventually, he'd move on,

Thatcher's hand briefly covered mine. stilling my knife, When I looked

up, his expression held no teasing. Just understanding. He might chase

every eligible n,oman in the village, but deep down, he carried the same

burden, Me.

For us, some doors lvould always remain closed.

"l've always got your back, Thais. You know that."

I nodded once. returning to my work. Somehow those simple r,vords from
him I never doubted,

We finished the first batch just as the sun crested, painting the water

gold beyond tbe shed windows, We stepped out into the fresh morning air,

the village of Saltcrest stretching before us. Fishing boats dotted the harbor,

early risels already pulling in the morning catch. Our cottage sat a short
walk up from the shore, smoke curling from the chimney.

I paused, taking in the vielv I'd seen everv day of my twenty-six years.

Simple wooden houses w'ith their weathered gray boards, the stone temple

on the hill, fishing nets hung to dry between posts. Nothing ever changed

here, which was exactly how we needed it to be. Perhaps that rvas why I
launched myself into ever-v tave-rn challenge, eve[r y,,ilj sr,vim, every mid-
night tryst,

Because I'd never been atle to escape the feeling that, at some point, all

of it was going to end,

The market square was buzzing with the usual morning activity when

we arrir,ed with our baskets of fresh oysters. Thatcher immediatelv began

setting up our stall while I hauled the daiz's catch to the front, arranging the

oysters in neat rows across beds of seaweed,

'lf it isn't the Morvaren twins," called Dorna, the baker's w-ife, approaching

:lltft

with a basket of warm rolls
.. rirorningJ

"Speak for yourself, Don
betterJ'

She laughed, her round f
yours nearly drank the Sand

"Only half-dry," Thatcher

roll from herbasket'We're s
"Always the considerate o

"Your father must be so prtx
smell of fresh bread in krrr

The morning passed in r

good haul meant good coin a

Thatcher had wandered off p
customers.I caught sight of
and charming a smile ftomd

A momentary lull gave r

behind our stall, into the na

could see. Glancing around
palms upward and concentra

The stars werent visibl
Theywere always there, alw
The familiar tingle numbed

tiny points of light app€are

constellation.

I shaped the lights with
that swam through the air a

across my skin, beautiful am
the seOret that could desfiry
reason we could neverlear= !

A sudden prickle at the h

guishing the lighs.I stepped

indifference as I straightened

Thatcher appeared a rrx)tr

"Practicing agairP' he murm
"lust a littlei I admitr€d'I
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He nodded. My power was like a well that constantly filled; if I didn't

release it in smaIl, controlled ways. it would eventually overflow. And we

certainlv couldn't allow that to happen.
"Be careful,"was all he said, but I caught the undercurrent of worry.

Thatcher had spent our entire lives being careful on mv behalf, watching for

signs of attention, distracting suspicious eyes, creating cover stories when

needed.

'Alwavs am," I replied, bumping his shoulder with mine, "Besides, l've got

vou to watch mv back,"

it had been this way for generations now-mortals manifesting powers

that once belonged solel-v to the gods, It began centuLries ago. when the veil

betrveen the divine and mortal realms thinned, allowing cosmic energy to

seep into our world like water through a cracked dam, At first, just a fer,r,

drops. SmalJ gifts, barell, noticeable.

But over time, the leak widened. More mortals began showing signs of

dir ine blessing. The ability to manipu late f ire, to speak with animals, to heal

u ounds with a touch, But that type of power was never meant for mortal

hands, And the gods noticed, of course. How could their not?

So the-v created the Trials of Ascension. Every decade, those with gifts

were gathered, tested, broken down, and rebuilt in the gods'image. A few

would ascend to join the pantheon, The rest r,r,'ould die, their polver reclaimed

by the Aesymar,

That was the stor_v spread by the priests-ihat the gods benevolently al-

lowed worthy mortals to join their ranks, What the stories didn't sa-v r,tas that

participation wasn't optional. Those who refused the honor were taken by

force. Those who hid their abilities were hunted dorvn, sometimes executed

as examples.

By late afternoon, our baskets were emptlr and our coin pouches satisfy-

inglv heavy, As we packed up our stall, I noticed an unusual level of activity

around the harbor. Additional boats were arriving, larger vessels than the

everyday fishing skiff. My stomach knotted as I watched the fine ships with

their pristine sails, The priests of the Aesymar always arrived in such vessels,

beautiful and terrible in their perfection.

They came for the Trials, yes, but also for their quarterly duties-col-
lecting offerings, ensuring coastal shrines were properly maintained, Mortal

iaF

servants of divine masters. \r.
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Thatcher followed m-v ga
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"lt's an inevitability" he final[1, replied, his voice low and tight, He re-

filled his cup, spilling drops of dark rvine that looked like blood against the

ivooden table, "The festival approaches. They alwa-vs come,"

"Two u,eeks earlv thor-rgh," I pressed, unable to stop myself, "That's unusuall'

Sulien drained half his cup in one swailo'uv. "Nothing about them is usual.

Nothing about them is right."

The bitterness in his voice silenced us all for a moment. We so rarely

spohe directll, about the gods, about what had happened to our mother,

"What if r,ve left?" I suggested softly, not for the first time, "Go somewhere

else?"

"Where?" Suiien laughed without humor. "The cities? lVhere priests rvalk

every street? The mountains? Where every traveler is scrutinized? At least

here.uve're just oyster farmers-no one looks twice at us." He shook his head.

"This tiny village is the closest thing to safety you'll ever have,"

His words hung in the air like a death sentence. I stared at my plate, ap-

petite gone. Thatcher's hand found mine under the table, a brief squeeze of

solidarity,
"He doesn't deserve to still have this power over us," I whispered, the rage

I usuallv kept caref ully banked flaring hot in my chest, 'After what he did to

her,"

Sulien's eyes snapped to mine but softened at whatever he saw in my

face. "No," he agreed quietly, "He doesn't."

She'd traveled inland for the solstice twenty-seven years ago, The grand

temple there drew thousands for the God's descent, She'd gone rvith other

young people from the village, seeking blessings for marriage and healthy

children, never imagining she'd catch the attention of a member of the

Twelve. She was just another faithful worshipper in the crowd when he ar-

rived in all his golden glory-when a young woman could vanish for three

days and her traveling companions would be told she'd fallen i[1, staying with

temple healers.

Sulien said she never spoke of those missing days. Not even to him. But

rvhen she returned to Saltcrest hollow-eyed- and quiet, when morning sick-

ness came months later, he'd pieced together the truth,

There was onl1,one fate for any mortal woman who carried a half-blood

child to term, Death.,A.t least in Elaren,

:l l( ) F.'
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