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  AUTHOR'S NOTE


This book is intended for adults only as it contains subject matter that may be difficult or disturbing for some readers. Sensitive material includes, but is not limited to: 


	Mention of off-page substance abuse

	Suicidal ideation

	Mention of off-page, previous self-harm

	Mentions of eating disorders and on-page depictions of disordered eating behaviors (no numbers)

	Gender dysphoria

	Mention of psychiatric institutionalization 

	Religious trauma

	Mentions of off-page, previous child-abuse

	Minor BDSM dynamics/themes

	Temporary misgendering

	An unfiltered depiction of mental illness (namely, Borderline Personality Disorder, Anorexia Nervosa, and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder)




The Stars Want Blood also contains explicit, open-door sexual content. Reader discretion is advised.
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  DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Constellite of Arietis  – Hamal – Gabriel Giordano (he/him)
Constellite of Taurids – Aldebaran – Valentina de Silva (she/her)
Constellite of Geminorum – Castorlux – Hazel Culhane (they/them)
Constellite of Cancri – Tegmine – Samuel Mthembu (he/him)
Constellite of Leonis – Regulus – Baylen Walker (he/him)
Constellite of Virginis – Astrae – Ezra Thompson, D.V.M. (he/him)
Constellite of Librae – Zuban – Aoi Takahasi (she/they)
Constellite of Scorpii – Antares – Hadeon Kovalenko (he/him)
Constellite of Sagittarii – Rukbat – Ha-eun Im (she/her)
Constellite of Capricorni – Deneb – Adelita Rubio, M.D. (she/her)
Constellite of Aquarii – Sadalsuud (Sadie) – Silas Williams (he/him)
Constellite of Piscium – Alrescha – Amelia Davies (she/her)
God Iliakó Fos – Goddess of Starlight (she/her)
God Mávri Trýpa – God of Black Holes (he/him)
God Hades – God of the Dead (he/him)
God Hypnos – God of Sleep and Dreams (he/him)
God Hermes – God of Trade and Messages (he/him)
Kharon – Ferryman of God Hades (he/they)







  
  











For everybody that's ever been kept up at night thinking: "I don't want to be like this anymore." ― This book is for you.













  
  



“People with BPD are like people with third degree burns over 90% of their bodies. Lacking emotional skin, they feel agony at the slightest touch or movement.” ― Marsha Linehan.








  
  









When a summer’s wind whips through the spring gardens, when air meets earth, a fate that has long since been written amongst the stars will unfurl itself, and it will demand blood.
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  PROLOGUE






Goddess Iliakó Fos, Mother of Starlight, reached a loving hand into the sky and beseeched from it another star, the third that She’d harvested yet. “From the might of Pollux, and from the tenderheart of Castor, from the mortals turned immortal, I offer unto you the light of the twins divine.”
The star was held out in Her smooth palm, held out to a boy with straw-colored hair and kind eyes. He plucked it from Her hand, and swallowed it as though it were the seed of a pomegranate. “Worthy are You, our Mother and God,” he said, “to receive glory and honor and power, for You created the light in which we see, and by Your will it existed and was created. For You and in Your name, I will be a shield and a guiding hand for the sailors of the sea, and I will take great care of our steeds.” 
“And unto you,” She said as she made her way to the next in the line of warriors that would, like the twins divine, be mortals made immortal, “I offer a star of fair Demeter, as with no more than a curved plough did she turn the earth. The lands were blessed with corn and crop by her hand, and all laws are of her flesh. All that you reap is Demeter’s gift. Of Demeter you must sing.”
It was another boy, one with honeyed eyes and skin that must have had the sun descending down from the galaxies to kiss tenderly at it for how golden it was, and he nodded his head. “Rejoice in the Mother always! Shout out Her name! For God is with us, our God is with us, the God of our salvation, in whom alone we trust. Of Demeter I will sing, Goddess Iliakó Fos,” he whispered reverently before swallowing the star straight from the cup of Her hand, careful not to let starlight spill down his lips and chin.
She continued down her path, only stopping once twelve of the night’s stars had been swallowed. She took a moment to marvel at them, Her newest creations, before addressing them.
“When the wicked Mávri Trýpa casts his daímōns unto the earth that I have lit from my breast, it will be up to you twelve to protect from his evils all of the mortal beings residing there. For each generation you will breathe and fight to protect what it is that I have warmed from the monsters of the evil lands of Tartarus.”
The warriors, all twelve of them, felt power thrum heady in their veins, in their hearts, in their souls. Mortals turned immortal is what the great Iliakó Fos, Goddess of Starlight, had called the twins Castor and Pollux, whose stars she had pulled from to create Geminorum. It’s what they all were now. For when their bodies gave way to mortal death, the stars that She had gifted unto them would live on for all of eternity.
And then they all were twelve immortals, children of Goddess Iliakó Fos, gods of the stars.






  
  ONE

HAZEL






Winter brought forth a desperate quiet with it, coming with bitter storms followed by a blanket of snowy peace that seemed to silence the world completely.
It was the promise of such silence that Hazel Culhane had been craving when they told their boss they’d be taking a week off, tossing some haphazardly packed suitcases into the bed of their truck, and taking off for a twenty-plus-hour drive to a cabin in the snowy—and quiet—woods. Somewhere far away from home, from work, from their life. 
That sort of quiet welcomed them the moment they crossed deep enough into the mountains for their GPS and music stream to cut out, and the snow blanketed so thick that even the roar of their engine had gone muted. That sort of quiet embraced them when they stepped out of their truck and into the eerily dark night, dragging their suitcase up the stairs and into their borrowed home.
Their life had simply grown too loud. Normally, the chaos of it all suited them just fine. Live fast, die young and all that jazz. As of late, however, the noise had grown so cacophonous that they could barely hear their own thoughts. Though that might have been for the best, truthfully. It was overwhelming, and it was making their ears ring. They needed a few days with ear plugs in to reset.
So, on an impulsive whim, as most of the things in their life were, Hazel decided to reset themself; they set themself onto a charger, let their overdrawn battery come back to life, thought less about their day-to-day life and focused more on the things they were most passionate about.
Everyday their strong, calloused hands repaired things, when they were meant to create. Hazel liked to fix things, to play doctor to mechanical marvels of engineering, but there was a certain magikē in creating artwork. In letting themself go and focusing on the things they had nearly forgotten.
Luckily, their hands remembered what their overworked brain had been beginning to lose, moving brushes across stretched and propped canvas in loose, loving, and skillful movements. 
How long had it been since they’d last painted?
Too long. Entirely too long.
Now, before them, was the beginning of that magikē, the glow of a spell just starting. The canvas, like their skin was now, was streaked with earthy greens and browns, dappled with soft lavenders and blushes. 
It looked messy right now, but it would come together and become something soon, they reminded themself, knowing that rushing wouldn’t work. Slow. Steady. Thoughtful. Traits that Hazel rarely ever was. Always, instead, acting as the opposite of them—the antagonist in their own life. It was through painting this way that they could remember how to live the same way. 
Every other second of their life was devoted to living fast, and treating life like it was a race would get them killed. They’d die eventually, of course, but they’d be set to die too soon if they didn’t slow down and take a breath. So these moments of creeping slowness were vital to keeping a hold of the delicate thread leashing their sanity into place. Their heart could only handle so much.
Spending their days torquing cylinder head bolts and drinking like a fish and fucking strangers in seedy bar bathrooms was beginning to take its toll. The bags beneath their eyes were dark. Their weight had dwindled once again. Their hair was falling out. Their skin, pale on its best day, had gone nearly translucent. Their heart beat strangely, too quickly and too choppy. Their sleep schedule had diminished to a maximum of four hours a night, and that maximum was something that they only hit when they were really lucky.
And with all of that, they were beginning to go crazy. 
Well, crazier.
That happened, sometimes.
A frenetic, unstable energy took Hazel’s hand and led them down the grand staircase, the one that spiraled into madness.
You’re going to fucking die, Lucas, their best work friend, had told them, panic making his voice disgustingly soft.
You don’t look well. Maybe you need to go take a break? David, their father, had said, none too subtly suggesting another trip to the psychiatric hospital. 
I think you’re working too hard. Let’s cut back on the overtime. Let’s try for fifty hours this week, yeah? I don’t want to see you overworked, their boss had recommended, both kind and strategic, all at once.
I won’t die! I’m fine! 
The hospital? Are you fucking nuts? I’m fine! 
Work less? Our workload is massive, and we’re so backed up! You need all the help that you can get! I can handle it, I swear!
At some point, while counting the bones of their too prominent ribs, it occurred to them that maybe they would die. Maybe they did need to stop and take a breath. Maybe the psychiatric hospital wouldn’t have been so bad. Maybe they were spending too much time at work.
It was at that point they packed their bags and left to find the silence.
In the silent cabin in a blustering winter, they ate as much as they could and tried not to think about the way it would stretch and warp their body, they went to bed early and slept late into the morning, there were no drinks and no sordid strangers, they took their medication and followed simple routines and enjoyed healthy passion.
There was quiet, both outside of the cabin and also within themself.
For once, their head was clear. No longer a tangled maze, but a path which they could navigate easily. Fogged with pills, of course, but quiet enough to hear their own thoughts, and that was something they weren’t very familiar with.
Sometimes, those thoughts were depraved and terrifying. Sometimes they weren’t. Hazel would enjoy those glimmers of rationality while they had the chance.
Their phone vibrated where it sat in their back pocket, drawing Hazel from their thoughts. They grabbed a rag, dipped a corner of it in thinner and scrubbed their hands, shook them dry—ignoring the cracking dryness of their poor skin, skin that had been abused for far too long. They pulled their phone free, rolling their eyes at the text message notification from Lucas: What are you doing?
They dropped onto the couch, fingers a short flurry across the keyboard. Painting, hbu?
On lunch.
They went back and forth with small talk that wasn’t just small talk, more like ways for Lucas to try and decide how to proceed. His usual tactic, and one that both irked and settled them with the familiarity of it.
Hazel knew Lucas well enough to know when he wanted to go deeper, when he wanted to use both of his hands to pry them open at the ribs, to see past the sinewy muscle and bubbling flesh for the truth Hazel worked so hard to hide. He wanted to ask if he’d see them again at work or if their next meeting would be at Hazel’s casket. But first, he would gauge their mood, see if it was safe to pass go, safe to collect $200 without sending them further off the rails. 
He talked about how Ashley Steel Haulers was back with the same engine faults and how the manufacturer was being utterly useless in their assistance, then agreed when Hazel once again brought up their theory on A.S.H. needing an outlet NOx sensor, even if technical support refused to acknowledge that and insisted on them running a battery of tests that did little else than waste time. He told them about how John and the shop foreman, Greg, got into a fight for the third time that month and how Mike and Lucas both egged him on until John was all but dragged from the room. That managed to draw a snort from Hazel and a comment about how: at least it wasn’t me being carried out again.  It was a nice distraction, for how long it lasted.
So, everything’s good? The segue from light to dark, a gentle way of asking if Hazel was finally going to bite the bullet in a sense that was both figurative and literal.
Worry about Ashley, not me. I’m good.
Are you?
Yes. They snapped a quick picture of the easel and the art piece, partially finished, that sat atop it.
You’re painting. That’s good, right?
Yea, I think so. It’s relaxing, at least.
You scared the shit outta me. There it was. The admission they’d been waiting for.
Hazel wanted to apologize, though they knew that it’d do nothing to assuage his worry. They’d been scaring him for so long that it was just their normal now.
Lucas wasn’t like any man they’d met before. Achingly funny, wickedly smart, but softer than freshly baked rolls. He was carefree in all aspects of his life, or at least the ones that didn’t concern Hazel, but he wasn’t afraid to come close when he felt that it was warranted. 
Mister I-Don’t-Give-a-Fuck was strangely in touch with emotions and intimacy for a man. Perhaps that was sexist and conformed too closely to the societal roles on gender norms, but working in a semi-truck dealership’s service shop, with men who grew up drinking beer while field-bombing rust-bucket Chevrolets with spit cups in the cup holders, made someone like Lucas stand out. He was rough and tumble like the rest of them, but he didn’t shy away from intimate words like I love you and I miss you, and he didn’t avoid physical affection like Hazel sometimes did. He was soft when he deigned it a necessity, and he always deigned it necessary with Hazel.
Hazel loved him endlessly. Loved hockey nights in the living room with beers and snacks, loved the late nights throwing money away at casinos—well, just Hazel’s money as Lucas seemed to always have the luck of Goddess Rukbat blessing him—loved wrestling in Florida pools on their annual trip to visit a past co-worker and dear friend, and especially loved their late night talks in his fancy truck whenever Hazel was in a particularly bad way and Lucas was determined to save them.
He had a way of drawing out the parts of them that Hazel wanted to be, a way of loving them no matter their rusted parts and cracked casting, no matter how unworthy they were of that care. They might have learned to accept it long ago, but it never ceased to baffle Hazel when Lucas showed how stubborn he was when it came to their friendship. 
I know. I just needed a break.
He didn’t reply right away, and Hazel assumed his lunch break must have been over since they were able to scroll through several videos online before the message finally came through. You did. I just wished I’d had some warning you fucker lmaooo
At that, they shook their head and smiled. Me too, dipshit.
With Lucas back to work, Hazel saw no reason to sit and wait around for the next message that could take hours to arrive. Instead, they got up and went back to their painting, taking a moment to admire the work in progress and remember their original vision: the Constellite of Virginis, Astrae. 
Lately, they had been dreaming mostly of the Constellites. Hazel had never been a religious person, merely enjoying the story of the star-borne gods in a more fictional sense, but in recent months their dreams had been filled with scenes of the astral warriors taking down frightful daímōns. 
If this painting went well, they might make an entire series, they mused. 
They couldn’t say why they landed on Astrae for the day. Maybe it was because in the paintings that had been made over the past centuries, he had been the prettiest. Sharp and soft all at once. A square chin and slashing cheek bones that nestled soft lips, kind eyes cradled by unfairly thick and long lashes. Hair the color of chocolate—a cliché, but that’s what it was—falling to his waist, gliding parallel to lean muscles and graceful limbs. 
Maybe Castorlux should have resonated with them more, being a Gemini, but while they had wanted originally to start with the Constellite of Geminorum, something felt off with it. They couldn’t picture the artwork in their head the way they could with the rest of the Constellites. Every time they tried to think up any ideas, the image seemed to fracture in their head. 
Astrae was easier, they had decided, and if they went on to continue the series, they could work their way up to Castorlux then.
So, they painted until their hands cramped and the windows let red light trickle in to remind them of the time, their grumbling stomach only reinforcing the need to take a break. It was with a reluctance they hadn’t felt in ages that they cleaned up their supplies for the day and set off for the kitchen to make something to eat.
Hazel didn’t cook often, mostly because, while they enjoyed the elaborate ritual of it, that enjoyment often led to them overdoing it and using more energy than they had to spare. This time though, they made the effort, reminding themself that this was the reason for their trip in the first place, to allow themself the time to enjoy things again. They cooked themself a roasted chicken with a red wine demi-glace over polenta, and they ate it at the table and didn’t let themself think of calories or fat content, focusing instead on the tastes and the fact that their body was being nourished as it was supposed to be. 
They washed the dishes when they were finished, enjoying the heat of the water on their hands, then got in an evening workout—to stay fit and in shape for work, not to remain thin, they reminded themself—before settling into the Jacuzzi to relax.
They found relaxing easier when nestled in snow-coated trees and blanketed by an expansive, glittering sky. Black speckled with white. It often astounded them how many stars there actually were. That sounds stupid, doesn't it? They thought with a laugh. But living on the outskirts of a decent sized city, the sky was so heavy with light pollution that the stars weren’t very visible at all. Hazel always found themself taken aback when they were anywhere the sky could be seen so clearly.
Hot water pruned their skin and settled their mind. Metal music played low from a speaker propped on the edge opposite from where they sat, and they tipped their head back to trace out the constellations, some familiar, some without any names that they knew of. 
The woods framing the cabin were eerie at night, only lighted by the snow reflecting silvery in the moonlight, but Hazel didn’t mind. They had seen the news articles splashed all over the internet talking about how daímōnic attacks were at an all-time low, and just to cover all of their bases, they had their daímōn spray perched next to the music speaker. They might be out alone in the woods, or as alone as one could be with the occasional scampering of forest life, but they’d be safe from daímōns at least.
Right now, the biggest danger to Hazel was Hazel themself, and so far, they were behaving.
They doubted very much that daímōns were real, anyways. Just something that religious zealots made up to instill the fear of the gods into their children, Hazel thought. They weren’t even sure why they had a can of daímōn spray with them in the first place. Habit, maybe? 
Having both grown up with severe religious trauma, religion had always been one of those things Hazel’s fathers wanted them to find on their own, promising to support whatever choice they made. Hazel ended up reading all there was to know about the major religions, and even most of the minor ones, but Eudaimonia had always been one of the more fascinating. 
Maybe because it had the most followers in the western world, or maybe because their father, Alex, had grown up in the Church of Stars, so Hazel was familiar with the beliefs of that particular religion, they weren’t sure, but they’d always been fascinated with the twelve gods and the demiurgic Goddess who had made them. They even attended mass sometimes when Alex went, both to sate their own curiosity and as emotional support, the same way David did, and their yearly family trip to the Exaltation Day festival was always a great time.
But, even finding it fascinating, Hazel struggled to believe in it. They couldn’t wrap their head around the idea of any belief system that didn’t have some sort of tangible proof of its existence, try as they might. 
So, when Hazel told their fathers over dinner after school one day that they were pretty sure they were atheist, both of them had shrugged their shoulders, said, “Okay,” and moved on to discuss how Hazel’s classes at their technical school were going. 
For all of Hazel’s own shortcomings and crazy, they most certainly had been raised with more love and support than anybody could have ever dreamed of.
Habit or not, belief or not, Hazel still carried that daímōn spray with them as they grabbed a towel and hurried back into the warm safety of the rented cabin, if only because they promised Alex they’d be careful when they told him they were hiding away in the woods on their own for a while.
They showered again, this time taking greater care to deal with the raging curls of their hair, and dove into their newly developed bedtime routine of cleanser and exfoliant and moisturizer, things that usually took too much effort for Hazel to bother with, but now they allowed themself the time.
If they were home, they’d have been curled up on the couch beneath their late grandmother’s quilt, throwing back beers and bullshitting with Lucas and whomever else from work had wanted to join them. If they were home, they might have been really adventurous and wandered down to the basement for a game of pool or darts. Instead, they were curled up on the couch in a cozy little cabin, drinking hot chocolate with whipped cream, watching old sitcoms on a tv that looked at least a decade old.
It made Hazel wonder if everything would be alright after all.
Could they keep this up when they returned home? Eating right, taking their meds, painting. Taking things slowly for once? They sure hoped so, because right now, for a moment, they were okay, no longer plagued with insecurity and anxiety and an urgent desperation to die. Right now, for the first time in a long time, they felt like they could breathe.
Hazel was determined to keep up the trend of being okay. The next day had them driving to town to get breakfast and coffee from Tims, enjoying the early morning laziness too much to cook for themself—not a break in routine, they thought, but a treat. That was allowed, wasn’t it? They stocked up on groceries for the rest of the week, ignored the small sadness in their chest at having to go home soon, and stored them away when they returned to the cabin. Then they returned to their painting, excited to finally turn a simple smearing of base colors into something pretty, and let themself get lost in the silence of the empty cabin, in the warmth of the crackling fire, and in the scent of fresh paint on endless canvas.
As the hours passed, Astrae’s figure began to bloom into something real and tangible. Hazel pictured him tall and lean, almost androgynous in shape. Strong, but gentle, with hands that were hardened from crop fields but tendered by long caresses. His hair would be dark and wavy and unfairly long, crowned with wildflowers of every color, and his eyes were the color of spring meadows, cradled by unduly long and thick lashes. His robes would be gauzy, the color of springtime flowing like liquid over his frame and belted around the middle with cord, feet bare and in love with the soil beneath them.
They painted until their fingers cramped, only pausing for meals and their weekly call to their therapist—who had expressed worry over the impulsiveness of their trip, but took comfort in Hazel finally taking his advice in building a “routine” and using “healthy coping mechanisms.”
During their break for dinner—salmon with a lemon garlic cream sauce and a side of roasted broccoli—Hazel considered the painting, considered which brush might carve out the sharp lines of his face and highlight the soft tresses of his hair, considered what Astrae might think if he saw the painting himself, what the other gods might think if Hazel painted them as well. What would he be like? they wondered, munching on a piece of salmon and staring back at the gentle eyes of the painted god. 
Blameless, they decided after a while. Kind. He would smile often, of that they were sure.
The others came to mind after Astrae, forming shapes and images in Hazel’s head as if they were real, as if Hazel had known them their whole life. The Constellite of Arietis would be a hulk of a god and massively strong to boot, but a ray of literal sunshine personified. Taurids would also be strong and sturdy, made of all of the resilience in the world. Cancri would be gentle but fiercely protective. Leonis would be a god of dignity and affection. Librae would be the peacekeeper, the balancer. Scorpii would be more mysterious, darker. A little scary, maybe. Sagittarii would be a cheerful beam of light, always on the hunt for the next great adventure. Capricorni would get things done, and would be an unstoppable powerhouse. Aquarii would be aloof but progressive. And Piscium would have been made from clouds and from dreams.
They would make for an interesting group, that was for sure, and Hazel could imagine themself painting each and every one of them. Though Castorlux still evaded them, they could see the bold reds and oranges for Arietis, the soft pinks and blues for Piscium.
They could picture it all so well, could picture buying the canvases, mixing the paint, standing in front of each one and losing themself in the monotony of motion that came with each brushstroke. Maybe they would turn the paintings into a series. Making plans for the future was a good thing, right? That was healthy?
With that nugget of hope, Hazel called it an early night, tucking themself into their borrowed bed, burrowing beneath thick duvets, thinking of stars.
In bed, they watched the funny video Lucas had sent them and sent him one in return.
In bed, they thought about what would happen when they got home and returned to their life. Fretted over it. Wondered if this week would be a long enough charge for their battery. Hoped they could keep up with the routine and the eating and the slowing down. Itched for the paintings they wanted to work on and held onto that thought like a lifeline.
In bed, they let daydreams of the gods wrap their star-crested hands around their arms, let themself be dragged away from the anxiety and into sleep.
I’ll be okay, they sleepily promised themself.






  
  TWO

EZRA






Elysia was a welcome reprieve from the cruel bite of winter.
Ezra Thompson had always loved it—rolling meadows speckled with wildflowers of every color imaginable,  a pristine castle of dove’s white just on the horizon where the color ended, wind blowing through his hair, gentle and warm and loving. The River Styx gurgled and bubbled near his feet, and could be followed, he knew, to navigate out of Elysia and towards Tartarus and the rest of the Underworld. Birds chirped overhead, either from the skies in which they soared or from the lush trees in which they sat.
And it was always warm. Never hot. Just perfectly warm.
At the sound of a low whistle, Ezra shielded his eyes from the sunlight and turned, finding himself met with a familiar sight: Antares, as beautiful as he was terrifying with his inky hair and violet eyes, all pallid skin and sharp angles, sitting on the ledge of the bridge, and Alrescha, his opposite in every way imaginable, soft and round and dark in skin, her dreamy eyes the color of sea foam, standing at his side. 
The dream and the nightmare, that was the picture they made together, and Ezra couldn’t help the fond smile he offered when Alrescha waved at him. Antares tapped ashes from his cigarette into the water, smirking when he caught Ezra’s cringe. Even knowing that the dark water would eat it up and could not be polluted by it, Ezra still didn’t like it, and Antares knew that.
He met them both on the bridge, exchanged a friendly hug and accepted the soft kiss to his cheek from Antares, before leaning down to kiss the rosy cheeks of Alrescha.
“So, Sadie called the meeting?” Ezra asked, brows furrowed as he walked with his companions towards the castle.
Antares hummed at his side, seeming just as worried as Ezra was, and that in and of itself was strange. It wasn’t very often that Antares worried over much. At least, not that anybody could ever see. His feelings were intense, but he was usually able to keep his anxiety under enough control that it wasn’t really palpable from him. 
But Ezra could see it now. He knew Antares well enough to pick up on the subtle clues sneaking through his mask. It was in the way he kept fidgeting with his rings, twisting them back and forth on his fingers, the way his eyes never quite stayed still and his energy felt a little more wild than it usually did.
“Yeah, he did.” Alrescha offered, leaning into Antares to show her own apprehension.
The large double doors of the castle greeted them, a stained-glass portrait of the night’s sky set into the center and surrounded by the constellations from which the Constellites had been made. They opened easily under Ezra’s hand and led to the massive foyer beyond,  a testament to regality and perfection, all white marble and silver accents, with the ceiling open to the sky for easy stargazing when nighttime came to visit. At the far end spread a massive staircase, and the three didn’t hesitate before scaling it all the way to the sixth floor where the remaining Constellites would be waiting in the Grand Hall.
Dread paled Ezra as they took that familiar path, and he remembered the last time they had all met there. It’d been over the summer when—
He wasn’t going to think of that now.
“Have you seen Sadie at all since the summer?” Ezra kept his voice low, in case the person in question happened to be nearby.
In unison, Antares and Alrescha shook their heads, and Ezra’s heart sank a bit. “I suppose that it’ll be good to see him, then.”
“You always have a silver lining for us, zaychyk.“ Antares laughed when Ezra rolled his eyes.
“I’ve been worrying about him.”
Antares’ expression sobered, and he spun his rings again. “I know. We all have been.”
Sadie had taken the events of last summer particularly hard. Ezra understood why; where he could find comfort in Deneb and Aldebaran, Sadie was entirely alone now. From the very beginning of this cycle, Sadie had been solitary, allowing very few close to him. They’d all offered support and friendship, but he’d been swift and curt in rejecting them all. 
But not Zuban. Never Zuban.
Now he didn’t even have her, and when they made it to the Hall, Ezra couldn’t help but think that it showed.
Sadie had once been delightfully strange looking, like an abstract art piece that could never have been understood, made of too many contradictions to count. Long hair the color of a blue sky grayed by storm, eyes as white as the moon set over soft cheeks and a hard jaw, full lips, and high cheekbones, broad shoulders and wide hips.
Now, grief sat in Sadie like a shipwreck, his sails torn through by vicious winds, pieces of him scattered across the ocean floor, great chunks of his hull missing from where he’d been tossed against the cliff sides. His stone blue hair looked thin and greasy, and his silvery eyes were devoid of any sign of life. His already pale skin had gone sallow and while he had been thin before, his hoodie hung from the bones of his shoulders like it had been laid overtop a skeleton.
Ezra knew that his comrade had spent the last few months holed up in his tiny apartment, letting himself rot away, letting himself crumble to dust. He’d tried to visit Sadie at one point, having flown all the way to the seedy part of Kotzebue, but Sadie hadn’t let him in, hadn’t answered his calls or his texts or his knocks on the door.
For months, Ezra had worried—would there be another death? Would we have to bury Sadie too?
Ezra exchanged greetings with everybody else when they finally made it up to the Hall. He bowed to Rukbat, gave Aldebaran and Tegmine hearty handshakes when they offered him their hands, he kissed Deneb on the cheek and enjoyed the scent of her earthy and spicy perfume, and then he acknowledged it because he knew that she would like that. He endured as much of Hamal’s obnoxious and noisy cheek kisses as he could before shoving the brute back and offering him a soft smile. He gave Regulus a nod and gave Sadie space and a smile.
He settled into his seat, one made from stone and daintily carved with vines and flowers and padded with plush velvet, the constellation of Virgo in the center of the back, and the others followed suit, all attention turning to the hunched form of their friend.
“‘Sup, Sadie?” Hamal started, his orange peel eyes landing on Sadie.
“Yeah,” Deneb crossed her arms over her chest, her spine straight, “why’d you call us all here?”
It must have been important if it prompted him to call a meeting. Even prior to the events of the previous summer, his disdain for get-togethers had always been made abundantly clear. Sadie didn’t like spending time with anybody, save for Zuban. Now, though Sadie did not look up from the table, the room filled with the static of his energy and the crackling of electricity.
Ezra leaned over, felt the other jump when he placed his hand over his. Green light glowed from his palm and onto the back of Sadie’s cold hand.
“Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those with skin diseases, and throw out daímōns. You received without having to pay. Therefore, give without demanding payment.”
It was easy to bite back against the searing pain of his flesh practically melting at his palm, the skin there so severely scarred from the thousands of times he’d done this that he hardly noticed it anymore.
And then, with the aid of Astrae’s chiron, Sadie sighed in relief, as though some elephant that Ezra couldn’t see had lifted its foot Sadie’s chest.
He still didn’t look up, refused eye contact with anybody, but his energy quieted to the sound of a static TV sitting somewhere in the background. The room was still overwhelmed with energy, as it was whenever they all got together, but Sadie’s had been too strong, emboldened by the strength of his building panic.
“From a deep sleep the twins will soon awaken.”
At that, the entire room seemed to freeze, the air seemed to thicken.
Nobody dared to take a breath.
“Sadie, honey,” Aldebaran, sitting on Sadie’s other side, frowned, “have you been taking your medication?”
He shook his head. “No.”
“Sadie—“
“They visit me in my dreams each and every night. They are joyous and they breathe.”
Brothers, not even you could weather this storm.
Memories played like a movie, faded and ancient, in his head, and it made Astrae stir inside of him. People that he knew viscerally despite never having met them laughed and smiled in his head.
Based on the silence of the room, everybody else was watching the memories of their own rulers as well.
“It doesn’t make any sense, mate.” Regulus cupped his cheek into an open palm, looking lazily content if not for the frown in his fire-flecked eyes.
Ezra shook his head. “It never has.”
All of the Constellites had awoken over a decade ago, all of them just barely teenagers, the way it had always happened.
Everybody except for Castorlux.
Castorlux seemed to be missing, and they had never learned why that was.
“It is happening, and we must ready ourselves. It is only a matter of time before their wind graces us.” Despite the blankness of Sadie’s face, there was confidence in the way that he spoke. A sort of certainty that worried Ezra.
“Have you felt their energy?” Rukbat asked with a frown.
Sadie shook his head and batted at a strand of hair that had clung to his cheek.
“How can you—“
“We should prepare then,” Ezra interrupted, smiling softly. He wasn’t entirely sure that he believed Sadie. The Constellite of Aquarii was not the most mentally stable of people, admittedly, and he was certainly no prophet, but while it might not have been wise to indulge in this delusion, Ezra didn’t have the heart to shoot the other down, not when he was already so fragile. “When Castorlux comes, we’ll be ready.”
Deneb glared at him, evidently disagreeing with his feeding into Sadie’s deluded thoughts, but Ezra didn’t have it in him to be outright cruel.
“Goodbye.” Sadie stood, turned on his heel.
“Wait!” Ezra turned and shot out a hand, caught a wrist and felt Sadie stiffen, felt bones so delicate beneath his palm he was afraid he’d crush them. “Stay in Elysia. At least until Castorlux awakens, eh?” Please don’t run away alone again.
Sadie paused, considered. “No,” he muttered before wrenching his hand free and stalking off.
Ezra’s heart lurched into his throat and he debated chasing after him.
He didn’t want to watch Sadie walk away again.
But maybe he could trust him. If he had hope in Castorlux Awakening, delusion or not, then Ezra might not have to worry as badly.
But he’d still worry.
He kept quiet, alone with his thoughts, and didn’t argue when Aldebaran appeared at his side to quietly take Ezra’s hand, the burned one, applying salve to it and wrapping it in gauze.
“Do you think there’s any chance that Castorlux will finally come home?” Hamal’s boisterous energy was uncharacteristically quiet, the flames of it tucked neatly into banked embers.
“I doubt it. They’re already a decade too late.” Deneb sneered, but Ezra caught the sorrow in her eyes.
While Sadie, Astrae, Zuban, and Hamal had been the closest to Castorlux in their original lives, all twelve of them were so tightly bonded that he knew even Deneb felt the call of that primordial yearning, the one that had her missing Castorlux’s presence as much as the rest of them.
“What will happen to Sadie when Castorlux does not Awaken?” Tegmine asked, eyes watering.
“He’ll probably suck start a shotg—“
“Don’t talk like that!”
Ezra’s temples pounded, his heart raced.
“What’re we gonna’ do? Tie Astrae to him so that he can get chiron permanently?”
“We can’t do that to Astrae.”
“He’s not even taking his meds now! You heard him say it. We have to get him back on—“
Soot clogged his nose and his throat from the scorching energies of Rukbat, Hamal, and Regulus. Dirt filled his mouth from Aldebaran and Deneb. He drowned beneath the waves of Antares, Tegmine, and Alrescha.
It was a genuine mystery to him how the last three could even stand to be in the room right now, knowing that they all felt it even more strongly. He couldn’t imagine what they had felt at their last meeting; their own pinpricks of grief coupled with the grief of literally everybody else in the room.
And they’d have to feel it all again when Sadie did eventually kill himself. If they didn’t do something to help, and do it now, then it would be inevitable. But no matter how much he wracked his brain, he couldn’t figure out what to do. How could he save Sadie when he couldn’t even save—
“Astrae!” 
His head snapped up, and he found everybody staring at him, Aldebaran’s hand squeezing his to get his attention.
“I don’t really think there was any truth to what Sadie was saying, but I also think that we should prepare, just in case. You told him we’d be prepared.” Determination snagged in the pines of Aldebaran’s thickly lashed eyes as she looked to him for answers. “What do we do?”
That, Ezra could do. Planning and organizing were strong suits of his. Saving was supposed to be too, but he apparently was failing at that.
“We all need to be ready. If there’s any inkling of their energy, anything at all, then we need to go towards it immediately.” He put on a brave face, tried to wrangle in his energy as he knew it had to be overwhelming the others with his anxiety. “The first two to feel it goes to them. Not all of us. It’ll be too overwhelming for them.” He remembered Awakening himself, remembered how terrifying it was. “And then bring them to Elysia. We’ll be slow in integrating them.”
Everybody in the room nodded.
“Rukbat,” Ezra caught wide, ocean-blue eyes, “you’ll be on standby as you will likely be able to get to them the fastest.”
“Of course.” She nodded, gave Ezra a small smile.
“If somebody other than Rukbat finds them first, then you call her.” 
“I’ve never wanted to meet anybody so badly,” Hamal said with a frown.
It will tear you into two, and I will not be able to stitch you back together.
Ezra’s fragile heart ached with some ancient yearning that he could logically explain, but one he doubted he would ever fully understand.
“Me too, Hamal.”
The group shifted direction then, deciding to utilize the rare occasion of almost all of them being together in Elysia at once. Catching up on the less interesting logistical issues they were all having to navigate.
Hamal and Deneb and Tegmine discussed how things were going with the other exorcists—the ággelos that worked closely with the Constellites to help them fight off the daímōns on Earth. Things were going well in that department, at least. Antares reminded everybody that the annual festival God Hades threw was only a few months away, an event Antares would be expected to attend, an event that made the rest of the Constellites nervous as it meant possibly running into some of the allies of God Mávri Trýpa. Regulus promised to work with him on something to wear for the festival soon, and Deneb promised to help him prepare for the guests he may run into.
With everybody together like this, Ezra sat back and took an indulgent moment to just enjoy everybody’s company. Even if their coming together had been under circumstances that were less than ideal, it was nice to see mostly everybody together again.

      [image: image-placeholder]Bitter Toronto cold greeted him when Ezra returned home the following morning and very briefly made him miss the loving warmth of Elysia. If not for the clinic and the sick animals awaiting him at work, he might have indulged in staying a bit longer, but alas, a different Elysia waited for him.
The Elysian Animal Center was his paradise away from paradise, one he opened with his best friend, Grant, just after college, back when neither of them had enough money to afford anything more than a rundown old building they had to fix up themselves. It took a while, but it was worth it, Ezra decided. 
Every morning he was greeted by the whines and yips of the overnight guests and patients, earning grateful kisses and nuzzles as he fed them their breakfast and got the clinic ready for the day ahead. Every morning he ordered coffee from Tims for the staff and dove into a packed and daunting schedule that awaited him, working with determined efficiency just as he always did. It was just the way he liked it.
Today’s schedule was no less busy—a litter of very adorable kittens in for a postpartum checkup, a dog in need of dental cleaning, a surgery to remove a tumor from a husky. Always hopping from one thing to the next, never a moment of quiet. Ezra appreciated the movement, knowing he’d go crazy without it, especially with the worry of Sadie and Castorlux swimming around in his mind. The usual chaos of the clinic proved a welcome distraction. "Idle hands are the black hole’s workshop," and all that.
He stopped to interview a new overnight technician, and he liked her enough to offer her a job on the spot, which was a relief as much as it was nerve-wracking. New people made him nervous, but if there was somebody designated to be here overnight, it meant he wouldn’t have to work so many night shifts himself. He wouldn’t have minded working beneath a bright moon, but he opened, so those days were long when they came.
Over lunch—a carefully made and pre-packed teriyaki salmon sushi bowl—he called Sadie and left a message. He knew better than to expect the other to actually answer the call, but he would always hold out hope.
After the strangeness of the meeting the day before, the morning had been a perfectly normal one. Perhaps that’s why Ezra was so caught off guard when, during a routine examination of a German Shepard, it finally came: a breeze, one scented faintly of lemon, tickling against the skin of his cheek and sending his heart into a frenzy so violent that he thought that it might burst. His knees nearly gave out under him, saved only by the examination table that he scrambled for with grasping fingers.
It was energy, hitting him the same way that Deneb’s or Hamal’s or Rukbat’s would if they were somewhere nearby, but it was an energy he’d never felt before.
He intrinsically just knew whose it was. Even if he hadn’t felt it before, he knew, he knew.
And Astrae, stirring inside of him now, recognized it.
“Rebecca,” he forced himself to keep calm as he stepped out of the office, to hold back Astrae who was bursting at the seams within him, “something’s come up—family emergency. Could you call in Grant? I know it’s his day off but I really need to get out of here.”
She frowned, tucked a stray piece of brown hair behind her ear. “Of course. Is everything all right?”
He pursed his lips, the itching under his skin only growing the longer Astrae was made to wait. Lying had never suited him. “Just some family stuff. I’ll need a few days.”
She touched his arm, offered a reassuring smile. “Take the week. I’ll call Grant and we’ll hold down the fort.”
“You’re the best,” he said with a sigh, and he meant it.
Then he was off. Desperation had claws and threatened to shred him to bloody ribbons if he didn’t comply.
North, north, north. It was north of him.
The Constellites had been without their Gemini god for too long. Far too long. The rest of his ensemble had come into their powers over a decade ago, everybody except for them, except for Gemini.
But their connection was just as strong, even if late in blooming. Their energy called to him, greeting him in the same way that the breeze did through an open window in early summer.
Ezra was in his car before he even realized he’d left the clinic, thankful that he always kept an emergency overnight bag in the trunk. He had no idea where he was going, only that the energy was so far he had no hope of reaching it quickly, but his feet were moving without his consent, pressing on the gas until he was all but speeding out of the parking lot and onto the nearest road heading north. 
He wanted to slam on the throttle—to send his car faster, faster, faster. Now, now, now. I need to be there now—but he fought the urge, knowing he’d never reach Castorlux if he wrecked his car and killed himself in the process. It was only with that small sliver of sanity, the small and threadbare grip that Ezra still had on his body over Astrae, that he managed to land on only speeding a little.
His eyes found a balance between watching the road and staring at his navigation screen, trying to figure out what route to take to get him where he needed to be and cursing the roads when they didn’t follow the direction the Gemini energy beckoned from.
It was a long drive, even with his little bit of speeding, but the increase in the energy’s intensity as he got closer and closer kept him from unraveling completely. 
Brothers, not even you could weather this storm.
Before him, the sun burst from winter gray. Lemon and mint assaulted him, wind shoved him back in his seat. It was stronger. He was closer. Almost there. Almost there. Gemini. Gemini. Gemini.
It will tear you into two and I will not be able to stitch you back together.
Castorlux was calling for him.
Time warped and bent, as difficult to track as the wind he followed. The sun was high overhead by the time he reached a cabin sequestered away in the snowy woods, and when he stepped out of the car, Ezra’s lungs were so full he feared they might burst within him. The Gemini energy sat heavy in the cabin’s clearing, sunk into the snow as if it’d been there for a while, but something else had his hackles rising. Something intertwined with the brisk sharpness of his brethren, something sticky and too sweet, like burnt caramel. Dammit. How long had that energy been there? He should have sensed the cloying sweetness kilometers and kilometers ago. Castorlux had overwhelmed him, blinded him.
Just as you have, my heart has split into two. Pollux, you take the half made to love and to protect. Castor, you take the half that the mother has made to glory. Take them. No, don’t fret. Take them. Be whole. Be one.
It was then that he let Astrae take him completely, let vines twist around his muscles, let his feet become one with the soil and his hands the trees. And it was then that Astrae took off for the trees, following the call of his hearts in the distance.






  
  THREE

HAZEL






Mountains stood taller than the eye could ever hope to see in the not-so-far-distance, and the River Styx gurgled softly at Castor’s feet and around Pollux’s. 
“Did you ever dream of a life lived again?” Astrae spoke softly from where he lay in the soft grass, mahogany hair laid out beneath him like a fan. He stared up at the sky, its setting sun painting him in warm swaths of reds and oranges.
Castor’s head shook, but Pollux turned towards him and smiled. “We have many more lives to live. Will you stay with us for each of them?”
He blinked slowly before returning the smile. “Of course. For each and every eternity, air of my life, wind of my skies.”
Pollux pulled his feet from the dark crystalline waters of the river, crawled towards Astrae, and leaned over him. “Gardens of my life, soil of my earth.” Pollux leaned further down until his soft boyish curls tickled at Astrae’s forehead and then he kissed him, feather light and sweet. “You must promise me that we’ll find each other’s arms in every eternity.”
“All of them,” Astrae smiled against the lips gifted to him, “and maybe a few after that if luck is to be on our side.” 
Castor leaned back from where he was sitting next to the river, his legs crossed beneath him, hands gripping his ankles idly, and turned his head. “Oi! We’ve no need for something as trivial as luck. Even if I must bear the weight of that responsibility on my own, I will spend every breath that my lungs have seeking for you, Astrae.”
Pollux sat back on his heels and looked to his twin, sharing a promise between them.
They would always seek him. For each and every eternity.
Hazel blinked away grogginess and sleep from their eyes as they rolled over to reach for their phone. A yawn escaped their chest as they did a speedrun through notifications, letting the morning sun bask over them and warm them where they laid.
Breakfast was a complicated affair, an apology for their cheating the day prior, and they chased it with a cup of coffee, sweetened with the smallest pour of milk. They cleaned the dishes and hopped in the shower to scrub the last bits and scraps of sleep from their skin, though they didn’t linger long enough to enjoy the warmth. They couldn’t linger, they found. 
There was an energy thrumming beneath their skin, something that felt like the high of insanity but older, wiser. It was familiar, and it wasn’t, but the prior allowed them not to worry overmuch about it. In fact, they found themself wanting to welcome it. This week had been meant to be one of laziness and idle pleasures, but what reason did they have to not take advantage of any energy that came their way? They were medicated enough that they really didn’t need to worry about it spiraling out of hand.
That decided, Hazel all but skipped out into the bite of winter, blinking back tears when the sun blasted itself off of glittering snow and attempted to blind them. They grabbed the axe leaning against the cabin’s side and swung it over their shoulder. Firewood. They needed to get some more firewood. The chill of winter was refreshing but wouldn’t be enjoyable forever, so they intended to keep good on the plans that they’d made for themself the day prior.
The strange dream from the night before lingered in their mind as they walked, weaving through tall trees while thinking of pretty deities. The dreams had been coming more and more frequently in recent months, becoming a nightly ritual since starting this vacation. 
Perhaps it had been the sudden decision to paint the Constellites that had made the dreams more frequent. The story of the gods was a fascinating one so it seemed perfectly reasonable that they’d fabricate additional stories of the star-blessed children as they slept. They’d always had something of an overactive imagination.
Besides, vivid dreams meant they were sleeping deeply and well. That was a good thing, wasn’t it? Perhaps that’s why energy was pulsing in their veins now. They were simply well-rested, that was all. Even the sickening scent of sugar in the air didn’t deter their mood, though they did wonder if someone was refining maple syrup nearby. Still, like the rest of the morning, the thought didn’t linger.
This new energy of theirs knew no bounds, fueled by wild creativity. Mania took them by the head and kissed them fully on the mouth, and they kissed it back with tongue and teeth, with blood and spit.
The sun bounced brightly off of the snow, and so did they, a corny skip to each and every step that they took, their axe held steady over their shoulder as a comfortable weight, an attempt at a whistled tune pouring from their lips. With their free hand for a visor, they sought out a suitable tree, one for which death was a suitable price for keeping them warm. Something small enough that they could do it—were there any they wouldn’t be able to take down? They felt as if they could move mountains with the strength that seemed to rattle around inside of them—but big enough that it would last them through the next few days. One on the right drew their attention and they grinned. Perfect. Amazing! A lovely laugh escaped them as they went to it, armed and dangerous, axe ready to swing.
But their body swung instead, pushed forward by an unseen force. They lost grip on the axe and it fell with a soft, muffled thud into the snow. Hazel staggered back, trying to keep themself upright, but before they could fall, they were shoved—spun—once more, back slamming against the tree as something black loomed before them. Black and tall, wispy and solid all at once.The thing had no face, only a mouth surrounded by tentacles that reached for Hazel, caressing against their cheeks, making them want to vomit their breakfast right back up.
How Hazel’s trek into the woods for more firewood to warm the cabin while they painted had ended with them pinned to a tree by something that’s face was only a mouth would be a mystery they’d have to dissect later on—if they lived long enough, that was.
A scream thrashed itself around their ribcage, trying desperately to escape through their lips, but a palm pressed into the front of their neck, cutting off the sound, and claws loomed at the sides, sharp enough that a gentle push forward would pierce skin and give the beast ample opportunity to root around within their flesh.
You’re not fighting? Interesting.
Hazel whimpered and fought the urge to break free and run. It had spoken, though its mouth hadn’t moved. Its voice boomed from inside their skull, echoing off the bone.
Tears pricked their eyes.
They were going to die today.
For the first time in years they finally begin to feel okay… just to have it ripped away. That figured, they thought miserably.
For so long, they had wanted to die. But not now. Maybe it was their newfound peace, or maybe it was just the eons of primitive evolution tricking them into thinking that way, but whatever it was had them desperately wanting to live.
In their peripheral vision, they could see the axe lying in the snow at the wispy feet of the daímōn, and they cursed themselves for dropping it like an idiot. Then again, would it have done them any good, anyways? Could this thing be killed by an axe? Gods, why had they been so stupid to not even bring their daímōn spray? Alex was going to be so disappointed in them—
A scream tore from their lips and into the air, into its mouth-face, sudden and without warning. The creature vibrated and hummed like a plucked bow in response, as though it enjoyed their screaming, their terror, because it did. It didn’t need to have a face for Hazel to sense its pleasure in their suffering. Black and purple tendrils of smoke circled its body and began to encroach on theirs, and Hazel’s panic snapped into place at the first touch—the softness of it dancing along their skin, beneath their heavy attire that had been designed to protect them from the elements but did nothing against daímōns. That feeling forced their muscles to act, to do something. They writhed, careless of the claws scratching against their throat, drawing blood in thin beaded lines, still the daímōn held on.
No sword? No magikēs? My, my. Its voice purred from somewhere within them, from somewhere around them, from everywhere, from nowhere, in their brain, in the clouds, from the center of the earth. I had not known what fortune this day was to bring unto me.
Hazel opened their mouth to scream again, on blind instinct, when a deafening bang startled them into silence. The bark next to their head exploded, sending shrapnel of wood in every which way, hitting the tentacle holding them down and whacking Hazel in the side of the head. It took a moment for the sound to fade, another for Hazel to make the connection: a gun?
The daímōn’s head whipped around to where the bullet had come from, tentacles writhing with displeasure. It would appear that we have a visitor, my dear.
Hazel didn’t think; they simply acted. Its attention, for one small second, was off of them. This was their only chance, and they knew it viscerally. Their body jerked and twisted hard enough for the monster to lose its hold on their throat, and Hazel let their body drop, falling to the snowy ground like a stone into a pond. They didn’t hesitate to scramble back to their feet, bolting in the direction of the cabin, though they weren’t sure what a wooden door could do to keep the creature out. As a matter of fact, Hazel hadn’t the slightest idea what a gun was supposed to do against this thing either. 
The realization had them skidding to a stop, mind whirling with energy and panic and too many thoughts. Who had shot at them? Who in the fuck was using a gun against a daímōn? They’d been so wrought with panic they hadn’t even thought to look. 
They whirled on their feet, prepared to see the daímōn running after them, only to find the beast tracking quickly in the direction opposite them instead. The direction of a person perched high up in a tree, far enough away that Hazel could only see the vague person-like shape distinguishing the figure from the rest of the tree.
Run, run, run run. Run.Run.Run.
They needed to keep running. 
Stopping was a death sentence.
But what if it killed the man who had given them back their freedom? Their life?
They ran, feet moving before they could think further about it, but this time it was back towards the beast. Towards their savior. They called out for the man to run, and for the beast to leave him be. They ignored the booming command from the man telling them to draw their swords, because they had no swords—who the fuck just carries swords around in the woods? 
So it was a madman in the tree, then.
Everything happened too quickly. All of it a blur of motion that Hazel couldn’t keep track of.
They lunged for the beast just as it lunged for the tree, and the man threw himself down, towards the beast, towards them. It was like a movie, as cheesy of a comparison as it was, in that he held a gun in each hand, unloading bullet after bullet into and against the hardened flesh of their shared enemy. His hair was a whip in the air above him, brown gilded red where the sun’s rays shone between tall trees. A scream rang in the air like an emptying shotgun—their own scream, they realized, too late to stop it from spilling out.
The beast staggered back, black blood splattering the pristine snow at its feet from where the bullets had torn through it.
Not a single thought graced their head as they threw themself at it, intending to knock it mouth-face first to the ground, to give the man a chance to run. What they’d do after he left was a problem for two-minutes-from-now-Hazel, something that they would worry about then. But before they got the chance, the man landed smoothly on the ground between them and the beast, intercepting Hazel easily before catapulting the both of them back and away.
The earth trembled and groaned beneath their feet, and arms wrapped around their waist when Hazel began to fall back, catching them and pulling them steady again. The ground shot up. They shot up. Hazel screamed again, sure they were once again being yanked around by the daímōn. Except… their feet were on the ground, they realized, scream cutting short. They were still rising, but their feet were on the ground. An elevator. Hazel’s eyes blew wide when they looked down at their feet, at the stranger’s feet tucked in close. A small circle of rocky earth shot upwards beneath them, sending them barreling towards the clouds, away from the beast and the snow.
“Are you out of your mind?” the man demanded, sounding more aghast than he did angry.
The ground stopped moving. Instead, the earth seemed to spin. They were dizzy. Their head reeled. Their grip on the man’s shoulders was embarrassingly tight, even as their hands quivered.
The spinning stopped the second Hazel looked up at their savior. They had been too stunned by everything that had just happened, that was still happening, to answer him immediately, but seeing his face up close made everything stop spinning. They knew that face. They knew it. They knew him.
All golden skin and meadows for eyes. Freckles spattered across his cheeks and the bridge of his nose like stars in a night’s sky. Beautiful. So achingly beautiful.
They knew him, because they had just taken a break from painting him. But there was something else in the knowing. Something deeper, older.
Some part of them knew this man, knew him viscerally. Some part of them loved this man, loved him viciously.
For a moment, they wondered if their manic euphoria had split into a psychosis, but his hold on them felt too strong, too warm, too real. The hands were real, fisted awkwardly at their back—guns, they remembered, he was holding a handgun in each hand— and the hot puff of his breath against their forehead was real. It was real.
“What were you doing going at it like that?” he asked, so bewildered that his eyes drew as wide as twin moons. “Why would you do that without your gifts? Your swords? Why aren’t you fighting it properly?”
Fear—an animalistic kind—coiled in their gut. “Swords?” The word came out in some sort of strangle, a gasp and a laugh, sharp and startled. The daímōn had mentioned something about a sword.
For a moment, or an eternity, of which they weren’t sure, he only stared at them, into them, as though he expected to be able to pluck the answers right out of their head.
“We have a minute or two.”
“We do?” Hazel’s mouth felt heavy with sand, their voice weighed and slow as it dragged out.
The man nodded, and his brows furrowed.
It took a second for Hazel’s mind to catch up, but they supposed it made sense. They hadn’t seen wings behind the beast when it had trapped them, so that meant it couldn’t get up to them very easily. They were too high up. Could it climb? A minute or two—it could climb. It would climb, they decided.
“Oh gods.” They were going to piss themself, or faint, if they didn’t find a way to bury their rising panic, to swallow the bitterness down until it dissolved in the acid and bile of their stomach. Their throat felt ragged, chaffed around the edges, and they coughed.
“Your throat! I’m sorry, I didn’t see it earlier or else I’d have—“
His hand reached for their throat. A gun clattered on the ground behind them. His arm blurred from reality as it came towards them, warping itself into something black and purple and hard and smoky. Phantoms of remembered tendrils wisped at their chin. 
They reared back, planting their hands flat on his ribs to shove him away. The world was closing in on them like the vacuum of a black hole, leaving them with nothing but claws scraping at the thin skin of their neck, ready to shred it to billions of pieces. Their thoughts fractured and exploded into too many fragments to keep track of.
They fell back but he was fast, securing his arm back around their waist, ignoring their writhing and shoving and sobbing. Hazel heard him warn that they’d fall if they didn’t stop, but it wasn’t until he mentioned them both falling that they finally let themself collapse against him.
“I don’t know what’s going on, Castorlux, but I really need you to dra—“
Behind their sternum, a worn skeleton key clicked open the lock of something ancient. Something they’d never seen in all their life, yet knew intimately.
Castorlux.
The twins divine, twin Sons of Zeus, illustrious children of lovely Leda, Castor the tamer of horses, and watcher of the sea Pollux.
A primordial voice boomed the words over and over in their head, a song left to repeat itself with no off button, no pause. It kept them from noticing the sharp gnawing of blustery winter against their bare hands when the man tugged their gloves from them.
They didn’t understand those words. They made no sense. Practically foreign. And yet, their body seemed to react to them. Their vision sharpened. The air lost its bite against their skin. Something surged in their blood. Lemon coated their tongue and filled their nose.
“If you hear it coming, I need you to tell me, okay? Like, if it says anything, you have to tell me immediately. Only you’ll be able to hear it.” Hazel vaguely heard him speaking, his voice garbled like he was underwater, or were they underwater? There was water in their ears, but they weren’t sure where it’d come from. They should have questioned why only they’d be able to hear the blasted thing, but their attention had been wrenched away from the pretty gunman.
Maybe they should have questioned why they were the only one able to hear the blasted thing, but they couldn’t focus on the pretty gunman when their head was swimming and the water was rising and their hands hurt. Fuck, why did they hurt so bad? It was like a sharp pain on the palm of each, as though they’d been cut and something sunk its claws into the wounds and ripped them wide open. Two voices called in their head, each different, but both chanting brother, brother, brother. They were calling to one another, Hazel realized, just as they realized that they were Hazel and Hazel was them. 
Two halves calling to one another, hands outstretched and trying to grasp.
“That’s it, the air and the wind are at your beck and call. It is at your control and your will,” the man’s voice coaxed, soft, encouraging. “You were made for this daímōn.”
You were made.
Hazel shrieked at the feeling of metal stabbing at their palms—from their palms, rather. It hurt. Blood pooled in the creases of their skin, carving rivers between their fingers and spilling over to pool near their feet. A quick glance told Hazel that there were no wounds, and yet they could feel the pain, they could see the blood.
“It’s okay, it’s okay.” The stranger shushed them like he was talking to a child too frightened of some monstrous thing in their closet to go to sleep. A bit hysterically, Hazel noticed the sweat beading on his soft brow despite the cold winter around them. That was a weird thing to notice right? “You’re Awakening. It’s late, and I know it hurts, but I’ll fix it. I promise. It’s okay.” He soothed, folding their hands between his own. They looked small in his grasp, and delicate. They shouldn’t have. They were working hands, calloused on every finger and scraped and cut on the palms where they’d lost fights with zip ties and slipping wrenches. Their fingers were fat and sturdy, toughened from years of burning the midnight oil while clutching ratchets. They weren’t soft or dainty like he made them look.
“I’m scared.” They hadn’t meant to say it out loud. Their fear wasn’t illogical by any means, and somewhere in their head they knew that, but separating the panic from the logic was impossible. This situation was like something straight out of the most gruesome horror movie that Hazel could have ever imagined. They were being pursued by a daímōn, and an unnamed gunman—they knew his name but were too afraid to actually say it aloud and confirm their own descent into madness—had bent earth to shoot them to temporary safety, and he was holding them, trying to make them draw swords from nowhere, and two ancient beings were rejoicing a reunion in their head, and they didn’t have a moment to breathe.
His hands gave theirs a gentle squeeze, his gaze intense, distracting, consuming. “I know that, but it’ll be okay. I promise you that. You just have to—“
They staggered as something split the air, slicing through it like an axe would a tree trunk. The noise was too high, too sharp, and it racketed in their skull between their ears like a tennis ball.
“What? What is it?”
Hazel stared at him, catching themself before they clambered to cover their ears. Did he not hear the noise? He must not have, considering how confused he looked. He had told them only they would hear it, but still, how could he not? By the Gods, it was so loud and horrific it clattered their teeth, surged their heart even harder than it was already beating.
The pedestal the man had crafted beneath them trembled, and Hazel realized that bastardly beast was trying to use its screeching to shatter the pedestal.
Something akin to adrenaline but stronger, more practiced, shot through their veins like fuel into an engine, and Hazel’s body moved in a way they didn’t know, yet also felt as familiar to them as breathing. The air around them seemed to race towards them, circling around their hands, as though it was waiting for Hazel to use it, to tell it what to do. 
And then they were off, throwing themself back and away from the man, and off of the platform, before they could even think of their next move. As the air brushed against their knuckles, something seemed to take Hazel. Something ancient and powerful.
Castorlux.
As they fell, they didn’t scream.






  
  FOUR

EZRA






He never called Rukbat. It never even occurred to him—he’d been so desperate to get to Castorlux that his thoughts had become completely incomprehensible. Memories playing so quickly and so clearly in his head that he’d become nearly blind to all else. The only clear thought he could form wasn’t even his own, but Astrae’s, and it was just the name Castorlux, over and over.
And then he’d found her: a raging fire against a winter backdrop. Cliché, sure, but accurate enough. All flaming hair and smoky eyes.
Seeing her, seeing Castorlux, was like suddenly being handed everything he had ever wanted in all of his life. For as long as he had lived something in him had felt empty and dark and barren and suddenly seeing her so close filled that void, warmed it. Ezra wanted to run his hands through the curls of her hair and watch his skin char and melt, he wanted to smolder beneath her gaze. Seeing her here, now, he had the strangest urge to burn. 
But she’d been so afraid, and that both confounded Ezra and hurt him, making his chest ache. He couldn’t wrap his brain around her being so afraid of the daímōn as opposed to just fighting it. Sure, the first few battles were nerve-wracking while muscles tried to call from centuries old memories, but her terror went beyond that. That, and it made him just want to hold onto her and protect her, if only to get her to stop trembling.
Worry flooded him when the girl fully Awakened and threw herself from the balcony of earth, conflicting with the pride and excitement in his chest at seeing her, seeing Castorlux, Wake for the first time this cycle. Then came remorse, regret. He shouldn’t let her fight, not until she had time to acclimate more. If her confusion and panic was anything to go by, she wasn’t ready for it.
He shot his podium down as quickly as he could, jumping the last few feet as he watched the fight before him.  In jerky, terrified movements that seemed spurred on by ancient memory, the girl fought.
Her eyes stayed gray.
Electricity crackled in the air.
“Sadie!” He turned, and found the other approaching them with wide eyes.
Of course, Sadie would have been the first. He had missed Castorlux just as much as Astrae did—desperately. 
Ezra watched Sadie point a thin finger forward at the beast in accusation, in persecution, and saw the girl’s eyes go wide in surprise when the daímōn raised into the air, writhing against an invisible hold. Sadie opened his other hand and then clenched it into a fist, the air around the beast condensing and squeezing into a crushing hold.
The girl jumped up high, latching herself to the daímōn, and used the weight of her own body to drag it back down. Ezra wasn’t sure if Sadie had released his grip or if Castorlux had simply pushed through it with her own strength, but she managed to drag and wrestle the beast onto the ground. Her movements, while efficient somehow, seemed jerky and uncoordinated, as though she wasn’t in control of them. 
As if the body wasn’t aligning with the mind. As if… As if Castorlux was moving her limbs for her.
What didn’t make sense was why Castorlux hadn’t taken her completely. Ezra knew that the twins hadn’t, or the girl wouldn’t have looked so completely terrified.
Ezra, somewhere beneath Astrae, felt his heart break clean in two. Awakening was terrifying on its own, but it was also a sort of coming home. It was finding a piece of yourself you didn’t know was missing, and finally feeling complete again, feeling whole. This was wrong, everything about this woman’s Awakening so far had been wrong. It had come late and even now, it wasn’t coming through fully. He couldn’t even imagine the absolute horror and confusion that she was experiencing just having to ride shotgun while someone else used her body as a puppet.
Ezra didn’t think twice about aiming an open palm in her direction, ignoring the burn lancing his skin and watching in relief when her face relaxed some. She landed on her feet with Castorlux’s help, the daímōn dropped before her, and Ezra watched as she lifted her hand into the air and drew it back, in a move that Ezra remembered seeing in Astrae's memories before.
She drew all of the air out of the monster's lungs.
Then Castorlux was gone. Ezra could tell, unable to see the same awkward grace of his brethren when the woman turned on her heel to face them. There was only a blank sort of terror in her wide, gray eyes as she stared at Astrae and Sadie, the beast at her side turning to ash and dissipating into the air. She opened her mouth as if to say something—
And then her legs gave out and the ground caught her.

