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PROLOGUE


 


 


The torch in Dorian’s hand sputtered, a solitary beacon against the oppressive gloom of Thornhaven’s corridors. Flames licked the air, throwing gangly shadows that danced along the walls like specters from forgotten tales. In his fifth season at Thornhaven, he was experienced enough to be entrusted with the night patrol, a task that tested nerve and attentiveness. With every step, his boots met the stone floor, the sound ricocheting off the stark, age-old granite that had borne witness to a century of vigilance. 


The crackle of fire was a small comfort, a whisper in the vastness that reminded him he was not entirely surrendered to the quietude of the midnight hours. His grip on the torch tightened; its flicker painted monstrous shapes that seemed to prowl just beyond the reach of light.


The Thornhaven he knew by day — a hub of clamorous training grounds and relentless instruction — had transformed into something more enigmatic under the shroud of night. Here, the air hung heavier than the spore-laden atmosphere outside, as if charged with latent power. The academy's architecture, designed to disorient and challenge, now played tricks on his perception. Each corner led to another corridor, each door might reveal an ancient secret or a present danger.


He tightened his grip on the torch, its flicker reflecting off the sheen of sweat on his brow. Shadows clung to the crevices of the stone with unnatural tenacity, as if they possessed a will of their own. 


Dorian’s breath grew shallow, a misty vapor in the still air of the older wing. Something primal within him, something shaped and tempered by the crucible of Thornhaven, thrummed a cautionary rhythm. His training had carved into him an awareness for the delicate balance of energies that flowed through these halls, and now, that balance wavered.


A shiver chased down his spine. He was not alone.


His hand hovered over the hilt of his sword — not drawn, but ready. The silence felt like a living entity, a vast, breathing thing that watched and waited with infinite patience.


As he rounded the corner, time stuttered. At the far end of the hallway, darkness coalesced into form — a lone figure, cloaked and indistinct. The figure pivoted on a whisper, movements imbued with a fluid grace that belonged neither to man nor beast, despite the humanoid form.


"Who goes there?" Dorian’s demand was a shard, sharp and clear, slicing through the quiet. But the figure did not heed his call. Instead, it began to glide away. It lifted one shadowed hand to the wall as if searching, feeling for something.


Dorian's instincts screamed for pursuit, but discipline reined the impulse. He dared not leave his post unguarded, not without certainty. 


"Stop!" he called, the word a faltering echo against the steadfast silence. But the figure had vanished as though it were nothing more than a wisp of smoke carried away by a breeze only it could feel.


His breath caught in a momentary lock, Dorian's muscles tensed with the readiness that came from seasons of combat training. The hesitation was but a flicker — a heartbeat's pause — as he fixed his gaze on the shadowy passage where the figure had slipped away. He couldn’t let this anomaly go unchecked.


Dorian launched into a jog, his boots thudding against the worn stones, a staccato rhythm in the otherwise silent corridors. The torchlight flickered, casting an erratic dance of shadows that played tricks on his eyes. But his focus remained unshaken, locked onto the path of the elusive intruder. His hand hovered near the pommel of his sword — a constant companion whose weight now seemed like the only anchoring truth in a world suddenly gone adrift.


He realized with a start that he was nearing the Nexus. 


By the wellsprings… is someone trying to break into the Nexus? The question spiraled in his mind as he pushed himself faster, the air growing colder, almost viscous, as if wading through invisible resistance. 


Thornhaven kept night patrols for a variety of reasons -- the jungle certainly had no shortage of threats, and the students’ safety was far from guaranteed while they slept. But Dorian and the other senior students entrusted with knowledge of the Nexus knew that this magical core of Thornhaven, sealed inside a chamber none of them had ever entered, was the true reason they kept their vigil.


Heart pounding with exertion and something darker — a prickling sense of dread — Dorian reached the end of the corridor, his chest heaving for air. He scanned the area, searching for any sign of movement, any hint of life. But there was nothing. No echo of footsteps, no fleeting shadow to chase. It was as if the figure had been swallowed whole by the fortress itself.


A chill crept up his spine, an instinctual warning that curled around his nerves like the tendrils of a carnivorous vine. This was wrong; it defied everything he knew about the physical limits of their world. His eyes narrowed, darting from corner to corner, seeking the impossible. 