      [image: image-placeholder]Though they couldn’t feel any other daímōns in the woods around them, Ezra and Sadie both focused their energies to make sure before absconding to the warmth of the cabin in the clearing. Ezra placed the woman on the couch, tucking her comfortably beneath a throw, and Sadie sat nearby on the loveseat. At first, Ezra sat beside him, just far enough for Sadie’s comfort, but the nerves and confusion in his chest made it too hard to settle down, to be still, so Ezra took it upon himself to rifle through the kitchen. Politely rifle, of course, as he wouldn’t dare snoop in someone else’s belongings.
He only rooted around long enough to find what he was looking for, heating a kettle of milk and dumping the powdered hot chocolate in two of the mugs he managed to scrounge up, the third set aside for his own tea. He’d have preferred to make homemade hot chocolate, but this would have to do, as much as it pained him.
Logically he knew the drinks would be cold by the time their new Constellite woke up, but it gave him something to do, something to distract himself from the anxiety in his head and to keep his hands busy with something other than picking at the new scarred tissue blooming in his palms. It had already healed, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t feel it when he wrapped his fingers around a spoon and stirred in the chocolate until the milk grew dark.
Lucky for him, as soon as he sat the mugs down on the table and took his seat beside Sadie once more, the woman began to stir, eyes fluttering sweetly across her freckled cheeks. He climbed to his feet instantly, ready to help wherever he was needed.
“Sadie, she’s awake,” he said, though he knew it was unnecessary since Sadie’s eyes had never left the redhead on the couch to begin with. Relief flooded through him when those gray eyes blinked open. “She’s awak—”
“They,” she croaked out.
“They?” Ezra’s brows furrowed.
“They, them,” they corrected softly, frowning and scrubbing at their eyes.
Ezra nodded. “Of course. Thank you for letting me know.”
He glanced at Sadie to gauge his reaction, but Sadie just watched, both curious and reverent, and their new Gemini watched back. Ezra tried not to fidget, feeling all too much like an outsider on the edge of a very intense staring match.
“What’s your name?” Ezra asked finally, holding one of the  steaming mugs out to them, then pushed the second to Sadie who took it gladly.
They turned that stare to Ezra, reaching out from the blanket wrapped tightly around them to snatch up the mug. He caught a quick glance at their hands before they snuggled back in, spotted splotches of color and ink and wondered just how many tattoos they had. Wondered how someone who could take a needle to their hands, and chest, judging by the color poking out from their collar, could look so much like a small, wounded animal, not unlike the strays often dumped at the clinic. “Hazel,” they answered flatly.
“I’m Astrae.” He tried to make his smile as reassuring as possible, though judging by the look on their face, he wasn’t sure he succeeded. “This is Sadalsuud, but we all just call him Sadie.”
“I think that I’m having a psychotic break,” they said when Ezra took to the recliner, giving Sadie and Hazel their own couches now.
Space seemed like the safest option.
“Is it often that your head too spins far off?” Sadie asked, and Ezra couldn’t help the small cringe at the odd inflection in his voice. To say that he was embarrassed of Sadie would have been rude and not at all correct, but he also knew that people could sometimes struggle to understand his friend. He didn’t want Hazel, or anybody, to make fun of Sadie.
Hazel’s brows furrowed as they deciphered his words. And then, curtly, they nodded. “My head’s never been on right.”
“Me as well.” A small smile. “Shall I show you?”
“Sadie.” Ezra sighed, deciding to interrupt now before they got too off the rails. “Not now.” He doubted very much that Hazel would have liked to travel through time, especially when it sounded like they hadn’t even processed the events of the past hour or so. “I don’t think that you’re experiencing a… psychotic break.” He offered Hazel a small smile.
Hazel stared down at the mug in their hands, expression blank, as though they weren’t sure what to do with it.
He stood and went to their side, ready to assist. “Take a drink, it’ll make you feel—”
Hazel, a feral cat backed into the corner of the barn, shifted back into the corner of the couch, brandishing a knife—from stars only knew where—and holding it tightly in their tiny fist and pointed straight at Ezra, the tip a breath away from the center of his chest. 
“Don’t come near me.”
“From blood will—”
“Sadie!” Ezra hissed, keeping his hands up where Hazel could see them. “Hazel, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to frighten you. I only meant—oh!” He frowned, his eyes locking onto the browned flakes at their throat. “If you put the knife down, I can fix your neck.”
Like a child caught where they shouldn’t have been, Hazel startled, staring at Ezra with large, panicked eyes and dropping the knife into their lap. Their hand flew to their neck, feeling the mottled skin there. The cuts weren’t deep, thank the stars, but they’d been just deep enough to bleed.
“Fix it?”
Ezra nodded.
“He is made with blood of great healing,” Sadie explained.
Hazel stared at the hand that Ezra was offering as though they were studying it, as though it was something to be studied. Their brows furrowed. “Does it hurt?”
“I’m told that it feels like an instant pain-reliever.”
They raised a brow. “You’re told?”
“It doesn’t work on me.” The great healer who couldn’t heal himself. An irony or a tragedy? He couldn’t have said which it was.
“Huh.” They blinked at him, and Ezra’s tongue tied itself into knots. Their eyes were the color of steel, cradled in lightly colored lashes. Such a unique shade, and endlessly beautiful. “But I mean, does it hurt you? Your hand is all fucked up.”
He sighed and offered them a small smile. “It does, but it’s oka—”
“Then no thank you.”
“Why not?” He bristled, offended.
“If it hurts you,” they scowled, “then I don’t want it. Besides,” their hand fluttered to their throat and he noticed their fingers to be all sorts of nicked, their fingernails short and chipped, “they’re just scratches. I’ll live.”
“But I—”
“No,” they reasserted, crossing their arms over their chest and glaring up at him.
Astrae clawed at Ezra from the inside, frantic to heal each and every wound on Castorlux’s body, but Ezra begged him quiet. He would not force his abilities onto Hazel if they truly didn’t want to, even if the pain of not healing them was far worse.
He took a breath to steady himself and returned to the recliner, keeping the frown off his face and hoping they couldn’t tell how the denial broke his heart.  “All right. You must have questions, so drink the hot chocolate and ask us anything that you’d like.” 
They snorted. “About a million.” They may have been trying to play it cool, but Ezra could see the way their hands—still holding the mug in a vice grip—were shaking. Apprehensively, they glanced at the drink and regarded it like a barn cat being left food. Their first sip was tentative, as if waiting for some poison to soak into their tongue.
To assuage their nerves, as well as his own, he sipped from his own mug of tea, letting it warm his throat and his belly.
“So, given that this isn’t some horrific nightmare that I’m about to wake up from, what in the actual fuck is going on?”
It was a loaded question, but a certainly reasonable one, Ezra decided. “To make it simple, you’re Castorlux, Constellite of Geminorum, and you were attacked by a sigastíres—those are daímōns of the third house, made specifically to combat the power of Geminorum—and it made you Awaken.” He paused when Hazel visibly tensed, but only long enough for the words to settle before moving on. “We can fight any daímōn, but we do best against those of our own house. We all have them. I have the arrosthenoi daímōns of the sixth house. Sadie has the apomononei daímōns of the eleventh house.” Hazel’s face went even paler than it already was, though out of fear or confusion, he couldn’t tell, and Ezra frowned. “Are you familiar at all with the teachings of Eudaimonia?”
They nodded tersely. “Familiar enough,” they mumbled before running a hand through the dense and fiery curls of their hair, fingers snagging on tangles. “None of this makes any fuckin’ sense. Aren’t I too old for this shit? That’s what everything I’ve read says.”
“That you are, Child of Gemini,” Sadie offered, his grin disconcertingly wide.
“We’re not sure why it’s taken you so long to Awaken. It’s plagued us for some time.” Ezra ignored the clambering excitement racketing around in his chest trying to stay calm so as not to overwhelm them further. “It was just the other day that Sadie called us together about you, actually.” It was too strange to mention that “just the other day” was so recent. That might have been alarming information to dump onto them, but Ezra wanted to be as open and honest as possible. There had to be some greater reason for Sadie to have that particular dream at that particular moment, a reason why he was told that Castorlux’s Awakening was finally approaching. “He’s been dreaming about Castorlux a lot.”
They eyed Sadie warily. He eyed them back almost dreamily.
“Gods,” they rolled their eyes, settled back into the couch and took a loud slurp from their mug, “even as a God, I manage to be a fuck up.”
“I don’t think that you’re a fuck u—”
“I’m not baiting you for sympathy.”
Hazel smiled, and Ezra swore Sadie must have been fiddling with time once again because it seemed to freeze at the sight. It wasn’t a smile of great joy or mirth, but it was still a smile so lovely that Ezra could no longer breathe.
“I just—what the fuck, dude?”
Sadie laughed, the sound mangled and too sharp.
“Right?” Hazel held their mug out towards Sadie in a cheering motion before groaning. “It’s so fucked up that it’s almost funny. Almost.”
Ezra took a moment to blink, to chew over their words. For being so very obviously traumatized and afraid, they seemed to be dealing with all of this rather well. He wasn’t quite sure how to comfort them, how to settle them when they seemed both settled and panicked all at once.
“There are others then?” they asked.
He nodded. “There are.” In the kitchen, he had finally texted the rest of the Constellites. All of them, even Deneb, seemed to be a mix of excited and anxious. Hamal was furious when Ezra had told them all to keep their distance for now and that when Hazel was ready, he’d bring them to Elysia to meet everybody. Staring at them now, sipping from their hot chocolate, eyes flickering around as if expecting another attack, he decided he’d made the right choice.
“Why did just you two come then?”
“Two was the plan, and we were the closest.”
“The plan?”
“On the chance that Sadie’s dreams were correct, we thought that it might be overwhelming to have all of us show up at once,” Ezra clarified.
“That’s fair.” They set the mug down on the table and nearly jumped at the sight of the knife in their lap, as though they had forgotten that it was there. They picked it up, twisting it in their fingers with the familiarity of someone who’d had it for a long time. “Castorlux,” they winced as though it hurt to simply say that name, “has swords or some shit, right? Does that mean that I get swords?”
Ezra thought over his next few words carefully, not wanting to alarm them any further. “You’ll get a sword when you’re ready for that.”
“Where did your guns go?” They started to lean forward to inspect him more closely and then froze, as if ashamed of their own interest. They began to lean back, reeling themself in, but before they could, Ezra stretched out an arm, his scarred palm facing the ceiling. 
With barely any effort, he drew forth a small handgun, pulled it from the astral pocket in which it remained stored when unused, the one that belonged only to him. It materialized from what appeared to be thin air, right into the waiting palm of his hand.
They stared at the gun with both fear and amazement in their eyes, then shot a glance back at Sadie. “You too?”
His head shook. “My weapon is not so easily seen.”
“Time,” Ezra interjected. “Sadie can bend and move through time.”
“Time travel?” That seemed to capture their interest, and Ezra tried not to let envy swell too greatly in his heart. It was good that they were excited. Excitement and interest were better than fear and uncertainty.
Sadie nodded, but did not elaborate.
“Well, that’s cool.” Their attention returned to Ezra and quieted his heart. “So, he has no weapons but has cool powers, what are yours? Wait,” their brows furrowed, “what are mine?”
“My body produces something called chiron which heals all wounds and has calming properties. I can also—”
“Did you use it out there on me?”
“I did.”
“And that’s why I got all calm suddenly?”
He nodded, watching the emotions flicker over their face as they drank in that information.
“Thanks,” they mumbled, their cheeks warming in a way that Ezra could only think of as adorable. “Don’t do it again, but thanks. I was about to piss myself.”
“Anytime.” He meant it—if they ever changed their mind, ever, he’d be more than happy to use his gifts to make them hurt less in any way they felt was necessary, or in any way they just wanted. He wouldn’t have thought twice about it. “I can also manipulate earth. Like Sadie, you can manipulate air, but as Castorlux, you have your own unique abilities. Castorlux is able to split into two bodies to fight.”
“Huh,” was all that they had to say on that, apparently.
Ezra imagined they were painfully overwhelmed. Awakening tended to have that effect, and he imagined it to be worse for Hazel given the unusual way it was happening for them.
“Can we take a break from,” they gestured a hand vaguely, “this?”
“Of course.” Ezra gave them a small smile and hoped it was as reassuring as he wanted it to be.
As soon as the conversation was deemed “on pause”, Sadie had his phone clutched into his hand, barely sparing Hazel a glance as he asked, “What is the name with which you were born?”
“Hazel Culhane.” They raised a curious brow.
He nodded and buried himself somewhere in the blue light.
“Irish then?” Ezra asked conversationally.
They shrugged their shoulders. “Beats me. What’re your names?”
“Astrae.”
“No, like your names.”
Ezra blinked with surprise. The names that they were born with meant little in the grand scheme of things. He hadn’t expected something like that to matter to them. Sadie had only asked for Hazel’s so he could research them, Ezra assumed. Sadie liked to do that.
“Ezra Thompson, and Sadie is Silas Williams.”
“Ezra and Silas. Those are cool names.”
“Thanks.” Ezra smiled; Sadie continued his digging. “Are you from around here, then?”
“No.” They shook their head. “I’m from Buffalo. Just up here on vacation.”
“New York? Quite the vacation then, eh?”
“You’re not kidding,” Hazel said with a snort. They smiled again, and Ezra felt his heart quicken. “I take it that you are from here, eh?”
He scoffed at the mocking tone, but his smile grew. “I’m from Bonnyville, but I live in Toronto now. Sadie is from Alaska.”
“So, we’re neighbors then?”
“Looks that way.” Ezra, despite wanting to be open and honest, decided that keeping his joy over that specific fact a secret would be the best move for him.
Their lips tugged down in a sudden frown. “Can I call you guys by your like, human names? And like, you guys call me Hazel? I don’t know that I like being Castorlux.”
Goodness, they were so afraid. Ezra wanted to scoop them into his arms and promise that they had nothing to fear, that he would protect them from any harm.
“Call us whatever you want,” he answered with a nod. It would be a strange thing to have another Constellite refer to him as his earth-given name, but if that made them more comfortable, then who was he to tell them no? Besides, he and Antares would sometimes refer to one another by their mortal names, though the relationship there was much more… more.
“Thank you.”
Ezra stood. “Let me make some food. I think it’d be best if you ate something.”
“Okay.”
Dinner was a calm, if somewhat tense and awkward affair. 
Ezra set aside his own dietary preferences to cook a chicken pot pie for each of them, wanting something warm and filling and comforting—a reminder of blustery winter nights with his brother, Noah, and their father—and it seemed to go over well with the other two. 
They were quiet as they all ate, with only Sadie interjecting occasionally to share random facts he’d managed to find on Hazel—they worked at a semi-truck dealership as a mechanic, which explained their hands; their birthday was June twentieth; and they’d lived in Buffalo for the majority of their life. 
Hazel didn’t express nearly the amount of alarm that Ezra had expected them to when Sadie spoke candidly about the information he’d found about them online, for which Ezra was grateful. He felt inexplicably warmed by the way that they seemed to have just immediately accepted Sadie with all of his quirks, though perhaps that was due to their own quirks and habits.
Ezra couldn’t help but notice how strangely Hazel ate their food. They were meticulous in eating the pie in a perfect circle, saving the crust for last, and in between each bite, they set their silverware down and used a napkin to wipe their mouth. The napkin stayed clutched in their hand, even as they lowered it back to their lap.
He couldn’t judge of course, but it was a hard thing not to notice.
“How do you make chicken pot pie so fancy?” Hazel asked suddenly.
“Fancy?” He raised a brow, curious. This meal was a far cry from fancy in his opinion, he’d had to use store bought crust rather than homemade after all.
They nodded. “This is the fanciest pot pie I’ve ever eaten.”
Was it? he wondered, glancing down at his own pie. He supposed he spruced up the recipe from the one he’d made in his family’s little farmhouse as a child, but not too much. Hazel had fresh thyme and rosemary in the kitchen, and Ezra had enjoyed taking the extra few minutes to make the crust look pretty.  “I like to cook. You do too, don’t you?”
They shrugged. “I guess.”
Ezra watched as their brows came together in a furrow, and they pulled their shoulders in as if trying to sink into themself. He wondered what about that raised their hackles.
Intending on rounding up the dishes to clean, Ezra stood and reached for Hazel’s dish. “I’ll clean up.”
“No,” Hazel stood on shaky legs. “You cooked. Let me.”
Though he wanted to argue, he held his tongue. Hazel looked the stubborn sort, and he’d been friends with Deneb long enough to know there was no winning this kind of argument. Instead, Ezra followed them into the kitchen and leaned back against the counter, watching as they began to scrub at the dishes. They didn’t argue when Ezra took the first dish from their hands and began to dry it with a towel.
“I keep waiting to wake up and realize that this is all a dream,” they said after a while, not looking up to meet his gaze but focused instead on scrubbing at a pan.
“I know.” He kept his voice low. “It takes time, but you’ll get used to it.”
They held the pan out to him, and he took it. “I don’t have a choice, do I?”
I don’t know, Ezra almost told them. Nobody had ever asked. Awakening, as frightening and disorienting as it was, was like coming home, like having a puzzle come together, like finally having the answer to a question that you didn’t know existed. Nobody had ever said, “no thank you” to godhood. Some of them, Ezra included, would have preferred to not play any role in the Constellites, but he had never questioned it or considered turning from it. Despite the misery and stress it often brought, it had always felt so natural to him.
Besides, even if he truly wanted to, he doubted Astrae would have let him anyways.
“You do,” he eventually told them. He wasn’t going to kidnap Hazel and force them into this. “But I think that you’ll find that it’s not so bad once you get used to it.”
It was the first time Ezra could ever recall lying so blatantly, and it made him sick to his stomach.
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Ezra brought a hand to Ha-eun’s—Rukbat’s, Constellite of Sagitarii’s, Ezra reminded himself— shoulder and focused all of his energy into it. He cringed as the burn lanced across the skin of his palm, no different than if he’d held his hand above a lit stove. The nasty gash that sliced over her shoulder began to close itself beneath his touch.
This Constellite business was as terrifying as it was strange, but Ezra had found that he liked his gifts. Healing people… it made him feel so useful. Like he could help people.
He could be good. 
“Thank you, Astrae.” Rukbat smiled wide when Ezra lifted his hand to reveal the now smooth flesh of her shoulder.
“Well fuck me dead,” Baylen—no, Ezra remembered, Regulus, the Constellite of Leonis—murmured as he leaned forward to stare at Rukbat’s shoulder. “Good on ya, Astrae.”
Ezra put his hands on his hips. “Thank you, but now it’s your turn.” 
Regulus nodded and shoved his sleeve up, revealing the hot pink and tender skin of his burned arm.
Ezra made quick work of healing it.
“You have nine lives, Regulus.” Ezra ran his hand down Regulus’ now healed arm before taking a step back to study his tan, and now unblemished, skin. “But they are not infinite. You guys did really well today according to Hamal, but you still need to be careful. Don’t get reckless on me.”
Regulus snorted, and Rukbat burst out laughing.
“Whatever ya say, mum.” Regulus grinned.
Ezra couldn’t help but laugh.
He would be good after all, he decided. These people made him want to be more than anything.
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Sleep came much more easily than it should have.
Hazel assumed  the entire ordeal had left them so mentally drained that exhaustion swept them away with ease. For a moment, as they drifted off, Hazel wondered if Ezra had used that chiron stuff on them once again, but they remembered the sudden calm and bliss they’d felt when he hit them with it during the battle, and this was nothing like that. This was just plain old fatigue.
They awoke early in the morning, based on how dark it still was outside the window, drawn out of their rest by the smell of food wafting through the air. It took them a moment to realize they’d even woken up at all, surprised at how hard and heavy they slept throughout the night and how rested they felt now.
Slipping into the bathroom unseen, Hazel managed a scalding hot shower before tugging on comfortable jogging pants and a loose crewneck sweater. They didn’t bother with any sort of primping; they never had before, and they doubted the two men crashing in their cabin would have cared either way.
Silas was still fast asleep when Hazel snuck into the living room, straight on his back along the length of the couch and comfortably tucked under a throw. They weren’t sure where Ezra had slept, given that the only options left would have been the loveseat, the recliner, or the floor, and they saw no sign of which he’d chosen—the blanket Hazel had given him already re-folded and set on the table, making it impossible to tell. He was too tall for the first two, and the floor was just cruel, but when Hazel had offered him the bed the night before, Ezra had argued adamantly that he’d be fine, much to their displeasure. Even if Hazel hadn’t really invited the two of them in, it still felt rude for him to have been so uncomfortable.
If he had been uncomfortable, though, Ezra showed no signs of it when Hazel made it to the kitchen. He was standing in front of the stove just as they thought he’d be, flipping a piece of French toast over a pan, completely oblivious to the world around him. He jumped when Hazel reached up into a cabinet next to him to retrieve some plates, and they fought back a smirk at the reaction.
“You’re awake,” he murmured in surprise. “I figured you’d be a late sleeper like Sadie. When I checked on you last night you were out col—“
“You checked on me?” They stared at him, baffled.
Instantly, his cheeks went red as fresh roses. “I just—oh stars.” He visibly cringed. “That sounds creepy, doesn’t it? Oh stars, it is creepy.” 
It had been a little creepy, but with the way his pretty face warmed and the way he’d immediately begun to flounder, Hazel found something about it absolutely adorable, though they couldn’t have said what. He was strangely endearing, that was for sure. 
“I am so, so, so terribly sorry for intruding. You just seemed so upset, and it was like, a really bad day for you I’m sure, and I was worried, and—“
They bit back on a grin as they cut off the spiral he was cascading down. “Ezra?”
“Yeah?” He loosed a big, shaking breath, his entire body tensing as though he were waiting for them to strike. That didn’t settle well with them, but they tucked the response away for later musings, too enamored right now with his floundering. 
They used their hip to bump him out of the way, grabbed for a spatula and retrieved a piece of French toast from the pan. “You’re burning breakfast.”
He blinked in surprise, like Hazel had said something so out of left field it took him a moment to follow the ball. “I—drats, I am.”
“Drats?” Hazel snorted and caught a glimpse of him looking so absolutely defeated that they could no longer contain their laughter, the sound spilling from their lips, joyous and comfortable.
His blush worsened, and Hazel decided then and there that they could find some amusement in torturing him, if only to make his face flush some more. Before they could test that theory, however, Ezra scrubbed a hand on the back of his neck and offered a sheepish smile. “I don’t like to curse,” he told them.
His explanation had their brows raising. “I’m afraid that you really aren’t gonna’ fuckin’ like me then.”
His head shook and his eyes went wide and Hazel watched that panic of his swell once again. “I don’t mind when other people do it. Please curse as much as you want, I won’t judge you for it or anything like that—“
“Take a breath,” they murmured, realizing they would have to find a better balance in tormenting him. It seemed the jump from making him blush to making him spiral was a short one.
He took a breath—a deep one, just as they had instructed him to, and it surprised them how quick he was to listen to them—before holding his hand out for the spatula so that he could continue with his cooking. “You seem like you’re in better spirits today, eh?”
They handed him the spatula and went to the coffee pot to make a fresh pot, giving themself their daily reminder that nothing bad would happen if they added a little cream and sugar to their mug. It gave them the time to think up a response that didn’t sound absolutely pathetic. There wasn’t a very polite way to explain that Hazel felt just as terrified as they had the day prior—and just as confused—but that it was easier to act normal when Ezra was the one freaking out. Hazel had a bad habit of taking care of others before taking care of themself, and keeping Ezra calm had the byproduct of letting them ignore their own panic still swimming in the back of their mind. Still, there was no easy way to tell him that.
“Had a good night’s sleep, that’s all,” they answered eventually as they poured coffee into a mug. They held out the pot towards him. “Want one?”
“No thank you.”
A grin stretched across their face. Adorable. “No cursing, and no coffee either? What are you, a fuckin’ altar boy?”
He flinched as though Hazel had slapped him, and Hazel regretted their choice in wording immediately. They’d only meant to tease him.
“I grew up in the church.”
“Ezra, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—“
“No, it’s all right.” He smiled, but it was plain as day to Hazel that the expression was entirely forced. “I’m used to it. Now, let’s eat. I’ll deal with Sadie. He doesn’t like mornings.”
Alone at the table, Hazel tried not to dwell on the guilt from their fumbled teasing, instead forcing themself to swallow down the French toast, not wanting to hurt Ezra’s feelings by telling him they hated eggs and anything that even remotely tasted like them—which included French toast. He’d gone through the trouble, so they’d suffer through it.
Ezra came back with a stumbling and groggy Silas by his side and helped him down into a seat. Hazel took a moment to study the blue-haired man, a familiarity niggling in the back of their mind as he blinked slowly at the grain in the table. It was possible that Silas looked so disoriented because he’d just been woken up, but there was something in the drunken way he could barely keep his eyes open, and the way he seemed confused by the fork Ezra gently placed into his hand that piqued Hazel’s interest.
“What meds are you on?”
Silas didn’t seem to have heard them, but Ezra’s head whipped around to Hazel as soon as they’d spoken, a complicated frown on his face.
“I don’t really think that that is anybody’s busin—“
“Quetiapine always did that to me.” They gave Silas a soft smile and hoped that he found it through his medication-addled brain. They knew, very intimately, how troublesome mornings were on medications like that, if they were correct in their assumption of Silas being on them.
Silas slurred out the name of a medication, and that seemed to surprise Ezra, who was monitoring him closely as he took his own seat.
“Ouch.” They winced. “I only get that one in emergencies.” That medication was a miserable one, they remembered with a frown. It was a wonder he could even understand Hazel right now at all, much less enough to push through the fog to be able to answer them.
The man’s moonlit silver eyes were owlishly wide as they stared at Hazel, like he was trying to piece something together and failing. It looked like maybe this time he was losing his battle with the fog after all. Hazel wouldn’t blame him.
They ate their food in silence after that. Hazel caught Ezra’s eyes on them often and tried their best to ignore it. His flickering gaze was burning them alive. It was making it difficult to eat, and they needed to eat. They’d been doing so well this past week, and they weren’t going to let a couple pretty strangers come in and ruin that.
“You slept with a knife,” Ezra said finally, his kind eyes filled heavy with worry. “I don’t think that’s safe.”
This time, it was Hazel’s turn to flush red, shame a heavy weight that collapsed on their chest. They hadn’t been planning to mention how before they had climbed into bed, they’d been so afraid of being attacked late into the night that they spent entirely too long frantically looking out the windows and doors for any sign of danger, and that for some reason, lying with a knife clutched in their hand beneath their pillow was the only thing that made them feel safe enough to sleep.
“I was attacked by a daímōn.” As illogical as this entire situation was, being too afraid to fall into the vulnerability that came with sleep seemed like the most logical thing to happen, even if it did make them feel weak and therefore afraid. “Seems pretty fuckin’ logical to sleep with a knife after something like that.”
Ezra’s face crumpled immediately. “I understand that you’re scared, but it would have been so easy for you to hurt yourself.”
They raised and dropped their shoulders in a shrug. Wouldn’t be the first time, they almost joked, then thought better of it. If their mishap from earlier meant anything, he probably didn’t have the same type of humor that they and their friends did and might not find the comedy in their words.
“That’s fair,” Hazel said instead, turning to smile at Silas. “How did you guys sleep? You were pretty knocked out on the couch this morning when I woke up.”
Breakfast continued on as a silent affair for the most part after Ezra assured Hazel they both slept well enough, though Silas didn’t answer the question himself. That was fine. They were shocked he’d been aware enough to speak at all when he first sat down, and Hazel was perfectly content in the silence.
They decided that they liked Silas, despite barely knowing him. He was strange, to be sure, but something about him called directly to Hazel, a sort of kinship they couldn’t explain. The only things Hazel knew so far was that his Constellite name was Sadasluud, or Sadie, his earthly name was Silas, he could apparently manipulate wind and time, and he was an odd bird. Even just knowing so little, Hazel felt like they knew everything about him and had for years. They wanted to chalk it up to their shared experience with the crazies, but it felt so much deeper than that.
Would they feel like this with all the Constellites? There was something there when they looked at Ezra as well, but not quite the same. Similar, but different, the way a song might use the same notes or rhythm as another, but the genres were completely different. Was it because Silas was another air sign like Hazel was? Would it feel the same when they met whoever the Constellite of Librae was?
“Why has Astrae been made again on canvas?” Silas asked suddenly, apparently feeling more awake, as he chewed on a blueberry.
Hazel felt their spine go taut as a wound string. Oh no. Oh no, oh no, oh no—
“What do you mean, Sadie?” Ezra’s brows furrowed.
“In the last room, Astrae, you have been made anew.” Silas’ silvery eyes found Hazel’s flaming face and he blinked innocently at them. “It was you who made him, was it not?”
Breath tangled in their throat and an awkward, sharp laughter escaped from it. “I mean, I guess I did paint it, but that was before—“
“Painted what?” Ezra blinked with genuine confusion, head already turning toward the door as he pushed himself out of his chair.
Oh no. This was not good. Hazel kept their art mostly private, their dad’s and Lucas usually the only ones allowed to see any of it, and even then it was only the works Hazel was finished with. They were not prepared to face any sort of criticism, so their art was something that they kept away from prying eyes as much as possible. And more specifically, if they painted any person they knew, they would never let them see it. That was so… humiliating.
Now it was too late. Ezra was already moving, disappearing out the kitchen door, and Hazel had no choice but to follow, so nervous and afraid that they began to rip at their cuticles. Silas trailed behind them, completely unaware of the sudden anxiety he had spiked at the mere mention of the painting, though Hazel found it hard to blame him.
“It’s not finished or anything and still needs a lot to it,” Hazel began to ramble, drawing blood from their middle fingernail as the three of them finally made it to the back room they’d set up as a temporary studio. “And again, it’s not anything weird because it’s not like it’s you, it’s just a generic Constellite painting, and people do those all the time so it’s not weird or anything.”
They nearly bumped into Ezra’s back when he stopped in front of the painting to stare at it. Hazel refused to look at his face, terrified of what they’d see there, but after a full minute of silence, they couldn’t stand it anymore and risked a glance in his direction.
He wasn’t breathing.
Neither were they.
“It is you.” Silas leaned onto his toes and peeked around Ezra to join in on the staring. “Made eternal by the hands of the great twins.”
Ezra’s hand flew to his chest and clutched something that Hazel hadn’t noticed: a talisman hung from a delicately beaded chain. “My stars,” he whispered, so reverently that Hazel felt their knees go weak. “You painted this?”
“I mean,” they rubbed at the back of their neck sheepishly, “I did but like I said, it’s not done yet.” The fear rocketing around in their chest was all encompassing, nearly as bad as it had been the day before when they were held hostage in the woods by a literal daímōn. Their priorities were often illogical that way. I’m not a good artist. I’m not good at anything. They’ll both just feign politeness and say that it’s nice. They won’t mean it. Hazel couldn’t seem to stop their self-deprecating thoughts from spiraling out of control. They never could. That was how they ended up breaking so profoundly that they’d needed a vacation in the first place. 
“Hazel.” Something about the way he said their name as he whirled around to face them made their heart flutter and their hands shake. He had said it so… deferentially. “This is beautiful. I—I don’t even know what to say.”
And then a single tear ran down the curve of his cheek lovingly, and unabashedly did he let it do so.
The tear nearly had Hazel recoiling in shock. He found their artwork to be so beautiful that it literally made him cry, and that made Hazel want to cry.
They might have, if Silas hadn’t interrupted the quiet. “We should make for you a diadem of flowers from the Garden.”
Ezra let out a wet laugh and finally wiped at his eyes. “If a flower crown made me look half that good then I don’t think I’d ever take it off.”
That surprised Hazel. There were certainly a few differences between the man before them and the one on canvas, but overall the painting was identical to Ezra, so much so that it was unsettling. Hazel had never met him before yesterday, so it shouldn’t have been possible for them to capture his likeness the way that they had. They were both devastatingly beautiful, but somehow, Ezra didn’t see that.
Before they could decide if they wanted to comment on that, the scent of flowers bloomed in the air around them. Hazel wasn’t familiar enough to identify what kinds they may have been, but if they closed their eyes, they could have very easily pictured themself standing in a great garden, or maybe a field of wildflowers. The kisses of butterfly wings brushed against their skin, and despite the fact that they were standing in a cabin wearing slippers, they could feel their toes digging into dewy grass and soil.
“Oh, stars, I’m sorry.” Ezra must have caught the confusion and wonder on Hazel’s face because his own face flushed even darker. “Astrae and I are both just very happy and—“
“What is that?” With a frown, they looked around for something to explain the new sensations, only to see nothing but the cabin in the middle of unfamiliar woods.
“It’s the energy of Virginis. All mortals and gods have a certain energy to them,” Ezra started, smiling soft and gooey. “As Constellites, our energy is more… concentrated because it’s the stardust from which we were born. Brighter, maybe, is a better way to describe it, eh? It’s stronger and easier to notice.”
“Energy?”
“Sadie?” Ezra prompted.
The great botanical garden of Ezra remained, but with it now, electricity fizzled and crackled along Hazel’s nerves. A gust of cold wind, like a draft slithering from beneath a window during an unyielding winter storm, raised gooseflesh along their skin.
“Castorlux has a very distinct energy as well. That’s how we found you. We can all feel the energies of the others. There’s a lot on that that I won’t dump on you right yet, but the painting made Astrae really happy, so the Virginis energy is more difficult for me to contain.”
That was… a lot for Hazel to take in. Then again, what part of anything going on in these woods wasn’t? “What does…”—my—“Castorlux’s energy feel like?”
Ezra stopped to consider for a moment. “The laughter of happy children. Strong winds and a little citrus. Oh!” He grinned. “You know that feeling that you get right before you do something risky? Like, how I imagine it would feel if you went skydiving, in that moment the door opens and you’re getting ready to actually jump. It’s like that.”
That all sounded strange, but also lovely and exciting. Hazel pictured their energy differently; more chaotic, messier. Uglier. Ezra made it sound so… free.
“I don’t think I could ever forget the first time I felt it yesterday. It almost knocked me over.”
Hazel decided it would be safest to gloss over that tidbit, to not read too deeply into it. “Why could you feel it yesterday and not any other time?”
They glanced at Silas to gauge his reaction as well, but he was staring at his phone now, having stepped out of the conversation some time ago. Hazel almost felt rude with the way he’d been sectioned off, but he seemed to be comfortable there, on the outside.
“I can only guess, but I think that somehow you’ve been suppressing Castorlux all this time. Even yesterday when they Awoke, they still didn’t come out fully.” Their brows raised in question and Ezra shrugged. “You didn’t change in appearance as the rest of us did. You retained your own appearance during that whole fight. You also seemed to still hold on to your own emotions. Normally during an Awakening, the Constellite takes complete control of the host, but Castorlux only had partial control.” He paused for a moment, head tilting to the side in consideration, sending his ponytail swinging to the side. “And I assume their energy spilled out yesterday because of the daímōn’s presence. Once it was close enough for Castorlux to feel its energy, Castorlux was probably trying to get out. It may have been Castorlux’s way of trying to get control to protect both you and them, or they were trying to call us for aid. I’m not sure which, or if any of that is even correct,” he admitted.
Defensively, nervously, they crossed their arms over their chest. “I’ve been suppressing Castorlux all this time then?” It wasn’t worth going into great detail about how Hazel still couldn’t wrap their head around being the host for the Constellite of Geminorum, how being picked for that had to be some sort of celestial joke. If they spoke those thoughts out loud, then they’d only become more real, and then they were sure to spiral in a way that neither Ezra nor Silas needed to witness.
“It’s only a guess.” He frowned again, gesturing toward the door. “Why don’t we sit down and talk about this?”
They nodded and walked with him towards the den, finding a spot beneath a soft throw on the recliner and leaving the couch for the tall bastard to stretch out across if he desired to do so. Even with their heavy sweatshirt and joggers, even with the soft throw blanket, numbness had them flexing their fingers, trying uselessly to find some way to feel warm.
“So, I’m defective somehow then,” they offered when he sat and made himself comfortable.
His brows pinched and he frowned deeper. “I wouldn’t say it like that—“
“But that’s what it is.”
It was proof that this was some sort of mistake. Hazel wasn’t a god. There wasn’t a single godly thing about them. They didn’t even want to be a god. And gods—shit, could they even say that now? Now that they themself were one of those very gods?—how many people would die because of this? How many people, dependent on Hazel’s power, Hazel’s protection, would die when they inevitably failed, just like they did with everything else in their life? People were going to die because of this. Because of them.
They did not want to be a god, but it still stung knowing that they managed to fuck up being one anyway. It was just like Hazel to fuck something up that quickly, something they didn’t even know they were fucking up until it was too late.
“Are you always so hard on yourself?”
The softness of his tone startled them, and Hazel could see the worry glimmering in the meadows of his eyes when they looked up at him.
“I’m not looking for therapy.” They snapped, their hackles raising, flexing their fingers, flexing their claws. He was prying somewhere he didn’t belong now. Diving deep into the black abyss that was their head when he didn’t know them well enough to even find the scuba gear.
“I wasn’t offering that. I was asking a question.” He kept his voice even, collected, but Hazel saw the hurt flash across his face, saw the way the slash of their claws landed true and precise. It had been what they had wanted. For as long as they could remember, this had always been their greatest defense, but now there was that familiar and instant flash of regret, of hating themself, despite knowing it was for the best. 
His eyes were too kind to have to bear witness to the category five hurricane that Hazel was. He wouldn’t survive it. Hazel didn’t need to get to know him to know he was too soft to withstand them. They needed to keep him out, needed to draw that line in the sand between them before he got too lost in the storm, before he drowned beneath the force of them.
Hazel sighed and raked a hand through their still damp hair. “I am not being hard on myself. I am being realistic. If I am actually a god, I’m a defective one. You said so yourself, there’s no reason that I came up so late or incomplete or whatever.”
“No.” His head shook, and his face went serious, grave almost. “I said that we don’t know why your Awakening has been different. I never said there was no reason. We just don’t know what it is yet. There’s a difference.”
Their eyes narrowed. “Is there a reason for everything?”
“Of course, there is. I believe that the stars have fate laid out for all of us. We might not always understand the purpose of what they bring onto us, but—“
“That’s fuckin’ stupid.”
Hurt flashed once again, even if he tried to square his jaw and his shoulders. “Well, I believe it.”
Hazel winced. There was no reason for them to attack his beliefs. He was entitled to them, even if they didn’t believe in them themself. And even if they had wanted to use lashing out like a shield, it was a low blow to hit him like that, and they knew it. “I’m sorry. I’m just…” They sighed when they felt their eyes beginning to burn. “Why me? I’m just a normal-ish person.”
At that, Ezra softened. “Aside from our sun signs matching the Constellite we represent, we don’t really know why we’re chosen. But I trust in the stars, so I think they’ve simply trusted us to carry their burden and their strength.”
Hazel liked the sound of that. It was much nicer than imagining that the stars were using them for some sort of cosmic joke.
Ezra was like a small ray of sunshine seeming to always find some sort of positive light to look at everything with, and Hazel found that they liked that. A lot. It was a refreshing pull away from the dark clouds of their own thoughts.
“We can talk about your astrological chart if you’d like,” he offered after a moment, an awkward sort of excitement in his tone. “It might give us some insight.”
“Okay.” Hazel agreed, if only to keep hearing the soothing sound of Ezra’s gentle voice, if only to give themself some sort of anchor so their own storm didn’t whisk them away. They could use Ezra as that anchor, and they suspected he wouldn’t mind one bit.
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Ezra was not nearly the astrologer that Antares was, but he knew enough to piece together Hazel’s chart. And oh boy, was it a fascinating one.
They were a Gemini sun, obviously, so it was safe to say that Hazel was expressive and innately curious, but with a moon in Aries, Ezra wondered just how explosive their temper might be, or how infectious their laughter would be when he one day was blessed enough to hear it. Their Leo ascendent could be seen in their mane of fiery hair and artist’s hands, and with their Mercury in Gemini, he wanted to see them really talk, to hear their wit and the broad and varied knowledge they likely had.
Venus in Gemini could be tricky, as they would always be one to grow bored quickly. And when they did speak, it would be shallow. Ezra would have to employ great effort to get them to offer the things that ran deep. Mars in Virgo was a placement that Ezra appreciated. Efficient, detail-oriented, and nervous in a way that he related strongly to. It also meant that as a lover, Hazel would be a curious and extremely attentive bed partner, determined to have fun and willing to try new things.
Probably better that Ezra didn’t let his thoughts stray down that path, actually. Hazel was not the type of person that would be interested in someone like Ezra. He imagined they would much prefer somebody like Hamal, or even Antares.
Even if he did really like the shape of their face and the galaxy of freckles spotted across it, even if it wasn’t hard at all to picture his own hands wound throughout the violent curls of their hair—
No, no. It was so incredibly rude of him to think of them like that.
Pushing the filthy thoughts away, he continued on through their chart, enjoying the way they leaned forward, staring with childlike wonder at the chart pulled up on the screen of their laptop.
He took his time going through each house and planet, explaining to them trines and squares. They asked a healthy dose of questions, completely engaged, and interested. Gemini Mercuries, he thought with an inward chuckle.
They also asked a million questions about his own chart, which he assured them was hardly interesting at all, but he would be happy to explain it if they’d like.
Sadie had joined them at some point, though he kept to the loveseat and to himself.
Before Ezra had the chance to tell them about his own natal chart like they had pressed for, he felt another energy close by, all smothering and oppressive heat, smelling of campfire and hot peppers. Ezra had to resist the urge to roll his eyes.
“He listens little,” Sadie mumbled, mostly to himself. “He visits as he pleases.”
“I shouldn’t be surprised.” Ezra sighed, glancing back at Hazel only to find those steely eyes wide and focused on the door.
They looked frozen in place, their spine having gone tense and taut, and for a long moment, Ezra was sure they weren’t even breathing. Were they nervous at the thought of a visitor? Or could they feel Hamal’s energy? He wasn’t actually sure if they could feel energy, what with them subduing their own so completely. They had, obviously, when Astrae’s had overflowed, but could they feel it when it was stagnant?
“We have a visitor,” he said calmly, making a mental note to ask them later. “Do you mind? I can ask him to leave if it’s a problem.”
“Who is it?”
“Hamal, the Constellite of Arietis. Or, you can call him Gabriel. He can be… intense, so, if you’d like to hold off, just say so and I’ll boot him out.”
Hazel seemed to struggle with something internally, but they didn’t waste any breath on explaining before eventually shaking their head. “No, let him in. I’ll have to meet them all at some point, won’t I?”
Ezra stood but didn’t head towards the door just yet. Hamal was close, but he wanted them to be absolutely sure before he let another guest inside. Once he allowed Hamal to meet them, the others would likely follow, demanding their own introductions. He needed to make sure Hazel was ready for that. “Only when you want to.”
They clenched their jaw, but gave him a decisive nod. “Bring him in.”
Ezra desperately wanted to know what they were thinking, but he wouldn’t pry. No matter how curious, he would respect their boundaries.
Ezra met Hamal at the door, looking up at him with a frown as soon as he pulled it open. “Didn’t I say that—“
“Don’t care,” Hamal interrupted, a beaming grin on his face, absolutely radiant, his excitement completely untethered. “I feel them. My heart, it sings for them.”
Ezra sighed and bit back a smile. Hamal’s enthusiasm was just as incendiary as his temper, and Ezra had always liked that about him, he only wished this time the man could have given them a warning.
So, he briefed Hamal. They, them. Don’t crowd them, they’re a little skittish. They’re open-minded but nervous so don’t frighten them. Don’t call them Castorlux—they like their mortal name better—it’s Hazel. Hamal? Are you listening? This is important. 
When Ezra brought his fiery comrade into the cabin, Hazel was sitting up straight on the recliner, their shoulders squared and their knife grasped tightly in their fist. A crutch of some sort, Ezra figured, something to help them feel safer. It hurt Ezra’s heart to know that they felt unsafe enough to require a crutch at all, but he couldn’t really blame them.
Hamal’s eyes were intense as he watched Hazel carefully untangle themself from their blanket and pull themself onto trembling legs. They extended the hand that wasn’t holding a knife towards him, mouth opening as if to greet him.
Instantly Hamal swept in, ignoring the hand completely and ducking down to press loud and loving kisses to each of their cheeks. Ezra wanted to intervene, to tell Hamal that definitely counted as crowding them, but he doubted Hazel would appreciate him stepping in. They had their knife and could use it if they felt that they needed to, he reminded himself.
“Look at you!” Hamal exclaimed exuberantly as he straightened out, towering over them with a blinding grin. “So tiny!”
Their mood shifted at his words, and their energy flared into a whirlwind. Were they aware of that? That their energy was seeping out now? And that it ebbed and flowed with the rise and fall of their emotions? “I am not tiny,” they hissed out.
Hamal affectionately, if not stupidly, patted them on the head. “Tiny thing.”
There could have been smoke billowing from their ears for how they were seething, and Ezra had to bite back on a chuckle. Hazel was exceptionally short—were they unaware of that? Even Sadie, who was not particularly tall standing at almost half a foot shorter than Ezra, managed to tower over Hazel. The top of their head barely reached the height of Ezra’s shoulders. 
“Don’t think that just because you’re some freakin’ giant that I couldn’t beat your ass.”
Hamal’s laughter filled the room, and smoke and soot clogged Ezra’s nose and throat. “Piccola tempesta.“ As his laughter quieted, he smiled wide. “It’s been too long. Hamal, he sings for you.”
“I feel like you literally ignored every single thing that I said to you,” Ezra groaned.
“Don’t listen to him.” Hamal waved a hand flippantly in his direction. “No fun, that one.”
And to his surprise, Hazel laughed. It was at Ezra’s expense, sure, but they laughed.
Ezra suddenly forgot how to breathe.
Hamal, oblivious to Ezra’s newly acquired breathing issues, clucked his tongue in annoyance. “Give me your energy, stop hiding it,” he demanded, waving his hand at Hazel again. “I wish to drown in you. Hamal, he misses you.”
Their brows knit together. “I don’t know how to do anything with my energy.” They admitted, looking rather sad about that, as though it was some great failure of theirs. Perhaps they thought it was. Ezra hadn’t mentioned how heavy their chart was with self-esteem issues, but he’d noticed it. Even without their chart, Hazel’s words earlier about being a defective god were enough to know they doubted every part of themself. It ached somewhere deep in his heart, in Astrae’s heart, but Ezra was at least happy to see they seemed more at ease now while discussing it with Hamal than they had been when they felt Ezra’s earlier that day.
“The scorpion says that it’s like a river of blood.” Sadie added softly from his spot on the loveseat, eyes still glued to his phone.
Hazel looked only mildly alarmed, and it made Hamal laugh some more. “Antares says to picture energy like the flow of blood,” he explained. “Picture it moving through your veins and then sending it out.”
They raised a brow. “You make it sound easy.”
“It is.” He shrugged, a competitive gleam in his orange calcite eyes. “Can you not do it? I don’t remember Castorlux being so inept.”
Ezra opened his mouth, ready to jump to Hazel’s defense, when he was cut off by Hamal’s sharp glare.
Ah, Hamal was doing this on purpose. He was trying to rile them up. Ezra wasn’t sure how he felt about that tactic. It would likely be effective, but it could also be catastrophic. This was exactly what he had meant by crowding and overwhelming them. Then again, Hamal was perfectly capable of defending himself, Ezra decided.
“You’re going to talk to me like that,” Hazel said, their voice dropping low, “while I’m holding a fuckin’ knife in my hand?”
Hamal only smiled. “Do you even have the strength to stab me with it? Your arm, it looks like noodle.”
A challenge. Had Hamal sensed the fraction of Aries energy in them? Had it called to him?
The thing was: it worked. Energy burst from Hazel in such an explosion that it nearly knocked Ezra onto his bottom. A tornado, violent and torrential, whipped through the air around them, howling winds and sharp gales bursting in his eardrums, backed somehow by the gentleness of citrus and sunshine.
The breeze brought forth the scent of salt and of earth. It rustled the leaves of nearby trees, it tickled his exposed arms and back like the flutter of a thousand butterfly wings.
“We cannot take this.” The twins shook their heads together, but it was Pollux who spoke. “Put it back within you.”
Ezra blinked back tears, watched as chartreuse danced with the smoke in their eyes, each trying to lead the other until they swirled together. Castorlux. Brothers. Lovers. Astrae wept from somewhere behind his sternum.
“Pull it back inside of you now, tempesta.”
“Fuck you.”
He bent forward, brought his eyes level with theirs. “You can’t, can you? Is it too hard? That’s okay,” his tone went patronizing through smirking lips, “I just thought that being a Constellite, you would be stron—“
In the blink of an eye, Castorlux’s energy vanished, leaving only Hazel left standing. Like they just shoved Castolux into a room, slammed the door, and locked it. Simple, clean, efficient.
“I swear to Gods that I’ll—“
“You did it, tesorino. You thank me later.”
Hazel blinked, wrapped their head around what had just happened, how easily they had fallen into Hamal’s trap, how easily Castorlux’s energy burst at extreme bouts of emotion, how skillfully they tucked it back. Confusion battled across their face with something that looked like pride, or looked like it wanted to be pride, if Hazel would dare allow themself to feel it.
“Energy can be moved the way that air can,” Ezra said, deciding to step in before Hazel swung their fist at Hamal, “which is something that you’ll learn, should you be so inclined.”
Hamal jolted slightly, eyes burning down at their newest Constellite. “Are you considering not joining us?” 
Pain coated each and every accented word like venom as they tumbled out of Hamal’s mouth, but Ezra didn’t pay much attention to it. He was too focused on Hazel’s wide eyes and shallow breathing. They hadn’t said anything since they realized what happened, and Ezra could tell they were beginning to get overwhelmed again.
“Hamal,” Ezra dropped a hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze, “give them some breathing room. They need time to think about everything.”
He nodded, his lips pursing as he ignored Ezra’s words and took a step forward. “I’m sorry. I’m just so excited to finally meet you—“
Everything happened so quickly then.
Hamal lifted his arms and went to, Ezra assumed, swoop Hazel into a crushing embrace of a hug. He was like that, all big muscles and soft insides, his emotions burning bright and fast, faster than his mind could keep up with. Or maybe it was more that he simply let them burn, unheeding to Ezra’s warnings as he instead felt the need to comfort in the face of sadness and fear. 
But Hazel wasn’t the kind to deal well when they were overwhelmed, cornered. Ezra may not have known them very well yet, but he could tell that much from their short amount of time together. Hazel staggered back, and without thinking, Ezra stepped between them and Hamal, meaning to be a wall for Hazel, a cliff to shade them from the sun’s intensity while they calmed down. “Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”
But gods, it all happened so quickly.
Hazel screamed. Pain flashed bright in the middle of Ezra’s right side. A grunt escaped his lips before he truly registered even making the sound.
When he looked down, he found a knife sticking out from his flesh, one with Hazel’s hand still wrapped around the handle. His head grew dizzy as his heart started to beat too quickly. Red bloomed like a flower in fresh spring, spreading throughout the fibers of his cashmere sweater.
“Oh, Gods! Fuck!”
From somewhere beneath the blaring ringing in his ears, Ezra could hear Hamal laughing jovially.
His skin heated like an oven set to broil so quickly that he could feel his bangs sticking to his temple.
Without much thought, he wrapped one hand around the blade and he laid the other over the top of Hazel’s trembling fist, saw through blurring vision the way that his palm was sliced open by his grip, and yanked the damned thing out of himself. His shaking hands balled up the side of his sweater and used it to press down against the wound. Gods, that hurts.
The room spun, the floor pitching beneath his feet, and it took a moment to realize Ezra was moving, Hamal’s laughter a howl behind him, growing more and more distant.
Bright light threatened to blind him, and cool air slammed into his skin suddenly. He focused hard, trying to make his vision clear, and by the time he managed to blink away the spots in his vision, they were standing in a bathroom and Hazel had tugged his sweater up, exposing the wound. It made a bloody mess, but it didn’t look very deep from what he could tell. It hurt, but he’d live.
Hazel was talking, he knew, but they spoke so quickly and through such heavy sobs that most of their words ran together didn’t make a lick of sense. He managed to catch “sorry” and “hospital,” but not much else.
He shook his sand-filled head, smacking his lips to try and wet his dry tongue. “Help me lie down,” he managed.
They pulled his sweater the rest of the way off and then slowly helped him onto his back, the tile floor cool against his flushed skin.
“Pressure,” he mumbled miserably.
Hazel grabbed a towel and pressed it down hard against him, drawing a groan from deep in his throat. He wasn’t sure if the pressure hurt or not, he was too dizzy and trying to focus on not throwing up to tell, but part of him knew it didn’t feel good.
“Ezra, Ezra, oh my gods, I’m so sorry.” They were sobbing. Why were they sobbing? He wanted to tell them it was all right, that this was no big deal and they shouldn’t be upset about it, but he couldn’t seem to figure out how to loose the words from his tongue.
Ezra wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that. Hazel held firm pressure against him, and he waited for his blood to calm and clot, waited for his body to relax and the blood to slow. Finally, when he figured he could breathe again without feeling his insides spilling out, he spoke.
“Do you know—“ He paused as another sob wrecked through Hazel, pain spearing through his side as he reached up to grab their shoulder. “Hazel!”
They froze.
“Do you know how to dress a wound properly? Do you have a first aid kit?”
They stared at him as though he had been speaking in a foreign tongue before finally nodding. They reached underneath the sink and rummaged about, uncaring of the things they knocked things over, before procuring a little white case.
Ezra laid back down, breathing slowly and deeply. His side hurt. But the knife hadn’t gone too deep. Nothing had been damaged internally to the best of his knowledge, and that was a small relief.
“I have to wash it first, right?”
He nodded and clamped his eyes and his mouth closed, breathing sharply through his nose as Hazel set to work.
The cool water was refreshing, but the soap burned. Fire flashed against his ribs, and it was a mountain’s climb to keep himself from crying, his father’s voice a mantra in his head: Quit your crying and take it like a man. I didn’t raise no bitch. Suck it up. The words were the only thing keeping him from letting Hazel know how badly this hurt. He couldn’t stomach the thought of the guilt they’d feel, based on their current amount of crying, if they knew how fiercely he was fighting back the pained whimpers.
His vision wavered and his stomach rolled once again when they used their fingers to pinch the wound closed and used bandages to hold it that way. They let out a breath when Hazel finally taped gauze over it.
“Are you okay? Gods, fuck, that’s a stupid fucking question.”
He pressed a hand against the gauze firmly and sat up as best as he could manage. The pain continued to ebb, but it was slowly becoming more tolerable. Ezra couldn’t heal himself, but his magikēs still helped him heal faster than normal, so he suspected the pain wouldn’t last terribly long now that the wound was being held shut.
Hazel sat back against the vanity, staring up at the ceiling, their eyes and cheeks a puffy, swollen red, and Ezra’s heart ached at the sight. It took him a moment to remember they’d asked a question. “I’m fine. Can you get rid of the others?”
Hazel’s head snapped down, and they raised their brows. “I mean, I can.”
They said it as a question, but didn’t hesitate to climb to their feet and rush out of the bathroom when he nodded confirmation. He didn’t want the others to see him like this—didn’t want anyone to see him like this, but he couldn’t very well kick Hazel out of their own rented cabin—and the thought of being seen so vulnerably had his stomach churning and threatening to throw up his breakfast.
He took their spot to sit against the vanity and closed his eyes.
What the fuck?
The stabbing, skittish barn cat of a person returned quicker than expected—had he blacked out for a second?—and helped Ezra to his feet. They spent a few moments cleaning the slices in his hands before wrapping those too, then looped a warm arm around his waist and led him to the bedroom. It was easy to ignore the pain in every step with Hazel so close beside him. They smelled lovely, like lemon and eucalyptus, just like the disheveled bed they gently guided him into. Was that weird? Thinking they smelled nice? Thinking their bed smelled nice? It felt weird—
“Ezra,” they said, the crack in their voice drawing his attention back as they sat down on the edge of the bed, elbows on their knees and head held between their hands. “I cannot even begin to explain how sorry I am.”
Thoughtlessly, he reached a hand out towards them, brushed fingers across their back and felt them tense. “I know. It’s okay.”
“Don’t comfort me, you absolute bastard,” they seethed.
“Okay.” He sighed. “You suck. Happy?”
They whirled around and stared at him owlishly. “Does it hurt? Okay, so I stabbed you, so obviously it hurts,” tears welled in their eyes once again, “but like, is it bad?”
He shook his head, took a moment to snuggle his cheek against the pillow and just enjoy looking at them.
“You needed stitches.” Their voice wobbled, eyes narrowing at him when he shrugged his shoulders. “The tape will work fine, but it’ll leave a nastier scar.”
“Sadie said you were a mechanic, not a doctor.”
They snorted and seemed to consider something before offering a shrug themself. “I’m no stranger to janky first aid.”
What did that mean? He wanted to ask, but he was tired, and Hazel looked really handsome—or pretty, he couldn’t decide which—sitting in the room darkened with heavy drapes, illuminated only by a sliver of brilliant sun slashing across their face. The sight muddied his thoughts, their face an effective distraction from the burning in his side.
Their skin was so pale they were nearly translucent, and freckles smattered across every part of their exposed skin like stars across a night’s sky. The furious curls of their red hair were chopped short just past the chin, jagged, like they’d done it themself with kitchen shears. Siren eyes filled with tendrils of smoke watched him, making him forget how to breathe. All at once they somehow managed to look as fragile as a porcelain doll, and as ferocious as a forest fire.
If Ezra knew how to paint, he’d have spent months capturing that perfect beauty of theirs onto canvas, just as they had done for him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ezra didn’t remember falling asleep, but his growling stomach and the scent of rosemary and beef had him clearing sleep from his heavy eyes. Shoving past the ache in his side, he managed to get himself to the heavily Lysol-scented bathroom to relieve himself, before letting his nose lead him to where Hazel was setting up a plate of food.
They frowned at him. “You probably shouldn’t be moving around. Go lie back down. I’ll bring you your plate.”
He glanced at the single plate they set on the counter. “You’re not eating?”
“Not hungry.”
Ezra wanted to argue over that—even if he’d only seen them in clothes that would better fit him, it was obvious enough that they were painfully thin—but they looked so horribly defeated that he couldn’t bear the thought of upsetting them with an argument.
So he silently let Hazel lead him back to bed and let them tuck him in beneath the heavy quilt and prop him against the pillows before setting the plate down on his lap. That was a difficult thing for him—the healer of the group being healed by another seemed a shameful idea—but he’d bear the humiliation if it made Hazel feel even marginally better. Emotional healing by proxy, he convinced himself.
Judging by the moonlight spilling into the room like liquid silver, Ezra understood that he’d slept for quite some time. He took a bite of the food they’d made and made a pleasant little noise. It was delicious enough to justify indulging in. When he went back home, he’d have to put his workout regimen into overdrive to make up for the indulgent eating Hazel’s Awakening was giving him, but it’d be worth it, he decided.
“I don’t want to join you guys.”
His fork clattered off of the plate where he’d dropped it when Astrae cried out, when Astrae raged. 
“What?”
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“Seriously?” Hazel stared at him incredulously. “I have to explain it? I fucking stabbed you because Gabriel—or Hamal or whatever the fuck his name is—tried to hug me. You want me to be in charge of protecting people? You think that I can do that?”
He was an idiot if the answer was yes. Hazel was a disastrous ball of chaos shoved into a skin suit too small for the space they took up. They couldn’t even take care of themself, much less actual people who relied on them. Ezra himself had to be proof enough of that, what with the hole in his side.
“You’re no stranger to janky first aid, but I’m no stranger to panic,” Ezra said, using their own words against them, and it managed to make them feel both outsmarted and miserable. “And I do well enough. I’m not the strongest or even the most useful of the Constellites, but I don’t think I’m necessarily bad at it, even when I panic so badly that I mess everything up. It happens.”
“Ezra!” They knew Ezra would try to refute their desire to not join the Constellites, but they somehow still managed to feel exasperated. “I stabbed you. I feel like you’re not understanding that.”
“No, I am, trust me.”
They winced. “Then you’re not taking it seriously.”
Hazel had fucking stabbed Ezra. Stabbed him. With a knife. Stabbed him! How could they even begin to explain that? They hadn’t bumped into him or even punched him. They had nearly killed him.
All because somebody tried to hug them.
Which was ridiculous, because they liked Gabriel. There was a certain vibe to him they enjoyed—all excitement, all emotion. A good time. The Constellite of Arietis was, no doubt, the life of any party. He was somebody who could leave Hazel in stitches from laughing so hard.
But he’d riled them up with that energy bullshit and then tried to hug them when they were feeling too raw and exposed, and the sudden flux of movement made their vision waver from red hair and fiery eyes to tentacles that sprouted from a black hole of a face, and they had just reacted.
And now Ezra was lying in their borrowed bed, shirtless—something that Hazel couldn’t even enjoy, because the second their eyes landed on his strong chest and soft belly, they immediately found their way back to the red stained gauze on his side—in a world of pain, even if he refused to admit it.
Ezra was hurt because Hazel had gotten scared.
This was a new level of pathetic for them.
He sighed and moved his plate to rest on the nightstand, his supper unfinished. Neatly, patiently, he folded his hands and set them onto his lap, meeting Hazel’s gaze. “I am taking it seriously, Hazel. Yes, you panicked and yes, you injured me because of that. However, I feel pretty confident in saying that you panicked because of how crazy everything has been, right? Why wouldn’t you? I can’t even imagine how you’re feeling, and honestly, I would be confused if you didn’t have a panic attack.”
Something about how rational he was being irked them tremendously. It wasn’t fair that he could be so mature and sensible, not when Hazel was keeping a threadbare grip on their own sanity.
“Are you suggesting that if I get used to all of this bullshit, I’ll stop panicking so much?”
He shrugged his shoulders and they caught the wince that he tried to hide behind a buttery soft smile. “That depends on you. It’s been a decade and a half for me, and I haven’t stopped panicking.”
Hazel doubted that greatly. There was an incredibly nervous energy to him, that much was obvious, but there was also a contradictory sense of control that he held about himself. He had remained calm when they’d stabbed him, enough to give them instruction. He had been the voice of reason when they’d been attacked, taking them away to safety long enough for Castorlux to puppeteer their limbs into battle. He had quietly organized the cooking for them and explained things when they were reeling. There was no panic there, not like the violent storm of it in Hazel.
Ezra reached out and rested his hand on top of theirs. His palm was hardened with callouses and scars where the gauze wasn’t covering it, but it was achingly warm nonetheless, gentle.
“I won’t make you follow the path that the stars laid out for you, but if you’re going to ignore it, find a better reason than this fear, because I think you’re strong enough to work through it.”
They snatched their hand back and scowled. “You don’t fucking know me, don’t act like you do. You don’t know how strong I am, so fuck off.”
That was it, that was Hazel’s greatest defense: when somebody got too close, when somebody reached too deeply, they would bare their fangs and flex their claws, scare them off, scare them away.
They needed Ezra to leave. If he wouldn’t do so willingly, they’d just have to scare him off.
But that damned Constellite of Virginis just smiled and pressed a hand against the wound they’d given him as he leaned towards them. “No, I don’t know you, but I’ve seen you. You’re strong—“
“Quit acting like you kno—“
“Why aren’t you dead then?”
Hazel’s heart thumped in their chest. “Excuse me?”
A quick hand grasped their wrist, tugging it towards him before Hazel could yank back. He grabbed the frayed end of the sweater sleeve and wrenched it up, revealing pale skin mottled with crisscrossing scars from wrist to elbow.
The scars were old enough that Hazel didn’t make much of a habit of hiding them anymore—it became too tedious when the warm weather came and made wearing long sleeves unbearable—but that didn’t mean they made a habit of showing them off either. 
“You pushed your sleeves up when you were washing the dishes last night. I saw them,” Ezra said matter-of-factly. “And while you have been pretty vague about it, you on some level relate to Sadie. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together.”
“Yeah?” They sneered, their heart lurching into their throat. “And what did you fucking get? That I’m crazy?”
“That you’re sad but—“
“Wow, how incredibly perceptive of you.”
”—you haven’t ended it.”
“Because I’m a coward!” The words echoed around the room, and Hazel went tense the moment they tumbled out of their lips. “I’m not alive because I’m strong, but because I’m scared, you fucking idiot.”
He tipped his head to the side, shoulders twitching like he wanted to shrug but didn’t want to piss them off even more. “Every single day that you survive through wanting to die, you’ve beaten it. That’s strength, I think.”
Every breath seized in their lungs, every stormy and snappish word getting caught in their throat, blocked by the hard lump forming there just behind their tongue. When Ezra grazed his thumb along their wrist, along a particularly fat scar, their heart surged and their eyes burned with shame.
“You’re a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for,” he murmured softly.
“You’re an idiot,” they managed dumbly.
“Maybe, but I’m a perceptive idiot, apparently.” His smile was small, but it reached the rolling meadows of his eyes. “Train with me, eh? Let me guide you into seeing all that you’re capable of. Please.”
They broke on his “please”, on his face that was blameless and kind, on his voice that was tender and loving.
They had to look away, locking their gaze instead on where their flesh met, where a hand scarred from years of healing met an arm scarred from years of self-destruction. “What, exactly, does this training entail?”
They heard him sigh with relief. “History first. Then energy management. You’re exceptional for whatever reason at containing yours, but you’ll need to learn how to release it outside of Hamal bullying it out of you. Then there’d be lessons on fighting and battle.”
They bristled, shifted uncomfortably where they sat, enjoyed the warmth seeping from Ezra’s palm too much to shove it away. “I have a job. A life.”
“So do I.” He patted their wrist and pulled his hand back, leaving their skin feeling cold in his wake, barren. “We’ll find a schedule that works best for both of us. When I was training, I did three nights a week. What’s your work schedule like?”
They desperately wished Ezra wasn’t there. They needed a drink, a good cry, and maybe some more self-destruction, but at the same time, they found relief in the fact that he was taking this so seriously, that he was willing to listen to their concerns and panic and then buffer back at them with logic and reasoning. It was annoying of course, but it helped.
“I work Monday through Friday and one Saturday a month. Seven to seven.”
His brows raised. “You work sixty hours every single week at a minimum?”
They shrugged their shoulders in defeat, wanting nothing more than to run from this conversation entirely. It felt too centered on them, too close to the things they didn’t want to think about, the things they came to this cabin to not think about. It felt an awful lot like “Therapy with Doctor Lucas”, and they didn’t like it.  Opening up to their best friend was hard enough, and that was after years of work on Lucas’ part. This… this was bordering on too much. 
“I’m only scheduled until three-thirty, but I like to work and keep busy.” Then, desperate to get the conversation off themself, they said, “What’s your schedule like?”
“I work Monday through Saturday, six until I fall asleep at my desk usually.” He chuckled. “I make my own schedule, however, so I can adjust it. How about two weeknights and sometime on the weekends?”
“Fine,” they muttered through gritted teeth. “Where?”
“Training is usually in Elysia, but a lot of it can be done anywhere. Buffalo is only about two hours from me, so I could come to you if that would be preferable.”
“Elysia?”
They couldn’t have heard that right. Elysia was the final resting place of those whose souls were deemed worthy of eternal love and peace, according to the Gods’ Writ, the collection of holy scriptures of Eudaimonia. Hazel knew that much, at least. There was no way Ezra could be talking about that Elysia. Then again, yesterday they’d have said there was no way the gods existed at all, and yet here one was, laying in Hazel’s bed.
“It’s our home,”Ezra said. “Well, sort of.”
“Sort of?”
“It’s open to us, but not all of us stay there permanently. I don’t, I just visit. You could live there if you ever wanted to. Or you could, like me, just visit whenever you wanted to. It’s a fascinating and peaceful place to visit.” He took a breath, and Hazel watched something shift in his eyes, watched soft fondness turn to something more serious as he adopted a look Hazel could only describe as professor-like. “It’s broken into five sections. The Protévousa is the capital, that’s where the Constellites’ castle is, and then around it are the four Vasíleia, each representing a different element.”
“Do the Constellites live in the castle then?” Hazel asked, feeling startled.
He nodded. “Yes, but we rule—that’s not the right word—lead, we lead the Vasíleia based on our signs. You’re an air sign, so you and Sadie would be manning the Vasíleio of Ripés, the Kingdom of Gusts. I have the Vasíleio of Edafos or the Kingdom of Soil.”
A kingdom. Hazel had a kingdom. Their head was starting to spin so they decided to shelve that concept for now, something Ezra must have noticed because he didn’t continue, only gave them an understanding smile.
“It’s a nice place,” he said in conclusion.
“Why don’t you live there then?”
He paused. “I have family in this realm. That, and I just really like my job.”
At that, they relaxed. That was reasonable. And no matter what Elysia could ever offer them, they could never imagine leaving their trucks and their wrenches and Lucas and their fathers behind. It was a relief to know they wouldn’t have to.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hazel hated themself for feeling disappointed when they found Ezra making breakfast in silk pajama pants and a soft looking tee, the fabric making it impossible now to ogle the hard lines and soft curves they’d seen when he was laying in bed the evening before. They hadn’t been able to enjoy it then, obviously, and now they couldn’t at all.
And they hated Ezra for making them breakfast a day after being stabbed by them. Maybe it was that pettiness that had them warning him they despised eggs. A little way to make things more difficult on him that only backfired when he adapted easily, making pancakes stuffed with cheese and sausage instead.
Hazel hoped they looked more rested than they felt. Ezra had tried to take the couch again for the night and Hazel had berated him until he’d relented in staying in the bed. And then they’d almost throttled him when he’d suggested that they share the bed.
“You’re too injured for that, you fucking pervert.”
“Sleeping in the same bed does not have to be sexual, and I think you’re the pervert for assuming that it does.” He’d smiled when their face had gone cherry red. And then, as he seemed wont to do, he softened. “I don’t take up much room. I do hoard blankets a little, but I could grab one from the other room if that’s a probl—“
“Shut the fuck up,” they’d spluttered out before stomping off to make a bed out of the couch.
And they hadn’t slept a wink. Exhaustion lost its fight to anxiety this time around, and they’d been left to toss and turn and think about how insane of a turn their life had taken and how badly things were about to go for them. All they wanted was a vacation. A week to get away from real life and give themself the chance to recharge, recover, all those other re-words that sounded important and helpful to keeping their head on straight, but instead they got gods and monsters and a hot guy whose blood was now on their hands.
They’d gotten their cry in, at least.
“Okay, so no Constellite talk at the table. New rule that I just made up,” Ezra told them decisively, his shoulders squared and spine straightened.
“Okay… why?” They studied him and his delighted smile.
“You need a break from it.”
“Is there something else you want to talk about then?” They raised a brow before sipping from their coffee.
Ezra thought for a moment, chewing on his own food before shrugging. “Tell me about yourself. Sadie said that you’re a diesel mechanic. That’s incredibly interesting and a little hard to picture, admittedly.”
They scowled, pointed their fork at him as though it were one of the several knives they had hidden about the cabin. “Why’s that so hard to picture? Because I’m a woman?“ Even just saying that filled them with so much unrest. It didn’t matter how many people used their preferred pronouns, or how often they wore a binder and men’s clothing, not when they still had the damn axe wound between their legs.
He blinked and then frowned. “I never said that. I meant that it’s hard to picture because you’re so small.”
Their anger shifted, and their lips twitched. “I already stabbed you once. Looking for round two? You gotta’ knife kink or something?”
Amusement lit his eyes. “No, I wouldn’t say knives are anywhere in my kink list.”
“Do you have a kink list?” He seemed too… innocent to even be saying the word kink.
Ezra rested an elbow atop the table, cradled his cheek in his open palm. “If I said that I did, would you want to know what’s included in it?”
A blaze heated them from the inside out, because what the fuck? They certainly hadn’t expected flirty banter from the guy who said “drats” in lieu of “fuck”.
But they weren’t ever one to stand down from a challenge, especially a challenge like this.
“Maybe.” They leaned back in their chair, crossed their arms over their chest. “But I’m afraid that it might bore me.”
He smiled in a way that was entirely male, a bit cocky, a bit lazy. It was a strange look for him, but most certainly not a bad one. Not at all. “Nobody has ever been bored in my bed.”
“Is that why you tried to share the bed with me last night?” They mirrored his smile, his haughty gaze, waggling their eyebrows. “To show me a good time?”
Instantly, his smile faded, and he sat straight up. “Of course not. I didn’t want to be a burden by making you sleep on the couch when you refused to let me sleep on the couch and—“
Instantly, they had cooled. 
Damn him and his soft heart, Hazel thought as the heat in their chest cooled. They rolled their eyes at him. “Calm down, Ez, it was a joke.”
“I—oh, stars, I’m sorry.” He chuckled nervously. “I’m better at the flirting thing in bed, I promise.”
They stood, collected the plates. In the threshold between the kitchen and the dining room, they shot him a smile from over their shoulder. “I hope that you’re better at keeping your promises than you are at flirting.”
“Want me to show you?”
“You suck at this!” they called with a laugh before going about washing the dishes, smiling to themself the entire time. They hadn’t anticipated Ezra having this side to him, but their banter—despite not actually knowing him at all—gave a sense of normalcy that assuaged some of the whirlwind that was their current emotional state. Teasing, witty and flirty banter—that was something that they could handle. That was something they knew.
It was all significantly easier than thinking about the fact that they were apparently a god, that an ancient power designed to defend humanity from the wickedness of daímōns thrummed in their veins, that now not only would they fail themself like they always did, but they would also fail the remaining Constellites and the humanity that they were meant to protect.
“You never did answer me, or tell me at all about yourself.”
Hazel jumped slightly at Ezra’s sudden appearance beside them, sighing as he began to dry the dishes, relieved to be taken away from the depressing spiral their thoughts were caught in. “I fix trucks. And no, it’s not easy.” They were not going to use the words small or tiny. It wasn’t their fault Ezra was a giant, tall enough to tower over them and sturdily built. “But I adapt, figure it out and shit.”
“That’s incredible, honestly.” He chuckled and shook his head, setting their now dry plates off to the side. “My dad has this old 377, a ’91, I think? When I was like fourteen, he made me help him change out the clutch when that blew up. To this day, I will never forget how heavy the thing was. He made me pull it out and put the new one in, and it was brutal. What, like, a hundred pounds?”
He hadn’t been able to picture them as a diesel mechanic, but they were supposed to picture him stuffing a clutch up into an early 90s big rig? They were supposed to picture the prettiest man they’d ever seen anywhere near a truck? Yeah right.
“About that, yeah,” they managed, turning off the sink and drying their hands on a dish towel. “Your dad’s a trucker then?”
Ezra shook his head, and his shiny ponytail swayed at his back. He leaned against the counter, casually crossed his arms over his chest. “No, he runs a farm. We used the Pete for hauling cattle.”
With wide eyes, Hazel stared at him, tried to picture him on a fucking farm. It seemed impossible when he stood next to them in silk pajama pants. Silk.
“And you got mad at me for calling you small,” he said when he caught their doubtful look, laughing warmly. “I like living in a big city, but I think I’ll always be a farm boy at heart. I liked living in the country a lot.”
A farm boy at heart. It was hard to imagine him driving around in a beater truck or wearing a flannel or coveralls or herding cattle.
“Why leave it then?”
He shrugged his shoulders, but they caught a gleam of misery flash through his eyes. “I needed a change.”
“Did it work?”
“Most of the time, yeah.”
Ezra stuck around after that, and Hazel found they surprisingly didn’t mind his company. As much as all this shit was overwhelming and too much too much too much, Ezra was… nice. Disgustingly so, but still nice.
They spent most of the rest of the morning in the living room, talking about anything and everything that came to mind, mostly things Hazel prodded Ezra about to get to know him better. They learned about the kind of music he liked—southern grunge, country, indie, avant garde jazz, even classical—and excitedly ran through their own list of metal and indie and southern grunge favorites to compare. They admitted to their obsession for cult classic horrors and horror musicals when Ezra told them about his obsession with the Lord of the Rings series, and expanded on the indie romance books they enjoyed while Ezra claimed a love for the classics—the kind of stuff you were probably forced to read in school, he’d said.
Hazel liked listening to him talk about his time in college. He stayed close to home for his undergraduate education but had moved to Toronto to pursue his degree in Veterinary Medicine, opened a clinic with a college friend, and became the person they saw sitting here today. No crazy college stories, unfortunately, but Hazel didn’t mind that much when Ezra seemed so happy when talking about those days. Nearly as happy as he was when talking about his younger brother, Noah. Hazel didn’t need to know Ezra long to know his brother was endlessly adored, ten years younger and perfectly adorable, based on the pictures the man readily presented, very much like a proud parent.
“You’d like him, I think.” Ezra grinned, tucking his wallet back in his pocket. “He has an affinity for fixing things around the farm that apparently skipped over my generation. He’s…” He paused, flinched, and gave Hazel an awkward smile. “He’s going through some stuff right now. I’m trying to help him with it. It’s been difficult.”
“Family stuff can be, I get it.” Curiosity beamed wide, but Hazel shoved it down.
“What’s your family like?” Hazel tilted their head at the rushed question and Ezra sighed. “Sorry, I’m changing the conversation because I don’t want to have it.”
There was something jarring in how openly he communicated. Even without sharing the details of what was going on, there was a frankness in the way he spoke that felt like a breath of fresh air. It made it easier for Hazel to offer their own information. “No siblings. My dads adopted me all on my own.”
“Dads?“ His brows raised.
“Dads.”
“I’m sorry about that.”
Their hands fisted in their lap, vile, angry words beating in their lungs. They could tolerate a lot of things, but they could not—would not—tolerate anybody speaking poorly of their fathers’ sexual orientations, of anybody’s inclinations, for that matter. But before they could say anything, Ezra straightened, eyes widening in surprise.
“Oh, stars, I’m so sorry.” His cheeks warmed, panic lit and settled beneath his lashes. “I’m not sorry that you have two dads. Stars, I’m an idiot.” His elbow landed onto his knee and his forehead fell into his palm. “I meant sorry that you were adopted. Oh, drats, that might have been worse. I’m sorry that you needed—“
Laughter rumbled in their chest and spilled from their lips like flower petals. They hadn’t thought any person was capable of being so flustered, and yet here Ezra was, once again proving them wrong. The sight made up for his complete lack of tact. “Dude, relax. It’s fine. I wasn’t like, abused or anything. My dads had a surrogate. I was wanted and all that shit.” It wasn’t even a little bit true, but that was not anything they would be going into with anyone, much less someone who was still, sort of, a complete stranger.
A big burst of breath whooshed from his mouth, followed by a sad chuckle. “Sorry. My brain is scrambled. It gets like that sometimes.”
They had the sudden urge to hug him, rub his back, and tell him that it’d be okay, that everything would be all right. There was something almost charming about his sudden inability to speak coherently. It made him seem less god and more human. It was a conscious effort to stay in their seat. “Ezra… I stabbed you with a knife. I get being scrambled.“ His awkwardness didn’t end there, but the later into the day it got and the more conversation that followed, Hazel decided they didn’t mind it. They liked hearing him talk, liked that he let them talk without interrupting or changing the subject when they babbled on for too long. He seemed genuinely interested in what they were saying, asked questions to follow up and even jotting down notes like a fucking nerd when Hazel recommended something he wanted to check out. 
It took more effort on their part to notice whenever they were lost in their own rambling to be able to stop and get him to offer up stories in return. They wanted to hear about his life too, and though he seemed to grow shy whenever they turned the conversation around on him, he still spoke about the things he liked and enjoyed. Hazel quickly learned that if they wanted to hear him talk, they only had to bring up animals or the clinic or his brother or the farm. Ezra seemed like he could talk the entire day away about those, a sort of soothing quality to him whenever he got lost in his own world like that.
The only thing that he didn’t talk about at all was the one thing they kept waiting for him to come back to: the Constellites, or anything relating to them really. 
It took them a little while, late into the afternoon and armed with homemade hot chocolate, to realize that he was doing that on purpose. He wanted Hazel to feel more at ease. 
It was a kind thing.
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Deneb put her hands on her hips and frowned. “Astrae, I don’t think we can make this decision for him. I think it’s a great idea, but it’s not our choice to make.”
Ezra mirrored her stance, caught the smile fighting against her downturned lips. “I’m not saying that we should. I’m saying you should offer him the option. You’re a surgeon so you could literally just do it. I’ll pay for it.”
Deneb sighed. “As much as I’d love to take your money, I don’t think I could for this.” She dropped down onto the couch and rubbed at her temples.
Ezra sat down next to her, nudging her shoulder with his own. “What if I traded you something else?”
She snorted. “What could you possibly buy me that I couldn’t just buy for myself, conejito?”
Drats. That was a good point. She had significantly more money than he did. “Maybe I don’t buy you anything. Is there something I can do for you instead?”
Deneb looked like she was going to deny him once again—and Ezra was perfectly prepared to continue arguing until she inevitably gave in—but she paused for a moment instead, a grin spreading wickedly across her face. “You know, Mamá is still nagging at me about marriage and kids and all that—”
Oh. Ezra winced, trying desperately not to look as unsettled at the idea as he actually was. “Listen, you’re great and all, but—”
“I’m not asking you for that, you idiot.” She laughed as she shoved at his arm playfully, the panic that had immediately flared within Ezra quieting. “Come with me to a family dinner and pretend to be my boyfriend.”
Ezra burst out laughing, joy blooming in his chest at the utter ridiculousness of her Hallmark Rom-Com request. “If I pretend to be your boyfriend, you’ll offer Sadie top surgery?” 
“Yeah.” She turned her head to rest the side of it against the back of the couch and batted her lashes at Ezra. “You have to be convincing, though.”
Ezra lifted a hand and cupped her cheek before leaning in, letting his lips sit only a whisper from hers. “I think I can manage that, Adelita.”
Deneb’s laughter flooded the room when she shoved him off the couch, and Ezra’s followed soon after.
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Saying goodbye to Hazel was impossibly hard.
It wasn’t weird or anything—it wasn’t like he was in love with them, wasn’t like he could feel his heart breaking when he watched their truck turn out of the drive or anything like that—it was simply just that Astrae, the ancient God whose stars warmed Ezra’s blood, was missing Castorlux. That was a much more rational explanation.
Ezra was most certainly handling the separation from a person he had known for a handful of days in a very healthy and very reasonable way.
Him sitting in his car weeping with his face in his hands was just Astrae, that was all.
“I cannot. I will not.” His head shook even as it dizzied. “Let me heal one last time. I have loved you for all of my life and for all of the lives I had before this one. Take the love that I am offering unto you—it is all I have to give. I do not have the strength of Hamal, or Antares’ cunning mind, so this is all I can give you. Take my heart. Take it and continue to walk amongst the living whilst I become stars. I will light the night sky for your journeys.
His hand rested on his side, right where a wide and jagged scar had formed, and he smiled to himself. Hazel was a fascinating creature, he decided, filled to the brim with contradictions he found himself eager to learn.
Achingly insecure but quick to stand up for themself and their beliefs. A black hole of misery and witty banter. A face that managed to be both ridiculously pretty and jarringly handsome all at once. Hands that could apparently repair tractor trailers one second and paint delicate works of beauty the next.
Hazel was the conglomeration of two wildly different people shoved together like pieces of clay, mashed and molded until they were one blended piece.
That made sense, Ezra supposed, if Hazel took more influence from the celestial god in their blood than they knew. Castor and Pollux were two very different beings, even if bound by blood and soul. Where Castor had gotten all of the gold, Pollux had gotten all of the brass. He was the witty, temperamental counterpart to Castor’s free-spirit and soft smile. Hazel being an amalgamation of the two of them shouldn’t be so surprising.
Ezra’s apartment felt strangely empty when he finally returned home. Nothing had changed since he left a few days ago, it was the same condo as it had always been, still decorated in soft neutrals with pops of earthy greens, still filled with mid-century furniture and his well-tended plants. So why did he feel like it was missing something?
He dropped his duffle bag near the couch, a note stuck on the fridge drawing his attention.
I filled the fridge too. – A. Rubio, M.D.
It was, in fact, filled.
It was very much like Deneb to care for his home in his spur-of-the-moment absence. She’d never been one for hugs or soft words in times of turmoil, but she would still find some way to show him how much she loved and supported him, like stocking his fridge and watering his plants.
It felt weird settling in after the past few days. After the daímōn attack, meeting Hazel, getting stabbed… well something as simple as unpacking his bag and starting a load of laundry just felt underwhelming. He was too keyed up for that, too restless, and he wasn’t sure how much of it was his own excitement or Astrae’s. He tried cleaning, only to find Deneb had already scrubbed the place spotless, then tried reading, except he couldn’t manage to sit still long enough to focus on the book Deneb had left for him.
So he made his way to the building’s gym, determined to make up for the last few indulgent days at the cabin as well as work off the pent up energy still skittering through him. It didn’t work, not really, but the aching soreness in his muscles at least felt worth it. He’d still need a few more intense workouts to feel better about cheating on his normal dietary routines.
With still too much energy buzzing through him, he showered and started making dinner—a tofu stir fry with broccoli and cashews—then ate it standing up because the idea of sitting down only made him more jittery. It wasn’t until he finished washing the dishes that his phone vibrated across the kitchen counter, providing the perfect distraction.
How’s Hazey? Still stabby? Hamal sent in the group chat, offering Ezra the full audience of the Constellites.
They’re home now, so I’m not sure. Well, he hoped. They seemed less stabby when we left.
He’d barely sent the message before, the living room burst to life with a bright array of color and sound.
He shouldn’t have been surprised of course to see the Constellites all flooding into his condo, Rukbat leading the charge. They were likely all waiting for him to return to Elysia with Castorlux in tow, ready to rejoice in reunion, maybe even throw a party if Hamal had anything to say about it, and Ezra hadn’t even told them he was home, much less that he wasn’t taking Hazel anywhere near Elysia yet. It was no wonder they were there now to demand answers.
Rukbat put her hands on her hips as the portal closed behind her. “Seriously, ‘Strae? What happened to literally any of the plan?” she hissed out.
He had ignored the plan, a laughable offense considering that he’d been the one to have made it, and he was the strictest of the group when it came to following plans or rules. But Castorlux was a grenade—no,  a tornado was a better description, he decided—that had swept itself right into his life. Admittedly, he had gotten a little caught up in them.
That didn’t explain why he’d thrown everything away for them.
“I’m sorry,” he admitted, his cheeks warm, “It was hard to think. Astrae went kind of insane.” It wasn’t a complete lie.
“What’re they like?” Regulus dropped casually onto the couch, made himself right at home.
Everyone else followed Regulus’ lead and took their usual seats. All eyes fell on Ezra and he was so used to it that he didn't feel uncomfortable beneath so many gazes. “They’re skittish, but strong. Hamal frightened them, but I think I managed to calm them down well enough by the time I left.”
Hamal was one of the only ones left standing, instead going straight for Ezra. He tried to bat the burly man’s hands away, but Hamal was fast, and he yanked his sweater out of his pants and tugged it up, revealing a fat, pink scar over otherwise smooth skin, sitting next to a small mole. “Hamal!”
“It’s healed already,” the man hummed, a grin twitching at his lips. “Good, good.”
Deneb jumped to her feet the moment she caught sight of the wound, ready to inspect it herself. “How did that happen? And why wasn’t it treated properly? ¡Estrellas! ¿Qué le ha pasado a mi conejito? Juro por las estrellas que traeré el fuego del infierno sobre quien se atreva a lastimarte.”
Ezra’s face warmed further as he fought against Hamal’s hands to finally get the sweater back down. “It wasn’t that bad. I’m fine.”
“You were stabbed,” Hamal argued, though Ezra could tell by his smile it was only to rile Deneb up more. “The little twins had to carry you to the bathroom, yes?”
“Stabbed?“ Deneb’s fury ignited at once, cold and fiery all at the same time. “Castorlux did this?”
“They did—“ Sadie tried interjecting.
“And you,” she whirled, poking a perfectly manicured finger into the middle of Hamal’s chest, “didn’t think to mention that Astrae was in any danger?”
He laughed and Ezra’s temples began to throb. “It wasn’t that bad,” Hamal agreed. “And Castorlux patched him right up.”
“And did a terrible jo—“
“Leave it, Deneb.” Ezra’s hackles raised, ready to defend Hazel at a moment’s notice. “They cleaned it well, and it healed fine.”
She clicked her tongue and glared at him. “I could have stitched that up properly.”
“Yeah, Astrae.” Antares grinned lazily from the couch, that lazy, charming cockiness practically oozing from his words. “Take better care next time a fellow god wishes to stab you, yeah?” He laughed when Alrescha, perched in his lap, grabbed on his ear and yanked it hard.
Deneb turned to try and burn him alive with her gaze, uselessly.
At Aldebaran’s whistle and stern eyes, everybody finally went quiet, and the three left standing finally sat, though Deneb kept her arms crossed over her chest and her chin stuck up.
At Tegmine’s gentle prodding, Ezra shared the last few days with Castorlux, leaving his feelings as far away as he could. A soldier simply reporting back. He explained how hesitant Hazel was about everything, but that they had agreed to training and would start this week, how he wanted to go slow with that, how he wanted to let Hazel adjust to Castorlux’s presence and powers. He explained that though Castorlux had finally Awoken, something still wasn’t right, and Hamal spoke clearly and confidently in agreement, explaining how Hazel still looked like Hazel, Castorlux only briefly wavering in and out of place. Sadie added in his strange, incomprehensible way that Hazel was still afraid, still not fully accepting of their god.
It was nice seeing Sadie engage in their conversation without having to be pushed into it. It was nice seeing Sadie here, with the group. Even with all the uncertainty around their newest member, maybe Castorlux would bring him back from the brink he was standing on. They could be really good for one another, he thought, he hoped.
The sky yawned and went dark, glittering somewhere with stars that could not be seen easily within the confines of the city. With the darkness as their cue, everybody slowly began to trickle out, presumably to return to Elysia’s grassy plains and flower-speckled meadows. Sadie was first, the other star children shortly following after.
Aldebaran paused before leaving and placed a gentle hand on his arm. “Are you okay?” 
“I am.”
“You look sad.” Deneb interjected from just in front of the portal, though her eyes went soft as butter with worry.
He sighed, smiled. “Astrae is missing Castorlux a lot, that’s all.”
And then they left, gone to continue their lives like the others.
He would too, he promised himself when he finally climbed into bed, staring out into the city.
He would too.

      [image: image-placeholder]Several days passed before Ezra found himself crossing over the Peace Bridge to find his way to the newest Constellite. Hazel’s house wasn’t anything like he had pictured. He had imagined them in some high rise in the middle of a bustling city like himself, or out in the middle of nowhere with a lawn littered with rusting cars. Instead, they lived in a cute little suburban neighborhood, in a house with worn siding the color of sand.
Instead of a driveway, a parking lot sat next to the house, big enough to comfortably accommodate six or seven cars. The thought amused him. Of course, Hazel would have bought a house that was paired with what appeared to have once been an auto repair shop.
Ezra pulled into one of the empty spots and stepped out of his car, following the sound of music and the whizzing of an impact to the side shop. 
The place was cleaner than he expected it to be, and he couldn’t quite figure out if that was surprising or not. Hazel had that tough and gritty exterior, but he could also see them keeping their workplace spotlessly organized and clean. An old square body truck was parked in the first bay and in the second was an older car missing its engine. The wall opposite of where Ezra had come in was lined with cabinets that he assumed would be filled with chemicals, a massive toolbox in electric green, covered with stickers, pushed up under them. Against the wall to his right was a worn couch speckled in faded flowers next to a refrigerator that appeared to be standing on its last leg, based on the way it hummed beneath the waves of blaring metal music.
In the third bay, just before the sitting area, stood Hazel, tinkering with an engine held sturdy on a stand. They locked eyes with him, mouthing what was probably a curse, before moving to the speaker atop their toolbox and pausing the music. “I thought I had more time. Shit, my bad.”
“That’s alright. What’re you doing?” He approached them, peered down at the engine, and tried to make sense of it. He had a basic understanding of cars and their major components and could fumble his way through basic maintenance—he could even sometimes tackle more complicated things thanks to his father—but knowing how to change out brakes or a shock paled in comparison to whatever it was that Hazel was doing, he decided.
They pointed past the engine and towards the car in the second bay, a black convertible of some sort. “Rebuilding that. I want to have it done by the summer.”
He studied it, admired it. Nineteen-eighties, he guessed based on the interior and body shape. 
“I’m starting with the engine. It still runs and shit but could definitely use some loving touches.”
He nodded and turned back to them and the engine. “You can keep working on it if you like.”
“Aren’t we training?”
Another nod. “We’re going to start with history, if that’s okay. I think starting with the lecture before we move to the lab makes the most sense. You can keep working while we talk.”
They snorted, reached for a nearby beer and sipped from it. “Makes sense. Oh, and help yourself.” They gestured with the bottle towards the fridge. “I don’t have any Molson,” their nose scrunched, “but help yourself to whatever you’d like.”
“Very funny,” he said, rolling his eyes with a bemused smile. He did like Molson the best, but that didn’t make Hazel any less of a brat for saying it. “Do you know the story of Creation?” he asked, watching as they began to tinker some more, loosening some bolts.
They nodded.
“Good, can you tell me it as you know it?” They looked at him and quirked a brow, but Ezra only waved his hand. “With so many translations over the years, a lot gets changed around and misconstrued. I just want to make sure that you’ve been taught the correct version.”
“Ah.” They wiped sweat from their brow, smearing oil there. It was a Heraclean effort for Ezra to not immediately dab at it. They seemed to like their space, so he refrained. “That’s fair.” They rolled their shoulders, bobbing their head back and forth like they had to physically knock the knowledge loose from their memory. “God Mávri Trýpa tried to skin Cerebus for its pelt, hoping to be gifted the powers of night eternal. God Hades created Tartarus as a prison for him to rot in. He constantly attempted to break out, but eventually more bad people were dumped there to rot with him, and he turned it into a land for himself to rule over.”
Ezra propped himself against the fridge and took a sip of his beer, watching in fascination as Hazel spoke, hunched over the engine and waving their hands about every couple of words, like they couldn’t stay still even when so adamantly focused on something physical.
“But he was growing restless and more and more people were being discarded to Tartarus, so he figured he needed more space. He knew that nowhere in the Underworld would welcome him, so he decided that he would break free and claim Earth as his own. Some of the other gods got together and were like, ‘Hey, he can’t do that. He’ll destroy it.’ So they all voted and Goddess Iliakó Fos was picked to deal with him.” They wagged their ratchet in the air as they mimicked the other gods, their voice dipping almost comically low and making Ezra want to chuckle, despite the fact that they were insulting the other divinities. “He started sending daímōns up there to scope out the land and to pillage. That was obviously not pretty good, so Star Mommy gathered twelve strong warriors that she had found and gifted them with stars from the sky with the promise that it would give them God-like powers. They became the twelve Constellites, star guards for the humans and for the Earth. But since they were human themselves, they still had to die at some point. Now their powers live on and the Star Gene is passed down through their lineages.”
“And here we are,” he agreed.
“And here we are.”
“The schools and the churches actually do a pretty good job of explaining all of it, even if it sometimes gets twisted,” he murmured, his eyes drifting from the engine to Hazel. “Goddess Iliakó Fos took stars from particular constellations, and she was very deliberate in her choosing. I am made from the stars that Demeter had turned into, and you were made with stars from Castor and Pollux.” He stepped forward when they gestured to him, cupped his hands and took the bolts that Hazel handed him. “There are a lot of people in each lineage. Whose gene activates depends on whether or not somebody else already is Awakened. There won’t be two of each Constellite at once. It also seems to be dependent on Sun signs. After that, it appears to be random, as far as any of us can tell, at least.” he explained.
“Does the gene move exactly through bloodlines?” They asked, leaving momentarily to grab another socket from the top drawer of their meticulously organized toolbox. “Like, was one of your parents a Constellite?”
His head shook. “No. That’s the random part of it. It seems to just blindly pick somebody with a matching Sun sign.”
“And I’m just that lucky?”
He shrugged. “We both are, I guess.”
They rotated the engine and began to clean where a gasket would sit between the oil pan and the block, according to Hazel. “Lucky us,” they muttered.
Ezra supposed he could understand their lack of excitement over this fact. It was a difficult thing, being a god, having to know exactly what fate was laid out before them. When he was younger and this was all still so new to him, he’d often found himself terrified of the fact that he was going to be ripped away from his ordinary life to fight daímōns, terrified that humanity was going to depend on him for safety, that a part of Elysia would depend on his leadership, that his death was a sentenced thing, and that he knew exactly how he was going to die.
At some point in time, amidst his time ruling over the Vasíleio of Edafos, Hazel was going to be so badly injured in battle that he’d have no choice but to feed them every ounce of chiron that his body could make. And when that wasn’t enough, he’d rip his still beating heart from his chest and offer it to them so they could get chiron straight from the source.
Knowing how he was going to die was unsettling, to say the least, and he’d made peace with it long ago, but then they all realized that Castorlux hadn’t Awakened, and they all thought that Ezra had just somehow managed to evade his fate. It’d hit him at some point seeing Hazel that he hadn’t, that he was still going to die for them.
That wasn’t so bad, he couldn’t help thinking. If he died protecting someone else, it just meant he was doing what he was built for. It meant he was doing good, right?
“We’re blessed,” Ezra said, pride swelling in his chest, beating against his ribs. Sometimes, he would wish that he were just an ordinary person, he would wish for an easier life, but the Mother had chosen him, and he would be grateful for that, because it meant she saw something in him that he couldn’t, and trusted him with the purpose she created him for. Hazel didn’t respond to that, and Ezra could see the doubt in their handsome, grease-stained face, but he didn’t call them on it. He handed them the bolts back when they made to grab them, and wandered to the fridge to grab a bottle of water for himself. “Are you just rebuilding the engine, or modifying it?”
“Both,” they answered, gently scraping away old gasket material. When he returned to their side, they rotated the engine once again and handed him a smaller impact. “Pull that valve cover off. I’ll get this one.” They gestured to the one on their side of the engine.
Ezra was happy enough to play helper to Hazel, surprised they’d even let him, that they trusted him with it.
Then again, maybe he was reading too much into it. They probably just needed a second pair of hands.
“Anyways,” he continued multi-tasking between bolt removal and lecturing, “The Constellites Awaken sporadically in each generation. It usually happens during the teenage years, when the body is as prepared as it’ll ever be for an Awakening. I picture it like a hatching egg, the way that energy just pours out of its shell and into us.”
“What was yours like?”
“Intense.” It was designed that way on purpose; the initial flow of energy like a bomb going off so that the others could find the newest hatchling easily. “I was playing hockey when I felt it. It hit me so suddenly I actually slapped the puck so hard that I sent it flying through the glass.” He smiled warily at the memory. “I had to tell my coach that I wasn’t feeling well, and when I eventually made it out to the parking lot, Tegmine—that’s Samuel, the Constellite of Cancri, by the way—and Hamal were there waiting for me. I literally collapsed into their arms.”
Hazel pulled off the cover on their side, turned to set it down onto their parts bench.
“They took me to Elysia to meet some of the others who had already Awakened,” he continued, following them with the other cover. “I was scared out of my mind, but I also seemed to just understand it. It was like coming home.”
“How old were you?”
“Twelve.”
They blinked at him incredulously, frowned. “That young?”
“Yeah, I’m the youngest in our group in general.”
“How old are you now?”
“Twenty-six.”
They chuckled. “Just a baby.”
He bristled, narrowing his eyes. “How old are you?”
Their hands landed on their hips, smeared oil and grease onto their jeans. “Twenty-eight.”
“That’s only two years older!” He tried to sound exasperated, tried to roll his eyes, but he could feel the smile tugging against his traitorous lips.
“You’re still a baby.” They teased, and his heart soared. Hazel in good spirits made his heart sing.
“Fine, if I’m a baby, then you’re an old man.” Ezra froze the moment the words left his mouth, eyes widening as he realized what he’d said. He had only meant to return the teasing. It had been incredibly insensitive and idiotic of him to include gend—
Hazel was blushing. Why were they blushing?
“I’m an old man then.” They beamed.
Ezra wanted to ask them why they were smiling at him, but the world seemed to be fracturing around them and he couldn’t find the words.
Hazel was smiling at him. Fully. Unabashedly.
Beautiful. So beautiful that it hurt him, bringing a great ache to the left side of his chest.
The only thing that hurt more was that he didn’t think that it wasn’t just Astrae’s feelings stirring.
They were very much his own too.
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It was incredibly annoying that Ezra was as much a good assistant as he was pleasant and enjoyable. They wanted to hate spending any time at all with him, to make it easier to push him away without it hurting, and in the short time that they had known him it had become painfully obvious that was going to be a difficult feat.
Hazel genuinely enjoyed his company. He was witty, interesting, and fun. He was good at following directions and playing the role of helper, and had a better understanding of cars than he let on, especially if his story about replacing a clutch in an old big rig was at all true, which they believed it was.
And he’d referred to them as a man in the most recent round of their banter… not an old woman, but an old man. He didn’t see them as a woman, the way that everybody else did. They doubted that he saw them as a man either, but he’d gone with that anyways. As a general rule, Hazel preferred staying away from the binaries all together, but the fact that Ezra identified them as the binary they had no anatomical affiliation with had something like acceptance and warmth fluttering in their chest. 
They felt light on their feet when they entered work the next morning. Maybe this god thing wouldn’t be so bad after all. At the very least, Ezra’s company made it easier to deal with, and he seemed happy to let Hazel take their time in adjusting to everything, which was a relief.
After grabbing their morning coffee and checking in with the service writer and foreman at the front desk, making sure they were still assigned to the Cypress, Hazel headed to their bay next to Lucas’ and got to work.
Even the camshaft replacement wasn’t enough to dull their happy mood. It wasn’t their favorite thing in the world, but it needed to be done and Hazel was more than capable of doing it. While they—much like Lucas, who was off chasing down inoperable gauges somewhere—preferred the rapid-fire triage and diagnosing side more than they did the major engine work, Hazel had the unfortunate skill of being very good at their job, which meant being given tasks they could be trusted with despite not enjoying doing them. Lucky for them, stripping down the engine was mostly mindless work, easy to get lost in the familiar motions and the loud metal music blaring through their headphones. It made the time pass, and before they knew it, they were pulling off the flywheel housing and Lucas was kicking the side of their boot for their attention.
“It’s time for lunch,” he said when they pulled out a headphone to hear him.
“Give me a few. I’m almost ready to pull the cam.”
“I’m hungry,” he badgered like a needy toddler.
Hazel snorted and rolled their eyes, but stood anyway, wiping their hands down on a rag. “Fine, fine, you baby. Let me grab my shit.”
They drove together to pick up fast food, Lucas ordering for them before they had the chance to order something minimal, a habit he’d taken up long ago. He’d also watch them like a hawk while they ate, and then for a while afterwards. If they tried to go to the bathroom, he’d simply say, “No.” and redirect them outside for a cigarette. He knew them entirely too well. At times, it was frustrating, but Hazel had mostly come to accept it, had come to remember that he was being irritating and pushy from a place of love and concern, that he meant well. 
And if Hazel were being honest with themself, they were grateful for it. They figured out early on in their life that they weren’t the best at making their own choices, and that sometimes having that control taken away from them was a good thing. So, as grating as it could be, they appreciated the borderline domineering attentiveness that Lucas offered them.
The rest of the day went smoothly, their work and Lucas combined providing a happy distraction whenever their mind began to stray back toward Ezra—the bastard. They couldn’t get him out of their head, not that they really wanted to. They hated to admit it, but working in the shop with him the evening before had been fun, comfortable in a way they had never expected from anyone outside of Lucas. The problem came with remembering they’d be seeing him again tonight, not because they didn’t want to, but because of what he had planned.
Hazel had been expecting more history lessons, the thought sending a strange little flutter through their chest when they remembered how interesting Ezra looked when lecturing about something he was passionate about, but while Ezra assured them they would be going over history again, they wouldn’t be doing it in the comfort of their shop.
They were going to Elysia.
Hazel would be having dinner with their dads after work, would have to act like everything was completely normal, and then would be venturing off to a tour of the afterlife. The afterlife.
And they were petrified, anxiety gnashing at their bones like a dog with a rawhide, because what the fuck even was their life?
Determined not to let themself dwell in the fear, Hazel cleaned up and changed before meeting with Lucas at the counter to update the service writer on the Cypress truck. Together, they walked out into the unwelcoming start of winter and parted ways for the evening, much to Lucas’ complaint.
It had only been two days, but he had already begun to express his disdain for Hazel’s “classes” getting in the way of him passing out on their couch in a mountain of beer bottles. He didn’t know what those classes were, and he hadn’t asked, used to them always picking up random college classes for their own amusement, but he wasn’t shy about whining about spending the evening alone.
If they’d told him the truth, told him about anything that had gone on the past week, he’d have likely driven them to the county hospital himself. Crazy, he’d call them. 
They couldn’t blame him, of course.
Hazel immersed themself in the music blasting through the speakers of their truck as they drove to the quaint little house that they’d grown up in, looking forward to a quiet dinner with their dads. 
Loud, excited barks greeted them when they pulled into the drive, and Hazel knelt down to give Jasmine, their fathers' dog, an enthusiastic belly rub before letting themself be swept into quick hugs from both of their fathers.
"It's been forever since you've stopped by." David smiled as he led Hazel into the dining room. “We were so happy you called.”
They shrugged before sitting down at their spot at the table. "I've been pretty busy with work and school."
"How're those going?"
"Work’s work." Hazel grinned and reached forward to begin loading their plate, knowing better than to try and skimp anywhere. Like Lucas, both David and Alex had a habit of monitoring Hazel’s eating habits closely when they visited. "And school… I definitely took harder classes this semester than I may have been prepared for." Hazel laughed, settling back into their seat when their plate earned them quiet sighs of approval. “I wasn’t really expecting them to be so demanding.”
"You're smart, so I'm sure you'll do just fine," Alex assured them before taking a bite of his food. 
Hazel forced a smile, hating the idea of lying to them, and nodded. "Probably."
"So, tell us all about your trip! We saw the pictures online." 
Hazel ate and told them as much about the trip as they could, leaving out anything that came after deciding to get more firewood. Their fathers listened attentively and were so genuinely excited about the mention of Hazel's painting that Hazel wanted to cry.
Their fathers were too good. Too kind. Too loving. Hazel wondered how they'd ever ended up with them both.
"You know," David sipped from his beer, pretending not to notice Hazel feeding Jasmine a roll underneath the table, "I hope you know how proud of you I am for everything you do at work, but stars, I really could just see you as a painter. I think you'd be one of the ones to make it."
Hazel snorted, stifling their laughter with a hand over their mouth when he used his fork to point at them.
"I mean it. You're so talented, Haze."
They felt their cheeks warm. "I'm not bad, I guess."
"Enough of that." David stood up and cleared the now empty plates from the table. As he passed by Hazel he stooped down to press a kiss into the crown of their head. "Not bad, my ass." He laughed as he headed towards the kitchen.
Hazel rolled their eyes and shook their head but in truth, they were touched. 
They really had gotten lucky.
"Make sure you stop by again, and soon, Hazel." Alex said when Hazel eventually made their way towards the door. 
"I will,” Hazel said with a smile, hugging them both. “Promise." 
Oh Gods, they thought as they backed out of their dads' driveway... It was time. 
They cursed themself for buying a house so close to where they'd grown up, because it meant that the drive was entirely too short for them to try and cope with what it was they were about to do. 
Ezra was at their house by the time they got there, his perfectly washed SUV gleaming in the dimming sunlight beside him—“I like driving things that aren’t going to leave a trail of rusting parts on the road behind me, thank you,” he had said the day before when Hazel teased him about it—and his fancy clothes making him look like some kind of model. Hazel would tease him about them, but honestly, they liked the way he dressed. He looked adorable, like a young college professor. Tonight, he wore a pine-green sweater overtop a crisp, white-collared shirt, tucked into khaki-colored slacks and paired with a brown belt and shoes.  His Talisman hung over the center of his chest, suspended from a delicate chain of green beads.
They invited him in, watched him marvel over the chaos of their home. Eclectic and maximalism was the theme amongst the conglomeration of colors and textures splattered about. Hazel had always liked bold, bored silly by the idea of minimalism.
“I want to change real quick. Is there anything specific that I should be wearing?” they asked as they gestured to the mustard-yellow velvet loveseat.
He shook his head as he sat, though he didn’t look at them, instead letting his eyes wander over the various paintings filling the wall. “So long as you’re comfortable.”
They nodded and hurried up the stairs to their room to rifle through the closet. They didn’t like the need they were feeling to preen themself for Ezra. That was unnecessary, and also not something they usually did. But they didn’t own anything nice, so the best they could manage was clean, landing on a band t-shirt they swam in over shredded but grease-free jeans. They primped uselessly at their uncontrollable mane of hair before giving up and returning downstairs, finding Ezra staring at a painting they’d made some time ago.
“You ready?” they prompted, hoping that he wouldn’t ask them about it. This one wasn’t nearly as embarrassing as when he’d seen the portrait they’d started of him, but it was close enough considering Hazel rarely let anyone see their paintings in the first place. Logically, they understood they had a talent for art, but they still struggled to accept admiration for it, never feeling worthy of it.
“Yeah.” He straightened, offered them a knowing smile.
“So,” they met him halfway through the living room, waving their hands about like how they imagined a wizard might, “how do we get there? Magikēs? I assume it’s not by driving.”
Ezra chuckled and shook his head. “No, it’s not.” He held out his hands and Hazel decided that they hated the direction this was going. “It’s a similar concept to teleporting, you could say.”
“We can teleport?” They ignored his proffered palms.
“To and from Elysia and along energies. Rukbat is the only one who can teleport anywhere.”
They eyed his mangled palms, gulped. They want to ask what he meant, dig deeper into the specifics, but they knew it wasn’t the time. “What’s it like?” they asked instead.
“I’m assuming, to be frank, that it’s going to frighten you. So, I should preface this by adding that nothing will go wrong, you will not get hurt, and I will be there the entire time.” He moved his hands closer, a non-physical nudge for them to trust him. “Unfortunately, I cannot explain what it’s like. I don’t have the words for it. But I can promise it will be alright.”
They loathed the way their own hands shook as they dropped them into Ezra’s, loathed how comforting his grip was when his fingers wrapped around theirs, holding on tightly. It was strangely intimate, his skin rough and scratchy but warm and soothing.
“Mother, I pray that I see doors and see Elysia be opened,” Ezra began, his voice a low chant that had power thrumming in the air around them, through them. It was all Hazel could do not to yank away at the feeling. “Drip down, O eternal peace, from above, and let the clouds pour down righteousness. Let the earth be opened up and let salvation bear fruit, and righteousness spring up with it. I pray for blocked doors to be open.” A soft, green light began to glow at his palms, encompassing Hazel’s with warmth. “Mother close all doors of evil over my life and open those doors of Elysia, in alignment with Your will, Amen.”
Reality fragmented around them before it went bright and blinding. The floor dropped out beneath them, and on, blind instinct, wracked with a surge of panic, Hazel shot forward, clinging to Ezra with all their limbs to keep from free-falling.
Ezra’s arms accepted them readily, wrapping tightly around them—one around their back and one beneath their ass to support their weight—but they did not fall. They were simply floating through stars. A galaxy, cold and endless, though Ezra was warm against them. If not for the absolute terror shooting through them, Hazel would have thought it beautiful.
A scream tangled in their throat but before it could escape, sunlight and a sweet breeze greeted them.
“We’re here,” Ezra said gently, clearing his throat as he waited for Hazel to loosen the vice grip they’d trapped him in.
Hazel peeked up at him, their faces unnervingly close, so close that his breath fanned along the bridge of their nose. “Oh.” They dropped down to their feet, embarrassed and unable to drag their eyes away from the wildflowers sprouting around them. “Sorry.” 
“No, don’t be. Are you alright?”
No, they didn’t say, instead, turning to look at the new world they’d landed in.
Standing in the middle of Elysia’s wildflower-speckled field, before a castle that was too big, too pristinely white, Hazel felt so terribly out of place. They felt… small in a way they’d never felt before, like they didn’t belong somewhere so ethereally beautiful, certainly not in their ratty jeans and worn-down band shirt. Shit, should they have dressed nicer after all?
Hazel had somehow fallen headfirst into some fairytale land of make believe, they decided. This was some dream that they’d wake up from, or some deluded fantasy that they’d come out of strapped to a cot with antipsychotics slammed into their veins. Surely that made more sense than the fact that they were in the afterlife.
“This is Elysia,” Ezra murmured almost reverently. His bronze hair warmed in the sunlight where it fell down his back in a neat tail. “Our home.”
Ezra had claimed he didn’t have words for what traveling here would be like, and Hazel agreed, but it seemed they couldn’t find words to do justice for the sheer grandeur of this place either. The land was beautiful, picturesque, something straight from a fairytale, and even more beautiful than any scriptures could have ever made it out to be.
Rolling hills surrounded them for miles, dotted with more wildflowers of every color than anybody could ever hope to count. The sky was the perfect shade of blue, smeared almost expertly with white clouds amongst a brilliant yellow sun.
Before them stood the castle Ezra told them about. Ancient and pristine. Made from white bricks speckled with vines and roses. Massive towers scraped the sky on each corner, the building itself surrounded by gurgling and bubbling rivers of the clearest and darkest water Hazel had ever seen.
A bridge sat high over the widest of the rivers, just as white and resplendent, bringing passage from the fields to the castle itself. Only upon focusing on it did Hazel notice the two people sitting on the edge—a man as pale as the moon with hair as dark as raven feathers, smoking a cigarette and regarding them with wary eyes, and a beautiful woman with dark skin and darker hair smiling sweetly at them, her pink dress fluttering in the breeze, a contrast to the man’s all-black attire.
“Antares and Alrescha—Scorpii and Piscium. You can call them Hadeon and Amelia though,” Ezra explained as he raised a hand to wave to them. Alrescha waved back and Antares gave a friendly nod. “You’ll meet them later. Everybody has very strict instructions to give you space. Hamal too.”
Once inside, Hazel’s eyes darted everywhere, trying to take everything in, unconsciously leaning closer to Ezra as their anxiety began to overwhelm them.
Glossy marble floors in ivory spanned before them for what could have been a mile. Tall walls boasted artwork and statues of each of the Constellites’ respective deities. When their eyes found the artworks of Castor and Pollux, their heart somersaulted in their chest and their stomach flipped. Hazel knew what they had looked like as they had seen the twins in paintings before. But this one… it was actually the twins divine. They both looked so young in these paintings, their faces still soft and hopeful. Castor’s spring bud eyes matched Pollux’s hair and Pollux’s daisy-yellow eyes matched Castor’s flaxen hair, making them two perfectly matching pieces of Castorlux.
Marble stairs sat straight across from them, going back and then splitting into two cases leading up to either side of the balconies above. 
There were paintings lining the west wall as well. Portraits, specifically. They found Ezra’s immediately and smiled at it. He was younger then, hardly a man. He wasn’t smiling, but he looked adorable, his hair just long enough to brush his shoulders and tucked behind an ear, the softness of youth curving around the angles of newfound maturity.
“The castle is divided into wings. On the second floor is a massive garden and every floor overlooks it,” Ezra explained as he began to take them up the stairs. “It also contains the library if you ever need it. The third floor holds the kitchens, the dining halls, and the staff’s quarters. The fourth floor is where all the indoor training grounds and weapon keeps are, though most of us like to train outside. The fifth floor contains all of our wings. The sixth—”
“Our wings?” they whispered.
He nodded. “The wings are divided by direction and then each of us gets our own section of that. They’re made through old magikēs to reflect each Constellite. In theory, the wing should be an ideal home for you. I am in the southwest tower wing and you’re in the center west wing, sandwiched by Deneb and Sadie.” He explained, continuing up the seemingly endless stairs, pausing to let them look at this and that, patient as a saint.
“In the foyer, you probably noticed paintings. Once you’ve slain a daímōn on your own, you’ll sit for your own portrait.” They landed on the fifth floor, and he watched them lean over the iron-wrought balcony to stare at the gardens below, a gasp on their lips. “I’ll show you your wing.”
“Can I see yours first?”
“Of course.” He nodded, took a right.
His wing suited him well, all deep and earthy tones with tall windows to let as much natural light as possible stream in. Bookshelves stretched from the floors to the high ceilings, framing a cozy and inviting sitting room, and the bed looked as big as the ocean, boasting a million throw pillows and what looked like the softest blankets in all of history. Deep green plants and dazzling flowers tastefully littered various shelves and tables, even filling the large and gleamingly white bathroom that Hazel poked their head into. 
The whole place was scented with his energy, all soil and flowers.
Standing there in his wing, all Hazel wanted to do was put on their most comfortable lounging clothes and curl up on the couch with a good book and a hot drink. That suited Ezra though, didn’t it? 
Even here, Hazel found that portraits lined the long wall by the door, each depicting the previous holders of Astrae, spanning back from his most recent predecessor to the one from a millennium ago. Each shared some likeness to the original, the woman prior to Ezra having the same kind eyes and angular face as him, but they were all still varied.
Ezra’s portrait would be moved there one day, they realized.
“What do you think?”
Their lips wobbled into a smile. “It’s very… you. I want to curl up on one of the couches with a book and a big, fluffy dog and just waste the time away.”
He chuckled. “I think that was the idea because it’s how I would most enjoy spending my time.”
Together, they headed back into the hallway and towards the center west wing, past what Ezra pointed out to be Deneb’s suite, towards Castorlux’s.
Castorlux’s chambers were an explosion of color and texture and things. Like the little bit of their actual home turned up to eleven. Every color was a bold gemstone, shining brilliantly, dazzlingly. The air sipped soft with citrus and light.
An iron staircase spiraled up to a loft that held the sleeping area. The bed, like Ezra’s had been, was massive, topped with covers and pillows of varying patterns and colors and material. The wall above it was covered with paintings and photographs of what Hazel guessed, based on the weirdly ancient familiarity they were feeling, were landscapes of varying places throughout Elysia.
Everything about it screamed Hazel. Praised them. Welcomed them. Breathed of them.
Everything felt so open and comfortable and if not for the twin statues of Castor and Pollux by the large windows, Hazel would have called it perfect. They tried not to look at those, their hackles raising when they noticed them staring, watching, unable to imagine they weren’t judging. Even if only statues, it made the twins feel too real, reminding Hazel that those were people they shared a body with, that they were no longer simply a normal human.
“It’s like, what I’ve always wanted my house to look like,” they said, turning their back to the twins.
“It suits you.” Was Ezra’s only judgment.
“And if I wanted to, I could live here?”
He nodded. “You’re welcome here anytime.”
“Who else lives here?”
“Antares and Alrescha do most of the time. They only venture back home every few months or so. Aldebaran, Tegmine, and Regulus live here permanently.”
The Constellites of Scorpii, Piscium, Taurids, Cancri, and Leonis.
Hazel had been studying, cramming over the Gods’ Writ ever since they returned home from their trip. They already knew most of the teachings, but over the years they faded into distant memories, forgotten and lost to years of disinterest. Even if Hazel didn’t decide to join the Constellites, they still figured it important to know their own heritage, hence their free time being spent with their nose buried in the holy scriptures.
Ezra stood awkwardly, leaning against the railing of the spiraling staircase. Not like he was afraid of scaring them away really, but like he was nervous about their reaction.
Hazel bit back a grin—all of this was so overwhelming, but it was impossible to not feel relaxed around Ezra. The bits of his energy that sprinkled out were frenetic with nerves, but they somehow managed to feel at peace with its presence. Probably because it was the only familiar thing here, they mused. “Let’s sit and then you can get on with today’s lecture. Should I have brought a notebook?”
“If you want one, I could get you—”
“Ezra.” They resisted the urge to pat him on the back. They gestured to the two couches tucked in the corner of the sitting area, backdropped by flowered wallpaper and looking to be made from the most luxurious velvet. “It was a joke. Sit. Talk.”
Despite their verbal confidence, Hazel sat down nervously on the green couch, sitting on the very edge with their spine as straight as possible. Ezra looked much more comfortable on the other, mouth opening as if to start right in on his lecture before a knock at the door had them both pausing.
Hazel tensed, head snapping to the offending sound. “I thought you said they’d—”
“There’s no energy, is there?” Ezra asked, a professor with a pop quiz, and when they shook their head and took a breath, he smiled. “It’s just an ággelo.”
An ággelo. When people died and made it across the River and were judged favorably, they were granted entrance to Elysia. They grew wings and would live out their afterlife as an ággelo. 
It made perfect sense that there would be ággelos in the castle. Of course. Hazel knew that.
Entering into the suite was a woman with glorious wings of dove white feathers, her gown a soft pewter color that swept along the floor with every step that she gracefully took. In her hands sat a golden tray topped with a pitcher and glasses and a small plate of fruits and cheeses.
She set it down onto one of the oval tables in front of them before dropping to her knees, setting her palms flat against the floor on either side of her forehead.
“I will extol You, my Gods, and bless Your names forever and ever. Every day I will bless You and praise Your names forever and ever,” she murmured reverently as her body shivered.
Hazel paled. Oh Gods. This woman was bowing to them, worshiping them, as though Hazel was somebody to be worshiped, somebody worth being worshiped.
“Peace be with you. Please, rise,” Ezra said gently, though he must have sensed Hazel’s terror because his voice sounded strained in their ears.
The woman didn’t seem to notice the tension before bowing again and scurrying off.
“What in the fuck was that?” The words rushed from Hazel’s lips breathlessly as panic began to take root, their fingers clenching in the fabric of their pants.
“We’re gods,” Ezra said with a soft frown, a bit of regret pooling in his eyes. “It’s… strange. That takes some getting used to.”
“Apparently.” Hazel stared at the door through which the ággelo had come and went while Ezra went about filling a glass of water, holding it out to them and smiling when Hazel took it automatically, their brain far too scrambled to remember to thank him.
“Some of the others enjoy the worship. Regulus, Deneb, and Hamal all love it. The rest of us simply tolerate it. It’s easier to understand if you think about how you’d handle meeting a god if you were not one yourself.”
It felt silly, just how strongly it hit them then, the position they were in, the title they now held—they hadn’t let themself think of it yet, not truly, not fully, but now, in the face of someone literally bowing to them, uttering prayer and praise to them, them, it all crashed down in full force. They pictured the average person in church praying to them. They pictured their father saying grace to himself before digging into Creation Day dinner and thanking them for the bountiful meal. Pictured an entire kingdom of ággelos under their watch—or their domain? Command? Protection? They didn’t even know what to call it—and the thought pitched almost violently in their throat.
The glass fell from Hazel’s hand—thankfully without shattering—and they caught their whirling head in their hands.
“I’m a literal fucking god.”
Each word fragmented in real time, right alongside Hazel themself.






  
  LAST SUMMER






The summer sun danced against their fair skin but they couldn’t find any warmth in it.
“What’s the matter?” Damon asked, he and Lucas both staring at Hazel with furrowed brows and frowns tugging at their lips.
They shook their head, breath hitching in their throat as they tried to fight back the tears stinging at their eyes. “I don’t know.” And they meant it; they hadn’t the slightest idea what came over them. 
Hazel’s emotions had always been unpredictable, but usually they could at least feel when they were coming up on a bad day or a bad episode. There was usually some kind of build up, some kind of trigger for their frantic emotions, but they didn’t get that this time.
All they had been doing was replacing a turbo. It was a straightforward job—the mounting bolts were pretty rusty and broke, which had been a bitch to extract, but it was nothing that Hazel couldn’t handle.
They had no idea why they’d been pulled so suddenly into a wave of despair. Why tears mysteriously began racing down their cheeks just as they were getting ready to take the old turbo over to the warranty parts shelf. Damon had seen them first, dropping his own wrench and calling for Lucas as he all but dragged Hazel outside. Away from the eyes of the other mechanics, away from all the noise. They should have been grateful for that probably, but gods they couldn’t think past the spiraling misery pooling in their chest.
They long ago got used to the ups and downs of their mental state, but Hazel couldn’t recall a single time in their life that this severe of dread and grief had hit them so quickly. It wasn’t right. It didn’t make sense.
“I feel like I miss somebody.” The words tumbled out of Hazel’s mouth, they could feel their tongue wrapping around them, feel their throat vibrate with the sound of them, but they couldn’t figure out where they came from. 
“Somebody in particular?” Lucas asked, looking just as confused as Hazel felt.
“Yes. I don’t know who t-though.”
When the tears turned into violent, heaving sobs, when Damon’s arms wrapped around them and held them close, when Lucas joined soon after with calming words, Hazel knew it wasn’t as simple as just missing someone they hadn’t seen in a while. It was deeper than that, a soul-aching longing they couldn’t explain.
Somebody was dead. Hazel didn’t know who, but they knew that for certain.