"Show yourself!" The command resonated along the empty hall, a demand for the hidden to become known. But the silence that followed was absolute, oppressive. With each ragged breath, the cool sheen of sweat formed across his brow and his back, an involuntary testament to the dread that seeped into his bones.


He was alone, yet not alone. The figure had vanished as thoroughly as if it had never been, leaving behind only the echoes of disturbance in the magical fabric of Thornhaven. Dorian's hand left the hilt of his sword, fingers curling into a fist. Whatever had passed through these halls was beyond ordinary understanding, and the thought gnawed at his resolve with the ferocity of a Flux hound on the scent.


Dorian's gaze swept over the corridor. In the torchlight, the walls that had stood for centuries in stoic silence seemed to whisper of secrets and shadows. His eyes landed on a particular stretch of the ancient stonework, an area where the light twisted as though refracting through disturbed water. He approached, the air growing heavy, almost tangible in its unease.


"By the Ancients," he muttered, his voice a low growl of disbelief.


Here, the stones did not align as they should. The edges were blurred, ever so slightly, as if reality itself bent around them. The wrongness of it clawed at his senses, a visceral warning from the depths of his seasoned instincts. He reached out, fingers grazing the cool stone, half-expecting to find it yielding like soft clay. It was solid, unyielding — yet undeniably altered.


And then he blinked, and the distortion was gone. The wall was normal. 


Dorian recoiled, heart hammering against his ribs. The torch flickered erratically, casting skittish shadows across the stone walls. Either his mind was fraying from too many patrol shifts, or something had breached the fortress's defenses, something that mocked the laws of nature and magic alike.


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Faye’s village had changed over the season she’d been gone. 


The homes she passed were different — new timber framing windows, fresh thatch roofing overhead. Even the barricades had been bolstered, logs sharpened at the ends like teeth bared against the world outside. Her fox-like Fluxbeast, Ember, danced ahead, its paws barely disturbing the ground, embodying a carefree spirit Faye envied.


As she neared the outskirts where her grandmother's cabin hid among the skeletal remains of the trees, movement caught her eye. A figure, slight and burdened with the same sorrow that weighed on Faye's shoulders, approached from the opposite direction. The young woman's eyes, like hollows in the fading light, skirted past Faye, but not before a shared moment of recognition sparked between them.


Rowan's younger sister, Alia, strands of chestnut hair escaping her braid, her gray eyes a mirror to her brother's. Faye had been back in her village for several weeks now and had yet to encounter Alia. The community was small; Faye suspected that Alia had been actively avoiding her. She knew exactly why. 


Meeting her clouded gaze, Faye remembered Rowan’s blood, how it had seeped into the earth as if the land itself were wounded.


"Alia," Faye managed, inclining her head in greeting. 


"Hello, Faye," Alia said, her words carrying the weight of unsaid things. Grief had carved lines around her mouth, aging her prematurely.


"Your family... I trust they are well?" 


"Surviving," Alia replied with a shrug that spoke volumes. "That's all we can do."


Faye nodded, understanding that survival was an achievement in itself. She watched Alia continue down the path, disappearing around a bend, leaving Faye alone with the ghosts of those who could no longer claim even that much.


Turning away, Faye's fingers brushed over Ember's iridescent fur, taking comfort in the Fluxbeast's warmth. Ember looked up at her, its eyes glinting with an intelligence that belied its animal form. Together, they moved forward, drawing closer to the sanctuary of her grandmother's cabin, where the past and future converged in the hearth’s glow.


Faye pushed open the creaking gate, its hinges groaning a protest that echoed the heaviness in her heart. The familiar scent of rosemary and thyme wafted toward her as she crossed the threshold into what had once been Maris's garden, a small sanctuary long since tainted by the Netherkin’s blight. Maris had struggled to coax herbs to grow in the poisoned soil after the attack. 


"Grandmother!" Faye called out. She lifted the basket of herbs she had spent the morning gathering from the edges of the corrupted forest, where life clung stubbornly against the encroaching darkness.


Maris appeared in the doorway, her eyes crinkling at the corners as she smiled at her granddaughter. “That was quick.” 


"I had some luck," Faye replied, setting the basket down on the kitchen table. The cabin was the only part of her village that seemed unchanged: the hearth’s fire crackling, the walls lined with hanging dried herbs and flowers, a testament to her grandmother's craft.


"Such bounty," Maris marveled, inspecting the leaves and blossoms in Faye’s basket. "How did you manage to find so many alive amidst the Netherkin's corruption?"


"Floral Manipulation," Faye said with a hint of pride. "I’ve learned a lot at Thornhaven."


Maris's expression shifted subtly at the mention of the academy, her brows knitting together with concern. “Ah. I see.” 


There was silence between them for a long moment. Faye shuffled, uncomfortable. Since she had returned for the break in Thornhaven’s term, eager to see her grandmother and her home, Maris had been distant, her warmth tempered. Faye found her grandmother’s gaze hard to meet, the unspoken questions and quiet judgment casting a shadow over every word shared between them.


After a few minutes, Maris broke the silence.


"Do you have to go back?" she asked, her voice a gentle tremor betraying her fear. She didn’t look at Faye as she spoke, her attention fixed on the herbs.


Faye bit her lip. "I've only scratched the surface of what I need to learn." As she spoke, Ember circled around her, weaving between her legs in a silent dance of reassurance.


Maris’s gaze dropped to the creature, and Faye could tell that she was warring with unease. Many of the villagers had looked at Ember this way, and Faye couldn’t blame them; if she hadn’t been to Thornhaven and gotten used to the magic of the Flux Fields, she, too, would be alarmed at Ember’s appearance. The fox didn’t seem to belong in its surroundings. Its eyes gleamed, and its fur was iridescent. Faye knew that it was solid to the touch, but it looked almost liquid, as though her hand would pass straight through its body if she reached out. It didn’t behave like a normal animal, either. It made no sound. It didn’t react to stimuli, but rather to Faye’s emotional state. 


“It feels wrong,” Maris admitted after a long pause. “I know that the magic of the Ancients is a natural thing, but to gather it… to harness chaos like this….”


"It's necessary," Faye countered softly, meeting her grandmother's eyes with resolve. "We must use every weapon at our disposal if we're to survive the Netherkin."


"Survival," Maris murmured, a shadow passing over her features. "Sometimes I wonder at the cost."


"Me too," Faye whispered, feeling the weight of her choices, the burden of the path she walked. But she also knew the price of standing still, of letting fear dictate their fates. She reached down to stroke Ember's sleek fur, and the creature nuzzled her hand in response, its eyes glowing with an inner fire.


"Come," Maris said after a moment, breaking the tension. "Let's prepare these herbs together. Your hands remember the work, even if your heart is elsewhere."


Faye nodded, grateful for the reprieve despite the faint bitterness in her grandmother’s voice. Together they set about the task, hands moving in the rhythm of a dance passed down through generations — a dance of life persisting, even in the shadow of war.


Maris's gaze lingered on Ember. Her eyes held a mix of wonder and deep-seated unease as she observed the Fluxbeast's fluid movements. Faye understood that look — her grandmother had never concealed her distrust for Thornhaven's arcane practices. She saw them as a dangerous flirtation with forces best left alone, and Faye knew that this opinion wasn’t uncommon in her village.


"Grandmother," Faye began, her voice steady despite the undercurrent of tension, "Ember has protected me more times than I can count. The Netherkin don't play by the rules we grew up with. Neither can we."


Maris sighed, the lines of age and worry etched deeply into her face. "I know you believe that. It's just hard to see the world changing so quickly, and to see you change with it."


Faye reached out and clasped her grandmother's hand, feeling the calluses of a lifetime spent coaxing life from the unforgiving soil. "The world changed when the Netherkin came," she said, her grip firm. Before your time as well as mine, grandmother. It had been over a century since the first rift had opened, and the world had been torn asunder. 


A silent understanding passed between them, a reluctant acceptance on Maris's part. Then, as if pushing through the thorns of their conversation, she offered a tentative smile. "Will you come to the bonfire tonight? The village could hear your stories of Thornhaven. It might bring some... hope."


"Of course," Faye replied, recognizing the olive branch for what it was. "I'll be there." She could feel Ember's warm presence brushing against her consciousness, a reassuring anchor amidst the swirl of emotions.


"Good," Maris said, standing taller. "Then let's not waste the daylight. There's much to prepare before nightfall."


Faye nodded, taking one last look at Ember before turning to assist her grandmother. In between the simple tasks of cutting and bundling herbs, her thoughts drifted to the bonfire — how she would bridge the gap between her home and her destiny at Thornhaven, how she would weave tales of courage to combat the creeping despair. Tonight, she would be the teller of stories, the bearer of hope in a time of darkness.