  
  TEN

EZRA






All this time, Ezra had been waiting for Hazel to crumble. He hadn’t wanted them to, of course, but he had seen it coming. In the short few days they’d known each other, he learned to pick up on the little signs of Hazel’s armor. He could see it in the squaring of their shoulders and the hard setting of their jaw, could see them putting on each layer of leather and steel in an attempt to not fall victim to the whirlwind of panic and confusion and terror. But no matter how tall they tried to stand, he knew it was only a matter of time before something slipped by and found a chink in that rusty, dented armor of theirs.
He sat down next to them, pleasantly surprised when they let him bundle them into his arms. Hazel fit into his arms as neatly as he imagined they might—the final piece of a puzzle being snapped into place—but that did little to quell the racing of his heart. In that moment there was nothing he wouldn’t have given to lift their pain, to make sure that they never felt any sort of sorrow or fear again.
He rubbed a soothing hand up and down the length of their arm, holding them tight against his chest. There were things he could have said to them—words of encouragement, promises of paradise—but Ezra decided to keep quiet. Hazel just needed to get this out, to let the blood from an infection that likely had been festering since that day the daímōn attacked.
Chiron would have made them feel better, but that was a line Hazel had drawn vehemently, and one he wouldn’t cross, no matter how badly it hurt him.
He tried uselessly to blink back tears of his own for several minutes before letting them go to run down his cheeks and soak into Hazel’s hair. Having them unravel hurt him just as badly as it would for him to unravel himself. He wanted to scoop up all of their pain and their fears and their insecurity and dump it into the hearth to burn it all away. But he couldn’t do that, and this felt like a bad time for advice or some sort of pep talk. They just needed to feel the feelings they’d been burying down, so he’d be a shoulder for them to do that on.
Whatever would help them the most, he decided.
He stayed silent, running his fingers through their hair, gently working through and around the knots, until their sobbing eventually quieted to sniffling instead, and even then, he waited until Hazel was ready to speak to do anything further.
“I’m sorry,” they whined.
“It’s okay,” he offered, hoping it sounded as reassuring as he wanted it to. “I know that this has all been scary for you.” With the crook of his first finger, he led their chin up until their eyes met his. “You don’t have to be so strong. You’ll only wear yourself out.”
“I feel like an idiot,” they blubbered and very obviously fought back against another bout of tears.
“You’re not an idiot.” With glassy eyes of his own, he gave them a small smile. “When they first brought me here, I locked myself in my chamber for hours. The only thing that brought me out was remembering that I had to get home before my dad got angry.”
“Ezra Isaiah, where the Tar have you been?”
“Sorry, dad. Practice ran late.” He hoped that his face wasn’t as noticeably puffy and red and splotchy as it felt.
“Get your ass in gear, and get your fuckin’ brother to bed.”
“Yes, sir.”
Ezra blinked away the memory, refusing to mourn over his lost childhood. He’d been avoiding those thoughts for years, and had no interest in dredging them up again. Some things were better left alone. Besides, he wasn’t the focus right now, Hazel was. He found it a lot easier to shove the memories down when he had someone else to help.
They leaned back from him and roughly wiped at their eyes with the heels of their hands.
“Hey,” Ezra kept his smile, tugging lightly at one of their curls to get their attention again, “tell me about yourself some more, eh?”
They sniffled, shooting him a baffled look. “Aren’t I here to train?” 
He shook his head. “Not tonight. Next time. There’s no rush for any of this.”
With some coaxing, they started to stutter through a conversation, and the more they relaxed, the more they said. Hazel liked to talk, he realized. They liked to ramble and prattle on about anything and everything. It worked out, he supposed, complimentary even, that he loved to listen. Every once in a while Hazel would pause to ask about him and his life, but it was easy enough to get them going on another tangent within moments. Maybe that was selfish, but he enjoyed hearing Hazel ramble, could have spent days just sitting there listening to the rushing cadence of their voice.
They each settled onto opposite sides of the couch, their knees tucked up, their toes a whisper from one another’s. They ate cheese and fruit and talked about everything from their jobs to philosophy to family.
Ezra didn’t like to talk much about his own family, save for his brother, but it wasn’t fair to ask Hazel to open up when he himself was closed off. So, he eventually relented, telling them of his mom and how kind she’d been before her death—something that had Hazel frowning and apologizing only for Ezra to assure them it was a long time ago. He left any mention of his father at simply, “We’re not close,” and found himself grateful when Hazel didn’t pry. He explained that Noah was his half-brother, born of the marriage that followed his mother’s death, though they were close enough and shared enough of their father’s likeness that it was impossible to tell they only shared half a parental unit’s worth of blood. And then, a bit embarrassingly, he spoke of Noah at length, explaining how he had followed in Ezra’s footsteps when it came to hockey, how he enjoyed mechanics and tinkering, though he struggled more with school. He lamented softly about how he regretted leaving Noah behind. 
Hazel shifted to sit perpendicular to Ezra and rested a hand on top of his knee, grounding him instantly when that old wound began to split open and seep. “You did what you had to do for yourself. You gotta’ put your own oxygen mask on before you can help anybody else with theirs and all that shit, right?”
That was the part that always tripped him up—for himself. Ezra had always struggled with putting himself first, with taking care of his own needs when there were so many others out there that needed help. Logically, he knew it was the healthy thing to do at the time, but had it been the right thing? Was his peace worth Noah’s suffering?
But explaining that meant explaining what that suffering entailed, and he wasn’t ready to talk about that, probably never would be if he was being honest with himself.
When it was time to leave, Hazel went straight into his arms, digging their fingers into the front of his sweater. It wasn’t a fair thought, because they were obviously afraid, but he couldn’t help but like having Hazel like this—close to him, in his arms.
He brought them home and waited until they were safe inside before climbing into his car.
Yeah, he liked having Hazel hold onto him.
That was something to be dissected later, he decided.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I want to actually train,” Hazel told him as soon as they opened the door that Saturday.
Ezra snorted at the sudden demand, a small smile on his lips as he handed them the coffee he’d picked up on the way—black with a single serving of sugar and a single serving of cream, just how he noticed them make their own cup at the cabin.
“American Tims are different,” he said in response, enjoying the baffled look he received at the non sequitur. It only made them look more adorable as they stood in the doorway, confusion writ across their face and dressed in an oversized sweatshirt and leggings. And besides, if they could throw out random demands instead of greetings first thing in the morning, then he figured he could throw out random comments about the absolute disappointment that was an American Tims.
“Yeah, I guess they are,” they muttered in confusion, stepping aside and letting him in. “When I stopped at my first Canadian one last week, I couldn’t believe how much bigger the menu was. Totally not fair. And hey, don’t distract me!” Despite their words, they paused to sip their coffee, and he caught the delight flash across their eyes. “Now, training. I want to actually train. I freaked out on Wednesday and I’m going to keep freaking out. I just need to throw myself into the worst of it and get it over with.”
Ezra raised a brow as he sipped at his peppermint tea, contemplating the idea. Jumping straight into the deep end without testing if they remembered how to swim or not could be a smart idea, or a terrible one, he wasn’t sure which yet. “What are you proposing?”
“You said that energy management was after history. Teach me how to use my energy or whatever. And the teleportation stuff,” they said as an afterthought, “because that sounds cool and useful. Then tomorrow, I want to learn about fighting. That seems cooler.”
He studied them, tried to read their face. They gave no real show of what they may have been feeling, and when he reached out and tried to find their energy, to use it as a gauge, he found nothing. Idly, he wondered if he’d ever get used to that, to not being able to feel them constantly as he could with the other Constellites. There was only the faint energy of Hazel themself. It was similar to a muffled version of Castorlux’s, but somewhere in the lemon and sunshine and laughter there was the ting of engine oil and the sound of a deep bass, backed by something dark that he couldn’t find a name for.
“Okay,” he agreed, hanging his coat on the hook by the door and slipping his shoes onto the mat before following them into the living room.
That was becoming an increasingly easier thing to do as of late, agreeing with Hazel. He wanted them to be comfortable with their new position, sure, but more importantly, he wanted to make them happy. He wasn’t sure he liked the direction his thoughts were starting to take in regards to Hazel.
But it couldn’t be entirely helped, he supposed. Astrae had been waiting all of Ezra’s life to finally find Castorlux, growing increasingly more and more desperate for his lost partners the longer and longer it took for them to Awaken. What worried him more was the way he, Ezra, was beginning to think of Hazel, outside of the lens Astrae cast on them, and how his own lens didn’t look any different.
“I’ll start with the moving along energies bit, because that’s the simplest to explain, I think.” At Hazel’s nod, he sat down and continued. “I told you that we can travel along each other’s energies. We can also go to Elysia and back. When we return, we return to wherever we left from. So for example, if I traveled to Hadeon’s energy right now in Elysia, and then came back to Earth, I’d come back here into your house.”
“Why?” They raised a curious brow.
“Our energy leaves a sort of lingering signature, so it gives us something to follow.”
“That all sounds so… fantasy bookish.”
He smiled. “It does. Rukbat can teleport anywhere and return anywhere, but that’s because it’s part of her gift, just like my healing is part of mine.”
“She must save a lot on gas then.”
Ezra laughed.
“So,”—Hazel leaned just the smallest bit towards him, and he caught the scent of their shampoo. Lemon and eucalyptus, if his nose was any good. He liked it entirely too much—“what is energy? You’ve explained some of it, but I don’t really get it.” Their brows pinched together and their cheeks warmed to a soft pink that Ezra also found himself liking entirely too much. 
“Our energy is what makes us,” Ezra started. “It’s a very abstract concept, so it’s easier to picture it like an element, the way that Hamal taught you to.” Ezra, personally, pictured it like air, though he knew that blood was another good metaphor for it, as Antares usually suggested. “It’s us at our core, our signature, you could call it. Kind of like an aura.”
“Is it us, or is it the Constellites?”
“Yes,” Ezra answered with a smirk, earning a snort and roll of Hazel’s eyes in return. “Our energy remains after Awakening, but it mixes itself with our Constellite’s. A combination of both.”
“Gotcha’.”
“Constellite energy is a stronger, more amplified version of mortal energy. Mortals do have energy, but it’s very subtle. If you’ve ever noticed it, it’s generally referred to as a vibe. You know, like when you get bad vibes from somebody?”
They nodded.
“It has several uses. Firstly, it’s a tracker. It’s how we can find one another,” he said, the memory of Hazel’s fresh energy slamming into him at the clinic coming to mind. “We can feel each other’s energies at all times, though the intensity of it can be affected by a lot of things, like distance and muting, that’s when we can sort of block others from sensing it as strongly. To some degree, we can all mute our energy, but you’re the first Constellite that we know of who can mute it completely.”
“I’m just that special, aren’t I?”
You’re more special than any of us could have ever predicted, he thought, just barely keeping the words from spilling out.
“There’s a reason for it, I’m sure.” He banked the flames of his feelings, focusing more on the information at hand. “It can also be used for signaling. As our emotions change, so does the way our energy feels. That’s both good and bad, though.” He cringed, remembering the day that Zuban had passed, how overwhelming it had been to feel everybody else’s grief on top of his own. “Those born of water—Alrescha, Tegmine, and Antares—get that end of it the worst since they’re more sensitive to emotions than the rest of us. That’s mostly why we learn to mute at all, so we don’t overwhelm one another. The last main use, which we already touched on, would be for travel. We can travel along energy paths. Kinda’ like how you and I went to Elysia? If you can feel somebody else’s energy, you can travel to it in the same way.”
“How come when you came to me last week, you drove then? You could have just like,” their brows furrowed and they waved a hand through the air, “teleported to my energy, right?”
Ezra could feel his cheeks warm. That was something that he had thought of later, and something the others hadn’t hesitated to bring up and tease him for. “That’s how Sadie and Hamal got to you,” he said with a sheepish smile, trying not to feel like a complete dolt. “To be honest, I could have. Should have, actually. But Astrae—well, he was kind of… overwhelming. It was hard to think clearly.”
Hazel stared at him owlishly, and he desperately hoped they wouldn’t ask him to elaborate on what exactly Astrae had been feeling that had him so out of sorts. Instead, he focused on the feelings in his chest now, his own and Astrae’s, and pushed some of his energy towards Hazel, watching their eyes widen. “Describe mine to me,” Ezra ordered gently, eager to know just how much they could feel even with their own locked so tightly away.
They weren’t breathing, but he could tell they were feeling it. “A garden. The pages of a book turning. It’s like sitting in a pretty garden in the springtime with butterflies everywhere.”
Despite his own lack of desire to do so, he shifted his thoughts from Hazel to his father, letting rage and hurt swarm his heart like a hive of angry hornets. “Now?”
They leaned towards him, and their nose scrunched. “It feels mostly the same… but now I feel like I’m stuck inside, looking out at the garden because it’s raining too hard to sit in it.” Their brows furrowed. “That doesn’t make sense.”
Ezra had understood what they meant.
Shamefully, he let his thoughts wander to another direction, pictured himself leaning forward and capturing Hazel’s lips with his own. It was for their education, he reminded himself, even as his ears grew warm. This was not some indulgent fantasy—
“Now I’m in the garden with somebody,” Hazel whispered, their cheeks pink.
And then Ezra cleared his thoughts and pulled back on his energy. “Good.” His voice didn’t crack, but it was a struggle to reign himself in enough to sound put together again. “You have some idea of how the feeling part of it works. I want you to test it as a tracker.”
“How do we do that?”
A playful smirk spread across his lips. “Hide and seek.”
They scoffed. “The kid’s game?”
“Exactly that. I want you to close your eyes and count to thirty. Once you get there, come find me using only your ability to sense my energy. Don’t look for me—feel for me.” He paused as he stood from the couch, his smirk growing into a wide grin. “Also, as a warning, I have a little brother, so you should know that I am very good at this.”
Bemused, they nodded, closed their eyes.
“One…two…”
Ezra took off. He had never been in any part of Hazel’s home except for the living room and their private shop, so he didn’t really have a plan of where to go, but as soon as he passed by a window, an idea sparked in the back of his mind. As quietly as he could manage, he made it out of the back door and headed towards Hazel’s truck, climbing into the bed and encasing himself in utter darkness when he closed the tailgate as gently as he could.
A minute passed, and then two, as he waited for Hazel. He gave them a helping hand and let his energy flow freely, unbound and unmuted.
Eventually, he heard a door open, followed by the sound of feet padding across asphalt.
The tailgate dropped open a moment later, and Hazel’s face appeared, smiling.
“That’s easier than I thought it’d be.”
He shimmied his way out. “Once you get used to everybody’s energies, it is easy.” They shut the tailgate, and led him back towards the warm safety of their house. “What will be the trickiest is learning to manage your own energy.” At the worry furrowing their brow, he offered a reassuring smile. “That’s hard for every Constellite to learn.”
“I don’t want to—”
“It won’t be like when Hamal forced it out of you,” Ezra promised as he took a seat once more on the couch. Hazel sat next to him, maintaining a safe sort of distance, eying him like they weren’t sure if they should trust him or not. “I don’t have it in me to push you like that. I’m going to train you exactly as I was taught.” 
Hamal’s way would have been easier, perhaps—to make their emotions explode, to push their energy out, then learn to control it from there—but Ezra just couldn’t do it. Not like that. This was one of those rare moments where he would be more comfortable to damn efficiency. 
“Give me your hand. It’ll help.”
His words must have comforted them enough, because they did so without hesitation, placing their hand in his.
He hadn’t really noticed it before when they traveled to Elysia, but Hazel’s hand was small, just like the rest of them was. It wasn’t dainty or soft like a woman’s hand. The fingers were widened from years of turning wrenches, and the skin was calloused from a lifetime of hard and tough work, rough just like his own. It fit nicely in his own hand. He liked it there.
“Energy isn’t necessarily a physical thing, not like you would think at least, but for the sake of learning, I want you to picture it moving through your veins like blood. It doesn’t move through your veins but pretend that it does.” They closed their eyes to focus better, their lashes kissing at their cheeks, and Ezra tried not to get distracted with counting their freckles. “Imagine it moving from your heart and down your arm, keep moving it until it comes to your hand and push it into mine.”
For several moments, only silence filled the room as Hazel concentrated on the task at hand, their fingers squeezing around his hand tighter. After another minute or so, they loosed a breath and frowned. “It’s not working, is it?”
“I think it’s stuck,” he confirmed, reaching out with his own senses to try and feel anything from Hazel, only to find it empty. “You have it totally muted. You’re blocking it off from me.”
“How do I unmute it?”
“That’s what we have to figure out.” He thought for a moment, absentmindedly tapping his thumb on the back of Hazel’s hand. “Close your eyes again.” They did. “Picture there being a wall up around yourself. Tear that wall down.”
Their teeth ground, brow furrowing in concentration. Ezra wanted to smooth a finger over their jaw and tell them to relax, but he didn’t want to distract them when they were trying so hard to learn. He made a mental note to put the training aside tonight and do something fun. Something to relax them again after such a tiring day. He wasn’t sure what to do, as he tended to like staying in while Hazel seemed the type of person to go out, but he was sure there had to be something they would both enjoy. He wracked his brain, trying to remember sights and places in Buffalo as he’d only ever—
Wind rushed against his palms and lemon blossomed in the air.
“There you go,” Ezra gasped out, pride swelling in his chest at the sudden sensations blooming from Hazel. He squeezed their hand, kept that connection there, and pushed his energy towards it. He should not be doing that, he should have left his energy out of the equation altogether so that Hazel could focus on their own.
But Astrae had woken from his nap, flower-crowned and desperate.
Like two snakes twisting around one another, their energies met.
Astrae stared at the sky, basked in the warm light that Goddess Iliakó Fos had gifted unto him. Castor sat at the crown of his head, weaving flowers together and streaking them through his hair, while Pollux sat beside them, idly twirling a little whirlwind in his open palm.
“Astrae.” 
Castor leaned over him until he blocked the skies, became the skies, became the world around him. Castor, sweet Castor. Pollux, resilient Pollux. Twin suns filling the sky of Astrae’s life with their blinding light.
“Will we be together for all of every eternity?”
Ezra watched as Hazel raised their head, their eyes opening slowly, the right as golden as dawn and their left was as green as spring grass.
“Will we be together for all of every eternity?” Hazel whispered dazedly, like the words were pulled out of them without permission.
As soon as the last word fell from their lips, their eyes blew wide, and they retracted at once, scrambling back on the couch, slamming that wall back down so quickly it punched a gasp from him. His heart lurched in his chest, Astrae lurched in his chest, and sent him surging forward, reaching for Castorlux, for Hazel. They tumbled back with a squeak, and Ezra just barely managed to catch himself on his hands and knees, Hazel sprawled out beneath him, their hair a fan of flames around their head, curls just barely brushing his fingers. 
“Yes, yes. Always.”
They stared at one another for a small eternity. 
“That wasn’t me.” Hazel finally said, their voice strangled.
Ezra couldn’t move. Astrae held him firmly in place, a protective barrier against Castorlux’s fear, a lover over Castorlux’s body.
When Pollux kissed him finally, it was rough, obstinate, desperate. Astrae kissed him back with an open mouth, shared in his desperation, relished in it. Love. He was mad with it. They all were. It was everything—a universe filling his chest, stretching to his fingertips and toes, spilling from his pores to surround them entirely. His fingers dragged lower, made gooseflesh from the soft bellies, and then went lower yet, found Castor and Pollux in all of their glories. He wanted all of them, craved all of them, wanted to open himself up and let them both devour him until there was nothing left but his love beating in their hearts.
“No, it wasn’t,” Ezra hissed through the steam of Astrae’s memory, then shifted himself back to the opposite side of the couch so they wouldn’t see the physical evidence of where Astrae’s memories had been turning. Astrae clawed inside of him, pushing against his ribs as if he could physically bring them closer again, but Ezra held him back with gritted teeth and a strained smile. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know it would be that intense on either of us. That was Castorlux. Did you see their memory?”
“I think so.” They spoke slowly, cautiously, as though they were afraid of it happening again, of words that weren’t theirs falling from their lips. “Is that normal?”
“Very. I see Astrae’s memories often.” He knew the others often found comfort in their deities’ memories, but Ezra usually found them disorienting. Not confusing—he understood them with an alarming amount of clarity—but they raised forth emotions that didn’t make sense from Ezra, emotions that didn’t fit into whatever it was he was doing when the memories hit.
“It was weird. It scared the shit outta’ me, but it also felt so… nostalgic?”
“Yeah, it’s usually like that for me too.”
Hazel chewed at their lip, picked at the skin around their fingers, and this time Ezra had to hold himself back from reaching for them, from taking their hands in his and soothing the anxious sores. “Astrae was close to Castor and Pollux, then?”
“They were all close.”
“But closer than the others?”
He considered the question for a moment, not wanting to scare Hazel, but also not wanting to rile Astrae back up.  “Yeah, they were—” Lovers, “—good friends.” 
Hazel nodded, but didn't say anything else. Ezra wondered if they saw through his answer, saw it for what it was: a lie. Not a full one, of course, but he was leaving out a great deal of additional information. He’d tell them the rest in time, when they had a better grip on all of this.
For now, they tried to resume the training, at Hazel’s shaky insistence.
Energy training all but came to a standstill, Hazel’s wall entirely impenetrable no matter how much they seemed to internally beat away at it. They were too afraid of losing control of themself again, and as such they refused to lower it, even subconsciously. At the very least, Ezra continued to teach them the theory of energy and how it worked. Their distress remained palpable, but they did seem to relax some, letting his lecture on the principles of energy lull them back down from the clouds.
“Why is the grief so… intense?” they asked when he had begun to explain that when a Constellite dies, the rest can feel it from wherever they are, and that it’s usually intense enough to bring everybody to their knees.
His brows furrowed. “We don’t want to see each other die. We’re all pretty close.”
“No, like, I get that.” They picked at a cuticle. “Like, you’re all friends so it’ll hurt, but you know that you’ll see each other again in the next life, so there’s that, right?”
“That’s a good point.” He nodded, tapping a finger on his knee as he thought about the best way to explain it for Hazel to understand. “It kind of ties into the memory thing, I think. When a Constellite dies, the gods inside us are sort of remembering the first time that it happened. You could say that each death forces us to feel what the first round of them did when it first happened.”
Ezra hadn’t realized that he was backing himself into such a corner. If Hazel asked anymore questions, they could come really close to the whole repeating lives thing, and that wasn’t something that he had wanted to bring up quite yet. That was entirely too much to dump into Hazel’s lap right now. They weren’t ready for it. He wasn’t sure if they understood the gravity of it, of just how much of the Constellites’ lives they would be repeating. They knew that they were a Constellite, he knew they had Castorlux’s memories whenever Castorlux thought to share them with Hazel, but did they know that they were destined to experience Castorlux’s fate? That they would eventually die, just as Castorlux did, by getting taken down from where they’d been soaring through the air and falling to their death? Only a year or so after Ezra would die saving them in another battle?
Ezra had long since made peace with the fact that Astrae was going to kill Ezra to save Castorlux, or that he’d die trying to save Hazel. He may not know how, but he knew his death would be for them, and he knew Hazel couldn’t handle that knowledge right now on top of everything else.
He’d tell them in due time.
It was lucky for him that dinnertime was approaching and that Hazel seemed too tired to keep this up, considering they didn’t press for any further information.
“We should do something. A reward for today,” Ezra said with a smile, nudging his foot against theirs to grab their attention.
Hazel grimaced, rolled their eyes. “A reward for what? I didn’t do shit.”
“I don’t agree with that.” He shook his head as he stood, offering them a hand if only to feel their fingers in his again. In a surprising display of trust, they took it and let him haul them up.
“What did you want to do?”
“Depends. Did you want to stay in, or go out?” He hated making plans on the fly, ever the planner, but for them, he’d make something work.
Still, he very nearly released a sigh of relief when Hazel said, “In. I’d like to stay in. Today was…a lot.”
“Perfect. I’ll make us something to eat.”
They blinked incredulously at him, shaking their head a bit. “Are you insane?” Ezra pursed his lips to keep himself from laughing at the way they jutted their free hand out at him, his expression only making them sputter further. “You come to my house as a guest, and you want to cook dinner?”
He grinned, hoping it came off more cocky than sheepish. “I like to cook.”
“Ignoring the fact that that doesn’t make it any better literally at all, I haven’t really,” they raised the hand that he wasn’t holding to rub at the back of their neck, “grocery shopped in a little while.” He took a moment to study them—their worn T-shirt and leggings, their thin legs and bare feet—and decided it’d be best not to push. They’d had a long enough day, and Ezra knew how exhausting energy work could be in the beginning. “I’ll order us food then,” he said, squeezing their hand. “Find a movie that you want to watch.”
They both sat back on the couch, Hazel’s grip leaving his to scroll through a streaming service on the big TV. It left his hand blisteringly cold, so he distracted himself with finding somewhere to order from. After deciding on somewhere nearby that sounded good, he ordered himself a black bean Greek burger and handed Hazel the phone to input their own order.
“Are you vegan?” they asked, raising a brow when they saw the final cart.
Ezra hummed, taking the phone back and placing the order. “No. Not ethically. I just prefer to eat as clean as I can.” They didn’t comment, and Ezra tucked his phone away after receiving a verification. “Decide on a movie?”
“Is this okay?” They used the remote to gesture to the TV, the cursor hovering over a comedy film from the nineties.
“I love that movie. I haven’t seen it in forever.” He smiled, settled back against the couch.
The upbeat opening track from the movie filled the room. Hazel’s arm brushed against Ezra’s.
Everything would be okay, he realized. Everything was going to work out exactly the way that Mother had intended, because for every rise into panic there were these landing lulls that Ezra and Hazel could find each other in, and just enjoy each other’s company.
He would grab onto those lulling moments as hard as he could, enjoying their warmth while he still had the chance to.






  
  5 YEARS PRIOR






As Ezra sat down in the chair set next to the hospital bed, he couldn’t help but think about how bad Antares looked, a difficult feat for somebody as devastatingly beautiful as he was. His already pale skin had turned sickly and his dazzling amethyst eyes were bloodshot and sunken, rimmed with dark circles as he blinked hazily up at him.
Ezra took the cloth he’d dampened with cool water and blotted it over Antares’ forehead.
“You s-should go, malia,“ Antares murmured, though he kept holding onto Ezra’s free hand with a grip so tight it hurt.
Ezra could feel the tears burning in his eyes and blinked them back. “I’m not going anywhere, Hadeon, not ever.”
Though obviously pained, the other man managed to smile through his shivering. “You haven’t c-called me that in forever. Not s-s-since—“
“I know.” Ezra brushed his sweat-soaked hair from his forehead. 
“I miss you,” Hadeon whispered, quiet and broken, and a familiar ache bloomed in Ezra’s chest.
“I know.”
Things with Antar—Hadeon were complicated and Ezra imagined they always would be, but no matter what happened between them, no matter how many more times Hadeon relapsed, Ezra couldn’t imagine not having him in his life. 
“Stay?”
He brushed a finger along the too-sharp edge of Hadeon’s cheekbone. 
“Always.” 






  
  ELEVEN

HAZEL






When Hazel awoke from the first night of peaceful slumber they’d had in several days, their sleepiness was quick to give way to total irritation.
They were on the couch, where they had apparently slept for the night. That itself wasn’t too unusual, considering how often they knocked out on the couch with Lucas every other week. No, the unusual thing was Ezra, the absolute bastard, having apparently tucked them in and then fallen asleep on the loveseat. Too polite, Hazel assumed, to wake them up to ask for the couch or where the guest room was, or Tar, even wandering around to find it himself.
At least they could find a bit of spiteful amusement in the fact that he looked horrendously uncomfortable.
The loveseat was entirely too small for the amount of space the giant took up, proven by the way Ezra’s hips turned up strangely and his ass pressed up against the arm so his legs could dangle over it. He had one arm crossed over his eyes and nose, the other falling off the edge, fingers floating barely an inch above the floor.
Idiot, they thought with a snort. Their feet found the carpeted floor easily enough. They grabbed onto the arm of the couch—the one that would have better suited him between all of the furniture choices in this room for its length—and worked forth a few loud cracks from their spine before finally taking the stairs to the bathroom.
Relieved and freshened up, they took a moment to admire Ezra over the upstairs railing. His arm had shifted at some point since they left, and they noticed just how at peace he looked in his sleep, his pretty face silvered with early morning light.
Hazel wasn’t sure why they had awoken so early, but they were glad for it as it meant that they could surprise him with breakfast.
They ordered from a fancy bakery nearby, taking their time in picking out a peppermint tea and a vegetarian breakfast wrap for the idiot on the couch. The coffee pot gurgled in the background, their breakfast of a sort.
When they went back to the living room after a few moments of sporadic cleaning to keep themself busy, they found Ezra sitting upright and rubbing sleep away from his eyes.
“Mornin’.”
He grunted, looking up at them with bleary eyes.
“Not a morning person, I take it?” They flattened their lips together to try and contain the snicker building behind them.
Like a grumpy child, he ignored them, and got up instead to drag himself up to the bathroom.
“It’s cold down here,” he muttered when he returned, grabbing the blanket from the loveseat and wrapping it around himself. He looked very much like the teenager who had been woken early on a Saturday to do house chores, and Hazel found it increasingly difficult not to laugh. He’d woken earlier than them those few days at the cabin, so Hazel had always expected him to be a morning person. Maybe he’d been forcing himself up early. But why? For their sake?
Hazel frowned at the idea.
“It’s a lot warmer in the guest room.” Hazel chided before taking a loud slurp of their coffee.
“Didn’t wanna’ wake ya.”
“I hope your back hurts for being such an idiot.”
They ate together in silence, basking in the quiet of an early Sunday morning. And when Hazel finally showed him out—promising to see him Tuesday for more training—they made the decision that they were afraid of him. Not of Astrae, but of Ezra himself.
It was an easy decision, more of a realization really.
There was a thread that ran between the two of them, tying together Castorlux and Astrae. A thread they didn’t quite know the scope of yet. So yeah, that scared them, overwhelmed them with history and memories and age-old longing. But, more dangerously, a second thread had started to form, sprouting from Hazel’s body like a weed and latching itself onto Ezra. 
Astrae and Castorlux’s cord they could deal with, they had no choice but to deal with it. It was tangled in a lifetime’s worth of twine, twisted and tightened so strongly that Hazel doubted even the scissors of the Fates could cut it. So fine, sure, they could figure out how to deal with that one, figure out how to handle it without it hurting.
But this one… they didn’t want this thread. The one that wrapped around Hazel’s frantically beating heart and followed Ezra out when he left.
This thread was dangerous. They couldn’t afford another lifeline cut.
Time began to pick up and despite their fears, Ezra became their new normal. Every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Saturday he appeared at their house after work, that stupid soft smile on his face as soon as they opened the door. They’d train. They’d tease. They’d laugh. They’d cry. Hazel wanted to hate it, but they couldn’t get enough.
The only reprieve they got was when Thanksgiving rolled around. Ezra had already celebrated his the month prior, apparently, but he gave Hazel space to be with their dads for the holiday, and seemed happy enough to listen to the stories that came from the complete chaos of the Friendsgiving dinner they’d hosted the night before.
They also managed to sneak in some time with Silas. On an impulsive whim, they’d texted Ezra and asked for him to get ahold of the other wind Constellite and ask that he come to visit. To their surprise, just the next day he had apparently asked Ha-eun—Rukbat, Constellite of… Sagittarii! Hazel remembered proudly—to send him to Hazel’s house with her fancier portals. 
“You wished to see me,” he said as soon as he appeared, plopping down on the floor in front of Hazel’s couch with his back ramrod straight against the seat cushions.
“I did,” they answered, taking their own place on the couch beside him.
“Why?”
They shrugged their shoulders, though he couldn’t see it from where he was staring down at the floor. “Bored, and you seem cool.”
He didn’t answer, but he didn’t look like he wanted to leave either. Unsure, maybe, but not uncomfortable, and Hazel could work with that.
They leaned forward, tugging lightly on a long strand of his tangled blue hair. “Your hair looks like shit, Silas,” they commented with a laugh, though their heart broke for him. He looked like he was really struggling to take care of himself, and Hazel had some nagging feeling in their chest to help. 
“I tried to brush it.”
“And what happened?”
“The brush. It broke.”
Hazel hummed, tilting their head to try and get a look at his face. “So why not get a new brush?”
His head whipped around and for a moment he only stared at them, silver eyes owlishly wide. In truth, Hazel couldn’t tell if he was even seeing them, or if he was looking at something beyond them. “The brush broke. I know what that means. Everything else will break. Nobody else can see that, but I can, Hazel. I can.” His words came out in a rushed whisper, and the smallness of it cracked something in Hazel’s heart. 
“Oh.” Hazel frowned before catching themself. “Hate when that happens. What if you let me fix it up for ya? I have a special brush that can’t break.”
Silas frowned at them, climbing to his feet when they did, following like a little puppy towards the stairs. “A special brush?”
“Very special.” It wasn’t really a lie. It was a brush designed for curly hair, but it’d work on regular hair too. “C’mon.”
And so Hazel had coaxed Silas into the shower and then sat and meticulously worked out the snarls that had formed in the time he’d gone without caring for it. 
He was… strange, but Hazel liked him. A lot. They enjoyed their quiet evening with Silas before he returned home, and they couldn’t help hoping he had enjoyed it too. Maybe they could make more nights like this, if he wanted. If anyone knew how important it was to have some kind of quiet support system, it was Hazel. Lucas had made sure of that.
The energy training was going well, too. Hazel had to really work to get over their fear of Castorlux, a feat really, but Ezra had been there every step of the way to cheer them on and to hold their hand, both figuratively and literally. And it worked. It was slowly getting easier to let down the wall and to let Castorlux flow freely, though that came with its own complications.
The more they allowed their energy out, the more regularly the memories and dreams would come. It seemed that letting themself live with Castorlux in tow meant having to see the world the way Castorlux had.
Like how Ezra looked an awful lot like Astrae. There were differences there—Astrae’s hair was wavy but Ezra’s was straight, and where Astrae was lithe and lean and androgynous, Ezra was huge, all muscle with a little softness in his belly. All of the Constellites, with the exception of Hazel, had always carried some defining characteristics of their respective deity, but Ezra could have been a clone for how closely he mirrored the Virgin God.
Not truly a virgin though, they thought with a grimace. Those memories came eventually, waking Hazel from a dead sleep and leaving them hot and flustered. They wondered if Ezra had those memories too. He hadn’t mentioned them, but they figured if Castorlux had made them remember, then Astrae likely made Ezra. It was a struggle on those days to look Ezra in the eye without seeing Astrae’s pleasure in the creases of his face.
Hazel shook the thoughts from their mind, glancing down at their phone as it vibrated across the table in the break room of the shop.
Elysia tomorrow? Hamal wants to train with you and won’t leave me alone.
They thought it over for a moment, chewing their lunch slowly as they did. It’d been nice just having Ezra over all the time, but they probably should return to Elysia at some point. They’d have to get used to it eventually, and didn’t they tell him it’d be better just to jump in head first?
Yea, that sounds good!
A shadow cast over their phone, and Hazel slammed it down on the table just as Lucas’ head popped into view. “You texting your boyfriend?”
Hazel rolled their eyes. “I told you, he’s not my boyf—“
“Just the guy you spend every waking moment with.”
“I do not,” Hazel emended, and then smiled, course-correcting the conversation. “Beers tonight?”
“Obviously.”
It worked. He left them alone for the time being. Hazel supposed they couldn’t blame Lucas for the teasing, as they had very suddenly cut the time they spent together in half with no real explanation. Ezra’s just a classmate, they’d said, we’re working on a big project, and they’d left it at that.
Lucas followed behind them on their way home and hopped into the shower in the guest bedroom while Hazel took to the master bath. They met in the living room, flipped on the TV, and enjoyed some cold ones. 
Still, Lucas had a way of wheedling information out of Hazel, and Hazel found it was so easy to fall into conversation about Ezra when they were three beers deep in a comfortable buzz.
“And you’d like him, seriously! He’s super sweet and a little weird, but like, he grew up on a farm and loves hockey. He played when he was younger. You two would totally get along.”
Lucas raised a brow, gave them a sly grin. “You two fuck yet?”
Hazel rolled their eyes and tried to ignore how warm their cheeks went. “It’s not like that.”
Though Castorlux sure thought it was. They were terribly in love with Astrae. It might have been nice of Ezra to warn them about that. Hazel often saw memories that included everybody, but there was a special light to the ones that featured Astrae.
They made Hazel feel unsettled. And horny. But mostly unsettled.
“We’re just friends.”
“Okay.” He kept on grinning and laughed when Hazel chucked a pillow at his head, catching it easily. “Aren’t you gay anyways?”
They pinched the bridge of their nose. “Mostly. Sleeping with him wouldn’t change that.”
“True. So you are thinking of sleeping with him then?“ Hazel kicked him, listened as his raucous laughter filled the room, glared at him when his gaze softened. “But I am being, like, half serious. You should sleep with him. I haven’t seen you this happy in a while.”
They had been feeling better, hadn’t they? They’d wept pitifully in Ezra’s arms as the full weight of what their life actually was had hit them, but since then, it was slowly becoming less of a trainwreck and more of an understanding of self. Things about Hazel—specifically the things that had always confused them—were beginning to make sense.
Of course, they’d never really understood themself—there were the souls of two ancient gods racketing around with Hazel’s, mingling with Hazel’s.
Of course, they’d never felt at home in their body—they were playing house to the souls of two men alongside their own.
Of course, they could never seem to shake off a fight or flight response—there were two godly beings in their body that wanted to take off from Hazel’s mundane life and protect mankind.
Of course, they were constantly grieving—they had spent twenty-eight years inadvertently keeping those two gods locked up and away from their brethren.
Were Castor and Pollux solely to blame for Hazel’s unstable nature? Probably not. But they may have been a sort of catalyst that made the instability worse. 
Castor and Pollux drew the short straw, Hazel mused as they chugged the rest of their beer. Sucks for them.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hazel doubted they’d ever get used to traveling to Elysia, to floating through some sort of space and landing in the afterlife. Ezra had offered to teach them how to do it on their own, but they’d pushed it off, too afraid of fucking it up and getting lost somewhere in that endless star-speckled black. Instead, standing in their front hallway, Ezra opened his arms, ready to take them in.
It was a strange and heady thing to put themself into the arms of another. For years they had pushed away anything that could have been construed as intimacy of any kind. Lucas had shoved past that, made his way into their heart, but he had been the only one.
They breathed him in as subtly as they could—bergamot and sage and peonies and a little bit of soil. He had once described Awakening as a sort of coming home, and it bothered them quite a lot when the thought “no, this was,” flitted across their mind as they felt his arms come around them. Was that Castorlux’s thinking, or was it Hazel’s? They hated how easily that line was starting to blur.
Ezra kept a hand at the small of their back, the other cradling the back of their head, keeping it close to his chest, as stars twirled around them, as galaxies and cosmos danced. He prayed and his voice filled their skull like flowers sprouting from the earth. Their arms, wrapped tight around his waist, held onto him like a vice. It might have been embarrassing how badly they shook in his hold if it weren’t for Castorlux rejoicing so loudly at being in Astrae’s arms.
Hazel opened their eyes when the scent of wildflowers filled the air, and they forced themself to let Ezra go, to pull back despite the way Castorlux tried to cling to his shirt for a moment longer.
The castle was just as imposing as it had been the last time they’d visited, just as much of a fairytale. This time, however, a different Constellite sat beneath the bridge, pants shoved up to his knees and feet dipped into the water. He was lying back on the riverside, holding a book overhead, his hair pooled around his head, weaving its way through flower stems and spears of grass, like snow or dove’s feathers, white as fresh innocence.
Likely sensing them, his head turned to the side, and from across the field Hazel was met with eyes so light a shade of blue they were jarring against his dark brown skin, met with a smile as soft as it was serene.
“That’s Tegmine.” Ezra offered him a friendly wave and he lifted a hand towards them both in return.
“Constellite of Cancri. God of Cancer. Samuel, right?” Hazel asked after wracking their brain, hoping they were remembering all of the others’ names correctly. Judging by Ezra’s pleased grin, they’d gotten at least that one correctly.
Samuel returned to his book, happy enough, apparently, to let Hazel come to him when it suited them. They appreciated that sort of understanding.
“The others have been going mad waiting on you,” Ezra said as he led them towards the stoned bridge. “And I’m not telling you that as a guilt trip, or anything. I still want you to meet them on your terms, I just thought it’d be worth mentioning that you have a group of friends who adore you the moment that you’re ready for it.”
Hazel didn’t really know how to feel about that yet, so they just nodded. They had always liked the idea of community, of belonging, so maybe it wouldn’t be too bad. But there was always that age-old anxiety whispering in their ear that they were going to fuck it up, lose more people, disappoint more people. It made it difficult to accept that belonging in the first place, no matter how much they wanted it. 
They cut through the first level of the castle, going around the sweeping staircase rather than up it. Hazel was about to ask where they were going when they came to a massive door and Ezra shoved it open, bringing them to a field of rolling green hills, sans the flowers that Hazel had begun to associate with Elysia.
The field was mostly empty, save for Gabriel, who stood in the middle, beaming the moment his eyes locked onto Hazel’s.
A torrent of words streamed from his lips, every single one indiscernible to Hazel, as they made their way to him.
“I am happy that you’ve made it home to us, my little storm,” Ezra translated softly against their ear, making them jump, and they could feel him smiling. “He forgets his English when he’s too excited.”
As soon as they were close enough, Gabriel swept them into the air in a tight and warm embrace, surrounding them in smoldering logs and soot and hot peppers before they had time to process any of it. A laugh, one that was carefree and jovial, rumbled in his burly chest, drawing with it a matching one from Hazel’s own throat. Whatever fear had dug its claws into them the last time Gabriel tried to hug them was gone, replaced only with that happy belonging Ezra had mentioned.
Gabriel lowered them enough that, while their feet still floated above the soil, their eyes were level with one another’s, then pressed loving and loud kisses to their cheeks, a smile burning in his eyes.
“Has the pretty bunny trained you at all?”
They turned their head, found Ezra’s face flushed, and gathered that he was not so fond of that particular nickname. Which sucked for him, because Hazel absolutely would remember that.
Resting their hands on Gabriel’s shoulders—not that they’d even need to, with his strong hands wrapped around their waist they were in no risk of falling—they pushed forward, focusing on their palms, on what Ezra had taught them.
Their energy moved like blood in their veins, as Gabriel had told them to picture it when he’d shown up to their cabin, and sought out the blistering scorch of Gabriel’s energy. His flames reacted to their wind, igniting larger, all-consuming.
Castor and Pollux took an indulgent moment to admire the great warrior before them. God Hamal stood there, exceeding in strength, a savior of cities and golden-helmed. Boisterous in smile, fierce and untamed and teeming with a boundless and mighty power.
“Brothers, suns of the sea, saviors of sailors.” His smile only widened with each word, his face haloed in golden sunlight. He was golden. Radiant as the sun. “You’ll guide me on this journey, will you not?”
There was a friendship between them already, one between Hamal and Castorlux that made Hazel feel as though they had known Gabriel for all of their life and loved him for just as long. Another thread, Hazel thought, withholding a grimace. 
“Your winds grow, piccola tempesta,“ Gabriel said, his laughter filling the air, scattering birds from nearby trees. “But has he taught you to fight?”
They shook their head as he finally set them down, putting their hands on their hips. “Does he need to? I know how to fight.”
Gabriel snorted, dropping his hand so heavily on Hazel’s shoulder they nearly stumbled beneath the weight. “Fightin’ daímōns isn’t a street brawl, il mio piccolo fuoco. Though, you did a good enough job with your little knife.”
They cringed at the reminder. They’d been actively working on forgetting that particular memory, forgetting the way they’d drawn more than a healthy dose of blood from Ezra in a moment of panic.
Lucky for them, Gabriel didn’t linger on it, shaking them lightly by the shoulder as he puffed out his chest. “I will teach you to fight properly.”
“You’re going to regret it when I kick your ass.” They forced a smile, shaking away the image of their knife sticking out from Ezra’s ribs, the blood, the way he’d gone pale as the moon, pale as them.
He laughed, slung a heavy arm over their shoulders and turned them both to face Ezra. “Astrae and I will fight first, and you will watch.”
That explained why Ezra was dressed in athletic wear, then. Hazel had dressed in workout gear as well, but it wasn’t nearly so nice looking or flattering, just a tank top and leggings. Something comfortable that they could move around in, should the need to do so come up. 
But Ezra? He’d arrived at their house that morning wearing a dark compression shirt beneath his jacket, one that was unfairly tight, and Hazel had to fight with themself not to stare. Now though, as he took the jacket off and folded it to the side, Hazel couldn’t tear their eyes away. The shirt fit him like a second skin, and gods was he a thing of beauty—bulkier than anybody would expect of him, the years of working on a farm cording his arms and chest in gloriously thick muscle. Hazel wanted to sink their teeth into his biceps. 
That was a weird thing to think, right? Definitely weird. Has to be the shirt, they decided. No way he was that muscular at the cabin when he was literally shirtless in my bed. Fuck, now they were remembering Ezra shirtless… in their bed... No, bad Hazel. 
Ezra stretched his arms up, grabbed an elbow and pulled on it, stretching it for a few moments before repeating the motion with the other. It made that unfairly tight shirt slide up, leaving a strip of tanned skin between the dark fabric and the nicely fitted sweatpants he’d donned. They couldn’t help following the movement, eyes trailing down his chest to that patch of skin, to the neat line of hair leading further down—
Nope. Hazel’s eyes shot up to the sky and desperately fought off the warmth creeping into their cheeks. They were not going to let themself go there. Not a chance. Gods, would it be weirder to just not look at him? Would either of them question if Hazel asked for a bucket of ice water to dump over their head? And now they had to watch him fight?
Hazel silently cursed the too-tight compression shirt. Cursed Castorlux who put those damn dreams in their head in the first place.
“We will use our gifts, but no weapons,” Ezra explained, smiling at Hazel innocently, though something… mischievous glinted in his eyes. Embarrassment flooded them, paranoia poking hotly at the back of their cheeks.
Had he caught the way that they had been ogling him? Gods, they hoped not. That’d have been humiliating.
A small fire breathed from Gabriel’s upturned palm, calling away Hazel’s attention. At their side, Ezra twitched his own hand towards the ground and drew it up, raising a section of dirt in a smaller version of the pedestal he made the day Hazel met him.
“Sit over there,” Gabriel pointed a flaming finger towards the castle, “and stay back.”
Hazel followed the instructions, letting out a snort of laughter when Ezra shook out his limbs and winked at them. 
Then the fight was on, neither Gabriel nor Ezra wasting time before launching into battle. And gods, was it a marvel to watch. Gabriel, blessed with the star of Arietis, relied on his strength, fighting very much like a boxer, while Ezra was very much the opposite, leaning onto skill more than strength, moving with the grace of a dancer.
At one point, Ezra managed to get his hands onto Gabriel, one on a wrist and the other on an upper arm, and he propelled himself upside down with a strength that shouldn’t have been possible, wrapping his legs like vices around the other’s throat before reaching his hands to the ground and doing some sort of backflip that sent Gabriel toppling over him, crashing into the ground on the flat of his back. 
Hazel had no idea what the fuck the move was called, but damn if it wasn’t the coolest thing they’d ever seen in real life. They immediately added it to their mental list of demands they were gathering for Ezra to teach them.
Gabriel was back on his feet just as quickly as he had been taken down, and he sent his fist into Ezra’s side, burning a hole through his tight shirt, the cracking of a rib ringing through the air and sending all of Hazel’s excitement and awe right out the metaphorical window.
Their chest went tight. They hadn’t thought that they would actually hurt one another.
Ezra reached a hand up as he staggered back, reached for a branch growing from the side of a nearby tree at his will, and grabbed onto it. From there, more branches began to sprout out, and Ezra used them like rungs of a ladder, each branch being sucked back into the tree as soon as he passed so Gabriel couldn’t follow. Momentarily safe once he was high up in the tree, Hazel watched him take stock of his injury, frowning at the angry red flesh on the side opposite of the scar Hazel had given him.
Gabriel didn’t give him any reprieve to tend to the wound, however, and ran towards the tree, swinging an arm towards it—though whether he planned on burning it down or knocking it down, Hazel wasn’t sure. He didn’t get the chance to do either before Ezra grew from the ground a boulder, tearing it up quickly enough that the fiery Constellite ran face first into it, a string of angry Italian curses spilling into the field alongside Ezra’s pain-tinged laughter. 
Their fight stretched on, both too stubborn to call it, even when they were both bruised and bleeding and slickened with sweat.
“Fascinating to watch, aren’t they?”
Hazel jumped and whirled, found the one Ezra had called Antares sitting next to them, Alrescha on his other side.
“I apologize. We had all promised not to approach you, but we heard their dueling.” He eyed Hazel curiously, scrutinizing them, and Hazel swore they’d never seen a gaze so intense in all their life.
“It’s fine,” they managed after an awkwardly long pause.
The woman leaned around him, smiling sweetly and offering Hazel a little wave. “My name is Amelia, and this is Hadeon. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
Hazel had seen them both before, the first time they came to Elysia, though the distance couldn’t possibly do either of them justice. 
Hadeon was handsome in the most lethal of ways, the kind that made Hazel think they’d probably faint if he actually offered a smile in their direction. Eyes the color of amethyst at the edges, burned red with brimstone and hearth in the center, were encased with thick, dark, and unfairly long lashes. He managed to pull off that sort of bad-boy vibe that should have been ridiculous but only managed to look effortless on him—black leather jacket, chains dangling from his pants, pink scar trailing horizontally over his cheeks and nose. 
Next to him, Amelia looked almost ethereal in comparison, breathtaking in a way that was entirely female and soft and lovely, easily one of the most beautiful women they’d ever seen. Her dark hair fell in tight braids, littered with colorful beads that glittered in the sunshine, and her eyes were the color of seafoam, a shocking contrast to the darkness of her skin. Completely opposite to Hadeon in every way, yet somehow complimentary at his side in a way that felt… right. 
“It’s a strange thing, not being able to feel you,” Hadeon commented, pulling them back from their staring.
It wasn’t a request, but they released a little of their energy anyway, and it jumped and burst when Ezra’s body was thrown carelessly into a tree. They weren’t sure if the resounding crack! had been from bark splitting or from his spine breaking, but he got up again, so they figured he couldn’t be too hurt.
Hadeon sighed in content, and gave them a little smile. Amelia matched it, her eyes lighting up. “We’ve waited a long time for you, Hazel.”
They were glad that Ezra apparently briefed them on the name thing. It was a kind thing for him to do, though they supposed that the word kind could have been his middle na—
Ezra’s body was thrown into another tree, his shirt burned off completely, and he crumpled into a heap onto the ground.
“We should intervene,” Amelia said, but her voice fell into the background, faded beneath the waves, because Hazel was already on their feet running in Ezra’s direction. They couldn’t explain why the panic rocked them as harshly as it did, but something about seeing him hurt tore them to pieces.
He wasn’t moving. He hadn’t gotten right back up.
“Aha!” Gabriel stood over him, hands on his hips, ever-present grin on his sweaty face.
Hazel shoved him out of the way and knelt down. “Ezra?” Tears silvered their eyes as they rolled him onto his back, threatening to pool over.
Ezra blinked up at them through bleary eyes, an almost loopy smile spreading across his lips.
“Hamal wins,” he coughed out, wrapping an arm around his ribs. “Again.”
Hadeon and Amelia appeared moments later, knelt down in the grassy plains on his other side.
“Is it bad?” Amelia asked him, running a hand through the dirtied and tangled ponytail snaking out around him.
“Don’t worry ’bout it,” he managed.
Hadeon pressed a firm palm on the middle of Ezra’s bare chest and spoke calmly and slowly, the words utter gibberish to Hazel, who had no idea what language it even was.  Purple light glowed around his palm before sinking into Ezra’s flesh, and Hazel watched the cuts and scrapes close, heard the snapping of bones rejoining, and saw bruises fading.
“You can heal too?” Hazel breathed out.
Hadeon shook his head while Ezra took in a few gasping breaths. “Not like him, if that’s what you were wonderin’. It’s different.”
“What did you say? The words, I mean.”
“It was a spell.”
Their nose scrunched up in disbelief before they could stop it. “A spell?”
“Antares as a penchant for witchcraft.” Ezra sat up, inspected himself over. “It’s different from chiron and has a million more uses.”
“Is witchcraft a Constellite thing or a you thing?”
Hadeon glanced at them, a smile gracing his face as he said simply, “Yes.”
And Hazel was right, it was a lethal thing. Devilishly handsome, indeed. 
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Ezra stumbled out of the rink and let the frigid air slap against the burning skin of his cheeks. 
What was happening to him?
It had been a normal day. Completely normal. School had been fine—his poster presentation on the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, despite his nerves, had gone really well—and hockey practice had been going great.
Then out of nowhere, something surged through him like fire in his veins and he’d shot the puck so hard he’d broken the glass.
Every nerve in his body felt like it had been lit aflame. He felt sick and strong and dizzy all at once. Was he dying? He must have been dying, why else would it feel like the very ground beneath him was reaching out, cradling him, crushing him?
“Astrae?”
Ezra snapped his head up, not having noticed the two strangers approaching him. He knew them, recognized them, somewhere deep inside him, but he’d never seen them before in his life. How was that possible?
“Astrae,” one of them said again, softly, gently. It took a moment for Ezra to blink away the fuzziness in his vision to really take him in—dark skin and simple clothes, hair the color of moonlight and eyes like aquamarine stones. “Take a deep breath. My name’s Tegmine, and this is Hamal.”
His heart was beating so quickly that the boy’s voice was difficult to hear beneath the roaring of blood in his ears.
“And the shepherds came and drove them away: but Tegmine stood up and helped them, and watered their flock.”
“I know that this, ah, is a lot,” the burlier of the two said, dropping his wide hand onto Ezra’s shoulder. 
“Who are you people?” Ezra wanted to laugh, might have if not for the overwhelming confusion and sensation filling his veins. Tegmine and Hamal. As if.
“You can call us Samuel and Gabriel, if that’s easier for now.” The small one offered Ezra a timid smile. “We’re here to take you home, to Elysia.”
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Watching Hazel fight Hamal ignited something in Ezra that he wasn’t used to feeling. He wasn’t unfamiliar with watching the other Constellites fight, and there had been plenty of times they’d all taken it far enough to get hurt, far enough for Ezra’s hands to itch with the need to help, to heal. The desire to protect was a powerful thing for him, and it had always been, but this felt different.
He wanted to tear Hamal’s limbs off one by one.
Logically, Ezra knew he didn’t need to worry. Hamal wanted to start by gauging Hazel’s ability in combat, to see if they had any ability at all, so they weren’t using powers or weapons yet. Still, that didn’t seem to quell the way his chest constricted every time Hamal landed a blow or knocked Hazel on their butt.
For a layperson, they could fight fairly well. Despite their small stature, they were a nasty little thing, ruthless and crude, always taking the cheap shot. They had no real strength in their thin limbs, and no real skill behind any of their blows, but they were unrelenting in a way that suggested they’d fought before. Ezra couldn’t help but wonder how often, and why.
“Ow!” Hazel screeched suddenly, reeling back with their hand clutched tight to their chest after delivering a sharp punch to Hamal’s middle.
Ezra lurched forward, chiron boiling in his blood, when Antares grabbed onto his shoulder. “Wait,” he mumbled, and though he didn’t want to, Ezra did.
Hamal’s eyes went wide, hands reaching out to help. “Are you hurt? I didn’t mean to—“
In his worry, he left an opening. Ezra recognized the victorious gleam in Hazel’s eyes moments before their knee came up, swiftly ramming between Hamal’s legs so hard he let out a strangled breath and fell forward.
“They’re cheating?” Ezra’s chest tightened, warmed. Their hand might have actually hurt, but ultimately it’d been a ploy to get their opponent to lower his guard. They had figured out they could not beat Hamal with strength alone and had instead turned to wits. It was smart, creative, and pride swelled in Ezra’s gut when Hazel’s face lit up with feral excitement.
“There’s no cheating in fighting daímōns.” Antares patted him on the back.
“That’s true.” Ezra moved quickly towards the duo and dropped a hand onto Hamal’s shoulder, letting chiron move through himself and into the other. He may have admired Hazel’s craftiness, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t pity Hamal for having to withstand the cheap shot.
“You fight good for a mortal.” Hamal smiled up at them before straightening out, offering Ezra a nod. “Thanks, ‘Strae.”
It was second nature to turn to Hazel next, seeing how red their knuckles were from the hard punch. He took their hand in his own, prodding at the bones to make sure nothing was broken, pleasantly surprised when Hazel allowed it. He didn’t feel any cracks or breaks, but the skin would definitely bruise, and he wouldn’t be surprised if they felt some stiffness in their fingers for the next few days if he didn’t heal them. Without thinking, he clasped Hazel’s hand between his own, felt Astrae clawing to climb out of him, to fix, to heal, as he was created to do.
“No,” Hazel breathed, knowing exactly what Ezra was thinking, and tried to tug their hand back. “I’ve done worse slipping a wrench. Leave it.”
They stared at one another while agony slaked itself full on Ezra. He hated just letting Hazel hurt knowing full well that he could erase their pain in an instant. But he couldn’t disregard Hazel’s wishes, so it was with a heavy heart that he let their hand go.
Hamal cleared his throat, drawing their attention away from the staring match and up to the larger man. “Hazel, you’re a scrappy thing. We’ll keep practicing. ‘Strae,’ he turned back to Ezra, “have they learned of air yet?”
He shook his head. “We’re just finishing up on energy still, and I have yet to figure out how to drag Sadie here to work on air.”
Hazel shrugged their shoulders and smiled. “Give me his number. I can deal with him.”
An argument rested on the tip of his tongue, but Ezra paused to consider it. They might have been right actually—Sadie had responded to Hazel’s last request, he’d even gone to their house… just to hang out. Maybe Sadie was missing Zuban and could find a new friend in Hazel. Most of them had tried to take Zuban’s spot, Ezra especially, but Sadie was stubborn in not letting anybody get close to him. They might get lucky with Sadie overriding Silas when it came to Castorlux. That was an angle that Ezra hadn’t put enough consideration into.
So, Ezra pulled out his phone and sent Sadie’s contact card to Hazel, knowing that the message would send once they were both back in the mortal realm, and hoping that maybe this could be a jumpstart for Sadie, something to draw him back from the cliff’s edge he’d been teetering on the past few months.
They all went back to the castle together, and Hazel didn’t cry this time when the ággelo children of Asclepius found them, one bringing them a glass of water and another wrapping their knuckles. Ezra was pleasantly surprised, both at Hazel’s, albeit nervous, acceptance, as well as at how well the day had gone so far, lacking the chaos that seemed to appear when Hazel interacted with Constellite business.
Then again, perhaps he should know better than to jinx himself like that.
As soon as the ággelos disappeared through the doors, the rest of the Constellites flooded the front room, having likely taken the presence of Hamal, Alrescha, and Antares as the greenlight to finally meet Hazel.
Ezra kept a close eye on them, watched their eyes blow wide and their cheeks warm with all the sudden attention. The moment that something felt wrong, he would take them out of there. They hadn’t signed up for this today.
“Hazel.” Tegmine’s hands grasped both of theirs, and Ezra was glad they all at least remembered the rules he’d created for when they did eventually get to meet Hazel. “It’s a pleasure.”
Hazel swallowed thick, but the smile they offered in return looked genuine. “Likewise.”
Everybody took their turns in introductions. Rukbat pulled them into a loving hug which they awkwardly returned. Aldebaran kissed their cheeks and Regulus gave them a grand and boisterous hug. Ezra nearly stepped in when it came to Deneb’s turn, as Hazel shrunk back a bit when Deneb scrutinized them, but eventually she gave a respectful, if stiff, nod in greeting.
“You don’t look like Castorlux,” Regulus said, his head cocked to the side.
They had discussed that during some of the energy training, and Ezra still wasn’t sure why that might be. Part of Awakening was taking on a few distinct features of your respective deity. Ezra’s hair had darkened and his skin had bronzed, even his eyes had shifted from blue to green, requiring him to wear contacts to keep the new color hidden from his friends and family.
But Hazel still looked like Hazel.
“When they push their energy out, it flickers a little,” he said absentmindedly.
They whirled on him. “It does?”
Oh. Had he never mentioned that?
“In your eyes.” He nodded. “They go a little greenish.”
As if in response, their energy exploded out of them, filling the room with the sudden presence of the Twins, of Castorlux. His hair fluttered behind him with a gentle breeze, and when he took a deep breath, citrus and fresh grass filled his lungs. Ezra swore he could even hear the laughter of children and feel a summer’s sun pressing into his skin.
Everybody immediately spurred, those who had not yet met Hazel igniting themselves. Ezra imagined their minds were flooding with memories as their energies finally reunited with Castorlux’s, just as his had the first few times. 
If memories were presenting themselves for Hazel, however, they didn’t show it, too busy whipping their phone back out and opening the front-facing camera so they could stare at themselves. Their eyes flickered between smoke and spring buds and dawn, widening with each moment that passed.
“That’s actually kind of cool,” they finally said, making Ezra blink in surprise. He figured something like that might have frightened them, as everything else had so far. They must have clocked his expression, because they shrugged, eyes jumping back and forth between him and the phone.
“I’ve always had the most boring eyes on the planet. This is a way cooler color.”
Ezra disagreed. He disagreed a lot.
Gray had recently become one of his favorite colors.
He kept that to himself.
“Astrae,” Antares murmured to him, lips brushing against his ear, the bastard, “what’s with the shifting in your energy? Hmm?”
He kept his voice low enough for the others not to hear, but Ezra still felt his face burn. “It’s nothing,” he responded quickly, though he knew that Antares knew better. The Gods of water were all entirely too perceptive, and Antares specifically had always been too good at reading Ezra like a book.
When he turned, Antares was right there, so close he could feel the other man’s breath on his lips, and his heart somersaulted. Antares smirked, his eyelashes fluttered, the devil’s temptation glinted in the amaranth pools surrounding his pupils. “It’s shifted again,” he purred.
“Hadeon.” Alrescha came to Ezra’s rescue, grabbing onto Antares’ ear and yanking him away, earning herself a good yelp. “Stop seducing and tormenting him.”
Ezra shook his head, tried to clear away the fog that’d formed in it, and sought out Hazel once again. They were surrounded by everybody else, chatting away happily—a surprise, though certainly a pleasant one. Then again, Hazel was made from Castorlux, the twins with the ability to adapt to anything and everything, to reshape themselves to fit in anywhere.
“So, you stabbed him?”
“I was kind of losing it.” Hazel smiled sheepishly, bit back on regret that only he seemed to see flash through their eyes.
Deneb sneered, and Ezra stepped forward to interject before things got heated. “It was no big deal,” he assured her. “It healed quickly, and it was my fault for getting in the way.”
Ezra had hoped she’d be more welcoming upon finally meeting Hazel, but he couldn’t say he was surprised at her distrust.
Of all of the Constellites, Deneb was the one he’d always been the closest to, and as such, she was fiercely protective of him. They had an innate understanding of each other from the very start, one that fell outside of the parameters of their godhood. Soulmates, she’d said once. Platonic, you idiot, she’d amended seconds later.
Antares was the runner up. He might have been tied with Aldebaran and Tegmine at one point, but their brief fling had bumped him up, even if he’d shattered Ezra’s poor heart in the end.
His heart had been shattered an awful lot though, so it could withstand it well, at least.
Ezra watched Hazel spend the next few hours getting to know everybody. They seemed to fit in with everybody, flipping through a rolodex of personalities, giving a different one to each Constellite. It was kind of incredible to witness that sort of versatility.
But eventually, the night grew too late, and they both had to work the next day. Hazel looked regretful when it came to saying goodbye to the others and was quick to exchange contact information with all of them, save for Deneb who had already stalked off.
He’d have to speak with her.
Hazel didn’t seem nearly so afraid when they slipped into Ezra’s arms, ready to return home.
“I don’t know why I was so scared of them,” they murmured as soon as Ezra landed them in Hazel’s living room. “They’re all so nice. Well, all of them except for Adelita. She is a terrifying woman.”
They stepped away from him, turned, stretched their arms. It lifted their shirt a little, drew attention to the long line of their body, and Ezra couldn’t help but give himself a moment to admire it. Petite wasn’t enough to accurately capture how small they truly were, bordering on too thin, but there was some muscle definition in their arms as well, a result of endless days lifting turbos and fixing trucks. Their shoulders were broadened by that same muscle, and there was a small swell to their hips, clashing the feminine with the masculine.
He liked the contradictory nature of them, he decided.
“She can be,” Ezra said, forcing his attention away from where Hazel’s shoulder blades shifted beneath their shirt. “She’s hard to get to know, but when you do, you’ll find that she’s good. She’s… protective of me.”
Their head cocked to the side when they spun on their heels to face him once again. “You see the good in everybody, don’t you?”
“I try to.”
“You’re kind that way.”
“Do you not?”
They thought that over, nose scrunching adorably between their eyes. “No. I don’t like being blindsided when somebody fucks me over.”
That was an awful way to live, he imagined, always on the edge, awaiting betrayal.
“This weekend, I was thinking”—he wasn’t, the idea just came to him, a desperate desire to show Hazel more good things—“what if we skipped training?”
They raised a slender brow. “Do you have something going on? We can reschedule—“
“No, not like that. I think we should do something else. Something fun. You’ve earned a break.” His glance flickered to their gauze-wrapped knuckles. “You’ve been working hard, we should celebrate it.”
Hazel didn’t look convinced, but they didn’t look upset either when they shrugged at him. “What did you want to do? I work on Saturday.”
“We can hangout afterwards, and it’s a surprise.” He wondered if Hazel knew how easily they were breaking him down. He never made last minute plans, he didn’t do surprises, it wasn’t like him at all. But gods, if the grin that spread across their face at that simple word didn’t make his ears burn.
“A surprise?” They bounced once on their toes, their curls bobbing around their face, and their smile widened. “Fine, I’m in. I get off at three, which means I should be ready by five. Does that work?”
“That works great.”
His heart stirred alongside Astrae’s, and for once he didn’t fight it.
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He’d been looking forward to this weekend ever since he’d impulsively made the plans, almost giddy with excitement for the evening, but then Rukbat called for an emergency meeting last night and Ezra’s mood soured immediately.
According to her, there was unrest building in Tartarus.
The ággelos of Edafos had stumbled across a crucified body in the middle of the main town area, right above the marble fountain, and they all knew what that meant.
Things were about to get very, very ugly.
They all feared the promise of war that had been growing nearer and nearer with each passing day, but seeing it come to fruition left Ezra feeling rattled, paranoid. He’d very nearly canceled his evening with Hazel entirely.
It was at the very last minute that he decided to follow through with them, to give himself one more weekend of enjoyment before his life would become overwhelmed with daímōns and exorcisms and battles. Things would be getting more complicated for Hazel as well, and he wanted them to be able to enjoy themself. Hazel wouldn’t be on the frontlines as of yet, not until they completed an adequate amount of training, but for all the possible times for them to have Awoken, this was arguably the worst.
“Hi there,” Ezra said to the man at the front counter, shifting his grip on the bag at his side. I’m a friend of Hazel’s. Are they around?”
“Yeah,” he jerked his head towards the door at Ezra’s left, “three bays in on the left.”
Ezra nodded, said his thanks, and went into the shop.
It was quieter than he expected—still loud, of course, but the shop did not contain nearly the level of cacophony that he would have imagined. A truck’s engine rumbled from further down the shop, and metal music played loudly in the front half. Ezra counted the bays until he found a massive car hauler standing with its front wheels in the air, Hazel’s boots sticking out from beneath it. He crouched down, ready to greet them.
There was the clang of a slipped wrench, and Hazel’s legs jerked. “Cocksucker!”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
There was a yelp and then the sound of something being hit—Hazel’s head off a frame rail, he presumed based on the way their body jolted immediately afterwards.
They shoved out from beneath the truck on their creeper, obviously startled, blinking wide eyes up at him. “Are you a cocksucker?”
He shrugged. “If the mood’s right.”
“I can’t tell if you’re joking.” They rubbed at the red spot in the middle of their forehead and seemed relieved when they drew their hand back and found no blood leaking from it.
Ezra’s fingers twitched with the need to heal what would likely be a nasty bump, and what looked like swelling on the side of their hand that caused the initial curse in the first place, but he clenched them around his bag instead. “I’m not.”
“You’re gay?”
“Sometimes.” He raised a brow at them. “Are you judging me for that?” He wouldn’t have expected that from Hazel, having assumed their view on sexual orientation would align with his own.
Thankfully, they snorted and shook their head. “No, it’s just that guys usually aren’t so casual about talkin’ about suckin’ dick.”
“I—“
“We’re talking about sucking dick?”
Ezra looked up to find a man standing over them, smiling brightly, amusement soaking into his sapphire eyes. He was pretty in a boyish way, all blue eyes and dark, wavy hair, a strong jaw and soft eyes.
“Of course, you’d come over here for that.” Hazel rolled their eyes as they grabbed a rag to wrap around their knuckles.
“Hazel,” Ezra hissed, unable to help himself, “that rag is filthy.” He went to pluck it from their hands, but they reared back, using their creeper to slide away.
“It works just fine. At this point there’s probably more oil in my veins than actual blood.” That did not make him feel better, but he still stretched out a hand to help them up and they took it, ignoring his pouting to turn to the other man. “What in the fuck do you want?”
“It’s lunch time you bitch. I’m hungry.” The man grinned, wide and handsome. “You have to feed me. It’s in your best friend contract.”
Hazel scoffed, hands on their hips as they glared at him. “I don’t remember signing shit, and anything signed when I was drunk isn’t legally binding. You just want me to pay for it.”
“What’s the point of having a rich best friend if they won’t buy you food?”
“I brought lunch for Hazel,” Ezra interrupted, amusement pooling in his belly at seeing Hazel so at ease and jovial with this stranger, “but there’s plenty here if you’d like some.”
Hazel smiled at him, seemingly pleased, and Ezra had to resist the urge to puff out his chest like a praised pup. They waved a hand in their friend’s direction, then in Ezra’s. “Lucas, this is Ezra, my classmate, and Ezra, this is Lucas, the biggest pain in my ass. Lucas, go get your own damn lunch. You won’t like anything Ezra brought.” They spared Ezra a glance and his heart lurched at the mischief he found in those gray skies. “He eats like a toddler.”
“I do not,” Lucas grumbled before grinning at Ezra. “It’s nice to meet ya, Ezra. I’m not going to shake your hand because mine is covered in oil.”
“Likewise.” Ezra smiled. “And that’s all right.”
Lucas winked at Hazel before he left and they flipped him off in turn, something in both of their faces that told Ezra they were having a silent conversation he didn’t understand.
“Follow me.” They led him from the shop and into what functioned as both a locker room and a break room. After waving at the table for him to sit, they stepped onto a pedal to start a sink, using it to wash their hands, arms, and face of the grease and oil smudged all over them. “I wasn’t expecting you until later,” they said as they dried off and dropped down in the seat next to him.
His cheeks warmed. “I hope you don’t mind. I just thought that it might be a nice surprise.”
They dug happily into the lunch, their happy noises with every bite making his heart soar. Cooking had always been important to Ezra, and it made him glad when others enjoyed it.
It had taken him time to find the beauty from the chaos he’d been raised in. Cooking had once been a skill of necessity, learned to keep him and Noah alive, but now it had bloomed into a pleasure of his. To make somebody a meal that they could enjoy was the greatest way to express love that Ezra could think of.
It was the little things that mattered, little victories here and there that made things easier to handle when life got to be too much. He’d have to remember that when the chaos of war finally began.
Lucas returned when they were halfway done with their lunch, sitting down next to Hazel with a bag of fast food. He shoved a milkshake towards Hazel and another towards Ezra. “I went with vanilla because I wasn’t sure what you liked, and Hazel ignored my text,” he said by way of explanation,  cutting them a glare.
Ezra stared at the drink for a moment, baffled. “Thank you, that was very kind, Lucas.”
He snorted. “You’re welcome.”
And then Ezra was given access to the absolute spectacle that was Hazel and Lucas together. Hazel transformed, shaping themself into a new personality that he hadn’t seen as of yet. This one, he guessed, was closer to their actual personality, the one that they hid beneath the many masks.
The two bantered back and forth, hurling insults lovingly. And while Ezra had simply enjoyed the spectating, he was surprised—pleasantly—when he was included in their bantering.
“If you’re a veterinarian, then what the fuck are you doing in college?”
“Same as Hazel. I just like learning stuff,” Ezra said before taking a sip from his water.
“So you’re a fucking nerd then too?”
“Lucas!” Hazel snatched the water bottle Ezra had just set back down and chucked it at Lucas’ head, indignant irritation in their eyes. It made Ezra’s cheeks warm to think that Hazel felt the desire to jump to his defense so quickly, even if Lucas wasn’t wrong.
Ezra only smiled as Lucas caught the bottle and spun the top off of it to help himself. “I am a bit of a nerd.”
“Well, nerd, we need to discuss our custody agreement, or else I’m gonna hav’ta take you to court.”
His brows raised, curious and amused. “Custody agreement?”
Lucas nodded, all serious and stern as he pointed a finger at Hazel with the hand still holding his milkshake. “Yeah, of this one. Because at least three nights a week I get to drink all of their beer and then pass out on their couch.” He bit into his burger, swallowed. “But now I’m lucky for one night. And now you have Saturdays too?” 
Ezra took a bite out of his potato, seemed to consider while he chewed. “Given that it’s all right with Hazel, I’ll keep Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Saturdays.” He smiled. “But I’m not paying child support.”
“Hey! You listen here you—“
Lucas laughed, talking over Hazel as if they hadn’t spoken at all. “As long as I get Mondays and Fridays and Hazel stops ditching because they’re ‘too tired’,” he said the last bite in a mocking falsetto of Hazel’s voice that made him laugh, “I’m happy. But I’m not paying child support either. In fact, Hazel should be paying us for making us suffer through them.”
“You’re both insufferable,” they interrupted. “What about maybe asking me what I want you fucking assh—“
“Shut the fuck up.”
Ezra spluttered around the water he’d tried taking a sip from, a smile stretching across his face as he watched the argument escalate between the other two.
He was even more pleasantly surprised when their lunch break ended, and Hazel invited him into the shop. He agreed readily, of course, eager to watch them in their most natural habitat, one where he imagined they thrived.
And stars, they did.
He could have watched them work for days and not grown bored, he decided. They seemed excited, prattling away like a happy child as they pointed to this thing and that on the truck, as they explained each and every thing that they were doing. It was the most comfortable he’d seen them yet, and that made him happier than he could find the words to explain. He would learn everything there was to know about ABS chassis harnesses—their current job—if being able to talk about it made Hazel this radiant. 
They went back to Hazel’s house after their shift was over and he waited patiently for them as they showered and changed into something cleaner, smiled as they bounded down the stairs and once again asked where they were going, only to groan when Ezra told them it was still a surprise.
The drive was an enjoyable one. He liked watching the way Hazel practically hung out the window to look at everything they passed, liked how Hazel was comfortable enough to snatch his phone to play the music they liked and music they thought Ezra might like. Their smile was infectious, their energy slipping from them in small streams. He wondered if they noticed that—the way that their guard had dropped, even if only minutely. Ezra, like the proverbial moth to flame, was drawn to it the instant it began to slip, drawn to them the instant their mask began to crumble.
Or maybe he’d been drawn to them this whole damned time.
Judging by their wide grin and sparkling eyes, Hazel loved Toronto the moment they entered the city, something that relieved Ezra more than he expected. They ordered a sweet pea risone at the restaurant Ezra had reserved for dinner, made him laugh too loudly when they played at wine critic and babbled off buzzwords like “full” and “angular” and “bouquet,” made him sputter and scold them when their words tipped inappropriately into “girthy” and “wet” and “deep.” He noticed that they didn’t play with their food very much either, that they seemed to eat it the closest to normal that he’d seen yet.  It warmed his heart, made it easier to laugh alongside them even as he apologized to the waiter for the disruption.
Then came the part he was most excited about, something he had planned nearly immediately after telling Hazel they should take a break.
“I don’t know how to skate,” they warned him, wobbling a bit from where they stood at the edge of the rink, avoiding the other people getting on and off. They reached out for him, making grabby hands with their fingers. “Drag me around, would ya?”
Ezra’s gloved hands captured their own without hesitation, chest blooming with happiness at the ease in which Hazel had asked. They usually tensed at his touches, always looking at him like a spooked deer, acting as though they were glass that he was trying to shatter. If they gave him touch freely, it was always out of what they had seen as a necessity, never casual or natural. But now, they sought out his touch, asked for it. So of course he gave it. He’d give it whenever they wanted, as much or as little as they wanted.
Hazel sent him a playful glare as they stepped on to the ice, his hands the only thing keeping them steady. “And don’t you dare let me bust my ass.”
Like he ever would.
He dragged them around the ice, slowly at first, letting them acclimate to the feel of it. When they seemed confident enough to stand upright, he let himself pick up some speed. He would be lying if he said he didn’t want the chance to show off for them, for Hazel to be wowed by him the way that he always seemed to be wowed by them.
He did, desperately.
Their laughter filled up the night as he held onto their hands and glided quickly and easily backwards, gracefully avoiding collision with any other patrons.
“Gods, you’re good at this,” they admitted when he finally slowed.
“I played hockey for years, remember? I also did some figure skating,” he said sheepishly, hoping they didn’t ask why he’d stopped. He loved it nearly as much as he loved playing hockey, but if his dad had found out he’d been doing it at all, he would have seen a lot more of the belt, and Ezra hadn’t deemed it a worthy enough risk.
Eventually, Hazel balanced themself by leaning against the side of the rink and gave Ezra his chance to really show off. He was a little rusty, but even he couldn’t help the laugh that wormed its way from his throat when he managed to execute a decent axel. He might have picked it apart if he hadn’t turned and immediately seen nothing but pure awe in Hazel’s eyes from across the rink.
They spent some time afterwards sipping on hot cocoa together on a bench, Hazel’s face speckled in a slew of ambient colors from the massive Starlight tree before them, pretty against their fair skin. And when they went back to his condo, Hazel took two steps in before a loud snort escaped them and they shot him a knowing look.
“A plant dad. Shoulda’ seen that coming.”
“I am a son of the earth,” he said with a smile, helping them out of their coat.
They spent the rest of the night watching movies. While Ezra was not particularly enjoying the horror musical Hazel had picked out as his “introduction to Bousman’s musical genius,” finding their smile in quick, stolen glances made it a perfectly enjoyable experience.
He had planned to finish the film, really he did, but he hadn’t slept the night before, left to toss and turn and chew over the news of mayhem unfolding in the Underworld. Exhaustion wheedled its way into him like a heavy weight. He should get up, stretch his legs. That’d wake him back up—
Drats. Hazel was asleep, their head tipped onto his shoulder. How in Mother’s name could he possibly move now? It had never even occurred to him that they might fall asleep first. He needed to get up. He needed to gently wake them, show them to the guest suite, and drag himself to his own bed. But his eyelids were such heavy things, weren’t they?
He didn’t mean to fall asleep. Didn’t mean to stay there until the morning light creeped in through the window and woke him up.
Ezra hadn’t the slightest idea when they’d shifted during the night, but when he finally blinked open his eyes, he was half sitting, half lying, and Hazel was tangled against him, their head nestled into the curve of his shoulder, their nose against his throat, their breath fanning warm across his skin. They had an arm crammed between their bodies, the other splayed out, hand resting gently against his thigh.
Oh stars. Oh drats.
He had never hated morning wood as much as he did now, feeling very much like a rampant teenager all over again.
One move of Hazel’s hand and he was going to embarrass himself too badly for redemption.
As gently as he could manage, he lifted their hand and extracted himself from their grasp. Gentle as he may have been, however, they woke and stared up at him with sleep-heavy eyes. Goodness, they were lovely in the morning, all soft and hazy and slow.
He throbbed. Stars. He was disgusting. A degenerate.
His thoughts weren’t even a little bit holy.
“Mornin’.” They shoved back, stretched out their arms, shirt rising to show off the many tattoos slathered across their stomach. He wondered how far down they stretched, how far up—
“Good morning.” Ezra hopped to his feet, hoped the clamoring of his jerky movements would be perceived as simply the need to relieve himself. In the bathroom, after doing so, he took a cold shower. A very cold shower.
It didn’t help much.
He could have touched himself, relieved himself that way. It would have been the most helpful thing for this situation, but… It would have been so incredibly rude and indecent of him. He knew who he was going to fantasize about all the while and that wasn’t fair to Hazel, all they’d done was fall asleep on him. He was bett—
He did it, unable to help himself, imagining Hazel in the shower with him, their hand in place of his own. He pictured the way they’d smirk at him and call him pathetic, the way they’d deny him an orgasm until he got them off one more time, the way he’d drop to his knees in an instant  to do so. It was an incredibly delightful image, one that left him—at least until he got out and saw Hazel again, he was sure—sated.
Hazel grinned at him when he reemerged, two mugs in their hand, one of which they passed to him. Their fingers brushed his and he hoped the flush on his cheeks wasn’t as obvious as it felt. “You know, I pictured you more as a morning person.”
His thigh burned at the memory of their hand. Stars. He was not a good person. He made a note to get himself to church as soon as Hazel left. He needed to beg the Mother for forgiveness for his wayward thoughts.
“I’m always up early but I’ve never liked it.” He forced a smile. “Now, breakfast?”
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Sunday night and back at home, Hazel found themself lying on their living floor staring up at the ceiling. Their thoughts were unusually slow and coherent. Not slow, Hazel realized, but moving at a normal and healthy pace. Slow, when you weren’t used to words like normal or healthy. 
It had been overwhelming upon their return from the cabin to try and keep up with the healthy habits that they had attempted to develop on their trip. They still had to regularly remind themself to take their medications, to eat whenever they were hungry, to take care of their skin and their hair, to enjoy healthy passion and hobbies. It was hard to do those things when their head was spinning with energy and battle techniques and religious histories. 
It should have been impossible to keep up on any of these things with everything else that was now going on in their life, but it was also hard to not want to keep up with them when they were spending so much time with Ezra. There was something in them, something they had no name for, that wanted to be better for him. To see the happiness in his eyes when they finished their food, to feel his hands run through their hair when they took care to make it soft and clean. He was too good to them, and they didn’t want his efforts to feel wasted.
So they bargained with themself. On the days they were set to see him, they ate as much as they could manage. They tried to sleep well the night before. They tried not to dwell on the softness that had begun to cling around the protruding spikes of their bones in their effort to be well.
They let their vision fill with dancing black spots and their head with throbbing ache only on the days that they had no intentions of being within the vicinity of Ezra. They left their self-destruction private, hidden away from his stupid, big, puppy-dog eyes.
But even with the way they were failing to hold themself together, they were strangely at peace. They weren’t doing well by any stretch of the imagination, but they supposed that they were doing better. Better than they would have predicted for themself anyhow.
Thinking of Ezra and the fleeting moments of peace that he brought with him made their fingers itch to paint, something they hadn’t done in months with the exception of their short-lived vacation. Something about Ezra made them want to enjoy life again, to reclaim that quiet that they had temporarily gotten to bask in right before they’d met him. 
So, Hazel stayed up late to do just that, to finish the painting they’d started in the little cabin in the woods.
Moonlight trickled into their studio room when they finally took a step back to review their completed work—well, almost completed. They still needed to varnish it once it dried but the actual artwork was done.
Maybe they’d give it to Ezra to hang up somewhere when it was done. It’d be a shame to part with it as it was arguably their greatest work yet—that was a strange feeling; pride—but based on the way he cried when he had seen it last, still incomplete, they thought he’d like it enough to make parting ways with it worth it.
The past weekend with Ezra had been a breath of fresh air away from all the Constellite business. For those few days, they hadn’t been two people fated into spending time together, they’d simply been friends. Hazel’s heart fluttered at that—Ezra was a friend. A friend who had picked them up, drove them to and from a city two hours away, just so they could have a few hours of fun.
They couldn’t think of a single person they’d ever met that was as selfless as he was. As kind. As warm. 
They crawled into bed and tried to ignore the worry—the familiar sort, one they had learned to expect whenever life handed them something lovely—that crashed into them. What would happen when he finally saw Hazel for what they were? A trainwreck. Crazy. A lost cause. 
This was precisely why Hazel kept themself closed off normally. It was too dangerous to let people in. Lucas was the only person in their life outside of their dads that hadn’t taken off running when they spiraled out of control. They couldn’t have said why he’d stuck around, but he was the exception to the rule, the outlier. Everyone else sped out of Hazel’s life as quickly as they could the second shit hit the fan.
But despite its normalcy, despite the way that Hazel couldn’t blame any of those people who had left them behind, it hurt every single time it happened.
That’s why they had shut the door, locked it with every lock available, and plastered it with hazard tape. They kept it that way for years, only Lucas managing to force himself through the wall beside it. It was safer that way, tucked inside the dark room with their eyes on the bright yellow strips and the big black letters: HAZARD. A warning to themself as much as it was to everyone else. But Ezra had cut through that tape and he had picked every lock and he was opening the door.
It would tear Hazel to pieces when he finally left.
Well, he couldn’t leave, not really. Not with the entire Constellite business. But he would pull back eventually. He wouldn’t see them outside of training or meetings or exorcisms. He’d be too busy all of a sudden. He’d forget to answer a text or miss their calls. It would be slow, but it would happen.
It always did.
They pushed those thoughts away for now. There was much to be done around their house and then there were two entire days of work to plow through before they’d be seeing him again anyways. No need to fret over the inevitable.
Those two days passed by with Hazel growing increasingly frenetic despite the way everything else seemed to be slowing down. Their thoughts had gotten snagged on the idea of Ezra leaving and those thoughts were eating at their brain the same way their starving body was eating through its muscle. With each passing second every clock they found seemed to slow itself down, turning each minute into an hour, each hour into a day. Each obnoxiously loud tick tock tick tock was a little bit more pressure on the throttle, forcing the tachometer of their anxiety to creep up and up until it got dangerously close to that redline. 
By the time Tuesday night rolled around, they were lying on the floor once again—though this time, they had managed to make it to their chamber in Elysia—damp hair fanning around their head like a pool of melted copper. They’d already had three beers, the first two sucked down during their shower. With great effort they were trying to focus on how much fun they’d had over the weekend, how much they enjoyed their budding friendship with Ezra. Trying not to focus on how Ezra would see them for what they truly were when they were eventually brave enough to drop down their mask completely. Their fingers traced over the xylophone of their ribs, counting each bone. Ezra would be disgusted once that mask fell, horrified. And then he’d—
This was not the time for a spiral, they thought with a huff as they shoved themself up. This was not the time for counting bones or dwelling on the inadequacies of themself that Ezra was bound to eventually notice. They needed to get ready, needed to get their shit together before Ezra showed up and saw them falling apart. Over their Sunday breakfast he had mentioned how there was a ceremony to be had. A ceremony. Just the reminder of it might have been worse than all the other thoughts that had been racing through their head all day.
“It’s a weapons blessing ceremony. Mother will give you your weapon and She will bless you and your magikēs. It’s a standard thing for all new Constellites. It wouldn’t be wise for you to actually fight without your weapons. You won’t be fighting yet, of course, but it’d be hard to even really train you properly without it.”
Was that why he’d given them a fun-filled weekend? In the hopes that it’d give them one last and final breath before dumping them to suffocate amongst the stars? One more weekend of normal before they really had to jump into the god thing? It wouldn’t surprise them if that was his plan. He was kind like that, endlessly so, apparently. They wondered how long that kindness would last when he realized how much trouble they really were.
When Ezra finally appeared at their chamber door an hour later, Hazel decided that, even if he was the source of a lot of their spiraling, he was also a wonderful distraction from them. He was something of a dream in his uniform, and that they could take solace in, at least. Something to look at, something to keep their mind away from the magnetic field of darkness it seemed to always gravitate towards. 
Any time that they’d seen him in it previously, they hadn’t had the chance to really just look at him, to appreciate the way the white fabric clung tight around his middle or the colors made his skin look like polished brass—though they did make a note to file a complaint about the fancy capelet over his shoulders that rudely hid his biceps away from easy ogling. He’d even used a white satin ribbon to tie his hair up and out of the way, and his ever present talisman dangled in the center of his chest for all to see.  
“I haven’t seen you in your uniform yet,” Ezra said, drawing their attention away from the sharp cut of his jaw above his collar. The winter chill must have bitten into his cheeks, as they were bright red when Hazel met his gaze. 
Despite how absolutely strange their uniform was, Hazel had found themself already sort of attached to it. They had scoffed when it was first given to them, but actually putting it on ended up feeling like the most natural thing in the world, as though it had been made for them. Which made sense, they supposed, given that it had been made especially for them. 
An ággelo had taken all of their measurements during Hazel’s initial days of training—that old but familiar shame washing through them when they’d stripped, felt the tape against their clammy skin, pictured a snake wrapping around them and getting ready to squeeze, squeeze, squeeze—then Ezra had come to them afterwards with knowing eyes and had prattled on about his day at work until Hazel had been thoroughly distracted enough to breathe again.
But Ezra hadn’t been there when Hazel was at home, trying on the uniform after its completion. He hadn’t been there to deal with the nausea or the shaking hands or the fluttering in their chest when they finally looked at themself in the mirror. The uniform felt natural, too natural, like a second skin. So much so that they had expected to see somebody different in the mirror, expected to see the flickering meadows and sunshine in their eyes, expected to see Castorlux staring back at them. When Hazel only found themself, looking like nothing more than themself in a Halloween costume, their panic had reached an impressively new high. 
They’d had to strip out of the damned thing as quickly as they could before tossing it into the back of their closet.
Getting back into it for the ceremony had been nerve wracking—made worse by the fucking magikēs they had to use to call forth the uniform and drape it over their body after having to get themself to Elysia on their own—but Hazel found it wasn’t nearly as traumatizing if they just reminded themself that they’d be seeing Ezra shortly. That made it much easier for them to settle into the uniform, to finally take a moment and examine the crisp white pants tucked into dark boots, the jacket that was long enough to form a sort of skirt from where it flared out at the belted waist.
At first they’d been baffled at that addition. A skirt? Was whoever made this absolutely mad? And yet, Hazel had twirled around their room like an imbecile as they watched the long skirt rise up. There was a capelet thing that reached up high enough on their neck to create a clergy collar—which honestly was just plain cool—and they pictured themself in some sort of battle as a hero, whipping it off to use as a weapon in its own right, or a shield of some sort.
Okay, so yeah, the uniform was cool. Hazel was man enough to admit it. That didn’t mean it wasn’t also super fuckin’ weird at the same time.
“It looks nice on you,” Ezra said, and Hazel had to resist the urge to shrink beneath his roaming gaze. Despite how fascinated they were by the uniform, they didn’t think it flattered them nearly as well as Ezra’s did him. It was a cool uniform, but they couldn’t see anything magnificent in their reflection, not the way that they could see in Ezra. Nothing godly.
They nodded, tucked their hands into their pant pockets so they didn’t start picking at their cuticles. “Thank you.”
“Are you ready to go?” he asked, lifting a hand out towards them.
Were they ready? Hazel stared at his outstretched hand, at the disfigured skin of his palm. They would be getting their sword tonight. That should have been exciting, right? But it was just another thing to remind them that they were a literal god. A sacred ceremony to be gifted an ancient sword that they would use to battle against daímōns. 
One minute, Hazel had been a mechanic who enjoyed spending their free time playing pool and shotgunning beers with their buddies while trying to claw their way out of one mental health crisis and into the next. The next second they were a god imbued with celestial powers gifted onto them by the Goddess of Starlight, expected to control air and slay daímōns with a fancy sword, all alongside more gods. This wasn’t right, this wasn’t Hazel, this wasn’t—
Ezra’s hand was still there, hovering in the air between them, ever patient and warm. Something in the back of their mind—somewhere tucked away in a box in the back of a closet full of cobwebs—clicked into place as they took it. He wouldn’t let them fall, they knew that now. No matter how crazy all of this was, no matter how crazy Hazel was, his hand would always be there to hold theirs.
And gods, that frightened them to death. He would eventually run from them as a friend, but his hand would always be there as a Constellite, serving as a reminder of their own inadequacy. He would make them face that for as long as they lived, but for now, he was here with Hazel. They were too selfish to not enjoy it for however long it lasted.
The moment their hand dropped into his, his fingers closed around it and he used that point of contact to lead them out of their chambers and towards the stairs. 
The throne room was massive, an attestation to the ancient beauty that was Elysia itself—all white marble and silvery accents and fresh flowers and stained glass. It was set up like a church, Hazel realized, with twelve thrones lined up on the left side of the large dais, all facing the center of the stage where a pulpit stood. It made them strangely nostalgic for the few times they had accompanied their fathers at masses whilst also making them yearn for something they had never wanted before: faith. 
This place felt like a respite, and it made sense as to why people like Ezra could find solace perched on the glistening wooden pews.
The rest of the Constellites were already sitting in their thrones when they arrived, each in uniform, and they all stopped their chit chatting to look at Hazel in welcome, even Adelita going respectfully quiet. Tonight was an important night for all of them, almost as much for everybody else as it was for Hazel. 
Ezra gave them a small nod before going to take his seat in a high-backed throne right in between Baylen and an empty one. They were all in order, Hazel realized, with their own throne having been moved to sit directly left of the massive altar on the back of the stage, leaving the spot between Samuel and Valentina empty.
Hazel would soon be sitting on that throne. Hazel, sitting on a throne made for a god. A throne made for them. Just for them.
With a nervous and shaking breath, they approached the short steps leading up to the dais, pausing at the hammered silver font filled with star water at the end of the pews. They dipped their fingertips in it before starring themself over their chest, just as Ezra had previously explained they would need to do to start the ceremony.
“Dear Mother, dear Goddess of Starlight,” Hazel began, cursing the way their voice shook as they stared up at their empty throne, “you have commanded me. I am strong and courageous. I am not frightened”—a lie, but would the Mother know that?—“and I will not be dismayed, for I know that You will be with me wherever I go.” Where had she been the rest of this time?
With shaky legs, Hazel ascended the dais, passing the pulpit and the thrones to stand before the altar. Another bowl of star water sat atop it, along with a chalice and a plate of fruit. They lifted the silver chalice, conscious of how much their hands were shaking, desperate not to let the water spill over the edge. It was supposedly filled with sacrament—which as far as Hazel knew was just water from Oceanus that for some reason meant something to those who practiced Eudaimonia. With two hands they brought it to their lips and took a sip. Somehow, even if the idea of salty water being something holy was an amusing thing to them, Hazel had still foolishly expected to feel something drinking it. They expected more than the feel of cool, salty water dripping down their throat to slosh around in their uncomfortably full stomach. 
They set the chalice down, waiting for something to change, feeling strangely unsettled when nothing did. They simply felt foolish, drinking sacramental water in front of the small crowd that watched with enough intensity to feel all ten sets of eyes boring holes into them.
Freshly cut star fruit sat in the silver bowl next to the chalice and Hazel plucked up a piece and took a bite, enjoyed the sweet and sour taste of the juices. It was almost—
—intoxicating, the taste, the fresh starlight slithering down his throat. It was saccharine and light and honeyed all at once. It didn’t burn like he thought it might have. Instead, warmth bloomed like fresh spring sun down his throat and into his belly. Only for a moment. And then, before he could really enjoy it, sweet nectar bled from his stomach and into his veins.
Power—it was power. It thrummed through his veins like an aphrodisiac and left him dizzied. Power. Power of the Gods. Power of the Stars. It was his. Power, power. Power. His. All his. Power.Power.Hispower.
Something was clawing at his throat from the inside out, fingers wrenching loose his jaw so words that were not his own could spill from his star-soaked lips, “Worthy are You, our Mother and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for You created the stars that light up each and every night, and by Your will it existed and was created. For You and in Your name, I will be a shield and a guiding hand for the sailors of the sea, and I will take great care of our steeds.”
That same starlit power surged through Hazel’s veins as they returned to the throne room. Those words, the ones that Castorlux had spoken upon his creation all those centuries ago, spilled from Hazel’s lips like wine from a bottle uncorked. All of them were speaking, Hazel realized in horror though they could do nothing to stop it. Their voice was overlaid with Castorlux’s whose was overlaid by Castor and Pollux’s. All four voices spoke at once, the sound jarring and disconcerting, like they were sitting passenger in a car possessed, uttering prayers they weren’t consciously thinking of saying, their tongue possessed by several holy ghosts and they could do nothing to stop it.
“For You and in Your name.”
When the words finally stopped and Hazel could gasp air into lungs that they were no longer sure even belonged to them, a bright light began to glow from above. They tried to peer up at it, but it was too bright, too blinding, leaving them with a nasty case of arc eye as they stared down at the altar instead. 
“This sword is our birthright. One sword cut into two. One for each, just as our star was cut and gifted unto us.”
The voice boomed in Hazel’s skull and left them dizzy, knocking the air out of their lungs. It was the same voice they’d heard when Ezra had first called them Castorlux, Waking the starborn children within them. 
“From the might of Pollux and from the tender heart of Castor, from the mortals turned immortal, I offer unto you the light of the twins divine.” A different voice spoke, only this time Hazel couldn’t have said if it was in their head or outside of it. It seemed to come from everywhere, every direction—soft, melodic, carrying with it a cadence that should have lulled Hazel calm.
It didn’t. It couldn’t. Not when a sword materialized from glittering stardust onto the altar, just in front of the chalice and bowl. 
It was a strange looking sword, they thought as their hand—out of their control just as their voice had been—moved to pick it up. One sword made of two halves, able to be wielded separately by the two halves of Castorlux, just as all the classic artworks depicted. The handguard was intricately engraved with two heads on either side—Castorlux, they realized with a grimace, becoming Castor and Pollux when Hazel pulled the sword apart.
Never in all of Hazel’s life had they ever held a real sword, and yet, it felt entirely natural to have them in their hands now, as familiar to Hazel as ratchets and wrenches were, as familiar as a paintbrush was.
Of course they fit well into their hands, these swords belonged to them. These swords were Hazel’s. No, they thought with a frown. They belonged to Castorlux. They were Castor and Pollux’s swords. Not Hazel’s.
But Goddess Iliakó Fos saw Castorlux somewhere in Hazel’s form, offered them the sword and they accepted it before they could think otherwise. Was it Hazel accepting it, or was it Castorlux? Their brows furrowed as that realization hit them with the full impact of a freight train. They all thought that Castorlux was muted, that Hazel was in full control of their actions and their words. 
Were they truly?
Even if Castorlux was not explicitly controlling them the way that the other Constellites seemed to do to their vessels, were they not influencing Hazel’s every action in some way? Even now, they could not really feel the presence of the twins divine within them, but it wasn’t Hazel who had consciously decided to reach forward and pick up the sword. They had not consciously made their starlit vows to the Mother.
They all thought there to be a great chasm between Hazel and Castorlux, one wide and gaping enough that left Hazel standing all on their own. But was there? Was there really?
It certainly wasn’t Hazel who was slicing half of the sword across their palm now. It wasn’t Hazel who was holding their hand out, letting beads of blood dribble off of their palm and into the chalice. It wasn’t Hazel setting the swords down and it wasn’t Hazel dipping their fingers into the water turned red and drawing a star in the air just before their chest. 
But it was Hazel standing there afterwards, feeling all too much like a marionette with their strings cut, watching blood drip from their hand onto the ground.
The light from above began to dim. That was it, they noted with a frown. The ceremony was over. They had their swords and the Mother’s blessing.
Hazel was a hallowed Constellite now. It was official. 
The throne room spun around them when they turned to face the others. Their feet were too heavy to move of their own accord so it was a lucky thing that the others had gotten up and were coming up to them. Hazel watched in abject horror as they began to form a line, Gabriel first and Amelia last. Gabriel dipped his fingers into the bloodied chalice, made a star in front of his chest then clasped Hazel’s non-injured hand in both of his. 
Hazel felt his lips against their cheeks, but it was a distant sort of feeling, like they were sinking beneath the water, watching him float away.
Was Hazel sinking? Or was it Castorlux who was sinki—
“Almost done.” Ezra was standing before Hazel, and the words were murmured so low that Hazel wasn’t sure how they had managed to hear them at all above the hammering of their pulse in their ears. They didn’t remember exchanging blessings with Valentina—Aldebaran, Taurids, Hazel reminded themself—or Samuel—Tegmine, Cancri, Hazel dug for—or Baylen—Regulus, Leonis—but they must have if it was Ezra’s turn. “Bless everybody else and then we can leave, okay?” he told them quietly, his lips brushing against their ear when he stooped down to hug them warmly.
They clung to him without meaning to, but this time they were painfully aware of the fact that it was them who was making the move, it was them closing that distance. Ezra was solid against them. He was earth. Holding onto him kept them tethered there, kept them from sinking below. 
“You have to let go,” he whispered, but it sounded almost... pained? Like he didn’t want them to. 
It was only then that they noticed how pathetically tight their fists had clutched at the back of his capelet. It hurt to let go of him, hurt to pull away because the terror was sinking and clawing and tearing at their throat from the inside. The walls of the throne room swung in at them like barely dodged fists. The room was shrinking. They were trapped.
It was on some sort of autopilot that they managed to make it through the remaining handshakes and hugs and well-intended kisses. It was with no air in their lungs that they managed to survive waiting for everybody to filter out of the room. It was with their heart racing so fast it should have burst that they managed to wait for it to just be them and Ezra alone.
Finally, Hazel looked at him. “I’m scared.” They’d said that to him before, and just like the first time, they hadn’t meant to say it out loud now. Or had they? They weren’t sure anymore. 
“You’re going to pass out if you keep breathing that quickly, Hazel.” Ezra pulled them back into his arms, grounding them in the enormity of him, the warmth and the caring that surrounded them and blocked out the rest of the world. 
They breathed him in: sage, bergamot, freshly tilled soil, wheat, wildflowers. He was wearing cologne too, they realized, the scent of sandalwood and pepper settled overtop the earthy smell of his energy, of him. They focused on those scents, focused on picking out each and every note to keep themself  from freefalling, focused on using the wheat and the wildflowers to build a field around themself, pushing the walls of the room back so they could breathe.
Ezra’s hand cupped the back of their head, cradling it, holding it against his chest. They had never felt so safe in all their life, convinced that standing there in Ezra’s arms was the safest place in the world, that being crushed against him gave them the most breathing room they’d ever had.
“Do you want to tell me what you’re thinking? Or do you need more time?” His voice was achingly gentle, a spring garden blooming beneath a torrent of storm.
The words sat on Hazel’s tongue and scrambled against the cage they made with their lips. They had the strangest urge to tell him every single thought and feeling that waged war inside their crowded head. They didn’t want to keep it to themself the way they usually did. They wanted to be vulnerable before him, to flay themself open and bare for him, to lie there as he patiently and with steady hands stitched them back together.
But when their mouth opened, they couldn’t find the words. They got lost on their way from Hazel’s lungs.
“There’s a game tonight. We could watch it?” Came out instead.
They swallowed the panic that rose when Ezra pulled back just enough to look down at them, to study them, instead letting themself get lost wandering through the meadows of his eyes and counting the faint freckles spanning across his sun-kissed cheeks. Staring at him this intensely now, they noticed that beneath the freckles his skin appeared to have small circles of scarring: acne? Something about that idea brought Hazel a sliver of peace. It made Ezra, even in his uniform, less god and more human again.
“Okay,” he said, apparently having found whatever he was looking for in their face. He reached behind them and grabbed their swords, the metal freezing and burning and heavy and light against Hazel’s back when he embraced them again, ducking his head low to pray in their ear.
And when they appeared back in Hazel’s living room and they still couldn’t find the strength to let go, he let them hold on. Did he know that he was the life jacket keeping them afloat?
“It’s a Buffalo game, isn’t it? Is that why you’re hugging me? To apologize in advance for making me sit through that mess?” Hazel could hear the smile in his voice as he spoke, even if there was hesitation in it too, like he was testing playfulness.
“Yeah, that’s it.” Somehow, some way, they laughed. Hazel hadn’t thought they’d have been capable of laughter yet, but the sound slipped out anyway.
They hadn’t been ready to talk, and Ezra had known that and was trying to shift the mood to something lighter. It was a simple strategy, but it was effective enough.
He made for a wonderfully comfortable life jacket indeed.
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Going into the Blessing, Ezra had been nervous. Actually watching it unfold, he had been utterly terrified. Hazel’s panic had been an ocean rising. They had gone slack and frozen as Castorlux’s memories played behind their eyes, exactly as Astrae had given Ezra his memories when he’d gone through the ceremony himself all those years ago. He watched the panic rise once again afterwards as Castorlux, empowered by the Mother’s light, was able to shove his way past Hazel’s wall. A glance over at Antares was all he needed to know that everybody else was picking up on this as well. Deneb’s hand falling onto his shoulder and giving it a squeeze told him the others weren’t only picking up on Hazel’s distress, but on Ezra’s as well.
By the time it was Ezra’s turn to share in the blessing, Hazel looked a second away from losing it entirely. He hadn’t wanted to let go when they clung to him, even suggesting it had taken all of his self-control, but the longer they held on, the longer it’d take to finish, and they were already hanging on by a fraying thread.
When the others finally left, when it was just the two of them and Ezra had asked if they wanted to talk about it, he knew they wouldn’t. He could see it in their face, in the fear that bubbled under their skin, threatening to burst out at the smallest nudge. So he didn’t push, terrified that doing so might push them right off that cliff before he could save them.
Knowing that hadn’t made it any easier to eventually leave. Looking at Hazel in the threshold of their front door, smiling as though he couldn’t see the storm in their eyes, only reminded him of Noah. Reminded him of tying down moving boxes in the bed of his old truck, of turning around and seeing that same fragile look on his brother’s face. “Everything will be fine. Have fun, city boy,” was all Noah had said to him, as though he didn’t have storms of his own raging in his eyes.
When Ezra’s anxiety took the leap from tolerable to catastrophic, he preferred to let Astrae take over, to take that shielding. But something about dealing with Hazel made Ezra want to stay present.
That was a new feeling. 
It made his night a restless and fruitless game of tag with sleep. It made work drag on until minutes felt like days, passing by entirely too slowly. It made the looming dread of war easy to ignore, easy to forget, in the wake of worry for Hazel instead.
But how did the old saying go? Evil never sleeps, and the holy rarely do? Or something like that?
It came as soon as he got home from work: something cloyingly sweet burning in the back of his nose.
He’d have thought it was his car, a busted radiator or head gasket or something coolant related, had he not known better.
Dread weighed down onto his chest like an elephant’s foot, Astrae scrambling and digging his nails into the sinewy meat of Ezra’s flesh in an attempt to get out, to take over. 
Where everything had been moving through molasses all day, it suddenly picked up, moving so quickly that he could hardly keep up with it. He searched out the sensation, closing his eyes for only a moment to focus. Northeast, that’s where it was coming from. Probably around Quebec somewhere. 
With that determination, he ducked back into the privacy of his car and reached a hand up to grip his talisman, pulling at his magikēs until his tight uniform replaced his usual scrubs. He nearly went straight to the energy, before something else drew the prayers from his lips to take him to Elysia. He took off running as soon as his feet touched the floor, calling out for Rukbat as he followed her energy toward the east side of the castle. Thankfully, Ezra didn’t need to explain when she opened her door, plenty of them had asked her for emergency transport at one time or another. She simply asked where he needed to go and made quick work of sending him directly to Hazel’s house.
Daímōns were dangerous, but Ezra had been dealing with them long enough by now to keep the adrenaline and panic pushed down in his chest. His concern, however, shot into the stratosphere, impossibly higher, when Hazel wrenched open their door, wild-eyed and horror-stricken, wearing only a binder and a pair of boxers, panic pooling and swirling in the gray-steel of their eyes.
"You're not Lucas," they said suddenly, and Ezra caught a glimpse of genuine confusion on their face before he trained his eyes on the ceiling, his ears warming at the sight of them.
All of his panic had dissipated with the very brief glance that he'd gotten of their exposed midriff and legs, at the galaxy of freckles that littered whatever skin wasn’t covered in colorful ink. Stars, he was not a good person. He might be a Constellite, but he was certain he’d burn in the unforgiving flames of Tartarus when he died for the thoughts dancing around in his head. 
"No, I'm not,” he managed to say, proud when his voice didn’t crack in his dry throat. “Were you expecting him? I didn't mean to intrude."
"No. I just wasn't expecting you." Drats. Maybe he should have called them first. "Now stop staring at the ceiling and come help me."
"With?" His eyes didn't move as he followed them into the house.
"My house is burning down. There's an electrical fire… somewhere, I don’t know. I just can't find it." Their voice caught in their throat and it was enough to get Ezra to look at them, to remember that they were panicking once again and that this was not the time for his lewd thoughts about their body.
He almost heaved a sigh of relief. Might have, if not for the fear he could hear in their voice. “Hazel—”
"Don’t you tell me I’m crazy. I can smell burning somewhere but I can't find it. I was just temperature checking all of the outlets and shit when you got here and actually”—they whirled around to point at him, their hair a burning nest of tangles around their head, as if they’d been dragging their fingers through it in their panic—“it's great that you're here actually, because you can help. I need to go upstairs so you can stay down here and double check all of the downstairs for me—"
"There's no fire, Hazel." 
Or rather, there was no electrical fire. A fire certainly existed, flashing through their eyes, burning into him as they glared. "Don't tell me that you can't smel—"
"You're not smelling a fire." They hadn't gotten to that in their training yet. In fact. Ezra was skipping over a lot to bring them along to shadow an exorcism. But hadn’t they said it would be best to jump right in? Their lips twisted into a snarl and he could practically feel the venom sitting on their tongue, ready to melt through his skin. "It's a daímōn. You're sensing it because it's nearby. I know everything was very chaotic so it may be hard to remember, but think back to your vacation. You smelled the same smell then too, didn't you?"
The flames in their eyes banked to more comfortable embers as realization struck them, as the memory hit them. "Gods. Fuck. You know," they paused to let out a humorless laugh, and Ezra's eyes tracked the hand that they aggressively raked through their curls, "I've always been a little anxious but like, anxiety was the least of my problems, y'know? I feel like it's fucking constant now."
There was a lot to unpack there, and Ezra wanted to do just that. He wanted nothing more than to go to the kitchen, make some tea or hot chocolate and sit down and listen to Hazel talk about this anxiety they were dealing with, to try and find a way to help them through it. They seemed so ashamed of it, like these past few weeks hadn't been as turbulent as they had been. To be honest, Ezra would have been more inclined to believe Hazel was crazy if they weren't absolutely reeling from everything.
"Hazel, it's perfe—" He winced and staggered back, swallowed only to find freshly broken glass in his throat, scraping away at his insides. He could taste the dirt flooding his mouth, could feel thorned vines wrapping around his limbs and cutting into his flesh. Astrae. "Later," he rasped, "we'll talk later, I promise."
Astrae didn't want to stay and talk to Hazel, and Ezra could have fought him on that, could have shoved him back down, but what kind of god would Ezra be to not deal with a daímōn on the loose? In fact, he had already lost quite a bit of time here. And even if he could work through that moral quandary, there was the fact that fighting back when Astrae was this desperate would wear Ezra out so entirely that he probably would have fallen asleep listening to Hazel open up to him, and that would have been worse.
"I have to get going. Did you want to join me?" Astrae relaxed marginally, just enough that Ezra could breathe at least. 
Hazel’s eyes went wide once again, though he couldn't have said if it was the seeing him in pain or the feeling of Astrae's energy raging that had done it. Or maybe it was the invitation, he wasn’t sure. He could barely think past the overwhelming sensations battling away at his senses.
“You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”
“That’s not it.” They stared at the ground between them, tugging at the skin around their nails. “I just—won’t I get in the way? I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Ezra sighed and pushed through the pain of the very agitated celestial god inside him to try for a reassuring smile. “The first time you rebuilt an engine, did you know what you were doing? It’s something you learned how to do, I imagine. And I also imagine that you didn’t master it just by listening to other people talk. So,” he took a step forward, only to stop when they shrunk back, leaving the space they so clearly needed between them, “come with me. I might need you to play assistant should I need a hand, but mostly you’ll just be there to watch.”
Hazel’s head snapped up, eyes wide once again. “What? I’m not—” 
He held up a hand to stop them. “You’re not trained yet, but Castorlux is. I know it scares you, but you can rely on them. I do.” 
And they could rely on Ezra too. He would sooner die than let anything happen to them. 
They spent a long moment weighing the options of joining him or not—a long moment of Ezra holding Astrae behind the cage of his gritted teeth, of ignoring the energy skittering across his skin like swarms of locusts begging him to move. Then finally, "Let me get changed." 
Hazel disappeared up the stairs, and Ezra lurched in the doorway, fighting with his own feet as Astrae tried to get them moving, tried to call out to Hazel that there wasn’t time, they could just change on the way.
But Ezra knew Hazel still struggled with calling their magikēs to bring their uniform, preferring to do it in private where Ezra couldn’t see them. It was fine, they’d be leaving shortly, Astrae didn’t need to badger at him. 
Hazel appeared moments later, as if to prove Astrae wrong, and Ezra once again cursed their need to hurry because he so desperately wanted to spend a good while staring at them. He’d had the chance during their Blessing, but he’d been preoccupied with their fright. Still, he doubted the shock of them clad in their white uniform would ever not knock him breathless. 
"Ready?" 
Their answering nod was tentative, but when he opened his arms, they came without hesitation. Ezra whispered his prayers, a promise to the Mother Goddess to champion against evil in Her name, into the crown of Hazel's head until they were tumbling through the stars and landing in a wilderness somewhere north and east. 
Wherever the energy brought them, it was beautiful, if not for its tainting. It looked a bit like the place Hazel had been vacationing at when they first met, a thick blanket of snow and tall white birches surrounding them, a river gurgling from somewhere nearby.
"It's an arrosthenoi," Ezra started, drawing a handgun from the holster beneath his left arm. He'd like to have drawn both of his handguns, but with Hazel being present, he wanted to keep a hand free should they require any chiron. He had no intentions of letting the thing anywhere near them, but he wanted to be prepared just in case. "Do you remember which ones those are?"
"Those are yours," they whispered back and when Ezra looked down at them, he saw each half of their sword in their trembling hands.
“Good.” He took a breath, tilted his head as he focused on the area around them, feeling for that sick, twisting energy. It was close by, too close. It was a fight with Astrae not to just take off immediately. He turned back to Hazel. "Don't try and fight it. You're just to watch. If anything happens and you need to, I need you to let Castorlux take over." They frowned, opened their mouth to argue, but Ezra held up a hand. "I know you don't like the sound of it, but you have to. They know how to fight."
They nodded hesitantly, throat bobbing in a nervous gulp. 
"Everything will be fine. It's just one daímōn, so this should be pretty easy," he assured them, tightening his grip around his gun. The nickel finish and ivory grip were cool against his palm, the weight of it familiar and comforting. There had been a long part of his life where he had despised guns, but now he found a sort of comfort in them, able to think about them without thinking of his father. With guns—his guns—came the power to kill daímōns, and that made them a lighter weight to carry.
A flash of red in his peripheral had him turning towards Hazel and grabbing them, tugging them close. They startled, and for a second he worried they might stab him again—with a sword this time—but they managed to recover just as Ezra shot them both into the air on an towering mound of dirt, eerily reminiscent of that first attack he’d saved Hazel from all those weeks ago.
"Stay up here," he ordered, ignoring the roaring in his head that was Astrae. Hazel still looked frightened, but their next nod came more confidently, and Ezra took a step back toward the ledge. He gave them a cocksure smile and sent them a wink. "You'll have the best seat in the house up here."
Astrae took that green light and flew through it, flowers sprouting in Ezra's lungs and vines wrapping around his bones. Astrae was light. Astrae was fresh earth and new life. The curved plough. And when he came back to life this time, it was with a thirst for blood.
He slid down the sloped side of the newly-built mountain with the sort of grace Ezra always wished he'd possessed on his own, bringing himself face-to-ugly-face with the daímōn they’d been drawn there to kill.
The thing was hideous. Not much taller than Ezra but massive in bulk and muscle. Small, dark horns sprouted from its leathery red skin, like a field of thorns over its snout, curving up and around a billion little eyes. 
It snarled at him with a virulent hatred, a paw the size of Ezra’s head swiping out at him. With a precision so well-practiced it was as easy as breathing, Astrae shifted his weight to his right foot, lifted his arm, and shot the thing right in the center of its head, just beneath a jagged horn.
The beast reared back and roared so fiercely that the ground trembled. Astrae risked a glance up his little mountain when Ezra stirred, finding Hazel lying down with their head peeking over the side. Their eyes were wide and the most fascinating shade of smoke, even with the distance between them. It was no wonder that Ezra liked looking into them whenever he had the chance to do so.
Something slammed into his middle, sending him bouncing off the mountainside and making each of his bones rattle beneath his skin. The breath knocked out of his lungs, pushing past his lips in a low hiss as an ache began to spread through his ribs and back.
Stars, he’d let Ezra’s wayward thoughts distract him. He should have never let Hazel come along. 
Astrae started to raise his arm, ready to blast another bullet through this thing's skull, but the creature rushed forward, pinning his arm and his torso against the mountain with a massive paw. He clenched his jaw to keep a groan from escaping, cursing the fact that he’d let Ezra convince him to leave a hand open in case Hazel was hurt. Now he had no weapons to fight with, not easily accessible ones at least. His other gun sat in its holster, just out of reach from his pinned hand, and while he could send it back to its pocket dimension and withdraw it into his free hand, the prayers needed to do so would take too long.
Astrae's teeth ground at the thought, but it dissipated quickly when something fouler than the beast itself stung his nostrils. A shiver ran through him and sweat beaded his brows. Damn.
A fever was setting in.
He didn’t have time to sit and ponder his options. With a curl of his finger, he tore a tree from its roots and sent it flying, leaning back into the mountain, letting it sink and bend beneath his weight, just as the tree collided with the bastard thing and sent it careening to the side and away from him. Freed, he whirled on his heel and wasted no time in aiming his gun.
His finger settled on the trigger, but before he could pull, a sword came down through the creature’s head, spearing out from its jaw. Astrae watched as Hazel came following after it, graceful as the wind and just as light, and landed on the pommel of the sword, balancing atop it as their weight drove the blade deeper into the creature’s head. 
Eyes of spring green and golden dawn glanced up at him, a smile spreading across their face that had Astrae’s heart lurching in his chest, pounding against the bones of his ribs violently. 
Castorlux. His Castorlux. The air in his ski—
They hopped down and grabbed the sword on their way, wrenching it from the beast's head. With their newly freed hand, they undid the clasp of their capelet and whipped it into the arrosthenoi's face.
"Do it now!" they called to him.
Just as he raised his gun, however, nausea rolled across his stomach so viciously that his entire body went hot with it.
"Astrae!"
Their voice got lost in the roaring of the beast just as he doubled over and emptied his stomach of everything Ezra had eaten that day. With ragged heaves of breath, Astrae leaned against his mountain with one hand, pressing the other to his stomach in the hopes that pressure might calm it. He tried to straighten his spine but another shiver wracked through him. Stars, he felt completely drained, exhausted. He just wanted to lie down and—
No, he couldn’t do that. Castorlux was battling with the daímōn that he was supposed to be fighting. He swallowed back the bile on his tongue and on wobbling legs he straightened, gun drawn and aimed. Castorlux sat on the creature’s back, using one hand to keep their capelet wrapped over its face, to keep it blinded, while the other drew their sword across its fat throat.
The blade, sharp as it was, was struggling to get through the leathery skin and thick fat of the beast.
His bullets would tear right through it, pierce the beast with a brutal efficiency that Ezra loved, enough so to use the weapons without fear of his panic spells. But his body was trembling with blight and his aim would be compromised as a result. With Castorlux literally straddling the thing, the risk of hitting them was too great to take.
Ezra would damn him later, but that was fine. Astrae had long since grown used to that. The boy, angry as he might be, had gone soft with the flowers Astrae had long since planted around his heart. Right now, they couldn’t afford soft.
With a deep, shaky breath, Astrae called to the stars and dug out the sickle that had originally been his, the weapon that had been made for Astrae prior to the mortal's development of firearms. It fit in the palm of his hand as if it’d never left, as if the very grip was molded to the shape of his fingers after so many centuries of use.
Armed with the curved blade that he preferred, he continued forward, continued towards the beast that was bucking and rearing while his comrade and lover attempted to saw through its neck. 
His blade would cut through it more easily. Though his legs were unsteady, his determination allowed him to close the distance in what felt like the blink of an eye.
He slid to a stop where Castorlux had jumped down to and swung his blade to stab into the daímōn's sternum, pushing past the initial resistance until it sliced clean through the flesh, leaving the creature angry and bleeding. 
Just as he wanted, the beast turned, its attention no longer on Castorlux.
Castorlux launched themself up into the sky, holding themself on an invisible pedestal of air beneath their feet. Astrae caught the flicking of their fingers and saw the beast's limbs compress against its body, saw its millions of eyes go wide as they used the air like a set of chains, wrapping it around the thing so tightly that it lost any chance it might have had for escape. 
"Hurry!" Castorlux called out. Astrae risked them another glance and saw the copper fading in and out of their hair, steel wavering in and out of their eyes. 
Hazel was fighting against whatever bindings Castorlux had them in.
Astrae had it much easier; Ezra was always happy enough to let himself go to sleep when Astrae's strength was needed. He was not resistant to it the same way that Hazel was.
"Get down!" he ordered, knowing that if Hazel gained enough control, they wouldn’t be able to hold their body up with air the way that Castorlux was. It'd be an easy thing to heal any injuries they might obtain from falling from such a great height, but he knew they wouldn't like it. He didn't want to put that sort of strife between them and Ezra. The boy’s feelings were so incredibly easy to wound, and Astrae could tell that Hazel's wrath would burn him to the ground.
As soon as he saw his love begin to lower towards the ground, he returned to the task at hand. 
With his beloved sickle in his hand, the stars sang. Astrae was ruthless, hacking into the beast with deadly precision. It screeched and it roared and black blood sprayed and soaked into his uniform, tarnishing the pretty grass and glittering snow beneath his feet.
But his victory didn't come with glory, not when he turned on weak legs to find Castorlux lying on the ground, gasping for air through great, heaving breaths. He tried to go to them but his own head dizzied and he stumbled on unsteady feet. Fever. His fever was rising. 
Dammit.
It had been foolish of him to let that daímōn close enough in the first place. He just needed to get back home, back to Elysia. He just needed to rest, to grab Castorlux and go, and then everything would be fin—
The world spun around him, his stomach turning as the ground quickly moved to catch his body. 
“Ezra!”
Snowy grass tickled his cheek when Astrae turned his head, watching Castorlux—no, gray eyes now, Hazel—collapse to their knees beside him. Ezra, they called him, as if Astrae wasn’t here laying in the snow, burning for them, reaching for the soul nestled inside theirs. It’d been so long, so long, since he saw them, held them. Now they were gone again, slipped between his fingers like water through a sieve, leaving only gray clouds behind to hide his beloved skies.
Astrae was beginning to hate the color gray.

      [image: image-placeholder]"Ezra, you're too heavy for me to move." Hazel’s voice filtered through the darkness, garbled and wobbling, floating beyond the body of water flooding Ezra’s ears. 
"Hazel," he mumbled, elated. He felt so incredibly disoriented, but Hazel’s voice was a tether keeping Ezra from floating off into the skies or sinking into the mud. He turned to his side, seeking them out. "S'cold."
"You're too hot." Something shoved him and kept him lying on his back. "Don't move. I have snow on your head and you'll knock it off."
"Why?"
"You're too hot. I'm trying to cool you down."
"You think I'm hot, eh?" He blinked his eyes open and found Hazel sitting in the snow at the crown of his head, leaning forward so all he could see was their face.
That was nice.
They scowled. "You beat that thing just so that I could kill you? You're too kind."
He snorted and tried to focus on their eyes, on counting the white specks of lightning hiding within the storm clouds there in the hopes that it’d make everything else stop spinning. 
"Sit up and take me to Elysia. We'll get you help there." He hummed, noncommittal, and Hazel shook his shoulders. “Ezra! You have to get us to Elysia. I can barely get myself there on a good day, I’ll fucking drop you or something in space if I have to try and take us both. You have to focus.”
He could have sat up. It'd have taken some effort, but he could have done it.  Maybe it was whatever sickness he'd been given. Maybe it was the adrenaline of a battle won. Whatever it was, he was feeling selfish and greedy. "Can't. Come here."
"Come here?" they repeated, their brows drawing together in confusion.
"Lie with me."
They made a strange sound, something between the squeak of a rubber duck and the groan of an engine. Ezra wanted to giggle at it, might have if his chest wasn’t burning. "Can't you just take me to Elysia like this?" they asked.
The blow of rejection almost stung, if not for the fear he saw etched across their face once the world finally stopped spinning.
Intimacy. Closeness. Those things frightened Hazel, didn't they?
He tried to smile, but it was hard when he was battling with himself. He wanted to respect their boundaries, wanted to respect their space. But he also had something needy clawing him from the inside out. Some desire to have Hazel in his arms that was making it hard to think clearly.
"Okay." 
With empty arms, he prayed to go home.
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How quickly they had gone from being a disaster who needed to be cared for, to being the one giving the care. Ezra had passed out as soon as they reached Elysia, but they were met instantly by some of the others and a slew of ággelos who all helped carry Ezra inside so he could rest and be doted upon. 
Lucidity took its sweet time coming to him, though Amelia assured Hazel that was common with this particular type of fever. Not that that made it any better, mind. At one point Hazel wondered which of them was more sick, Ezra with fever or Hazel with worry? Eventually, Hazel had to bite the bullet and pray themself home long enough to call in sick from work for the following day, only to then return back to paradise to fret at Ezra’s side.
And gods, if Lucas thought Hazel was a menace when they were sick, he hadn’t seen anything. Ezra put up quite the fight whenever the others tried to help. He was fine, he’d say. He didn’t need the doting hands of Hazel or Adelita or Hadeon or Amelia or Valentina. They didn’t need to worry about him. 
It was only when Adelita threatened to let all of his house plants die the next time he was away that finally had him relenting enough to let everybody do what they needed to do. And eventually exhaustion joined in on the prodding and finally managed to get him to call it quits for good.
It was Ezra who needed Hazel now, not the other way around for once. And yet, pinpricks of fear began to dance along their nerves. They weren’t… they weren’t any good at taking care of others. They wanted to be, but they never had been. They’d taken care of Silas a little bit, sure, but that was different. Silas was different. 
Ever since meeting him, Ezra had been taking care of them. And now he needed their support? They weren’t the strong one in this friendship. They couldn’t be. Not compared to Ezra, who was practically a knight in shining armor. They certainly couldn’t be trusted to be depended on by anybo—
No, they thought, shaking their head and squaring their shoulders. Ezra needed them and they would be there the way he had been for them thus far. They could do this. They would do this. They couldn’t freak out, they couldn’t panic. Ezra needed them calm right now, and godsdammit they would be calm.
They waited until sleep took him under, damp with fever and miserable. Only when he was finally asleep did they let themself think about what had happened during the exorcism. It was only then that they tried to remember what had happened when their head went radio silent. When blackness had crept up on them like a tire iron to the back of the skull. 
Hazel had been lying down on Ezra’s little platform watching the fight below. They’d seen him get pinned, seen the daímōn looming over him. Then they were lying on the ground, sore and disoriented, and Ezra was on the other side of the clearing, and he wasn’t moving, and there was a decaying daímōn carcass between them. Seeing Ezra’s body slumped and lifeless was enough to propel them into motion, enough to have their heart rocketing so quickly they couldn’t think about the time that seemed to have just erased itself from their head.
With him safe and healing now—Hazel sitting on the floor, head resting against the mattress of the bed, at the ready should Ezra awaken and need anything—they could finally think about it.
They wanted to sleep, they truly did, and gods did they try to do so. It was easy to blame their failure to fall into the dreamworld on their uncomfortable seated position, or the way Ezra tossed and turned and mumbled and whined in his sleep. It was easier to blame Ezra for their wakefulness than it was to admit to themself that the darkness behind their eyelids made them think of the darkness they’d been dragged beneath earlier. Easier than admitting they were terrified of closing their eyes and never being able to open them again, lost in that empty blackness of almost-awareness.
After some indeterminate amount of time spent frustrated, Hazel gave up altogether, choosing instead to listen to Ezra’s sleep-addled rambles. They were all incoherent for the most part, Hazel only able to catch individual words out of context, enough to know he was, overall, distressed. They could see that much in the crease formed between his brows that they were struggling to resist smoothing, in the downturn of his lips that left them feeling strangely empty and unsettled.
It wasn’t until the witching hour that Ezra finally began to really fall apart. His tossing and turning came closer to thrashing, his distressed dreaming being taken by a more vicious nightmare of some sort. 
Knuckles against his forehead let Hazel know that his fever was on the rise again, so they hurried to the adjoining bathroom to wet a cloth with cool water. They’d give that another go before seeking out the ággelo children of Asclepius, they decided, laying it gently over his forehead. The need to be cared for had very obviously frightened him, so they wouldn’t involve more people unless they had to.
The cloth hit his forehead and he gasped, bolting up right and wild-eyed. 
“Oh, shit. I didn’t mean to wake you up.” Hazel caught the cloth as it slid from his head and stayed frozen, waiting for him to adjust to being awake.
He blinked a few times, his chest rising and falling so quickly Hazel worried he might make himself sick. Slowly, very slowly, they reached out and set a hand next to his leg, not close enough to touch or startle him, but enough to show they were there. “You’re going to pass out if you keep breathing that quickly, Ezra,” they said quietly, repeating the words he’d said at the sword ceremony. That was fine right? It had comforted them when he said them, maybe it’d comfort him in turn.
After a moment, Ezra turned to stare at them, eyes piercing and wide, as though he were staring at something magnificent. As though he was considering wrapping the beads of his talisman around his hand and praying to them.
It made them squirm, but they didn’t pull away. He needs you, they reminded themself.
Another moment passed before he cast his eyes to his lap instead, watching his hands shake atop the blanket. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “Don’t feel good.”
They nodded. He looked like he didn’t feel good. His skin was strangely pale and flushed, his hair was flattened and mussed from his sleep, clinging to his damp skin wherever it could reach. 
Hazel shifted to sit on the edge of the bed, crossing their legs beneath them. “Do you get nightmares a lot, Ez?”
A blush might have crept over his cheeks if he hadn’t already been so flushed, they determined, seeing the shame fill his eyes like rain in a meadow. He nodded slowly. “Yeah, I do.”
His honesty disarmed them. In the short time that they had known him, that sort of open honesty was expected, but it only served as a nasty reminder to Hazel that had the roles been reversed, Hazel would have lied and said no. Answering yes would have opened them to an interrogation, to ripping apart the nightmare and sticking it beneath a microscope. 
“Did you want to talk about it?” They swallowed back on the beginnings of anxiety and forced a small smile. They could look away from the mirror and focus on Ezra and what he needed. They could do it.
He rubbed his hands over his face before lying back down. As soon as he did, Hazel smoothed the wet cloth over his forehead again and he offered them a thankful smile. “Just old stuff,” he said with a shrug, and his smile turned wry. “I think we all have nightmares. It kind of comes with the job.”
It made sense that he’d find the daímōns he’d killed waiting for him in the Land of Dreams, but somehow it made Hazel feel a little bit at peace with their own nightmares to have the confirmation that it wasn’t just them. 
Moonlight trickled in through the large windows, finding its way through the slits of the drapery. It silvered his skin in a way that might have been breathtaking if he hadn’t looked so painfully pale. “What happened to you on your vacation is going to stay with you for a long time,” he muttered.
They shivered. “I know.” 
“Did the nightmares start?”
Emblazoned by his openness, Hazel whispered softly in answer. “They haven’t stopped.” 
He sucked in a sharp breath, but nodded as if it was expected—apparently it was. “I’m sorry about that.” 
They returned his nod sheepishly and tried to ignore the weird fluttering in their chest. “What one haunted you tonight?”
They jumped when his hand wrapped around one of theirs, but they didn’t pull it back. Their instincts told them to, told them to keep that distance between them, but they were feeling raw enough that they suspected they might sink into the mud if he wasn’t holding them afloat. Maybe he was thinking the same thing. Maybe that’s why he held on so tightly.
“It was a different kind of daímōn.” His voice was a whisper, an apparition in the room, hardly there. Hazel didn’t respond, giving him the time he needed to figure out how to explain what it was that he wanted to tell them. “It was my father. When I get too stressed about anything, I start thinking about him. He’s never been a kind man and… and the nightmares come sometimes.” 
It was an admission, one that—if the look on his face was anything to go by—left him feeling weak and humiliated. His guileless nature meant slicing himself open, flaying himself bare. They could relate to that, could understand what it was like to pry information like that out with a rusty, jagged spoon. Hazel kept quiet, and despite themself, they ran the pad of their thumb along the side of his hand.
“He doesn’t like me and he never has.” His breathing went erratic again and the grip he had on their hand went crushing. Hazel just kept quietly rubbing their thumb in that same soothing rhythm. Back and forth and back and forth. “It wasn’t a very happy home to grow up in. It—“ He frowned, shook his head, glanced at them with a self-deprecating smile. “Sorry. You don’t want to hear this.” The chuckle that slid through his lips was miserable, a poor attempt at deflecting from the hurt swarming inside of his chest.
Hazel shrugged their shoulders. “If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s fine.” That desire to be somebody that could be even half as supportive as Ezra had been so far suddenly became overwhelming. They hadn’t known each other very long at all, and already Ezra had done so much for them, the least they could do was listen. Being able to pay him back for any of it would make them feel like their growing dependence wasn’t so one-sided. “But I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to hear about it, Ez.”
He took a minute to stare at them, looking for the answer to a question he didn’t ask aloud. Hazel fought the urge to shrink away instinctively. They wouldn’t, not when he so desperately needed someone to talk to, to listen, to be there. They could do that. They could be here, for as long as he needed. Instead, they set their jaw and returned his gaze evenly.
He took a deep breath and steadied himself as much as he could, though his hand still trembled in Hazel’s. “My mom died when I was seven. My dad remarried right away, and they had Noah not long after. Dad always drank way too much, but it got worse after my mom died, and then it got even worse when Noah’s mom, Sam, left him.” 
Hazel’s heart jumped into their throat as the pain carved its way across Ezra’s face—old pain, sunk into the smile lines around his mouth and the crinkle of his eyes, worn through his skin by endless fake smiles and half-assed reassurances that he was fine and there was no reason to worry. Hazel didn’t have those lines. Hazel had battle scars torn through their skin, spilling their emotions and thoughts out for the entire world to see. When they said they were fine, no one believed them.
It made them wonder how often Ezra had said those words and been left alone. How often he had needed someone to call him on his bullshit only to be left patching his own wounds in the privacy of his loneliness.
“If he wasn’t out on the farm, or blacked out on the couch, he was there to remind me how much of a pussy I am or how bad of a job I did on the farm or with cleaning the house or how much I suck at hockey—“ He cringed, his hand shaking almost violently as everything seemed to just start pouring out of him. It was with a mountainous effort that Hazel managed to blink back on tears of their own. “I’m rambling, sorry. I don’t know why I still get nightmares.” His voice went small with shame. “It’s been seven years since the last time he laid a hand on me, but for some reason I just can’t let it go.”
“Ezra, can you sit up? Or are you too tired?”
His brows furrowed, but with a huff he pushed himself up.
There were a lot of things that Hazel could have said to him. They could have told him it would all be okay, but those words always felt cheap and baseless when given to them. They could have told him his trauma made him stronger, but Hazel knew just how stupid shit like that sounded from people who didn’t understand, who didn’t know. And Hazel didn’t know. Hazel’s own camshaft may have been badly scored, but they would never understand this flavor of pain. They grew up with two loving fathers, fathers who encouraged them to feel their feelings, who wanted to talk, who wanted to listen. Gods, Hazel couldn’t even remember the last time one of them raised their voice, much less insulted them. Hazel had always been their own abuser.
So no, Hazel couldn’t understand what Ezra had gone through, or what he was feeling, but they knew what it felt like to feel too much. So, in spite of their own fear, they maneuvered themself between Ezra’s legs, bending their own over his hips until they were practically sat in his lap. They raised their free hand and wove their fingers through the silky strands of his mahogany hair, cupping the back of his head and pulling it down so he could rest his chin on their shoulder.
By the time they settled, Ezra had lost all breath, his body frozen against theirs. Then suddenly, as though he had just woken from some sort of stupor, his hand escaped theirs and both of his arms came to wind around them. Anytime he’d held onto them previously, it’d been soft and warm and protective, but this embrace was different, more desperate, more pleading. 
Hazel’s head went silent as a winter night spent high up in the mountains. Ezra’s fingers were digging into them tightly, as though his grip alone was the only thing keeping him in one piece. His grip was so strong it should have hurt, but Hazel’s brain seemed to no longer be able to register pain, too inundated with the warmth of his fever-stricken body and the earthy smell of him. 
He shook so hard in their arms that they had to wonder if he’d ever spoken about any of this before. Whether or not they’d been the first to know, Hazel was touched that Ezra trusted them enough to tell them about the things that haunted him.
A fire was blazing in their heart too, and it was only because Ezra was so incredibly vulnerable in that moment that Hazel staved off its burning. How dare Ezra’s father ever make him feel like he wasn’t the best son anybody could have ever hoped to have? Hazel didn’t need to have known Ezra in his younger years to know that he had been a wonderful son, a wonderful person. His father didn’t deserve him.
But being angry wouldn’t help Ezra at all, so they settled for running their fingers through his hair and gently working through the knots they found.
Another wheel turned in their head as they sat there quietly soothing him, a slower wheel, one that felt like it’d been turning for a long time now, just waiting for them to notice: this was exactly where he belonged. This was exactly where they belonged. In each other’s arms. Since that first full memory Castorlux had played for them, they had fought against the idea that maybe they only felt so comfortable with Ezra because Castorlux was comfortable with Astrae, but sitting there wrapped around one another like vines, Hazel understood that they needed Ezra just as badly as Castorlux wanted Astrae. 
He was the quiet that they had been chasing those days at the cabin, and somehow it only just sunk in that they’d found it after all. 
It took a full minute for Hazel to realize that their own grip had gone crushing, that they were holding onto him as desperately as he was them, hands fisted in the back of his undershirt, clinging for dear life.
Later, they’d think about how terrifying it was to need somebody to anchor them as badly as they needed Ezra to. Later, they’d think about how vulnerable this feeling was making them. Later, they’d think about how much of a risk it was to have somebody be this important to them.
But for now, they focused on the earthy scent of him and the cadence of his breath, even and steady. For now, they focused on the warmth in their chest, letting it seep into Ezra’s skin like a siege on his fevered turmoil.
Eventually, they parted, Ezra laughing about how he was too warm and then frowning when Hazel jumped to re-dampen the cloth and crack open a window. After that, they stayed up for the rest of the night talking. Ezra spoke more about his mother, spoke softly of the way that her eyes were kind and her laughter infectious. He spoke nostalgically about his days in high school, how he had loved sports and sneaking out on weekends to go play nerdy little tabletop games with his friends, and it made Hazel laugh. It was hard to picture good boy Ezra sneaking out, but it seemed to fit him perfectly that he’d done so just to go nerd out.
It still astounded Hazel that for every piece of information that he offered, he requested one in return. It astounded them that he wanted to know more about them. And for everything that they offered, he listened, transfixed. They traded tidbits of their life like currency, and extracting themself from their spot on the bed became difficult.
Ezra was looking better already, his color having returned, painting him the gilded gold that Hazel was more familiar with, thank the Mother. 
“That was some man cold then, huh?” they asked with a teasing grin when he stepped out from the bathing chambers, freshly cleaned and hair shining. He wore a brown sweater vest over a crisp white button-up that was tucked into tailored brown slacks, the material of the shirt clinging to his arms in a way Hazel desperately ignored. He was the only person, Hazel decided, that could make brown look so not drab. It was incredible, really. It complimented the gold of his skin, brought out the grassy plains of his eyes, and it paired nicely with the hair he pulled back into a neat tail at the nape of his neck.
His eyes narrowed, and he fiddled with the brown leather watch on his wrist. “That wasn’t a man cold. I was attacked by a daímōn, Hazel.” 
They snickered as they walked up to him. “Looked like a man cold to me, Ez. Now, where are we going that you have to be dressed like such a fuckin’ nerd for?”
He balked, but they caught the way that he was fighting against a grin. “You really think that I look like a nerd? This is cashmere, Hazel. I should look nice enough.”
He did look plenty nice. Hazel couldn’t think of a single time in all of their life that they saw a man in a sweater and found themself thinking about tearing it off of him, but here they were.
“And I was hoping that we could get breakfast,” he finally said. “I’m starving.”
Hazel nodded and flexed their fists at their sides to keep their itching hands busy, the same way an ex-smoker kept a toothpick between their lips. “Take me back to my place so I can clean up, and then I can take you to a really good breakfast spot. Just don’t expect me to be wearing cashmere.”
He snorted. “Hazel, I think that if I saw you wearing cashmere, I’d assume that you were being held at gunpoint. Now,” he stretched his arms out towards them, palms up and at the ready, “let’s go.”
Hazel’s hands found their way back home to his, and they were off to float through time and space. 
They wasted no time rushing upstairs once they appeared in the living room, changing into a ratty old band sweatshirt and leggings, shoving their feet into their work boots, much to Ezra’s amusement as he waited at the door. They only stuck their tongue at him and said, “they’re steel toed,” in the same snooty tone he’d said “cashmere.”
That fond amusement of his fell as soon as they got outside, however, his eyes growing wide as Hazel unlocked the passenger side door of their truck and held it open for him like the fucking gentleman they were. “You want me to get into that thing?” 
“It’s perfectly safe, asshole,” they snarled back at him. “It’s a Chevy! It’ll outlive both of us!”
His head cocked to the side. “Can you even get into it? Even with the running boards, I feel like you’d still need a step ladder.”
Oh, that was it. “Just because I am not freakishly tall like you—“
“I’m hardly more than average height—“
”—I’m an expert at climbing things. Wanna’ see?”
Before he could answer, they were on the move, darting behind him. They reached for his shoulders and hoisted themself up, ignoring his laughter as they wrapped their legs around his waist. Their arm slithered around his neck and pulled back lightly, keeping him in a loose chokehold. 
“Hazel, what on earth are you—“
“Take it back!” They tightened their hold enough that their arm pressed fully into his neck. It wasn’t enough to actually choke him, but enough to serve as a warning.
He only laughed harder and reached his hand up to wrap around their arm, tugging lightly. “You’re like a little backpack.”
“I will gut you like a fucking fish,” they hissed before ducking down to bite the top of his ear.
Ezra yelped and jolted, then tried casually to tug their arm away from his throat, but they held firm. When that didn’t work, he tried a different tactic, bending his arm back awkwardly and scraping his fingers against their ribs, light enough to make them squeal and try to lean away.
The struggle left Hazel losing their grip, falling backwards until Ezra’s arms shot back and he grabbed onto them, pitching forward in an attempt to compensate, to account for their new center of gravity so Hazel didn’t fall head first onto the concrete of the driveway. He steadied them, one hand against their side, digging into their hip, while the other had reached around further in his attempt to stabilize them, cupped around the curve of Hazel’s ass. 
Their face burned hot with Tarfire, but eager to continue the teasing, they nestled their chin against his shoulder and grinned against his ear. “You know, usually people buy me dinner before grabbing my ass. Does that mean you’re paying for breakfast?”
”I—oh.” 
His hands flew off of them immediately and they hopped down with ease, covering their mouth to try and keep their laughter contained when he turned around to face them. His face was the hottest they’d ever seen it, cheeks painted the color of rubies, horror slashing through his eyes.
“Hazel, oh stars, that was disgusting of me. I am so, so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
Hazel smiled, a wolf with a rabbit cornered. “You didn’t mean to? That’s a shame. I was hoping that you had.”
With him standing there, mouth agape, very obviously startled and flustered, Hazel turned around and climbed into the passenger seat, crawling over the center console, before settling in the driver’s seat with a cocky smirk on their lips. They hadn’t realized he could get more red, but damn if the color didn’t look good on him. 
“What?” they asked him, turning the truck on and hooking up the Bluetooth, trying their best not to giggle at the flustered look on his face. “The driver’s side doesn’t open when it’s cold.”
He stared at them for a long moment, then jumped when they tapped on the horn and climbed in without another word.
Though he seemed to be refusing to speak for their entire car ride, Hazel couldn’t help but smile to themself, tapping their fingers along the steering wheel in tune with the music. 
At the diner Hazel had picked, they found it unusually easy to eat their food without thinking much about it. They were happy, they realized with no small amount of surprise. 
Ezra seemed overwhelmed by his own food, having been talked into ordering pancakes topped with bananas and walnuts and caramel sauce by Hazel, as opposed to the veggie omelet he had shown interest in ordering. They knew that he valued things like health and wellness, but they’d never before seen him literally stress over having to eat something before. 
Entirely too familiar with that feeling, Hazel put on a brave face of their own and leaned forward with their fork and knife and cut themself a piece of his pancake, being sure to get one of everything onto the fork. It was a big piece and they popped it into their mouth before they could let themself fret over the size of the bite.
“This is really tasty. You’d know that,” they washed down the sweet caramel with a good gulp of coffee, “if you’d eat it.”
His brows furrowed and he sighed, finally taking a bite for himself. 
It was a strange feeling, one that made their chest all fluttery, being the strong one. Nobody had ever really needed them before. It was Hazel who had always been the one in need. Whether or not they had sought out aid, they had always been the wounded one.  
But Ezra was wounded too. Hazel wished that he wasn’t, but they couldn’t change that. At least they could be a pillar of strength for him to lean on when he needed. No matter how large their own crazy grew, they promised themself to be Ezra’s beacon of light when he needed it. It felt right to be able to offer to him what he always had on the ready for them.
If they could give him half of what he was always giving them, then they could be happy.






  
  12 YEARS PRIOR






Ezra had killed his very first daímōn.
Ezra could feel Aldebaran’s hand rubbing gentle and loving circles at the center of his back as he heaved the rest of the food in his stomach into the toilet. She gathered up his hair to hold it back and out of the way.
“This is awful,” he whined through heaving breaths as he lifted a shaking hand up to the handle to flush it.
“I know, baby,” she murmured, and as soon as Ezra managed to sit himself down on the ground, cheek resting against the cool porcelain, she brushed his bangs from his face, “but it’ll pass.”
Tears streaked down his cheeks, but Ezra couldn’t find the energy to try and stop them. “I killed it.” 
“I know.” She nodded and moved to sit down in front of him, crossing her legs beneath her. “You did really well.”
He reached for the cup of water that she had set down next to him earlier and gulped down a greedy sip. “Does it freak you out at all, Aldebaran?” he asked, wiping at his mouth with the back of his hand.
Her nose scrunched and she let out a wry chuckle. “Just you calling me that freaks me out. I still can’t wrap my head around being more than Valentina. All of this is crazy, but we’ll get used to it.”
“How do you manage to sound so sure about that?” Panic was beginning to make Ezra’s chest go tight as he looked down at the daímōn blood dried into his uniform, at the guns holstered beneath his arms. 
When she smiled again, Ezra wondered if it was even possible to doubt Valentina. Her smile was so warm, so radiant. “Because I know that I’m strong, and I know that you’re strong too, ‘Strae.”






  
  SIXTEEN

EZRA






Ezra should have been much more upset about how he'd fallen so ill at the hands of a daímōn that the others had to care for him, or how nightmares of things past still haunted him like a ghost he couldn't exorcize. He should have been ashamed of the way that everything that he'd grown up with had spilled out of his mouth like thorned flowers. He should have been even more upset that he had gotten so lost in his own suffering that he hadn’t thought to check in with Hazel. That battle had to have been a lot for them.
But it was hard to be upset when Hazel was in the driver's seat of their truck, singing along dramatically to some sort of screaming music that Ezra couldn't even decipher, with a grin plastered across their face. Hazel made it hard to feel anything other than elation. He couldn’t possibly risk taking that away to delve into either of their suffering.
He’d give them both some more time.
As soon as they made it back to Hazel's house, they'd requested to return to Elysia, wanting to explore more of the Protévousa, and Ezra was happy enough to oblige. Hazel hadn't seen very much of Elysia’s capital yet, and today was as good a day as any for a fuller tour. He expected they’d like the libraries just as much as he did, and if they had time, maybe they could go together to explore some of the Vasíleia, as he wanted Hazel to see the kingdoms that surrounded the Protévousa and made up Elysia.
And enjoy the libraries they did. Ezra liked watching Hazel explore, bouncing from one spot to the next. They were enraptured, at first, by the sheer size of the place, which he could relate to. The centermost library was massive, a castle in its own right, and Ezra himself had nearly fainted when he first saw it after his Awakening. Once Hazel’s initial shock had worn off, they had begun to explore in earnest, pulling various books from the shelves and climbing up ladders for a better view and wider selection.
"Ezra, look at this book!" They grinned from where they precariously perched at the top of a sliding ladder. In both hands—because they had neither on the ladder itself—they held an old leather-bound tome. "It probably weighs as much as I do!"
"Hazel," Ezra rested his hands on his hips as he looked up at them, "hold onto the ladder before you—"
"Astrae!" Aldebaran burst into the library so suddenly that they both jumped in surprise, Ezra bracing himself immediately for Hazel to fall. They didn’t, scrambling instead to clutch at the ladder rungs, and he just barely managed to dodge the book they dropped as a result. 
"Aldebaran, what's going on?" His brows furrowed at the panicked expression painted across her face. He couldn't recall many times in the past decade that he'd known her that she'd panicked over anything. Not like this at least.
As if on cue, her shoulders went square and her chin high. The waist-cinched dress of her uniform, even if flattering to her soft curves, created a sort of regality that might have had Ezra dropping to his knees in worship if he hadn't known her and known that she'd probably knee him in the face for doing so. "We're needed in Edafos immediately,” she told him. “Rukbat is going to take us there."
"Oh, Edafos." Hazel dropped down beside him from the ladder, a frown etched into their face. "That's the earth sign Vasíleio or your guys' kingdom or whatever, right? What's going on there?"
"Astrae is needed there. It's an emergency. I apologize for interrupting." Aldebaran's attention shifted from Hazel to Ezra. "Get changed and meet us in the foyer."
Aldebaran was gone before he could ask anything else, her heels a fast click, click, click against the glossy floors. 
Dread pooled in his stomach, dark and inky, and he turned to Hazel with an apologetic look. "Hazel, I'm sorry. Sadie's here somewhere if you want to train with him or hang out. I'll be back as soon as I can."
They nodded, but he caught the way that they picked at their cuticles, blood beading from their left ring finger. 
He moved quickly, wanting to waste no time. As he launched himself towards the energy of Deneb, he let his magikēs take him over so by the time he made it to the foyer where Deneb, Aldebaran, and Rukbat were all waiting for him, he was in uniform and ready to go. 
"What's going on?" he asked, taking in the molten brown of Deneb's eyes, the glittering sapphire of Rukbat's, and the pine forests of Aldebaran's. He took one breath for each color, noticed the mid-morning sun glinting off Rukbat’s thumb ring and let it distract him enough to calm down.
"There's another dead ággelo in Edafos," Deneb said, reaching to take Ezra's shaking hand in one of her own. "Antares and Alrescha are already there working on crowd control, but we need to join them now." 
He nodded and let loose a shaking breath. The foyer felt small suddenly, so small he wondered if the walls would crush him. Another dead ággelo? Ággelos died very regularly; that was the cycle of life. Mortal bodies died, and their souls went somewhere in the Underworld based on the rulings from their judgments. They lived out their last years as ággelos in Elysia if their judgment went well. After that, their souls would evaporate into stardust. None of that was worth an emergency trip, which meant that this was something else. Something worse had happened to this ággelo.
Just like the last time.
Before he could ruminate on it any further, they were all joining hands and traveling with Rukbat's gift from the Protévousa to the Vasíleio of Edafos. The hot and damp air hit him immediately and made him wish that he was wearing traditional Edafonian garb as opposed to his uniform, but the mossy smell that clung to that hot air was comforting in its familiarity. His eyes found a jaguar lounging in a nearby tree, watching them all curiously.
But none of that meant anything. None of that mattered.
At his feet was a body so mangled and bloody that he wouldn't have known it was an ággelo if not for the plucked wings beneath its body.
Everybody was talking. He could hear them all, hear their voices. But they sounded so incredibly far away, miles and miles away from where Ezra stood, from where Ezra sank. He should have been listening, and maybe joining into the conversation, but they were too far away, and even if he reached for them, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to find them in the fog surrounding his mind.
Blood soaked into the soil. He was stepping in blood. The white of his boots was red now. Red. Blood. There was a lot of it. A lot of wounds. Suffering. So much suffering. This ággelo had suffered greatly. 
"I am a shield. Find refuge in me."
It was an easy decision for Ezra to let Astrae take over completely, to let himself sink into the blinding light of divinity, because in that light there was no blood for him to drown in. Astrae could be strong for them both, could do what needed done until he was no longer needed again.
Astrae studied the dead ággelo at his feet for only a moment before looking at the others. "Do we know anything yet?" 
Deneb glanced down at him and shook her head. "Antares has been working on getting the remaining ággelos back into their homes, but he hasn't noticed anything abnormal yet," she reported back, always the perfect soldier.
"We need to deal with the body first." It wasn't as though Astrae wasn't as horrified as Ezra had been seeing this, he was. It wasn't just a dead ággelo, it was a brutalized ággelo. Somebody had hurt this sweet soul and spent a great deal of time doing so. But work needed to be done. They had to deal with this situation, so he could shove his anxiety and his hurt and his dread into a chest and store it away until there was time to deal with it. He clenched his fists once at his side, took a deep breath, let it out. "We'll take it to the River until it finishes dusting.” A familiar energy banked against his back and he turned to see another approaching them. “Antares?"
Antares’ nod was terse, but he was there within a moment, grabbing for the ággelo’s legs to help Astrae carry him.
Together, they carried the ággelo down to the River. Together, they knelt down beside its body and began to pluck flowers from the River's banks to lay over its body. Together, they sat down in the grass on either side of the ággelo's head, and together they began to pray. They prayed that this poor soul would find its way into the stars. They prayed that when they later looked up into the night sky that this ággelo would be there lighting their paths.
And then together they asked for forgiveness. Forgiveness for not being there to better protect him. Forgiveness for their joint failure.
"We know nothing of how or why this happened, then?" Astrae asked when they finished and stood.
Antares shook his head, agony in the fervid violet of his eyes as he twisted the ring on his thumb. "It wasn't a daímōn."
"No." Astrae shook his head solemnly. "Even daímōns aren't this cruel."
Antares peeked a glance at him. "It was something worse then."
It wasn't a question.
There was only one thing Astrae could think of worse than a daímōn. The darkest thing the universe could create, something so volatile that it would shred everything within its event horizon down to its atoms. The very thing they had been created specifically to mitigate against. 
God Mávri Trýpa.
"Not once in all of our history has he ever struck us so directly," Astrae hedged, returning Antares' gaze and hoping fruitlessly that his friend had the answers that he didn't. "Why now?"
Antares' head cocked to the side, thinking, considering. "Nothing about this cycle has been very normal. Does he know that, perhaps?"
"What do you me—"
"Castorlux." Antares said the name in a whisper, as though he wanted to lessen the blow of it. “They weren’t the first sign, but surely the biggest.”
Astrae took a moment to think, wracking his brain for what it was that Antares was alluding to. When the answer hit him, he could feel his eyes blowing wide. "The Oracle of Exatmízontas? You think that it was in fact a prophecy?"
Antares shrugged his shoulders casually, but Astrae could feel the tension in his energy, could see it in his eyes. "I have a feeling that yes, it spoke truth, and that we're about to watch that prophecy unfold. No matter what, this cycle has been wrought with too many oddities to dispute that change is coming. Something big is going to happen."
Astrae's heart somersaulted in his chest, and a defensive sneer took to his lips and had his fists clenching at his sides. "And you think Castorlux to be at the center of that?"
"I'm not sure." Antares shook his head again. "If we still had Zu—" He cut himself off, the grief a devastating wave that drowned the fires in his eyes, and the rising swell of Astrae's anger went cool.
"I know," he whispered as he tried feverishly not to be swept away in that same wave. He took a step towards him and placed both of his hands onto Antares' shoulders, squeezing gently. Let Astrae be the tether that kept Antares afloat. A frayed tether, perhaps, but a tether all the same.
Antares lifted a hand to rest over one of Astrae's in silent gratitude for the offered lifeline, yet silver still lined his eyes when they found Astrae's again. "I can't get the Oracle out of my mind, and I'd like to discuss it more with you before I'd consider bringing it to the others, but I need to know that you won't be swayed by your feelings, Astrae." He forced a smile. "You're supposed to be one of the steady ones. Steady as the earth."
At that, Astrae laughed and gave Antares' shoulders another squeeze. "Even the steady earth quakes from time to time." His smile faded as quickly as it came, that quaking he spoke of vibrating somewhere deep in his chest. "Would you be so steady, if it were you? Would you not be swayed?"
Antares grinned fuller now, his lips taking a wicked curl. "If it were me, I'd be a great flood damning the entire Earth."
"I know that.” 
He could see it too. Antares would be a beautiful reckoning if he chose to be. Devastating and torrential, tearing the world apart for those he claimed as his own. Astrae would be awed to see it. He hoped he never would.
Taking a deep breath, Astrae patted his shoulders one last time before dropping his hands and turning towards the direction they came. "Now, let's go find Alrescha. I'd like to discuss the Oracle."
Antares nodded and joined Astrae at his side. Neither one of them spoke as they walked, and they didn't need to. The silence that came with grief and with their shared doom was a heavy weight, but it was a weight that they would shoulder together.
Slipping away from the rest of the star children was difficult, but under the guise of surveying along the perimeter of Elysia in hopes of locating the dastardly thing that had done this, they managed it. As the three of them headed towards Mnemosyne's waters, Astrae focused on soothing Ezra.
Ezra was an incredibly soft thing, almost fragile, but he was also so wildly ferocious sometimes that Astrae really had to work at calming him. The thought of Hazel being associated in any way with the Oracle of Exatmízontas was stressing him out greatly, and Astrae couldn’t blame him. Astrae didn't want Castorlux to be any sort of catalyst without the confident knowledge that whatever change the Oracle had spoken off was of the good sort. Without that absolute knowledge, there was risk of Castorlux getting hurt, or worse. He couldn’t stand by that. He wouldn’t.
So, Astrae understood exactly where Ezra’s feelings were born from, but where Astrae could swim to the surface of his panic, Ezra would only sink down further. He needed Ezra to attenuate his panic, lest Astrae get caught in the waves of it, lest those waters fill his lungs too.
"Amelia," Antares said as they sat at the water’s banks, pulling Alrescha close against him. Astrae knew that while Antares just wanted to have Alrescha close to him, he was also holding onto her because she was the delicate sort. The bloody death of an ággelo would have been tearing her apart, as evidenced by the red staining her eyes. Antares kept her close, kept her from getting lost in the clouds. "I think change is coming, and that’s why this has happened. I think… I think that we need to start examining the Oracle of Exatmízontas."
Her eyes went big as saucers. "I'll admit that this was unexpected… but you guys think that the Oracle is playing a hand in this?"
Astrae nodded. "It’s something that we’re considering."
"First, there was the whole thing with Zuban," Astrae heard Antares choke on her name, as though his heart had gotten stuck in his throat, "and then Castorlux," this time, it was the Constellite of Virginis who choked, "and now the ággelo—"
"Marcus LaFontaine," Alrescha interjected, though she had gone tense in Antares' hold.
Antares nodded. "Thank you, mriya. And now, Marcus. There was also the ággelo before Marcus. José, right? And those are just the big ones. Nothing about our cycle has been normal. We're arguably the weakest cycle of Constellites to date, and that in and of itself is strange."
Astrae's hackles raised and his lips began to twist into a sneer. "You think us to be weak?"
Antares shrugged, very obviously unbothered by the hot flare of Astrae's defensiveness. "Our hosts are so massively afflicted this time around. Don't act like you haven't noticed it." Antares raised a dark brow. "Deneb’s vessel has one leg. Yours has more anxiety than any person I have ever met in all of my lives. Sadie’s is… I don't know what he has, but he isn't well. For star's sake, mine’s an addict. And then there's Castorlux—" He stopped himself when Astrae's breath caught itself in his throat, offered a small smile before continuing. "We've never had this much strife amongst us at once before. Why is it that the generation of us experiencing the most change is also the one experiencing the most turmoil? Something is afoot, and the Oracle spoke of something exactly like this."
For a moment, Astrae didn't answer him, choosing instead to only glare at Antares. The damned scorpion wasn't wrong in what he had observed, but to call them the weakest cycle was taking it too far. They were strong. Every last one of them was powerful. Antares may as well have told Astrae that he thought him to be weak, may as well have slapped him across the face.
Alrescha leaned over and placed her hand over Astrae's suddenly enough to startle him. "I know that you're worried, but I think it's important to remember that Castorlux may not be the root of the Oracle. A lot of weird things have happened, not just Castorlux Awakening so late and so bloody strange."
Her energy billowed from her freely, all soft clouds and sugar and moonlit gardens. A thing of comfort, Astrae thought as he unconsciously leaned into it. 
"We don't even know if the Oracle spoke an ounce of truth. We're just theorizing,” Antares added quietly.
Astrae sighed and shifted himself to lie down in the grass, nestling his head on Antares' lap. Strong fingers found his hair immediately, grazing idle patterns along his head, from the crown and down to his jaw, fingers warm, rings cool. "I know," he muttered quietly, leaning into the other's touch. "I just don't like it. Change needs to come, this war has been stagnant for far too long, but I fear the devastation that it could bring." 
"You're allowed to feel fear," Alrescha murmured. "Change is frightening." 
"She's right. But," Antares leaned forward until all Astrae could see was the annihilating beauty that was the face of Antares' mortal host, his smile uncharacteristically pure and gentle, "we'll face this change together. Our hands will always be joined."
Yeah, they would, Astrae thought as Ezra seemed to finally settle from violent panic down to a quieter thrumming of it.
Our hands will always be joined.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Constellites agreed to a meeting the following morning after they all tried to get some rest, and with the perimeter of Elysia secured and with several Constellites staying scattered around the Vasíleia to stand guard, Astrae was able to make his return to the Protévousa.
Standing outside of the castle, staring up at its spotless white bricks and ivy-laced trellises, he wondered if he should go in. Was Ezra ready to step back out into the light? Since his earlier thrashing about Hazel's well-being, he'd gone quiet again, returning into the cover of Astrae to hide. 
Astrae was always happy to be that shield for him—“give to the one who asks you, and do not turn away from the one who wants to borrow from you”—but how would Hazel react to Astrae? They hadn't really seen him fully yet, not since their first meeting when the mortal was so blinded with panic that they hadn't been able to truly absorb it. Hazel seemed rather attached to Ezra, not him. On one hand, it would be good for Hazel to acclimate to Astrae's presence, as they'd be seeing him more often in the quickly approaching future, if the events of today had been anything to go by, but on the other hand, he did want to consider Ezra's feelings for them. That attachment was a mutual thing between the two, and Ezra would be hurt if Hazel was frightened of him suddenly.
He had to take a step back. He had to pass off the reins to Ezra and trust that he could hold them in his trembling hands.
So, he took the step back.
As Ezra was thrust forward, the world spun around him for a second, blurred and warped before it steadied itself. The switch, though used to it, was always somewhat jarring. It took him a moment to reacclimate to the memories Astrae offered, the flower-speckled grass at his feet stained with blood, littered with torn and bloodied feathers.
He was doubled over and puking before the nausea had even finished settling in.
Ezra stood there, hands resting on his knees as he fought to catch his breath. Blood. There had been so much blood. His body trembled while the image of the butchered body stayed burning in the forefront of his brain. In the scant moments before Astrae had taken the driver's seat, Ezra had seen more gore on that ággelo than he had ever seen in all of his life. And now he couldn't stop seeing it. 
Beneath the pool of blood in his head was something just as dark, something that left him just as weak in the knees, just as nauseous. Hazel, in the stories of the Oracle. There was no escape for Ezra. If he tried to dive past the blood, he only ended up in stories that put Hazel in danger. There was no escape. Every spot in his head hurt. There was no safety, no cover. Nowhere to run. Why had Astrae left him? Why push him back out when he so clearly needed to hide, to—
“Hazel.” Astrae offered, gently nudging Ezra's feet forward and towards the castle.
Hazel. They could help him. They could hold him until he felt better. But they'd just done that for him. He couldn't rely on them again so soon, could he? He was supposed to be the strong one, the curved plough and all of that. He shouldn't have been running with his tail between his legs, to Hazel for shelter. No. He was better than that. 
Ezra's spine went straight, his shoulders squared. He sturdied himself despite the continuing rolling of waves in his stomach. When he walked into the castle, he did so as confidently as he could manage, as steady as everybody expected him to be. 
Hazel rushed down the staircase in the foyer as soon as he passed the threshold, as if they'd been waiting for him all this time. "Ezra," they called, skidding to a stop in front of him, "Silas told me some of what happened. What's going on?"
He found Sadie standing at the first landing, watching him curiously.
"We'll have a meeting tomorrow morning to discuss everything, but in short, an ággelo was brutally murdered and left for us to see,” he explained as gently as he could. His voice didn’t shake as he expected it to, but there was a tenseness to it he knew Hazel caught onto. “We don't know why yet, and it seems like everybody is forming their own theories which we'll discuss in our meeting tomorrow. In the meantime, several of us are scattered about the Vasíleia in guard."
"From plucked wings blood will pour, from—"
"Sadie!" Ezra hissed, his fists going tight at his sides, "that's enough.” 
From plucked wings blood had poured. It was filling Ezra's skull, bleeding down over his eyes. It was all he could see. Blood. It was everywhere.
When Ezra looked down at Hazel, he found their wide eyes staring back at him. Warmth bled into his cheeks instantly as it soaked in that he hadn't asked Sadie to stop or redirected his thoughts elsewhere. No, he'd snapped at Sadie to stop. Had he ever done that before? Usually he tried so carefully to be gentle with Sadie.
Perhaps he was more stressed than he was willing to admit. Perhaps he had pushed Astrae too far down.
"I'm sorry." He sucked in a shaking breath. "Today's been... stressful."
Sadie nodded, and Ezra watched his lips spread wide in a sickening grin before he turned and headed back upstairs, presumably to go hide away in the cave that was his chambers.
"Do you want to talk about it?" Hazel's voice went uncharacteristically gentle, as though they were waiting for Ezra to break. He'd given them that sort of impression of himself, hadn't he? 
That needed to be corrected. He didn't want them to have some skewed perception that he was some sort of emotional trainwreck, because he wasn't; they had simply met him at a strange time.
"It was a lot, but I'm all right." He nodded his head, tried for a smile and hoped to the stars that it came across as genuine. "Being blessed means dealing with war. I'm used to it." 
He'd never be used to it. 
They studied him for a long moment, and he could see the doubt in their eyes, but didn’t push him, instead taking a step back and offering a shaky smile of their own. "Let's go back to my place. We can watch some movies, or whatever."
He gave them a nod, secretly grateful for the direction they had chosen, before opening his arms to them. Maybe focusing on a movie would draw away those images that were trapped in his head, or maybe Hazel would.
Yeah, Hazel might be able to erase some of his pain. He believed that.
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There was a grand meeting room in the castle in the Protévousa, one that was so large it intimidated Hazel instantly. A massive stone table sat in the very center, surrounded with large and plush velvet-trimmed seats so great that they could have been thrones.
Hazel found themself sitting between Silas and Ezra, both of which were dressed strangely. Silas wore baggy white joggers and a black tank top beneath a billowing robe of gray and gold that swept low on his left shoulder, with black gloves that left his fingers bare before disappearing up somewhere into the sleeves of the robes. It looked good on him actually, natural in a way, and Hazel wondered if Silas looked more comfortable in these clothes or if they were just seeing things.
Ezra on the other hand was… distracting in this particular ensemble. He wore a sleeveless top of charcoal that cut into a deep V before tucking into baggy capris of the same color, and the pants were tied around his calves with a deep plum colored ribbon, matching the wide scarf fastened around his waist. He looked like some sort of fantasy nomad with his arms and chest on full display like that.
How could they not ogle him?
After watching a few movies to calm down, Ezra had spent the rest of the night before explaining that they’d soon be visiting each of the Vasíleia to give speeches to the ággelos, then preparing Hazel as much as possible for what that might entail. 
“Scared as the souls and ággelos will be, they will also be overjoyed to see you and to meet you—they’ve been awaiting your arrival for a long time now. You should expect worship and offerings,” he had warned them. “It is considered standard practice to remain polite, and to accept all of it. In the event that you are invited into somebody’s home, take your shoes off. We will have you dressed in the traditional clothing of your people. Sometimes it is more appropriate to wear our Gods’ robes, but I think that sticking with the traditional garb…”
It had been a lot. But then again, what part of this entire Constellite business wasn’t?
During the night, the other Constellites had found two more dead ággelos: one in the Vasíleio of Flóges—the Kingdom of Flames—and one in the Vasíleio of Kymatistá—the Kingdom of Waves. It only meant that by the time Hazel and Ezra arrived that morning, the tension was high.
“Where’s Hadeon?” Hazel asked, looking around the table once again. Every Constellite with the exception of the scorpion, as Silas liked to call him, was present and dressed just as strangely as Silas and Ezra. Amelia looked like a dream in her black halter top that gave way to billowing skirts of sapphire, set off by the delicate silver chains wrapped tightly around her upper arms. But her anxiety was a palpable thing, clogging Hazel’s throat with moonlit gardens fraught with torrential rains, and her missing partner was like a gaping hole at her side.
“He is the only one of us with any ties to the Asphodel Meadows, being made from the stars of God Hades,” Ezra started with a frown. “He’s gone to speak with God Hades to try and figure out why travel into Elysia has been permitted, if it has.”
Elysia sat in the western most part of the Underworld, with the Asphodel Meadows being the wall cleaved between them and Tartarus, if Hazel remembered correctly from their lessons with Ezra. There had been a treaty agreement made that while travel throughout the Meadows was mostly open, travel from far west to the far east and vice versa was strictly prohibited. It was the job of God Hades to keep those worlds separate, and therefore safe.
“Sadie,” Amelia whispered his name on a plea.
“Alrescha,” Ezra sighed, “we already agreed that that wouldn’t be best. Antares will be alright.”
Hazel blinked before their brows furrowed. What was it that Amelia wanted Silas to do?
“Ancient ties or no, you should have let me go with him,” Gabriel grumbled from across the table, his nostrils flaring.
But they couldn’t, Hazel knew, because travel was mostly open in the Meadows, so letting Gabriel go could have been dangerous. There, they were not worshiped as they were in Elysia. Hadeon, according to Ezra, should have been fine. Being a son of Hades, he was the safest of any of the Constellites there.
But, still.
“He’ll be alright. We need to have faith in him.” Ezra offered Gabriel a soft smile, reaching up for the talisman hanging at the middle of his chest and holding it lovingly. “But let him ask in faith, with no doubting, for the one who doubts is like a wave of the sea that is driven and tossed by the wind.”
Hazel hoped he was right. They hadn’t gotten the chance yet to know Hadeon very well, not as well as Ezra or Silas or Gabriel, but they liked him, and more importantly, they could tell Ezra liked him. Ezra might be putting on airs for everyone else, but Hazel could still see the worry in his eyes. All of the Constellites were powerful, but Ezra had hinted before that Hadeon may have been the most deadly of them all. They weren’t sure which one of them he was trying to comfort with that information.
“Before you go completely Writ-thumper on us, we need to discuss how we’re going to handle the reason that Antares had to go to the Meadows in the first place,” Adelita said, clearing her throat as she took her seat, calling the meeting to order. 
Her outfit complimented Ezra’s perfectly, all peony pink and dusty lavender layers of gown, one that left most of her top end bare save for the thin bandeau over her chest. Everybody of the same element matched in terms of style, Hazel realized. They and Silas were the odd ones out, with Hazel still dressed in their regular mortal attire. Ezra had said that they’d be taken after this meeting to go find some clothing that fit the fashion trends of the Vasíleio of Ripés, and Hazel found they were a little excited to match with Silas, as his outfit seemed the most comfortable for them personally.
“I believe that we should all go and speak with our respective Vasíleia,” Ezra started. “We could invite everybody to the castle for a more formal announcement, but the ággelos are afraid to leave their homes, and they have been advised to minimize travel.”
“I agree.” Ha-eun—Rukbat, Hazel reminded themself, the Constellite of Sagittarii—nodded her head.
Valentina offered a warm smile and a nod of her own. “We need to reassure them that we can keep them safe.”
“And what do we tell them?” The panic that Hazel was waiting for finally began to make itself known, poking at the edges of their voice when they spoke up. They couldn’t have possibly expected Hazel of all people to stand before a city-state of people that worshiped them and promise them safety. Hazel couldn’t even summon their power on their own yet. How could they promise anybody anything?
Adelita rolled her chocolatey eyes. “Why are you even here? You’re not ready for this.”
“Because they want to help, Deneb,” Ezra swooped in before Hazel even had the chance to respond.
Adelita sneered, though Hazel wasn’t sure if it was at them or Ezra, and squared her shoulders. “We should let Aldebaran go in place of Sadie and Hazel, just as she’s been doing for the last decade.” 
Adelita’s argument wasn’t a bad one—Hazel wasn’t ready, they knew that—but that didn’t mean it didn’t sting. Sure, they didn’t want to give a speech in front of thousands of people relying on them for guidance, but they still had to learn somewhere didn’t they? How did Adelita expect them to help if they weren’t taught how to? It wasn’t Hazel’s fault they’d Awoken so late, not consciously at least, and it wasn’t Silas’ fault that his brain wasn’t wired in a way that allowed him to govern over a body of people well.
“Deneb, let th—“
“Adelita.” Hazel stood and slapped their palms down onto the table, leaning over it towards the woman. If she wanted to run her mouth about them then fine, but Hazel was not going to let them talk down about Silas. Over their dead fucking body. “That’s enough. The people of Ripés belong to Sadie and I, correct? Maybe you should stay the fuck out of our business.”
The table went silent, the others staring at them with wide eyes and gaping mouths, no one quite sure how to respond.
Adelita stood slowly, temper pouring from her in waves. Quiet, but deadly waves. “You stabbed a fellow Constellite in a fit of panic, pendejo. You expect us to trust you in a position of government? In rulership?”
“Deneb!” Ezra hissed as he shoved to his feet. “Knock it off.”
“Oh, spare me, ‘Strae.” Her glare turned to him, and it could have leveled a city block for its intensity. “Just because you’re half in lo—“
“I said, knock it off.” Hazel froze at the strength of Ezra’s words, at the authority in them. They couldn’t recall a single time that they’d ever heard him speak like that. It wasn’t like the way he had snapped at Silas the night before—it was powerful. “We got together today to discuss the ággelos that are being murdered in a realm that we are all supposed to be watching over, not for you to start a fight due to petty squabbles and useless grudges. If we can’t get along, how are we supposed to reassure any of the souls that they’ll be kept safe?”
Leave it to Ezra to, in his quiet anger, still manage to make sense, to stay reasonable.
“Now, apologize to both Hazel and Sadie, and let’s continue on with this meeting.” He kept a watchful and intense eye on Adelita but made no move to sit, waiting for her to agree.
In a string of Spanish so quick that Hazel had no hope of ever understanding it, she spat out something at Ezra before returning to her seat.
“Now that that’s taken care of,“ he grumbled before sitting, “can we finish discussing a plan?”
“I would like to make a proposal,” Gabriel spoke suddenly, and Hazel looked to him as they sat back down. When everybody’s attention joined Hazel’s, he continued. “We should implement a guard in Elysia. Maybe we could recruit more exorcists.”
Hazel had heard that term before—exorcists—the ággelos that were trained as divine warriors to aid the Constellites in slaying daímōns. Ezra had mentioned them at some point during their little bit of training.
Valentina’s brows rose. “But Elysia has never had any sort of military forces before.”
“Elysia has also never had bloodied ággelos before, either,” Baylen—Regulus, the Constellite of Leonis, Hazel remembered. Stars, one day they would remember everyone first try—leaned back in his seat lazily, but there was war raging in his eyes. “Antares said change is coming. It would not be a bad thing to consider.”
“That’s an option I’d like to discuss further,” Ezra said to Gabriel. “But because there would be so much involved in that, could we table it for the next meeting?”
“Of course.” The fiery star child nodded. “We need to discuss what we do now.”
“Yes, that is imperative.” Adelita continued to stew from her seat but seemed willing enough to push past their argument to still participate in the meeting. “I have already called for meetings in the center of each kingdom. We each need to be at our stations in about two hours.”
“Thank you, Deneb.” Ezra offered her a tight smile. “I’d also like to implement a curfew as these attacks seem to be happening at night, and for right now, we should be paying the most attention to Ripés.”
“I will handle it—“ Hazel couldn’t have said why suddenly they were so desperate to protect and handle the Kingdom of Gusts, but something in them grabbed onto the place that was supposedly their and screamed protect, keep it safe, keep it pure. Perhaps the challenge from Adelita or the fear in Ezra was all that had been needed, all this time, to help push them forward down the path of their ancient fate.
“Not that.” Ezra shook his head, frowned again. “Each kingdom has had a death or two, except for Ripés. It would follow that Ripés is next.”
A chill crept with spider’s legs down their spine.
“From blood will angels sing,” Silas whispered.
“No.” Hazel shook their head, knocking their foot against Silas’ underneath the table. “We won’t let it. We’ll fix this.” They promised him, because they had to believe that they could.
“Hazel’s right, Sadie,” Amelia murmured softly. “We won’t let anybody else get hurt.”
Ezra was staring at Hazel strangely.
Hazel avoided his gaze.
“Now, let’s go over what we need to tell our people, and what we need to work on next.”
Together, they all strategized and worked out little scripts. It was only during this that Hazel finally realized they were in over their head. Something had opened in them—that ancient lock and skeleton key—and they wanted to actively work as a Constellite to protect Elysia and humanity, but staring at the paper before them made that age-old doubt spring back up, reminded them how often they’d failed at things before, how little others could rely on them in the past. Could they do this? Would they be able to protect these people like they so desperately wanted to do? 
They didn’t share in the strength or the confidence or the faith that the other Constellites had. The paper before them remained blank. Silas kept trying to add to it, but Hazel had to gently try and keep him away from it. They knew enough to know that the direction that his words would go would not work here. The meaning behind them would probably have been correct, but they couldn’t expect the ággelos to parse through the riddles and the jumbles to figure it out.
All of the Constellites had broken off into groups based on their elemental denominations, save for Valentina who was going around checking in on the rest of them, making up for the water group being short Hadeon and Hazel’s group being short Zuban.
“Did you need help?” Valentina asked, bending over and tucking a stray curl behind her ear, looking very much like a schoolteacher checking in on a student mid-exam. 
Hazel sighed. “I have no fuckin’ clue what I’m supposed to say. Like, ‘hey, sorry you’re all just getting murdered. We’re doing our best to stop that.’ Like, how do I say that but better?”
They caught the smile in Valentina’s large green eyes, even as dark bags were lined beneath them. “None of us here are experts on this sort of thing, Hazel. Everybody is struggling.”
That wasn’t true. They’d caught in their periphery the way that Adelita and Ezra—who was looking even more adorable than usual with reading glasses on for the task—were scribbling furiously and passing their paper back and forth. They’d seen the way Samuel and Amelia were shoulder to shoulder, each of them sliding the paper back and forth to take turns jotting down ideas. They’d have been brought to laughter had they not been so stressed as they watched Ha-eun, Baylen, and Gabriel fight over their piece of paper.
“I just—I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.” They raked a hand through their hair and felt the same sort of dizzying overwhelm they had felt in their youth sitting in a classroom. They hadn’t been able to focus back then either, and that lack of focus had often left their notebooks empty. Now, it wasn’t so much a focus issue, but the paper remained blank all the same.
Valentina sat down next to Hazel, sitting close enough that they could smell the metallic and flowery tang of her. “This is just my idea, but I think it’d make sense to start by letting all of the souls understand that you are sympathetic to their grief and that you share in it. And then you can begin to reassure them that we’re all handling this, and that safety and peace will soon return to Elysia.”
Their grip tightened on their pen. “Will safety and peace soon return?“ They shot a glance at Valentina, brow raised. 
Valentina sighed and ran a soothing hand in circles between Hazel’s shoulder blades. They shouldn’t have liked the touch from a near stranger, but they felt somehow comforted by it. There was something innately motherly and nurturing about her presence, something that Hazel had never realized they had wanted or needed until they’d had a moment to breathe in the lilies on her skin, until they’d felt the warmth of her hand through the thin fabric of their ratty old band sweatshirt.
“It will. It’s what we’re here for. We’re also imposing a curfew, and some of us will stay in the Vasíleia to stand guard, so you could mention that as well. Now,” she patted Hazel’s back gently before standing up, “I’ve given you both a direction. Brainstorm together and get back to work.“ Her smile was the warmest thing Hazel had ever seen, and they found it practically impossible not to trust her.
“The winged ones. They hurt.”
“We all do right now, Silas,” Hazel agreed. They obviously weren’t as familiar with Elysia as all of the others were, but knew enough to know that it was a paradise. And that paradise was no longer safe.
Hazel knew what it was like to live in fear, even if it was in a completely different sense. They knew what it was like to not feel safe. They did feel sympathetic towards the ággelos, truly. Hazel knew that they could no longer find security in their paradise.
Together, Hazel and Silas filled the paper. Hazel couldn’t have said if any of it was any good, but it was presumably better than the blank sheet they’d had before Valentina had given them a guiding hand. Silas spoke freely, and Hazel deciphered and then translated his words into something more palatable. He was quite intelligent and well-spoken, they realized, once they had learned how to speak his language.
His mind worked in fascinating ways.
Their groups all came together after some time to compare speeches and make adjustments. It came to no surprise at all to Hazel that the speech that Ezra and Adelita gave sounded absolutely flawless, brilliant and poised. They would sound like leaders giving that speech, they were sure.
Adelita was stern in her opinions on Hazel and Silas’ speech, but surprisingly helpful. Ezra was much more gentle in his suggestions. Those with the fire in their blood seemed more excited, Gabriel jumping in to teach Hazel how to use their voice to fill a room and laughing when Baylen pointed out that they would be speaking outdoors.
Those with water at their fingertips instead told Hazel all about the Vasíleio of Ripés, preparing them for their first visit there. They had done some reading on it since they had begun their training, but they hadn’t gone yet. Ezra had promised to take them to visit at some point, there just hadn’t been any time. 
There had never been any plan of Hazel’s first trip there being with Silas to deliver a political speech either. A speech that would, terrifyingly, fall solely on their shoulders to give. Even if Silas could speak in a way that the ággelos could digest, they didn’t think that he would. They had seen the way that he kept to himself whenever there was more than just Hazel around. He didn’t like to speak to anybody, only offering the absolute bare minimum when he wasn’t just ignoring people completely.
Hazel was the only one that he seemed to tolerate speaking with. 
They weren’t sure why that was, but either way it made them feel strangely warm and fuzzy inside. Like Ezra, Hazel had found an automatic sort of kinship in Silas. Something about the crackling electricity in his energy, something about the way that they could taste winter storm from him, made them feel right at home.
“We’re all deeply bonded, but those with shared elements tend to be even closer,” Ezra had explained once.
But it was more than that, wasn’t it? So far, he was the only other Constellite that Hazel could relate to. Neither one of them had heads that were screwed on right. They were messed up in totally different ways, but they were both still messed up. They could understand something in each other that nobody else could.
“Did you want me to help you pick something to wear?” Ezra interrupted their reveries, drawing their attention to him instead. 
They blinked up at him. “Yeah, sure.”
As everybody began to cluster into their elemental groups once more, Hazel managed to slip away with Ezra to their chambers to rifle around in the wardrobe that had been at the ready for them. It didn’t take long for them to find themself grateful for his presence because they didn’t know how to assemble outfits well, and this clothing was strange enough that they never stood a chance of figuring out Ripés fashion. Ezra had a much better eye for these things, as Hazel had seen in his usual attire.
Though standing this close to him as he rooted around the wardrobe, Hazel was acutely aware of the fact that their height difference brought their eyes directly to the center of his bare chest thanks to the deep V of his shirt. Like a person possessed, Hazel unconsciously leaned closer to him. They breathed in the sage and bergamot and soil and gardens that radiated from him, slightly stronger now that so much of his skin was exposed. Their eyes drifted and landed on an arm, baffled then by how thick it was. He was a big enough man that they shouldn’t have been surprised but somehow, they hadn’t expected him to be this muscular. Even having seen his arms during his fight with Gabriel, it still shocked them.
“Hazel?” A hand dropped onto their shoulder and startled them enough that they jolted. “You okay? You looked like you were zoning out.”
“Yeah.” They cleared their throat and tried to fight off the heat in their cheeks as they took a healthy step back. “I just... this has been a lot,” they lied, though it was bitter on their tongue. They should have been more upset about everything that was going on, not focused on Ezra’s musculature. They were disgusting, they thought with a frown.
As if on blind instinct, Ezra pulled Hazel tight against him, curving his spine so he could nestle his chin down on the top of their head.
It shoved their face directly into his damned chest.
“I know that this has been a lot. Are you okay going through with the speech? You don’t have to. Aldebaran would be comfortable taking your place.”
Hazel had all but forgotten about the speech until he’d said it. Instead, with their cheek pressed against his skin, they had been thinking about climbing the man like a tree.
They took a deep breath. They needed to focus.
“No, I want to do this.” The speech. The ággelo. Constellites. Hazel was a Constellite with a duty, a job to do. This wasn’t the time now to think about pushing Ezra up against the wardrobe and fucking his brains out.
And what were they doing thinking of him like that, anyways? He was a friend. Acknowledging that he was attractive was one thing, but it was another thing entirely to be thinking so lewdly of him. There was nothing wrong with sex, of course. Hazel, when they weren’t in one of their many crises, enjoyed the act quite a bit. But it felt like some sort of boundary crossing to think of Ezra like that. Knowing him, he’d have been aghast to find out that they were thinking of such things. Thus far, he’d done nothing that they could see to signal any sort of desire on his end.
It was just like Hazel to want and to not be wanted.
They shoved back from him and refused to meet his gaze, staring instead at the space between their feet. “I’ll be fine, and I can do this,” they murmured, though it was mostly just to themself. Positive affirmations and all that therapy bullshit.
When they risked a glance up at him, they found him smiling in such a way that they suddenly forgot how to breathe, leaving their breath trapped to rattle around inside of their lungs. His smile was a radiant thing, a star itself. Brilliant. Warm in a way that made Hazel want to pluck it from his face and eat it the same way that Castorlux had eaten the star that Goddess Iliakó Fos had given them. 
“I know that you’ll be fine, and I know that you can do it. I was just saying that you don’t have to, that’s all. But, if you want to, then I know that you can.” 
Words were trapped with their breath apparently, because they couldn’t figure out how to get them out of their chest. They heard it in his voice, knew that he wasn’t just saying that. He meant it. He truly believed in Hazel. He genuinely thought them to be capable of this.
Had anybody ever believed in them before? Well, their dads always had, but Hazel wouldn’t count them. They were required too. They’d spent a lot of money on the whole adoption nonsense. Outside of them, had anybody ever? 
Ezra’s hand landed on their cheek, the mottled skin of his palm a pleasant scratch against their skin. It took everything in them not to nuzzle into it like a cat. “You’re going to do a really good job. Now,” just as Hazel’s hand was raising on blind instinct to rest over his, he turned back towards the wardrobe, dropping his hands to his hips, “we just have to get you all dressed up. Monochromatic would be more your thing, right? You only ever wear black so that makes sense to me.”
“Yeah,” they mumbled, glancing towards the wardrobe, “monochromatic is fine.” Forming an opinion on color scheme options was too much, too difficult, to think about right now with the way their brain was too busy short-circuiting.
Somebody believed in them.
Ezra believed in them.
They could still feel the warmth on their cheek from where his hand had been.
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The Vasíleio of Ripés was astounding in its beauty, all tall mountains and lush greenery. Houses were hidden amongst thickets of dark forests and all looked to be inviting and warm. The air around Hazel was damp and humid but not uncomfortable, a gentle, warm heat that settled in their chest and frizzed their hair. Mist from a waterfall came off of the side of a nearby mountain and dampened the exposed skin of Hazel’s face and hands. 
A bit of shame bubbled in Hazel’s chest as they followed Silas through the trees, wanting nothing more than to explore this new world of theirs instead of dealing with the crises they’d been sent here to deal with. 
As they walked across a stone bridge, Hazel’s eyes darting back and forth to try and drink in as much of the area as possible, their gaze landed on something nearby and panic rose like bile in their throat as they came to a screeching stop.
“Hazel?” Silas asked from beside them.
“There’s a bear,” Hazel whispered to him, staring at the end of the bridge where a fucking grizzly bear was currently standing on its hind legs watching Silas and Hazel. 
“Yes.” Silas looked down at Hazel with a raised brow, the misty air making the weird blue-gray tendrils of his long hair cling to the sides of his face. 
“Oh my gods.” Hazel took a shaking step back, putting their hands up as if the bear was interested in a show of innocence. “The horse!” They whirled their head to the side to look at Silas’ horse, Troy, with wild and panicked eyes. “Do you think a horse can outru—wait! If it’s brown, lie down. Shit!”
As Hazel crouched down, getting ready to fall to the ground and play dead, they heard the distinct sound of hooves clicking along the stone. They looked over and saw Silas and Troy walking forward, toward the bear.
“Silas!” they hissed. “What’re you doing?”
He ignored Hazel and continued walking towards it. Hazel could do nothing but watch with bated breath, ready to summon their swords at a moment’s notice. They didn’t want to fight a bear, and moreover, this was a grizzly, not a black bear, so Hazel wasn’t supposed to fight it, right? But they also couldn’t just let Silas get eaten by—
Silas reached a hand up to its snout and gave it a friendly rub.
Was Silas… was Silas petting the fucking bear?
The bear dropped down onto all fours and began to push its snout against Silas’ hand, rubbing against it the way a cat might have. 
Okay… so… Elysia had friendly grizzly bears then. Okay. Great. Totally normal.
Silas gave the top of its head one more affectionate pat before turning back towards Hazel, lips twisted in an inappropriately miserable frown. “We must make haste. The ággelos lie in wait of the Winds.”
“Right,” Hazel whooshed out breathlessly, straightening themself back up. 
On shaking legs they trudged forward, watching the bear with an abundance of caution, waiting for it to do something that Hazel expected a bear to do. Something violent. Something gruesome. Instead it only watched them pass.
They thought of petting it as Silas just had, but their limbs seemed to lock up. The two of them entered into a staring contest, the bear’s brown eyes watching Hazel with what looked like simple curiosity. And then Hazel heard the click-clack of hooves against stone once again and when they looked, they found Silas and Troy already walking off. 
Were they just leaving Hazel with the bear!?
As slowly as they could manage, Hazel took a few steps to the side and away from the bear, hoping not to rile it up somehow. 
And then they ran as fast as they possibly could until they were caught up with Silas. Scared, they wanted to grab onto him, but they just barely managed to think better of it and stop themself.
“I can’t believe you just pet a fucking bear,” they muttered, glancing over their shoulder just in time to see the bear stalking off in the opposite direction. They heaved out a sigh of relief.
Silas only shrugged his shoulders and kept walking.
It took several minutes, but Hazel’s heart did eventually begin to steady itself out.
It seemed like every day this Constellite business just got weirder and weirder.
As they made it further into the Vasíleio, the forests began to thin themselves out to the edges of Hazel’s vision and made way for more of what appeared to be a town center of sorts. The stone path was lined with short buildings with slanted roofs and open doors and so many plants that the scent of damp evergreen and moss was astounding, but not particularly overwhelming. Everything looked so… antiquated, in the most charming of ways. Hazel made a note to themself that if there was ever the time, and if they didn’t bomb this speech so horrendously that they’d never be able to show their face here again, they’d have to come back with supplies and do some landscape paintings. Watercolors would suit this, they decided. That wasn’t their strongest medium, but this place was too beautiful for them not to try it.
What startled Hazel, however, was how quiet it was. Something about this place had them expecting to see ággelos bustling about the streets, crowding it so thickly that Hazel was sure to brush against a shoulder or two every few minutes, but there was nobody. The streets remained empty, save for the occasional animal scampering about. A mouse ran across the road directly in front of Hazel and they stumbled as they tried not to trip over it.
They watched the mouse scurry off towards one of the houses, watched it disappear beneath a door, watched the curtains shift and a face peek out, and Hazel realized the ággelos were there. 
They were in their homes.
Hiding.
Guilt scorched through Hazel’s chest like a wildfire, scorching up their throat until their eyes stung with the smoke.
The ággelos were hiding, living in fear, and Hazel couldn’t help thinking it was their fault.
Of course, logically they knew they couldn’t have prevented what was going on, but that brought them little comfort. If Hazel had Awakened earlier, if they’d been here to reassure earlier, if they weren’t some broken failu—
One of the ággelos stepped out of their homes and Hazel stopped walking, Silas pausing at their side.
The ággelo’s eyes regarded Hazel reverently, but they saw the way the soul’s hands were trembling hard at their sides. They walked towards Hazel and Silas, the blonde curls atop their head bouncing with every step.
And once they were before Hazel, they dropped down to their knees, resting their forehead against the stone floor, their pink feathered wings draped over their body like a blanket. “O Gods of the Celestial Winds, I worship You, saviors and guardians of this kingdom. I worship You, sanctifiers of the people of the Stars. Glory to Starlight.” 
Hazel’s breath caught in their throat, heart thudding loudly in their ears. They knew that this would happen, Ezra had warned them of it, and yet, they still couldn’t find it in themself to just accept it. 
Hazel was not worthy of worship. They doubted they ever would be.
Trying to mimic what they had seen Ezra do before, Hazel knelt before the ággelo and nestled their hand against the ággelo’s head, fingers weaving through thick curls. “Peace be with you,” they whispered, voice shaking slightly with uncertainty. They took a deep breath, willing their words to cooperate, to come out more sure and steady. “You may rise.”
The ággelo turned their head and looked up at Hazel, wide-eyed and curious and afraid all at once, as they began to climb back to their feet.
Before Hazel could get over the urge to vomit right then and there, more ággelos began to step out of their homes, circling Hazel and Silas, as though given some sort of greenlight by the action of the first brave soul. 
As soon as they drew near enough, they began to drop down to the ground, their prayers a cacophony of noise that tore through the roaring of blood in Hazel’s ears. Fuck. Fuck! Ezra told Hazel that this was to be expected, but they weren’t ready. Ezra had told Hazel that they would likely receive even more attention than usual because of their late arrival, but they weren’t ready.
This had been a mistake. They should have listened to Adelita, much as it pained them to admit. They should have let Valentina take care of this. She was more adept at these things, and so much stronger. It was easy to see why the people of Elysia would worship somebody like her, not Hazel. Never Hazel. 
“Y-You may all rise,” Hazel tried to shout over the buzzing in their head, but their voice remained shaky and weak. Could these beings see the panic rising? Could they see the way that Hazel’s vision was blurring? Could they see that Hazel was breathing too quickly and making themself dizzy?
Thankfully, the ággelos listened, slowly rising to their feet, all of them watching Hazel and Silas.
“We shall speak,” Silas said, louder than Hazel thought him capable of, before turning on his heel and continuing on his way. 
Hazel wondered how he felt about all this praise. It unnerved him, didn’t it? Or was he just blithely unaffected by it? Their brows furrowed as they rushed to follow after him, pretending not to notice the way all of the ággelos were doing the same thing.
“Here.” Hazel jumped when one of the winged peoples stopped before Hazel, blocking their path. They thrust towards Hazel a small basket filled to the brim with the fattest looking berries Hazel had ever seen.
“Oh.” Hazel felt their cheeks warm. Offerings. Ezra had warned them about that too. But gods, Hazel had a shit time taking gifts from people they knew, much less a random stranger who saw them as a god. “Thank you,” they stammered out, taking the basket. 
They managed to make it to where Silas was now waiting for them without throwing up or fainting and Hazel put the basket carefully into the cart that Troy was leading. They went to Silas’ side afterwards and made the mistake of looking out into the crowd that had formed before them. 
Fuck, it was massive.
Tiny as they were, Hazel hadn’t realized just how many ággelos had started following the two of them. Logically they knew Vasíleio of Ripés was their entire kingdom, logically they knew this wasn’t going to be something as small as a town or a village. This was the Underworld, it was where souls were stored until they became stardust once more. Of course there were thousands upon thousands of them. Of course they would stretch out through the city square, through the trees and the rooftops, as far as the eye could see.
Fucking fuck fuck. How were they supposed to do this? Would the people seemingly miles away even hear them? 
Hazel could hear their murmuring, so much of it happening at once that they couldn’t make out what exactly was being said, but they knew it was about them. This was the first time many of them were seeing Hazel, and the newest Constellite wasn’t blind to what that meant. Hazel didn’t look right, it was simple as that. Those close enough would see their eyes were the wrong colors, would see their clothes didn’t quite fit right, would see that there was no hint of their celestial god inside of them. They looked so much more human than the others, and Hazel could only guess what the people before them thought about that, and none of it was likely any good. 
Gods, why hadn’t they let Castorlux take over and do this? Castorlux would have been much better suited for it. Castorlux, they imagined, would have been excited to do it. Proud to do it. And they’d do a much better job of this whole thing than Hazel ever could.
Putting Castorlux into Hazel was the greatest fuck up the stars could have ever made, they decided. 
“Excuse me,” Hazel called out, their voice entirely too small to get the attention of an entire crowd. They willed themself to project more loudly, but when they opened their mouth again, nothing came out. Fuck. Balls. Shit. Hazel couldn’t do it.
They couldn’t fucking do this.
They weren’t a god.
They weren’t a god.
They weren’t a god.
They weren’t a god.
A gust of wind came up from behind them, rustling a few of their loose curls, wrapping around their torso in a mockery of a hug, slipping through their fingers like a warm grasp of reassurance. Their breath stuttered in their chest at the comfort it brought, and they watched as it continued forward, threading through the massive crowd to call forth the attention that Hazel’s voice hadn’t managed to. 
For a moment, Hazel wondered if they had called out Castorlux without realizing, but movement at their side drew their attention to Silas, to his raised hand and the soft breeze playing with his own hair. Had he summoned the wind to silence the crowd? Or had he summoned it knowing that Hazel was spiraling? Knowing that they needed that reassurance?
They saw it then: the small tremble in his raised hand.
Too many eyes were on him.
Ah, fuck.
They had to do this. For Silas, at least.
“Thank you, everybody, for coming together,” Hazel spoke suddenly, their voice louder this time, more steady.
The whispers amongst the ággelos came to an immediate halt and Hazel felt the wind draw back in at their side, Silas closing it off. 
With shaking hands, they reached into their pocket and pulled out the paper with the speech on it. You can do this, they told themself. They had to. For Silas. All they had to do was read what they’d written out lou—
The words on the fucking paper were blurring together. Hazel couldn’t make sense of any of them.
Of fucking course, Hazel thought with a scowl, willing their brain to work.
They stared harder but nothing changed. 
Their heart beat so loudly that it was all they could hear, the rapid thump, thump, thump of a rabbit’s pulse.
Well, fuck it. Full send, or Y.O.L.O., or, whatever.
Hazel had always thought best on their feet, so why should this be any different? Why shouldn’t they just full-send this and pray that it all worked out?
They shoved the paper back into their pocket, took a deep breath, and glanced out at the crowd.
“Things are changing in the Underworld,” Hazel started, trying to figure out where the fuck to focus their gaze. They swept it over the entire crowd of ággelos and cringed; there were so many of them, each one leaning forward, completely enraptured by Hazel’s presence. 
They jumped when they felt something brush against them, glancing down to see Silas brushing his knuckles against their wrist before pulling them back.
Their cheeks warmed. Had he meant to do that? He had to have—there was no disgusted cringe afterwards the way that he normally would have cringed. Was it a gesture of comfort? Encouragement? Like the wind had been?
No matter what it was, he had made contact with them, and they were not unaware of how monumental a task that was for him. 
Hazel sucked in another deep breath, straightened their back. They could do this. For Silas.
“So far, four of your brothers and sisters have been killed. We have seen the unfair deaths of ággelos José, Marcus, Luis, and Galina.” 
Those in the crowd close enough to the front for Hazel to see were crying and Hazel found their heart aching at the sight. They weren’t sure if ággelos had energy signatures the way Constellites did—they must have, right? Ezra said that everybody did, so that would include the passed souls, right?—but the fear amongst them was palpable. Hazel could feel it the same way they could feel the crackling current of Silas’ anxious energy.
“We’re mourning with you. This shi—situation is terrifying. We get it.“ They forced themself to smile, praying to the stars that it looked more confident than they felt. “But I want you all to know that we’re doing everything we can to fix this. We won’t let it happen again.” Hazel flinched. That was a… lofty promise. They didn’t even know why this was happening, or who was doing it. How could they fucking promise it wouldn’t happen again? Gods, fuck. They were an idiot. 
They started picking at the skin around their thumb nail, needing to do something with their hands as a new wave of anxiety shuddered through them.
“Silas—“ Oh, stars, fuck—his god name! Hazel needed to use that. He wasn’t Silas Williams to these people. He was the Aquarius god guy. Sadie. “Sadalsuud”—wow, look at that, they could remember a name! Somebody should have gotten them a fucking gold star—“will be staying in the Vasíleio of Ripés for the time being so he’ll be here and ready if anybody tries to hurt anymore of you.”
Hazel watched as the collective gaze of the audience tipped to their left, landing on Silas, and they felt the crackling static around him turn more thunderous. 
“There’s gonna’ be a curfew at sundown,” Hazel said, scrambling to get the attention away from Silas and back on themself. “We’d like you all to adhere to it. As a precaution. So we know that you’re safe and, you know, accounted for—“ 
Their heart leapt into their throat. Fuck. They were so bad at this. Who the fuck looked at Hazel and thought, Ah, yes! That dumpster fire of a human will make for the perfect star god and kingdom ruler! A jackass, that’s who. They were botching this so tremendously. They sounded like a dumbass.
But Hazel had to do this, they had to. Silas couldn’t, and it was too late for Valentina. They had no choice anymore, they were already in the thick of it, already under the attention of thousands upon thousands of hopeful, terrified eyes. What else could they do? Run away? Leave Silas there and go home? Lock the doors and block Ezra’s number? They couldn’t do that, no matter how much they wanted so desperately to. This god shit wasn’t for them. They were so bad at this, they shouldn’t have been chosen for it in the first place—why didn’t they just let someone else do it?—why not use Castorlux?—oh gods why was everything spinning? Fucking fuck. They couldn’t remember what else they were supposed to say, they’d said it all right? Curfews, mourning, all that shit? What else was there?
“If something feels off, or you’re scared, then call us, we’ll hear your prayers,” they continued, scrambling their mess of a brain for the other things Valentina had said. Had she said that? Would they hear the prayers? Was that how it even worked? Maybe she hadn’t—fuck, their vision was starting to blur, the edges growing dark. Were they even breathing? 
“I know that you’ll be fine, and I know that you can do it.”
In the spinning haze of their vision, Ezra’s words drifted back to them as if carried on the wind itself. The fuzzy image of him there in front of their wardrobe, smiling softly, proudly, as if Hazel was someone to be believed in. The soft touch of his hand on their cheek, the sweetness of his words. “You’re going to do a really good job.”
That hazy memory of his smile shifted to a darker one, to the look on Ezra’s face when he’d come back from seeing the slaughtered ággelo. 
He’d been so pale. His eyes had been so distant. He’d gotten an attitude with Silas. He’d been thoroughly fucked up in a way Hazel never expected to see from him.
And here Hazel was, crying and panicking over how hard this was for them, who hadn’t even seen the very carnage they were trying to soothe their people about. They hadn’t even stopped to consider what Ezra and the others were going through. 
They thought of Ezra’s blamelessly kind eyes looking as haunted as they had, and Hazel immediately felt sick to their stomach. 
They needed to be better.
For Silas. For Ezra.
“You’re going to do a really good job.”
Hazel stuck their chin up, swallowed thick. “Call for us, and we’ll come to your aid immediately. We mourn with you, and we’re going to put an end to this.”
They peeked over at Silas and caught the small dip of his chin.
That was it. It was over.
Hazel almost screamed.
That was likely the worst speech that had ever been made in the history of forever, but Hazel made it without vomiting or fainting, and that had to count for something, right?
The crowd erupted like a furious volcano, some of the ággelos dropping to their knees as they began to pray towards Hazel and Silas, some of them cheering, some of them directly approaching Hazel and Silas with offerings and prayers and worship. 
Did they… did they actually believe in Hazel? After that speech? 
It seemed like it. Relief clung in the air right alongside the humidity. 
“You guys should all head in,” Hazel shouted after a while, a smile tugging at their lips as they looked up to see the sky beginning to paint itself a dazzling array of oranges and pinks as the fat sun prepared to make its descent down past the horizon. The ággelos had believed Hazel’s speech. They had believed in Hazel. Confidence, however short-lived it’d be this time, surged through their veins like a drug and had them placing their hands on the mismatched kimono over their hips. 
The ággelos, through their cheerful prayers and worship, did finally begin making their way back towards their homes. When they approached Hazel now, Hazel took it more in stride. They still didn’t particularly like the way that many of them dropped to their knees and clasped their hands in prayer, but Hazel at least didn’t feel so completely rattled by it. 
“Silas,” Hazel beamed at him once they finally had a moment alone, “we did it!”
He nodded, face giving away no emotion, as usual. “The winged ones… they are calmer.”
Hazel wanted to laugh and give Silas a great big hug and celebrate in their narrow victory. The speech had been terrible, but it had worked. They had managed to accomplish what they had needed to accomplish. For now, at least, the winged souls of the Vasíleio of Ripés felt reassured. 
Suck it, Adelita.
“All right. Now.” They put their hands on their hips and rocked back and forth on their heels, trying to expel some of the energy running rampant in their limbs. “Let’s find you a stable for Troy.”
“Excuse me!” Hazel turned at the sound of a man’s voice and found a short ággelo standing there. He ran a hand through his gray hair and smiled kindly. As soon as Hazel’s attention was on him, he dropped down to his knees, and Hazel had to fight back a grimace.
“You don’t have to do that,” Hazel told him, shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot, finding it incredibly more unnerving without the buzzing excitement of the post-speech crowd.
He froze and looked at them curiously.
“Was there something you wanted to tell us?” Hazel asked him, trying to offer a shy smile in the hopes that maybe he wouldn’t look so nervous. 
He stood and squared his shoulders. “My son and I have a stable close by, and we’d be honored if you let us take care of your horse for you.”
“Oh.” Hazel hadn’t been sure where Silas would be putting Troy for the night. In fact, they weren’t even sure where Silas was going to stay for the time he’d be spending here. They turned and caught the Constellite in question staring at his feet. “That’d be nice,” Hazel answered on his behalf, nodding their head at the ággelo.
“Excellent.” He smiled warmly and looked a little relieved. “And my son, Aiden, he’s a baker. You’ll let him make you something.” 
“Oh, no, I—we couldn’t—“
“Nonsense, my Gods! Follow me this way and we’ll deal with the horse first.”
Hazel felt the warmth creeping into their cheeks as they hurried to follow after the ággelo. “What’s your name?” Hazel asked him when they caught up to him, listening to the click-clacking of Troy’s hooves right behind them.
“Oisín.” 
“It’s nice to meet you, Oisín.” They meant it. 
They walked for a little while, crossing part of the small land of the kingdom. Silas came up by Hazel’s side as they began to approach a house and he dipped his head down so that he could whisper low to Hazel.
“I’m going to need to speak with the poisonous one. An idea has presented itself to me, and I am its messenger.” 
Hazel’s brows rose as they whipped their head around so quickly they nearly broke his nose. He was going to speak with Hadeon? Willingly? 
They smiled, suddenly overwhelmed with pride. “Tell me your idea. I’ll see if I can help.”