 


***


 


As the sun dipped below the horizon, a crimson hue bled into the sky, casting the village in a warm glow. Faye took her place among the villagers who encircled the bonfire, the flames dancing and crackling like a beacon of defiance against the encroaching night. Ember's presence at her side was more than just physical; there was a silent conversation between their minds, a reassurance that flowed from the Fluxbeast to its bonded human.


The expectant gazes of the assembled villagers sliced through the heat of the fire, turning Faye's skin prickly beneath her traveling cloak. She could read the mixture of curiosity and apprehension written on their faces — the same look she had seen countless times when introducing the unknown elements of Thornhaven into the fold of their simple lives.


"Thank you all for coming," Faye began, her voice carrying over the flames. "I know that many of you have questions... and fears about the world beyond our barricades." She let her eyes wander across the faces in the crowd, locking with several of them before continuing. "But I want you to meet someone — or rather, something — that has been vital to my survival and training at Thornhaven."


With a subtle nod from Faye, Ember stepped forward. The fox-like creature expanded, shifting as if its very bones were made of liquid, growing in size and form until it stood beside Faye, a wolf-beast of imposing stature. Its fur shimmered with an ethereal quality, reflecting the light of the fire and the last vestiges of day.


"Ember is not just a pet," Faye said, resting a hand on the beast's broad head. "Fluxbeasts are our allies, our partners in the fight against the Netherkin. They bond with us, adapt with us, and give us strength we alone do not possess."


Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Some villagers leaned forward, eyes wide with wonder, while others recoiled slightly, clutching children a bit tighter. Faye understood their trepidation — these creatures were symbols of a world turned inside out by magic and monstrosities. Most natural beasts had been corrupted by the unstable energies of the Netherkin; there were few benign animals left in the world. A shape-shifting wolf-beast was too similar to a Flux hound for comfort. 


Faye's gaze swept over the faces encircling her, their features flickering in the bonfire's dance. She drew in a deep breath, the scent of smoke and pine resin both calming and invigorating. Ember's psychic purr hummed within her mind, a silent echo to the crackling flames.


"During our final trial at Thornhaven," Faye began, her voice carrying clearly over the fire's roar, "we faced the Gauntlet." Her green eyes, reflecting the firelight, met those of the village youths, who leaned in, their earlier trepidation giving way to rapt attention.


"We encountered traps that could maim or kill in an instant, beasts intent on hunting us. Each step was a lesson in survival and trust — not only in ourselves but in each other." The words poured out with a fervor she hadn't expected to feel, the memories still vivid as if she'd just emerged from the labyrinthine jungle.


"And after the Gauntlet," Faye continued, her fists clenching at her sides, "we ventured into the jungle to save a lost comrade. We encountered a Netherkin Scout, and through the strength of our bond, we were able to defeat it in battle." 


Murmurs of admiration and disbelief swirled through the air like sparks on the wind. Some villagers nodded, their expressions sober with the understanding of what such trials truly meant for their future protectors. Others whispered among themselves, the concept of facing such dangers inconceivable yet enthralling.


Faye's heart hammered against her ribs as she let the reality of her tale sink in. With the weight of the villagers' hopes upon her shoulders, she knew returning to Thornhaven was not merely a choice — it was a calling.


"Without Thornhaven, without the skills and alliances we forge there, our village stands alone against a tide of darkness," Faye said, her voice resolute amidst the crackle and pop of burning wood. "I will return. I must."


Her declaration hung in the night air, a vow made before witnesses. Faye’s thoughts strayed to the tangled halls of Thornhaven, the unpredictable climate, the ever-present danger lurking in shadows and underfoot. Faces of friends flashed in her mind — companions who had become her new family, who had laughed and bled alongside her.


A pang of longing struck her, a yearning for the camaraderie and the challenge that Thornhaven presented. It was a place of peril, yes, but also of profound growth. In its unpredictable maw, she had found pieces of herself she never knew existed. And though the thought of leaving her grandmother and her village pained her, Thornhaven was where she needed to be.


"Thornhaven has become a part of me," Faye admitted, her voice softer now, tinged with unexpected vulnerability. "And I have more to learn, more to give back. For all of us, for our future."