  
  NINETEEN

EZRA






“I like your hair like this.” 
That’s what Hazel had said once they’d dressed in the outfit Ezra had helped them pick out—a pair baggy jogger pants in white, just like the ones Sadie was wearing, beneath a kimono-like robe that fell unevenly over their lithe frame, white for the hip-length half on their right and down just past their knees in golden-embroidered black fabric on their left, belted across the middle with a wide white obi. Their short hair had been wrangled, pulled back from their face in intricate plaits speckled with small charms from the Vasíleio in which they ruled.
They had followed him back to his own chambers and watched in fascination as Ezra fashioned his own hair into the traditional styles of his kingdom, demanded he show them the simpler style so they could help, plucked their choice of flowers from a bowl left by the ággelos to decorate the intricate braid-work.
He reached a hand up and felt at his hair, the memory of Hazel’s compliment making him blush. A wide braid made a crown around his head at the top, flowers from the Elysium plains woven through it. From that, falling down his back with the rest of his hair, were two skinny flower-speckled braids as well as a few smaller bubbled braids interspersed amongst his dark chestnut waves.
His father likely would have beat him if he ever saw Ezra’s hair styled this intricately. It was too delicate, entirely too feminine for a man. 
But Hazel had liked the way that it looked. 
He’d done his hair as such many times during his time as a Constellite, had even given speeches to his Vasíleio plenty of times, but it felt different now. Each braid like a shield against the worry and grief spearing through him at the sight of the mournful ággelos that surround him. Hazel’s compliment like a balm to soothe his nerves as he stood before his kingdom, flanked by Deneb and Aldebaran, and assured them all that the Constellites were watching over them. That they were investigating the terrible deaths brought to their world and were making strides to assure the safety of all those residing in it.
It seemed to go well enough. The souls of the Vasíleio of Edafos seemed to be, for now, much more at peace. He could feel the alleviation amongst their quieter energies. 
For just this second, things were okay. Despite their words, he had no assurances that things would remain okay, not with so little information offered them at the moment, but Ezra forced himself to swallow away those anxious thoughts of the future, instead choosing to focus on the now. Focus on these people who needed him, who relied on him.
Wanting to be ready the moment a soul called for him, Ezra had notified the clinic that he’d likely be called away for a family emergency, Grant already having been told and ready to take over. He hated having to do so, but for this, Ezra would leave his mortal life behind as much as he could. He was needed here more than the mortal realm, so here he would be when called.
The picture of the bloodied ággelo wouldn’t leave his mind, and he hadn’t slept since seeing it. Whoever, or whatever, had done it had been merciless, hacking away at Marcus until there was no blood left in his body to spill. Angry red welts, as though he had been whipped, marred his skin beneath all of the blood.
Just thinking of it now made Ezra’s stomach lurch, made his eyes burn all over again.
He was here, he reminded himself, standing in Edafos with his closest friends and comrades, reassuring their people. And when he was done here, he’d go and find Hazel to bring back to the castle. 
“I like your hair like this.” 
He ran his fingers over a slightly uneven braid that Hazel had done, letting the inconsistent plaits soothe his fretting mind.
Everything is fine, he reminded himself.
Deneb continued on with the speech, and Aldebaran rested a loving hand on his arm, having—he assumed—felt the shift in his energy. Aldebaran was only four years older than he was, but he often looked to her for maternal guidance and support, and she had always been there to offer it. He gave her a grateful smile, stood a little taller beneath the weight of her warmth, and waited out the rest of Deneb’s portion of the speech.
Afterwards, he stayed in Edafos longer than he had intended. It had been his plan to leave right away, to head to Ripés, to return to Hazel’s side. But, the people of his kingdom swarmed the three Constellites as soon as they uttered their final prayers, and he couldn’t have possibly said no to them. Not only would it have been a shirking of his responsibilities as one of their leaders, but also because he wanted to be there for them. The death of Marcus and the other ággelos had been a heavy weight on his heart and spirit, but he couldn’t even imagine how they all were feeling, having lost a neighbor, a loved one, a friend. Especially in Elysia, where people simply did not die, not like this.
Eventually, when the time came, they would turn into stars. That was something that was seen as holy and good, and people did not fear for the day that they found themselves speckling the skies, they did not mourn their loved ones who left to sparkle amongst the galaxies above them. Ezra knew that he certainly didn’t. 
But to be murdered in cold blood? That was out of the question, completely unheard of in all of Elysia’s history as he knew it.
Crime did not even exist in Elysia. Most of the houses didn’t have doors and those that did certainly didn’t have locks. Merchants didn’t worry about leaving their carts and their stands and their storefronts unattended. Elysia was safe.
It had been, at least.
He hoped that Antares would return with news, and that he returned soon.
Ezra dropped all of the offerings he had been given—the ones that he couldn’t fit into his overfilled satchel at least—into his astral pocket and bid everybody a farewell eventually. As uncomfortable as the worship sometimes made him, Ezra always felt a sense of bereavement when leaving Edafos. It made sense, he supposed, as these were his people, this was his kingdom, but it always hurt when he had to part from the friendly smiles and genuine kindness that always met him during his visits. 
He traveled northwest, taking the time to enjoy being on horseback and to enjoy the scenery Elysia gave to him. He should have latched himself onto the energy of Sadie and traveled that way, but he wanted to take a few minutes to enjoy the picturesque views around him, taking comfort in the current calm and beauty without thinking of how long it might last in the coming future. 
Elysia wasn’t all that big, especially when riding on Poppy, his most trusted mare, and so it wasn’t very long at all before mountain peaks came into his field of view. He kept alongside the River Cocytus, watching as the canopies of evergreen trees, damp still with rainfall, began to give way to tall trees of beech and oak. The temperature seemed to drop a degree with every clop clop clop of Poppy’s hooves until the humid heat of Edafos was behind them, leaving them somewhere cool enough that it was much more comfortable, though Ezra had to undo the sash from his waist to lay over his shoulders while his body acclimated to the change.
The Vasíleio of Ripés, like the rest of Elysia, was more stunning than he could ever find the words to explain. Poppy’s hooves crunched over twigs as they continued on, while Ezra took in the pulsing of life that grew from the blessed floor of Elysia, holding out a hand to brush his fingers along low hanging leaves, plucking a wayward flower to tuck into his hair.
Once he made it to the epicenter of Ripés, he found it to be unusually quiet. Perhaps the people of Ripés were simply abiding by the curfew that Hazel had presumably told them of. At least, he hoped that’s all it was. He hoped that they weren’t hiding in their homes, too fearful of facing a bloody death of their own to come out.
Astrae reached out and looked desperately for any sign of Castorlux. He found none, and while that devastated the ever-frantic Astrae, Ezra hoped that meant things had gone smoothly, and they hadn’t needed him. That was a good thing, he reminded himself. If they’d been in trouble, he would have known.
Ezra urged Astrae to look for Sadie instead, as some of his energy would remain palpable. When he felt the static of electricity, Ezra secured Poppy at a wooden post and headed in that direction.
To his surprise, he found them both in the home of a soul who immediately dropped to their knees at his presence, a hymn leaving his shaking lips as he kissed the ground at Ezra’s feet.
“Peace be with you, child of Starlight.” He smiled warmly, holding a hand out for the ággelo. “You may rise.”
“I have a literal cart of offerings outside,” Hazel started, looking just a little bit dazzled when Ezra turned to face them, “but this soul, Aiden, wanted to make me something fresh. His dad dragged us here.” They sipped from a mug, sitting on the ground before a low table and smiled at the older ággelo that was rising back onto his feet before Ezra.
“The Goddess cakes will be done soon,” Aiden added, turning his head from where he stood at the oven.
Ezra smiled at him. “Please don’t rush on my account.” He joined Hazel and Sadie where they were seated when Aiden returned to his task. “How did it go?”
Hazel’s lips twitched, their telltale sign that there was much that they wanted to talk about, but they seemed to want to keep it to themself for the time being. “It went all right. It was a little terrifying, and I’m pretty sure I won’t be winning any speech awards, but the people of Ripés seemed to relax a little. Silas decided that he’s going to ask Hadeon to set up wards around Ripés, and I think that’ll help the people here relax some more, knowing that there are wards in place. Whatever the fuck wards are.”
Ezra’s eyes went wide as they found Sadie who was currently staring at a painting on the wall. “You’re going to ask Antares for that?”
Sadie avoided interacting with anybody as much as he could, but most especially Antares. For reasons that Ezra had never really been able to figure out, Sadie was terrified of Antares, only referring to him as “the scorpion” or as “poison.”
And if Ezra were being honest with himself, he was touched to know that Sadie loved Ripés enough to work past his distrust and fear to ask Antares for such a thing. Oftentimes, it didn’t seem like he felt the same stirring of his patron deity the way the rest of them did. Hazel, at least, had the excuse of being new and afraid. Sadie just seemed… disinterested. Ezra usually chalked that up to the myriad of diagnoses that plagued Sadie, but he also couldn’t help but feel rejected by it still. He assumed, perhaps, that maybe Astrae might have been swaying his feelings in that regard.
“For the winged ones, I will dip my hands into the poisonous darkness.”
Ezra instinctively wanted to offer to do it for him, but this was a big step for Sadie. If he wanted to do it, if he was comfortable doing it, Ezra would let him.
Aiden joined them soon after, and together they ate Goddess cake. Ezra enjoyed watching Hazel try it for the first time. It was a delicious treat, one that Ezra was happy to indulge in, given the circumstances, and the newest Constellite seemed to enjoy it quite a bit if their acceptance of seconds was anything to go by.
“I’ve never ridden a horse before today,” Hazel admitted, munching on a bit of leftover cake as they walked back towards where Ezra had left Poppy, the three of them watching the sun begin to dip beneath the mountains, lighting up the skies with pinpricks of stars amongst painted swaths of pinks and purples.
Ezra raised his eyebrows, head tilting slightly. “Really?”
“Does that surprise you?”
“A little. You should have a natural affinity towards them.”
They snorted and offered him a shrug. “Maybe. I seemed to do well enough with Troy. Though, I thought Sadie might be the one to have a heart attack.”
Sadie was ignoring them now, but it occurred to Ezra then that if Hazel had never been on a horse, of course they’d have talked Sadie into sharing. It was hard to picture anybody getting that close to Sadie.
“So, I’ll ride back with you, Ez, if that’s all right.”
“It is.” Though, he wasn’t sure how he’d handle being so close to Hazel. “This is Poppy,” he explained, gesturing to his buckskin-colored mare, whose mahogany mane was braided and dotted with flowers just as his own was. She nuzzled his shoulder when he drew close enough, huffing into his hair and drawing a low chuckle from him as he pressed a kiss to the side of her head. He didn’t spend enough time with Poppy, and that was a tragedy, really. He made a mental note to visit more often. “Poppy, this is Hazel,” he introduced, pulling a carrot stick from his satchel and offering it to the horse, “be nice, eh?”
“Oh, hi, Poppy.” Apprehensively, Hazel raised a hand to rub at Poppy’s head, not afraid really, but shy in a way Ezra had started to get used to with them. As he knew she would, Poppy leaned easily into the touch, pulling a bright smile from Hazel who cooed at her as Ezra got to work securing their little cart to the back of the saddle.
“Yo, tall person!” Hazel called out, smirking when Ezra turned to face them, a playful glare on his face. They gestured towards Poppy and the saddle. “Help me up, would ya?”
“Of course.” He knelt down next to the horse and cupped his hands together to create a step for Hazel. They shot him a questioning glance but he only reached for their ankle and placed their foot onto his hand. Small hands settled on his shoulders to steady themself, and as Hazel pressed their weight into his hands, Ezra stood and hoisted them into the saddle, resting a hand on their back to brace them until they were sat fully atop Poppy. It wasn’t until Ezra tucked his foot into the stirrup and hopped up behind Hazel that he realized his mistake.
Ezra was sitting behind Hazel on a horse.
Hazel was sitting between his legs, resting against his chest.
Oh stars.
“The winds call to me,” Sadie said suddenly, turning back towards Ripés, wide silver eyes staring at something Ezra couldn’t see.
“Call to us if you need anything, Sadie.” 
And then they were off, Ezra murmuring quietly to Poppy before nudging her forward with a gentle kick.
Ripés was beautiful in the way that all of Elysia was beautiful, and Ezra often enjoyed admiring the different kingdoms when he visited, but he was finding it increasingly impossible to think about anything with Hazel so close to him. When all he could smell was the lemon in their shampoo, the eucalyptus wafting softly from their skin. When he couldn’t help admiring the way the charms twinkled in their fiery hair, or the way their body moved against his with the gentle swaying of the horse beneath them.
“Hello? You alive back there?”
Ezra blinked when Hazel craned their head up to look at him, one of their brows raised. “Huh?”
They snorted and rolled their eyes, but didn’t call him out on his distraction, instead gesturing toward the lush forest around them. “I was saying that it’s really pretty here, and I like it a lot. Can we come back soon for that tour that you promised me?”
He was glad they were beginning to find comfort and home in Elysia, enough that it helped him to think past the growing heat below his belly. “Of course. I’m sorry that we didn’t get to today. I ended up in Edafos longer than I’d expected.”
“No worries.” They craned their neck once again to look at him, and a smile danced at their lips, one that made his heart lurch. “Maybe tomorrow, if there’s time.”
“Don’t you have work?”
They shook their head. “Family emergency got me some time off.”
“Was there an emergency?” His brows rose, worry curling in his gut.
“No.” They shook their head as they turned to face forward once again, and he lost all ability to breathe when they relaxed against him more fully. Did they notice they were doing that? Leaning against him? Being comfortable around him?  Like a feral raccoon coming out for treats, leaning into the soft fingers running through its fur? “I mean, there was here, but my family’s fine.”
“That’s good.” It was getting hard to think again. Hazel was so warm against him, so small. He had his hands holding loosely to the reins, resting on his own thighs, but it left Hazel bracketed in the cradle of his arms, and Ezra hated how much he liked having them there.
“I’d like to see Edafos eventually too. Well, all of Elysia I guess.”
“Anytime you’d like,” he promised.
They rode for a little while longer, with Hazel pointing at things excitedly and asking questions whenever one popped into their head, until the castle came back into view.
“What would you do if you lived here full-time?” they asked during their peppering of questions on Edafos and the rest of Elysia.
He shrugged contentedly. “I could stay in the castle, but I think that I might like Edafos better. I always liked the idea of taking up work at the Arboretum. I could work on some research projects and maybe do a little teaching on the side. It’d be strange for a Constellite to do those things, sure, but I’d enjoy it a lot, I think.”
“I could see you as a teacher, actually. A scholar. Scholar Thompson. Yeah, that’d suit you and your dumb cardigans perfect. I think that—” They gasped suddenly, elbowing Ezra’s ribs and pointing off to the distance. “Oh my Gods, the sky here is insane.”
He turned his head to look up at it with them. And beautiful it was—artwork, he thought. Here, there was no pollution to obstruct the view of all of the stars. It reminded him of being back home in Alberta and made him long for the life he’d had to leave behind. But the night’s sky here was nothing short of glorious, and Ezra appreciated taking the time to stargaze here whenever he could.
And right now, he was glad to be doing a little of it with Hazel. They were bringing light back to his fouled mood. They seemed to want to focus too on the untainted beauty that Elysia had to offer instead of the tragedies that were coming their way. Hazel made it easier to focus on those things too, filling his head with images of the unobscured night sky over the images of blood.
“Seriously, Ez! This is the shit you get to see all the time? It’s fucking gorgeous!” Hazel continued, tipping their head back to stare up at the sky with awe-filled eyes. “I’m lucky just to see a handful of stars in the city.”
Ezra couldn’t help staring at Hazel then. At the way the sunset cast their pale skin in a lovely pink and their hair an even brighter orange. Like a candle flame in the darkness, leading him home, chasing away the chill of worry and fear.
For Hazel, he would thank the primordial gods endlessly.
“Yeah,” he breathed quietly, fists clenching around the reins, “it’s beautiful.”
When Poppy was secured in her stable and given another treat, Hazel turned to him, eyes still cast up to the sky, but something different flooding them now. Something almost unsure, hesitant, their previous awe and excitement long gone as they gnawed at their lower lip. “We’re staying here tonight then?”
“I was planning to,” Ezra answered with a nod, trying to figure out what had changed in the past few minutes, “but if you wanted to go home, I could take you.”
They shook their head, rocking on their heels in an anxious motion. “I’d like to stay. It’s less of a burden for you that way. But I wanted to ask…” They trailed off and went tense.
“What is it?”
“It’s nothing, never mind.” They smiled at him, taking a step back, gesturing toward the castle. “Let’s get going in, yeah?”
“No,” he grabbed their wrist when they turned from him, “what is it?”
“I—” They scowled, scrubbing their free hand over their hair, like they would have if it were down, only to scowl deeper when their hands caught on the charms decorating their braids. “I don’t like sleeping in unfamiliar places. I have trouble with it.”
He paused, waited for them to continue.
“I was wondering if we could sleep in the same wing. It’d help, probably. But that’s stupid right? Like, I’m almost thirty. I should be able to—I mean, I can manage sleeping by myse—”
“I don’t mind sleeping in your wing or having you in mine, Hazel.” Ezra smiled, rubbing his thumb along the inside of their wrist. His heart was trying its best to soar straight from his chest, but he kept it caged within his ribs, trying not to show how eager their request made him. “C’mon, let’s go inside.” Ezra walked towards the castle before they could come up with any more excuses.
Inside, he and Hazel were ushered off to their individual suites so that the ággelos could prepare them for bed. They ran a piping hot bath for Ezra, and he presumed Hazel as well, and then helped him into a pair of sleeping pants. They had offered him a sleeping robe but in a moment of utter stupidity, he commented that the night was balmy enough to have no need for one. He simply hadn’t thought anything of it; thinking of how he’d dress to sleep alone in his own bed.
His stupidity became clear to him on his way to Hazel’s suite. Perhaps he shouldn’t have been walking into their wing half naked.
Oh well. It was too late now, he thought when Hazel opened the door, the greeting he’d prepared all but fleeing his mind when he looked down at them. Their hair was still a little damp, but they looked completely renewed, practically glowing, wearing a sheer peach-colored robe that hung open from their shoulders over fitted sleep pants and a loose tank top, the pale straps of their binder poking out from underneath.
“Hi—oh. Hi.”
“Hi, Hazel.”
Maybe he should have let them come up with other excuses to get out of sharing a suite tonight.
“I’ll take the couch then, eh?” He turned from them, needing to put some sort of space between them before the last of his scant amount of brain cells eddied out of his head.
“Okay, dude, what is it with you and sleeping on couches? You are a literal fucking giant. Just take the fuckin’ bed.”
When he faced them again, they had their arms crossed over their chest and were giving him a glare so sharp it was a wonder that it didn’t shred him to bloody ribbons.
“First of all, I’m six foot one, Hazel, which is hardly more than average and most definitely not giant. Secondly, I’m not about to make you sleep on the couch in your own wing. That’d be ridiculous and rude.”
“Then what do you propose? Because you sure as shit ain’t sleeping on it either.”
His lips twitched, and he already regretted what he was about to suggest. “We could share the bed.”
“Ez, that’s—”
“Only weird if you make it weird.” Unable to help himself, he grabbed their chin, tilted their head up. “Are you going to make it weird, Hazel?”
Drats. This game, the one that they’d started in the cabin where they’d met, would not help him out at all now. It would get him into quite a bit of trouble. Trouble he didn’t need to be in right now. They had bigger things that called for their attention. Now wasn’t the time for these games.
In challenge, they quirked a brow. “Depends. Did you want me to?”
Dear Mother, yes, yes, he did. He wanted that very much. Now was actually the perfect time for these games, he greedily decided.
His grasp on their chin tightened. “You’d like to, wouldn’t you?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” As they pulled themself free from his grip, they threw him a wink that threatened to cut through the last remaining thread he had on his self-control.
They headed—no, they sauntered—towards the iron wrought staircase that led to the loft.
Ezra had, yet again, lost.
Damn them.
“Wait, Hazel?” He’d been so distracted with their… conversation that he hadn’t paid enough attention.
“Yeah, what’s up?”
“You’re not going to…” He felt his cheeks warm. Was this crossing a line? Well, now they were looking at him expectantly, so he had to just continue on. “You’re not going to sleep in the binder, are you?”
Instantly, their cheeks flushed. “I mean—yeah. I can’t—”
“Is it me?”
They froze and their blush deepened. 
“Okay.” He smiled softly and hoped that it was reassuring. “It’s really important to me that you’re comfortable, Hazel, but I also don’t want you hurting yourself.”
“It won’t—”
“It used to hurt Sadie pretty badly, back when he still wore one.” Ezra felt guilty for putting Hazel on the spot with something they were obviously insecure about, but he also viscerally remembered healing the bruises that used to bloom across Sadie’s fair skin whenever he’d worn his too long. “Is there anything that I can do to make you comfortable without a binder on?” 
They didn’t answer immediately, and they were picking at their cuticles. He could see them thinking through whatever options that they thought they had. After a few agonizing moments, they sighed. “Just… don’t look.”
“Of course.”
He headed up to the loft and let them change into something more comfortable, and when they met him in the bed, they were wearing a shirt so large that Ezra assumed it’d even be baggy on him.
In bed, he laid on his back and stared up at the ceiling. Hazel was curled onto the side on his right, curling so close to the edge that they risked falling off.
“Hazel, you can lay in the bed. I don’t know what you think will happen if you get within thirty feet of me, but I promise it won’t.” Unless they thought he might pick up on their previous conversation, in which case, he couldn’t be sure how strong that promise would hold.
“You’re a lot bigger than me, I just want to make sure that you have roo—” They squeaked when Ezra rolled onto his side, looped an arm around their waist, and yanked them back closer to the center of the bed.
“You’re fine. Sleep like a normal person.”
They huffed, pulled the blankets up beneath their chin.
Ezra returned to staring at the mural painted onto the ceiling above them, listening to the steady cadence of Hazel’s breathing as they chased after sleep, something that he should have been doing too.
But that was not going to happen.
Not with Hazel this close to him.
Drats, indeed.
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Breakfast with some of the other Constellites was, in a word, overwhelming. What should have been a simple meal of coffee, a piece of toast, and chain smoking, was instead a show of extravagance and circumstance, a reminder of their status here in this world. An entire banquet had been prepared, a massive dining table stretching out through the hall and covered in dishes, some Hazel recognized and some they didn’t, all perfectly cooked and delicious. Hazel was eating what was easily the best French toast they’d ever eaten, one made savory with parmesan and Hollandaise sauce, and so good that Hazel couldn’t even taste the eggs on it. A meal suited for gods.
It provided them a welcome distraction to pull their thoughts back from the previous night, at least.
Ezra had slept fitfully, and that hadn’t surprised Hazel at all—they knew how stressed and upset he was with the recent events taking place in Elysia—but what they hadn’t expected was to find him, voice heavy with sleep, right next to them whenever he accidentally woke them up. Each time, in the most adorable way possible, he’d snuggle his cheek against the pillow and mumble out a sleep-laden apology. That, and then there was the way that his hand would occasionally seek them out to rub softly at their back or their hip or their shoulder, as though making sure that Hazel was still there.
It had made it very difficult for them to get much sleep themself. Which meant they were exhausted and slow this morning, but they had delicious French toast, and Ezra looked well rested enough to have made the sacrifice worth it, they figured.
The rest of the group spent the morning going over their visits to the various kingdoms in Elysia. Amelia spoke highly of Samuel’s speech to the Vasíleio of Kymatistá, mentioning how he stayed late to pray beneath the moon with all of the souls. Ha-eun and Baylen spoke of the way that they, with Gabriel, had managed to rally their people together, how they’d thrown a massive bonfire for their people after their speech, how they stayed to pray around the flames with the souls.
From what Hazel could tell, things were going as planned. Not that they, admittedly, knew a whole lot about the whole ruling thing in the first place. But judging by the meeting they’d sat in on, everyone seemed happy with how things were going so far. Valentina, Silas, Samuel, and Gabriel would stay in their kingdoms to act as guards until they formulated their military plans, while the others went about their business, investigating when possible, staying alert always.
Hadeon hadn’t returned yet, but Ezra promised that the journey to the Meadows was not one that could be done quickly. If all went well, he’d apparently be back this evening. Amelia, obviously still worried, did confirm that she could still feel his energy, and that while it was tense, it wasn’t wounded, and that seemed good enough for the others, so Hazel figured it was good enough for them as well.
“I think Hamal and Deneb should work together on the military thing,” Ezra said after Ha-eun confirmed Gabriel had settled in comfortably in the Vasíleio of Flóges.
Adelita snarled. “You want me to work with that brute?”
Ezra snorted before taking a sip of his orange juice. “He’s literally made from the God of War’s stars, Deneb. He needs to be front and center here. And I want you in on it,” he smiled, his own equivalent to batting his lashes, “because you’re such a natural leader and good at the strategy and organizing game.”
“Don’t you sweet talk me, conejito.” But her lips wavered, trying to smile despite the argument beating against the back of her teeth.
His own smile grew. “I’m only telling you the truth.”
“For what it’s worth,” Ha-eun grinned, “I think he’s right. Though, I think it should be an equal effort between kingdoms. Ripés and Kymatistá should have somebody spearheading this as well.”
Ezra nodded. “That’s a good point.”
“My vote’s for Hazey and Antares,” Baylen chimed in with a grin, sending Hazel a wink which they responded to by sticking their tongue out.
“I’ll vote for Tegmine. Antares is better suited for war strategy, but I’m thinking that he’d be more useful being the go-between with Hades.” Adelita didn’t deign Hazel so much as a glance or even cast a vote for the Kingdom of Gusts. Something that shouldn’t have irked Hazel as much as it did.
Ezra gave her a nod and turned his attention elsewhere. “What do you think, ‘Rescha?”
Amelia chewed on her bottom lip, playing with the croque madame on her plate, the runny egg leaving a river of yellow down the side of the bread that Hazel tried not to look at. “I think that Antares would be the best of our kind to run an army, but he’s the only one of us that can play spymaster. If Tegmine is amenable with taking that job, I’d vote for him too then.”
“Are we all in agreement then? Hamal, Deneb, Hazel, and Tegmine?”
Everybody nodded their agreement, save for Hazel who froze the moment Baylen’s suggestion had settled in, the moment Ezra locked in their name as one of the contenders.
Of course, this wasn’t a role for Sadie.
But it wasn’t a role for them either.
They couldn’t lead an army. Had everybody else here gone mad? It’d have made more sense to leave the Ripés’ leaders out of this all together, to assign them literally any other task.
“Are we sure that we even need an army? I think that we’re jumpin’ the gun a little here.”
Adelita’s head snapped in Hazel’s direction so fast Hazel swore they heard it crack, her nose scrunched in disgust and eyes narrowed. “You didn’t see the bodies of the ággelos—”
“I didn’t,” Hazel interrupted, returning her glare with one of their own, “but it’s a really big leap to find some bodies and declare war. I think that we should enforce a guard of some sort, yeah, but to build an army seems extreme. Why not just wait until Hadeon gets back before we jump into a full blown military plan?”
“I’m not going to listen to somebody who has been a Constellite for thirty minutes tell us how to—”
“They’ve got a point,” Amelia murmured softly. “I don’t like what’s happening either, but we don’t fully understand it yet.”
Adelita opened her mouth to argue back, but Ha-eun—with shoulders squared and chin up—intervened. “Don’t fight with Alrescha over this just because you’ve decided to hate Hazel for whatever reason. I know you’re smart enough to see that their point makes sense.”
Eyes of bronzite found and held onto Hazel’s, burning hotter than an iron set to Tarfire.
Hazel really couldn’t figure out for the life of them what they had done to garner such hatred from the Constellite of Capricorni.
“Fine,” Adelita growled, shoving up from the table so hard that her chair nearly tipped over. She stuck her chin proudly into the air, glare never leaving Hazel’s. “We’ll resume this conversation when Antares gets back then.” 
She was gone a moment later, her thunderous steps shaking the ground beneath Hazel’s feet. The table remained silent for a few moments, and when Hazel finally looked at Ezra, they found him staring at his plate, hands trembling where they sat on his lap.
“Hey.” He glanced up at them, and Hazel gave him a soft smile. “It’s okay. We’ll figure all of this out.”
He sighed, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I’m sorry about Deneb. She’s like a sister to me, but she shouldn’t be talking to you like that.”
“She’s a grown woman, Ezra,” Baylen chastised before Hazel could answer. “I don’t know why she’s—ah, fuck.” He froze, back going taut before he too shoved himself to his feet, his chair tumbling behind him. “Gotta’ go.”
Hazel’s brows furrowed, eyes following his retreating form as he sprinted from the room. “What was that about?”
Amelia gave them a friendly pat on the hand. “He’s been called to deal with a daímōn in his homeland.”
They blinked. “I never actually thought about that. What region will I get?”
Ezra shrugged, seeming to shake off his soured mood. “Only Mother knows, but my best guess would be the United States since it isn’t currently assigned to anybody. Deneb and I currently handle it as it’s in the middle of our regions. That and east Asia are the only open territories.”  
“Gotcha’.” Somehow, the idea of having an earthly territory to protect seemed stranger to Hazel than having a kingdom to run in the fairytale land of Elysia. Souls were one thing to protect, but people, real living people? No. Nope. Hazel definitely did not want to think about that right now. They looked to Ezra, hoping their desperation wasn’t obvious on their face. “Want to get out of here, then?”
He nodded and stood.
They both needed a day to relax, Hazel decided, so they’d make sure they had exactly that—a few hours of it, at least.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Vasíleio of Ripés was absolutely stunning when Ezra took Hazel to explore their way through it in the light of the day. It was more beautiful than they could ever hope to explain, peaceful in a way they desperately craved, interesting in a way that preyed on their endless curiosity. Even with the tension hanging heavy in the air, Ezra encouraged Hazel to pick fresh berries from trees to munch on as they walked, to pet wild raccoon dogs that were entirely too friendly for wild animals, to peek over the shoulders of busy mapmakers, to admire the tall snow-dusted peaks of nearby mountains, to climb through ambling brushes of forest.
The only thing they could think of complaining about was having to stop every two minutes to be worshipped. They didn’t care what Ezra said; there was no getting used to this. Even mimicking Ezra—pats on the head, “Peace be with you,” accepting more offerings than they could ever hope to eat—it still felt so unnatural.
They weren’t worthy of such praise, of such worship.
Yesterday, something in them had stirred. A deep seated wanting somewhere buried beneath their core. Like they wanted to be worthy of that sort of admiration and reverence. But today was a new day, and they were positive they would never be worthy of such things. Not from ággelos or anybody else. Maybe it was the lack of sleep, maybe it was the fear they could feel in what was meant to be their kingdom, maybe it was something Adelita had said when her tongue had been dripping with hot venom, but Hazel was feeling very small once again.
“Would you like to look at the horses today? You should have one of your own. You don’t have to have one, of course, but most of us do. It’s helpful for getting around quicker,” Ezra said, interrupting their maudlin thoughts.
No, they almost answered, instead biting down onto the sweet rice dumpling thing they’d been given by a street vendor. They chewed on it to keep themself from admitting that they quite enjoyed sharing Poppy with him, that they had very much liked the way his arms and legs bracketed them, liked the way he felt warm behind them, solid and sturdy and safe. 
Ezra was their favorite person, they realized with no scant amount of alarm as they swallowed down the dumpling.
Oh that’s not good. That’s very not good at all.
“Yeah, that’s a good idea,” they said, trying to focus on the question at hand rather than the sudden and terrifying warmth spreading through their chest. “You’ll help though, right? I don’t know what I’m looking for.” 
His smile, like it always seemed to be, was as warm as the sun and Hazel had a brief moment of thinking it might not be such a bad thing to fly off into it. “I think you’d do fine on your own, but no, I was not planning on just dumping you off at the stables and running.”
Ezra apparently meant it, too, remaining patient at Hazel’s side as they cautiously introduced themself to the different horses at the stables. They all seemed to like Hazel, which was a curious thing. Hazel didn’t know the first thing about horses, but they assumed that, like most animals, horses would each have different personalities and varying temperaments. They expected some to be grumpier, more dismissive maybe, but each one greeted them with equal enthusiasm and attention, bumping their noses into Hazel’s chin or hand or shoulder when they drew close enough to do so.
“The animals of Elysia are all loving and friendly,” Ezra explained. “They’re peaceful creatures. That, and,” he pulled a carrot stick from his satchel to offer the horse closest to him, “you’re made partly from Castor. Horses will like you by default. The same is mostly true on Earth too.”
Horses just naturally liked Hazel because of the Castor star they inherited?
Wild.
Picking a favorite might have been difficult if their eyes hadn’t landed on an all-black gelding in the very back, a tall bastard of one that huffed almost in jealousy as it stared at the others from its stall. “That’s the one,” they murmured, rushing to him and gingerly running a hand through his coarse mane.
“The biggest one here, why am I not surprised?” But Ezra was smiling when Hazel glanced back at him. He procured a handful of blackberries from his bag to offer to the horse, even dropping a few in their hand so they could feed the massive beast. Hazel was starting to think his satchel was just a void filled with snacks. “Can you even get onto him?”
Hazel used the back of their hand to give him a solid thwack in his middle, and he laughed.
“Don’t make me prove my climbing skills to you again,” Hazel warned, pointing a finger at him until Ezra raised his hands in surrender, another laugh tumbling out of him like a distant rockslide. It sounded oddly beautiful, in a weird way. That was weird right? Comparing his laugh to a rockslide? Who thought rockslides sounded beautiful? Would Ezra even like being called beautiful? Would he be upset at the comparison, or would he get all flustered like he often did when Hazel flirted? Would he blush? If he did, how far would that blush extend—
“What will you name him?” Ezra asked, voice all but yanking Hazel’s attention away from the bob in his throat and the thought of whether or not his chest would heat with embarrassment if they did something stupid like call him beautiful. Stars, Hazel, what the fuck is wrong with you?
“Alhena,” they answered immediately and then froze, wracking their brain as to where in the Tar the words had come from. Was that even a name? What on Earth did it mean? Why had they thought of it?
And why did Ezra have such a shit eating grin on his face?
“Alhena is a lovely name. Hey, Xanthos?” He turned towards one of the ággelos working the stables, his grin falling into something softer and kinder, the same look he always held when addressing the souls in Elysia. Hazel couldn’t explain it entirely, but they liked the way Ezra seemed to know the names of most of the ággelos and souls that they encountered. The way that, godhood or no, he didn’t put himself above them.
“Yes, God Astrae.” Xanthos dropped down to a knee instantly, bowing his head. “For all of my days I will worship unto You, God Astrae, and unto You, God Castorlux, and I will rejoice with trembling.”
They bit back on a cringe, but Ezra only nodded. “Peace be with you. Please, rise. God Castorlux would like this horse for their own, if that is amenable to you.”
“Of course. Please,” the ággelo turned towards Hazel, and they admired the grand feathers of his wings peeking over his shoulders, “I only need a few minutes to prepare him.”
They nodded. “No rush.”
“You are a kind God.”
They managed another nod, but couldn’t find any words.
“Hey,” Hazel hissed, keeping their voice low as something else clicked into place in their head, “I didn’t think of it right away because I’m a fucking idiot. How much does a horse cost here? I don’t have my wallet, and I doubt that they even take Masterca—”
Ezra shook his head, his mahogany hair shimmering in the low light in a way that was entirely too distracting to be fair. “You won’t pay for a thing. Even if you weren’t a Constellite, we don’t really use currency here. We do have obols floating around, but they’re scarcely used in Elysia.”
“How does anybody pay for anything then?”
Ezra shrugged. “Most people don’t really expect payment for things, but trading is somewhat common when things do require or deserve payment.”
Hazel frowned, trying to think of anything they had worth trading only to come up blank. And for a beautiful horse, something large would be the only thing suitable. They didn’t know how much horses cost back home on Earth, but Hazel knew that they were expensive.
“You can offer a service of some sort, but he’ll say no.”
“Why?”
Ezra’s brows rose as though he couldn’t believe Hazel hadn’t figured it out. They had figured it out—they just didn’t like it. “You’re a Constellite. That’s payment enough for anything to them.”
“I’ve done nothing for him to just give me a horse.”
Ezra sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I watched you slay a daímōn in the woods, and you helped me deal with that one in Quebec, so, you’ve done something. And also, he will take into consideration the Castorlux that came before you, and the one before that. He’s been around a long time.”
How in the fuck was he going to count those two daímōns? They hardly qualified as services worthy of a horse. Especially considering Hazel had barely even done anything. In fact, Hazel hadn’t done shit. They’d been forced back to let Castorlux take over because they were too chicken shit to do what needed done. That wasn’t worthy of being given free stuff, especially a whole ass horse.
“Can we train more, Ezra?”
They wanted to be worthy of the fucking horse.
They would be.
 Ezra seemed happy enough to oblige, leading them back to the castle and towards the open fields that sat behind it.
“Think about the way that you can push your energy at me,” Ezra said when they faced each other in the center of the Protévousa’s training grounds, stretching one arm across his chest before repeating the action with the other. 
They had both shrugged off the outermost layers of their kingdom garb to make moving around easier, and Ezra had even set his shoes off to the side, claiming it helped him sometimes to have the direct connection with the earth when working with his energies. The lack of layers left Ezra’s chest and arms in full distracting view once again, but Hazel was determined to be the best Constellite there had ever been, or die trying, so the least they could do was force away the warmth in their cheeks to focus on Ezra’s words. 
“I want you to picture doing that but with the wind instead of your energy,” Ezra continued, oblivious to Hazel’s internal struggling.
Unleashing their energy, letting it unfurl from their soul and projecting it out for others to feel, had become easier to manage the more they practiced, though they still couldn’t seem to manage more than a handful of minutes before locking it back up. It was frustrating, especially considering that half the time Hazel wasn’t even trying to lock it up, but there was this crazed sort of desperation that built in their chest when it dragged on too long, this thing they couldn’t name but felt too much like panic that would bubble in their throat and threaten to spill out in a scream loud enough to shake the heavens.
Okay so, the energy thing was still hard, but they were getting better at letting it out and shoving it at people.
But to do that with the wind? Now that was batshit crazy.
“I can push my energy at you,” Ezra said as he did just that, surrounding them in that invisible garden they had found themself wanting to spend eternity in, “and I can push around the earth with my energy. It’s different for me than it would be for you because I picture the earth as though it were clay in my hands that I can sculpt into what I need. Wind is not tangible in the way that soil and trees are, so you’ll have to be a little more creative.”
Creative. Right. Hazel could be creative, probably, maybe. How the fuck was someone supposed to “creatively” move the fucking wind?
Okay, they thought to themself, taking a deep breath to center the nerves bubbling up in them, just start small. Start with what we know. 
Hazel used that worn skeleton key to pick at the lock beneath their sternum, then let forth the breeze of their energy, let it surround themself and Ezra. They’d mostly gotten used to letting something they’d held within themself for so long finally be free, but it still felt strange in a way they couldn’t quite explain. Almost like the wind whispering along their skin, but not quite, not physically at least like they were meant to be attempting. It reminded them of those weird water tornado toys their dads got them at the science museum when they were a kid, reminded them of shaking the bottle, feeling the water shift under the palms of their hands, watching it swirl and swirl inside the plastic container. The problem though, was getting that tornado outside of the bottle.
They tried to move the wind; they really did. They pictured it around them, pictured it as smoke—not tangible but visible—but it didn’t move an inch.
“Have you tried speaking to Castorlux?”
Hazel jumped, their eyes fluttering open to land on Ezra’s. “Aren’t I Castorlux?” they asked, wincing when their chest drew tight at the name. “You want me to talk to myself?”
Ezra shook his head. “You are not Castorlux, not exactly.” He paused, as if he needed a moment to think, and Hazel couldn’t help admiring the way his nose scrunched up when he concentrated. Cute. “It’s a really abstract concept that’s hard to explain, but the simple version of it is that your body houses the souls of both Hazel and Castorlux. Think of it kind of like sharing a house, like you’re roommates, but closer. Castorlux lives within you, but is not you. As such, you can talk to them, like, in your head.”
“Do you talk to Astrae?” Their arms crossed over their chest, and they raised a doubtful brow.
He shrugged his shoulders. “Sometimes. Usually during battles if I don’t let him take total control. He’s like another side of me, basically, but if I direct a thought towards him, he’ll send one to me. It’s kind of like having two brains in my head in that way.”
Hazel didn’t know if they liked that explanation—their own brain was hard enough to handle, thank you very much—but at this point, what did they have to lose? How much weirder could this possibly get?
Hey… Castorlux… ya there?
Hazel waited a beat and was startled nearly to death when a thought popped into their head. “We are here, child.” 
Castor. That was Castor. Why did they know that? Why did they recognize his voice?
I can move air apparently. How do I do that?
“... and to wide Elysia we ascend, charioted upon the winds.”
That answer made no sense whatsoever, and yet the air around them shifted, swirled, sending their loose curls dancing across their cheeks. And when they raised their hands, the wind spun around them, focused in the center of their palms, swirling into a small set of tornados. Just like the toy from the museum.
Hazel kept staring at their hands, imagining what the wind would look like there if air was a thing more easily seen. Ezra said to be creative right? They imagined it like a brush in their hand, bristles dipped in paint and the world a canvas before them. They imagined the drag of the strokes as they created different shapes, felt the wind follow the brush to form those shapes. They imagined painting swirls and stripes, felt the wind form snakes around their hands and wrists. They imagined the curve of their arm, striking upwards across a blank slate, felt the gust of wind caressing their cheeks and ruffling their hair like an old friend.
It was so incredibly fascinating but also… absolutely terrifying.
Hazel was controlling the air. The air!
Ezra’s hands clasped around theirs, startling them so badly that they jumped, and Hazel could feel the air spread wider, stretching and reaching over his fingers, through them, holding onto his scarred hands as a person might hold their lover.
The wind seemed to… like him? No, that wasn’t it, they realized as soon as the thought crossed their mind.
Castorlux was reaching out for Astrae.
“You have that same I’m-going-to-throw-up look that you had when this all first started for you.” He gave their hands a loving squeeze, ducking down to catch their gaze. “Take a breath. It’s okay. In fact, you should be proud of this. It’s an incredible thing. Enjoy it because this power is yours.”
They didn’t agree—this power wasn’t theirs. They were simply dipping into the power of the ancients before them. Restoring a lost Monet with unworthy qualifications, forging a Rembrandt with stolen paints. It wasn’t theirs. It never could be.
But Ezra’s smile was so soft and so genuine, his hands so warm and so sturdy, that Hazel couldn’t find it in themself to argue with him. They were sure that he honestly saw power within them, even if they couldn’t see any of that power in themself.
One of his hands left theirs, cupped their face and startled them frozen. A thumb caressed over the sharp bone of their cheek and caught a tear they hadn’t even felt escape. His brows furrowed when they finally looked up at him. “Why are you crying?” he asked, his voice so low they wanted to puke. “What’s the matter? Your energy hasn’t shifted very much but you’re crying, and I don’t know why.”
Hazel did something that they didn’t often do—something absolutely terrifying—and surged forward to wrap their arms around Ezra’s waist, nestling their cheek against his sternum. For a few quiet moments, they just held onto him, listened to the strangely erratic racing of his heart, erratic but solid and there.
Ezra tensed at first, freezing beneath the touch, before simply melting against Hazel, stooping down to wrap more tightly around them, cradling the back of their head in his hand.
His voice was gravelly when he finally spoke again, though he didn’t pull away, for which they were oddly grateful. “Why are we hugging?”
Hazel didn’t want to answer because their answer sounded stupid. They couldn’t think of a way to explain how they could feel him believing in them, how important that was, but they were too torn up about it to say that out loud, to risk letting him hear their thoughts.
“… we are of two hearts, two souls threaded, but still not whole, not truly. Astrae, Astrae, he was missing.”
They pulled back at the sound of Castor and Pollux’s overlapping voices in their head, reminding them of the warmth of Ezra’s embrace and the way they found themself craving it, reminding them of the fluttering in their chest that was growing entirely too wild too fast. They were treading their way into a dangerous sort of territory, they realized, the one where they became too attached to one person.
They knew how that story went; they knew how it ended.
Ezra was going to be their sun, their moon, their stars, and everything in between. They would worship the very ground that he walked on, kneeling down to kiss at each blade of grass. Not a single moment would go by where Ezra wouldn’t fill every crevice of Hazel’s mind.
But that was crazy, wasn’t it? The way they would live and breathe through Ezra. And he would see that, see the crazy.
And he would run.
They couldn’t let that happen.
“I’m just excited.” They tucked away their thoughts and smiled up at him, hoping that, for once, the gods would be merciful and Ezra would see the emotions in their face and think them simply overwhelmed. “I’m moving fucking air. How sick is that?”
He returned the smile, staggering Hazel’s heart. “It is pretty sick.”
Stars, he was too good for them. They dreaded the day they ruined him like they did everything else in their life.
Lucky for them, Ezra believed them, eager to continue on with training as if Hazel hadn’t broken down in his arms for the umpteenth time since they’d known each other. Somehow, in their deranged little brain, all of the Constellite business was infinitely less terrifying than the idea of Ezra. It made for an easy distraction too, at least. So, energy they expelled, air they moved.
Stranger yet, with their energy most of the way unbound, moving the air wasn’t all that difficult. Sweat made beads of itself on their brows and directing the air and wielding it were things that Hazel would need to practice to make it useful, but they had picked up on the concept of it rather quickly. Imagining it as they did their painting seemed to help, something Ezra encouraged with bright enthusiasm when they shyly admitted to their method of visualizing it all. They still couldn’t keep their grip for long, the wind falling away immediately when their energy went scampering back into them, but it was getting easier and easier to pull and push out the way they were supposed to.
Hazel almost felt… proud? And wasn’t that the strangest fucking feeling.
“I don’t mean this to sound rude, but you’ve done a lot more today than I expected,” Ezra said when they finally stopped for the day. The look of adoration in his eyes made their energy burst back out, and their cheeks warmed when he smiled at the sensation. Damn him. “Your homework—”
“You’re giving me homework?” They blanched.
“Yes.” His smile widened into a teasing grin, and Hazel was once again reminded of his stupid sweater vest and the way he flushed when they’d said he’d make a great teacher. “I want you to focus on moving the air around your feet. Once you’ve learned how to use the wind to support your body, you can use it to fly.”
Hazel blinked, mulled that over. Fly. Hazel could, theoretically, fly.
“Practice that for a few days, or until you can levitate yourself a few inches off of the ground.”
“Is there a specific height requirement, Scholar Thompson?” They couldn’t bite back their grin. Their spirits were too high—they’d spent several hours exploring a kingdom that had practically been made for them, they’d gotten a freaking pet horse, and they’d manipulated the air around them.
His grin spread wide across his face. “Thirteen inches.”
“Any particular reason?”
“None at all.” Lying bastard. “Once you’ve done that—”
They didn’t think twice before they swept some wind up with their palm and tossed it at Ezra, treating it like water from a lake to splash him with. Ezra feigned a gasp as he staggered back, and Hazel shot him a cocky smirk in return.
“Expect fourteen inches by tomorrow.” 
It was an incredibly lofty ambition, one they would probably come to regret, but they couldn’t turn down the challenge, the sense of normalcy, the distraction from the pulsing of their frantic heart and the thoughts that didn’t truly belong to them. Having something to focus on would be good.
They turned, ready to head towards the castle, when Ezra grinned from ear to ear. “Make promises like that, Hazel, and I might think that you’re flirting with me.”
Hazel replayed what they had said in their head and a blush crept its way into their cheeks.
Damn him to Tartarus.
He won that round.
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“So, we just… we get a, uh, castle?” Antar—Hadeon asked, his accent heavy and his words hesitant, like he wasn’t confident in forming them correctly. Ezra made a mental note to figure out what language Hadeon spoke so he could try to learn one for him, or offer to teach Hadeon more English. 
Ezra nodded and took a minute to enjoy the blatant awe and curiosity on Hadeon’s face as he looked around the foyer of the castle.
He didn’t look much older than Ezra, but there was an air of maturity around him that made him seem older, larger. Ezra could tell some of it was forced, could tell Hadeon was trying hard to look tough and collected with his squared shoulders and his raised chin, but there were signs Ezra recognized in himself that betrayed the Scorpio’s nerves. The way he shifted on his heavy boots like he couldn’t quite stand still, the way he twisted the rings on his fingers almost absentmindedly before shoving his hands in the pockets of his frayed denim jacket, the material covered in a myriad of patches Ezra couldn’t hope to recognize.
Then of course there was Hadeon’s energy.
Ezra could feel how loose his hold was on Antares’ energy, how it slipped out in great bursts that Hadeon didn’t yet know how to control. Through that Ezra could feel Hadeon’s own rising panic.
So Ezra did what he could to distract the other boy, giving him a tour around the castle just as Samuel—Tegmine, he remembered—and Hamal did for him only a few weeks back. He answered all of Hadeon’s fragmented questions to the best of his abilities, and smiled when Hadeon seemed to gradually relax the further into the castle they got.
“Here are the gardens. They’re pretty at night, since the roof is open here,” Ezra said, gesturing over the balcony. “It’s a nice spot to—“ 
“Who is that?” Hadeon whispered, interrupting Ezra’s lecture to lean over the railing with interest. 
Ezra followed Hadeon’s gaze to where he found Amel—Alrescha sitting in the garden with her nose stuck in a thick book. Some sort of romance novel, Ezra guessed, based on what he’d learned about her over their short time together.
“That’s Alrescha, or, Amelia, if you’re not ready for the names yet. She’s the Constellite of Piscium,” Ezra explained, grinning when she looked up at them and waved.
Ezra returned the wave but frowned when he turned and saw Hadeon frozen next to him, a strange look of awe and wonderment on his face, looking half ready to jump over the balcony to get to her.
Ah, Ezra thought with a soft smile, so the fates move this quickly then, eh?
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Not for the first time, Ezra found himself grateful for Antares’ impeccable timing. 
They’d only just finished up training with Hazel’s energy when one of the ággelos rushed out to inform them of the Scorpio’s return, and while Ezra’s stomach churned at the possible news he might have brought back with him, he couldn’t help appreciating the distraction from the whirlwind of thoughts plaguing him for most of the day.
Hazel’s smile as they traveled through Elysia. Hazel’s wonderment as they controlled the wind around them. Hazel’s arms wrapping around his waist, holding him to them in something other than fear for once.
Hazel. Hazel. Hazel.
But now, at least, he had something else to focus on. Something that demanded his attention more than whatever feelings Hazel managed to stir up in his chest.
Antares was already in the conference room when the rest of them arrived, sat at the helm of the stone table with Alrescha perched in her spot on his lap. He had that cocky feline look to him—cheek resting against his fist, a lazy smile toying at his ridiculously wonderful mouth, a hand drawing idle lines and scribbles along Alrescha’s thigh—but Ezra could see the exhaustion in him. The skin beneath his eyes heavy with plum, his fist closed so tightly that his black-flaked nails had to be digging crescents into the skin of his palm.
“So, did you talk to God Hades then?” Deneb pushed the moment they’d all taken their respective seats.
“I did,” Antares answered slowly. “I spent a good while talking to him, akula.”
Ezra wanted to tell Antares to go get cleaned up and get some sleep, that they could discuss all of this in the morning, but he couldn’t. They needed to have this conversation, they needed to know what was going on so they could begin planning immediately. “What did he say?” 
Antares shrugged, and Ezra heard the sharp and anxious intake of Hazel’s breath, matching Ezra’s own. “He knows nothing. He has heard of our plight but has no information to offer.”
Rukbat frowned, tapping her thumb ring lightly on the back of her opposite hand. “Was he being honest?”
“I believe so.” Antares cringed, his fingers pressing into Alrescha’s thigh, something Ezra recognized as his way to ground himself. “Him not having any information is worse.”
Oh, stars.
Ezra knew exactly what that meant.
Antares met his gaze and Ezra felt the other’s energy reaching for him—all gasoline lit fire, hot wax dripping onto skin, petrichor, the hissing of snakes, moonlight reflecting off water. It had always been the most intoxicating of all of their energies to Ezra, until Hazel came along at least, some part of him innately drawn to it since the moment they met. 
“Kharon isn’t going to help us,” Regulus groaned, his thoughts apparently having gone the same direction.
“Kharon?” Hazel asked.
Deneb ignored them, leaning forward with a muttered curse. “Then we’ll make him. This is bigger than his petty grudges.”
“He’s as stubborn as you are. That won’t work,“ Regulus argued back.
“Kharon is Hades’ Ferryman,” Ezra murmured to Hazel, leaning his head down towards them so as to not disturb everybody else’s conversation. “He transports the souls across the Rivers for their judgment. There are only two possible ways to get into Elysia: through the Meadows, or by the River.”
“So,” their lips pursed, “if Hades was telling the truth and nobody came across the Meadows, they would have had to come here by the River, then?”
“Exactly.”
“Can’t we just ask Kharon? Like we did Hades?”
Ezra shook his head, and from his peripheral he caught Deneb rolling her eyes at the question.
“We can only speak to Hades because I am bound to him. None of us are bound to Kharon, and he is not exactly fond of us,” Antares answered, drawing forth the attention of the room.
“He’s not fond of us?” Hazel repeated, slowed down, as if in total disbelief. Which was fair, considering that up until now they’d only been worshiped.
“Not at all. He thinks that we’re shams,” Alrescha continued, her voice the same soft bell that it always was, even if her energy was palpable with fresh turmoil. She fiddled nervously with a braid, rolling the end of it between her fingers. “We’re worshiped as Gods after being handed power from actual gods. Kharon does not see us as worthy of our titles or position.”
“What that bogan is, is fuckin’ jealous.” Regulus smirked at Hazel, tossing his hands in the air as if exasperated by the whole topic. “From a family of gods came a fuckin’ ferryman.”
Rukbat reached over to pat Hazel’s hand when they only looked more confused. “Kharon is the son of Goddess Night and God Darkness, the brother of Gods Death and Sleep and Doom. But he is no God himself, only a daímōn-adjacent spirit who works for Hades,” she explained. “He thinks it’s bullshit that we have the status that he never did.”
“He’s a daímōn and we haven’t killed him? Aren’t we supposed to?”
“He’s one of the exceptions,” Ezra answered immediately, understanding their confusion. He’d had the same thought when he first learned of Kharon all those years ago. “He doesn’t harm anybody, so he is entitled to his peace. He also does have familial protections that we’re smart enough to consider.”
Antares’ head snapped up, flame-licked violet eyes latching onto steel and smoke, and held that gaze for a minute before saying, “I have an idea.”
Dread pooled in Ezra’s stomach as he felt the soft caress of Antares’ energy against his own, sudden and seemingly unwarranted. It took him a moment to realize what he was doing, to realize it was akin to an apologetic hand rubbing his back, as if trying to soothe Ezra for whatever he was about to say. It took him another moment to connect the dots, dread writhing into anger at the mere idea of what Antares was thinking.
“No, absolutely not,” he hissed, seething.
Ezra was open to different opinions, bouncing around different ideas, but not this one.
“They’re the only one that Kharon doesn’t know, and they’re the most mortal-presenting—“
“I said no.” He leveled a glare at Antares, tried to quell the warming swell of his own energy. Judging by the way it lashed out, slapping Antares’ phantom caress away, making the scorpion recoil and flinch at the sharp sensation, he’d failed spectacularly.
Alrescha gave him the closest thing to a scowl her soft face could manage. “It’s a good idea and you know it.”
“No, I don’t know that!” Ezra stood, planting his hands on the table and leaning towards them. Logic could still be used, and Ezra would use it as the deadliest of weapons if he needed to, determined to make sure Hazel wasn’t being sent to Kharon as bait. “Sending the newest and least trained of us out into—“
“But that’s not your concern,” Antares murmured coolly, raising a brow, ready to throw emotion back in his face like the fucking water sign that he was. “Is it?”
“Hazel is not ready for this, and it would be completely fucking idiotic to—“
“Does anybody want my opinion on this?” 
Ezra whipped his head to the side, to where Hazel glowered at them all, looking half in the argument and half lost in their own thoughts. The room went silent, save for the soft breaths of everybody present, and Ezra prayed Hazel understood just how dangerous this would be for them.
“I’m terrified”—thank you, Mother—“but if it will help, then I’ll go.” Dammit!
“Hazel,” he said, staring at them incredulously, shoving his energy desperately into theirs, begging, “you don’t know—“
“It’s not your decision.” Deneb’s voice came out strangely soft in comparison to her waring energy, and while normally it might soothe Ezra’s nerves, this time it only made him bristle further. He could feel it, her need to act a rumble beneath his feet, her compassion toward Ezra a strong embrace around his ribs. “This is something that we all need to think about.”
But that’s all it was: a compassion for Ezra. Not Hazel. She didn’t care for them, he knew. She would expect them to do this because it was their duty, and the only reason he felt her regret and guilt now was because it would hurt Ezra to send Hazel away.
Oh, he wanted to throttle her. She was good.
“Don’t act like you give a shi—“
“Ezra.“ Antares kept his gaze even, controlled. “You know we’re right.”
“No, I won’t fucking listen to this.” He shoved back from the table and stormed off, letting his energy unabashedly thrash around him.
He went straight to his chambers and let himself pace, so quickly and aggressively that it was a wonder that his feet weren’t wearing into the floor. He could feel his energy lashing around him, could taste it on the back of his tongue like bile, sharp and stinging and almost… unfamiliar, in a way. It was startling enough to make his feet slow, to make him glance down at his own heaving chest as if he could see whatever was causing the strange new feelings. Because it wasn’t just Astrae’s energy whipping around him like a tornado. It was something he hadn’t felt in a long time, too used to the blurring lines between him and the soul that shared his body—Astrae’s towering mountains and freshly turned soil, licked with flame and gunpowder.
It wasn’t just Astrae’s energy, but Ezra’s as well.
Because Ezra was angry. Because Ezra was afraid.
The realization made him freeze in his tracks. If he had the courage to look into a mirror right now, he wondered what color his eyes would be. Would they still carry Astrae’s meadow hues?
Or would he see his mother’s lapis lazuli blue?
Had he been too harsh? Had it been fair of him to lash out at Antares and Alrescha and Deneb because his own feelings were so rattled? Those were his feelings and therefore, his responsibility.
But then again, Hazel wasn’t ready for this sort of thing, and that made this an incredibly dangerous mission. They weren’t thinking clearly at all, didn’t understand the extent of danger this might put them in. The best-case scenario was Kharon unearthing Hazel’s true identity and being angry with them for their deceit. The worst-case scenario was… no, he wasn’t going to even think about that.
Stars, but he had been so incredibly rude, uncharacteristically so. And why? Because he was scared? He had thrown a tantrum, had acted like a child, because he was scared. That discussion was something that could have been handled in a reasonable and mature manner and instead, he’d flung himself off the deep end. He’d seen the potential of Hazel in danger and acted on reckless impulse, not even bothering to take a moment to think.
What’s happening to me? Why is Hazel making me so—
“You asshole!” When the door flung open and yanked him out of his internal debate, he found Deneb stalking across the room to him, angry as a bull, dangerous as a rattlesnake.
“Deneb, I—“
“No, you listen to me.” She shoved him back onto the couch and bent forward to glare at him, hands resting on the swell of her hips. “You care about Hazel. I get that. I don’t like them, but you don’t think that Deneb is scared of losing them too?”
“I don’t think—“
“You need to address how you feel about Hazel, and when you work through that, you need to remember what we are and what we’re supposed to do. If they’re our best chance at collecting information, then we need to at least consider it.”
“Deneb, will you let me—“
“You made Alrescha cry.”
Oh, dammit.
His eyes burned, but he had an answer to his question now.
He’d acted too harshly.
“Antares is going to kick your ass if you don’t get it together. Now, tell me what in the fuck is going on with you, conejito.” Deneb leaned back, resting her weight on her good leg as she stared down at him. “I’ve barely seen you in weeks and you were literally swearing today. I’ve known you for over a decade and not once in that time have I ever seen you blow a gasket like this.”
He had sworn, hadn’t he? Ezra made a mental note to get himself to a confessional the soonest he was able to. In fact, he was overdue in general.
“I…” He used the back of his hand to wipe at a wet eye and loathed the way it shook. “I don’t want them to get hurt.” He dropped head in his hands as he fought for some semblance of control over his now racing thoughts. Stars, he was awful. Yelling at the others the way he had, cursing at them. He was supposed to be their rock, the sturdy ground beneath their feet, and yet he felt like a cliff crumbling away at the seaside.
The flames in Deneb’s eyes banked to embers, and she sat down at his side, wrapping her arm around him when he slumped against her shoulder. “I don’t like them, but I don’t want them getting hurt either. We wouldn’t send them in blind, and we could spend all day tomorrow trying to prepare them as much as possible,” she assured him, her voice soft as butter now. “And we won’t send them in completely alone. While we can’t go with them, as many of us as are needed can stay close enough in range to feel if they need help.”
“It’s our only option, isn’t it?” he asked miserably, hating himself for his own patheticness.
“We could send Hamal to beat him up.”
He could hear her smile behind the words and he snorted. “And launch another war with Kharon?”
“I was joking, dumbass.” But the hand rubbing his shoulder was affectionate. “Now, tell me why you’re so upset. This has a lot more to do with Astrae, doesn’t it?”
Yeah, it does. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, it was glaringly obvious why he was so afraid of them going into the Meadows, why he was so desperate to stay at their side. 
Ezra was completely and incandescently in love with Hazel. 
It didn’t matter that they had only come into each other’s lives so recently. Hazel had flayed him open and burrowed their way into the safety of his ribs and he would do anything to keep them right there.
He wasn’t ready to send them off into war all by themself and risk losing them. 
For dinner, when Deneb left him after an hour of listening to him dump every single Hazel-related thought from his brain, he ate crow. He went to Alrescha and Antares, felt his heart break at the guarded way Antares held Alrescha against him. He was always holding her, but this was not as affectionate as it was him preparing to keep her out of Ezra’s warpath, and that hurt. He apologized, begged for their forgiveness, and told them everything that he’d told Deneb. And though they accepted his apologies, Ezra could still see the anger and hurt in their eyes, still knew he wasn’t completely forgiven for his foolish actions. Not yet, at least.
He starred himself at the threshold of the small chapel tucked into the castle’s indoor garden and settled into the empty pews, giving a “Bless me, Mother, for I have sinned. It’s been four days since my last confession,” though there was no priest present to hear him. He slid down to the kneeler, propped his forearms against the row in front of him and rested his forehead over his clasped hands.
He listed his sins, the many of them. The cursing, the lack of rational thought, any and all impure thoughts of Hazel, the acting on impulse, the rage. This is all that I can remember for right now. I am sorry for these and for all of my sins.
“Do not stop loving them,” Astrae spoke, his voice echoing through Ezra’s mind after confessing his thoughts on Hazel. “Love for Mother’s creation is no sin.”
If Ezra was being honest with himself, he didn’t think Astrae had any need to worry about that. Hazel was so wrapped around his heart now, he wasn’t sure he could stop loving them if he tried. He would worship them in every way that he could come up with.
“Mother, I am sorry for my sins with all my heart. In choosing to do wrong and failing to do good, I have sinned against You, whom I should love above all things. I firmly intend, with Your help, to do penance, to sin no more, and to avoid whatever leads me to sin. The Constellites, Your children, have suffered and died for us. In their names and in Yours, my Goddess, have mercy.”
“Goddess, the Mother of Light, through the death and the resurrection of Her seeds has reconciled the world to Herself and sent the Gods among us for the forgiveness of sins; through the ministry of the church may Mother give you pardon and peace, and I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Mother, and of the Star Children borne from Her breast.”
In the absence of a priest, he appreciated Astrae stepping in, and he drew a star over his chest with the tip of his finger before murmuring a quiet, “Amen.”
With three out of four apologies completed, he had only one more to go.
He found Hazel and Rukbat outside, standing amongst the plains of green grass that spread out for eternity behind the castle, bespeckled with every color imaginable and nearly glowing beneath the sky that Mother Goddess Iliakó Fos painted blue and purple and pink and gold as the sun began to descend to its nightly resting place.
Hazel had their swords in hand, he noticed as he drew closer, Rukbat standing across from them with a pair of training swords. Surprise mixed with sadness in his belly at the sight of Hazel’s heaving breaths and reddened face. 
Had their desire to help been so desperate that they launched themself immediately into more aggressive training? They were just starting to work with air, and they were already throwing themself into the art of battle? Not to mention it’d been barely an hour since they ended their own training session, and now Hazel was right back in it. 
“Rukbat, could I have a moment alone with Hazel, please?” he asked politely, trying for a smile that he hoped wasn’t as shaky as it felt, trying to keep the worry caged behind his teeth where it belonged.
Hazel scowled at him, their brow damp with sweat and their hair sticking to the sides of their face and throat like curling flames. And stars, even angry, they managed to be so beautiful that his lungs must have filled with flowers and soil for how difficult it became to breathe.
Rukbat turned to Hazel, exchanging a look. A very obvious, do you want me to stay? Thankfully, Hazel shook their head, waved a hand, and had Rukbat turning towards the castle, though she didn’t leave before leveling a warning look at Ezra.
How quickly he had made himself an enemy to the entire lot of them, he mused as he awaited the moment they were truly alone.
“I came to apologize.”
Hazel crossed their arms over their chest, each sword sticking out like an ággelo’s wings from their ribs. They didn’t speak, only raised an eyebrow as they waited for him to continue.
“I was trying to make a choice that wasn’t mine to make,” he continued, sweeping his way through the grass towards them. “It wasn’t fair of me to try and speak for you. This is a decision that first we need to all agree on, and second, one that you need to feel comfortable with. My feelings didn’t matter there, but I made it so, and that was unfairly selfish.”
They bared their teeth, tightened their fists around the swords that were beginning to tremble as their rage began to whirlwind around them. “If it could somehow help, would you go to Kharon?”
He’d have already been walking along the River’s edge if he thought it might have helped. He’d have left hours ago.
“Of course, you would. You wouldn’t have thought twice about it.” Their lips quivered as they paused, drawing in a short, shaky breath. Tears made their way down their lovely cheeks, gliding over the constellations of their freckles, and Ezra wanted to surge forward to clear away each and every one, feeling the breaking of his own heart. “Earlier, you believed in me. You thought that I was powerful. Then the second that somebody else thought that I could be useful, you decided that it was too dangerous. Why is it so dangerous for me but not for the rest of you? Yeah, sure, I know that I’m not well-trained. I fucking know that. But the second that push came to shove, you stopped believing in me. Fuck!” 
Their swords fell to the ground as their hands came up to tangle into their own hair, tugging as their breathing began to grow too heavy, too fast. They looked two seconds away from passing out or screaming or pacing the entire length of the fields if only to get rid of the frantic energy Ezra could see building in their eyes. 
“It’s fucking stupid and I know that, but you made me feel like maybe I’d be worth believing in, and then just fucking took it away, Ezra.” Their voice cracked almost violently on his name, the word twisting itself into a sob as Ezra watched Hazel’s mask shatter right down the middle, watched them try to curl in on themself as if it might hold together whatever pieces threatened to break away. 
Ezra did lunge forward then, ignoring the batting of their hands to scoop them into his arms. He held on tightly, securely, and waited for their thrashing and sobbing to quiet, waited for them to slump against him. Gentle as a mouse he extracted their hands from their hair, kept holding onto them, brought a hand to their back to rub soothing circles while they cried quietly against him.
He blinked back tears of his own, trying to think of how to tell them how horrible he felt, how much his heart ached in his chest at the mere idea of hurting them so badly. “I didn’t… Hazel, I am so sorry. I didn’t think—“
It must have been the wrong thing to say, because Hazel reared back suddenly, shoving from his embrace, and glared glassy daggers at him. “You either believe in me, or you don’t.” Their hands fisted so hard that it had to have hurt, had to have their short nails biting harshly into their palms. “I thought that I knew which it was, but now I don’t, so, fuck you, Ezra.”
They bent down to retrieve their swords and began to stalk off towards the castle, stomping wildflowers beneath their feet, stomping Ezra’s heart beneath their feet.
Wounding them had never been his intention. He only wanted to protect them and had never guessed that doing so might have pierced them in any way, but they were right. He had unknowingly given them hope and then wrenched it right back out of their hands. Another error, another miscalculation, another mistake. 
They were piling up, it seemed.
“For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality.”
This was his payback, his retribution, he decided as he felt his heart cleave itself into fragmented pieces, as pain speared through his chest and left his eyes damp once again.
He didn’t make it to dinner that night, sure that the others would appreciate the break from their anger toward him and needing space of his own to think about what had happened. Why he’d reacted the way he did, how he could make it up to Hazel, how he could even begin to explain it to them in a way they could understand and possibly forgive.
Night fell sooner than he expected, shrouding his chambers in inky darkness, only the silvery streams of the moon serving as a source of light amongst Ezra’s brooding.
Would Hazel be all right to sleep on their own? They had wanted his comfort last night, finding safety in it. Now, they were alone and upset, hurt. Would they want his comfort now? Would they even accept it if he offered?
Ezra lasted about an hour before he made his way to Hazel’s suite, surprised when they actually opened the door for him. He didn’t like the way that their eyes were still puffy, the way that they pulled a robe tightly around themself at the sight of him—trying to hide themself, trying to make themself small, unnoticed—but they had opened the door at least, and Ezra would grasp that opportunity with both hands.
“If you want me to leave you alone, I will,” and it will kill me, but I will do it if that’s what you wanted, “but I’d like to apologize first. Fully, this time.”
“Fine,” they spat out, barely sparing him a glance as they moved to let him in.
“I was not meaning to diminish your capabilities when I said that I didn’t want you going to talk to Kharon,” Ezra started as soon as the door shut, turning to see Hazel cross their arms over their chest and wrap a hand around their bicep, squeezing it almost rhythmically. He decided it best not to draw attention to it. “But it is dangerous. If it was something that we were planning for a year from now, after you’ve had more training, I’d have still been nervous about it, but not so resistant. I know that you will be an incredibly strong Constellite, but you’re not yet. That’s not a fault or an insult,“ he rushed to say when Hazel opened their mouth to argue. “A month after any of our Awakenings, none of us would have been ready to do something like this. Any of us would have been chewed and spit out by Kharon, if we were even left alive.”
“I can help,” they finally interjected, but Ezra wasn’t done.
“Maybe. If everything went smoothly, then yes, it would be a help. But if it didn’t? We’d be seeing you afterwards in a tomb. If somebody could go with you, it’d be different, but I don’t like the idea of us ripping the training wheels off of the bike you just sat down on for the first time. It’s cruel and it’s reckless.”
War flickered in their eyes as they tried to understand his logic, tried to find ways to refute it, if he knew them well enough by now.
Ezra took a deep breath, shoving his hands in the pockets of his sleep pants. “I don’t want you to get hurt, and I’m not sure you truly understand what it is that we’re asking you to do. You’re not familiar enough yet with the Meadows or what lurks within them. God Hades’ protections only go so far. I am not doubting your ability. I am questioning our recklessness in sending you out there before you’re ready, or even trained.”
Hazel stepped up to him, so close that if they were taller, they would have been chest to chest, and a moment later their energy burst forth, filling his lungs with strong gales and the heat of summer. Wind swept against his slippered feet, and he watched in utter bewilderment as Hazel began to rise, shoving the air between the floor and their own feet until they crept higher and higher from the ground.
Thirteen inches. The exact amount of additional height required to make them exactly as tall as Ezra was.
Hazel stared directly in his eyes, levitating on an invisible pillar of air, willing it to hold them exactly where they wanted it to. They didn’t so much as waver, and if this were any other situation, if Hazel was looking at him with anything other than blinding fury, he’d have swept them into a hug right then and there.
“Is this thirteen inches? Gotta’ fuckin’ tape measure anywhere we could use?”
“Hazel,” he breathed.
“I don’t have the experience that you do,” they said with a scowl, a new light sparking in their eyes as they glared at him—determination, “but I learn fast, and I’m a lot smarter than you’re giving me credit for. If there’s one thing that I can do, it’s think on my feet.”
“I—“
But Hazel wasn’t done, shoving their finger into his chest hard enough he swore he’d have a small circular bruise there come the morning. “You told Gabriel and the others to have faith in Hadeon. Have faith in me, Ezra. I’ve somehow managed to live this fucking long, I’m not letting some pissy little boat man get in the way of my streak, you hear me?”
He couldn’t breathe, not with Hazel so close to him, not with Hazel’s breath fanning against his lips. Gods, he could barely even think, much less respond.
It wasn’t an issue of faith, exactly. If he’d been dropped into their shop and told to rebuild an engine, he wouldn’t have known what to do, and he doubted he could have figured it out on his own, not perfectly at least. But once he’d done a few, he felt confident that he would eventually figure it out. Hazel was suggesting that they bypass the first few test engines, jump straight into building a perfect engine that would start on the first try and run like a top with no prior engine rebuilding experience.
But that wasn’t Hazel’s issue, not exactly, he realized.
They wanted somebody to believe that they could do it. They didn’t believe in themself and needed somebody else to carry that faith for them.
He wanted to tell them how strong he thought they were. Wanted to explain how he saw them as the sun, the moon, the oceans, Elysia, the Earth, and everything in between.
But he couldn’t just send them into their death.
“I do Hazel, more than you could ever know.” Could they feel how erratic his energy was beginning to whirl? Standing chest to chest, could they feel the wild stirring of his heart? Did they feel the slivers of Ezra peeking into that energy, feel how Ezra was shoving past Astrae to reach out for them? “A week. Give us a week to prepare you, should everybody else agree.”
They glared at him some more, but maybe they felt that warmth in his energy because their cheeks pinkened a moment later and they let out a huff of reluctant agreement. “Fine. A week. But you’re not going to baby me until then. I’m going to train, hard, and you’re going to let me. Got it?”
He sighed in relief. “Got it.”
A week wasn’t nearly long enough, but he would make do, grateful for even that much.
“I’m going to bed then.” They dropped down, landing with a soft thud onto the floor before turning toward the spiraling staircase.
“Did you want me to stay?” Please say yes.
Hazel shrugged, didn’t look at him, didn’t wait for him. “Whatever you want.”
Whatever you want.
So Ezra followed, because in his heart he knew he always would.
Follow them.
Want them.
Love them.
For all of every eternity.
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Training was exhausting, but Hazel spent every moment they were awake doing it.
After a restless night spent next to an incredibly restless Ezra—who had kept trying to hold onto them in his sleep and sending Hazel’s heart lurching up into their throat—the Constellites that were still in the castle ate breakfast together before having another meeting. This time, mirrors were used to include Samuel, Gabriel, Valentina, and Silas.
Mirrors. What a fascinating thing. They made a mental note to ask Hadeon more about his magikēs whenever they got the chance.
Luckily, this meeting went easier than the last. Everybody seemed happy enough with Ezra’s suggestion of taking a week to turbo-train Hazel so long as nothing else happened in the meantime, most even offering to help with their training and working out some kind of schedule. 
After that, those in the mirrors gave updates on how their kingdoms were faring, how the ággelos were grieving but following the curfew and rules the Constellites had set up. And while the ággelos and souls still seemed nervous in Ripés, Silas told them no blood had been spilled and everything was quiet so far, much to Hazel’s relief.
So, with nothing else to worry about, Hazel trained. 
Everybody seemed to enjoy taking turns helping, each wanting a chance to work with Hazel. Baylen took Gabriel’s post so Gabriel could teach them how to fight properly and left them bruised and aching. Adelita took to Ripés to cover for Silas so he could show Hazel how to better move wind and left them breathless and exhausted. Hadeon and Amelia sat with them on the bridge with their legs dangling and gave them a cigarette and showed them a map of the Meadows and read them the lore and history of the great Ferryman.
And every night they collapsed into a bed—either theirs or Ezra’s—so exhausted that sleep came quickly enough, often quickened by the gentle and idle grazing of Ezra’s fingers on their back or their arm or shoulder. By the fourth day, they weren’t surprised at all to find Ezra’s arm thrown over them in the morning, his nose tucked against their shoulder. They weren’t surprised, because each day Ezra seemed to latch onto them more and more, as if some unknown barrier had been broken between them that allowed him the chance to reach out whenever he could—fingers tucking their hair behind their ear, a hand holding theirs to lead them to this place and that, a palm brushing their lower back as he passed by.
And with each step he took towards them, Hazel began to grow more and more afraid. That fear—the one telling them that he would become their everything only to take off for the hills once he’d seen them for what they were—was made of thorned roses creeping their way up the trellis, digging into the cracks in the walls, crumbling the foundation Hazel worked so hard to plaster back together. 
They wanted to run as far away from him as they could, run somewhere safe, somewhere they wouldn’t get hurt. They also wanted to reach towards him, lean into each and every touch he gifted them with, lose themself in him.
Ezra took them home so they could use their phone to check in with Lucas and their boss and their dads. They weren’t nearly as afraid of traveling to and from Elysia anymore, but they were selfish enough to grab onto him, to breathe in the floral earthiness of him while they still could. While he was still here.
They’d only just returned to Elysia, however, when Hazel was pulled away to join Hadeon and Amelia on a mission to stop a theristes daímōn, something they absolutely were not ready for, but didn’t argue against either. Hazel needed the training, no matter how terrifying the more practical training would be, and they weren’t about to let their fear get in the way of being useful. 
So they met the two water signs in the foyer after stopping in their chambers to don their uniform, trying to ignore how strangely comfortable and familiar it was starting to feel the more they wore it—trying to ignore the look in Ezra’s eyes when he saw them in it, the heat of his hands as he reached out to straighten the star shaped clasp that kept the capelet on their shoulders.
Ezra had previously explained that their uniforms were all different because their combat styles were different, that their uniforms needed to take into consideration how they would fight, but Hazel hadn’t quite realized just how different the uniforms were until they saw Hadeon and Amelia waiting for them. Or maybe it was just the fact that they weren’t used to seeing Hadeon in anything other than black.
Hazel shouldn’t have been surprised how their usual night-and-day opposite aesthetics seemed to transfer over from their normal clothing into their Constellite clothing, but somehow they still were.
The first thing they noticed was how close of a match Hadeon’s uniform was to Ezra’s. Ezra’s uniform was a more standard priestly-styled ensemble, and because he was a ranged fighter, staying back in the distance with his guns, he didn’t require as much range-of-motion as somebody like Gabriel did. That meant his long coat and weird priest sashes didn’t get too much in the way.
From what Hazel had managed to learn so far, Hadeon was fairly similar in fighting range, preferring to stay out of the thick of things and relying more on his magikēs and his miasma if he could, though he still found himself in closer combat if the need arose. So it made sense that his uniform was more accommodating for the duality of his style, the uneven cuts of his jacket leaving his legs open for movement, the respirator mask hanging around his neck to keep him safe from his own poison.
And where his uniform had a lethal sort of drama to it, Amelia’s had a soft loveliness that suited her perfectly. She still matched the overall priest-like vibes all the Constellite uniforms seemed to follow, but much more adorable—the skirt of her dress poofing around her hips, the sleeves flowy and embroidered with glittering stars. She certainly didn’t look outwardly ready for battle, but Hazel supposed it worked, given that from what they knew, Amelia didn’t really fight much at all. The trident strapped to her back would almost certainly stay seated there.
Hazel joined them quickly and bid the very obviously anxious Ezra a farewell, promising to be back shortly. It was obvious how badly he either wanted Hazel to stay back or to join them himself, how fraught he was at the idea of them in battle, but he held his tongue.
Smart.
For this mission, they were merely meant to shadow, though the others encouraged them to take any good shot they could if the opportunity arose and it was safe to do so. Ezra also instructed them to take those open shots with as much of Hazel controlling Castorlux’s energy as possible, though they should let Castorlux take full control if it was needed.
They didn’t tell Ezra they would be fine, didn’t tell him not to worry, because they knew it wouldn’t matter. Hazel might have been mostly over their argument, but it was still a little raw in their chest, and they needed to show Ezra they could do this. They needed him to believe in them, because if he didn’t, then how could they possibly believe in themself?
So when they joined hands with Amelia, taking off for some woods in England, it was with a stern nod and a steady determination to ignore the fear simmering in their chest.
You can do this, they thought to themself as soon as they landed. You have to be able to do this.
It didn’t take long for a plan to come into fruition. Hadeon apparently trusted Hazel more than Ezra did, as he seemed perfectly content to let them walk leisurely around a small clearing as daímōn bait. And while Hazel was absolutely terrified at the idea, they could see Amelia off on the right hidden amongst the trees, waiting with bated breath, and they could see Hadeon on the opposite side of the clearing, purple smoke pooling and dripping from his hands, always on alert. Hazel might not have confidence in their own skills yet, but they had confidence in the others.
The theristes daímōn found them almost instantly, approached them with a sultry sauntering of its hips. It was horrifying to look at, somehow worse than the thing that had attacked them back in the Canadian woods. It seemed so much more… human. Well, save for its gray skin and staggering height and the gooey looking substance that dripped down its body and hid its face from view, spiraling up from its forehead in wickedly sharp twin horns. Okay, so it didn’t really look human, but it carried itself like one in a way Hazel wouldn’t have expected from a Tar-borne monster.
Hazel’s heart quickened its pace, and on instinct they wanted to draw their swords free, but Hadeon had told them to keep Castorlux contained. They were bait and nothing else for now. If their energy was sensed by the blasted thing, it would just attack instantly. For now, they needed to keep it distracted.
But it stopped short, its long limbs tensing and a snake’s hiss slipping from its lips. Its head whipped around frantically, as if it was searching for something—could it even see from beneath the layer of that weird goo?—and it took Hazel an embarrassingly long moment to realize the creature wasn’t sensing them or the others.
No, Amelia had it trapped.
They still didn’t really understand how Amelia’s powers worked, but they knew enough to piece together that Amelia had it stuck in some sort of dream, or nightmare, they couldn’t have said which. Whatever it was, Hazel couldn’t hesitate. 
They took off in Amelia’s direction, Hadeon skidding to a stop in the spot they’d vacated. He circled the daímōn with a curious glint in his eye, very much the way that a predator would circle its prey. An intimidation tactic, they mused, though they weren’t sure if the beast was even aware of him right now. Purple and black smoke plumed and swirled from his palms, wrapping around his arms like serpents awaiting his command. His energy was as palpable as it was heady—hot wax dripping onto flushed skin, saltwater burning lungs, gasoline fueled fire filling the air and smoking the skies, arsenic coating tongues and throats, uncontrollable lust and desire, salt being poured into a circle on the ground.
He reached for the purple and red crystal at his neck and clutched it in his smokey hand, then said something in a language Hazel couldn’t understand, his voice partially distorted by the mask he’d donned. Smoke danced along his arms as he continued his circular stride, shivering and swirling with every step and turn, every word that dripped from his hidden lips. 
The daímōn began to stalk towards the sound of his voice, snarling and baring its fangs. If Hadeon noticed, he didn’t acknowledge the beastly thing, only continued to walk, his feline-like gaze boring holes into where its eyes should have been. What Hazel could have only assumed was a spell poured from his lips like molten darkness and finally, he stopped walking. He smirked and pointed a heavily ringed finger towards the approaching beast. 
“Yak ya zakhochu, tak i bude.”
The smoke plumes slithered from his arm and over his finger, reaching towards the beast, surrounding it like a poisonous mist before clinging to its leathery skin, drawing from it an ear-piercing shriek. It staggered back, fell to the ground, and began to thrash. Hazel watched as its skin seemed to begin to decay, exposing rotting flesh and acid-pocked bone.
Purple eyes flickered towards theirs, burning them from all the way across the clearing. Piercing. They had never seen eyes quite so piercing before. They froze beneath his gaze, an animal kind of fear rooting them to the spot, like they were no more than a mouse beneath his paw.
“Go ahead, Hazel.” Hadeon waved his hand flippantly, the smoke around it dissipating into the air. He smiled at them then, warm, proud, and just a little mysterious. “Finish him.”
They hadn’t discussed that. Well, not exactly. 
He had created an open shot.
Hadeon slipped the mask from his face and tossed it in Hazel’s direction. They scrambled to catch it, slipping it over the lower half of their face and hastily securing into place. It felt fucking weird, sounded even weirder as Hazel’s heavy breaths echoed back at them, but they didn’t let it distract them from pulling their swords from the holster on their back, drawing them over their shoulders and clutching them in trembling fists.
They raised the barrier in their mind just enough to let some of Castorlux wheedle through, careful to only let out the amount that they wanted. 
Then on the wind they soared.
Hazel let the air wing their feet and propel them up and forward, maneuvering them across the clearing to slam a blade through the middle of the daímōn’s thrashing body. They watched as black blood began to pool in the grass around it, watched it splatter and spurt and stain the pristine white of their uniform. Then, remembering the arrosthenoi daímōn Castorlux fought with Ezra, Hazel pushed upwards, as high as they needed to go, before letting themself freefall back down towards the thing. They aimed their boot so it landed flat against the top of the pommel, shoving the blade down until the guard was flush against the thing’s body, until it buckled down and the sword speared it into the ground, pinned like a butterfly on display.
They stayed there as the daímōn wailed and gurgled, not daring to move until it finally fell still beneath them.
“Was it supposed to be this easy?” Hazel asked curiously, straightening out atop the sword, using the air as a step for their other foot to rest on.
Hadeon nodded and took Amelia underneath his arm when she joined them once again. “This was a low-level thing,” he said. “It made sense to start there.”
Hazel nodded. It did make sense, they supposed, though they still felt a little silly for being so nervous about it in the first place.
“Vitayu, Hazel. You’ve killed your first daímōn as a true Constellite,“ Hadeon said, his smile just as deadly as it always was, but now it had gone just a little bit soft.
“Yeah, you’ll be painted sometime soon then.” Amelia nestled herself against Hadeon and also offered Hazel a smile. “It’s a big thing when you can just use your God’s energy to fight.”
Hazel bristled at the reminder. They were the painter, not the painted. They didn’t have the beauty that the rest of the Constellites seemed to have been blessed with. The angles of their face and body were too sharp, save for the damned curve of their hips—too wide no matter what they had done in the past to narrow them. Their hair was too out of control and more of a rat’s nest than anything else. Their eyes were the flattest and most boring shade of gray, and their skin was too pale and too freckled. Not to even touch on the fact that they had nothing of Castorlux’s appearance in them like the others had of their gods. They wouldn’t make for a very good portrait.
“Do you not wish to be painted?” Hadeon asked, his head cocking to the side as he studied them. “Ezra mentioned that you were a painter?”
They nodded. “And that’s why I like to be the one doing the painting. I’m not, uh, very photogenic.” They didn’t want to turn what should have been a celebration into a pity party, so they left it at that.
His eyes narrowed. “I don’t think that’s true, but I’ll not argue. Now,” he held a hand out to them, “let’s head back, shall we? There’s a celebration in order.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Ezra was in the foyer, chewing on his talisman and pacing the length of the room when they all returned. He rushed to them the moment they appeared, immediately checking them over for any signs of injury or distress. Hazel was glad that he seemed just as worried about Hadeon and Amelia at least, and they snorted out a laugh when Hadeon rolled his eyes and teased the man for being a “mother hen.”
“Come on, litachuk,“ Hadeon said after they finished debriefing the events of their short mission to Ezra, tossing his arm over Hazel’s shoulder and turning them toward the ballroom. “Time to celebrate your first official exorcism.”
Pride warmed Hazel’s chest and they smirked up at him. “What, you throw me a party, or somethin’?”
They did throw Hazel a party, “or somethin’.”
Apparently, having anticipated the possibility of Hazel getting their first daímōn kill, Ezra, Ha-eun, and Baylen had decorated and arranged the ballroom for a celebration. The others even returned from their assigned Vasíleia to join in on the partying, everybody—save for Adelita—congratulating Hazel for a job well done with hugs and pats on the back. Hazel had briefly worried about the Vasíleia being left unprotected, but Gabriel assured them some of the exorcist-trained ággelos had been placed to watch over the kingdoms in their absence, with charmed crystals from Hadeon so they could notify the Constellites immediately should anything go awry.
So Hazel sipped the best wine they’d ever drank, ate the best food they’d ever tasted, split a delicious cigar outside with some of the others, and danced until their feet were ready to bleed. They let themself relax for what felt like the first time since their so-called Awakening, let themself enjoy this new community they’d found themself in, this new family, and not worry about what that community actually meant or the strings that came along with it.
For now, while they had the chance, they could let themself have this, let themself enjoy a party thrown for them if only for the excuse to have fun with some friends. Lucas would be so jealous.
When the night slowly began to come to an end, Hazel went outside to sit beneath the moon for a few minutes of quiet. The party was great, and they were enjoying themself fine, but the past few days had been overwhelming and Hazel knew it was only a matter of time before it all started creeping up on them, threatening to tear them down from this high they’d found themself in.
At some point in their celebration, it had occurred to Hazel that they were a part of this group now. They had been since day one, realistically, but today had been the first day that it had felt like it.
The Constellites were exactly as Hazel had always imagined them to be, and then some. Gabriel was the hulk of a man that they’d always pictured, and just as sunny and warm and fun. Valentina was most definitely sturdy, always at the ready to envelope anybody into the sanctuary of her steady arms. Samuel was a soft and delicate thing, but fierce in his desire to protect those that needed it. Baylen, though carrying some inexplicable air of regality to him, still managed to be as warm as the sun. Hadeon was just as scary as they imagined, but also seemed to always be there with a cigarette and open ears at the ready. Ha-eun was nothing short of an adventure, always ready to take Hazel’s hand and show them something new. Adelita was... terrifying, but she was still very much the powerhouse that Hazel had expected, protective too. Sadie, odd as he might have been, was always there with an innate understanding of Hazel that was difficult to find. And Amelia was nothing short of a dream, always ready to extract herself from Hadeon’s grasp at a moment’s notice to give Hazel the few minutes of quiet and serenity whenever they needed it.
And then there was Ezra.
Tender as a fresh spring bloom, but as protective as a mother elephant, witty and smart and endlessly kind. Entirely blameless. The perfect picture of innocence.
“You danced with just about everybody, except for me.”
Hazel turned and found Ezra standing there, hand in his pockets and breeze tugging lightly on his ponytail, as if he’d known they were thinking about him, as if he’d heard their thoughts—their heart—calling out for him.
They had, hadn’t they? Hazel wasn’t much of a dancer, but Gabriel and Baylen and Ha-eun and Samuel and Hadeon and Amelia and Valentina had all seemed happy enough to lead them, laughing with them as they fumbled along to whatever music was playing.
“Then, I suppose I should ask.” Hazel, too jubilant to think about how much they feared the fluttering in their heart whenever Ezra was near, swept across the grass to him and held out their hands. “Will you have this last dance with me? I’ll warn you also that I can’t dance.”
“And you think that I can?” He laughed breathlessly as he took one of their hands, dropped the other down to capture their hip.
They placed a hand on his shoulder.
It turned out, Ezra was a godsdamned liar, Hazel realized as he swept them up into a dance—some sort of waltz, they assumed. They looked up, ready to chide him, and felt the wind get knocked out of their lungs, trapped in their throat where their heart was currently sitting.
Ezra was looking at Hazel like…
Oh. Oh fuck.
Hazel’s knees went weak, and they hoped he didn’t notice the way their hands tightened to keep themself from collapsing right then and there.
Ezra was looking at them like he saw them.
They fumbled, tripping over their feet, and he caught them easily enough, righted them, chuckled at their stuttered apology. When Hazel snuck another glance up at him, found his eyes soft as butter, his cheeks warmed a pretty pink, and his smile so endearingly kind, they realized they were totally and completely fucked.
They’d never hear the end of this when they eventually told Lucas he was right about Ezra.
For a while now, they’d been fighting back against this desire. The friendship that they’d formed with Ezra was dangerous, and this would be even worse, but they couldn’t help it.
If this was a red flag, Hazel was a bull too stupid to do much else other than charge straight into it.
“Hey, Ezra?”
“Yeah?” He blinked as though clearing his head and gave them another smile.
“We should have sex.”
Ezra froze, his eyes blowing so wide that it might have been comical in any other scenario. “Excuse me?”
They would regret this. They were going to get so hurt. But fuck it, Ezra was worth it.
Hazel captured his face in their hands, pulling it down until he was eye level with their own. “I said that we should have sex.”
“I—what? Why?” His hands came up to rest overtop theirs, but he didn’t pull them off, simply held onto them. Confusion swam in his eyes and Hazel’s stomach pitched and plummeted.
They—had they misinterpreted something? The way he’d been so physical and looking at him like they were something special had given Hazel the impression that he might be interested in something like sex.
Sure, they’d been terrified of sex with Ezra growing into something bigger, something dangerous that might hurt them when he inevitably took off on them, but at no point had they stopped to consider that he may have rejected any advance they made.
He might as well have just slapped them across the face.
“It’s just sex, but if you don’t want to,“ they shoved away from him, turned the sting of rejection into something sharp, something that could protect them, a weapon, “just fucking say that.”
“Hazel,” he said, breathing their name like a prayer, angering the swarm building in their chest, making tears line their eyes, “I never said that I didn’t want to.” He moved slowly now as he approached them, the way that one would an injured, rabid animal. “I didn’t imply it either.” 
He took another step forward. Hazel took another step back. Their back thumped against the castle wall. They looked for an escape, a way out, but he was too fast, too ready, using his body to block them in, trap them, cage them.
“I just wanted to know why, or if it was that simple.“ His head dipped down, an infuriating show of his height, to bring their eyes level. They refused to let themself get lost in the silver-casted meadows of his eyes. “Just two people having sex?”
They stuck their chin up, their voice coming out as a challenge, a dare. “Yes. Why not? We’re friends. We’re both unattached and healthy. We’re both incredibly stressed and in need of relief. We could help each other out.” No matter how smooth and even their voice remained, they wouldn’t admit how close it came to wobbling, how badly his rejection would hurt, how much it would confirm everything they thought of themself.
Ezra’s palm came up to rest against the bricks, nestled next to their head. They breathed in bergamot and sage and fig, counted the faint freckles adorning his warm cheeks and nose. He lifted his free hand and then dropped it, but in the split second that it had been raised, they’d seen it tremble.
What in the fuck was he afraid of?
“You don’t think that it might get messy?”
They gulped and shook their head. “We’re both reasonable people, so no.” 
It would get messy, Hazel knew that, was prepared for that, but it wouldn’t be messy the way Ezra thought it would. No, if it got messy, it’d be Hazel’s fault, it’d be Ezra seeing the mess and deciding they wouldn’t be worth it, and they’d have to agree, have to live with the fact that he’d always be an arm’s length away, have to know that even if he decided they weren’t worth it, he’d still be there.
So yeah, they’d considered the mess. Then they shoved it in a closet and locked the door and pretended the clean room around them was the only thing to worry about for now. Besides, they weren’t lying about the benefits.
Finally, his trembling hand found their hip, wrapped over it gently, lovingly, his thumb rubbing the jutting bone there. “What if it does?”
The sensation of his thumb against them, even through their clothing, was wholly distracting. They forgot how to breathe as heat speared them through their middle. Their breath shook when it finally escaped from between their lips. “We figure it out then.”
“Yeah?” His voice was low and just a little gravelly.
“Yeah.”
His hand dipped beneath the fabric of their undershirt, grazed the skin of their side below their ribcage, and something began to grow between them. Something warm and whispering. Something wanting.
Hazel took the touch for what it was, took Ezra’s soft—hopeful, so godsdamned hopeful—look for what it was, and they grabbed their bravado with two hands and shot forward to capture his lips with their own.
His response didn’t match his spoken hesitation, his hands moving to capture their face, his fingers twining themselves into fiery curls as he kissed back with desperate enthusiasm. Heat seared from his lips, down their tongue and into their flesh and bones. Their mouth accepted his easily, opening for it without hesitation, opening for him.
Want was a vicious thing, something with horns and claws and fangs, one that wanted no more than to tear them apart and rebuild them into something new. Their hands tore wildly at his sweater, shoving it up, exposing the gold-kissed skin of his soft belly, the smooth taught muscle of his tanned chest.
A hand left their face to capture their wrist tightly. “Hazel—“
“If you want to do this, take me inside, now.”
He shushed them quietly, his breath ghosting against their ear. “I will. Give me a minute.”
He kissed them again, a newfound desperation in the way that his tongue sought out theirs, one they met equally. Their spine buckled and bowed, bringing their front flush with his. His energy moved around them, not quite a whirlwind like their own, but much more frantic than they’d ever felt it, smoke stirring from stoked flames.
Just as suddenly as his hot want had scorched them, it pulled back. He straightened, looked down at them, and as if he hadn’t completely upended their entire world, he took their hand in a simple, innocent gesture and began to lead them inside. They felt dazed as he led them towards the stairs, stopping to kiss them once again at the base of them as if he couldn’t wait any longer. Part of Hazel didn’t want to wait any longer. Part of them wanted to shove him against the railing and take him right then and there, damn whoever might see them.
Still, they fumbled after him up the steps, drunk on each kiss Ezra stopped to bestow upon them, weak from each time he groaned into their mouth when he realized they still had further still to go.
“I’m sick of stairs,” he murmured in between kisses along their jaw, “so, my chambers. Is that okay?”
Like they would have bothered with the staircase in their own chambers that led to their loft, like they wouldn’t have just dragged him to the floor, they thought with a breathless laugh. “Yeah, it’s fine. Whatever.” 
They nearly stumbled over the threshold of his room when he finally opened the door, leaned forward and rose up on their toes, sought him out once more. Their hands began to yank at his shirt, their teeth nipping at his bottom lip.
“You’re so impatient.” Ezra clicked his tongue in annoyance and kissed at the spot just below Hazel’s ear.
As if in defiance, they untucked their shirt from their pants, grabbing the hem and moving to pull it off only for Ezra’s hands to catch theirs before they could.
His eyes met theirs and there was so much molten desire in them that Hazel’s knees nearly buckled. “Let me, please?”
At their nod, he slid his hands up their ribs, under their arms, and pulled back just long enough to pull the shirt off completely and toss it to the side. He was back a moment later, lips brushing their throat, their collarbones, their sternum.
This was worship, Hazel thought drunkenly, watching Ezra sink to his knees to gently help them out of their pants. His hands glided down the skin of their legs, raised gooseflesh, tickled the sensitive skin behind their knees. He pressed a sickeningly gentle kiss to the sharp jut of their hipbone and Hazel decided the worship of all the ággelos in Elysia paled against the way Ezra looked up at them now. Nobody could ever worship Hazel the way that Ezra did, nobody.
His fingers wrapped gently around their ankle and they let him tug the pants off one leg at a time, their brow furrowing at the awed expression on his face.
How long had he wanted this? Wanted them? You didn’t look at somebody like that when you were just taking up their offer for spontaneous sex. Why? What was it that he’d seen in them?
“I don’t know what you’re thinking about,” he murmured as he pressed a tender kiss to their thigh, thumb rubbing soothing circles on the inside of their ankle, “but stop it, or I’ll make you.”
At that, they shivered, and their thoughts hit a brick walk, as if his words alone were enough to empty their mind completely.
He dragged his hands along their body, whisper light and so gentle—stars why was he so gentle?—as he climbed back to his feet. When he stood before them once more, he hooked his forefingers into the band of their boxer briefs and drew them flush against him.
And then he kissed them like a starved man, all teeth and grit and unfathomable hunger.
He had wanted this for a while.
He’d held himself back.
Hazel cupped a hand on either side of his throat and walked backwards, making sure their lips didn’t leave his for even a single second. They could have lived off of this for the rest of their life, off of Ezra and his kisses. He tasted like hot tea and Sunday morning. That was the only way they could think to describe it. Like waking up late on a Sunday morning with nowhere to rush off to, accompanied only by the warm rising sun streaming through the window and the even warmer blankets piled atop the bed. Like something to be savored.
But they didn’t want to savor. They wanted him now.
Ezra didn’t seem to agree, batting away the hand that fell from his neck to the zipper of his slacks. “Hazel,” he murmured, their name a gentle breath against their lips, spoken so reverently that it made their knees go weak. His lips traced along the line of their jaw and he nipped at it as if in reprimand. “There’s no need to rush this. I have every intention of utilizing every second of tonight to make you cry out my name. Don’t rush me.”
Their nails dug crescents into his shoulders, where they’d landed at some point, as the low croon of Ezra’s voice made their belly bubble with molten lava.
He wasn’t kidding. His hands moved slowly and deliberately when it came to mapping out Hazel’s body, as much worship as it was exploration. There was a certain tenderness in the way that he laid them down onto the bed, as though he were putting down something precious.
Fingertips caressed the curve of their belly, traced the crease between leg and hip but went no lower. Loving kisses pressed along the sharp lines of their collarbones, skittered at the edge of their binder, and Hazel swore they felt the hint of a tongue burning across their skin as they drew in a sharp gasp.
“Do you want this kept on, Hazel?” He peered up at them, a fire in his eyes that they’d never seen from him before.
Their brows furrowed as they tried to remember how to communicate properly, their head too scrambled for much coherency. It was sex, wasn’t it? Sex meant being naked. Why wouldn’t Hazel be expected to bare themself to him?
“Hazel,” Ezra reached up, caught their chin in a surprisingly rough grasp, heat blazing in his gaze, “if you want it left on, say so. This will not work at all if you’re uncomfortable in any way.”
If only Hazel could explain how uncomfortable they were with his concern in the first place, with the way he made them feel so seen and respected and how it was so unfamiliar to them that they wanted to run from him as fast as they could. If only they had the words to tell him how they weren’t used to the idea of having a choice, that they didn’t know what to do with it when handed one.
“I…” Their breath tangled in their throat, the request to keep it on lost somewhere in the tangle of emotions locked behind their teeth. Their eyes stung and they blinked back the tears before they could fall. “What man doesn’t want to see tits?”
“I only want to see them if you want me to. Hazel, look at me.”
They had been staring at the ceiling, avoiding breathing because he might have heard the way each breath would catch and stutter. But he sounded so… serious, and Hazel couldn’t stop themself from looking down at him, praying to the elder gods that he wouldn’t have seen the cascading downfall of their emotions.
“You keeping the binder on will not change anything for me,” he assured them. “You’ll still be the most beautiful person I’ve ever set my eyes on.” His cheek dipped down to rest against their sternum, and his eyes swam with a softness that frightened Hazel to death.
I don’t deserve your concern, they wanted to tell him. I don’t deserve the consideration.
I don’t deserve you.
Hazel was a cat that had been dropped into a loving family after having been feral for its entire life. Affection and tenderness and acceptance were things not to be trusted, things to be feared. They were a trap, and if Hazel leaned into the hand reaching for them, it would turn into a fist meaning to strike, they were sure.
This game was going to end in blood, and that blood would undoubtedly be Hazel’s.
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Ezra was having a much more difficult time than he was letting on. Hazel was clogging each and every one of his senses. He had them beneath him in no more than a binder and boxer briefs, and the sight might as well have been art for the way he could have spent days just staring at them, admiring them. They smelled sharp and refreshing: eucalyptus and mint and lemon. He heard each and every catch in their breathing and the little sounds they couldn’t seem to hold back were making him unbearably hard in the tight confines of his pants. Their skin was soft beneath his touch, and stars was it sensitive, yielding to each caress of his fingertips, sending them trembling and arching into him.
And taste. Each time his mouth met their skin or their tongue, Astrae very nearly came undone within him. Ezra very nearly came undone.
Ezra loved the art of foreplay. He did, truly. But with Hazel it was so difficult to not just bury himself in them without a care in the world. He had never wanted anybody this badly before and he swore it would drive him into madness before long.
It didn’t help that Astrae was reaching for Castorlux now, clawing at the cage of Ezra’s skin, reaching his energy out as if trying to coax a frightened kitten from beneath a dumpster. It was making it even harder for Ezra to form a single coherent thought.
But he needed to make sure that Hazel never forgot this night. He had been waiting for it for weeks now—maybe for all of his life—and while their reason for wanting it was different than his own, he would take what he could get and make sure it made a lasting impression on them.
He wanted them to feel as crazy as he was feeling.
“Hazel,” he whispered, kissing their sternum, drawing their attention down towards him. “What would make you come the most? My hand or my mouth?”
They made some sort of strangled whimper, one that made Ezra throb against the strain of his slacks.
He nipped on their collarbone, felt their spine arch further beneath his hands. “That’s not an answer, Hazel.”
Their breathing grew erratic, and Ezra tried not to feel too smug at how lost they looked already as they fought with their own mouth to form some kind of answer for him. “I—er, hand?”
He smiled to himself before kissing the red imprints his teeth had left on their collar. He liked watching them unravel.
He liked it a lot.
“Okay.” He climbed his way back up their body, settled at their side and brought a hand to draw lazy lines along the hem of their boxer briefs. He nosed at the spot where their jaw met their throat. “And you’ll tell me what you like? And what you don’t like?”
They mumbled something incoherent, and Ezra chuckled, grabbed their chin, pulled their mouth to his roughly, passionately. He swallowed Hazel’s gasp like he would goddess cake from Elysia, and when he drew back and caught their lust-heavied eyes, he smiled, his hand returning to fiddle at the waistline of the boxers. 
“Will you answer my question, please?”
“Ezra, please, just—dear gods—” They reached a hand down and none too gracefully shoved his hand inside their boxer briefs, bucking their hips up against his hand.  “Please just fucking touch me,” they whimpered.
If he wasn’t so determined to make this the best night of their life, he probably would have snapped right then and there at the desperate wantonness in their voice, at how wet they were against his fingers. Stars, they were soaking. Already. Just for him.
He could have teased them over that, but his control was being held in a threadbare grip, so instead, he gave them what they wanted.
His fingertips worked their swollen clit until he found the pattern that had them digging their nails into his shoulder, their cries particularly loud and their hips bucking wildly against his hand. His lips never stopped moving or working, always trailing along their throat or their jaw or their shoulder, stopping every so often to kiss them, to bring his tongue to their own, to taste them, to drown in them. He wanted to devour them whole, wanted them to let him, wanted them to want him to.
When his name became a mumbled and whimpered chant from Hazel’s lips, he had to kiss them just to keep the last of his wits about him.
And when he had two fingers pumping in and out of them relentlessly, his thumb circling their clit, he finally felt them clamp down around his fingers, back snapping into a lovely arch and eyes fluttering with the overwhelming pleasure. Stars, he couldn’t help imagining what it’d feel like to have Hazel falling apart on his cock, the very thought making his hand move in a frenzy as he rode out their first orgasm.
“Ezra!” they cried out, gripping his shoulders impossibly tighter when he didn’t slow down, didn’t relent. They whined, cursed, rocked back against his fingers. “Please, Ez, I need you now—”
“And you’ll have me,” he promised. But not yet, he reminded himself. Just a little longer. Crazy. He needed them crazier.
By the third orgasm, sweat slickened Hazel’s skin and there was a feral look to their eyes when they glared up at him. “I swear to the Mother, Ezra, if you don’t…” 
Their words trailed off when Ezra popped his fingers into his mouth, intending to clean them before moving on. And he had intended to move on, to finally give Hazel what they so badly wanted, but gods help him…
They tasted fucking divine.
“Hey, Hazel? I know you said you wanted my hand, but could I taste you? Please?”
He was deranged, totally ruined by them. He could no longer tell where he ended and Astrae started, he only knew that he needed them.
“I—uh—” They looked dumbfounded, their brows knitted together in confusion, but they nodded, and Ezra’s heart skipped a beat when they muttered a quiet, “Yeah.”
He gave them a quick kiss before hopping off of the bed. He hooked his arms under their legs and pulled them towards the edge, dropping immediately to his knees, tossing their legs over his shoulders the second he got their boxers pulled all the way off. He wasted no time, a man starving presented with a feast fit for kings, a banquet offered to just him.
They were the best thing he’d ever tasted. At some point, he became so drowned by the intoxicating taste of them on his tongue, by the noises spilling from Hazel’s lips—the whimpers and the cries and the strangled garble of his name—and the hands tugging his hair so tightly that it made his scalp burn, that he lost himself completely. He felt them come a few times, and then just completely lost track at some point.
Hazel was quivering beneath him like a plucked string when they finally yanked harshly enough on his hair to have him biting back on a yelp. That lancing pain made him throb, made him want more, but he tried to clear the fog from his head as he looked up at them, red faced and panting.
“Ezra, if you don’t fuck me right now, I swear on my life that I will kill you,” they managed through heaving breaths.
He smiled. If he didn’t take them right now, then he might have died on his own.
Climbing to his feet, he pulled his shirt off and tossed it behind him somewhere. He shimmied out of his pants and briefs, somehow, thankfully, managing not to trip and embarrass himself. But as soon as he moved to climb back into the bed, Hazel sat up and pressed a quivering hand to the center of his chest.
“Hold on. I just—give me a minute.”
They clamped their shaking thighs together, and his smile grew wider, cockier. “Sensitive?”
“Shut up. No.” But their cheeks flushed darker even still. “I just—gods, you’re really fucking pretty, Ezra.”
This time, as their eyes ate him alive, he could feel his own cheeks growing warmer from the compliment. Ezra didn’t think he was very much at all to look at, never having been happy with his own body, but the desire with which Hazel looked at him made him feel strangely proud, just as it made him even more desperate.
“And I owe you one, at least, don’t I?” they asked as they slid out from under him and onto the floor, onto their knees.
Oh Mother Goddess, Hazel Culhane was mostly naked and on their knees for him, their breath dusting along the head of his painfully hard cock, their hands trailing up the back of his calves just as he’d done to them what felt like hours earlier. Every single thought eddied right out of his head.
He brought a hand to cup the side of their head, weaving his fingers through their curls to hold them out of the way.
Yeah, they owed him one, sure. Whatever they wanted, he would allow. Whatever they asked for, he would give and give and give. Without hesitation. Without question.
He’d have plucked out his own heart and served it on a silver platter if they asked it of him.
They grabbed onto the base of his cock and his free hand dove into their hair, needing something to hold onto. And when they ran their tongue from the base to the head, his grip tightened. He wanted to be careful not to hurt them, but it was hard to think about anything other than Hazel’s mouth latching over the head and the hot, wet press of their tongue.
Hazel worked him greedily, taking more and more of him into their mouth, and when he felt himself hitting their throat, he found it so incredibly difficult to keep himself still.
“Ezra,” they purred as they pulled their mouth away for a moment, gave his cock a squeeze that had his hips bucking before he could stop them, “you don’t have to be gentle if you don’t want to be. I can take it.”
“No, I—” He looked down at them, admiring their swollen lips and glazed eyes.
Fuck.
They were right. He didn’t want to be gentle. Not now. He could be afterwards, next time, if Hazel allowed him a next time.
A groan slid from his throat when Hazel went back to work and he started bucking his hips—using the last thread he had on his sanity to not be too rough—but when he slipped and thrusted into their throat harshly, Hazel’s moan vibrated along his cock and Ezra was gone.
He widened his stance marginally and began to thrust himself into their mouth with reckless abandon, holding their head in place with both hands. It was too much: the wet heat of their mouth, the swirling of their tongue, the tears pricking their eyes, the moans vibrating around him, the occasional gagging on particularly hard thrusts. It wasn’t very often that he found himself in a position of some sort of dominance, nor did he often want to be, but right now he couldn’t think straight. Hazel was on their knees, choking on his cock, and he’d have been happy to die right then and there if the promise of more wasn’t waiting for him still.
But then he realized just how quickly he was freefalling towards an orgasm, so he yanked them back by the hair, took a moment to try and catch his breath while they chased after theirs. Hazel looked just as dazed as he felt, just as crazy, just as lost in the pleasure. He suspected if he let them go now, they’d swallow him right back down without hesitation and Ezra wouldn’t have a hope in Tartarus at holding himself together. 
He felt as if he’d been possessed, bending forward to hook his hands underneath their arms to hoist them to their feet. “Tell me how you want it,” he whispered against their lips, begged, pleaded.
Tears streaked down their face, but they leaned forward to press a quick kiss against his lips before crawling on wobbling legs onto the bed, positioning themself on their elbows and knees, curving their spine so their ass was up in the air for him.
Ezra knew that he should have taken a moment to admire them like this, but he just couldn’t wait. So, he joined them on the bed, positioning himself behind them and rammed his cock into them with a lot less finesse than he would have liked.
Their spine arched further, and their fists twisted into the sheets as he grabbed onto their hips. He was going to fuck them into oblivion. They had reduced him to something stupid, something capable of no thought past basal, primal desire. He was rabid. Deranged. All for Hazel, only Hazel.
His vision wavered in and out, the image of Hazel in his hands and on his cock replaced with another body splayed out before him atop soft green grass. Ezra was absolutely losing it. Astrae was going completely insane.
The snapping of his hips was brutal and relentless and he couldn’t find the ability to even want to slow down, to love them tenderly as he had initially planned. They were so hot and wet and tight that his brain seemed to shut itself down as vines dug into his muscles.
“You’re taking my cock so good, Haze.” He was losing it. This wasn’t how he had envisioned their first time together. Remembering that had him ready to slow himself down, maybe flip them over so he could kiss them and rock into them more tenderly, more lovingly, mor—
They tightened around his cock, crying out something incomprehensible through their sobs.
Fuck it.
He drove them relentlessly through their orgasm, and as they came down, he fucked into them faster, nearing his own impending release.
“Ezra,” they whined, their elbows sliding forward through the aftershocks, “you feel so fucking good.”
That did it.
He came then, using both hands like vices around their hips while he worked through the white-hot pleasure searing every nerve in his body. And once he was empty, unable to give them any more, he slumped forward, resting an elbow on the mattress next to them to keep himself from crushing them, lying with his chest flat against their back.
Neither one of them spoke for a few minutes, focusing instead on catching their breaths, on trying to clear the delirium they both seemed to be stuck in.
Carefully, he pulled out and enjoyed their surprised little squeak before letting himself fall to the side of them.
Good gods.
He had never experienced anything like that. He knew that some of it had been Astrae’s desperate desire for Castorlux overriding his muscles, but he’d felt just as deranged.
“Hey, Ezra?” Hazel rolled onto their side next to him, looking at him through heavy, tear-stained lashes.
“Yeah?”
“Remember earlier when I said we should have sex?” He liked the way that their voice had gone a little thick, a little hoarse. “When I said that, I meant that we should like, have a lot of sex.”
He chuckled with what little air he could find in his lungs. “You should know that I have excellent stamina.”
“Yeah?” They raised a brow, a lazy smirk twitching at their lips as they dragged their nails down his chest and sent shivers down his spine. “We’ll see how good.”
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But Ezra was just as insistent. He’d gotten rough with them, and it was important for him to offer them some tenderness afterwards.
He sat them down on the toilet and turned to start the shower, offering them the privacy they needed judging by the way their face flushed red as roses. By the time the water had grown hot and he’d flicked on the towel warmer, Hazel was standing up and shucking off their binder, a huff of laughter escaping them when Ezra immediately turned his gaze to the floor.
“You can look, Ezra. I have a very complicated relationship with them, that's all.”
So, he looked. And stars, if his body wasn’t so thoroughly worn out, he would have been hard all over again. Hazel’s breasts were perfect. Small enough to fit comfortably in his hands, the tips a very pretty pink. Their freckles spread down their chest, and he imagined that whenever Hazel blushed, their chest probably warmed as well.
“For what it’s worth, I think that they’re nice.”
They snorted and climbed into the shower with him.
Hazel’s body was lax against his, so he took care to be gentle and sturdy as he held them up and worked soap into a lather over their body.
Splotches of yellow stained their beautifully fair skin where he’d been too rough, so he took extra care to be gentle over those areas. He resisted the urge to apologize for them when he remembered how much Hazel had seemed to enjoy getting those bruises. He knew too that he certainly liked being on the receiving end of bruising in these sorts of scenarios.
They’d tried to fight him again after the shower to head back to bed, but Ezra was determined to take care of them, plopping them down in front of his vanity so he could rub lotion into the back of their neck and shoulders and work products into their dripping hair.
“Why do you own a diffuser?” Hazel asked while Ezra worked curl cream into their hair with his fingers.
“The honest answer is… presumptuous.”
They snorted and smiled lazily at him in the mirror. “Then give me the dishonest answer.” 
He bit back on a grin. “I get my hair permed every so often.”
They laughed and his heart lurched. “And the honest answer?”
Ezra sighed and started to spiral the fancy brush he’d bought through their hair. “I made a list of the stuff that you kept in your bathroom and got some for mine, that way you’d be able to do your hair normally if you ever stayed in here.”
In the mirrors, their brows rose. It might have been… creepy for him to keep a list of their hair and skin products, but in all honesty, he had just wanted them to feel comfortable should they stay in his chambers and need to freshen up.
“That was… thoughtful.”
He shrugged his shoulders, trying not to focus too much on how warm his face was. “The entire time we’ve been in Elysia, we’ve been sharing a bed. I just wanted to have it in case you needed it, so you didn’t have to run back and forth between our chambers whenever you were staying in mine.”
“Thoughtful,” they said again and stood, taking the sweatshirt that he’d offered them. That, he’d been strategic in. 
Conveniently, he kept no clothing of theirs here because he selfishly wanted to see Hazel in his clothing. And it paid off.  There was something endearing in seeing Hazel swimming in his old university sweatshirt, something erotic about the way it ended at the middle of their thighs and pulled upwards whenever they moved.
Together, they climbed into bed, with Hazel taking their spot towards the edge, curled away from him.
“Hazel,” he sighed, shimmying and reaching for them, wrapping his arms around their waist to pull them back towards him until their back was flush to his chest, “we’re past that, aren’t we?”
They were tense in his hold for a moment before they sighed. “Yeah, probably. It’s just… weird for me.”
He would be patient while they worked through their own feelings, and worked through accepting his.
The two of them slept late into the morning and were groggy when they eventually managed to drag themselves out of bed to seek out the remnants of breakfast. Ezra briefly thought of taking the time to enjoy some slow and lazy morning sex, but he wanted to make sure that Hazel was fed, so he’d wait. The ággelos were quick enough to find them and bring them food. The problem was that while the ággelos were quick, the Constellites were quicker.
Antares and Alrescha were sitting in one of the large bay windows in the dining hall, basking in the sun’s warm light. Alrescha’s smile was soft and innocent as it always was, but Antares’ was wicked, wicked enough that it might have made Ezra’s knees weak if he wasn’t so thoroughly sated for the time being.
“Mornin’,” Antares drawled slowly through his knowing smile, “sleep well?”
Hazel raised a brow while Ezra just stared at him, both bewildered and pleading.
“Good morning.” Hazel nodded. “I did sleep well, thanks for asking. You?”
Antares, like the monster he was, ignored their question entirely, his grin growing wider as he kept his gaze locked on Ezra’s. “You slept in awfully late, didn’t you? Strange that both of you did.”
“Antares—”
“Are you trying to get us to admit that we fucked last night? Because we did. You just had to ask.” Hazel shrugged as Ezra whirled on his heel to stare at them with wide eyes.
They hadn’t discussed what exactly their relationship was, what sort of label it would be getting. Hazel had given him the sense that this was a friends-with-benefits sort of thing—for now, at least—but they had not discussed that explicitly, nor had they discussed exactly how private they were going to be about it.
He honestly hadn’t figured Hazel would have wanted to show it off.
It kind of… flattered him that they did.
“What?” Hazel asked at Ezra’s look, rolling their eyes as they grabbed a plate and served themself a waffle. “He can feel it in your energy or whatever, right? I don’t see any sense in lying.”
“I can feel it, kulbaba.” Antares’ grin grew wider. “I felt it all night long. I admit, I’m hurt, Ezra. I don’t think that you were ever quite so fervent for m—”
“That’s enough!” Ezra’s cheeks warmed with every flame from Tartarus, only growing impossibly hotter when Hazel’s head snapped around to stare at him.
“Wait,” Hazel’s eyes went wide as their smile grew to match, “you two? Seriously?”
“Yes, seriously.” Antares’ brimstone eyes lit with mirth. “It was only a few years ago that I had him beneath me begging—”
Ezra dove forward, more embarrassed than he could put into words, and slapped his palm over Antares’ mouth to get him to shut up.
Something hot flashed through Hazel’s eyes. “You begged?”
“I—”
Antares pulled his head back just enough to free his mouth before taking one of Ezra’s fingers onto his tongue, something knowing and teasing in his eyes when Ezra let out an undignified gasp.
Ezra yanked his hand back, needing desperately to put space between him and Antares because suddenly he was not feeling quite as sated anymore.
He really hated Antares sometimes.
Hazel was still snickering when they sat down at the table and started to eat, and their snickers bloomed into full-bellied laughter when Ezra stomped over to join them.
Blessedly, Antares left them alone for the most part. But when it was time for Hazel to go get ready for another day of training, Alrescha stole them away, presumably so that they could talk about how exactly Hazel had spent their night.
That left him alone with Antares.
It wasn’t very often that he was alone with the other, not since he and Alrescha had gotten back together and broke them up. While his heart had been broken to pieces when Antares told him that he had mended things with Alrescha, he hadn’t been surprised by it. Even through the love he had found in the scorpion, he had always known that he couldn’t hold a candle up to Alrescha.
Ezra had never been anybody’s other half, no matter how hard he had tried. It seemed like most of his adult life was just him chasing after love, chasing after that ghost. Always jumping from one relationship to the next, looking for a way to make himself whole where Astrae simply couldn’t fill the gaps.
But he was glad that it had worked out the way that it had, because it had led him to Hazel.
There would be a time, he was sure, where he could freely tell Hazel all of this, and they would gladly let him know that they loved him too, that they were thrilled to be the thing he’d been looking for all along. 
He couldn’t wait for that day.
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It was insane that anybody thought Hazel could focus through training after their night with Ezra, like they could just shake away the feeling of Ezra’s fingers scorching across their skin, or shake away the phantom sensation of his mouth trailing a path of flames all over their body.
But Baylen did not seem to know or care, as he shot towards them, his golden claws aiming to take out their jugular.
Hazel just barely parried back and raised their sword up in a hasty attempt to block those claws from tearing through their flesh.
None of the Constellites could teach Hazel the proper mechanics of battling with swords, so they had to improvise; everybody took turns fighting Hazel with their own weapons or abilities while Hazel figured out what to do with their twin blades. They had been spending what little free time they had with their nose buried in books in the library learning everything they possibly could in sword battle, and in battle in general.
It was fascinating, really.
Apparently, God Hephaestus had crafted Castorlux’s sword using iron ore blessed by the Mother herself and with salt from the seas and with the Tejat and Propus stars. He’d crafted it as one, then with the flames of his forge, he sliced the sword down the middle, creating for the Twins twin blades of their own. Hazel had no idea how true that whole thing was considering it happened literal eons ago, but they liked the different range in fighting styles that the weapon allowed for, as one sword, or split apart and used as two.
Aside from the infinite supply of books available to them, Castorlux also seemed happy enough to teach Hazel, offering them cryptic comments throughout training and dreams of battles throughout their nights. Which was still weird, and Hazel still didn’t love the idea of someone else in their head, but they were… getting used to it. As long as they didn’t think about how easy it was for Castorlux to speak to them now, or how natural it was beginning to feel to let them out more.
At Castorlux’s advice now, they used the air to launch themself upwards into the skies, and used it again to spin themself like a top when they came down, creating a tornado of blades.
Baylen cursed as he staggered back and out of the way and Hazel wasted no time before surging forward, bringing a sword from their side to slash at him. But just as suddenly as they had moved towards him, flames erupted between them and their opponent and they had to lurch back to avoid being burned.
Ezra stayed close by whenever they were training, in this case to be on standby to provide chiron should things get messy. He had been very adamantly against the use of abilities or actual weapons during their sparring rounds, but everybody else had eventually agreed that the fastest way for Hazel to learn was under the pressure of knowing that they were one slip away from losing an arm or drowning or having their skull cracked open or, in this case, being burned alive.
None of them had been wrong either, Hazel thought. Their abilities were growing rapidly, thousands of years of knowledge and history making itself at home in their bones, in their muscles, in their mind. It should have been more overwhelming, but it was starting to feel like coming home, the way that Ezra had initially described it.
They damned Ezra for being right about that before forcing themself to return their focus to the task at hand, raising a sword overhead and aiming to bring it down towards Baylen’s shoulder just to take a ball of flame to their side.
Hazel cried out and staggered back, caught the flash of wide golden eyes before tears blurred their vision and they collapsed to the ground.
“Hazel, I am so sorry but get your ass back up,” Baylen called out. “You’re vulnerable right now and no bloody fuckin’ daímōn is going to give you any sort of warning like this.” Through their tears, Hazel saw him crouch down above them with the full intention of stabbing the elongated claws sprouting from his leather gloves directly through their middle.
They just barely managed to roll away fast enough to avoid being stabbed, making white-hot pain spear through their side, and through the roaring of their blood, they could hear Ezra’s yelling from the sidelines. With wobbly legs they climbed to their feet and somehow managed to stay steady long enough to see Hadeon wrapping his arms under Ezra’s, holding the other Constellite in place as he tried to thrash against the hold.
They wanted to tell him to calm down, but Baylen was charging again. They didn’t have time to worry about Ezra’s worries or feelings, didn’t have time to even think, much less concentrate on anything other than the redhead in front of them. They only had two full days left before they would be looking for Kharon. Learning how to fight was imperative.
On a desperate prayer, Hazel swept the largest gust of wind at Baylen that they could and managed to knock him back a few yards, finally giving themself some breathing room. In their temporary safety, they took the time to click their swords back into one as swinging anything with their right hand was now difficult. As Baylen charged at them, they flew up into the air once again and came crashing down, feeling the landing shock up their legs, and sent a gust of air shooting in a wide circle around them, knocking him flat onto his back.
He was scowling when he climbed back to his feet, and Hazel shot him a wobbly grin.
Baylen was the competitive sort.
As though it were a blade itself, Hazel swung out a narrow line of air to deflect the ball of flame Baylen launched their way, gritting their teeth against the shock of pain that lanced up their right side with the movement.
He gave them no reprieve, tucking under the wind and launching in their direction again. Hazel raised their swords, readying themself to meet him in the middle, when the sound of a gun startled them to a stop, both of them watching a bullet fly between them before exploding a small tree to smithereens.
Hazel’s head snapped in the direction the bullet came from to find Ezra glaring at them both, his breathing was erratic and his gun still raised, barrel smoking. Amelia stood slightly behind him, covering her mouth with her hands, Hadeon at her side and wide-eyed.
The adrenaline-fueled thrill of battle began to dissipate at once, leaving in its wake white-hot agony as phantom flames burned into Hazel’s side. They could hear yelling from around them, but it sounded garbled and choppy, like they were underwater, sunk too far down to make out any distinctive words. 
Black spots dancing in their vision were the only warning that they were given before they felt their legs give out and consciousness slip away from them. It only felt like a few moments in that darkness, but by the time Hazel woke up again, they’d been laid down in a bed, their body slathered with salve and wrapped in gauze, and they still fucking hurt.
“Oi, thank the fuckin’ stars, mate, they’re awake.” 
Hazel turned their head to find Baylen sitting in a chair to their left, his head haloed prettily in a golden sunset that matched his eyes. He looked exhausted, worn in a way they’d never seen him before, but he smiled like the sun and Hazel couldn’t help thinking he looked pretty with a smile like that.
Or maybe that was just the pain. Gods above and below, this fuckin’ hurts.
“Hazel!” Ezra was to their right, his face gilded gold by the same sunset. “You’re awake!” He let out a shaky breath and gave their hand a firm squeeze.
“Hazey, I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to actually bur—”
“It’s okay,” they croaked, waving a heavy hand in Baylen’s direction. They held no  ill will for him—they were sparring with real blades and flames; they should have seen such injuries coming. “Could I be a pain in the ass though and ask for some water?” Their throat may as well have been filled with shards of glass for how dry it was.
“I’ll grab it.” Baylen hopped to his feet and all but sprinted from the room.
Which left Hazel alone with Ezra who currently looked like he might faint on them, stress having made him go pale and shaky.
He gave their hand another squeeze. “How are you feeling?” 
Like they’d been burned by a ball of flames, they almost told him. Like they had been literally set on fire. Like a million scorching pins and needles were being jabbed into their side all at once. Like they had been branded with an iron set to Tarfire.  
“I’m doing fine.” They gave him a soft smile, but they could tell he didn’t believe them.
Ezra’s shoulders slumped, his jaw tense as he frowned down at them. “You won’t let me help, will you?”
For a second, they considered it, if only to make him stop looking so much like a kicked puppy, but they felt the callouses of his palm against their knuckles and shook their head. “No.” 
“Would you let Antares?”
Something about the way he phrased it had their head snapping up to bring their eyes to his, trying to find something in them. Was he jealous?
“It doesn’t harm him, to the best of my knowledge,” Hazel said with a raised brow, as if in challenge. On instinct, they went to cross their arms over their chest, only to release a sharp gasp when the pain from the movement was too great.
They flicked another glance at Ezra, and found a sea of pain in the rolling hills of his eyes. “Can I call for him? Please?”
“I’ll be fin—”
“Do you want to go to Kharon, like this?” He stuck his chin up.
They glared at him. Damn him. That was a good point, one that they didn’t have much argument for. Going to see Kharon was going to be dangerous no matter what, but to do so while already injured? That may have been suicidal, if either the ferryman or the Meadows were as dangerous as everybody liked to tell Hazel they were.
“Fine,” they hissed, snatching their hand away from him.
He was still pouting, but he let loose a sigh of relief and Hazel felt him pushing out his energy, felt the soft gardens seeking out sharper poison.
Silence stretched thick between them while they waited.
Ezra was very upset—Hazel could see it in the way that his jaw was tense, the way that his shoulders were rigid. They nearly reached a hand forward to soothe the wrinkles between his furrowed brow, to tell him to relax, but they froze with the thought.
This intimacy thing, and the desire for it, was getting entirely out of hand.
They were good friends who were now having sex, that was all. That had to be all, Hazel couldn’t let it be anything else.
But they remembered how nice and cozy it had been waking in the morning in his arms and those lines began to blur in their head. Fuck buddies cuddled too sometimes, didn’t they?  It didn’t have to mean anything because it didn’t mean anything.
Baylen returned with a tray carrying a delicate looking water pitcher and glasses. Behind him were Hadeon and Amelia, fused as always at the hips.
The black-haired man gave Hazel a wicked grin that practically dripped with sin, as if he were an incubus in human skin, before crossing the room, making a beeline straight for Ezra. Hazel watched, bemused, as Ezra’s eyes flashed wide when Hadeon grabbed him by the chin and ran a thumb across his bottom lip, forcing Ezra to look up at him.
“You called for me, malia?” He breathed the words out as he leaned close enough for his nose to whisper against Ezra’s. 
Ezra stared up at Hadeon with heavy eyes and rosy cheeks, and Hazel noticed with a cocked head that he didn’t seem to be breathing at all. They had to  bite back their laughter at the scene.
Poor, poor Ezra. Hadeon was truly a wicked thing.
“Yeah,” Ezra breathed out, blinking slowly, “I did.”
“Yeah?” Hadeon’s voice went husky.
Hazel caught Amelia’s eyes rolling and finally burst out laughing, unable to hold it back any longer.
Ezra jolted and reared his head back out of the scorpion’s grasp, his cheeks turning a more furious shade of red as he realized what just happened. He pouted when he caught Hadeon smirking. “Hazel needs you to, uh,” he paused, his lips pursed as he tried to remember what the reason he had actually called the other in was. “They uh—well—”
Hazel shook their head and chuckled. “Can you do the witchcraft shit on me so I can not go to Kharon all burned up?”
Hadeon smirked once more at Ezra before turning to Hazel and nodding, crossing his legs beneath him as he sat down on the mattress beside them. His hands raised towards them, the pads of his fingers brushing against the gauze, but Hazel reeled back just as quickly.
“I can do it,” Hazel muttered, batting his hands away, suddenly feeling strangely shy. So far, they had liked Hadeon a lot just based off of the short time that they had spent together. He was funny, kind, and thoughtful. Deeply intuitive and sensitive, and just a touch arrogant. Handsome as sin and completely aware of it.
Like Ezra, however, physical touch seemed to be a very important thing to him. While he and Amelia were practically one person, he also made it a point to regularly latch himself onto anybody nearby that he could. It was no different with him than it was with Ezra—it was entirely unnerving.
He didn’t seem to mind, however, retracting his hands so Hazel could begin working on removing the gauze. They had it most of the way off when their muscles seized once again and they had to take a moment to breathe.
Dammit. Heat flooded their cheeks.
Hadeon shook his head and laughed, not a mocking sound, but something more fond and amused. He scooted himself around, turning to torment Ezra instead so that Hazel could work on getting the gauze off and figure out a way to utilize the blanket over their lap to keep themself halfway modest. 
When they finally managed to shuck the last of the bandages, Hadeon returned and pressed his palm flat against their skin, his hand lightly calloused and very warm.
“Regulus got ya pretty good, huh?”
“Oi, fuck you, mate.”
Hazel laughed. “To be fair, I was trying to stab him.”
“You are good at that—stabbing, I mean.”
Hazel kicked out at Hadeon and tried their hardest to be mad at him, only to end up laughing with him instead. He, like Gabriel, still seemed to think that them stabbing Ezra back in the cabin was a funny story. “Get on with this, would ya?”
“Impatient.” He clicked his tongue and Hazel’s cheeks burned instantly as the word echoed around in their head.
Ezra had said nearly the same thing only the night before, under a very different context.
But if Hadeon noticed the change in Hazel’s thoughts, he didn’t say anything. Instead, he began to murmur something low in his mother tongue, his free hand coming up to grip at the crystal chained around his neck.
Hazel expected there to be warmth, but Hadeon gave them the exact opposite, his hand going cool to the touch as purple light began to shimmer from it. Cold crept like fog along their skin before sinking into it in a weird sort of tingly way. Their breath caught in their throat as they stared down at his hand, at the healing of their wound around it. They could feel their flesh mending itself where his magikēs sank. It didn’t hurt, but it was strange.
“I haven’t figured out the scar thing yet,” Hadeon murmured when he drew his hand back and revealed the patch of red but healed skin.
“That’s fine.” Hazel thought of the scarring all over the rest of their body and couldn’t find it in themself to be bothered really. At least they hadn’t done this one to themself. “Thanks, Hadeon. I appreciate it.”
“Of course, kulbaba.” He gave Hazel an affectionate pat over their new scar—his eyes catching the way that Ezra’s own tracked the movement—and rose to his feet. Amelia was at his side at once and he slid a comfortable arm over her shoulders. “It’s getting late. We should get going. Will we see you two at breakfast?”
Baylen’s brows furrowed and he tapped his chin with a finger. “Oh yeah, neither of ya were there today.”
“I wouldn’t count on it.” Hazel grinned and then laughed when Ezra’s face flushed once more.
Hadeon’s little joke had returned Hazel’s thoughts to… other places.
When they were alone, they eyed Ezra curiously. “Hadeon said something earlier about begging, if I remember correctly.”
Ezra’s blush worsened. “It’s not like, a thing. Well, not exactly, I just—”
“Ezra?”
“Yeah?”
“Strip and then get on your knees. Now.”
Ezra jerked in surprise, his breath hitching at the command. “You—you’re hurt—”
“Hadeon fixed me up, I’m fine,” they shot back, finding it the truth.
Hazel felt strangely rejuvenated and wondered if Hadeon’s witchcraft had anything to do with it. They swung themself towards the edge of the bed, towards Ezra. He was staring at them in what appeared to be wonder, and that wonder shifted immediately to blatant desire when they dropped the blanket down to their lap and left their chest bare and on display.
"Did I stutter?" Hazel asked, tilting their head to the side and watching him just as a cat toying with a mouse might. "On your knees."
His cheeks were warm, just as they had been when Hadeon had been flirting with him, and he had a dazed look to his eyes that Hazel decided that they liked. Despite his obvious surprise, he didn't hesitate longer to stand and strip himself of his clothing. It was another thing that Hazel had found themself enjoying—the sight of him stripping. He wasn't delicate or careful the way they thought he'd be. They'd expected him to be the type to have to fold each piece as it left his body, but he wasn't. He tore each article off and tossed it back haphazardly, as though the wasting of any time at all would have killed him. As if nothing was more important than doing as Hazel asked.
Hazel stood too then and shimmied out of their boxer briefs, letting them pool on the floor at their feet before sitting back down. "On your knees," they reminded him, spreading their legs wide, smiling when his eyes tracked the movement and landed on their cunt.
On his knees now, he rested his palms flat on his thighs and looked up at them expectantly, patiently, waiting for their next instruction. “What would you like for me to do, my god Hazel?” 
Gods, Hazel wanted to laugh deliriously—what a good boy he was. So well-behaved. Had Hadeon trained him like this, they wondered? If so, they really would have to get him a thank you card.

      [image: image-placeholder]The only single thing that Hazel could register was pain—hot, scorching pain, as though they were being burned at the stake. It was several moments—or several hours, not that they could tell—before their remaining senses came to them. Blood, warm and sticky and wet, pooled beneath them, and when they forced their eyes open, they found themself met with their reflection. No, with their other half.
"Pollux," they coughed out, trying to reach for them and coming up short, their hand dropping into a puddle of red. "Pollux, come here," they begged.
"Castor," their other half whined, tears leaking from his eyes and swirling into blood. "I can't."
Hazel watched as he tried to drag himself towards them, watched his weakened muscles give out beneath him, watched blood-stained grass brush across his cheek like a mockery of the Mother’s loving caress. 
They reached for him again, gasping in pain. "Meet me halfway," they forced out in between blood-soaked coughs, shoving themself up onto quivering elbows, clutching clumps of grass and dirt between weak fingers. "Crawl towards me, and I'll crawl towards you."
Pollux nodded, tried to pull himself up, tried to move, but Hazel could see the copper lining his hair, could see his eyes darkening to steel. He was losing control, falling apart. Pain scorched through their middle and their vision began to waver and they sobbed when they realized he wasn’t going to make it.
When Pollux collapsed back into the pool of blood, chest heaving with ragged and tearful breaths, Hazel reached again and managed to graze their fingers along his shoulder. They just needed to get back to one another, just had to make it back to each other's arms. They'd absorb back into one another, become one again, and all would be well. Hazel had to keep believing that, they had to or they wouldn’t—
"Hazel!" Ezra appeared within the fog of their vision, knelt down in the grass between the crowns of their heads. "Oh, stars, Hazel." His voice was thick with tears, but Hazel couldn't look up at him because that meant taking their eyes off of the other half of themself and they simply could not bear to do that.
They heard him shuffling and they meant to acknowledge his presence but grief was such a heavy weight on their chest that they couldn't be bothered to find words. Death was an imminent thing, and for as much as they loved Ezra, the desire to be in the arms of their twin, their other half, left them blind and deaf to the world around them.
A groan slid from their lips when their body was jostled, Ezra lifting and moving them. They tried uselessly, weakly, to fight against him. Pollux's broken and disjointed chanting of, "Castor, Castor, Castor," gave them a modicum of strength needed to try and push against Ezra's grasp.
But Ezra didn’t take them far, setting them down gently, into the arms of Pollux, their other half. Hazel used the last bit of strength in their muscles to wrap their arms around their twin, to pull him tight against their chest.
A calloused hand brushed the crown of their head and the warm light of Ezra’s chiron washed over them, spreading across their skin the way fire would a pool of gasoline. It was pleasant in its warmth, so unlike the searing of pain that radiated from their broken bones and torn flesh, but even before the light faded, Hazel knew it wasn’t enough. 
"It's too late," they managed as some of the pain subsided, but not all of it.
Not all of it.
"It's not," Ezra hissed out, bringing a second hand down to rest against the back of Pollux’s head. "It's not too late."
Finally, Hazel looked back up at him when they felt fresh tears landing atop their head. Blood and dirt splattered and smeared across his skin, and somewhere through the thicket of the haunting forest that their thoughts had become, they decided that they didn't like this look to him. They didn't like seeing him bloodied and battered and grieving. He was too pretty for that, too soft and lovely. He deserved finer things, things Hazel wanted more than anything to give him.
"Let us go," they wheezed as a rib bone snapped back into place. "You're only prolonging this—"
"I'll be the stars that light your way each and every night through every eternity," he interrupted suddenly, eyes wide and burning hot.
His hands raised from where they had been cradling their heads to unsheathe a dagger on his hip, and Hazel watched in horror as he plunged it into his chest. His body jerked and he groaned as he used his hands—both shaking so badly it was a wonder he could hold the blade at all—to push it down and split his chest open.
"I have loved you for all of my life and for all of the lives I have lived before I took my first breath in this one."
His name fell from their lips in a devastated, broken cry, from both of their lips, an echo of soul-aching grief. They were in the arms of their other half, he didn’t need to do this. Death wasn't something they were after, but so long as the twins were together, they would bear it. Ezra would perish eventually, but Castorlux could take solace in knowing that Astrae would find them in the next life. This… this was unnecessary, unwanted.
The dagger landed on the ground between their heads as he shoved a hand into his chest and wrenched from it his still-beating heart. "Take my heart. Take it and continue to walk amongst the living and let me return to the stars. I will light the night sky for you." He leaned forward, balancing himself precariously on his hands and knees, and shoved the throbbing organ into the hands of the twins, closing his hands around them.
He just managed to push himself up and back to collapse, to find his way into death, into the stars.
Both halves of Hazel stared at the heart in their hands, distracted by it, entranced by the way it continued to beat and the way the veins running along its walls seemed to glow a soft and lovely green. Together they lifted it towards their mouths to take turns biting into it, savoring it like some forbidden fruit before Hazel could even recognize what it was they were doing. Blood streaked down their chins, sliding in rivers down their throats. A frenzy opened up in them, had them shredding it with their teeth with an animalistic sort of fervor.
Healing came first. Strength surged headily through their veins and left them to grapple towards one another until they could find an adequate amount of power to fuse back together, to become one. Relief wrapped them like a soft felt.
As one body they sat up, their wounds no longer bleeding, their heart beating strong and true in their chest once again, no longer fluttering and delicate. They lived. They were alive and more importantly, they were one.
There had been enough chiron stored in Ezra’s heart to heal them completely.
And then their eyes found Ezra's body, slumped against the grass and unmoving. There wasn't a single rise and fall of his chest, nor was there a single flutter of his eyelids or a twitch of his fingers. Nothing. There was nothing. There was peace in his face. They might have thought that he was merely asleep if not for the lack of breath.
Ezra was dead.
Ezra had killed himself to save them. The realization hit them so hard that it left them dizzy. Ezra hadn't had enough chiron to save them, so he'd given them his heart to consume so they could get the chiron that they needed.
Ezra was dead.
And Hazel had killed him.
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The sky was still gray and lazy when a sudden jolt woke Ezra from his sleep, the body next to him launching up with enough speed to rock the bed beneath them.
“Haze?” He blinked the sleep from his eyes to find Hazel sitting up, hand clutching at their own chest. It took his dream-laden brain a moment to come back to life, to realize what was happening. “‘S matter?” he mumbled, reaching out to wrap an arm over their legs, nuzzling his head against their hip.
“It’s nothing,” they muttered quietly.
He looked up at them with bleary eyes, and found them staring straight ahead at the wall. They weren’t crying or anything—that was good, right? He yawned, tightening his grip on their leg to try and tug them back down. “Lay down and come here.”
“I need something to drink.” They shoved up from the bed and he watched them disappear out the door, thought about joining them but found his eyelids too heavy.
When he awoke again, bright streaks of sunlight filtered through the windows, casting the room in a soft glow of morning warmth. The bed was empty, he realized, nuzzling closer into the pillow, not ready to leave the sanctuary of the cozy bed or the pillows that smelled of eucalyptus and lemon.
It took a little while longer before he was able to gather the strength needed to pull himself from bed and realize that Hazel wasn’t there. The night before flashed through his mind—Hazel’s voice as they ordered him to his knees, Hazel’s warmth pressed against him as they fell asleep huddled together, Hazel’s body jerking awake from a nightmare before leaving with a muttered excuse—and Ezra groaned at the reminder. Drats, he’d gone and fallen back to sleep before Hazel came back. Had they even come back to bed, he wondered as he took the stairs down from the loft?
Ezra sought them out only to find Deneb waiting for him in the dining hall instead.
“You’re not Hazel’s shadow today?” she asked as she began to fill a plate for him.
He ignored the way Deneb pointed a finger at a chair, signaling for him to sit down and eat. “Have you seen them?”
Deneb raised a brow and continued to point at the chair. “Eat, Ezra.”
He stared at her for a moment, green meadows meeting towering mountains—brown and hardened and unforgiving and endlessly beautiful—and sighed. If he refused her, she probably would have just wrestled him down into the chair and force fed him. It wouldn’t have been the first time.
So, he sat down and ate his breakfast without tasting it. Anxiety made pinpricks of itself along his nerves. Where had Hazel gone? Were they alright? Did they need him?
“Rukbat took them home,” Deneb said, interrupting his spiraling thoughts. She took a seat next to him and watched with careful and calculating eyes. “They wanted to see some people before they went out to Kharon. Something you should probably do too, you know. You don’t usually spend this much time in Elysia.” Ezra opened his mouth to argue, but she barreled over him as she was wont to do, words like a carefully aimed icepick to his chest. “You should go home and call Noah. Have you spoken to him at all since Thanksgiving?”
They had in fact spoken since Thanksgiving, but not as much as Ezra would have liked, admittedly. Things had just been so chaotic and busy and Deneb was right, he’d been in Elysia more than he usually was.
“Go home for the day. Go see your brother or at least call him.”
Ezra could ask Rukbat to take him to see his brother in person. Rukbat would have obliged happily. But that meant seeing his father, and Ezra was entirely too cowardly to see that man any more than he had to. He’d be seeing him again soon for Fosmas and that was more than enough interaction with his father for the year.
His apartment felt like a strange and foreign land when he eventually made his way back to it. It really hadn’t been that long since he’d been home, but it still managed to make him feel out of place and desperately alone, longing for the safety and warmth of the castle. The safety and warmth of Hazel.
His home was warm, wasn’t it?
The plants were drooping. They hadn’t been watered since he’d been in Elysia because nobody had been there to tend to them. On trips, he could count on Deneb to stop by and take care of things, but she’d been in Elysia with him.
He dropped down onto his couch and pulled his phone from his pocket to text Hazel: Are you okay?
And then he waited, and he waited.
He sent Noah a text message to distract himself, requesting that he call Ezra as soon as he could. If he remembered correctly—and he knew that he did—then Noah should have been in the middle of a hockey practice now.
The longer he waited the more his nerves made themselves known in the twisting of his stomach and the rapid tapping of his foot.
He took time to try and rescue the plants that he could, trimming their roots and giving them fresh water. He dusted, straightened shelves that didn’t need to be straightened, cleaned the soiled food from his fridge. But most of all, he moped.
When his phone vibrated, he all but launched it across his living room with the speed at which he had tried to dig it out of his pocket. He frowned, however, and felt his heart drop into his stomach at the response: I’m fine.
It didn’t take a rocket scientist to extrapolate from that message that Hazel was upset about something.
He took a few indulgent minutes to think about Hazel, to think about their bright smile and boisterous laughter. He brought his talisman to his mouth to chew on it, an old nervous habit that he hadn’t done much since he was a child but seemed to be doing more often now, the metal hard against his teeth and cold against his lips.
Last night had been perfect in ways Ezra would treasure for the rest of his days. The softness of the evening, the peace on Hazel’s face when they curled willingly into his side, not even needing asked, as if seeking the intimacy for themself for once. Even the memory of it had a smile tugging at Ezra’s lips, at his heart.
“Do any of your tattoos have meaning?” he asked, curious as he traced the seemingly random designs over the curve of their shoulders. He’d seen them before, of course, but Hazel mostly remained covered, and the times he’d seen them uncovered, he didn’t have the time like he had now to admire the bright colors and sharp lines of ink that seemed to saturate their skin.
Laughter rumbled against his side, curls tickled under his chin. “Not a single one. I got most of them just because they looked cool.”
“Most of them?”
“Some were lost bets.”
“There’s one specifically,” Ezra said with a grin, reaching down to pull their leg up over his hip, “I want to know more about.”
He tapped a finger on the raccoon inked into the back of their calf, one boasting a top hat and a bowtie. The little fellow looked excited as he cheered for something, and he was endearingly cute, if not a little strange looking amongst the skulls and daggers.
Hazel laughed and Ezra swore, as he did every single time he heard that sound, that he’d died and gone to Elysia permanently.
He had finally made headway with them, had gotten them to come out from behind the dumpster to sniff at his hand, to take food from him, to cautiously let him pet. And then in only a blink of an eye they ran from him again, scampered back into the alleyway, raised their hackles.
He wracked his memories from the night before, but nothing stood out that could explain why they would have shoved back so quickly. They’d had a nightmare, but that shouldn’t have changed things.
Noah called him before he could think about it any further.
“Hey, what’s up?”
Ezra softened and relaxed at the familiar sound of his brother’s voice, a small smile twitching at his lips. “Hey, just checking in. I’m going out of town for a conference, and I’ll be pretty busy, so I just wanted to call before I leave.”
Noah hummed, the sound of a door closing on the other end of the phone. “The conference on anything cool?”
“Just discussing the rising costs of veterinary medicine, mostly.” Ezra didn’t like to lie, especially to his brother, but he didn’t plan on ever telling him about the Constellite business. Noah didn’t need that additional stressor in his life. “How’s hockey going?”
“It’s going good. We just won a game yesterday against B.C.H.S.”
“That’s awesome!”
“Yeah, it was pretty sick.”
“I’ll bet it was.” Ezra’s heart always felt fuller when he spoke with Noah. It made him remember the days of Noah being small enough to carry against his hip while he strolled down the farm, remember Noah’s secret obsession with superheroes, remember sitting down at the family table to help Noah with his times tables and reading assignments.
Those were much sadder days, but they were simpler ones too, and Noah had always been the light that kept Ezra holding on. Things weren’t the same now; they had both grown up and Ezra had fled and left Noah behind to figure things out on his own. Ezra would never stop regretting that decision, but there were higher powers at work and he couldn’t deny them, even if it meant leaving his brother behind to suffer alone.
“Dad’s been drinking a lot,” Noah blurted out, voice quiet but words coming out in a rush of syllables that Ezra had to separate out into words. He used to do that a lot when he was little, having learned at an early age to say things quickly and softly so he wasn’t overheard. Their house was never a quiet one, but the stars knew how easily sound carried in a place where every whisper could be a curse and every creak could be a bottle flying toward your head.
Ezra’s heart dropped into his stomach, but he took a steadying breath, making sure that Noah wouldn’t hear how sick that single sentence made him. “Yeah, he always does.”
“Not like this. Even Sam seems nervous.”
That was alarming. Sam, Noah’s mom, had never paid very much mind to Michael Thompson’s drinking, and had always acted as a shield for him if anybody ever dared to make a point of it, even after their divorce.
“The farm’s struggling. I think it’s the stress.”
“The farm’s struggling again?” Ezra frowned. His father hadn’t mentioned that when Ezra visited last, though that didn’t surprise him. His father wasn’t what one might call open, and pride was a sin he wore like a brand.
There was a pause. “Yeah, it is. Dad had to lay off like, a third of the hands.”
Ezra’s heartbeat hammered in his throat, his fingers twitching around his phone. “I could—“
“You know he won’t.”
Once or twice, Ezra had offered to loan money to his father. He certainly didn’t care one way or another if it were ever actually paid back, but his father would have taken to the grave before he took any sort of handout. Ezra had the money to hold the farm afloat long enough for Michael to figure something out, and he had no issue dipping into his investments if it meant helping the farm out—helping Noah.
But his father hadn’t taken it. In fact, Ezra had been thrown out of the house for even suggesting it—“I don’t want some rich city fucker’s money”—and had spent that Fosmas Eve alone until Hadeon had dragged him back to Elysia.
“Are you safe, Noah?”
“Ezra, don’t start with tha—“
“Answer me.” His hand shook as he clutched at his talisman, resisting the urge to put it between his teeth again. It felt like his heart was racing off into the stratosphere, and it was all he could do not to rush right back to Elysia and demand Rukbat send him back to Alberta, especially when the silence lasted a second too long. “Noah—“
“I’m fine.”
Ezra knew that answer for what it was, remembered saying that constantly to his teachers when he’d come to school, once again, with fresh purple mottling around an eye, when he’d come to school exhausted from a full days’ worth of work by seven in the morning.  
I’m fine, Hazel said.
I’m fine, Noah said.
I’m fine, Ezra said.
Ezra knew better than most what that lie tasted like in someone’s mouth.
“Has he hit you?”
Another pause, longer than the first and heavy enough for dread to pinprick along his nerves until his blood warmed near boiling.
“It’s nothing, Ez. Just drop it already. Did I tell you about that project from school? I finally—“
Ezra could have killed somebody in that moment, namely, Michael Thompson. Rage swelled and had him seeing red, his fist clenched so hard around his talisman it dug into his skin.
“Do I need to come out there?”
“He didn’t fucking hit me, okay?” Noah growled, and even in his anger, he kept his voice low, quiet. “Things have just been tense. I told you to fucking drop it so just drop it.”
Ezra’s rage dissipated as suddenly as it had appeared, twisting itself around until it formed a shadow of pain and of fear.
Noah wanted to handle this on his own, but he didn’t have to. Ezra had borne the weight of his father’s explosive temper and fanatical ideologies and alcohol-fueled fists on his own because he had had to. Noah was too young at the time to be of any useful support. Ezra could, and often had, indulged in the comfort of spending time with his younger brother, and those moments had gotten him through the worst of the storms, but Noah had been too small to do anything more than that.
Noah did have Ezra to lean on, to ask for help, but he wouldn’t. He refused any time Ezra tried to reach out, to beg and plead for him to accept the comfort and support he so desperately needed.
He had always been too stubborn and independent for his own good.
Too much like Ezra could be.
Ezra hadn’t taken the help either. He hadn’t accepted the helping hands from his teachers at school who expressed concern over his home life. He hadn’t answered the worried prodding of his coach or the staff at the rink when he showed up with new bruises and sore muscles that hockey couldn’t explain. No, Ezra just grit his teeth and said “I’m fine“ as he always did, as Noah was doing now.
“Why don’t you come out here? You know that I have the space and you’re always welcome.” Ezra tried desperately.
Noah scoffed over the line, and Ezra could practically see him rolling his eyes. “On the other side of the country? Yeah, no thanks.”
“There are good schools here and—“
”—my friends are all here—“
”—you could play hockey here—“
“Ez. We’ve been over this. I appreciate the offer but I’m fine here. You have nothing to worry about.” His voice went soft, but it did very little to keep the anger baring its fangs inside of Ezra at bay. “How long did you put up with this bullshit?”
Ezra paced across his living room, threatened to wear the floor down with his quick steps. His arms itched with phantom pains, old scars burning with the reminder of a time he tried so desperately to forget, to ignore. “We’re not talking about me because that’s in the past, Noah.”
“I know. But I’ll be fine. I’m thinking that I might go for an early graduation so I can move out sooner.”
That surprised Ezra. His brother didn’t share the same inclination or passion for learning that Ezra did and his grades usually reflected that. Graduating early would mean studying extra hard, passing extra classes and tests, and that wasn’t something he could easily picture Noah doing.
“I could go to college and dorm. I’d have to work like a fucking dog to swing that but—“
Like Ezra didn’t already have college funds put away for Noah. He had never been sure if his brother would be going to college, but the money could have been put towards housing and living expenses when Noah moved out if he decided not to go the higher education route.
Ezra allowed himself to relax a bit at the news. He hated the idea of leaving Noah there, especially if Michael was getting worse again, but he knew better than to try and force the kid to do anything he didn’t want to do, even accept help. He had a plan, and Ezra would do everything he could, everything Noah allowed, to help him make that plan work. 
“You’ll figure it out,” he said, dropping down heavily onto the couch. “Did you have something in mind for college?”
He could hear the relief in his brother’s voice when Noah answered, no doubt glad Ezra decided to finally drop the topic, even if Michael was a topic they’d never be able to fully drop. “Yeah,” he said, “there’s one in Montana I was looking at. It’s known for pretty good agricultural programs.”
“You’d go to the states?”
He could practically hear his brother’s shrug. “Maybe. I still don’t actually know what I want to go for, but that one just has some good programs. I’ve been spending a lot of time fixing up the tractors and trucks and stuff around the farm too, and that’s pretty cool. I like working with my hands, and engines make sense. Feels good to fix something, you know?”
“I know a diesel mechanic, actually.” Ezra wasn’t sure if he had wanted to bring Hazel up. Not because he didn’t want to—because he most certainly did—but because he still wasn’t sure what exactly it was that they were. Still, he found the words tumbling out of his mouth anyway and the note of interest in Noah’s voice made it hard to regret them. 
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. I’m sort of—we’re good friends?”
His brother snorted. “Friends? Doesn’t sound like it.”
A smile threatened at his lips until he remembered how Hazel had even managed to come into the conversation. “That’s not important. The point is, I could ask them about what sort of schooling is beneficial for something like that if you wanted. They went to a technical school, I think. They’d know what to look for.”
“That’d be cool.”
They spoke to one another for the better part of an hour, and when Noah finally tried to end the call, Ezra spent a while longer making sure that he was okay and made him swear that he’d reach out if he needed help at all. Noah promised him he would, but Ezra wasn’t entirely sure he believed him.
When he eventually heard the beep of the call ending, Ezra sank into the couch and tipped his head to rest along the back of it.
It had been bad enough that he had put up with his father for the years that he had, and that those years were permanently imprinted into his brain, into his every thought, into his every action. Knowing that Noah was going through what he had? Knowing he couldn’t help? That was worse. The memories of Noah, small and secure in a booster seat, smiling and giggling at Ezra whenever they snuck out for their little adventures meant the world to him. Imagining that smile struck right off Noah’s face left Ezra somewhere between miserable and furious.
Sometimes, Ezra wanted to tell his father everything about his life, about his identity. The temptation had always been there since the moment he Awakened. What would the star-fearing Michael Thompson think if he had known that it was one of the gods he so zealously prayed to that he had blackened the eyes of? That he had shamed for his “womanly” tendencies? What would the man who made Ezra hate himself for not meeting the standards of godliness and of holiness think if he knew that Ezra himself was the one made from stardust and constellation?
Sometimes, Ezra wondered where his father would go when he eventually passed away. Would his Sundays in church and constant thumping of the Gods’ Writ allow him passage into Elysia? Or would he go to Tartarus, where he believed Ezra would—
Ezra’s stomach twisted on itself with guilt. He shouldn’t be thinking about his father’s death, no matter what sort of fate the man deserved.
Instead, Ezra should have been packing for a flight to Alberta. He should have been on his way to stand up to his father, to protect his younger brother. Damn Noah saying that he didn’t need any help, that he didn’t need Ezra. He had a responsibility to Noah as his older brother, as an adult seeing a child in danger.
He could have used the trouble in Elysia as an excuse. He had other responsibilities, he could say. He had a life in Toronto, trouble afoot in Elysia, things that also needed to be taken care of. But those were just excuses, he knew that. Those responsibilities were very real things that needed to be handled, but the safety and security of his brother should have come first.
The simple truth? Ezra was a coward.
When faced with the raging storm that was his father, Ezra found himself feeling exactly as he had when he was younger and was forced to endure it: small, weak, and afraid.
He wanted to think that if he were coming in the defense of Noah, he might be different, he might be stronger. He wasn’t sure he would be though.
“Mother, I pray that I see doors and see Elysia be opened. Drip down, O eternal peace, from above, and let the clouds pour down righteousness.” He needed to get back to Elysia, needed to stop thinking of this. He could use the time that he waited with the rest of the Constellites during Hazel’s journey to plan on how to tackle the situation at home. He could come up with a clear plan that he could handle properly, rather than flying off the handle and possibly making things worse. “Let the earth be opened up and let salvation bear fruit, and righteousness spring up with it. I pray for blocked doors to be opened. Mother close all doors of evil over my life and open those doors of Elysia, in alignment with Your will, Amen.”
When his eyes fluttered open, he was greeted with warmed breeze on his cheeks and the scent of wildflowers in his nose. It was the perfect thing to clear his head, to shake off the thoughts of his father, to draw back from the memories of the years spent in his father’s house. It didn’t quite work, but Ezra could pretend it did. Could pretend the dark memories didn’t lurk in the corners of his eyes, could pretend there was nothing else but the golden sunshine of Elysia’s sun and the gentle petals brushing across his palms.
Supper was a forced affair, his brain too preoccupied to enjoy the taste of the food that the ággelos had made for him and the others. His hands moved the food from his plate to his mouth in robotic memory. He chewed and swallowed, took another bite, chewed and swallowed.
When would Hazel be back, he wondered? They could help get his mind off of things. Maybe he could even tell them what was going on and get their opinion, or at least their support. And when that was finished, perhaps Hazel would feel comfortable to talk about what it was that was bothering them today. He wanted to hear about it, wanted to be there to offer his ear to listen, a shoulder to cry on, and maybe offer them advice or guidance if they wanted it.
After his meal, he changed into more comfortable clothing for exercise, forced himself away from the mirror lest he begin to ruminate over that as well. The aching of muscles and the stickiness of sweat would help to keep him relaxed, to keep him grounded, to keep him holding onto the threadbare grasp that was his sanity.
He spent some time in the gymnasium, had a pleasant conversation with Regulus who made his way in soon after, and when that wasn’t enough to distract him, he slipped his earbuds in and left for a jog around the castle. It was large enough that a single lap could wear him out, and the rising and falling of the Protévousa’s hills gave him enough challenge to finally clear his mind.
Hazel would be back soon, and he’d be in their arms and could talk with them of the thoughts that plagued him, of the thoughts that plagued them, and things would be alright for now, he reminded himself. And then they’d go off to see Kharon and that would go smoothly and quickly. They would return unharmed and with information, and then Ezra could plot how to handle the devastation here and the devastation at home.
Things would be all right.
He just had to keep reminding himself of that.
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HAZEL






There was a disc of light spinning around their left ankle.
There was a disc of light spinning around their left ankle.
There was a fucking disc of light spinning around their left ankle.
Hazel experimentally brought a hand down towards it, letting out a squeak of surprise when the light seemed to pull their hand closer and closer to their ankle, like magnets drawn to each other. For a moment, they had the ridiculous thought that it might suck them in entirely, that as soon as their hand touched that glowing disc, they’d be devoured whole with nothing but their fucking left foot sitting there on the carpet. But as soon as their palm smacked against their ankle, the light was gone, leaving only a blackened ring in its place, inked permanently into their skin.
A dread they couldn’t explain tightened in their throat, made their breathing quicken and burn. Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong. They didn’t have to know what exactly was going on with their body to know that whatever the fuck this was wasn’t fucking good, and that something terrible was going to happen to them. That something terrible was happening to them.
Hazel hadn’t been feeling right since that nightmare in general. Dread had become as permanent to their being as breathing was. If they stayed still for too long, the walls would close in on them. If they weren’t doing something with their hands, they could feel the hot pulse of Ezra’s heart beating between their fingers, could feel it sliding down their throat.
After that nightmare, they’d hopped out of bed, kept their hands busy picking at their cuticles, left Ezra behind, and had all but fled to their own chamber for some peace and quiet. 
Only to find their ankle fucking glowing with magnetic light.
Something was so fucking wrong.
They needed to get the fuck out of Elysia. Just for a little while, at least. Their hands clasped together and they mumbled through the prayer to go home.
It didn’t work.
They tried it again.
Nothing.
What did that mean? They didn’t like the teleporting thing, and usually Ezra did it for them, of course, but they should have been able to do it on their own.
What was happening to them?
Hazel swore before taking off to the Sagittarian’s wing on the east side of the castle and tried to not look so panicked as they asked Ha-eun to send them home since they apparently couldn’t do it.
Then they stayed busy, stayed moving, because if they stopped, they weren’t sure they’d be able to start going again. They put on their finest mask to go see their dads, smiled and deflected their way through the concerned comments about their appearance, about their increasing bouts of no contact. No, I’m fine, work’s been busy! They answered with a smile and a roll of their eyes. I’m going down to Texas for training for two weeks, so I wanted to spend some time with you guys first, that’s all! 
They ate brunch and talked about work, lied about classes they hadn’t been to in a while, avoided the topic of Ezra and where they’d been the last few days like the plague, tried desperately to ignore the phantom itch in their ankle and the feeling of blood dripping from the heart in their hands.
After accepting goodbye hugs and promises to check in when they could, Hazel went to see Lucas when he got out of work and waited for him in the passenger’s seat of his truck. Laughter filled the cab when they scared Lucas half to death with their presence, though even to them the laugh sounded strained. The two of them took off for a cheap dinner and catch-up time, and Hazel admitted to him that there was no family emergency, rolling their eyes when he responded with a shit-eating grin and a, “No shit, Haze.”
They kept the Constellite business to themself, but instead they finally told him of how things were going with Ezra, punched his arm when they got another shit-eating grin and a waggle of his eyebrows. They kept with their tradition of Lucas playing therapist while he drove, and Hazel told them how afraid they truly were, how quickly it had turned as messy as they swore it wouldn’t, how expectant they were of Ezra walking away.
Lucas shot them a look, and Hazel just shrugged, staring out at the streets passing by. “Why wouldn’t he?” they asked, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world because to them, it was.
“Why would he?”
Lucas accepted the few minutes Hazel took to stew over that in silence, to filter through their rolodex of self-deprecating responses, to try and find one that didn’t sound completely idiotic.
“He can’t love me.”
“Why not?”
“I’m—” They gestured vaguely and wildly to themself.
He came to a stop at a red light and turned his head to look at them. “Yeah, you are. That hasn’t stopped me from loving you, so why would it stop him?”
Hazel didn’t have an answer for him, and Lucas didn’t push. But once the sky began to dapple itself red and pink, Hazel returned to Elysia.
Maybe, just maybe, it was possible that Lucas was right. Maybe Ezra could love Hazel.
Maybe, just maybe, Hazel wasn’t so damaged that he would take off running when he could no longer stand the radioactivity of their nature, the way that when the things within them became too much they’d push it outwards and ionize it into a weapon to take out whoever had been foolish enough to get in the blast zone. Maybe Ezra had a mask to keep his lungs clean, maybe he had a fire-retardant suit to keep from burning up.
Maybe Ezra could survive Hazel.
But when they found him in his workout ensemble running down the length of the bridge, earbuds poking from his ears, every single hope they had crumbled into dust. When they found him meeting their gaze and offering them the most gentle and adoring smile they’d ever seen, Hazel knew he would be torn apart by their blasts. He would never survive it, survive them.
They would make every star in his body collapse until there was nothing left. That dream was their brain’s way of reminding them of that. They were going to rip his heart out and eat it. They were going to destroy him.
“You’re back.” He continued with his damned smile as he ran the back of a hand across his forehead to wipe away the sweat that accumulated there. “You left so suddenly this morning, so I wasn’t sure when we should expect you back.”
He looked so genuinely happy just to see them once again that it made Hazel’s heart swoon, and made their brain remember that this couldn’t last forever.
They shrugged. “I didn’t realize that I had to run my schedule by you first.”
His smile faltered and fell, crash landed onto the Earth for Hazel to stomp beneath their boots. “I know that, Haze.” He lifted a hand as though to reach for Hazel, but he dropped it wisely a moment later. His frown was like a stab to the chest, and Hazel swallowed the pain because they had to. “You don’t have to tell me all of your comings and goings,” he continued, “I just didn’t know what to expect, that’s all. Did you want to grab something to eat?”
“I already ate, but thanks.” It wasn’t worth mentioning that even Lucas had been stressed trying to get them to eat some of their dinner, so Hazel brushed past him and headed towards the castle entrance, thanking the stars that Ezra couldn’t see their face. They imagined the pain imploding in their chest would have been etched across it, painted in violent swaths of bloody reds across their pale skin.
Ezra jogged after them, reaching forward to swing the door open before Hazel had a chance to grab it. “How was your time at home?”
“It was fine,” they muttered, each word clipped and sharp. They just wanted to get to their chambers where they could be alone, away from Lucas’ voice asking “why not” over and over again in their head, away from Ezra’s smile lighting up the entire castle like the fucking sun, away from the infection festering in their heart that felt entirely too much like love. A wall needed to be slammed down between them, a divide needed to be formed.
Ezra had no idea what he was getting into.
“Well, that’s good.” They heard his frown, didn’t dare look at him for fear of cracking at the first sign of distress on his face. “I went home and spent a while talking to Noah, so that was nice.” Was it nice? There was a strain to his voice that had Hazel close to turning, had them close to asking him to elaborate on that conversation. 
Inwardly, they cursed him, cursed themself. They weren’t cruel enough to disregard whatever he had on his mind when it came to his family, apparently. Stars, you’re so fucking weak. “How’s he doing?”
Together they walked up the behemoth staircases and Hazel listened as Ezra told them how Noah was considering graduating early so he could get a head start on college, though he wasn’t exactly sure what it was that he’d be going for. He wanted to do something in trades, and Hazel’s heartstrings tugged at the mention of Ezra’s brother having an interest in diesel mechanics.
“It’s a shame that he lives so far away. We take on students as often as we can as interns,” they offered, loathing the way they couldn’t seem to help themself, loathing how easy it was to slide back into the familiar comfort of Ezra. They despised the way they could see Noah, who they pictured in their head as just a younger version of Ezra, working right alongside them while Hazel taught him everything there was to know. They hated the way that they could picture leaving work with Noah at their side to go meet with Ezra and talk about their day over dinner. “But I’m sure that there are dealers out his way that do the same thing,” they amended quickly, smoothly.
“I'm thinking of trying to get him to come stay with me for the summer.”
They could feel his eyes on the side of their face, could feel his curiosity and confusion poking at them like an obnoxious child asking “why” every five seconds. They knew he saw right through their bullshit.
Hazel was really beginning to hate the way they seemed to only spend time with intuitive people that could read them like an open book.
“So, maybe you could work with him then? Even if he doesn’t end up going that route permanently, he might enjoy it.”
“Yeah, maybe,” they muttered between grit teeth, felt the venom pooling behind their teeth and over their tongue, threatening to spill out and poison him with a single bite.
When he stopped walking, Hazel finally turned to face him.
“Yours or mine?” he asked, standing in front of his door.
Standing there, Hazel swore Ezra was the picture of blameless purity. His bangs stuck to his forehead from his jog, his compression shirt fit like a dream, but it was his face that really did them in—it was always his damned face. His eyes carried in them more softness than clouds, made Hazel think of lying in a meadow beneath a gently warm sun with blades of grass tickling at the exposed skin of their arms, made them think of love and of peace.
But they could feel the humming of his nerves through his energy. He knew that Hazel was pulling back, and he wasn’t ready for that, because he didn’t understand what was involved with them. His glasses were tinted rosy, and he simply didn’t know better.
Dammit. Damn him. Damn him to Tartarus.
“Yours.” 
They followed him in, felt the waver in their own resolve, wanted to scream at Ezra and kick something because of it.
Why was he making it so difficult for them to walk away?
Why was he impossible to leave?
“Tell me about your da—”
“Talking about my day is shitty foreplay.” Hazel’s hands shook at their sides as they forced coldness into their voice.
Hurt flashed through his eyes as though Hazel had just struck him. “Okay,” he took a breath, “we need to talk about whatever is bothering you.”
“There’s nothing bothering me,” they snapped, hoping he’d feel the sting of their venom and leave them for good, hoping they wouldn’t have to fight the war raging in their heart because they knew it would only lead to mass casualties on both sides.
He raised a brow as he sat down onto the couch, resting his elbows against his thighs. “There is, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t lie to me.”
The tone of his voice was calm, reasonable.
It made Hazel see red.
“Are we going to fuck or not? If not, I’d like to go to my room and go to bed.”
“We’re not going to if you don’t talk to me, Hazel.”
Even if he somehow kept his voice from shaking, they could see the plumes of hurt in his eyes, and they hated themself for it. They wanted to celebrate, wanted to be happy that their venom had struck true, and a little bit of them was. A little bit of them couldn’t help but feel relieved that they still had the ability to attack, to defend themself from whatever kindness he was trying to weaken them with. 
The other part knew that every wound laid upon his heart was another shard of glass that would tear their throat open when they swallowed him up.
“Then I guess we’re not going to,” they huffed and spun on their heels, ready to walk out then and there.
“Hazel,” there was an authoritative air to his voice that had Hazel freezing, one they’d only heard from him one other time. “Stay.”
They turned to face him, and found nothing but longing in his eyes. It made them sick, made them want to tear those eyes out of his skull, made them want to press kisses to his eyelids and cheeks and lips. Please, just let me go. Let me save you from the torture of knowing me.
“I just want to help you.”
That’s the problem, they wanted to tell him, you can’t help me!
“There’s nothing to help me with,” they muttered, clenched and unclenched their fists at their sides, tried to remember how to breathe.
“Hazel.” Their name was a prayer falling from holy lips, and Hazel lost whatever progress they’d made in breathing as soon as he uttered it. “Come here, please?”
No. They couldn’t. They needed to leave.
They cursed the way their feet padded towards him, the way they fell against him when his arms opened and welcomed them in. They cursed the way his arms positioned them to curl in his lap before wrapping tight around them like a weighted blanket. They cursed the way he still felt like Sunday morning but also like home, like the scents of rosemary and wine tinging the air as they curled up on the couch in fuzzy pajamas to watch an old movie while a fire flickered warmly nearby.
Everything bubbled and gurgled in their throat, threatening to spill out once they were within the comfort of his embrace. They wanted to let it, to open their mouth and let it all spill into him, let him scoop it up and cradle it and tell them it would all be okay. They could have told him about how quickly they were falling for him and how it terrified them, because the crash landing when he wasn’t there to catch them would break every bone in their body. They could have told him how soft he felt against them and how they would cut through that softness like a blade until he was shredded to pieces in their wake.  Could have told him how they knew he wasn’t prepared for the total disaster that Hazel truly was and how devastating it’d be when he couldn’t handle the mess.
It was obvious how much he cared for them, but how many skipped meals or sleepless nights or trips to the hospital, or middle of the night screaming matches and meltdowns would it be before Ezra realized Hazel was simply too much? How many winters of hiding in their bed or summers of speeding down freeways at double the speed limit would they have before Ezra couldn’t take anymore? Before he realized they weren’t worth the trouble?
They leaned up to kiss him because they’d have cried otherwise. They might still, they thought miserably. 
They kissed him because this felt like a goodbye.
Their legs shifted until they were straddling his lap, felt his hands fall to their hips as they continued to kiss him—goodbye, I’ll miss you—and kiss him—goodbye, thank you for these few good weeks—and kiss him—goodbye, I love you—until they were dizzy with it.
“Hazel, I don’t—”
They shushed him with another press of their lips, pulling back only long enough to tug his shirt up and over his head. “Please Ez,” they whispered against him, “I need you.”
“I don’t want to take advant—”
“You’re not.”
Didn’t he see that he wasn’t taking advantage of them, but rather, they were taking advantage of him? That they were cruel and mean like that? Why wouldn’t he see that? Why couldn’t he see that their gravity was stronger than their kindness?
“I—please, Ez.”
He drew back and they saw him searching their face for something, anything. “Will it make you feel better,” he asked slowly, as though approaching a wounded animal, “or are you using it as a distraction?”
“It’ll make me feel better,” they lied immediately.
Everything hurt. Everything ached. They wanted the disassociation they knew would come from sex, craved the way he would make their head empty of nothing but the taste of his name on their tongue and the sound of his pleasure echoing behind their teeth.
His brows furrowed, and he looked nervous. Hazel could feel it in his energy too, buzzing along his nerves. “Only if it’ll make you feel better.”
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His arms tightened around them, an anchor keeping them tethered, a shield keeping the room from swallowing them, occupied by the shape of their shoulders and back so he couldn’t hold out in offering the heart he’d ripped straight from his own chest. So long as they stayed right there in his arms, they were safe, they were both safe, they were together, they were one.
Until they weren’t in his arms anymore.
How long did they have until that day came? How long before he could no longer withstand the ceaseless rocketing between them flying off into the stars and them crashing back to the ground, broken and bruised? How long would it be before he could no longer withstand the way they took their own hurt and sharpened it and brought it to his throat like the swords gifted to them by the Mother herself?
They were a heavy weight in his arms, in his heart. How long before his muscles grew too exhausted to carry them?
Their legs and hips continued to move their body up and down, their nails continued to dig crescents into the warm flesh of his shoulders—practice for when they would eventually tear him to pieces—but Hazel felt themself drifting. They felt the wind pick them up like grains of sand to be scattered about, torn apart, thrown everywhere. They weren’t there in that moment with Ezra, they were elsewhere, they were disappearing, they were disintegrating.
They were sliding from his arms, and they’d drag him down with them if he kept trying to hold on.
Hazel needed to wrench themself free from his grasp and drop before he could follow, let the embrace of the water pull them under, drown them, hold them as far from Ezra as possible.
They needed to pull back, needed to get away, but his face was buried in the crook of their neck, and he was pressing kisses so tenderly across their skin that it was impossible to let him go.
There was no choice in this.
If they didn’t rip the bandage off now, their wounds would start to heal, and it would hurt that much worse when Ezra left and tore them open again to pour salt in them.
The sound of their name and touch of hands on either side of their head throttled them back into reality, back to where Ezra was holding them as he loved them, soft and gentle as the rolling meadows of his eyes.
Their heart was a glass vase that had slipped from their fingers to explode against hardwood.
Hazel kissed him so he wouldn’t see their tears, kissed him because they were selfish and greedy, kissed him because they wanted to.
I’m sorry, they said with every kiss.
I’m sorry for making you love me. I’m sorry for loving you back.
Ezra was made not just of stardust, but of the sun and the moon and the galaxies and the cosmos. He was a universe, Hazel’s universe, and Hazel was the black hole that was going to tug at pieces of him one by one and burn them and shred them until nothing was left but a gaping hole of destruction torn through the fabric of whatever space he used to take up.
But Ezra was smart where Hazel was not, so he would eventually turn his back. They’d devour enough stars that he’d leave them before the damage became completely irreparable. And then Hazel would be left in desolate darkness with no stars shining to guide them, no sun to warm them, no moon to keep their axis balanced.
He drew back, his hands woven in their curls. “You’re so beautiful, Hazel,” he whispered reverently, his forehead dropping to meet theirs. “I—”
“Fuck, you feel so fucking good.” They arched their back and tipped their head back and rode him faster, willed their body to course correct the direction that his thoughts were going. Remind him of what this had been meant to be: sex and nothing more.
They couldn’t hear him say it. They couldn’t, because if they did, they might not ever leave.
“Haze, I—” He leaned towards them.
Hazel dropped their palm down over his lips, raised a brow, tightened their mask in place. “Shut up. I didn’t tell you that you could speak.”
Talking to him like that did nothing to excite them, nothing to warm them like it had the last time. There was absolutely no sense of control here, nothing for them to grasp. They didn’t want to have this sort of control over him, not right now.
They wanted to run.
The urge to just get up and leave gnawed at them. To get up and run and never look back, to run where they could lick the new wounds they’d given themself without him there to nurse them.
“You didn’t come.” Ezra’s forehead pressed against their shoulder when he finally finished. “Do you want me to—”
“No, I’m good.” They shoved off of him and immediately began to get dressed, ignoring how empty they felt without him, ignoring how their lungs seized with the need to breathe his air.
His breathing was ragged, his skin shiny with sweat, but there was more pain in his eyes than Hazel could bear seeing when they caught a glimpse of him.
“You’re leaving?”
They shrugged as they buttoned their jeans. “We had sex so yeah, that would make sense.”
“You can spend the nigh—”
They turned, no longer able to face him. “I was sleeping with you because I was afraid to sleep alone. I’m used to Elysia now, so I don’t need you anymore.”
The words were out of their mouth before they could think better of it. They had wanted to cut deep enough to get their point across, but they hadn’t meant to cut down into bone. I don’t need you. They knew Ezra well enough to know how that would have broken him.
That was too cruel, but they couldn’t bring themself to take it back. Instead, they just cursed their destructive nature and bit back on the tears that it brought them.
And then they left.
They couldn’t bear to look back at him and see the expression bruised across his face in the shape of their fist. They couldn’t stay and hear the silence drag on any longer, couldn’t wait to find out if his voice would have sounded wet when he finally managed to say something in response, couldn’t stand to hear their name crack from heartbroken lips because surely that’s what he would have said, that’s what he always said.
Hazel.
They fell back against the door of their chambers once they were safely inside, swallowed back a sob because dammit they shouldn’t be crying over this. They stared down at the light once again glowing around their ankle and tried to figure out when Ezra had moved on from being their favorite person to being the person they were horribly, disgustingly, and painfully in love with.
Sliding down to the floor, they were quick to pull themself into a ball, quick to try and contain themself before they came apart into too many pieces to be salvaged.
They were in love with Ezra, weren’t they? Not in the way their heart would flutter when he was close by, but rather, in the way that made the air they were sipping into their lungs taste toxic if it wasn’t the same air that he was breathing, in the way that waking up in the morning wasn’t worth it if they weren’t waking up next to him, in the way that they wanted to pry apart his ribs and crawl into the space next to his heart and call it home.
They were in love with Ezra, and love was something of a luxury, one that Hazel couldn’t afford.
This was the right thing to do.
There was no choice in this.
They would break Ezra to save themself, no matter how much it hurt in the meantime. Afterall, Hazel was well acquainted with hurting themself.
What was one more scar to add to the collection?
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Sleep was a difficult thing to find amongst the broken fragments of Ezra’s heart that night, too many variables cycling through his head, too many problems, too many mistakes.
Something dark was haunting the edges of Elysia, war looming in the near future with the Constellites scrambling for a foothold to protect their people. Noah wasn’t safe in his own home with their father, leaving Ezra to watch his brother live through the same nightmare he’d lived through, too cowardly to do anything about it. Hazel had turned their back on him without so much as a hint as to why, running like a spooked deer at the sound of a shotgun being loaded.
Gods, it felt like too much all at once, like everything might have been looking up only for fate to smile upon him as she pushed him off the cliff into the pits of Tartarus.
When the sun began to peek its head into his room through the windows, Ezra decided getting up for breakfast felt like too great a task. It was easier to just lie there, wasn’t it? It wasn’t until late into the morning when Antares and Alrescha sought him out that he even managed to come out from under the covers.
“Your energy is dark,” Antares said just as Ezra felt the mattress dipping at his back. He shrugged off the hand that dropped onto his shoulder, not caring for whatever comfort Antares wanted to offer.
“I don’t feel good,” he muttered, aware that he sounded like a cranky child trying to get out of going to school. The next time that hand found his shoulder, rubbing soothing circles at the base of his neck, Ezra didn’t bother fighting it off. He was too tired, too hurt.
“Are you and Hazel fighting?” Alrescha asked, running her fingers through Ezra’s hair.
“I have no fucking clue what’s going on.”
Both of their hands froze and he could feel them tense beside him. Tears burnt and prickled in his eyes and it took everything in him not to sob at the echo of Hazel’s voice playing on a never-ending loop in the back of his mind.
I don’t need you anymore.
He had known that something was wrong, had bought into Hazel’s excuse that the sex would help, and the entire time, no matter how softly he spoke or how tenderly he kissed them, he had watched them fall further and further into whatever was plaguing them. It’d been in their eyes, some sort of despair that he hadn’t a name for. It’d been in the lifeless way they had tried to exercise control over him, the way they chased his pleasure but not their own—not out of kindness, no, but out of selfishness, out of distraction. He’d seen it, but couldn’t find a way to pull Hazel out of its clutches.
And then they’d run before he had the chance to try.
He’d let his brother down.
He’d let Hazel down.
Could Ezra have anything in his life that he didn’t mess up in some way?
“Why don’t we get breakfast, Ez?” Antares asked, his voice too soft for Ezra to snap at him like he wanted to. He felt the weight of Antares lift off of the bed behind him, and though part of him wanted to reach out and grasp for his friend, his once-lover, Ezra kept his hands to himself. Antares wasn’t his anymore. Hazel wasn’t his anymore. Ezra would only ever have himself, and he was starting to wonder what he could have done in the past to deserve such a fate.
Still, he turned just in time to see Alrescha whispering something to Antares before disappearing out the door. He didn’t know where she was off too, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care, not with the heavy concern in Antares’ fire-tinged violet eyes when they landed on him again, not with the way that expression reminded him of what he’d lost once, of what he couldn’t have now, what he didn’t seem to deserve.
I don’t need you anymore.
“Come malia, you’ll take a bath first. That’ll make you feel better.“ Antares smiled, held out a hand when Ezra finally sat up, but despite the way Ezra could feel him muting himself, his worry remained palpable through the smoky incense of his energy.
Ezra hated it, hated that Antares felt the need to mute from him in the first place, hated that he felt worried, hated that Ezra liked that someone was worried because it made him feel at least somewhat wanted. Stars, he was pathetic wasn’t he? So desperate for affection that the smallest hint of it had tears welling up in his eyes as he stared down at his hands in his lap, willing one of them to reach up and take Antares’ hand, willing it to unclench from the blanket and do something only for it to sit there uselessly, a reminder of how much of a monumental failure Ezra was in every possible way.
He did, however, protest when Antares slipped an arm beneath him and hoisted him up, apparently unbothered entirely by the lack of response. Ezra shoved uselessly against him, but Antares was a persistent bastard when the mood struck him, so he seemed happy enough to drag a kicking Ezra towards the washroom. Eventually, Ezra managed to shrug the other off of him long enough to relieve himself, and though the idea of a bath sounded utterly exhausting, Ezra knew he wouldn’t get out of it at this point.
He glared at his friend who simply leaned against the doorway in a way that looked unfairly attractive, something that made Ezra’s stomach pitch and churn considering his downward spiraling thoughts. “Will you get out now?”
A smile toyed at Antares’ lips. “I’ve seen you naked before, Ezra, and I’ve always liked the look of it.”
“I am not in the mood for your games, ‘Tares,” Ezra spat back at him, tucking himself away before turning to face the other man fully.
“You always used to like my games.” Antares leaned down to give Ezra’s cheek a quick and playful kiss. “Take a bath, Ezra.”
“Just get ou—“
“I’m going to stay, actually. You’re going to soak with your fancy oils, you’re going to tell me what is going on, and if you’re very good, I will wash your hair.”
The thing Ezra had always loved about Antares over everything else was how the damned scorpion just seemed to know what he needed. He knew that Ezra didn’t truly want to be alone. He knew that Ezra needed to talk about this. He knew that a bath with oils would help to calm his frazzled nerves.
Even if he wouldn’t admit those things, wanting instead to have the strength to suffer on his own, Antares knew. He always knew.
So, he ignored the playful grab for his bottom when he stripped and sunk down into the tub Antares had filled for him, letting jasmine and gardenia and rose fill his nose. He didn’t protest when Antares pulled his hair over the edge of the tub and began to work through it gently with a comb, waiting silently for Ezra to speak.
And, Ezra did. Perhaps he shouldn’t have. Perhaps he should have been stronger, dealt with everything himself, sucked up his stupid emotions the way his father always told him to when he was younger, but Ezra had always been terrible at hiding his heart, especially from those who, for some reason, seemed to care about him. It was all too easy to spill everything into Antares’ patient ears, easy to quietly whisper his worries about Noah, easy to choke out his distress about Hazel. Easy to trust the other man to hold him together while his heart threatened to fall apart.
Antares stayed quiet while Ezra spoke, giving him room to do so freely. By the time Ezra was finished, the scorpion had finished shampooing and conditioning his hair, fingers working through the tangles gently and carefully. “Did you want advice, malia, or just for me to listen?”
Ezra thought about that and the answer came easily; he had no idea what to do about any of this. “Advice, please.”
“Until there is immediate danger present, give Noah space to figure out how he wants to handle everything at home. He’s like you, no?” Antares asked, fingers twisting and pulling in a way that told Ezra he was braiding the long strands of his hair, starting from the top of his head and working his way down. “There’s a pretty good chance that he’ll get himself out of there. He doesn’t have anything holding him there the way you did. He is strong, and you must trust him to handle it himself, or to ask for help when or if he needs it.”
That was a good point, even if Ezra had already known that. When this mess was over he’d go home and determine how immediate of danger Noah was in and then go from there. “And with Hazel?”
Antares chuckled. “That’s more complicated.” He reached over and plucked a hair tie from Ezra’s wrist, brushing his fingers up Ezra’s arm and shoulder before tying off the braid. “Hazel wants you but they’re afraid of that. I’m assuming, based on my own experience, that they either want you to leave them to reaffirm what they’ve thought all along, or they’re going to dump you before you can dump them. Figure out what our dear Hazy is so afraid of and show them that you aren’t afraid of it. You’re a stubborn one, no? Use that to your advantage.”
Ezra would have been a fool not to listen to Antares. As frustrating as the man could be, he was innately wise. And regardless of what messy past they had, Antares was still one of Ezra’s closest friends and confidants. He trusted him with all that he was, trusted him not to lead him astray.
Antares tugged on his braid, just hard enough to get Ezra to lean his head back and look up at that dangerously attractive look in the scorpion’s eyes. “And, Hazel is angrier than they let on. They have an Aries moon, right? Maybe they just need to get all that energy out somehow. Maybe you should let them.”
So, Ezra listened.
Scrubbed clean, hair braided, and comfortably dressed, Ezra sought out Hazel and found them sitting out on the bridge with Alrescha. Briefly, he wondered if Hazel had opened up to her in ways that they apparently couldn’t with him. He wondered, and he felt like a jerk for the jealousy that flared with that question.
“Hazel.”
They glared at him, but Ezra could see the wound there in their eyes. “What?”
“Let’s go.”
They blinked, shaking their head slightly in surprise at the demand. “Excuse me?”
“I said, let’s go.” He glanced at Alrescha. “I apologize for interrupting, ‘Rescha, but it’s important.”
Hazel swung their legs around and hopped down before stomping over to Ezra. They glared up at him, jabbing a finger so hard in his chest he thought it might bruise. “If you think for one second that you can just talk to me lik—“
They squeaked as he scooped them up, tossing them over his shoulder. Alrescha waved them off with a smile and watched curiously, if not a little bit amusedly, as he tightened his arm around their thighs so they couldn’t kick. That did little to protect him from their small fists pounding into his back or their nails digging deep into his skin, but that he could deal with.
“You won’t talk to me,” he started as he began to walk along the length of the bridge, “but you can’t avoid this forever.”
“Let me go you stupid, fucking assh—“
He did, just for a moment, letting go for just long enough that Hazel gasped and scrambled to wrap their arms around his middle so they didn’t fall. Only then did he return his grip.
“What in the fuck is the matter with you?” they asked as he crossed from stone to grass, making his way out to the fields beyond the bridge.
The vastness of the Protévousa, or any of Elysia really, would never fail to dazzle him. The fields surrounding the castle seemed endless, falling into rolling hills that stretched their ways out towards the Vasíleia. Even more astonishing was that if you weren’t looking out towards the hills, the only thing you could see was the sky, dipped so low that it looked like you could walk right into it.
If it weren’t for Noah, he’d have been happy to live in Elysia for the rest of his eternity.
He hated that he had to sully such a lovely view with what he had planned, but the needs must and all that.
“You’re upset or angry about something,” he said. “You won’t talk to me about it, so I want you to work it off.” Hazel needed an outlet for their feelings, and obviously words weren’t their method of choice. Ezra would go out on a limb to say that Antares was right, that doing something more physical might be helpful to them. They had an awfully incredible amount of energy and steam, and as Ezra had mentioned before, he had plenty of stamina. If Hazel needed to take their anger out on him, he would let them. He had plenty of experience in that aspect after all.
At the back of the castle, after several more minutes of him walking and them cursing up a storm, he lowered them to their feet. He anticipated their swing and was able to parry back out of their reach easily enough, but that only served to piss them off more.
“You’re lucky that I don’t beat your fucking ass,” they seethed, their cheeks adorably red.
“No, I’d like it if you would, actually.”
Hazel blinked again, that same look of surprise covering their face before it was replaced with their previous anger. “Fuck you and your fucking kinks you fucking pervert.”
“Not a kink thing.” He smiled, dropped a kiss to their forehead, and parried back when they lunged for him, all claws and rage. “Not this time, at least. You and I haven’t sparred yet. We should. Despite what you saw back with Hamal and I before, I’m pretty good at it.”
“I’m going back inside.”
Ezra’s stomach dropped as Hazel turned and made to stalk off. Dammit. He really thought that this would work. “Hazy, please—“
He grabbed their wrist, too distracted by the thoughts spiraling in his head to counter when Hazel spun on their heels and brought a fist up in a wicked sucker punch straight to his gut.
Bingo.
The punch hurt—they had the tiniest fists he’d ever seen but sweet stars did they have more rage in them than he ever could have guessed—but it was the ticket he’d needed, his green light, his go.
Earth raised between them at his silent command, a smaller version of the pedestal he’d borne the day he crash-landed into their life, flattened sideways to form something of a short wall. Nothing Hazel couldn’t get around easily with the winds of their god, but large enough to separate them and give Ezra room to take a few steps back.
“Fuck your stupid wall.”
Using their wind they hopped on top of it, and he had to really focus to keep himself from smiling.
“You’re taller than me now, at least.” He craned his neck to look up at them, but Hazel only met him with a vicious sneer, no amusement in sight at the joke.
“You want to spar then? Weapons, or no?”
Ezra’s eyes widened and he shook his head quickly. “Hazel, I am not going to shoot you.” Why would they have even considered that as an option? “No weapons. Gifts only.”
“Fine,” they snarled before launching themself up higher.
It was a good strategy that they had taken a liking to in their recent spars—the height advantage. Ezra could utilize height by manipulating trees and earth but it was not as practical to do so, not useful in the way Hazel used it at least.
They came down even more quickly than they had flown up, their foot aimed right for his head. He careened back easily enough, and Hazel changed course as soon as he did. They spun themself as they came down towards the earth, gathering wind at their palms to throw at him as they landed.
This time, he wasn’t able to avoid their strike and the wind slammed into him, sending him reeling back. Stars, were they fast.
His spine thumped soundly against the trunk of a thick tree and it was only by the skin of his teeth that he managed to duck down and slam his fist against the ground before they swung again. The force reverberated strongly enough that Hazel—who was running towards him—was knocked off of their feet as the earth quaked beneath them.
When they got back up and rushed at him, they were all ruthless claws and unapologetic fangs, throwing jabs and elbows and wind in such rapid and vicious succession that Ezra found himself losing breath just trying to block and avoid their attacks.
It would have been an easy thing to swing back, with his fists or his feet or the earth. If he was quick enough to get a shot in, he’d have been able to knock them flat. Where they were quick and clever, he was larger and stronger. Not quite like Hamal, Ezra possessing more grace than his fiery friend but not as much strength, but enough to have easily overpowered Hazel.
But he just couldn’t do it. Every time his body surged towards them to take advantage of a scant opening they’d left, he would see their face and freeze. Even as their face, now dampened with sweat, contained all the rage of a tornado within it, the thought of bringing them any sort of harm, any sort of hurt, had him retreating and moving instead to get back onto the defensive line.
“Come on, you bastard!” Hazel barked, their fist swinging up into his chin hard enough to knock his head back. “You haven’t hit me once!” They kicked the heel of their foot against his stomach, pushing him further back.
“I—“ He gasped. Mother above was he hurting. “You’re really fast.”
Their brows furrowed, unbelieving. “You’re just as fast. Are you going fucking easy on me?”
“Haz—“
“I’ve seen you fight the others”—their fists clenched at their sides, shaking, and they bore their teeth at him like a rabid animal—“but you won’t fight me.”
Ezra didn’t like to hurt anybody, but sparring with the others was easier to do. He would have liked to blame that on the fact that he’d been doing so since he was still a child, but he couldn’t, not really.
He just couldn’t bring himself to hurt Hazel. They were small and fragile. It wouldn’t take more than a single punch from him to win the fight and he knew that. Ezra knew just how much force it took to knock someone smaller down, knew just how it felt to be that fragile in the face of someone bigger and stronger.
Tears blistered in their eyes, and it made his heart jump into his throat. “You still don’t fucking think I’m strong enough.” They stomped their way towards him and used the flats of their hands to shove him back. He took it, letting himself be knocked backwards. Tears streamed freely down their cheeks, just as unforgiving as the Styx, and Ezra’s heart lurched in his throat. “Fucking fight me!”
“I can’t,” he blurted out before he could think better of it. I can’t, please. Don’t make me.
“Of course, you can’t.” They threw their head back and laughed, the sound wet and warped. “You can’t fight somebody if it isn’t fair.” The glare they gave him, wet with their anguish, managed to cut through him easier than their blades could have. “And how could it be fair? You could beat me so easy, right? I wouldn’t stand a chance because I’m not strong like you guys.”
Each and every word sounded laced with a venom that left Ezra dizzy, left him sick to his stomach, and though he opened his mouth to respond, he couldn’t find it in himself to force the words out. They weren’t wrong, but they weren’t right either. It was so much more than all that, deeper and more complicated, but he just didn’t know how to say that.
“Fuck you. Just fuck you, Ezra,” they spat before turning away from him.
“Hazel, wait!” He wanted to move towards them but couldn’t find the strength to do so. Fear opened a pit in his stomach, one that left him shaking and not breathing. The thought of hurting them left him feeling monstrous, but watching them walk away wasn’t something he could do, it wasn’t something that he could handle.
Not again.
“Fine,” he choked around his heart. “I’ll fight you.”
“Don’t bother,” they muttered, their lip quivering. They took a step forward, a step away from him.
In a panic, he lurched forward and grabbed their shoulder. He yanked them hard enough for them to lose their balance, but before Ezra could give into the desire to catch them, Hazel caught themself with their wind instead, steadying their feet and whirling that air right back at him.
This time when they fought, Ezra didn’t hold himself back. And each and every time his fist met their ribs, or his foot met their side, his vision blurred with heart wrenching guilt. Each and every time they cried out in pain he choked on a sob.
He couldn’t do this.
He couldn’t not do this.
“For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality.”
He swung his fist in an uppercut and hit them in the middle so hard the air whooshed from their lungs and made them stumble back, their arms wrapping protectively around themself.
They stared at one another, Hazel wild and teary eyed, Ezra more distraught than he had ever been in his life, before Hazel fell onto their bottom and curled in on themself with a groan. 
“Okay,” they rasped out, “you win. Gods, fuck, I can’t remember—“
They were still talking but the ringing in Ezra’s ears drowned out the sound of their voice.
“For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality.”
Hazel was lying on the ground and in obvious pain. Pain that Ezra himself had consciously caused. He could feel it echoing in his own gut, feel the exact shape of the unforgiving fist, feel the knuckles digging into his skin, bruising deep into the muscle.
Weak. Useless. Get up, you little brat. I barely touched you. Be a man. Suck it up. Stop crying. Stop crying. Stop crying. Stop—
His mind went blank, black, overwhelmed with full scale panic. He was on his knees at their side before he could stop himself, his hands turning them onto their back, pressing against their stomach. Prayers spilled from his lips in a daze, slurred on his tongue, pitched a note off from his usual voice. He could feel Astrae wavering beneath his skin, writhing around his bones as he always did when trying to shield Ezra from things he didn’t want him seeing, remembering, but Ezra held him back. 
Gods know what I’ve done to be sacked with a son like you. Pathetic. Get up before I make it so you can’t get up again. Get. Up.
Hazel had to get up. He had to fix them, had to get them back on their feet before—before what? Before someone saw what he did? No, no he would be punished accordingly. But Hazel, Hazel didn’t deserve that. He had to help before someone saw them on the ground, saw them hurt, saw them weak.
“Nevertheless, I will bring health and healing to it; I will heal my people and will let them enjoy abundant peace and security.”
A gasp left Hazel’s lips now that they could breathe more easily. His power spilled from him through his palms, seared his skin, healed theirs.
“You motherfucker,” they hissed as they used their feet to shove away from him, staring at him the way a rabbit might a fox. “Are you kidding me? Seriously?”
Their tears came unabashedly, and it took him a moment to even realize what he’d done, a moment to lower his hands, feel them sting with fresh pain as he planted his palms on his thighs.
Shit.
“Hazel.” He reached for them, fighting the voice in his head screaming at him to stay still, to not move until told, but they shrunk back as though he was trying to burn them.
Was it fear in their eyes he saw? Hatred? Fury? He couldn’t tell, but it clawed into his chest and pierced his heart with such a ferocity that he could feel the blood pooling in the back of his throat with every ragged breath. His hand hung between them, sizzling with fresh burns, as Hazel scrambled to their feet, as they glared and took a few unsteady steps away from him. “Stay the fuck away from me, Ezra. I mean it.”
Don’t go. Please don’t leave me. I’m sorry. Please, I didn’t mean to. I didn’t mean to—
He couldn’t bring himself to follow after them, only able to stare blankly as they disappeared over the nearest hill and vanished into the horizon.
Fuck.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sleep eluded Ezra once again, leaving him alone in his dark room, alone with his bruised ribs and chin and spiraling thoughts.
Antares had offered to stay the night with him, but Ezra was fine. He’d told him that, at least. He didn’t doubt for a second that the scorpion-blooded man saw his words for the blatant lie that they were but Antares would respect Ezra’s need for space and privacy.
He looked through the window and counted stars, remembered the way that sometimes, when Hazel was asleep, he could trace the freckles on their cheek and nose and find the constellation from which they were born on their right cheek.
By the time that morning came to wrench him from his bed, Hazel was already getting ready to leave. He found them standing in the lobby, surrounded by all of the others. Even Deneb was there, albeit keeping her distance. 
Everybody was taking turns hugging Hazel and wishing them well. Deneb dipped her chin at them once in acknowledgement.
Ezra was the only one left, standing at the bottom of the stairs wringing his sore hands together with baited breath waiting to see how Hazel would react to his presence. Would they say goodbye to him? Would they hear his pleas for them to stay safe?
No, they wouldn’t.
They didn’t deign him a glance before marching towards the front of the castle.
Hazel was marching towards their death and wouldn’t even offer Ezra a simple goodbye.
He didn’t look or speak to anybody before he hurried back to his chambers.
I don’t need you anymore.
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Kharon was nothing like Hazel had expected, not based on what everybody had told them about the psychopomp.
They’d anticipated a daímōn of some sort—something with tentacles or too many eyes or weird black goo like all the others—but instead, Kharon appeared to just be a man… and a wickedly attractive one, at that.
He towered before them, nearly as wide as he was tall, and looked as if he were carved from marble, blindingly white skin wrapped tightly around a finely crafted skull and with eyes so light they appeared nearly translucent save for the literal flames flickering within them. Freckles smattered his face like a night sky’s worth of stars over a slightly crooked nose and high cheekbones. Hair the color of a raven’s feather fanned out in delicate waves from the middle of his head down just past the nape of his neck, messy, like he had run his wide hands through it carelessly a dozen times.
A tattered black robe, belted by cord in the middle, draped him and pooled like oil around his feet. But even with the baggy robe, Hazel could see that he was sturdily built, wide of shoulder and chest, and thick of arms and legs. He was startlingly beautiful.
He stood at the front of his boat, leaning with an elbow against his propped oar, and was speaking to the God Hermes who had led Hazel to the shore where the Rivers converged.
“Oi!” he yelled suddenly, looking at Hazel from over God Hermes’ shoulder, scowling. “Hurry up, would ya? I’m not going to wait around all day. We must make haste.”
Hazel nodded and hurried across the short field towards the shore, their boots digging into wet dirt before they climbed over the side of the boat. Their arms shot out to balance themself when the boat rocked against the waters, and they did not miss the roll of Kharon’s crystalline eyes.
“Sit your ass down there and grab the oars.” He pointed to a bench behind him.
Hazel sat and raised a brow as they looked up at Kharon’s back. “Isn’t that your job?” 
He whirled on his heel, stared at them incredulously for a moment before snarling and baring his teeth, showing off canines that were too sharp to be human. They met his glare with one of their own, letting the smoke in their eyes match the flames in his, and the daímōn jabbed a finger at them. “Pick up the oars and row, ya little koprophagos, or you can go to the crows.”
Hazel stared at the two oars that framed them on either side of the boat, held on by thick metal rings so they didn’t fall in the water. They’d never rowed a boat before, in fact, the only time they’d even been in one was back with a few of the shop guys last summer, and that had been a boat with a motor. Hazel had been drunk off their ass singing some terrible rendition of “Old Number Seven” with Lucas. They certainly hadn’t been in charge of making the boat go.
Still, they took a deep breath and wrapped their hands around the oars. “Where are we going?”
Kharon seemed happy enough, apparently, to ignore them, balancing a foot precariously on the front of the boat as he took up his own oar, longer than theirs and already sunk low in the water, using it to push away from the shore and steer the boat further into the River. 
Though sitting, Hazel tried to watch his movements, gripping their oars tight with determination. They could do this. They had to do this, to show everyone—to show Ezra—that they could. Rowing a boat couldn’t be that hard right?
But as soon as they dipped the end of the oars into the water, something soft and lovely crooned in their ears. It made them jump and wrench the oars back out.
Kharon shot them a narrowed look. “Oi, it’s just timing music, don’t be a fool.”
“Why can I hear it?” they hissed as they experimentally dipped the oars back into the Rivers, letting the music lull in their head. “Where is it coming fro—”
“The River, ya moron.”
“—what is it timing?”
“The rowing. Now, get to it. Heave ho.” He turned his head and sneered at the distance, though Hazel had a distinct feeling he was actually sneering at them, even if he wasn’t deigning them the honor of his attention.
They studied his back and the way that his strokes were each in time with the melody in their head. It took embarrassingly long for the daímōn’s words to sink in and click—the music was the timing belt, the oar the camshaft, the boat the engine. With that in mind, Hazel felt less anxious about the strange sound and hesitantly began to row. It was surprisingly difficult, pulling at their muscles in a way they hadn’t expected considering how soft the water looked, having to move both hands at the same time and same strength to keep the boat moving evenly and smoothly. No doubt they’d be sore as fuck and covered in sweat by the end of the journey to wherever they were headed.
“So, anything weird going on in these parts?”
All of the available Constellites had gotten together throughout the past week to discuss strategy. It had been generally agreed upon that Hazel would not make their identity as a Constellite known, that they would conceal their energy the way they usually did unless any sort of danger arose. So long as they could do so safely, they would play the role of a passed soul entering the afterlife. They would try for casual and innocent conversation with Kharon.
But in the thirty seconds that they had known the surly sailor, they’d decided that deceit wouldn’t work best. Tactically speaking, he wasn’t going to just offer information to a random passerby. 
When he ignored their question, they pulled one of the oars from the water with their aching arms and thwacked the side of his leg.
He spun on his heel again, flames blazing in his eyes, his scowl so intense he nearly looked like the daímōn that Hazel originally expected to meet. “What was that for? I ought to—”
“Answer the question. Has there been anything strange going on?” His eyes narrowed at the question, the hand around his oar clenching into a tight fist, but Hazel refused to be cowed, standing from their seat and sticking their chin up. “God Hades hasn’t seen anything, but Elysia is being attacked. Given that you transport everybo—”
Kharon moved so quickly and silently, Hazel didn’t have time to react. Before they so much as blinked, he was in front of them, his fist wound into the front of their shirt, hoisting them into the air high enough for their toes to leave the wood. “Who are ya and what the fuck are ya doin’ on my boat?”
Their sword was in their hand and they had the blade of it pressed against the flesh of his throat in an instant. “I am Castorlux, Constellite of Geminorum,” the words felt weird in their throat, on their tongue, but even more surprising was the steel-like way in which they managed to say it.
His eyes widened for a brief moment before he stiffened and glowered. “And what is a godling doin’ on my ferry, then?” He made no attempt to step backwards and away from the sword, instead choosing to glare down his nose at them.
“I need to know if you’ve seen anything traveling where it doesn’t belong.”
“There is this wannabe godling traveling down the River towards the Meadows,” he spat out haughtily.
They pressed the blade harder, letting it draw forth pinprick beads of blood upon it. The daímōn didn’t even flinch. “Answer the question. People are dying, boat boy.”
Wings made from leathery night shot out from his back as the flames in his eyes overtook the icy blue completely, no longer mere flickers but now infernos. “I am Kharon, the Ferryman for Hades, the son of Night and of Darkness, brother of Death and Sleep and Fate. Do ya truly believe that a sword would frighten me, tiny brat?”
Hazel, for a moment, considered actually slitting his throat, if only to shut his arrogant mouth up.
“I am closer to a god then you’ll ever be, at least,” they snarled instead. “Now let me down before I—”
“Let you down?” He smiled then, but it lacked any sort of warmth and showed off those too-sharp canines once again. “Of course. This isn’t a proper way to hold a god now, is it?” He turned and straightened his arm, held them out until they were dangling over the water.
Panic lurched in Hazel’s chest, and they scrambled for his wrist. “I swear to the stars if you drop me I will—”
The water was cold as it swallowed them whole, icy, sinking itself deep past their skin and straight into their bones. They wanted to curl in on themself, the dread of the River clawing at them, trying to drag them further down.
No. Fuck that. Fuck you, boat boy.
Hazel gripped their hand around their sword right before it slipped through their fingers, tucking it into its sheath so they could use both hands to swim up and up and up. They gasped for breath when they broke through the surface, scrambling to keep their head above the water as their eyes landed on that damned psychopomp, already turning the boat around.
“Oh, you fucking asshole!” they screeched as they swam towards the boat, wrapping a hand over the edge before he could get too far and leave them behind.
“This boat is for souls only.” He didn’t deign them any sort of glance, continuing to look away from them and forward to where he was turning the boat with his fucking oar. “Your kind ain’t welcome here.”
Hazel growled in frustration and heaved themself back over the side, dropping down with a wet plop.  “I paid my fare, dammit!” they spat out, climbing to their feet. When he once again ignored them, ignored their words and their shivering as the cool air slapped against their waterlogged skin and hair and clothes, Hazel kicked one of the benches with all the force of their boiling temper. “I paid my fare, so you’ll let me on this stupid fucking boat.”
“Coinage tainted by star-bled hands means little to me.”
“Look,” they stomped forward to close the distance between themself and the bastard ferryman, “all I want to know is if you’ve seen anything.” They grabbed his arm and whirled him around, very nearly cowering at the sight of his eyes glaring flaming daggers down at them. They returned it with one just as sharp. “Then I will leave you alone, because trust me, I want nothing to fucking do with you either.”
Instead of snapping something at them, or dropping them back into the water, Kharon studied them, albeit viciously. His nose scrunched in disgust at whatever he found. “I want no part in the lover’s quarrel of your Gods.”
Confusion swirled through them and they shook their head. “What? It isn’t a lover’s quarrel. How do you even know about Ez—Astrae and I?”
His head tipped back as he laughed, full-bellied and cruel. “I wasn’t speaking of ya, though I am delighted to know that you two are keepin’ with tradition if there’s a spat between you. I was referring to those fools Mávri Trýpa and Iliakó Fos.”
Hazel’s body went tense at once. “Tradition?” The word sat heavy on their tongue and tasted bitter.
His laughter died off from his lips, but that cruelty never left Kharon’s burning eyes. He stared at them for a long moment, head tipping to the side as if he was staring at a particularly curious bug. Hazel hated the way it made them want to squirm. “I thought it may have been you that the Oracle had spoken off, given that ya took so long to join your comrades, but perhaps I was mistaken.”
River mist splashed against their face, though they didn’t feel it, numbness encroaching its way into their bones. They could hear thunder, despite the sky being clear, and it took them a few unsteady breaths to realize it was their own heart, pounding so violently that it created a haunting drumbeat in their ears. Too many questions whirled like wind into a tornado through their head. The Oracle? Lovers’ quarrel? Tradition?
“Why do ya look so perplexed, godling?” His smile grew wicked, taunting. He bent forward until his face was close enough to theirs that they could feel the hot puffs of his breath against their nose. He tapped a sharp fingernail against their forehead and chuckled at their flinch. “Have your memories not yet come to ya? This is fascinating, indeed.”
“I—” Their brows furrowed, and they took a nervous step back. “I have my memories.”
“All of them?” he teased.
The dream. Their eyes widened and they took another step, slipped on some of the water that had dripped from their hair, or their clothes, or maybe it was seeping up from the cracks in the boat, the River reaching for them, calling to them, trying to drag them down to the empty depths once again. The impact of their ass onto the wooden floor went unnoticed, buried beneath the burn of rising panic. 
“Kharon,” they breathed his name like contrition, “please. Tell me what you know. Anything.”
He smiled as though he enjoyed the sight of them on the ground beneath him. “I’ll speak not to a godling. I’m going to return ya to the shores and—”
Dread. There was so much dread flooding their throat, so much of it that they were shaking, so much of it that their eyes were burning with it. They hadn’t the slightest idea what this bastard meant by “tradition” or “Oracle” or “lover’s quarrel” but each of those things brought with them a sense of terrifying dread that sharpened into gut-wrenching panic.
Hazel had always had this thing about control. Their whole life seemed to be a hopeless war for it. A fight with the chaotic ramblings in their head that insisted something was wrong, someone hated them, they’d done something terrible. A fight with their own body, their reflection in the mirror, the desperate hunger clawing away at their stomach that they refused to give into. A fight with the spirals and the sinking and the ups and the downs and the empty empty empty that threatened to consume them nearly every day. 
Yet no matter how hard they fought or how long they trekked the battlefields of their own damn self, they could never manage to wrestle that control from whatever bastard the fates decided to hand it over to. 
And now there was more? The fucking godhood wasn’t enough? The uselessness that came with being unable to do what they were supposedly created for wasn’t enough? Now there were more secrets, more things they didn’t know, more things someone hadn’t told them?
They clambered to their feet, lunged for him, took the front of his thick robe into their shaking fists. He tried to shove them away, but they held on tight. “What do you want?” they asked, begged, their voice thick. “More coins? I can get more—however many you want.” They could; there was a treasury in the castle. Hazel would rob it blind if they needed to.
“I don’t want your coins.” He finally managed to push them away, satisfied when they landed back onto the floor of the sloshing boat. “I want ya off of my bo—”
“I will leave and never come back if you just tell me,” they said, their words breaking on a sob, watching as the Meadows began to encroach on them, the flowers creeping toward the River like a plague, crawling closer and closer until they threatened to choke Hazel with their stems and their leaves.
“You’ll leave either way,” he muttered, the fire in his eyes banking to undiluted ice.
Their chest went tight with ache. Could he hate the Constellites so much that he would leave Hazel, somebody he had never met before this day, to drown? Could he be that uncaring? That cruel to someone so desperate for his help?
They hated begging, hated it, because it felt too much like handing that control over to someone else, felt too much like admitting that they didn’t have the iron grip on it that they always pretended to. But Kharon had answers, and Hazel had a black ring around their ankle that wouldn’t come off no matter how hard they scrubbed and a hole in their heart in the shape of Ezra that threatened to swallow them up if they didn’t get their shit together, if they didn’t get answers.
So Hazel would beg.
“Name one thing. Anything.” They grit their teeth, biting back on the next sob, held strong. “I swear, I will do it.”
“You’re a desperate thing, ain’t ya?” Each word hit them like a dagger, sharp and lethal, but mirth lit flame back into his eyes. “Fine, fine.”
The ugly pounding of their heart, like the misfiring of every cylinder in a fucked up engine, was replaced with a sudden and vicious hissing noise. It was a low sound, but distinct enough to raise gooseflesh on their wind bitten skin.
Kharon lowered himself into a squat, bringing himself more level with Hazel, and held out his hands, palms down to show off the black and white ink tattooed on his skin. At first they weren’t sure why, until they noticed the sleeves of his robes moving, writhing, without any wind to cause it. The hissing picked up in volume and Hazel watched in wonder and terror as the tattoos shifted, lifting from his skin and sliding forward until two snakes peered out from under his sleeves, one white as the moon and the other as black as pitch, both with forked and rattling tongues, staring at Hazel with deep, fathomless eyes.
The snakes slithered towards them, their beady eyes casting some sort of judgment onto Hazel, though they couldn’t tell whether the verdict would be decided by the serpents or their master, couldn’t even think as they tried desperately to remember how to breathe without screaming.
“Pick one,” was all he said, watching as their watery gray eyes flitted back and forth from white to black, from purity to wickedness.
“For what?” Their voice shook, any earlier idea of standing tall thrown out into the River. 
It wasn’t that Hazel was afraid of snakes. Snakes were pretty fucking awesome, actually. It was just that Hazel didn’t have to be a genius to know these weren’t normal snakes. Which was obvious, they supposed, considering the things were fucking tattoos a moment ago and now were real, live creatures slithering around the daímōn’s hands.
He scowled. “Pick one.”
“I, uh—” Without knowing what it was for, there was no way to make any sort of logical choice. That left it up to random chance then, Hazel supposed. “The black one?”
“Tartarus. That’s his name.” He reached out until the tips of his fingers were a breath away from their throat. Tartarus, the serpent, slithered down the rest of the way and onto Hazel’s shoulder, unfazed by their wince or the way their breath locked itself in their lungs as they felt a tongue flicker against their throat.
Curses left Hazel’s lips when the thing suddenly slid beneath their shirt, twisting around their arm, curling around their wrist, and then bit down onto their hand, sinking its fangs into the crook of their wrist and their palm. When Hazel tried to reach for it with their other hand, Kharon caught it, held their wrist in the air and let the snake continue about its business.
Something seeped from its fangs; Hazel could feel the burn of it bloom in their wrist and spread up their arm towards their elbow like anesthesia. It was a tingling sort of burn, more uncomfortable than it was painful. Kharon used the hand not holding Hazel’s to shove their sleeve up and they watched their skin darken until a snake of black ink began to form, bending carefully around the tattoos already on their arm, smearing across their skin artfully, like broad strokes of a dry paintbrush.
They were so mesmerized in watching it form, watching the very real, very tangible, snake sink into their skin that they very nearly forgot about their rising panic all together, forgot about the prissy boat man holding their wrist, forgot that they were sitting on a boat on the River Styx, forgot that a snake had bitten them, forgot that they had been essentially making a deal with the devil.
“You’re bound to me now, little godling,” Kharon hissed out, not unlike the serpents he carried with him, dropping their wrist just as the snake released its hold on them and settled completely into the new tattoo.
Two neat and bloody puncture holes stared up at them, healing instantly and turning as black as the rest of the snake. Had they not been so large and so dark, Hazel might have been able to brush them off as two new freckles amongst a skyscape of others.
“Bound to you?” They felt dazed, not sure if the snake had taken their blood or if it had put something in it. Either way they felt light-headed.
He nodded slowly, his smile turning itself cruel. “I’ve a favor that I’m expectin’ ya to do for me now. When completed, I will tell ya everything.”
“What’s this for?” They raised their arm to study it closer, half expecting it to move or to vanish. They ran a finger across it, anticipating it smudging but it didn’t, sunk into their skin just as the rest of their tattoos were. Permanent as far as they could tell.
“Have ya no clue how bargains in the Underworld work?” He sneered as he straightened his legs, choosing to tower over them instead, putting no hand out in offer to help them up, leaving them to sit on the floor of a stagnant but rocking boat. “Have those blasted false gods truly taught ya nothin’ at all, then?”
They’d had a lot of lessons, sat through a lot of lectures and stories. But now, they couldn’t help but think that Kharon was right. Why was every single thing he said so confusing? Why did it fill them with so much dread?
Were the others leaving Hazel in the dark? Was there more that they should have known? 
That would make sense wouldn’t it? Hazel had listened to the scripture during Mass, had read the Writ. They may not be religious themself, but they knew the stories, the warnings, the tales told to warn sinners away from the temptations of daímōns.
Surely there were similar rules for Constellites. Surely Hazel should have known more than just how to fight Kharon if it came down to it. They hadn’t even really learned who Kharon was beyond the basics.
What else aren’t they telling me?
“Everybody in the Underworld will know now when they see ya that we’ve locked into an agreement to help bind ya to your word.”
He shoved up his own sleeve, showed them the tattoo there: two smaller snakes tangled into one another, colored with the night’s sky and glittering with stars. It was Hazel’s own signature, they realized, twin serpents to represent the stars that conceived them.
Hazel snarled as a thought occurred to them. “Why would you not tell me the favor before sticking Tartarus on me?”
A laugh spilled from his lips as he watched them climb to their feet. “Where would be the fun in that?”
They glared up at him. “Fine, what is it then?”
He kept smiling as he grabbed for his oar once again, gesturing for Hazel to take the other two, which they did begrudgingly and with the need to childishly stick their tongue out at him. “My brother, Hypnos, has made for me an elixir to sleep. I want ya to go fetch it. Ya see, with our busy schedules, I haven’t had a single moment to go and grab it.”
They blinked slowly, waited for the punch of his challenge, or the punchline, but none came. That was what he wanted from them? To go fetch him some sleeping medication? That was all he wanted? “You want me to go get you a sleeping elixir?”
If he noticed their disbelief, he didn’t show it. “Yes. I’ll take ya to the marshlands, and then ya can be on your way.”
They thought back to the map that Ha-eun had once shown them of the Underworld, and then they remembered that the land that God Hypnos stayed in was on the opposite side of the land from the marshes. Ah, that would be the challenge here, the distance.
It was going to be a long journey. That was something that none of the Constellites had prepared for. Hazel had promised to call out to Ha-eun for retrieval by sundown. If they didn’t return by then, the other Constellites would begin to fret.
Ezra especially was going to lose it when Hazel didn’t return on time. In fact, he would go completely insane if he found out that they were traveling across the Meadows alone.
“Have you been to the Meadows before, little godling?” Kharon asked between whistles of a tune that matched that of the timing song of the River. He turned his head over his shoulder to look at them and smiled something vicious at the shake of their head.
“You’ll not be worshiped there.”
It wasn’t a statement, or a fact.
It was a warning.

      [image: image-placeholder]The rest of their trip passed quickly and uneventfully, save for a few more small bouts of bickering between them. It had given Hazel time to think about what it was they were about to do, what sort of journey it was that they would be embarking on.
The others had mentioned the Meadows, most notably Hadeon, so they at least had some idea of what to expect, but not very much.
Hazel was too panicked earlier to pay much mind to their coming destination, but now as they drew closer and closer, they couldn’t help thinking how differently they had imagined it. They’d pictured it all dark and eerie and foreboding, but instead, it looked… normal. It lacked the whimsical beauty of Elysia but did not haunt like they might have expected to. It seemed like nothing more than a green field set before a blue horizon, one dappled with soft looking clouds. It lacked the vivacious painting of wildflower speckles that Elysia sported, but it was bright and welcoming all the same.
Or rather, it looked welcoming, but Kharon’s warning echoed in their mind as they stepped off the boat onto solid ground, and Hazel kept their swords holstered across their back, at the ready should the welcome of the Meadows run out.
They took note of the sun’s positioning and used that to start heading north. North, and then a little bit west, they remembered, nearly right next to the Vasíleio of Kymatistá.
There was eeriness in the way that it was quiet, Hazel noted. With the exception of the birds overhead—ones that certainly didn’t look like any bird they’d ever seen, not that they were a bird expert—there didn’t appear to be any sign of life, of any sort of civilization at all. Were the Meadows a barren land then? No, that didn’t make sense. Hadeon came here sometimes to meet with God Hades. He, at least, should have been here somewhere—at the center, if Hazel was remembering Hadeon’s lesson correctly.
With nothing else to occupy their mind as they walked, they found themself thinking of Ezra, now that they had a moment to do so, thinking of the harsh words they’d said to him, thinking of the pain bleeding across his face. They had said what needed to be said, but knowing that did nothing to make it hurt any less, did nothing to wipe away that look of brutalized hurt from his lovely face.
It needed to be done. They needed to draw that metaphorical line in the sand, build a wall atop it and line it with barbed wire to keep him out, to keep everyone out.
They had dug themself in too deep, and Hazel needed to pull themself out before they were pulled under and trapped, before they both were left hurting.
Hazel was a wild rose wilting, and they’d grow thorns to keep Ezra away if that was what it took, even if each cut their thorns made cut them just as deeply.
Ezra was everything that Hazel could have ever wanted, but Hazel would never be that for Ezra.
That was why it was better to just—
Energy, sparkling and bubbling, encroached on them from their right. In an instant, they had both swords in hand and whirled around to face it, surprised to find that it wasn’t simply a daímōn standing in wait for them, not exactly.
It was something worse.






  
  LAST SUMMER






“She’s not coming back. She’s not coming back. She’s not coming back. She’s not coming back. She’s not coming back.” Sadie continued his pacing, reaching up every so often to dig his fingers into his roots and tug harshly on his hair.
Ezra watched silently, something hot and angry bubbling beneath his skin. He wanted to shout at Sadie to just shut up. He knew that Zuban wasn’t coming back. She was dead. Ezra hadn’t been able to save her. He didn’t need the reminder.
But he let Astrae keep a tight leash on his anger. He knew Sadie was taking this loss the hardest, that he was lost in a sea of grieving with no buoys or lighthouses in sight.
There was one person in this world that Sadie trusted, and now she was gone, killed in the line of duty.
And Ezra had gotten there too late. He hadn’t been able to save her.
“She’s not coming back.”
“She will,” Ezra insisted, gulping back the need to scream. Tears lined his own eyes. “Next time. You’ll see her in the next life.”
Ezra went tense as Sadie changed. His moonlit eyes darkened until they were brown, and his murky blue hair began to lighten to blonde. 
“Aoi is gone. I’ll never see her again,” Silas whispered, eyes wide in horror.
Zuban would meet them all in the next life, but Silas was right; Aoi, Zuban’s mortal vessel, was gone forever.
Ezra let himself cry with Silas.






  
  TWENTY-NINE

EZRA






The sun dipped down beneath the horizon and painted in its trail a torrent of stars. The darkness chased away the rays that filtered through the windows, the long streaks of light fading until Ezra had nothing left to follow as he paced trenches into the marbled floor. 
He’d spent the day lying in his bed, miserable, heartbroken, miserable. But when the sky had gone pink, he’d taken to the foyer, and he’d waited.
And waited, and waited.
Hazel had promised to be back before sundown, and yet they were nowhere to be found. They had all agreed. Hazel had agreed.
So where were they?
“They’ll be back soon,” Regulus said, his voice clear and strong, jerking Ezra from his racing thoughts and making him jump and whirl towards the sound of it.
His heart fluttered so quickly in the cavern of his chest that he thought it might give out altogether. Though from shock at Regulus’ appearance, or worry of Hazel’s lack of one, he couldn’t say.
Where was Hazel? Why weren’t they back? Had something happened to them?
“I have to go look for them.”
“Astrae.” Regulus’ hands dropped to his shoulders. “It’s still early yet. Give it more time.”
He shoved back from his friend. “It’s going to get dark, Reg. I have to go look for them.”
“You goin’ will ruin the entire plan, mate.” Regulus crossed his arms over his chest, but there was a softness in his golden eyes. “Kharon will recognize you.”
“But Haz—“
“From safe distance we can look in.”
Ezra whirled and found Sadie standing at the first landing of the stairs, a hand resting lazily over the railing.
“We will watch from afar and only appear before the oar if deemed necessary.” Sadie’s face was cold, devoid of any feeling, but Ezra could feel the thrumming pulse of anxiety through his energy, through the crackling of electricity and the swirling of storms. 
Ezra gave him a nod and then turned back to Regulus. He didn’t need permission, but he’d rather not fight the man either.
Regulus’ smile was warm, a laugh teetering on his lips. “Don’t do anything too stupid, Astrae.”
Together, Sadie and Ezra whispered a soft prayer and donned their Holy uniforms before heading to the stables to mount their horses.
The ride along the River’s edge was a quiet one, the only noises coming from the chirping of nearby cicadas, the clopping of hooves, and the soft gurgling of river water. Sadie didn’t speak, and that was perfectly fine as Ezra was not in the mood to talk, not when the sky crept further and further into darkness, not when he was still feeling no energy from Hazel.
“Is Hazel all right?” Ezra asked finally, the words leaving on a whoosh of breath. “Can you—I mean—can you check from here?”
Sadie sighed when Ezra looked at him, though he did not look back. His hand dipped into the pocket of his loose pants and retrieved from it a small pocket watch that gleamed silver in the light of the rising moon. Without a word, Sadie popped the piece open and stared down at the glass surface, his energy crackling and sparking before he disappeared entirely, leaving Ezra alone in the Aea Forest they’d been riding through for somewhere hours away, hours ahead.
Ezra hopped down from Poppy and retrieved an apple and a small knife from his satchel, cutting the fruit into chunks that he shared with both Poppy and Troy while he waited for Sadie to return.
He rubbed his hand against the muzzles of both horses, focused his attention on the animals before him to help keep himself steady, calm. His panic was an unforgiving thing, a rising sea ready to swallow whole any traveler who dared cross it.
What if Hazel was lost? What if they were hurt? What if they were dea—
No, he would have known that last one. No matter how effectively they muted Castorlux, Astrae would have known if Castorlux hadn’t survived this mission. He’d have known.
But that left the first two options to rest on the table still.
He was pacing between the horses and chewing on his talisman when the air buzzed with electricity once more, signaling Sadie’s return.
Ezra whirled on his spot, rushing forward to grasp at Sadie’s shoulders. “Sadie, is Haz—“
Sadie jerked back out of Ezra’s hold, his eyes widening and body going taut. Ezra knew better than to make contact with Sadie like that, but he was drowning in the deep waves of fear and was finding it harder and harder to keep control of himself.
“The twins divine live and breathe,” Sadie said before Ezra could apologize. “We must assist them on their quest.”
“Quest?” Ezra mounted Poppy once more before turning to look into Sadie’s moonlit eyes, searching for an explanation as the other man climbed onto Troy.
Sadie didn’t look at him as they began their journey again, staring off into the distance in a way that told Ezra that Sadie wasn’t entirely back yet. “The twins divine have taken covenant with the river man. They must retrieve an elixir of darkest sleep and in return they will be gifted with the knowledge of the River.”
Ezra took a few moments to try and piece together what it was that Sadie was saying. “They’re heading towards the Hall of Night then?”
If Hazel took the most obvious route, their journey through the Meadows wouldn’t be terribly dangerous. There would be daímōns, of course, but Hazel should be able to handle them. If they couldn’t, Ezra had to hope that they weren’t so stubborn that they wouldn’t call for help. If not from him, from the others, at least.
At Sadie’s nod, Ezra sighed, the unsteady pulse of anxiety thrumming through his veins.
He glanced up and beheld the black tarp of night pricked with millions of pinholes of stars as he began to lead them north. It was magnificent, the view so clear that he knew nowhere in the mortal realm could ever compare to a sky like this. He used to stare at that sky and wonder at its beauty for hours, praying to each star he could count so they knew he was there, honoring them, following the path they lit for him without question, without hesitation. But now he remembered looking at it with Hazel when they had seen the breadth of its beauty for the first time, remembered their absolute delight in pointing up at the constellations, remembered how they spat anger at him and left without a goodbye, remembered how he might not get to see that delight again in his lifetime. Not if Hazel had anything to say about it.
“Do you ever think about the fate that the stars have laid out for us?” Ezra murmured, startled by his own words, unsure why he would ask Sadie such a thing.
He had never questioned that before. The stars had laid out his fate for a reason. What that reason was, he couldn’t have said, but he knew that there was one.
Wasn’t there?
Their eyes narrowed. “Is there a reason for everything?”
“Of course, there is. I believe that the stars have fate laid out for all of us. We might not always understand the purpose of what they bring onto us, but—“
“That’s fuckin’ stupid.”
Hurt flashed once again, even if he tried to square his jaw and his shoulders. “Well, I believe it.”
He stared up at the stars, chewing absently at his bottom lip. He had been so resolute in that belief of his.
Now, he wasn’t as sure.
“Would you dig out from your ribs your very own heart to place in the hands of the twins divine?”
Ezra should have been shocked by Sadie’s gruesome question, but he wasn’t. He knew his answer instantly, had known it since he saw those storm-gray eyes staring back at him in the Canadian woods, perhaps knew before even then. For Hazel, he would follow in the footsteps of every Astrae before him, would follow those boot prints through the soil and into the wind.
“I think that the stars are fools.”
Ezra raised his brows as he looked at Sadie, ready to argue his blaspheme, but the hardened look in the other man’s eyes had Ezra softening instead. Sadie must have been thinking about how he’d lost Zuban because that had been Zuban’s fate, and now he was going to lose Ezra because that was Ezra’s fate. Grief was the heaviest burden for any heart to hold, and he wondered if that was harder for Sadie given that his brain didn’t work the way that everybody else’s did.
Dying when he was still young had never really bothered or frightened Ezra the way that it probably should have. He knew that when he did, he’d be doing it to save somebody he loved, and that was all he ever wanted to do, right? Then he met Hazel and the idea of dying for them was clearer than the sky itself.
But thinking now of how that would affect the others made the idea more painful than it’d ever been before. What he had always seen as natural, or even as an honor, the others would see as cruelty from their celestial gods.
His heart grew heavy as they continued their travels. He lifted a hand from the reins to clutch at his talisman and softly whispered prayers to himself.
“Then the sun said, ‘Did I not tell you that if you believe, you will see the glory of Mother?’”
He couldn’t lose faith just because he was in a stressful place in his life. In fact, now more than ever, he should have been looking to their Mother for support and for guidance. He should have been praying more.
But he didn’t want to, not really.
“Why is it that we follow the path to Polaris?”
Ezra frowned, turning to see Sadie looking up at the star in question. “Because we’re going north towards the Hall of Night. You said that Hazel was going to see God Hypnos, right?”
“To sleep they tried to go, but to Tartarus they landed.”
Every muscle in Ezra’s body went taut. “Tartarus?”
“The land of flickering flames and despair and black holes.”
“Hazel is going to Tartarus?”
“They are.”
“Sadie!” Ezra felt his heart drop into his stomach and the world spun around him. “Hazel is in fucking Tartarus right now?”
Sadie blinked, head tilting sideways to send his hair cascading over his shoulders. “They’re following the moon, I believe.”
What on earth was Hazel thinking? Why had they changed courses? Why hadn’t they told anyone?
There was no place in all the realms that could be more dangerous for Hazel, or any of them, than Tartarus. Why would Hazel have gone there? What in the fuck was this quest that they were on?
Ezra didn’t hesitate to urge Poppy into a run, Sadie and Troy following close behind. He couldn’t think, he couldn’t breathe.
When he felt stardust surging in his veins, he made no attempt to fight it and gave himself over to Astrae willingly. The Constellite of Virginis was better suited to handle this and frankly, Ezra wasn’t sure that he could. Something inside him fractured with Sadie’s words, dissolved and broke on a fundamental level in a way that he’d never felt before. He was not strong the way that Astrae was, Ezra simply never had been, but he needed to be strong right now. He needed Hazel to be okay, needed to reach them before something happened and he lost yet another part of himself.
Astrae led Poppy due east towards Tartarus and kept Ezra buried far enough away that he wouldn’t have to hurt anymore, for now at least.
The night stretched on long, ticking by too slowly for Astrae’s liking. As they strayed further from the River, moonlight trickled away until they were left in a night so dark that Astrae had to hope Poppy could see where he couldn’t. Even if Hazel hadn’t made it to Tartarus yet, they could be lost in this, he realized with another surge of panic that had him squeezing his legs against his horse in a silent command to go even faster.
There. He could feel them in the distance, see them like a flame in the darkness when he and Sadie finally made it to the border of Tartarus.
“Castorlux!” Astrae bellowed, dropping down from Poppy, a gun in each hand.
And it was Castorlux, standing there with Varýtita—God Mávri Trýpa’s second in command—not Hazel. The curls of their hair were split down the middle of their head, one side the color of pale spring buds and the other golden sunshine. Their eyes had taken the same coloring, only opposite the hair.
But it was their energy that drew him in, violent in its intensity, writhing and fluctuating, wind tunneling through narrow caves, howling through the night in a war cry. Even deep down where Ezra was hidden, he could feel it. Astrae dove towards it, like a child being offered the freedom of an open pasture.
Castorlux fought with a skill that Ezra had not yet seen from Hazel, but one that was familiar through Astrae’s eyes. Castorlux. My Castorlux. Their swords moved as extensions of their arms, slicing at Varýtita with a startling amount of force and precision. The only thing that kept the ground clean of Varýtita’s blood was the fact that he was just as fast and just as precise as Castorlux and was able to avoid their attacks.
But, it would seem at least, that his attention was stuck solely on parrying back and away, only managing to deliver counterattacks. He hadn’t noticed their arrival.
Astrae raised a steady and confident arm and took aim.
The first bullet settled into Varýtita’s shoulder, and his eyes—golden rings sunken into utter blackness—blew wide with the sudden pain. The very moment that Astrae’s finger had pulled the trigger, Castorlux—utilizing the distraction Astrae provided—split themself in two, flanking Varýtita and stabbing their swords into him at once.
The sight had Astrae’s heart lurching in his chest, had his world splitting as they split.
It will tear you into two, and I will not be able to stitch you back together.
He surged forward, nearly tripping over his own feet in his sudden urgency. Memories whirled through his head, memories of Castorlux bloodied and weeping, memories of their pain, memories of them gorging on his heart, memories of his consciousness turning black as his body returned itself to the stars.
“Castorlux!” he bellowed again, watching as they both withdrew their swords with sickening squelches before Varýtita collapsed to the ground in a quickly growing pool of blood.
Both bodies of Castorlux turned at the sound of his voice, their faces lighting up like the stars they were named after. “Astrae!” In an instant, the half that was Castor reached for the half that was Pollux, and they pulled into each other’s arms, let themselves return to one, their bodies melding together in their embrace.
Astrae crashed into them with enough force that he’d have knocked them flat onto the ground had they not been prepared for him. Their arms opened for him, accepting his body against theirs as easily as they had centuries ago, and he gratefully sank into it, into them. He had seen them before, fighting for Hazel, but the moment had passed by so quickly, and with barely a word spoken Castorlux was gone again. Now they were here, tucked into his arms, heart beating in time with his own in perfect harmony. 
“I have waited so long,” he breathed out before he breathed them in, resting his cheek against the top of their head.
“We are here, Astrae.” They clutched him as tightly as he did them, their head nuzzled against his chest. “Reunion at last.”
“Reunion at last,” he agreed, turning his head to kiss the crown of theirs.
Sadie’s energy drew closer, his voice quiet and face flat as he stood beside them. “The danger continues to lurk.”
Astrae reluctantly drew back from Castorlux. How many years had it been? He wondered. Not once had he ever had to go this long without being able to stand at their side, without being able to hold them in his arms. Their Awakening came late this time around, and that might have worried him if pure, unadulterated joy wasn’t pumping through his veins thicker than blood.
He watched curiously as something akin to pain flashed across Castorlux’s face, and for a moment he worried they’d been injured in the fight. He was already calling his chiron to the surface when, much to his confusion, they began to change. Their hair lightened and darkened and shifted in hue until it was the same light coppery color that he’d seen on the person in which Castorlux lived. Their eyes followed suit, hardening to steel, wisping to smoke.
“Ezra?” Hazel’s brows furrowed as they raised a hand to their head, wincing as if in pain, the flat side of their sword’s hilt resting against their temple. “What’re you doing here?” They looked around in confusion, eyes widening. “What am I doing here?”
Astrae frowned, pulling back to let Hazel go. He wanted to shake them, to demand they bring back Castorlux, to let him see them again, speak with them again, hold them again. He swallowed the urge. “We were hoping you could tell us that.”
Hazel looked to Astrae’s right where Tartarus stood in all its sin-fueled glory. A wall made from stone stood so tall that Astrae couldn’t see the top of it, only the pinpricks of light that he knew to be the lamps of Tarfire that lined it.
“I need to get a sleeping elixir for Kharon.”
“A sleeping elixir for the Ferryman?” Astrae asked curiously. Sadie had mentioned something about that to Ezra. A quest of some sort, a deal made with the daímōn of the River.
They crossed their arms over their chest, rolling their eyes in what looked like annoyance. “A trade for the information I asked for.”
Astrae sighed and shook his head. That seemed exactly like something the crotchety old bastard would do. “That sounds about right. But why is it that you’ve come to Tartarus? God Hypnos is in the Hall of Night, is he not?”
“No, he’s not. Not according to Hermes, at least.” They chewed on the inside of their cheek and stared up at one of the distant lamps. “He’s here on a business meeting with somebody, I guess.”
Astrae raised a brow, fingers twitching at his sides with the need to soothe the wrinkle between their eyes. He might have, if it were Castorlux before him, but Hazel made him feel... unsettled, unwelcome. They didn’t seem to share in Castorlux’s softer disposition. He could feel now that Ezra was clawing at the surface, trying to take the reins back. Did he think he was ready to take the spotlight? Or did he simply want to speak with this strange creature? Regardless, Astrae did not yield. 
“What exactly is your plan then? You cannot simply waltz into Tartarus.”
They shrugged their shoulders. “I don’t see why not. Nobody there knows who I am. At least, they won’t if I don’t want them to.”
“Then why were you in battle against Varýtita?” He used the toe of his boot to nudge at the body lying at his feet.
Hazel glanced down, stared at the dead bastard’s body. “It’s handled so don’t worry about it. Now, go back to the castle.” They waved a flippant hand, but he could see the worry creasing their brows.
Astrae didn’t like it. His skin was crawling just standing this closely to the wall. They needed to leave, and quickly. It was only a matter of time before somebody from Tartarus became aware of their presence. They would have felt Astrae and Sadie’s energies, might have even felt Castorlux’s for the brief time they were out.
“I do not like this idea, Castorlux,” he said in a low voice.
Their head shot up; their glare sharp. “My name is Hazel. Where’s Ezra?”
“He’s resting,” Astrae answered easily and quickly. “Where’s Castorlux?”
“Resting,” they shot back immediately, practically seething. “Now, like I said,” they pointed to his left, “go. Let me do what I need to do.”
“We will join you. Isn’t that correct, Sadalsuud?” Astrae looked at the Constellite of Aquarii, the one staring at the wall as though he could destroy it with his eyes alone. Distantly, Astrae wondered what was flitting through his strange little head.
“If that is Hazel’s wish.”
Astrae raised his brows. Him too?
“It is not. You’ll get in my way. They’ll know that you’re coming. In fact, you are jeopardizing this mission by being here now.” Their cheeks flushed pink in their irritation, though Astrae had a suspicion their anger was pointed more towards him than towards Sadie. “Go. I’ll meet you by the Vale of Mourning when I have the elixir.”
Astrae took an indulgent and curious moment to study them. Determination burned in their eyes right alongside the irritation that had their cheeks puffing. They seriously believed that they could simply walk into Tartarus and take an elixir from God Hypnos.
He wasn’t sure if they were confident or delusional.
“Hazel, don’t!” 
Astrae’s eyes went wide and he staggered back, snapping his mouth shut so quickly that he nearly bit his tongue. That was Ezra speaking. How in starlight’s name did Ezra manage to break through when Astrae hadn’t let him? It shouldn’t have been possible, but Astrae could feel him just beneath the surface. Ezra’s desperation was a ferocious thing, all gnashing teeth and prying fingers. He wanted out.
Astrae clamped him back down. Ezra had handed over control for a reason, one that he wanted his mortal host to remember.
Fresh hurt bloomed in their smokey eyes, but they didn’t answer right away. After a moment, in a tone so low Astrae had to lean towards them to hear, they said, “I have to do this, Ez. Kharon won’t give me the information otherwise.”
Astrae studied them while he chewed that over. They were right, he assumed. The ferryman was temperamental on his best days and downright cruel on his worst.
Astrae did not like that answer any more than Ezra did, but he also knew they had little choice in the matter. This was something that Castorl—Hazel had to do. They needed this information, and Astrae couldn’t think of any other way to get it out of the damned ferryman.
“Wait for me by the Vale. I’ll be there by sunrise.” Hazel’s lips tugged into a small smile but Astrae wasn’t sure if it was for him, for Ezra, or for themself. It felt like a lie, the kind you tell yourself rather than the kind you tell others, but Astrae didn’t call them out on it.
He eyed them warily and took in the way their spine straightened and their shoulders squared beneath his gaze. Their chin tilted upwards, and their eyes met his fiercely. They wanted Ezra to believe in them, Astrae realized, remembering the several different arguments the two had over that very thing.
Hazel needed somebody, anybody, to believe them capable. He supposed that Castorlux did as well. No matter how valiant of an effort they put into suppressing the Constellite of Geminorum, their energies were intertwined enough that he knew that Hazel would have been influenced by Castorlux.
Astrae knew because it was the very same with him and Ezra. The body that he was standing in belonged to both he and Ezra. It was neither his nor was it Ezra’s; it was theirs. Astrae was restricted by Ezra’s will, and Ezra was moved by Astrae’s feelings and desires.
If Hazel felt insecure in their own power, then Castorlux did too, and that simply wouldn’t do. Both of them deserved to revel in the power that they had together, to feel the full brunt of it.
“We’ll be at the Vale then, won’t we, Sadalsuud?” Astrae asked, ignoring the sharp pangs of Ezra’s growing panic. If Ezra wouldn’t believe in Hazel, then Astrae would believe for the both of them.
Sadalsuud nodded his head. “At the Vale we will stand. At the Vale we will wait for the twins divine to return to us.”
Hazel let loose a deep breath that he hadn’t realized they’d been holding. They nodded to him, their way of saying thank you, he realized. He returned their nod and then turned from them, ignoring the pain of his own intertwining with Ezra’s as he left them behind to enter into Tartarus.
They’d be okay because they had to be. Astrae had to believe that... had to believe in them. Ezra would too, he thought as he blinked back tears. They were going to be okay. Hazel would meet with him and Sadalsuud at the Vale of Mourning by sunrise. He was sure of it.
He had to be.
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None of this was going according to plan, Hazel thought with a grimace. Okay, so there hadn’t actually been a real plan in place when they’d stepped off of the boat, but this was all still going as poorly as was humanly possible.
God Hermes had been waiting for them in the Meadows, which they hadn’t expected considering they’d just left him on the other side of the River. Unlike Kharon, he hadn’t been as angry about their true identity. In fact, he seemed excited by it, and about Hazel’s deal and what Kharon had asked of them. 
“And he didn’t even bother to tell you that God Hypnos is out on business leave at present?” he had asked with a dopey grin. “He’s a real bastard, isn’t he?”
Which, of course, meant they had to travel instead to Tartarus, where they’d met Varýtita, minor god of gravity. The welcome with which he greeted them had been anything but kind or warm, not that Hazel remembered much of it after very reluctantly letting Castorlux out to fight for them. They only had bits and pieces until Ezra—no, it was Astrae then—and Sadie had shown up, only really remembering the weight of their swords in hand and the sound of the minor god’s voice crooning at them from a dozen feet away.
“Ah, the prophecies spoke of a star gone bad. It is you, then. It must be,” Varýtita had said. And when Hazel asked him what he meant, all he had said was, “Even the brightest of stars can’t avoid eventual collapse.”
There wasn’t time to ask for more information. Stars wrapped around their bones and wind picked up beneath their feet, and then it all started to blur into a smudge of blades and citrus and Castorlux Castorlux Castorlux. Hazel had been aware enough to know they were fighting, but the star god within them had control of their body, moving in ways Hazel could never hope to move, fighting with an effortless skill that only came from centuries of experience.
They came back to full awareness in Ezra’s arms, only to find out it was actually Astrae, who refused to let them finish the job that the damned pompous boat man had contracted them to do. They didn’t have time to argue with him and were glad when Sadie took their side, in his own way at least, but they could tell Astrae still didn’t agree with their decision, even as he rode off into the distance.
And to top it all off, they were almost positive their arm was broken. Because that’s exactly what they needed when going into enemy territory for the first time while hiding the fact that they were the very thing most people within that territory despised. The pain was immense, and it took everything in them to not show a hint of it around the others. Stars knew Ezra and Astrae both would have dragged Hazel back to the castle kicking and screaming if they’d had any indication Hazel was injured.
They could only hope now for three things: firstly that they lived through Tartarus long enough to get the damn elixir, secondly that Kharon actually had all the information that they wanted and that he kept his word and gave it to them, and thirdly that they didn't need to use their left arm at all, because they weren't sure that they could.
Where the Meadows hadn't been like anything that they expected, Tartarus more closely fit the image they had in their head. As they crossed through the first main gate, night fell overhead so suddenly it was as though the sun simply didn't exist here, as though it couldn't reach this far down into depravity. There was no moon, no stars. The sky was just black. That was it.
Lamps lined the stone path leading into Tartarus, the flames of them bright enough for Hazel to at least see where they were going. They heard the gurgling and bubbling of the River but when they turned to look at it, they found the water here had gone red. Perhaps a trick of the lamp lights, or perhaps it wasn't. The outline of a tall castle loomed in the distance, one with cathedral windows so tall and wide that even from the gate, seemingly miles and miles away, Hazel could see the warm glow of lamp light casting silhouettes of the people walking past them.
The further they walked, the more and more people—or rather, creatures—they began to pass. Each one had Hazel taking in a sharp breath, preparing to draw forth their sword. What would they do if something attacked them? When Varýtita had struck, Castorlux had taken over long enough to get them through battle. But here, letting Castorlux out would practically be a death sentence. The spilling of their energy would be a beacon drawing each and every dark force that Tartarus had to offer straight to them. They couldn't afford for that to happen, so no matter how useful he was, Castorlux would have to remain locked up.
Hazel only wished they could lock up their powers too, or at least parts of them. The energies here were suffocating in a way that Hazel had never before experienced, closing in on them the deeper and deeper they went. They would refer to the many energies of Elysia as overwhelming, but the air in Tartarus, choked with acid and sickly-sweet caramel, made it nearly impossible to breathe. The energies of Elysia were usually uplifting and warm, but the ones here were cold and depthless and misery incarnate. Every breath felt like swallowing shards of glass, so Hazel simply tried not to breathe as much as they could without passing out entirely.
They needed to figure out where God Hypnos was, and how to get an elixir from him. They knew very little of him, no more than the fact that he was not in the Hall of Night but instead in Tartarus for some political dealings that Hazel didn't quite understand.
Would he just give them the elixir if they asked for it? With Kharon, they decided that being honest with their identity would be their best option. That option was not working out the way they hoped it would, of course, but they still felt confident that it had been the right thing to do. He wouldn't have given them any information at all had he thought them to only be a departed soul preparing for the call of eternal judgment.
Hazel jerked and stumbled when their shoulder slammed into the arm of another, so lost in thought that they hadn't paid much attention to where they were going. “Fuck, sorry—”
“Watch where you're fucking going,” the man said with a sneer.
Their own lips twisted into a scowl, and they took a step back. “It was a fucking accident. Relax.”
“Are you new here?” He raised a thick brow, eyeing Hazel up and down in a way that sent lighting cracking down their spine. “You must be or else you'd know it isn't wise to speak to a god in that tone.”
“If I was wise, I wouldn't be here, now would I?” They crossed their arms over their chest, ignoring the fresh ache that shot down their left arm. Fuck, that hurt.
At that, he laughed, though the sound was so cold it chilled Hazel to the bone. It was possible, perhaps, that they were picking a fight they shouldn't have been. They couldn't have said why either. They were here for a specific reason, they should have been focusing on that instead.
But Hazel’s pride was a vicious beast, and it unfurled itself and bared its teeth.
He grabbed for their broken arm, obviously intending to drag them off somewhere, and Hazel could do nothing to stop the blood-curdling scream that tore itself from their throat. He may as well have dumped gasoline on their arm and lit it on fire for the way pain scorched along the fractured bone. On blind instinct they yanked their body back, trying to get away from whomever this god was and the hold that he had on their broken arm, but they only succeeded in making it hurt worse when he didn't let go.
The blade of their sword poked their skin from the inside of their palm, and it was with their last sliver of sanity that they managed to not draw it out. They couldn't, not yet anyways. Castorlux needed to remain in the shadows, no matter how much Hazel hurt.
“You're due for punishment,” was the only explanation the god offered when he began to drag them further down the stone path.
They fought against his hold until the pain from their arm became so great that little black specks began to dance along their vision and nausea roiled their stomach.
Unconsciousness was creep-walking towards them, and they knew it was only a matter of time before it dragged them under.
“Okay, fuck,” they gasped out, blinding pain triumphing over their pride. “I'm sorry for bumping into you. Happy?”
He stopped so suddenly that they crashed into him, and Hazel ridiculously took a moment to register the scent of petrichor and lavender on his robes. Eyes of a blue so dark they could have been black glared down at them when he turned, and Hazel had to fight not to be sick all over his shoes. “No, not even a little,” he spat. “You'll be punished for your transgression. I'll be late to my meeting which will make it worse for you, but such is life.”
He squeezed down on their arm until his already pale knuckles went bone white, and he gave them a smile as brilliant as it was cruel.
This time Hazel couldn’t even feel the pain, not really. They just stared into the near blackness of his eyes, watched them grow darker and darker, wider and wider, until Hazel pitched forward and let the blackness swallow them whole.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hazel couldn't have said which hurt worse when they awoke: the dull aching behind their temples or the searing brand in their arm. Worse than the pain was the fear that ignited like a torch inside of them as they tried furiously to blink away the unconsciousness from which they had just awoken. No matter how hard they tried to force their eyes to adjust, they couldn't see anything other than inky blackness. Several moments passed before they realized they had not lost their vision but rather wherever they were now was so despairingly dark that they simply couldn't see through it. That wasn’t quite the relief they wanted it to be.
They felt around with their right hand, the one that wasn't attached to a broken arm, searching for anything to give them some sort of indication as to where they might have been. Their palm was met with nothing but stone, and that turned their jittering anxiety into a rising panic.
Gods, they were such a fucking idiot. They had wanted to prove to Astrae, or Ezra, or whoever the fuck they had been talking to that they were strong enough to handle this task. Yet just like everything else in their life, they turned out to be a catastrophic failure. They didn’t have the slightest idea where they were, or who had taken them. They didn’t know anything outside of the fact that they were in immediate danger and that it wasn't very likely they were going to make it out of there alive.
Why the fuck is any of this even happening? they wondered through the burning of their bitter tears. Why the fuck had the stars thought that Hazel was worthy enough of their power? Had them being starborne been some sort of tragic failure, or was it a cosmic joke of some sort? Was this karma for some wicked crime they'd committed in their last life? How was that even fair? Hazel couldn’t even remember doing anything, so why were they the one who had to be punished for it?
The Goddess of Starlight could go fuck herself, Hazel decided with gritted teeth. She and her asinine decision to imbue Hazel with starpower could go fuck themselves.
Light flashed and burned itself into Hazel's retinas, and it took them a few minutes to realize that it was coming from them, or rather, coming from their ankle. The ring of light was back, glowing and spinning along the ink-black path sunk into their skin.
Perhaps Hazel should have been concerned by that, but they were distracted by the fact that, whatever the fuck the light was, it was bright enough to unveil their immediate surroundings.
They had expected a dungeon of some sort but instead were greeted by what appeared to be a large, windowless bedroom. One with a bed so massive it could have fit twenty people easily and topped with more pillows and throw blankets than Hazel thought could have ever existed. In the center of the bed was a large lump—a man, they realized, though they could only make out the silhouette of him.
They watched him warily, decided by the slow but steady rise and fall of his chest that he must have been asleep.
Slowly, cautiously, and as quietly as they could manage, they pushed themself to their feet, leaning against the wall for balance and watching for any sign that their rustling movement may have woken him.
When he continued to sleep, evidently deep in it, Hazel managed to get a better look at the man, a brief glance at his familiar face telling them it was the same man they’d bumped into earlier. That made sense, they supposed. They did, however, think it strange that he would kidnap them then immediately go to sleep and leave them unsupervised.
Their ankle, for as bright as it was, sat too low to the ground to light up the entire room, but Hazel found themself silently grateful for it. It gave them just enough light to see, to look around the room for an exit or a weapon, but not so much that they risked waking their captor.
Light glinted in the corner of their eye, and as silently as they could manage, Hazel approached the bed, the dagger sitting on the nightstand calling to them, beckoning them. Was this man truly so reckless that he would leave his captive unsupervised and a dagger out for their taking? No, something was wrong.
It’s too easy. This is—
Hazel had only just reached out for the dagger, their fingers brushing the hilt, when a hand shot out and grabbed for their wrist. A curse slipped from their lips as they yanked away, and before they could think better of it, they reached out with their left hand and snatched the dagger off the stand before scurrying back. Fresh pain split down their arm, the cleaving of an axe through the trunk of a tree, as they squeezed their hand around the grip, but they forced themself to ignore it.
They tore the blade through the hand reaching for them and pained curses rained through the room as they continued to step back and away, not stopping until their spine thumped against the opposite wall. It bowed behind them for a moment, and before Hazel could react, fingers burst forth from the darkness to grasp at their clothes and hair. Hazel’s scream cut viciously through the dark room as hands wrapped around every part of their body and held them against the stone wall, one wrapping so tightly over their mouth that it nearly muffled the sounds of their wretched sobbing entirely.
Wildly they stabbed at the hands that they could, felt hot blood stick against their skin and soak into their clothing, tried to cry out for help or mercy or anything that would get them out.
Then something clicked, that worn skeleton key behind their sternum once more sliding into place. They had wanted Ezra and Astrae's faith that they could carry out this mission successfully, hadn't they? Yet here they were, panicking and flailing about like an idiot.
Hazel was a god.
Hazel could get a fucking sleeping elixir.
With renewed determination, they grit their teeth and began to be more intentional about where they stabbed the dagger, aiming specifically for the fingers and palms. But just when they managed to cut through enough of the hands to free themself, they were slammed back into the wall by the man, now awake and off of the bed. His hand was a vice around their throat as he used his body to pin them where they were.
They didn't give him the chance to speak or do anything else, didn’t even think twice about thrusting the dagger into his abdomen and pushing their weak and shaky left hand against the pommel to drive it deeper and deeper, only stopping once the guard was flush with his skin.
“Bumping into you was an accident,” they snarled, enjoying the way that his eyes went wide as hot blood began to bloom across his robes like the opening of a budding rose, “but this was not. Fuck you.”
“You witch,” he gasped as he staggered back from them, bringing a hand towards the dagger sticking out from his gut.
Before he could do anything, Hazel lurched forward and wrenched it from his flesh with a disgusting wet squelch. He stumbled backwards and dropped heavily on the bed, trying to press down on the injury to staunch the blood flow. Hazel should have bolted straight for the door, might have if not for the glint of something shiny reflecting off the light from their ankle that had them freezing in place instead.
There on the nightstand sat several jars and bottles of varying shapes and sizes and colors, all of which seemed to contain some sort of shimmery liquid. They had seen the dagger and focused so intensely on it that they'd missed the bottles. Hazel may not know much about all this god shit, but they knew a magikē potion when they saw one.
“What's your name?” they whispered as realization began to dawn on them.
He chuckled, and Hazel's blood ran cold. “I am God Hypnos.”
Hazel blinked slowly as they absorbed his answer, as they absorbed the knowledge that they, on nothing more than dumb luck, managed to find the exact person they were looking for.
“And your name?”
They didn't answer him, couldn’t answer him through the thick fear choking their throat. Instead, they dove towards the nightstand, ignoring his shout of indignance as they shoved as many jars as they could manage into their pockets before running for the door. They couldn't linger, couldn’t hesitate. They needed out before they did something else completely stupid.
They had stabbed God Hypnos with his own dagger before robbing him. Fucking fuck. They didn't know much about the god, but they couldn't imagine he’d be forgiving in any way if he’d kidnapped them just for a little bit of sass.
Halls veiled in velvety darkness wound and stretched around them as Hazel ran, pushing as fast as their legs would carry them, not daring to look back. They shoved through a door, gasping for breath when greeted by soot-layered air and the warm light of Tarflame lamps.
Their head fell back and laughter burst free from their belly.
They’d stolen from a god and survived. A primordial one at that. They couldn’t help thinking that Ezra would be pissed when they told him what happened, but the thought only made them laugh again, eager to show that they did it, to prove that they were capable of succeeding.
“You're awfully joyous about something.”
The unfamiliar voice had Hazel jumping and spinning around, their eyes landing on a man they’d never seen before, despite how the sight of him whispered familiarity in the dark recesses of their brain. 
He was the tallest person Hazel had ever seen, towering over them, forcing their neck to strain as they peered up and up and up. His hair was shorn short, looking bleached the way the lighting tinted it a faded yellow, and his fine, though deceptively simple, black cloak fell open to show off a well chiseled chest, the fabric embroidered with a delicate gold pattern that let Hazel know it wasn't as simple as it had first appeared. It suited his tanned skin, they decided, and suited the tall and powerful build that he boasted.
But none of that captured their attention the way his face did, the way his eyes did. He had a strong and square jaw, full lips and sharp cheekbones. He was handsome in a sinful way, Hazel thought, not unlike Antares. But those eyes. Frightening and hypnotizing all at once. Iridescently gold irises that seemed to spin in the middle of black sclera, drawing Hazel in, pulling them towards him with stumbling steps, trapped in some orbit they couldn't see.
“Today's a good day,” they managed dumbly, catching themself just before they collided with him.
They hadn't the slightest idea who he was, but they knew he couldn't be someone good. They could practically taste the danger of him on the back of their tongue, like spicy tequila that burns going down and rich chocolate you can’t help but gorge yourself on.
He smiled then, just a coy tugging of his lips, and in spite of the creepy coloring of his eyes, Hazel could see interest shining in them. “I'm glad to hear it, and I would agree. Now, I don't think I've had the pleasure of meeting you yet, have I?” He dipped into a graceful bow and reached for Hazel's hand. They were too stunned and too afraid to stop him. His lips grazed across their knuckles before he spoke. “My name is Mávri Trýpa. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Mávri Trýpa. God Mávri Trýpa. The God Mávri Trýpa. Hazel forgot how to breathe, swore the darkness enshrouding Tartarus was beginning to close in on them. Stars, they were screwed. They were so fucking screwed it wasn’t even funny anymore.
They wanted to scream, to run in the opposite direction, to drop to his feet and beg his forgiveness and his mercy and his blessing. They did none of those things. Whether it was the cold fear numbing them to all other feelings, or the strength of Castorlux in their bones keeping them steady, or even the sheer spite of proving they could do one simple thing right, Hazel wasn’t sure. All they knew was that they couldn’t panic, not without risking giving themself away. 
“My name is Greta Silas. The pleasure is mine,” they offered, hoping their voice didn't sound as strained as it felt. It was growing difficult to hear anything over the sound of their echoing heart in their ears.
Something about him seemed to try and pull Hazel in. It was an effort to keep themself from taking the last step that would put their body against his, to keep themself from resting their head against his ribs.
“But I'm afraid that I must get going,” Hazel added, taking a safe step back.
“Of course.” He nodded politely, but there was something knowing in his smile that made Hazel shiver. “I wish you many more good days in your future, Greta.”
They returned his nod and started to turn from him when the sound of a door slamming open had them tensing once more. They watched God Mávri Trýpa turn, brows raised, to find God Hypnos standing there, chest heaving, hand pressed into the still bleeding wound Hazel had created in his stomach.
“You witch!” he shouted, pointing at Hazel.
They laughed nervously and staggered back, ready to flee. “Yup, gotta go!”
God Mávri Trýpa's laughter filled the air, rich and thick with the underlayment of something almost warped beneath it. They hadn't been sure what to expect, but it most certainly had not been bemusement. “Brother Hypnos, you've let a soul wound you?”
Relief flooded them instantly at his words and the reassurance that the God of Black Holes and the God of Sleep believed Hazel to be just another soul, which was good, but they needed to get out of there before anybody learned otherwise, before Hazel's true identity was revealed. If God Hypnos were to attack, there was a good risk of requiring Castorlux's abilities to fight, and that would have been so much worse considering their other current company.
“She attacked me whilst I dreamt,” God Hypnos snarled.
“And you've come here so I could attack you whilst awake?” Hazel challenged, rage boiling their blood at the “she”. He couldn't have known better, of course, but it riled them all the same.
God Mávri Trýpa seemed happy enough to step back, waving a hand for them to continue just as Hypnos lunged for them.
Hazel doubted they’d ever run so fast in all their life.
They made it just outside the main gates of Tartarus before Hazel felt God Hypnos' body tackling them to the ground. Hazel's arms shot out on instinct to catch themself, and the pain that lanced up from their wrist was so intense that they might have vomited right then and there if God Hypnos hadn't already been wrenching them back to their feet. 
The wet crunch of shattering cartilage filled Hazel's ears like sand when his fist met their nose, knocking them back a full step. The action surprised them, not because of the pain—it wasn’t the first time Hazel had broken their nose and it certainly wouldn’t be the last—but because he’d used his own fist to do it rather than the godly powers he most definitely had.
Why? Why not use his powers to take Hazel out in an instant? Was he just angry? Did he just need to blow off some steam rather than actively try and kill them?
Unfortunate for him then that Hazel thrived more in a brawl than they did a battle.
They grabbed the sides of his head and pulled his face down to meet their knee sharply, adrenaline ferocious enough to keep the pain radiating from their arm tolerable. They clutched the stolen dagger tightly in their fist as he stumbled back, pointed it at him in warning. “Take another step towards me and I’ll cut your fucking dick off.”
The god pressed his palm to his forehead where Hazel’s knee had landed, his pretty lips twisting into an ugly sneer and his glare sharp enough to shred them to pieces. "You'll pay for this. I will make sure that every—"
"Hypnos?" 
Both of their heads snapped in sync at the sound of another voice and a shiver shot up Hazel's spine when they found God Mávri Trýpa standing there watching them, mirth lighting his strangely stunning eyes. They hadn’t heard him following, couldn’t think of why he even would unless he was there to help his fellow god. Fuck, Hazel hoped not.
"Here I thought you were firmly on the side of Hades in staying out of my war,” Mávri Trýpa said, his voice almost teasing. “Was I mistaken then? Does our allyship run deeper than just business?"
God Hypnos' eyes flashed wide when they burned their way back to Hazel, no doubt trying to piece together what the other man meant.
Their heart lurched in their throat when those black and gold eyes landed on them once more, and Mávri Trýpa offered them a wicked and knowing smile. "A child born of stars and air. Am I correct in that assumption, Greta?"
Fuck. Fuck.
Hazel checked for that wall inside them and verified that it was snug. Castorlux was nowhere to be found.
How in the fuck did he know?
"A Constellite?" God Hypnos murmured, seemingly to himself.
Hazel tried to think of something to say but their mouth didn’t seem interested in working. Cautiously, they took a step back. And then another.
"It would appear that I've frightened her." God Mávri Trýpa's grin turned wolfish, his head tilting in a way a predator’s might while playing with its food. "You've made my good friend, Hypnos, terribly late to our meeting. That being said, today has been interesting enough that I am feeling rather generous. I will give you five seconds to get out of here. I should mention though"—the ringed light in his eyes began to grow brighter, the chill in Hazel’s bones sinking deeper and deeper—"that if you refute my offer, I have no qualms in painting the sky with your stars and the earth with your blood."
Another step back. Another shaky breath drawn into quivering lungs.
His grin widened, his eyes almost twinkling. "The stars have always wanted blood, little godling, and I am happy enough to oblige them."
They didn’t even wait for the first number of his countdown before taking his offer, before turning tail and running, all too aware of how narrowly they managed to avoid death.
Even when their feet ached and their lungs burned, they kept running.
And running.
And running.
Hazel couldn’t help but wonder if they would ever really stop.
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“I want to talk to Ezra, not Astrae.”
Astrae blinked and studied Hazel. They had certainly seen better days, he mused with a frown. Their nose was very obviously broken, despite a poor attempt at cleaning the blood from their face, and the way they held their arm close to their chest told him that it may have been broken as well. Other miscellaneous scrapes and fresh bruises bloomed all over the visible parts of their body like fresh spring.
Hazel wouldn't let him heal any of their wounds. He'd seen enough through their conversations with Ezra to know that. But the desire to heal them, to heal Castorlux, was so overwhelming that it made his stomach ache, made Ezra turn more feral than he already was inside of him.
“Let me rejoice with Castorlux properly and then I'll quiet,” he offered. Sadie had left him a few hours back at his insistence that he'd be fine on his own. In truth, he had wanted the space to think. Sadie kept to himself, of course, but Astrae still couldn't find the courage to pace and to fret with the other's eyes upon him. Now that he had Hazel and Castorlux in front of him, he was grateful for the privacy.
Hazel blanched, confusion swimming in their eyes. “I thought you'd be all gooey like Ezra.”
At that, he laughed. “We are similar, he and I, but we are not the same. He is softer due to circumstance. Life has not been kind to him.”
They frowned. “No, I don't think that it has.”
“Let me see Castorlux,” he asked, turning the conversation away from the darkness shrouding his memories and dropping his voice into a quiet whisper, “please.”
When he looked back up at them, he could see the deliberation in their eyes, the desire to keep themself in charge, the desire to not let Castorlux overtake them. 
But then, between one breath and the next, Hazel’s fair skin began to warm with the sun and the gray storms in their eyes parted to make way for sunshine and springtime. It was Castorlux who looked up at Astrae as though they were seeing paradise for the very first time, studying him with a reverence that made him want to weep with joy.
They reached for each other instantly, crashing together like the colliding of two stars.
It was a quiet sort of desperateness that they found in one another, soft urgency and age-old longing. Astrae's hands were gentle as he cupped Castorlux's cheeks and brought his lips to theirs. Hands that were just as tender found purchase against Astrae's back as Castorlux wove their arms like vines around him.
It didn't matter that Castorlux looked so different now—so small and fiery. Astrae's heart would find its way to them in each and every eternity, for his home was not in Elysia, not even in the stars, but in them, in Castorlux. He kissed them and kissed them and kissed them, because kissing them felt like coming home after a long and daunting journey. He was battered and bloody and tired, but kissing Castorlux was his welcome to the safe and the quiet of home.
Their energy wrapped around him, caressed his skin the same way their fingers did. He smelled lemon and eucalyptus and tasted joyous laughter. He could have suffocated in that, and he'd have been happy to do so.
“My Castor, my Pollux,” he murmured against their lips, resting his forehead against theirs, “how I've missed you, my beloveds.”
“As we've missed you.” He could feel their smile against his, and he sighed when they raised a hand to cup over his. “You promised me every eternity, and I'm here now to collect on this one.”
Astrae laughed and he kissed them again. “Every eternity—all of them are yours. I'm yours.”
Their tears wet the tips of his fingers, and he brought his gaze to meet the spring buds and dandelions he was most familiar with. He wiped their tears with his thumbs, smiled helplessly when they kissed him again, kissed them back until he was breathless with his devotion.
“As we are yours, Astrae.”
He laid his hand over their broken arm, felt the chiron crash like the waves of an angry sea in his heart, swallowed their sigh of relief as broken bones mended and broken cartilage healed. Castorlux would accept Astrae's healings—not because they didn't feel the very same selflessness that Hazel did, but because they understood that the need to heal was so vital to his being that it was crueler to deny him—he had known that when he'd asked Hazel to see Castorlux again.
And he had just wanted to see them again, to enjoy a proper reunion after so many years of longing to find purchase in the homes of their arms once again.
The Constellite of Virginis didn't mind when their hands turned hungry, turned wanton. How long had it been? How long since they'd been able to truly love one another? They had, through the lenses of Hazel and of Ezra, and Astrae was grateful for those moments of closeness, but they never brought him close enough to Castorlux, not as close as he needed to be.
He was happy to take Castorlux right there in the Meadows, right there in the Vale, gentle in lowering them to the ground with him, his hands feather light as they roamed over their bared skin when they straddled his lap. His lips never left theirs for more than a few moments, and only did so at all to explore and to taste, tracing the skin of their jaw and the thin column of their throat and the smooth dip of their shoulder.
This is coming home, Astrae thought when Castorlux sank down onto him, impaled themselves in one single thrust. His arms pulled them tight into an embrace, held them steady as they rocked atop him.
“Gardens of my life, soil of my earth,” Castorlux murmured against his lips, breath hitching and voice cracking as they chased their pleasure, “for each and every eternity.”
“Air of my life, wind of my skies,” Astrae repeated, the beginning of his vows nearly lost in their cry as they found paradise from him as they had done for centuries.
He intended to finish the vows, but when they glanced down at him, steel eyes met his, and before he could even mourn the loss of Castorlux, Ezra shoved through his barrier with such force that the wind was knocked from his lungs.
Over a decade ago, Astrae had awoken, flower-crowned and desperate. 
But now it was Ezra awakening once more, and he was rose-thorned and hungry.
Would Hazel have noticed the difference? Of course, they would, Ezra thought with a nervous tug on his heart, they’d noticed before. And besides, he imagined his eyes took to the lapis lazuli color he’d inherited from his mother, the color he had surrendered with his newfound godhood. That was a pretty hard thing to miss. 
Would they run from him? 
Ezra was not the person that they’d gotten to know. Ezra had let himself die the day that Astrae had Awoken. He had reveled in that shield born of stars. He’d been happy to bury himself deep into the soil where no one could find him, been happy when Astrae dug through the poisoned gardens in his ribs and found a way to make flowers bloom from his rotted remains.
But Hazel didn't retreat. No, they kissed him just as greedily as Castorlux had Astrae, and Ezra found himself delirious with the overwhelming love that spilled from his chest. He was trapped in Hazel's orbit, and he never wanted to leave it, never wanted to face the cold of space without the warmth of their love again.
He drew Hazel up and off of him, laid them back in the grass and curled over them, because he needed to start over, to introduce himself. He was the curved plough and from his hands would he form a new life between them, born from a love all their own. With Hazel. Only with Hazel.
His hand found their center, wet and wanting. They clung to him, and he found reassurance in the crescents their nails dug into his shoulders as he brought them towards paradise eternal on swift wings, found reassurance in the reminder that they were there with him, that this was real, that they were with him, that he'd be at their side for each and every eternity.
Hazel's spine bowed, and when they cried into his mouth, he gulped the sound as greedily as he would their carefree and joyous laughter. When they resurfaced from the ocean of their pleasure, he moved down their body and let his breath dance across the skin of their inner thigh. When they stared down at him, chest heaving and flushed a lovely pink, he pressed a tender and loving kiss to the apex where thigh met blessed communion.
“Let us eat and drink, Hazel,” he whispered, breath dancing across the soaked heat of them, “for tomorrow we may die.”
There was no bringing them to the brink only to pull them back before they could take that final plunge. No, Ezra gave and he took, and then he gave again, until one orgasm blurred into another, and another and another. So many that Hazel was forced to sob and to beg, to weep and to plead, and like the hungering serpent that he was, he devoured each and every sound ravenously.
Ezra’s lips met theirs with a worshipful moan, and he buried himself in them, believing with all certainty that he’d found paradise. He kissed away their tears, rolled them tightly into his arms, and he loved them tenderly, sweetly, drawing his cock in and out of them with enough strength to send them careening towards another climax, yet slowly enough to draw it out, to make it last, turning this one to be the blooming of a flower in spring instead of a bullet exploding from a gun barrel. He kissed them through it, his tongue lazily savoring the taste of them, like the sweetest of wines flowing gently over lips and teeth. He held them when they bucked and when they trembled. He spilled himself within them, and was happy to let them become one in the flesh.
Their body trembled in the aftermath of what he’d done, their face damp with sweat and tears as he cradled them close to his chest.
This was the love of the Gods, he was sure.
His name broke on their whisper, and frenzy built in him once again. He had no explanation as to why the sound made him rise, not this quickly, but he pulled them up and craned down, rocking into them again as his lips found theirs and swallowed their quiet gasp.
“Ezra, Ezra,” Hazel sighed, and they chuckled against his lips, put their hand between their mouths when he moved to kiss them once again, some magnet he couldn’t see drawing him back to them, back to their mouth, back to the place where love grew sweeping gardens over rolling hills and plains of green grass. “Stop. I can’t. Not yet.”
He kissed their palm, and when they drew it back, he spoke, ready to beg if he needed to, “Can I kiss you some more? Just that, I swear.” He wove his hands into their hair, enjoyed the soft curls against his skin, and when molten steel fluttered shut with their nod, he brought his lips back home, back where they belonged. He couldn’t get enough of them, doubted that he ever would.
They kissed each other languidly. Ezra's hands went everywhere modest, venturing over the cello curve from their ribs to their hip, cradling the back of their thigh, ghosting along their arm and collar bone.
Whether it had been minutes or days, Ezra couldn’t have said, couldn’t have cared. It was eternal paradise, that was all he knew, all he cared about. Paradise wasn’t an afterlife in Elysia, it was Hazel and their steel eyes and their fiery hair and their boisterous laughter and their strong hands and the fragile heart that they’d dug a moat around. It was only when the tips of his fingers met fresh tears that he finally let himself come down from the clouds.
He tucked their hair behind their ear, used his thumb to catch a tear. “Why are you crying?”
They shook their head, and he frowned.
“Tell me.” He wanted to write a hymn for them, let a choir of ággelos sing it to them. Hazel, his Hazel. Hazel. Sailors of the sea, sun of his life.
They didn’t speak, couldn’t. Instead, they answered by slithering down his body, taking him into their mouth and singing to him their own hymns, climbing back up when he spilled down their throat, sitting themself atop him, riding him. They wept when he sat up, when he wrapped his arms around them and buried his face in the crook of their shoulder.
Ezra made love to Hazel over and over, as much as he physically could. And then, when their corporal bodies could take no more, they fell into each other’s arms, became all roaming hands and soft lips and quiet whispers, until sleep swept them away, making promises to bring them dreams as sweet as their love was.
When he woke again, the sun was still high overhead and Hazel was wrapped around him like a vine, like roses creeping up a trellis. They hadn’t slept long, but Ezra couldn’t think of another time he’d slept so peacefully, couldn’t imagine going back to anything else. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t.
Hazel stirred against him, and Ezra had the blessing of watching their cheeks twitch and their nose wrinkle as they awoke, blinking up at him with bleary eyes.
Paradise, he thought again, brushing a finger over the freckled curve of their cheek. Home.
They shifted again and he tightened his hold to keep them there, terrified suddenly that they’d run off again, but Hazel only settled more comfortably against his chest, watching him as closely as he was watching them.
After a moment, they raised a finger to his cheek and mimicked the path he’d traced on their own, something curious crinkling between their brows. “Your eyes were blue for a little while there. That’s what color they were before the whole Constellite thing, right?” 
He sighed and then nodded. “Yeah, they were always blue. Astrae made them green.”
“They’re green again, but you’re Ezra?”
“It’s… complicated,” he said quietly, hesitantly. “Astrae and I are much more intertwined than you and Castorlux are.”
They opened their mouth to say something and then paused. He could practically see the way they forced their words to change course. “I haven't been good to you.”
He lifted his head, stared at them with wide eyes as he waited for them to continue.
“You don't deserve that, Ez.” There was a tightness in their voice, a strain in it that had his heart aching. “You scare me,” they finally said after a long pause.
He was certain this was the most honest and open thing they’d said to him yet, but it still was no less than a punch to the gut.
“I’m sorry for that.” His brows furrowed and he frowned deeply, beginning to run through every interaction they’d had to try and pinpoint what he’d done to frighten them. “I never meant to. Can you tell me what I did to scare you? I promise not to—”
“You’re you.”
That stilled him, eddied every thought right out of his head, and made his blood run cold. He shouldn’t have been surprised to discover that he was the problem. He always had been, after all. His mother, his father, Noah, Zuban—where in his life hadn’t he messed up?
“And I'm me,” they continued, pulling him from the downward spiral his thoughts were beginning to take.
“Why does any of that scare you?”
The hand on his chest tensed as they seemed to weigh out their next response. “I don't think that I'll ever understand what it is you see in me, or why you like spending time with me. I'm not... well. I'm not easy to get along with.”
Ah. So, they weren't thinking of him as the problem, but rather, themself. “I can't imagine wanting to spend time with anybody more than I do with you.” The words he actually wanted to say burned on his tongue—those three soft words, the ones he knew painfully well would only act as a whetstone for the blade that was their anxiety—but he bit them back before they had a chance to escape.
“You say that now,” they said, bitterness creeping into their tone and the hand on his chest clenching into a fist, “but you haven't seen me at my true worst. And you will eventually, because I can't stop it whenever it happens, and you'll change your mind then.”
They said it with such finality, such certainty, that it made him wonder how often something like that had happened to them. Is that why they had been very obviously trying to pull back from him? Everything started to come together, puzzle pieces fitting into a picture he’d been unable to see until now. Even if he couldn’t have said what about that night they’d had the nightmare had set them off, it’d been something like this, hadn’t it? They’d suddenly grown fearful of themself.
“I know that you're not thinking about it this way,” Ezra pulled them closer, held onto them tighter, “but has it occurred to you what you're saying about me in thinking that I'll run off with my tail between my legs as soon as I see whatever side of you it is that you're so afraid of? I wish you'd have more faith in me.”
Hazel's body went tense against his. “It's not so much a faith thing as it is that you'd like… be right to ditch.” Their voice became thick and Ezra had to resist the urge to stop the conversation right then and there to keep them from crying, the thought of their tears making his own eyes burn. But he remained silent, attentive as Hazel searched for the words they desperately needed to say. “I'm not a good person, Ez. Like, I try to be, but I'm just not. You'd be right to ditch me. I wouldn’t blame you.”
He heard their shaky breath, and he let his fingers trace patterns onto the skin of their back, some aimless, others in the shape of words that he wondered if they’d pick up on, words he was too cautious to actually say aloud. His knuckles grazed against some of the wildflowers that cradled them both, and he rested his forehead against theirs to look them in the eye, to make sure they were listening.
“I think that you're a good person, Haze, but you're scared. I don't know what's made you so scared, but I hope you know that one day, when you're ready, I'll be there to listen to you talk about it.”
He would be there.
For each and every eternity.
When it became apparent that Hazel had gone as far as they could with that conversation, he dropped it, helping them up and passing them their clothes as they both got dressed. 
It wasn’t until they were fully clothed again and Hazel had regaled him of their so-called “quest” to Tartarus, that Ezra spoke up again, watching as they marveled at their newly healed arm. “You were really going to just not say anything?” he asked, trying to ignore the anger simmering in the back of his mind at Hazel’s continued refusal of his healing. “You were just going to go back to Kharon like your arm wasn't snapped into two pieces?”
Ezra wondered idly what would have happened had their gods not been in control when Hazel returned to the Vale. Would Ezra have respected Hazel's wishes and not healed their injuries? Would he have risked destroying everything between them to pin Hazel down and force the chiron into them? Would he have had the restraint not to?
He studied them, standing there in their worn t-shirt that showed off a band he wasn't familiar with, baggy over their shoulders and middle, hanging down past the start of tight, shredded jeans. If his heart wasn't so wrought with anxiety over all of this—over them seeing Kharon, over them going to Tartarus, over them getting into a brawl with God Hypnos—he might have been able to find mirth in them wandering around the Underworld like that, looking so wonderfully Hazel that it made his cheeks hurt from smiling.
“I would have, yes,” Hazel answered, drawing him back from his musings. “And then I'd have made it back to the castle and let Antares heal it, or I'd brace it if I needed to.”
They stared up at him as though it were the most obvious thing in the world and Ezra supposed that it was. When Hazel had their mind set on something, he assumed it'd have been easier to pull a bone from a starving dog’s maw. That didn’t mean it hurt any less.
“Is the idea of being healed by me really so terrible?” He couldn't help the hurt that colored his tone, or the way his brows furrowed and his lips tugged downwards in obvious dismay. Would Hazel ever understand that healing others was something that Ezra had to do? That it hurt him worse to not do it?
They didn't answer him immediately, instead grabbing his hands and holding them in their own so that his palms faced the sunny skies. They traced a finger across the burns they found there, and he tried to hide the way the gentle touch made him cringe, the way even that little contact hurt. He was used to it by now and had learned to deal with the constant pain in his hands, but their gentle touch left trails of pins and needles dancing along the hardened skin.
“I'm going to hurt you a lot. It's who I am,” they whispered. “But I won't do it on purpose. Letting you hurt yourself to heal me would be me consciously hurting you. I won't do that.”
Did they understand that everything hurt his hands? Tying a pair of shoes hurt, picking up a fork and knife hurt, holding the steering wheel of a car hurt. What was one more thing? It was part of who he was. Yes, healing Hazel would bring him physical pain, but it was a pain that he was used to and ready for. What hurt worse was not healing them, what hurt worse was the way that watching them stand there battered and bruised made his chest feel like it was caving in.
“Nevertheless, I will bring health and healing to it; I will heal my people and will let them enjoy abundant peace and security.”
“Hazel,” he breathed, the weight of their words and his own need to heal weighing heavily on him. “I was made to heal others.”
Their head snapped up to look at him, their eyes narrowing. “If you were made to heal, why would it hurt you to do so? Why would the Mother make it so that using your gift to help others hurt you?”
“Hazel!” Ezra yanked his hands back, startled. He'd never heard them so boldly doubt the Mother. “Mother had her reasons, I'm sure.”
Hazel only raised a brow. “And what would those reasons be? Why would the Mother do something like that to one of her most precious children?”
While Ezra knew that they didn't take his beliefs as seriously as he did, it left him feeling unsettled to hear them so blatantly challenge those beliefs. “Sometimes Mother brings us challenges that she thinks that we need in order to grow. There's obviously a reason that she's done this to me—she thinks that I can handle it, that I can grow from it.”
“And you're okay with that?” Hazel demanded, fists clenching at their sides. “You're okay with Mother fucking us over because it'll help us grow? Because if that's what the fuck has happened, and if that explains all the shit I have to deal with, then I'm not okay with it.”
“Hazel, obviously the Mother has given you difficulties in life because—”
“Difficulties!” They barked out a laugh, head tipping back with the force of it. “These aren't difficulties, Ezra. She's fucked us both over and its bullshit. I—” They froze for a moment, whatever words they’d planned on saying lost to the sudden despair that colored their face. When they spoke again, their voice had lost all of its bite, all of its cruel venom, soft now with something that felt all too much like hopelessness. “Why do you store so much faith in a god who has done little else than hurt you?”
“Because that same god is the one to have gifted me with everything I’ve ever loved. That god gave me challenges to work through so I could grow as a person.” From this, Ezra would not back down. He spoke with a conviction that had his shoulders squaring, his chin raising. “My childhood was miserable. The Mother put that on me, but I used it as motivation to work my way into a much happier adulthood. That god you speak lowly of gave me a father who doesn’t love me and took my mother from me when I was too young to understand, but She also gave me a brother to cherish and more friends than I could have ever asked for. That God gave me—” you, he didn’t say, couldn’t say. He swallowed it, shook his head. “—power when I felt powerless.”
“I can see the good that the Mother gave me,” Hazel told him as they walked towards him, stopping just as soon as they passed him by, “but I don’t think it equals out to all of the bad.”
“I’m sorry that you see things that way, Hazel.”
“Me too.”
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It was begrudgingly that Ezra had left them at the Vale. He hadn’t been happy about it, but he hadn’t put up very much argument at least, having accepted finally that they had work to do. 
Or, maybe, he’d been too defeated. They’d seen him in pain before. It wasn’t the first time that they had hurt him, and it wouldn’t be the last, but this debate seemed to have cut deep.
Did their lack of faith, their questioning of the Mother goddess really surprise him so much? At no point through any of this had they expressed having the same sort of faith that he did. Not once had they ever clutched at their talisman and prayed with him—did they even own a talisman? Surely, they had one somewhere, but they couldn’t say where it might be. And when they did pray, it was as a spell-caster, moving themself between home and Elysia, never for the Mother’s guidance, and never for her light.
So far, she’d had little love or light to offer Hazel. All she’d done was damn them in every conceivable way. In the exact same way she had damned Ezra, but he was too blind to see it. Too brainwashed. 
Hazel felt bad for him.
Those thoughts continued to eat at them as they walked through the Meadows, the stolen dagger clutched in the fist. If anything were to attack them, it wouldn’t have been nearly as effective as their sword might have been, but they weren’t sure they could handle letting Castorlux out again so soon. The dagger would have to make do.
When Hazel made it back to the River, they found Kharon standing on his ferry, leaning on an oar as he spoke with God Hermes. Amusement painted itself on the god’s face when Hazel’s presence became known, while disdain splashed over the Ferryman’s face in contrast.
“I already told you—“
“I’m not here to listen to your fucking bitching,” Hazel barked out as they stepped onto the boat, prepared this time for its rocking. “I did what you said, so you owe me answers.”
Kharon sneered, and God Hermes’ eyes went wide with shock. Perhaps it wasn’t very often that anybody spoke to Kharon like that, but seeing as Hazel had survived speaking to his brother, an actual god like that—even if it was due more to luck and the unexpected generosity of the God of Black Holes than anything else—they simply didn’t care. They just wanted this to be over with.
They dug into their pockets and pulled free the various bottles and jars they managed to grab, and they watched the flames of his eyes bank to embers and leave behind shards of sharp ice. They thrust the bottles out, the liquid sloshing around the vessels. “One of these is bound to be for sleep so fucking take it you bastard. Take it, tell me what I want to know, and then get rid of this fucking tattoo."
Delicately, he plucked the prettiest of the vials from their hands, one filled with a vibrant blue potion, rectangular in shape and kept closed with some sort of fanciful silver stopper. “You actually got one,” he murmured, staring at the bottle, sounding genuinely impressed and surprised. “How did you manage this?”
They tucked the other bottles back into their pockets—they hadn’t the slightest idea what they were for or what they did, but it wasn’t every day that you came across potions made by gods, so it felt foolish to not keep them—and offered him a shrug. “God Hypnos is very mad at me.”
At that, he laughed, the sound almost joyous and light. “He’s the quick-tempered sort, my brother is.”
They quirked a brow. “Runs in the family, I take it?”
God Hermes chuckled and spoke before Kharon could answer. “Mostly. His mother, Goddess Nyx, is a lovely woman. It’ll always be a mystery how she bore such miserable bastards.”
Hazel snorted when Kharon shot him a sharp glare, flames threatening to dance in his eyes.
“Now that that’s settled,” they said, plopping down on a bench and grabbing for the oars, assuming he’d demand they row to their destination, “tell me what I want to know.”
“Oooh!” God Hermes grinned as he sprawled across the next bench over, folding his hands comfortably beneath the soft blonde curls on his head. “Sharing stories, are we?”
Kharon shoved his oar into the water and Hazel followed suit. “The little godling has been kept in the dark, it would seem.”
God Hermes’ brows knit together as he looked at Hazel in question. “On what?” 
“That’s what I’d like to find out,” they grumbled as that lovely timing music began to play in their head, a soft lilt that didn’t startle them this time around.
“God Mávri Trýpa and Goddess Iliakó Fos were lovers eons ago,” the ferryman started, capturing Hazel’s attention instantly. “The supposed war that you were born for had little else to do than with the dissolution of their vows.”
“Oh! That! You haven’t been told of that?” God Hermes asked, looking genuinely sympathetic in his frown. “Mávri wanted to take to the mortal realm to create a land where his goddess could be worshiped entirely. He would have given up the night’s sky and his black holes just to gift that unto her. He’s the soft-hearted sort, really.”
Soft-hearted? Hazel was certainly no expert when it came to the scriptures of the Gods’ Writ, but they didn’t recall anything about an affair between the two gods, much less anything about God Mávri Trýpa being soft-hearted—and they expected that Ezra was something of an expert on it, so why had he agreed with their understanding of the story of the Constellites' creation when they had discussed it during Hazel's early training days? It didn’t quite fit the man they’d met in Tartarus. Sure, he’d been… civil, almost kind, they supposed, but still he terrified them.
“Iliakó thought this idea to be both foolish and destructive,” the cherub-haired god continued. “The two fought about it so viciously that we all lived in the darkest of nights for centuries. They eventually went their separate ways, but Mávri wouldn’t relinquish that idea of taking the mortal realm for himself. For as soft as he is, he’s got a nasty temper to him.” 
He chuckled ruefully, as though the god he spoke of hadn’t been pillaging Hazel’s home for the last few centuries, staining their earth with the blood of innocents, out of spite. Nasty indeed.
God Hermes turned onto his side, cupping his head comfortably in his opened palm, and Hazel watched the way his fingers raked valleys into his soft curls. “Your ancestors were made as a defensive weapon, honed to try and keep the realm out of his orbit. You know that much at least, I hope.”
They nodded in answer, but inside their mind was reeling with the new information. A war that had spanned the length of centuries, a war that had left the Earth besmirched red with blood, a war that had now taken Hazel prisoner, had been a lover’s quarrel? That’s all this was? Hazel would have laughed at the thought if the flames of rage weren’t licking at their blood, bringing it to a vicious boil.
“Do you think, Khar,” God Hermes tilted his head back to look at Kharon, “that Mávri Trýpa has simply grown bored? There’ve been no mentions of any reason for the war to grow more… dramatic. It does seem kind of out of nowhere that he’d start killing ággelos.”
Kharon shrugged lazily, eyes cast out to the River, content, it seemed, to let the God Hermes control the conversation. “Is it out of nowhere? Or does he simply know that now’s the time to act with the Oracle’s prophecy shinin’?” 
God Hermes must have caught the startled expression flashing across Hazel’s face, because his eyes drew back to theirs, his head tilting slightly in confusion at whatever he found there. “Why do you look so surprised, godling?” 
“Your beloved ferryman,” Hazel started, jerking their head in the boat boy’s direction, “made mention of an oracle and of Ez—Astrae and I sticking to traditions. What does that mean? Who is this oracle, and what does any of this have to do with me and Astrae?” 
They’d been trying not to think of Ezra on their way back to the Rivers, trying not to worry about what the Ferryman could possibly tell them that the others couldn’t. Or wouldn’t… They had to focus on the job at hand, not the thoughts of how horribly they loved him, how desperately they craved him, how they’d found their place amongst the stars finally when they’d been cradled in his arms. But now they were here and they needed to know about this, about whatever it was that everybody else seemed to know.
At their words, God Hermes’ smile faltered, and he shoved himself up to sit, reached forward for Hazel’s hands, freezing the oars before they could dip back into the waters. “Nobody’s told you of that?” 
The soft touch itched across the back of their fingers, uncomfortable in a way that Hazel always felt when someone was gentle with them. They shook their head at his question, and dread tightened in their chest when genuine worry darkened his eyes.
“Kharon,” he turned his head, caught the eye of the now curious looking psychopomp, “do you think them to be the one the prophecy spoke of? Why else would they shroud this young one in such darkness?”
Hazel caught the glacial blue glare shot their way and held it miserably. “I think that—“
“What darkness is it that I’m in?” Hazel cut off Kharon, looked back at God Hermes and hoped that their desperation would be enough to keep the mirth from lilting his tone any longer and he would just get on with the story. They needed to know what the fuck was going on. Their heart was set to burst if they didn’t get answers soon, the anxiety chewing on the ventricles like rats with a block of cheese.
Already the sun was setting, creating a halo around God Hermes that lit his curls golden, that glowed so warmly over Kharon that, in another time, Hazel might have wondered if it’d thaw him any. The fading light only served as a reminder of how little time they had left, how much they needed the answers now before Ezra and the others came looking for them again.
“Have you heard of the Oracle of Exatmízontas?” God Hermes’ voice went soft the way it might if he were speaking to a nightmare-riddled child. At the timid shake of their head, his frown deepened, and they caught sight over his shoulder of Kharon’s eyes boring into them. “They are a wise seer, one who sees prophecies that nobody else can. Years ago they wove a tale of a star-eater to come, one that was going to break the starline.” 
Hazel couldn’t tear their eyes from him, even as that dread that had been building in their chest made them desperate to flee, desperate to cover their ears like a child and drown out his words because they didn’t like the idea he was suggesting. 
“And you think that’s me.” It wasn’t a question, but Hazel dreaded the answer anyway.
God Hermes grimaced, just barely, like he was trying to hold it back but pieces slipped through anyhow, piercing Hazel’s lungs like shrapnel. “It very well might be. You were late, very late. And I can’t feel Castorlux’s energy at all, so you can dampen your god completely, in a way that no other Constellite before you has. On those things alone you’ve broken the mold made for you. At the very least, it’s a strange coincidence.”
“Did the Oracle say anything else?” Hazel asked quietly, swallowing the bile that threatened to spill from their lips.
Silence settled between them, and when God Hermes looked reluctant to answer, Hazel turned to Kharon, meeting his gaze with wild desperation. He held none of the pity or sadness for them that Hermes did, only curiosity and general disdain. He sighed, rolled his eyes at their pleading, but answered all the same. “According to Exatmízontas, the star-eater in question would be the one to destroy the stars, once and for all. Nobody knows much else than that. The Oracle keeps themself well hidden.”
Numbness crept from their veins to their throat, questions flying through their head so quickly that it was hard to make any sense of them. Hazel swallowed them back one by one, the shore of the marshes drawing closer and closer in the distance, souls standing in waiting for their turn on the ferry. Hazel was out of time.
“That covers the Oracle, then,” they croaked. “What about the tradition?” 
He narrowed his eyes at them, disbelieving or suspicious or just plain annoyed, they couldn’t tell. “You know nothing of soul cycles then?”
Hazel blinked, recalled the short time they’d spent reading through the Gods’ Writ years ago, recalled their more recent training and the things the Constellites had told them. 
Souls didn’t die, exactly. When a body perished, its soul would simply move to the next one. Past lives and reincarnation and all that jazz. They would continue to hop from body to body until some karmic lesson was learned, and from there they’d be granted welcome into either Elysia or Tartarus. After that, it was back to the stars from which they were born. 
Why would that have been relevant to them and Ezra?
“I know most of it, I think.” Their voice sounded small, strangled. Fear, they realized. They were afraid. Of everything they’d spoken of thus far, this was the most terrifying, because fate had never been kind to them, and Hazel was a selfish, greedy thing.
Kharon scowled. “Then you should know that you’re living out the souls of Castor and Pollux exactly as they’ve lived lifetimes before. You and Astrae are bound at the heart, lovers in every life, colliding together like two stars. You will love deeply, and you’ll bicker something fierce.” The Ferryman’s eyes met theirs, cruel in their emptiness. “And then he will die for you, as he always has, completing his current soul cycle and extending yours.”
Hazel knew the story, had read it in the Gods’ Writ, had heard it in Sunday Mass. When Castor and Pollux split apart in battle, so gravely wounded that Astrae couldn’t heal them, he ripped his still-beating heart—the part of him with the most chiron—right from his chest and bid the twins divine to feast on it until they were strong enough to join one another again. Every version of the story ended the same: the twins whole once more, and Astrae turning to stardust in their hands. 
It was an old tale, one that Hazel had always found horrific, but somewhere, deep, deep inside them, they knew it to be true.
Knew it like they knew the sound of a dagger clattering to the ground, knew it like they knew what a heart looked like beating outside of its chest, knew it like they knew the acrid taste of blood and magikē flooding down their throat just as the stars had when Mother fed them all those years ago.
“Take my heart. Take it and continue to walk amongst the living and let me return to the stars. I will light the night sky for you.”
No. No, that was just a nightmare. Just something their brain made up because of Hazel being a Constellite. That made more sense, didn’t it? All the stress and worry had built up in them so their brain plucked an old tale from the Writ and wrapped it into something to represent Hazel’s fear.
It wasn’t true.
“That won’t happen with us.” Hazel jumped to their feet, watched the last few rays of sunlight dance around the River and realized that there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide so out in the open like they were.
“Maybe not.” Kharon had stopped rowing at some point and was watching them with fascination in his eyes. “You might be the one that the Oracle spoke of, but if you’re not, you’ll eat Astrae’s heart and he’ll turn to stardust and the cycle will continue on its merry way.”
Hazel bristled, their jaw tensing. “That won’t happen,” they swore, their hands trembling at their sides and their voice wobbling. It was just a nightmare, not a prophecy. “I won’t let it.”
Kharon shot forward so quickly that the boat jostled beneath them, something they hadn’t thought possible previously.  He stood between where Hazel stood and God Hermes sat, grabbing Hazel’s chin and wrenching their eyes up to his. “If you ain’t who the Oracle spoke of, it will happen, star-eater. Though, I’m curious to see what ya plan to do to try and stop it. What chance does a tiny godling stand against the winds of fate?”
Hazel hadn’t the slightest idea how they were supposed to stop fate, but if this was what it had in store for them, if their so-called fate was to kill Ezra… well, they’d never been afraid to denounce the gods before. They’d do it again for him in a heartbeat. 
It was one thing to be toxic for Ezra. It was another to actually kill him. 
They wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Because damn it all, Hazel loved him. Against all their better judgment, they found solace in his arms and home in his hands, found warmth beneath his gaze and joy in his smile. How could they possibly let that go? How could they let someone so pure and beautiful sacrifice himself for someone so unworthy?
You and Astrae are bound at the heart...
The idea hit them like a punch to the throat, burning across their skin as the flames in Kharon’s eyes might.
Ezra couldn’t sacrifice himself if they simply weren’t around, could he? 
The realization dawned on them and then swallowed them whole. He would do it, they knew. Ezra had a heart bigger than the star he was born from, burning hot and passionate in his chest. He would tear it out in a second if it meant saving Hazel, they didn’t doubt that. But if he wasn’t there when something happened to them, then he wouldn’t be able to sacrifice his life for theirs. If he wasn’t around when they were gravely injured, there would be no heart to swallow.
They could leave. Simple as that. Pack up their things and disappear. They could pretend that Ezra had never existed, continue on with a life that included him in no way, shape, or form.
It would be like leaving a piece of themself behind, an amputation of sorts. He’d become so entrenched in their life that it was difficult to picture it without his steady and secure presence. But if it would keep him alive then they’d do it. Sure, it would hurt, but that was their normal—wasn’t it? They’d hurt themself enough times over the years to grow skin thick enough to defend against their own cuts. At least this one would save a life. With tears in their eyes they prayed to be able to one day find solace in that single fact.
The shore drew closer. God Hermes and the Ferryman of the River Styx stared at them, watching, waiting. Tears burned hot behind their eyes. Their ankle itched.
“Damn the stars, and especially damn fate,” Hazel spat. Promised. Vowed.
And the ferryman only laughed.
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They weren’t ready to face everybody yet, weren’t ready to say goodbye to the life they’d stumbled so clumsily into. They needed just a little more time to craft their plan out in their head and steel the grieving beast inside them that begged for them not to do this.
It was just their luck, wasn’t it? Just when they’d found themself a community, albeit a strange one, they’d be leaving it. They supposed that shouldn’t have come as any sort of shock to them, all things considered. When had they ever had a place to truly call home?
Their fathers had crafted for them a loving home to be raised in, but not once in all of Hazel’s life did they ever feel like they belonged there. Perhaps it was ungrateful of them to think that way, but they had never seen themself as anything more than a burdensome weight for their fathers to bear. A waste of money and space, more trouble than they were worth by far.
The looks on their fathers’ faces the first time they had to drop Hazel off at a treatment center were still branded into their mind. That look of defeat, not unlike the one Ezra had when Hazel had sunk their claws into his revered faith. Then defeat morphed into horror a week later when their fathers were forced to join in Hazel’s care discussion, forced to hear the doctor call them uncooperative. Not that Hazel had been brave enough to look at their faces then, only remembering how small and fragile their feet looked in the bright yellow, slip-resistant socks.
They remembered the looks on their fathers’ faces when Hazel was driving all of them to a therapy appointment, pegging the tachometer into the red because they simply weren’t going fast enough. They remembered the panic as their fathers begged them to slow down and then the horror when Hazel told them they could drive as fast as they wanted because Hazel simply couldn’t die. They remembered the solemn resolution on their faces when Hazel was strapped down to a cot, thrashing and screaming, while nurses jabbed needles deep into their arm until they finally went to sleep for the first time in weeks.
Then there was Lucas. Their best friend, the closest thing they’d ever had to a brother, who had to visibly try and hide his terror when, after his own badgering, Hazel would break down and tell him every deranged thought running through their head. They recalled that sad, pitying look he had when he dropped them off at home and made them promise to go to sleep, as opposed to sitting at their dining room table calculating how many pills they had to swallow to make sure they never woke up again.
Finally, the rest of the Constellites’ faces joined the party. Hazel thought of their varying smiles, thought of the friendship they had offered so immediately. 
Hazel was going to betray each and every one of those friendships, and they found themself greedy enough to hope that the others would at least understand. Even if they loved Hazel, they all loved Ezra more. They’d support Hazel’s decision to keep Ezra alive, wouldn’t they? Of course they would. For as loving and friendly as they’d been towards Hazel, they’d forget them and move on easily. Everybody did. It wouldn’t be Hazel’s first time being easily discarded.
Ezra’s face tried to come into focus, but that was a face that Hazel blocked out. Their own cowardice wouldn’t let him through.
He wouldn’t understand.
Would he, with time?
Would he forgive them?
Silently, they hoped he never would. They hoped that he would take the broken heart waiting for him and turn it sharp enough to hate them. Even if they were breaking his heart for his own sake, they deserved his hatred. 
They deserved it after being so awful to him. At least this time the blade they’d use to sever whatever strings of fate tying them together would be for him. This time their cruelty wouldn’t be born from a selfish desire to protect themself. They’d been so afraid of being broken and abandoned, afraid of the guilt that came with their own toxic nature tearing Ezra apart like a black hole, afraid they would both be bloodied and ruined by the end of it all.
And apparently, Ezra was going to lose the most blood when Hazel literally ate his fucking heart. All Kharon’s information did was legitimize their fear. It made everything so real that Hazel’s narcissistic desire to use his love as the gravity needed to keep from collapsing was too weak to stand.
They were a star collapsing, and they would push Ezra as far away from their event horizon as they could. As far as was needed to ensure that he survived their ruination.
The war had been doing fine without them before, and it would continue to do so after.
Hazel had only just made up their mind when something lurched hard enough inside them to send them stumbling, to send bile rising up their throat, threatening to spill out onto the grass beneath their feet. Pain wracked through their hands, tearing across their palms as if someone was dragging a knife into their skin.
“Our place, child, is in Elysia.” 
Hazel sucked in a sharp breath at Pollux’s voice in their head, snarling at the factual way he spoke. As if Hazel had no choice but to agree. As if Castorlux had any control over what Hazel did with their own fate.
Do you want to see him die again? I’m not going to fucking let that happen.
Hazel snapped down the wall they kept between themself and Castorlux. They tried to imagine themself yanking that skeleton key from their chest the way that Ezra would tear out his own heart, and then they chucked that key as far away from themself as they could.
Castorlux was not going to be interfering with this. They’d had their chance, centuries and centuries worth of chances, and every time they’d failed.
Now it was Hazel’s turn.
If the stars wanted blood, Hazel would give it to them in gallons, poured from their own veins and nobody else’s.
The stars were never going to see a drop of Ezra’s blood. 
Hazel would make damned sure of that.
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Ezra could see the exhaustion steeped into Hazel when they finally passed through the stained-glass doors of the castle, weighing down the bags beneath their eyes and dragging behind them with every step.
Relief flooded him instantly, like chilled champagne bubbling just beneath his skin.
He’d worried about their return, about whether they would return, on his way back to the Protévousa, though he was still upset about the conversation they’d had in the Vale. While it was true that Hazel didn’t have to share in his beliefs so exactly, they shouldn’t have so blatantly admonished the Mother. That sort of blasphemy could be dangerous. He hadn’t spoken to them at all about Falling, but to him, it seemed like common sense to not bite the feeding hand, that there’d be repercussions for doing so.
But seeing them back in the castle, knowing that they had survived, regardless of the mission not going according to plan, was enough to make him shelve their disagreement for the time being. It was enough that he couldn’t look away from them. He burned their face into his memory, the sharp angles and soft curves of it, the aggressive smatterings of freckles, the soft skin, the fiery curls that framed it all. He didn’t want to ever forget a single detail, though he doubted that he could.
Could he breathe in a life that didn’t have Hazel?
He remembered how they tried to push through Castorlux and how desperately he had needed to meet them halfway. It was the first time since his Awakening that he had broken those barriers so completely. Astrae hadn’t been happy about it, but for Hazel, he would do it again and again.
Despite their obvious exhaustion and Ezra’s prodding for them to get cleaned up first, to take a second to rest, Hazel called an urgent meeting between the Constellites and led the way up the stairs with only a promise to Ezra that they would rest afterwards.
Hazel looked strong, standing at attention, ready to lead the conversation. Their spine was straight, their chin up. Ezra should have been glad to see them finally falling into their role as a Constellite, finding a way to compromise with it, to accept it.
But he couldn’t because something was terribly wrong. 
He watched Hazel laugh when Hamal swept them up into a crushing embrace. Watched as they accepted easily the kisses on their cheeks from Aldebaran and were tender in hugging Alrescha. Watched as they slid themself into the group naturally, shifting their shape into somebody who was a caricature of Hazel.
But there was no light in their eyes, the silver steel of their eyes tarnished and dull.
Once everybody was settled into their places, Hazel launched into the tale of their time with Kharon. They spoke of the “cranky old bastard” and how they’d been sent on a mission in trade for the information they’d needed. The Constellites knew most of the story already—he and Sadie having debriefed all of them the moment they returned—but Hazel provided more details. Details they didn’t seem to realize were helpful.
Knowing that God Hypnos was in some sort of business agreement with God Mávri Trýpa was important. They had expected the sleep god to remain with God Hades in staying impartial when war broke out, but now, Ezra couldn’t help but wonder if he was being swayed. And if he was, who else would follow suit?
“I don’t know anything about God Hypnos, so I don’t know what can of worms I opened, but he was pissed,” Hazel said, their smile too tight, too wooden. “We may need to watch out for that.” 
“You battled a primordial god?” Hamal asked, surprise alight in his orange peel eyes.
“I wouldn’t say battled.” Hazel lowered their hands into their lap, and though Ezra couldn’t see them, he was sure they were picking their cuticles to bloody ribbons like they always did when they were nervous about something. “More like, wrestled.” Their smile tightened further.
Hamal’s laughter was a full and joyous thing as it filled the room. “You wrestled a primordial god, then.”
“Hamal, let them finish,” Deneb chided from her spot at Ezra’s side. Gabriel only grumbled in response, leaning back with a roll of his eyes that might have had him smiling if something wasn’t wrong wrong wrong.
“Yeah well,” Hazel shrugged, forced a grimace to their lips, “after what happened, God Hypnos doesn’t like me much, so I apologize for any problems that are caused here with him.”
“We’ll handle whatever happens,” Ezra said immediately, wanting to assuage the obvious guilt that they were feeling.
They gave him a small nod and continued. “Neither Kharon or God Hermes seemed to really know why the ággelos were being killed, but they seemed positive that it was God Mávri Trýpa’s doing. Actually, they thought he may have just been bored with the way this war has dragged on for so long with nothing actually happening, so perhaps he’s making a move of some sort. Just to stir something up.”
Hazel was lying. 
He wasn’t sure how exactly he knew—the quick glance down at their lap when they spoke, the tick in their jaw when they clenched their teeth—but he could see it plain as sun on a cloudless day. But why? Why lie about something so important? And which part of that had been the lie in the first place?
“That sounds like him,” Antares chimed in, his fingers tracing lazy, thoughtless patterns up Alrescha’s arm as he glanced up at the others. “He’s always been a shit stirring khuylo.”
Tegmine frowned. “What do we do then?”
“I think that we should move forward with the armies.” Ezra snapped his head in Hazel’s direction, wide eyed and mouth gaped as he stared at them in surprise, the other Constellites fairing no better in their sudden shock. Hazel tilted their chin up in stubborn defiance, refusing to be intimidated, to succumb to whatever anxiety he suspected was gnawing at them. “We shouldn’t allow shit-stirring. This is a war, not middle school. I say that if he’s going to go on the offensive, we should be too.”
“You want to further engage in this war with him?” Ezra asked, brows shooting up as the room began to grow smaller. He didn’t want to see them go to war at all and was, admittedly, surprised to see Hazel suddenly so ready for it. Ready to lead an army. It wasn’t that long ago that they’d been in his arms crying about how this entire thing had to be some sort of cosmic mistake. The sort of growth required to move from that spot to this one was certainly positive, but it seemed too fast.
A scowl pressed into Hazel’s face as they clenched their fists in their lap. “How long now have we played on the defensive? If he’s going to keep attacking us, it’s only going to get more difficult. We can’t sustain this system of having to watch after both Elysia and the human realm forever. You’re all being stretched too thin already as it is. We need him to know that he can’t get away with this.”
Ezra didn’t disagree with anything they were saying, but he couldn’t shake the fear that wrapped an unforgiving hand around his throat. Just knowing that there was a sadistic god made from black holes had always been enough to keep anxiety jolting up and down his nerves. Just slaying daímōns had been enough to make his heart race and his stomach roil.
The thought of taking up the offensive, of an actual war, made his cheeks feel hot in the way that often came right before he got sick. His ears rang so loudly that the talk of strategy that broke out amongst his friends was too quiet and distorted to make heads or tails of.
“I can’t,” Ezra croaked out, shaking his head wildly. “I don’t want to.”
His father’s eyes hardened, his jaw tensed. “And why the Tar not?”
Tears blurred his vision, and he shoved back when his father pushed Ezra’s hunting rifle into his arms. “I can’t,” was all he managed, on the verge of blubbering.
Ezra was a literal god. From the moment the sun in his chest had collapsed until the star of Astrae blinked to life with light all those years ago, he had been trained to be a killing machine. And while picking up any gun brought the familiar panic that plagued him since he was a boy, he’d been able to find something holy in it, something hallowed.
But the idea of war? The thought of a field somewhere in the Underworld littered with bodies, both pure and tainted, left him feeling nauseous.
It reminded him too much of Zuban. Of what she had looked like when he’d finally made it to her, when he saw Antares standing there holding Alrescha in his arms, head tucked tight against his chest, both of them shaking, both of them crying.
That ancient grief had hit him so powerfully that it brought him to his knees. He hadn’t needed to actually know what happened—Astrae had felt the loss of Zuban, and the tidal wave of grief had been so heavy that it swallowed him whole and took Ezra right along with him. He felt himself get launched down deep into those waters, felt it fill his lungs until every attempt at breath burned.
He’d seen her body there, a little to his left. Her limbs were bent at strange angles, contorted and twisted and vile. Blood pooled beneath her and glinted in the moonlight. Ezra crawled through the grass without even realizing he was moving, appearing over her lifeless body, the one that looked horrifically pale, in the blink of an eye. He pressed his hands over the gaping wound in her chest, feeling the sticky blood and sickening sponginess of her insides as he tried desperately to keep them from spilling out. Chiron burned hot at his palms, and the accompanying light that came with it, usually so soft and warm, now blinded and scorched across his eyes.
“She’s gone,” Antares whispered as he hooked his arms beneath Ezra’s and tried to pull him back.
“Stop!” Ezra lurched in the Scorpio’s hold, fighting to keep himself over Zuban. “I can save her!”
“You can’t save the dead,” Alrescha spoke suddenly, her voice so delicate that it froze Ezra in his tracks, had him slumping in Antares’ grasp. “She is with the stars now.”
How many more of his brethren would he watch fall if they took to a battlefield? How many times would he have to don his funeral suit, pretending it did anything to hide the rot inside of him that tasted of guilt?
“Astrae?” He felt Deneb’s elbow hit his, and he startled back into the meeting chamber, his vision blurry for a moment before the stone table he was boring holes into grew clear again. When his head lifted, he found the others staring at him, waiting for an answer to a question he hadn’t heard.
Aldebaran was frowning at him, worry creasing her face. “Will you join us in Edafos, ‘Strae?”
“Yeah, of course,” he answered, though he wasn’t really sure how much conversation he had missed while zoning out, dipping his feet back into waters of memories that he hadn’t wanted to see. “When did you want to go?”
“We’ll spend tomorrow strategizing,” Hamal spoke up, being the one out of all of them that was best suited to handle a war. “But I’ve been doing some thinking since this army idea initially came up.”
Tegmine’s brows rose and he leaned forward on the table. “What were you thinking?”
“We do not separate the Vasíleia. I think it would serve us better to form one army. Deneb, Tegmine, Hazel, and I will all act as generals. The rest would function as lieutenants.” Hamal gestured to the others around the table, all previous humor gone from his face as he settled into the more serious topic. “We’re a team and we need to stay that way,” he said. “We’d all be on the same side, but I don’t like the thought of us being split up.”
Was he picturing Zuban’s crumpled and bleeding body lying on the ground as well? Ezra imagined that everybody in the room was, save for Hazel who hadn’t known her, hadn’t been there. It was a lucky thing for Hazel that they hadn’t had to witness that sort of death.
Yet.
War brought with it the spilling of blood, the loss of soldiers, the clanging of angry swords. Ezra wasn’t ready for that, but he didn’t have a choice. The war wasn’t coming, it was already here. Ezra would be naive to think they could simply wait it out for the next cycle, wait it out until Astrae found a stronger host, one more suited for the horrors of battle, one that wasn’t so soft and weak that the mere thought of taking up arms had his hands shaking in his lap.
“Was there anything else, Hazel?” Hamal prompted.
They shook their head. “No. That was it.”
“You need to rest,” Aldebaran murmured softly. “We can get together again tomorrow to discuss how we’d like to do this, if everybody is amenable to that. It’s almost time for supper anyways.”
No one dared to argue, and they all walked together to the dining hall, a tense silence amongst them. Rukbat and Regulus did their best to fill it with quiet conversation, but the looming threat of war had obviously left everybody feeling terrified, anxious.
At supper, Hazel hardly ate. It was something he shouldn’t have noticed—they did a really good job of hiding the fact that they weren’t actually eating—but Ezra liked to think he was attuned well enough to Hazel at this point to catch the little things like that. It made him wonder how nobody else had noticed the infinitesimal size they cut their carrots into, or the way they dipped each miniscule piece into mustard before chewing on it for entirely too long, sprinkled an unholy amount of salt onto their rice and ate it one grain at a time.
Ezra tried to focus on his own food, but he couldn’t seem to think of anything other than the fact that Hazel had lied to them. He had no idea what about, but he was sure Kharon must have told them something else to have caused this anxious buzzing in their energy.
Once supper disbanded, he quietly filled up a plate with the foods he knew Hazel liked best and followed them up to their chambers. He found them there, sitting on the couch with their fingers rubbing at their temples, and when they glanced up at him in the doorway, they seemed startled at the sight of him. 
“I’ll go fill the bath for you,” he offered before setting the plate down onto the coffee table. “Eat some of this. I’ll be right back.”
He went into their bathing room and began to run the bath, as promised, the water scalding hot just as they liked it. He even added a few indulgent drops of the sharply scented oils they kept on the edge of the sink, hoping the smell would comfort whatever turmoil churned inside them. 
Once the bath was sufficiently filled, he made his way back to Hazel and found most of the plate suspiciously cleared. They brought a napkin to wipe their lips on his return, and Ezra didn’t mention the food or the empty look on their face.
“Bath’s ready,” he said, debating on whether to hold a hand out for them or not. He wasn’t quite sure where they stood right now, and the chance of frightening Hazel away seemed balanced on a hairpin trigger. He didn’t want to overstep.
Hazel wobbled a bit when they stood, as if they were struggling to hold themself up, as if their body was too great a burden for their legs to support. “Will you join me?” they asked in a voice so small he’d just barely been able to catch it.
He nodded, his heart hammering so violently in his chest that it was only a matter of time before it burst through the cage of his ribs and sent bone shrapnel to shred through his soft flesh. “Of course.” 
Something was very, very wrong.
They were both silent as they stripped down, both silent as Ezra held his hands out to help them into the steaming water once he was already nestled into it, pulling them tight to rest with their back against his chest. Their body was tense within the cradle of his arms, so he took his time in running his soap-bubbled hands over their shoulders, working his way through each and every knot until they finally began to relax.
“Did you want to talk about your time with Kharon?” he prompted after several minutes of working loose their muscles.
They tensed right back up instantly, voice quiet but defensive when they answered. “I already did.”
He debated for a moment, mulled over how to best respond. If he called them out for the deception coating their tongue, he feared that whatever anxiety was eating at them would sink its teeth so deeply that they’d lash out like a frightened animal. Ezra didn’t want to argue with them, but he wanted their honesty. He could handle their claws drawing blood if that was the price to pay for it, he decided.
“And what else did he mention?”
Their head had been resting against his shoulder and their neck craned back to look at him. “He taught me how to row a boat. Apparently, the River Styx makes music to help you keep the correct timing when rowing. It’s kinda’ cool.”
“I’m sure it is.” His arm came up to wrap around their middle, tethering them down, and his thumb brushed softly against their ribs. “But he didn’t say anything else at all?”
“Do you think I’m lying?” they snapped out.
Ezra nodded slowly, preparing himself for the claws. “Something’s upset you.”
“We’re about to launch into war—“
“Something else.”
They huffed and tried to shove away from him, but the tether of his arm held them in place. Hazel raised their hands to find purchase along the ledge of the tub and their knuckles went white as fresh snow. “How is this supposed to help me to relax?”
His heart lurched into his throat, the tone of their voice much colder than he’d anticipated, an icy dagger piercing itself into his chest.
“Talking things through can help,” he offered after a moment. “I want to help with whatever is upsetting you.”
“You can’t,” they hissed and tried once again to pull free from his grasp.
“I can try.”
They pried at the hand he had over their ribs, but Ezra refused to budge. “Why bother trying when you know you won’t succeed?”
“Because it’s you.” The words tumbled out before he could think them through.
They fought against his hold to twist their body, and this time he let them. He wasn’t cruel enough to really force them to stay, and if they were determined enough to get away from him, he knew they’d figure out how to do it. By the time they finished turning, they were knelt between his legs, hands bracketed on the ledge of the tub on either side of his shoulders.
They stared at him like a spooked deer, eyes wide and brimming with tears. His name broke on their tongue when they fell forward to collapse against him. He wasn’t sure what he had been expecting, but he hadn’t been expecting them to simply curl against him, their arms coming to wind around his waist while they buried their face against his chest.
The sudden shaking of their sobs and the heaving of their chest rattled against him, through him. He leaned forward and gripped their thighs, and repositioned them until they were wrapped around his hips, and then Ezra just held them, using a hand to cradle their head against his chest.
He wasn’t sure why he did, why he even thought to do it, but he began to sing, humming softly at first as he ran his hand up and down their back. After several moments when their sobbing didn’t quiet or slow, his voice picked up a notch and the notes were replaced with actual words. It was a song he hadn’t listened to in a while, but one that came to him naturally.
He’d have given anything to sweep them up and find a place for just the two of them somewhere in the galaxy. He’d have done it in a heartbeat and with no second thought were such a thing possible. So, he sang about it to them and hoped they understood that despite how suddenly this song came to him, it was for them, only ever them.
“You have a really pretty singing voice,” they mumbled against him eventually, their arms having slackened a little.
He felt heat creep into his cheeks. “Not really,” Ezra managed.
“You do.” They pulled back to look at him, balancing themself with their hands on his ribs. Water dripped down on him and reminded him that they were sitting in a now cooled bath. He was ready to suggest that they resume the bathing part of their bath when Hazel kissed him unexpectedly.
And Ezra was weak, soft in the heart for this tiny ball of fluctuating emotions, so he kissed them back, and he continued kissing them as they washed each other. Ezra had always loved kissing, but Hazel hadn’t been keen on initiating it prior to this moment, and he was selfish enough to enjoy each and every one they blessed him with now, even if he didn’t understand the sudden change.
By the time they managed to get out of the water and dry off, Hazel was clinging to him, kissing him with a desperate conviction he couldn’t find the strength to turn away from. His hands found their bottom and he lifted them up, moaned into their mouth when their legs wrapped tightly around him. They crashed together into the wall, their lips fused to his own and their damp and flushed chest against his, and he took them hungrily.
They cried into his mouth when their orgasm tore through them and he greedily swallowed the sound, held them steady through the quaking aftershocks.
He thought of the strange dynamic they made together, the one with Hazel holding the reins. It was hard to channel himself into submission when he was suffocating on lemon and laughter, when he was dizzied with torrent wind and anticipation. It was hard to channel himself into submission when he was lost in the galaxies of their body, burning on a pyre for them.
He wasn’t sure when they’d made it to the floor, but his elbows clattered against it and shock shot up his arms, but before he could even think to complain, Hazel was straddling him, hands back on both of his knees, riding him with such fervor that he found himself completely mesmerized watching them. It took several minutes for the delirium to wear down enough that he could think to bend his own legs—Hazel’s hands falling to rest on his hip bones—and fuck up into them.
His vision wavered in and out, replacing Hazel with Castorlux in the Vale, and it was like their first time all over again, where he was so possessed by a feral sort of desperation and desire that he couldn’t think straight. He wanted to love them tenderly and sweetly, but they left him so blind and frenzied that he couldn’t control himself.
They collided like stars in space through their shared orgasms, and collapsed against each other in great heaving breaths, laying there on the floor, soaking each other in while their hearts struggled to find rhythm again.
“You have a new tattoo,” Ezra murmured once he could finally breathe again, running his fingers along the snake on their forearm.
“Yeah.” They rolled their eyes. “A gift from our favorite ferryman.” Ezra leaned into their touch when they lifted a hand to brush some hair from his face. “You look different when you give yourself over to Astrae completely.”
He blinked at the sudden topic change, and lifted his head to look at them curiously. “What do you mean?”
They shrugged, resting their head on the rise of his chest, twisting a lock of his dark hair around their finger. “Your hair gets wavy, and your eyes are more hazely, like there’s some brown in the middle of them. Did that happen to me again in the Vale?”
Ezra nodded and ran his own hand through their curls. “It did. I think your transformation is the coolest, being split down the middle and all.” He could have added that their transformation also made him feel rabid and frantic with love and adoration, but he didn’t want to ruin the moment that they were having.
“Maybe mine’s the coolest,” they placed their hands on the floor on either side of his chest and pushed themself up to look at him, “but yours is the prettiest. We really do have to make you a flower crown.”
He sat up and kissed them, kissed them because it was sweet that they wanted to make him a flower crown, and kissed them simply because he wanted to.
No matter what happened with this war, he had Hazel. That meant that everything would be okay.
It’d be enough, because Hazel was enough.
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Ezra was fast asleep, curled onto his side with his hair pooled beneath him, when Hazel finally managed to muck up the courage to sneak out the next morning. They’d given themself a moment to just lay there and watch him, a moment to memorize his face, the acne scars and the too-long eyelashes and the soft wrinkle between his brow that spoke of his endless worry for others. They’d given themself a moment to run their fingers through his soft hair and think about how much they hated themself. 
When they’d fallen against him in the bathtub the night before, it’d been because they knew a goodbye was coming, and they couldn’t bear the crushing weight of that grief.
They told themself that making love to him was just to leave him one last happy memory, but they knew that was a lie. It was something that they had done because they had wanted one last happy memory for themself.
Their greediness knew no bounds.
Ezra was better off without them. He’d figure that out, eventually.
When they went back home to quit their job, they’d done so with a heavy heart. They hadn’t thought it would be so difficult, but walking into the shop and being bombarded with diesel fumes and loud music and raucous laughter had made them feel oddly hollow.
Their boss hadn’t taken it well at all, but he’d relented when they’d explained that there was a family emergency and they’d be moving down south to handle it. That wasn’t entirely untrue, but they couldn’t say much more than that.
Lucas was the main problem.
Seeing Hazel waltz into the shop to start loading their toolbox onto their trailer had sent him over the edge. The argument had been vicious enough that Damon and the others in the shop had been forced to step in. But it hadn’t taken most of them long to jump to Lucas’ side of the fence when they’d heard his argument about how Hazel had disappeared for weeks, came back obviously weighing significantly less than they had when they’d left—something that Hazel hadn’t even really noticed—and now were just up and “moving down south” with no more than a simple goodbye.
If Hazel was stronger, if they weren’t so selfish to cling to the few things they had left, they might have ended the argument right then and there. Might have cut themself off from Lucas and the others cold turkey, just to save them the pain of worrying if they were even alive or not.
But Hazel was weak and fragile, because leaving Ezra was going to be the hardest thing they’d ever done, like hacking their own limb off, or slitting their own throat. They would need someone there to keep them from falling apart completely, and Lucas had always been too good at taping Hazel back together.
So they left Lucas and Damon and the others behind on the promise to keep in touch, and they meant it.
Hazel had no intention of fighting alongside the Constellites in the upcoming war. They had at one point. It terrified them, because they knew they weren’t ready for the weight of that responsibility, but they weren’t going to just abandon the others to fight on their own. 
Then Kharon happened, the stupid prophecy happened, the stupid tradition happened.
They might not be good enough for Ezra, might never deserve him or his love in the first place, but Hazel was not going to let him die because of them.
It wasn’t right.
So, they were going to pack their bags and hop into their truck and just drive until they were so far lost that there was no hope of Ezra ever finding them. There, they could search for work at another dealership and start their life over. Maybe in Montana, or maybe Oregon? They’d been born in Montana and knew nothing of the state, after all. And the idea of an open sky and mountains and untamed wild sounded like enough peace to help them wade through the despair that they were sure to plummet into.
They texted Ezra and told him that they’d return to Elysia first thing tomorrow as they wanted to spend time with their dads and Lucas first. Ezra had texted back and said that he understood and that he’d be there when they were ready because of course he would be.
Instead, Hazel spent the remainder of their evening and their night packing up their belongings. They packed enough into suitcases and duffle bags to get them through about two months, and the rest went into whatever boxes they could find. They could always sneak back for this stuff later, and they’d worry about the logistics of their house and their belongings once they made it where they needed to be.
Finally, exhaustion took up arms and battled valiantly against their imploding panic, and eventually, it won. It left Hazel too tired to make it up the stairs to their stripped-down bed, and it took them into the world of dreams right there on the couch.
With their last of their energy, they thought of how they had always seemed to fall asleep on couches with Ezra. Thinking of that, they wandered into the Land of Dreams with a smile on their face.

      [image: image-placeholder]One final return to Elysia and then they’d be gone. They owed Silas that much.
They knew how viciously grief had broken him down after Zuban’s passing, thanks to Ezra, and they didn’t want to be another nail in his coffin. And for the most part, all of the Constellites had become close friends to Hazel.
The way Hazel intended to leave them all was cowardly, but they’d never claimed to be brave.
In Elysia, the Constellites were scattered about the Protévousa, and Hazel counted their lucky stars that they were able to utilize those early lessons of energy management to avoid Ezra and the others, following instead the buzzing electrical current that led them to Silas’ chambers where he was hiding.
He was sitting on a chair by the window when Hazel slipped in, staring out towards the blue skies with eyes that were both there and not. The sunlight lit his face beautifully, and Hazel prayed to a god they had no faith in that he would understand they weren’t abandoning him. 
He didn’t comment when Hazel went to him and picked up a hairbrush to begin working through the snarls of his hair. “Can you keep a secret, Silas?”
He didn’t say anything, but he nodded. They felt that he could; he didn’t like talking to anybody anyways. Ha-eun and Ezra seemed to be the closest Constellites to him, but even they were kept at arm’s length from him.
“Kharon told me about Castorlux and Astrae and how the same thing is going to happen to me and Ezra.”
His head tipped back in their hands so he could look at them with rounded silver eyes.
“I have to leave, Silas.”
At that, he smiled disturbingly wide. “From Astrae’s demise, you run.”
They nodded their head. “I can’t do it to him.”
Silas shook his head. Even if his smile didn’t falter, Hazel knew him well enough to know that his smile meant nothing. “I will be without you?”
Tears blurred their vision instantly at his words, at the pain flaring in his eyes. Almost frantically, Hazel shook their head, swallowed the vicious grief in their throat and tipped forward, squeezing their eyes shut as they pressed their forehead against his. “No, no, you won’t be without me. If you can keep it a secret, I can stay in touch with you. But nobody can know, okay? You have to swear that to me, or I’ll disappear from you to—“
“Fretta!“ Gabriel crashed into the room with so much force that the doorknob cracked against the wall and both Hazel and Silas nearly jumped out of their seats completely. “There’s an emergency in Ripés!”
Hazel needed to leave. They needed to leave before Ezra did something stupid like convince them to stay. But it’d look suspicious if they didn’t respond to whatever was going on now, not to mention the look in Gabriel’s eyes had something sickening writhing in their stomach.
They didn’t think about anything as they followed him and Silas through the castle, didn’t think about anything as they took Ha-eun’s hand and let her teleport them to Hazel and Sadie’s kingdom. Nausea twisted Hazel’s guts as they hurried through the streets, the Underworld whizzing past them as the dread settled lower and lower the closer they got. They didn’t need anybody to tell them what had happened.
They knew.
They found Adelita standing over what was clearly a body on the ground, her hands fisted and shaking at her sides. Ezra was there too, off to the side and puking. Valentina was with him, rubbing a soothing hand along his back whilst she cried her own tears. Samuel and Baylen were working together to secure the area and keep any other ággelos from stumbling across the scene.
Blood soaked into the ground, staining the white stone of the city-center a dark ruby.
 Hazel moved to Adelita’s side in a daze, feeling oddly disconnected from their body, floating outside of it, watching as it took slow and steady steps towards the soul on the ground. Ice filled their veins as they stared down at the broken and bloodied thing beneath them, and they found themself confused as to why they didn’t feel sick, or why they didn’t feel any horror.
They didn’t feel much of anything, actually.
“There’s a note,” Hazel murmured, mostly to themself as they squatted down to pluck the piece of parchment nailed into the ággelo’s chest with a shaking hand. They tore it from the nail and grasped it so tightly they were lucky it didn’t tear further.
Adelita’s eyes were wide when Hazel straightened out with the note in hand, as though she couldn’t believe the casual ease with which Hazel grabbed the note, touched the dead thing at their feet. Hazel couldn’t believe it either.
“I hope that this letter finds you well,” Hazel began to read, their voice steadier than they expected it to be. “It was truly the most wonderful surprise to find a star-dusted godling wandering about my lands. If I’d had any warning at all, I might have been able to prepare a festival for you in your welcome. I regret that you scurried off before we had the chance to get to know one another.” The buzzing in Hazel’s head was replaced with a sharp ringing that hurt their ears. They swallowed the bile that burned in the back of their throat. “But alas, I suppose that I should tell you that my dearest friend Hypnos is not pleased with you and believes this to be an act of war. Was this an act of war, twins divine?”
God Mávri Trýpa had written them a letter, a fucking letter, and nailed it to the chest of an innocent, all because Hazel had pissed off his friend? It felt ridiculous. Unreal. Hazel wasn’t sure if they wanted to laugh or cry, wasn’t sure what the others were thinking as they stared at them, the note shaking in their hand, words blurring in their vision. 
“This letter is a promise to you and the rest of your godling cohorts; I am officially declaring war between the belligerents of Tartarus and Elysia, between I and the children of the starlight.” Hazel swallowed, stared at the name curled in ink next to their thumb. “I look forward to our next encounter. Signed, The End to Come.”
Hazel came back into their body abruptly, and just in time to feel their knees going weak, their head growing dizzy. They looked up from the letter, found Adelita still staring at them in surprise. 
“I started a war.” Their own voice sounded faraway, foreign, but they knew they’d said it. They could feel the vibrations in their throat, could feel the lack of air in their lungs.
Adelita’s mouth moved quickly, but Hazel couldn’t hear her over the warped echoing of blood in their ears. Hazel watched, numb, as she whirled on her heels and took off. Then Ezra was standing in her place, though Hazel hadn’t seen him walk over, and his mouth moving but the words were lost in the same empty blackness Hazel found themself spiraling into.
Had the ferryman known that stealing the elixir would be seen as an act of war? Had he known that God Hypnos was not in his home but in Tartarus instead? Had he known that when he’d set their agreement?
A glance down was all the answer they needed.
The snake was still inked into their skin. It had never dissolved. They’d held up their end of the bargain, but Kharon hadn’t his. That had to have been it.
It didn’t matter, they supposed, because either way, Hazel had started a fucking war. Sure, technically, God Mávri Trýpa had started the war by stealing ággelos and returning them home in mangled pieces. But now it was official.
Now war was real, because of Hazel, and they wouldn’t see a moment of it. They would be abandoning the others and forcing them to clean up Hazel’s mess.
How typical, they thought.
“Why are you laughing?” Ezra’s hands on their arms seemed to jolt them awake, drawing them back into their body and onto solid, bloody ground.
They were laughing, weren’t they? Why were they laughing? They could feel tears running down their cheeks, but the laughter didn’t make sense.
Before they could stop themself, they ignored Ezra to squat down once again and stare at the ággelo more closely. She’d been quite beautiful before her death, Hazel decided. And probably kind and gracious as all ággelos were. Eyes the color of chocolate were blown wide open, watching Hazel, blaming Hazel. I’m sorry, they wanted to tell her, but the words died on their tongue just as the nameless ággelo had died in the kingdom that Hazel had been meant to rule.
Ezra knelt down on the other side of the body and Hazel watched his hand drift over her face, pushing closed her eyes. “O Goddess, Creator and Redeemer, grant to the souls of all our faithful departed Your mercy, starlight and peace. Mother, we pray that those we love who have gone before us in faith may know Your forgiveness for their sins and the blessings of everlasting life in the company of the stars and the cosmos. Amen.” He spoke softly, reverently. Hazel realized then that the hand that wasn’t hovering over the ággelo’s face was clutching at his talisman. After a long silence, he looked up at them, worry mixing with grief in his eyes like muddied paint water. “We should go back to the castle and work on our planning. Tegmine and Aldebaran will clean up here—“
But Hazel wasn’t listening. Ezra’s words were lost to the wind, lost to the guilt gnashing its teeth into Hazel like a dog into a bone.
They felt unbearably empty as he guided them to their feet and dropped an arm over their shoulders, pulling them close. Standing like this, Hazel could feel the way Ezra was trembling.
There was a dead body at their feet and all they could think about was the amount of damage they had managed to do in the short time they’d been a Constellite.
“Gods,” they rolled their eyes, settled back into the couch and took a loud slurp from their mug, “even as a God, I manage to be a fuck up.”
“I don’t think that you’re a fuck u—“
Did he think differently now? They’d been given a relatively simple task: to get information on the dead bodies popping up throughout Elysia from a cranky ferryman. That was it. And somehow, in doing that, they’d pissed off their enemy so badly that they’d been gifted with another dead body. This one’s blood was on nobody’s hands but Hazel’s.
Hazel didn’t remember going back to the castle, couldn’t have said whether or not Ha-eun had used her gifts to bring them back or if Ezra had walked them all the way. All Hazel knew was that they were standing in Ezra’s chambers, standing next to him, surrounded by him.
“I did this,” they said suddenly, more to themself than Ezra.
He whirled around to face them. “This isn’t your fau—“
“How isn’t it?” Their voice sounded incredibly strained, like it was only one syllable away from crumbling. “How isn’t this my fault, Ezra?”
His brows furrowed above puffy eyes. If there was ever a time to start a fight with him, this most certainly wasn’t it.
But they were so incredibly angry. Their anger was with themself, but the pressure of it built so intensely that it needed to be let out or felt like it’d kill them. 
“You didn’t kill tha—“
“I may as well have!” they exploded, air bursting from them with such force that it knocked Ezra back and tipped a nearby statue onto its side. Ezra’s eyes went wide, but he didn’t move towards them the way they thought he might have. “You have me so fucking high up on a pedestal, Ez! And you hardly fucking know me! I’ve been a Constellite for only a few fucking weeks and look how much has happened already!” They stomped up to him, glared up at him, gaze smoldering.
“I would hardly call anything that’s happened your fault.” His voice was low, hesitant, but not like he was afraid, more like he didn’t know what words to say that wouldn’t make Hazel blow a gasket. “And I know you plenty well.”
They laughed, belly-deep and twisted. “Do you, Ez? Do you know me? Because if you actually did, you wouldn’t fucking love me.” His eyes flashed wide, and heat dusted his cheeks rosy. He was trembling again. Had he ever stopped? “Yeah, I know,” they all but spat in the face of his surprise, “you’re shit at hiding it.” 
They couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment they’d figured it out, but they had. His feelings were plain as day, his heart stitched into his sleeve, the heart that Hazel would eventually eat if he didn’t give up on the idea of them.
“You think you love me because you hardly fucking know me,” they snarled.
”I do know you.“ He didn’t cower like they thought that he might’ve, but they remembered the man they’d met in the blustering woods on that fateful day so many weeks ago, calm, sweet, but strong and ready for a battle. Ezra was a fighter as much as he was a lover.
Too bad Hazel had never learned to do anything other than fight.
“You don’t!” they screeched, hating themself for it despite the fact they had consciously made the decision to let their anger run as rampant as it needed to. This was their plan, but knowing that did little to assuage the self-loathing that came with it. “You think you know me because some old fucking god inside of you is in love with the god inside of me. It’s clouding your fucking vision.”
“Stop swearing at me.” His face was the picture of calm, but Hazel caught the way his hands shook at his sides, caught the war waging in his eyes. “And don’t tell me that I can’t genuinely love you,” he said, voice dropped so low that it made Hazel nervous, afraid, “because I love you more than I can find the words for.”
Their fear sharpened into something tangible that they could use. A weapon. They were good at that—twisting their volatile emotions into something deadly to take out everything else around them. It was the only thing they were good at, they realized with deranged laughter spilling from their lips.
They needed him to understand. If he did, the blow of them leaving would be lessened. So, they swung low and took a cheap shot. They picked up one of the glasses from the table next to them and launched it with all of their strength at the wall, they let the split take them completely.
“Do you know this?” they screamed, and they watched glass shatter against the wall, sprinkle across the floor like bladed tears.
In an instant, he was no longer the strong and steady Constellite that Hazel had first met, nor was he the soft and loving friend they’d come to know. Instead, he was just a boy, barely fifteen and burdened with too many scars for his age, acting as his brother’s shield from their father’s drunken wrath.
They would never forgive themself for this, but they hoped that by doing so, Ezra wouldn’t have to die for them anymore, and that would be holy, wouldn’t it? Would that be atonement for what they had done to him, what they were doing to him?
“H-Hazel, just take a brea—“
“Fuck you! You’re nothing but a fucking pussy, Ez. Maybe your dad was right after all.” Did he see the way they were shaking? Were his tears blurring his vision enough to keep him from seeing that this was hurting them too?
If the Mother could give them one thing, it’d be this: Ezra not seeing their own pain. They needed him to hate them.
He looked at them as though they’d just slit his throat. Good. Let the hurt burn there in his chest. Hazel needed him to hurt because then maybe, just maybe, he wouldn’t be broken when they walked out on him. Maybe if he was already wounded, he wouldn’t crumble like the marble statue they’d knocked over. Maybe he wouldn’t shatter like the glass they’d thrown.
It didn’t matter whether or not his heart broke from Hazel’s leaving, because it would keep him alive, keep his heart beating, and that was all that truly meant anything.
“What did I do to make you so angry?”
Was he asking Hazel that, or was he asking his father that? Hazel might have been sick just having to ask that if it weren’t for the rage sustaining them.
“Do you know how much I love you, Hazel?”
“Enough that you’d die for me, but not enough to tell me about it.” The words tumbled out so quickly it was a miracle he’d understood them at all. And he had, if his shocked expression was anything to go by.
His face fell slack, skin blanching. “That’s what Kharon told you about.”
“Yeah, he did!” They kicked the couch as hard as they could and relished the fire that bloomed in the toe they’d probably broken. “The fucking boat boy told me what you never bothered to.“ They grabbed a vase from the nearby end table and threw it, watched it explode the same way that the glass had, and watched the way Ezra seemed to jump at the motion.
Horror didn’t replace the anguish on his face, but it accompanied it, mixing together like too many colors on a single pallet, muddied and ugly and wrong wrong wrong. “I was going to tell you, Hazel. I wanted to wait until we had all of the war stuff figured out.” His hands clenched into fists at his sides, his eyes stuck somewhere over Hazel’s shoulder.
Was he angry? They supposed he had every right to be, considering they were screaming at him and berating him and destroying his chambers, but somehow it only served to take their boiling anger and send it spilling over the pot.
“You were going to tell me? That’s fucking rich, Ezra. Well, you didn’t.“ Their tears burned as they streaked down their cheeks. “But don’t worry, because Kharon the fucking Ferryman did what you were too much of a pussy to do yourself.”
“Hazel, will you just calm—“
They turned away from him, stomped heavy feet towards the door. His hand caught their wrist, and they went blind to everything but their rage, their own inadequacy. His hand caught their wrist, and they were cornered once again, a feral cat facing down animal control.
Hazel spun in his grasp and the back of their hand caught his cheekbone hard enough for a crack to resound through the room, to echo off of the walls, to scrape across the inside of their skull for the rest of their fucking life.
And then they just stared at one another, Ezra letting go of their wrist to raise a shaking hand up to his face, grazing ginger fingers across the reddened bone of his cheek. His gaze was far away, meadows afflicted by storm, and Hazel had to wonder again: was he looking at them or at his father?
At no point had Hazel considered striking him. Hazel hadn’t even really meant to do it.
He turned away from them, and they watched him walk across the room, watched him kneel down and use his hands to sweep up some of the broken glass from the floor. “You should go cool off.”
The coldness in his voice seemed to extinguish the flames of their anger immediately, leaving cool regret and anguish in its place.
His hair had taken some wave to it.
The damage had been done. Hazel was victorious. They’d done exactly what they needed to do.
So why did it hurt so fucking bad?
“I’ll go cool off.” They felt the sobs building in their chest, strangling them. “Tell Ezra that I said goodbye, Astrae.”
That was all they said before they whispered the prayer that would take them home, or rather, to the place that was once their home, the place that would become a distant memory in the same way that Ezra would.
The sobs didn’t break free while they loaded their suitcases and duffle bags into the bed of their truck, working on securing them into place so they didn’t move around. The sobs didn’t break free when they pulled out of their driveway and looked at their house through the rearview mirror. Their sobs didn’t break free when the tires of their truck met the I-90 and they steered it westbound.
Their sobs didn’t break free until they pulled into their first rest stop of the night, some no-name place in the middle of Ohio, wrapped themself in a blanket, and forced themself to find a comfortable position along the front row of their truck amongst all of the luggage.
When those sobs came, they were heavy.
Nearly as heavy as Hazel had been in Ezra’s arms.
That was a weight that Ezra would no longer have to bear, at least. Hazel would bear all of it. 
That would be their penance.






  
  THIRTY-FIVE

EZRA






Ezra wasn’t surprised that Hazel had taken their grief and the panic and turned them into daggers they could stab into his flesh. It was expected in a way, he’d gotten used to the claws and fangs that came out when Hazel felt cornered, but he wasn’t prepared for how sharp these daggers had been.
He wasn’t prepared to be taken back to Bonnyville to stand in his childhood kitchen, pot on the oven ready to boil over because he had left it unattended in favor of facing up to his father’s wrath, just to make sure Noah never saw any of it.
He wasn’t prepared for Hazel to strike him the way that they had, wasn’t prepared for the sting of it, the heat that radiated beneath his skin despite having long ago gotten used to that particular kind of pain.
It was the only reason he let them leave. They needed to cool off and admittedly, he needed the space as well. He couldn’t face them like that, not when old wounds were throbbing just as badly as the new ones were.
He’d finally said aloud what he felt towards them, and they had spit it back in his face. Their spit had been venomous enough that he’d had to let himself succumb to Astrae or risk fracturing so deeply that he’d never be able to put himself back together again.
In Astrae’s memories, he’d dug his own heart out of his chest and offered it to them with reverent hands, but right now it felt like Hazel had wrenched it from his ribs just to stomp it beneath their feet.
He wasn’t sure how long he let Astrae have the reins. It could have been minutes or hours, but by the time Ezra surfaced again, the glass had been cleared from the floor and the sun had started moving across the horizon again. Yet even with those feelings of blistering hurt and sharp betrayal, Ezra found himself pacing his chambers, waiting for Hazel to come back. For some reason, they were the only person he wanted to see. Hazel would come back and then they could make up.
“Astrae.” 
Ezra blinked, finding Antares and Alrescha standing over him, Deneb just a few steps behind. He couldn’t say when they’d shown up, or even when he’d sat down on the couch, but his muscles ached and his head felt fuzzy. 
Antares frowned as he looked around the room, then settled his gaze back on Ezra. “What happened in here? Your and Hazel's energies were out of control.”
“Hazel and I got into a fight,” he answered dumbly, feeling eerily numb.
“Where are they now?” Alrescha asked, already moving out of Antares’ grasp.
He shrugged his shoulders, staring at the three sets of shoes in front of his feet.
Alrescha froze. “Did they say when they’d be back?”
“We’ll worry about them when they get back,” Deneb interrupted. “I really hate to be that guy, conejito, but we have work that needs to be done. Take a few minutes to breathe, and then meet us downstairs, yeah?”
Antares dropped down on the couch next to him. “I’ll stay with him for now,” he murmured softly, his smile small when Alrescha sat down on the other side of Ezra.
Deneb left, presumably to go meet once again with the others.
Ezra was grateful for all of them, truly. Of course, Deneb would be there to help him remember his primary focus. Of course, Alrescha and Antares would be there to take the punch of his whirling energy and hold him through the storm of his own emotions. The rest of the Constellites would have helped in their own way too had they been present for this latest spiral down.
Neither of the water gods asked him any questions and instead seemed happy to just grab his hands and give them reassuring squeezes while he focused on getting his breathing back to normal, focused on trying to remember how his lungs were supposed to work when they were thorned with the shrapnel of his broken heart.
They sat with him while he tried to figure it out. They stayed by his side until he managed to get it under control enough that he could face the others and get back to work. In fact, the distraction might be nice. In fact, it would be just the thing he needed. Ezra was good at being useful, and that would be enough to hold him until Hazel came back.
He thought of having Astrae take him over once again, but he wanted to be strong and handle this on his own. When Hazel came back, there would be a lot for them to talk about, and he wanted to be ready to deal with that. He couldn’t prepare himself if he was hiding with his tail between his legs in the recesses of his head.
So Ezra picked himself back up, let Antares and Alrescha fret about him, the former running his fingers through Ezra’s hair to smooth it and the latter straightening his clothes to look more presentable. And then he led them both down to the meeting room where the others were waiting, and he took his seat and didn’t think about the empty one next to his.
“We need everybody based in their home Vasíleio for the time being, with the exception of Rukbat,” Ezra said when the table quieted down for him to speak. He glanced at Rukbat, found her staring back. “I think that it’d be best for you to join Sadie in Ripés, at least until Hazel returns.”
She nodded her head. “Understood. And when Hazel returns?”
“Then we begin the next phase. You’ll return to your own Vasíleio and then Regulus, Aldebaran, and Tegmine will go down to see the people and begin to search out soldiers.”
“How do you suggest we do that?” Tegmine asked, head tilting to the side as he tucked some of his moonlit hair behind his ear.
Ezra looked to Hamal and Deneb for their answer. While he may have been the lead strategist of their group, and while he wanted everybody’s input, he was most interested to hear theirs. The two of them would be the best in leading them through a war. Hamal was made from the stars of the God of War, and Deneb was... well she was just vicious.
“I think it would serve us well to go and hold speeches in our Vasíleia again and just ask them to join us,” Deneb spoke first, flickering a sharp glance at Hamal, waiting to see whether or not he agreed.
Hamal nodded, his face neutral but determined. Despite how little he and Deneb got along, he wouldn’t let their perpetual feuding get in the way of protecting Elysia. Ezra appreciated that about him, the way that he could focus when it counted.
“I do not think a draft would be the correct way to handle things,” Hamal added. “The ággelos are already frightened, and forcing them to fight would only make that worse. We aren’t those kinds of gods.”
Ezra remembered viscerally finding the ággelo in Ripés. He remembered it the same way that he remembered finding the rest of them. This one, however, had been particularly brutalized. Every single joint was bent the wrong way, there was a letter nailed to her chest, and she appeared to have been tortured as well. They had really taken the time to be thoroughly cruel to this one, and he had lost everything he’d eaten in the last few hours the moment he’d seen her.
Would there ever be a night that he laid down to sleep and didn’t see memories of her bloody corpse when he closed his eyes? He doubted it. Even now just thinking of her made him feel nauseous, and it was a lucky thing that he’d emptied his stomach already.
He imagined that the poor people of Ripés—or all of the ággelos, rather—were even more frightened than he was. It wouldn’t have been right to force them to fight this war. He could only hope that they would agree to help willingly.
As they continued to discuss reconnaissance, strategy, fighting methods, and plans, Ezra was happy to let Astrae take the lead once again, happy to let his hair wave and his eyes hazel. Astrae would be better equipped for all of this anyways. That, and it helped to keep thoughts of Hazel out of his head. Was his cheek still red? he wondered. His heart was still battered, of that he was certain.
Astrae was diligent and fully immersed in the discussion, but Ezra hadn’t gone completely out. His thoughts kept drifting back to his chambers and the things Hazel had said to him.
They hadn’t had the right to throw his father’s words in his face, and they owed him an apology, but he hadn’t had the right to keep the whole dying-for-them-eventually thing from them either. He owed them an apology as well. Of course, that would frighten them. They weren’t wrong in feeling betrayed.
Then there was the accusation that the love he had for them wasn’t his own, that it wasn’t real. That pissed him off. Yes, Astrae loved Castorlux, and he often was forced to feel that through their shared soul, but it was so much more than that. Ezra loved Hazel just as much as Astrae did Castorlux, and the idea that they didn’t believe that had him feeling a sort of rage he didn’t feel often.
He had to see them. The two of them needed to talk.
“C’mon, Astrae, let’s get going,” Deneb said, and he glanced up to find her standing next to him, already dressed and ready to go.
He hadn’t heard them mention their uniforms, hadn’t even heard the meeting end, lost in his own thoughts as he was, but Ezra didn’t hesitate to don his own vestments as he joined the others. The uniform brought him relief the same way an old and worn and well-loved blanket did to a child. In his uniform, he looked stronger, more capable, and that made it easier for him to pretend that he was. The leather gun holsters beneath his arms were a familiar and quiet reminder of his own lethality. The white and black Roman collar and the white capelet and the jacket that reached his boots created the image of a priest that made Ezra feel closer to Mother and therefore, safe.
Rukbat, as always, took care of teleportation, so he, alongside Deneb and Aldebaran, made it to Edafos quickly. In an instant, ággelos were knelt at their feet, heads pressing into the stone there.
“Blessed be,” Ezra murmured with his brethren, and for the first time in forever, it felt wrong of him to say that. It felt wrong of him to bless his followers.
He’d failed them, hadn’t he? Another one of their own was dead and Ezra had done nothing to stop it, had done nothing to save her. His hands were coated in her blood. What kind of god did that make him? The kind that didn’t deserve the devoted worship of these ággelos, he decided. 
Get up, he wanted to tell the ones currently whispering their admiration of him and their promises to be good and worthy of him. Stand on your feet and spit in my face. Tell me how greatly I have let you down. Tell me how greatly you despise me. Tell me what a pus—
His father’s face flashed like a warning sign in his head, red with anger, sallowed with beer and cheap rum.
The memories that he had stuck into an empty rum bottle—capped shut and hidden so deep inside of himself that it was hard to reach—resurfaced the moment that Hazel had lashed out. When Hazel threw a glass at the wall, he had remembered vividly sitting in his childhood bedroom, too small to do anything more than hold Noah tight against his chest with his hands over his younger brother’s ears, listening to the sound of their father destroying their home. He remembered vividly waiting until the house had gone so quiet that he could hear his own breathing and how he’d put Noah to bed and set about the house to pick up the things that weren’t destroyed and discard the things that were. He’d laid a throw blanket over his slumbering father, wherever he had landed, and watched him and thought of all the things that he was too much of a spineless idiot to say aloud.
When Hazel had called him a pussy, he could hear it echoed in his father’s voice, could remember standing outside of his father’s truck staring down at the deer they’d just accidentally hit, a gun in his hand that was supposed to have been aimed at it. Put it out of its misery, his father had said, and then his father had called him a pussy when he hadn’t been able to do it, even if it was different than hunting, even if it was a mercy killing, even if the weight of his father’s shotgun was no different in his hand than Astrae’s was, he just hadn’t been able to do it.
This is what the ággelos worshiped: a boy who had been too afraid to confront his own father. A boy who had been too afraid to put an injured animal out of its misery. This is who they were worshiping.
A pussy.
“You’re really lost in your head today.” Aldebaran’s voice jolted him back to reality in time to see those same ággelos walking away. “We all are, Ez.” Her hand found his back, right in the center of his shoulder blades.
“We need to stop these deaths,” he managed.
Deneb stepped in front of them, a fire in her eyes blazing hotter than he’d seen in a long time. “And we will. God Mávri Trýpa doesn’t know what’s coming his way.” She was smiling, and Ezra realized that she meant it. Deneb was one of the most stubborn people he’d ever met; if she decided that she was going to kill God Mávri Trýpa, then he believed that she would.
But when the three of them gathered all of the ággelos and spoke to them once again about the latest loss, when Deneb and Aldebaran both spoke passionately about starting up an army, all Ezra could see was the fear slashed across their faces like blood across pavement.
“For centuries, we have done little else than cower on our side of the Underworld,” Deneb began, her voice carrying through the crowd as an earthquake might a forest. “For centuries, we have done little else than hold up shields and hope that that black hole of a supposed god would give up and leave us and the human realm be. And now our passive hands are wet with your blood. With the hour of war upon us, it’s time that we end things once and for all.”
Deneb looked like a general commanding her troops. She was every bit as terrifying as she was beautiful, and every bit as confident as she was strong. Aldebaran was no different, standing as though she were built from iron and proud of it. Maybe if Ezra could be more like them, he would have been able to stand up to his father. Maybe he would have been able to stand up to Hazel.
Maybe this ággelo wouldn’t have died. Maybe none of them would have.
All of his self-loathing, all of his anxiety, all of his doubt, all of his fear, all of his everything came together then. He took a page from Hazel’s book and molded those things like clay into something sharper, something that had his jaw tensing and his nostrils flaring.
I am of the one who first turned the soil of the Earth with the curved plough. I am of the one who first gave corn and crops to the land in blessing. I am of the one who first gave laws. All things are gifts from the one from which my blood was made.
“Join us,” he spoke suddenly, his voice more powerful and commanding than he’d ever heard it as he stepped up to stand next to Deneb. “We’re going to defeat Mávri Trýpa, and we cannot do it without your help. Let us fashion a military together, one that is large enough and strong enough to send that black hole back to the stars so that we all may live in peace. We will all repay him, according to the work of his hands. We will all give him dullness of heart; our curse will be on him. We will all pursue him in anger and destroy him from beneath our Elysia.”
He felt the spring bud eyes of Aldebaran and the clay-spun eyes of Deneb on him, both pairs curious. But he didn’t care. Fire moved through his veins, cast his pain and grief into a weapon, cooled it, shaped it, wielded it in his palm like Astrae did for centuries before him. He could be strong like Deneb. He could be resilient like Aldebaran. He could be because he needed to be. 
He was fresh out of options.
Being a coward hadn’t gotten him anywhere yet.
“Vengeance will be ours, so join us.”
He waited a breath and still felt the eyes of his comrades on him. Their shock and their awe weighed their energies heavy, filling his lungs with Deneb’s bone dust and Aldebaran’s hearth smoke. It took a moment before he saw two ággelos look at one another and nod before turning back to him. Together, hand in hand, they wove their way through the thicket of winged bodies until they were so close to where the Constellites stood that they had to crane their necks to see them.
“We will join you, our star-dusted gods. O Healing one, O Armored one, and O Mighty one, we pray that we may learn to walk in all of Your ways, and we wish to serve with all of our beings and learn to fight alongside You. Teach us O Star-dusted ones, how to worship You in the beauty of holiness so that we may be one that bows our hearts before You in spirit and truth, to Your honor and glory. In Mother’s name we pray, and in the name of peace eternal, we will fight.” They spoke in unison, their feathered wings vibrating in their devotion.
“I’ll join!” another said, stepping forward before any of the Constellites could answer.
“Me too!” Another.
And another, and another.
It startled him to see how one by one they were all beginning to rally beneath this command of his voice. More and more stepped forward until the only ones left were the ággelos with bodies too small to support the weight of a sword and the ággelos who reared them.
Chiron pumped through him, matching time with his beating heart, and it didn’t burn, but rather, it felt like raw and untapped power, swelling the walls of his veins. Ezra was a Constellite. Ezra was a god. He would no longer be the child terrified of his father, he would no longer be the man ducking the wasp tongue of the person that he loved, and he would no longer be playing goalie in the game against a god that was Tarbent on destroying everything that he loved.
Ezra Thompson, surrounded by the boisterous voices of the army he’d helped to create, would make sure that his father could do no more harm to he or Noah, would make sure that Hazel learned how desperately he loved them, and would make sure that the God of Black Holes didn’t live another day to plunder and to pillage.
Ezra Thompson would be the one to spill blood now.

      [image: image-placeholder]Training was to start at the next sunrise. All of the Constellites—save for Hazel, who had still not made their presence known if they had returned to Elysia—had agreed that time was of the essence. Deneb would train the ággelos of Edafos in combat. Aldebaran would teach them defense.
Ezra would teach them combat medicine, something that would be just as important as fighting and defending, even if less exciting. He had his magikēs, of course, to aid in his own combat medic abilities, but he also had learned a lot in Constellite training as a star-borne and as a veterinarian on the basic principles of medicine.
But that would come later. For now, he and Poppy were heading northeast, towards the Vasíleio of Flóges. He needed to get in touch with as many of the blacksmiths as he could. They needed to figure out how to start the production of enough weaponry to supply an entire army, needed to make sure that they had the sufficient supplies and manpower to do so, and work on sourcing out whatever they might have needed.
There was a lot of work to be done when he left the Vasíleio of Flóges. All of the Constellites would be neck-deep in work for the foreseeable future. The sooner that he could start, the better.
Still, his ride on Poppy was slow-going, as he saw no reason to push her. The blacksmiths would still be there whether he made it there in an hour or in ten. He wanted the time to think because as it stood, he hadn’t the slightest idea what he was feeling. Too many emotions tangled together like some great ball of yarn inside, and he couldn’t discern one thread from another.
His burst of courage and power had been so sudden, so great, that it fizzled out nearly as quickly, no more than a flashpoint of courage. He didn’t have the stamina to sustain it for very long.
No… that wasn’t it, he thought with a frown. He wasn’t sure that he’d been brave for a single moment. That confidence, that steadiness, felt so much like Astrae, yet it’d been Ezra who was speaking… wasn’t it? He was woven too deeply into Astrae to be able to tell them apart. Had he been the one to rally an army? Or had it been Astrae?
Thoughts of Hazel fell like sand between his fingers, brushing past every other thought he had as it spiraled down. The desire to tell Hazel about the speech he’d given in Edafos—how, for the first time in his life, he might have been powerful—seemed to return like a nagging toothache every time he tried to think of anything else.
He was angry with them for the things they had said and done, but he missed them something terrible. Where he had gotten used to memories of a life that wasn’t his from centuries ago, he found memories of himself curled onto the couch next to Hazel watching some movie, of their smile when he dragged them around an ice-rink, of dancing with them beneath a silver moon and a sky full of stars in the castle courtyard, of each and every time that he made love to them, of holding onto them in the bathtub when they came apart at the seams and sought out his suturing hands.
He remembered the slamming of doors and the screeching of voices as his parents argued with one another before his mother had passed. He didn’t want that with Hazel. He wouldn’t have that with Hazel because they could be happy. He’d seen glimmers of it when they looked at him, when they smiled at him, when they laughed with him.
Hazel would come back to Elysia, and when they did, he assumed that they’d go straight to Ripés as per the notes they’d left for Hazel in the castle foyer. And sometime soon, he’d find a few minutes to spend with them. Then the two of them could talk. They would both apologize for their wrongdoings. Ezra would tell Hazel how they’d crossed a line and how they had stabbed straight into a soft spot, and they’d apologize. Then he’d hear Hazel out when they spoke of how his own wrongdoings affected them and from the bottom of his heart he would apologize and—
He doubled over and choked as his entire body suddenly began to burn. Chiron. He’d felt this before. It happened sometimes. If Astrae thrashed about too aggressively within him, it raised the chiron in his blood to boiling and it hurt. He yanked on Poppy’s reins until she stopped, and he clambered down from her, tripping, landing flat on his face as he gasped desperately for air he couldn’t seem to get into his lungs.
He rolled onto his side and curled in on himself as he fought against the thrashing and fighting of Astrae. He didn’t want to give himself over right now. He didn’t need Astrae’s help right this second. With a clear set of goals in mind, there was no reason for Ezra to not maintain control of his body.
But every thought died out as his skin burned with a phantom ache, as Astrae fought with his teeth and claws to break loose. What on Earth could have set him off this badly that he was willing to hurt Ezra just to—
“Ezra!” 
He managed to look up just in time to find Antares coming to a stop beside him, haloed by silver moonlight and lit with more worry and fear than Ezra had ever seen on his lovely face. 
“Oh, fuck. Astrae already knows,“ he murmured to somebody on his left—Alrescha, presumably.
Ezra sucked in a sharp breath, letting it shudder out. “Knows what?”
Alrescha knelt down and pulled Ezra up into her arms. He leaned into the warmth of her readily as he grit his teeth against the burning that only seemed to grow more intense, tearing through every single nerve in his body.
“When Hazel left, where did they go?” Antares asked, and though his voice was kept low, there was a strange sort of urgency to it.
He blinked at Alrescha, and his heart did a funny little lurch when he saw the panic blown across her eyes. “Home, I assume.”
“Ezra... their stars went out.”
“What do you mean?” Instinctively, he looked up through the trees and towards the night sky and tried to figure out what they could have been talking about, but looking up at the sky only made Astrae so much wilder that Ezra could feel himself losing his grip on the reins.
“The Gemini constellation has gone out. It’s… it’s gone, Ezra.”
Ezra pushed past the wave of nausea the pain had brought him and stared up at the stars, searching amongst them for the Gemini constellation.
He couldn’t find it.
It had gone dark.
And with it, so did he.






  
  EPILOGUE






The weather seemed to be in support of Hazel Culhane’s desire to ignore everything that had transpired over the previous few days.
It was hard to think about much of anything when they had to devote all of their focus on keeping their truck on the road. Hazel was learning the hard way that they didn’t use salt on the roads out west. Still, the hard way was keeping them distracted enough that they were grateful for it.
But their hands hurt. It was hard holding a steering wheel in a white-knuckled grip for as long as they had. And they were thirsty. And they had to pee. And they were exhausted.
Hazel was just about near to tears when they saw a sign stating a rest area was coming up. There weren’t many of those either, and they couldn’t remember the last time they’d seen a service area. They couldn’t remember the last time they’d even slept. Anytime they had pulled over and tried, thoughts of a bloodied ággelo and a trauma stricken, heartbroken Constellite rotated through their head so quickly that they would average half an hour before giving up and driving again.
Now, they had no choice. They’d lay in their truck for a week if that was what it took to sleep. They were going to slide off of a mountainside otherwise. Their vision was wavering and their hands were in more pain than they thought possible. The thirty straight hours of driving had won.
They wouldn’t get sleep of any good quality or quantity, but they’d take what they could get. Hazel assumed that thirty minutes of nightmares had to have been better than not sleeping at all. It’d frazzle their nerves more, but maybe it’d allow their body just enough rest for them to be able to finish the drive.
They pulled into the rest stop and parked close to the trucks there. Hazel had been working on trucks long enough to know that if any sordid company found them in their own truck that the truckers wouldn’t take too kindly to that. And just in case, they wound their seat belts through the door handles for extra security, settled pillows over the buckles to keep them from digging into their spine.
Despite the way the temperature dropped to freezing the instant they shut the truck off, the way the images of Ezra’s face—angry red blossoming over his cheek and hurt in his eyes—and the mangled ággelo with a declaration of war from the God of Black Holes nailed to its chest flickered back and forth in their head, sleep came easily. Thirty straight hours of driving, of scream-singing along to their favorite music whenever the roads or their thoughts became too perilous, of consciously reprimanding themself every time they even thought of stopping for food, had won.
Hazel was fast asleep in seconds.
Their dream was strangely vivid. They found themself walking through a place they’d never been before, a place so dark that they couldn’t see their own hand in front of their face. Idly, they wondered why they weren’t frightened. They didn’t like the dark to begin with, and that had only gotten worse since their short visit to Tartarus. That, and it wasn’t simply dark, it was pitch black dark.
They walked aimlessly and blindly until their knees crashed into something soft and plush with just enough force to make them topple forward. A bed caught them. A fluffed duvet wrinkled beneath their hands, and suddenly their nose was clogged with the scent of poppy flowers and cottonwood and petrichor and lavender.
Just as the pieces began to click together in their head, just as they began to figure out exactly where they were, a voice spoke up, coming everywhere and nowhere, all at once. A familiar voice, one Hazel had heard once before.
“I said that you’d pay, didn’t I?”
The laughter that followed was hollow and vicious, full-bellied and mean.
Hands began to grab at them, more pairs than they could physically count. They grabbed at Hazel’s arms and their legs. They held onto Hazel’s wrist tightly enough that they couldn’t reach for the dagger they’d decided to keep holstered at their hip.
The hands pulled them back and flung them off of a ledge they hadn’t seen.
This time as they fell, they did scream.






  
  



END of Book One of the STAR EATERS series.
To be continued…








  
  GLOSSARY OF TERMS


ÁGGELOS ||  The souls that are Blessed and spend their afterlife living in Elysia.

AGORA || A meeting place, also just the name of the meeting chambers in the Constellite castle.

ASTRAL POCKETS || Similar to a bag of holding, it’s a small pocket of space that each Constellite has access to for storage purposes. This is where their weapons are kept, though they can keep whatever they want in there. It is accessed through a prayer and functions through their palms.

AWAKENING || The moment that a Constellite’s star-seeds unleash themselves in the host body. It unfurls a great burst of energy and power into them. This typically occurs around puberty and only once a generation for the twelve (meaning that there will never be 2+ of the same Constellites alive at the same time.)

BLESSING || A ceremony where a person is blessed by any of the primordial or demiurgic gods. This is scene most regularly in the Weapons’ Blessing that all of the Constellites go through shortly after their Awakening where they are given their battle weapons and Blessed by Iliakó Fos.

CELESTIAL GODS || These are gods that Goddess Iliakó Fos created by giving stars to mortals for consumption, a.k.a. the Constellites.

THE CONSTELLITES || Gods created by Iliakó Fos to protect mankind from Mávri Trýpa.

DAÍMŌN || Living in Tartarus are souls that were deemed wicked enough to require suffering for the remainder of their lives. Similarly to Elysia, there is a sort of hierarchy of those set to live there; while God Mávri Trýpa is the main rulership or King, he has several gods that serve below him and souls that please he or the dukes and viscounts enough, can Evaporate and become daímōns. The type of daímōn that they become is dependent on what house their sun sign was when they were mortals.

DAÍMŌN SPRAY || A spray that repels daímōns, often sold at hunting/camping stores.

DEMIURGIC GODS || These are the gods that created everything. For example: Iliakó Fos (starlight), Nyx (night), Chronos (time), etc.

DUSTING || The process of a corpse turning into stardust. 

ELYSIA || Also called the Elysium Fields, Elysia is the place where the Constellites, ággelos, souls, and saints are said to originate, be enthroned, or reside. It is the highest place, the holiest place, a paradise. It is the afterlife for souls deemed worthy for the Mother to rest in for eternity. It is a “perfect” utopian society. Elysia is broken into four total kingdoms with The Protévousa being at its center. Each kingdom has its own rich and unique culture. The Kingdoms are:
	VASÍLEIO OF RIPÉS/THE KINGDOM OF GUSTS || The western most part of Elysia, ruled by the Constellites of Geminorum, Librae, and Aquarii. They also celebrate their own holiday: the Day of the Winds. This is celebrated on May 23rd and is an all-night festival that takes place on the coast where people drink wine, eat berries, and sail boats along the coast.

	VASÍLEIO OF FLÓGES/THE KINGDOM OF FLAMES || The eastern most part of Elysia, ruled over by the Constellites of Arietis, Leonis, and Sagittarii. They also celebrate their own holiday: The Day of Fire. This is celebrated on July 2nd and is a day of partying, consisting of a massive carnival type event with lots of tasty food and meads and wine and music. The night ends with massive fireworks displays.

	VASÍLEIO OF EDAFOS/THE KINGDOM OF SOIL || The southern most part of Elysia, these lands are ruled over by the Constellites of Taurids, Virginis, and Capricorni. Their regional holiday is the Day of Birth. This is celebrated October 1st and is a day to give thanks to the Constellites for their bountiful harvests. It is usually celebrated with the planting of three plants of some sort, be it flowers or crops, one for each of the earth Constellites.

	VASÍLEIO OF KYMATISTÁ/THE KINGDOM OF WAVES || At the northern most point of Elysia, this region is ruled over by the Constellites of Cancri, Scorpii, and Piscium. They celebrate the Day of Tides on February 19th. It is a celebration of wine making. A competition is held amongst the vintners and all three water Constellites will choose the best vintner for an automatic Expansion.




ENERGY || This is the aural signature that all living beings have. All of the gods have a really strong sense of this and can make out distinct notes of different energy signatures. For example, Hazel’s energy is described as, “the feeling of anticipation, a soft breeze and summer sun, the tinging smell of engine oil.”

EUDAIMONIA || Based off of Greek mythology/astrology/a little Buddhism and modeled off of Christianity, Eudaimonia is a religious and universal order or way of life by which followers abide. It is the world's largest and most widespread religion with roughly 2.4 billion followers representing one-third of the global population. It is a worship of the Mother, Goddess Iliakó Fos (Goddess of Star Light), and the twelve Guardians.

EVAPORATE || The process of becoming a daímōn.

EXALATION DAY || A celebration of God Mávri Trýpa's exaltation to Tartarus. It is celebrated by baking an Elysium cake (a cake cut in half to represent the Blessed Isles portion of the Underworld with a fève in it, typically a plastic toy star. Whoever gets the piece with the fève gets to make the cake for the following year’s Exaltation Day celebration. It is typically a vanilla cake with whipped frosting and layers of starfruit jam) and enjoying a great feast. This takes place every January 6th. 

EXPANSION || A celebration of God Mávri Trýpa's exaltation to Tartarus. It is celebrated by baking an Elysium cake (a cake cut in half to represent the Blessed Isles portion of the Underworld with a fève in it, typically a plastic toy star. Whoever gets the piece with the fève gets to make the cake for the following year’s Exaltation Day celebration. It is typically a vanilla cake with whipped frosting and layers of starfruit jam) and enjoying a great feast. This takes place every January 6th. 

FOSMAS || A celebration of all that Goddess Iliakó Fos has protected. It is celebrated with gift-giving, time with loved ones, and a feast. Masses are usually held with the rising sun. It is celebrated on December 25 and its eve is the night before. 

THE GODS’ WRIT || The Gods' Writ is a book of teachings and stories that closely mirrors the Christian bible.

HADES’ DOMINION || God Hades rules all of the Underworld, but the lands referred to as his Dominion are where he and his family resides. Nobody is welcome in these lands without his express permission.

THE HALLS OF NIGHT || The lands in the northern most part of Elysia, ruled over by God Hypnos and Goddess Pasithea. In the eastern most part of this region exists the Land of Dreams which is exactly what it sounds like – where people go when they’re sleeping!

MAGIKĒS || The special abilities that the celestial gods have. Essentially, these are superpowers. Magikēs feed off the energy of the user, meaning that it is not limitless. The more that is used, the weaker they will grow. Using too much of it can be lethal to the user. The strength of the Magikēs is something that comes with practice. It comes from the stardust of the stars that Iliakó Fos fed to the twelve original warriors. Magikēs come to each Constellite when they Awaken. The use of Magikēs comes with detriment, and this is thought to be a way to safeguard against any Constellite becoming omniscient. Magikēs can sometimes be combined to increase their damage. For example, those wielding air can fan the flames of the fire-casters to make the fire bigger and more devastating.

THE MEADOWS || A large plot of land that sits between God Hades’ Dominion and the Halls of Night. This is open territory in the Underworld as it is under no rulership (aside from Hades’ general rulership.) 

THE ORACLE OF EXATMÍZONTAS || An ancient seer that prophesized a “great change in the future of the Constellites.” Generally regarded as a myth.

PRIMORDIAL GODS || These are the gods created by demiurgic gods and control more of the day-to-day aspects of life. For example: Hades (the dead), Persephone (spring), Hypnos (sleep), Mávri Trýpa (black holes), etc.

THE RIVER STYX || The largest river that runs through all of the Underworld. It feeds the smaller rivers and is fed by Oceanus. It serves as the entrance into the Underworld.

SOUL CYCLE || It is the reincarnation cycle that every living being’s soul goes through. It is said that upon death, souls will be brought into the Underworld and forced to drink from the River Lethe to forget their entire life. Once this is done, they will be reincarnated into a new life. This cycle will continue until they learn the karmic lesson that was set forth by their first incarnation. Once they’ve successfully completed their soul cycle, they will be once again granted entrance to the Underworld but this time they will face the Judges and be sent to either Elysia or Tartarus. 

TARTARUS || The place where evil souls are subjected to punitive suffering, most often through torture, as eternal punishment after death. It is home to Mávri Trýpa and the place in which daímōns are born from.

THE UNDERWORLD || The realm where souls go when a person dies. They are taken by Kharon across the Rivers, if they’ve paid their fare, to Minos, Rhadamanthus, and Aeacus for their final judgment to determine whether or not they are going to Elysia or Tartarus. It is the afterlife that souls spend awhile in before dusting.
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