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Faye’s boots sank slightly into the damp jungle floor as she neared the imposing gates of Thornhaven. A cacophony of howls and screeches echoed through the thick, mist-laden air, evidence of the wild chaos that thrived beyond the confines of the academy's walls. Faye had come to know this chaos well. Her most recent journey to the academy had been uneventful, but she’d faced enough dangers within the jungle to know that such luck was the exception rather than the norm. 


The sense of homecoming was almost palpable as the fortress-like structure loomed ahead. Vines snaked over ancient stone, asserting nature's claim even upon this bastion of civilization. Faye's pulse quickened; it wasn't just the oppressive humidity that made her skin prickle with sweat, but also the weight of what lay before her. 


As she approached, the gates — a marvel of wood bound by iron, etched with runes of protection — began their slow, creaking retreat. They recognized her essence, acknowledged her worthiness as a second-season student returning to the fold. A swell of pride rose within her chest, mingling with an undercurrent of trepidation.


She was within Thornhaven’s borders now -- safe from certain threats, but still in danger. Netherkin couldn’t pass through the protective runes inscribed on the outer wall, but Thornhaven was still part of the jungle; toxic flora and vicious, mutated fauna were still present within the compound. As Faye approached the central fortress, surrounded by the second wall, she passed by clusters of ancient ruins that spoke of a civilization that had long since fallen prey to nature. Beyond the hewn rubble, she could see the faint glow of the Whispering Grove, a dense copse of sentient trees whose spores could cause hallucinations. 


Thornhaven’s central fortress was ringed by another protective wall, a closed boundary with five vertices -- the students’ towers, where their bunkrooms and common areas were housed, one for each season they would spend at the academy. Stepping past the threshold of the second gate, Faye entered Thornhaven’s familiar courtyard. It was a crossroads of sorts, teeming with life and activity as students traversed the space with determined strides or clustered in groups, their conversations a murmur beneath the jungle's ever-present din. Here, in the shadow of the central fortress, Thornhaven's heart beat strongest. 


Faye’s Fluxbeast nuzzled her hand, a silent reminder of the bond they shared and the trials they had faced together. The creature was more than a mere companion; it was a symbol of her connection to the world's remaining natural magic, a tether to the life force of the planet itself.


Faye drew a deep breath, the spore-filled air a mix of danger and familiarity. Within these walls, every moment was a lesson, every challenge a chance to grow stronger. She was back — not just as a student, but as someone determined to shape her destiny and safeguard her home from the darkness that encroached upon it.


As the gates closed behind her with a resonant thud, sealing her within the embrace of Thornhaven once again, Faye knew one thing for certain: the season ahead would demand everything she had to give, and she was ready to meet it head-on.


"Wilderpath!" The voice that sliced through the air, clear and strong, belonged unmistakably to Callum Ashborne. She turned, her pulse quickening.


There he was, striding toward her with that same arrogant swagger that had both irked and intrigued her when they first met. His dark hair was a tousled contrast to the structured lines of his face, and that familiar confident smirk played on his lips. 


"Callum," she greeted, allowing the edges of her mouth to curve upward. Her body relaxed instinctively in his presence, the weight of her journey ebbing away like shadows at dawn. 


"Made it back in one piece, I see," he noted, eyes scanning her briefly as if searching for signs of change or challenge.


"Hardly a doubt," she shot back playfully, raising an eyebrow. "And you? Run into anything dangerous on your way back?”


“Not this time,” he said.


Before more words could be exchanged, a figure approached — a pale specter against the vibrant backdrop of the jungle fortress. Sage moved with an ethereal grace that seemed almost out of place in the oppressive heat. Her white hair shimmered like moonlight, her icy blue eyes finding Faye's with ease.


"Come claim your bunk, Faye," Sage said, her voice cool and collected. "Second-seasoners' tower awaits."


Faye cast a final glance at Callum, who nodded once with unspoken encouragement. With a small smile, she followed Sage, leaving behind the heartbeat of the courtyard for the quieter rhythms of the eastern tower.


Sage led the way, her steps silent on the loamy soil until they reached the shadow of the tower, and the ground gave way to ancient stone.


"Feels strange, doesn't it?" Faye remarked, breaking the silence. "Coming back. Like slipping into a familiar dream."


"Or a recurring one," Sage replied, a hint of wryness touching her lips. "Let's hope this season's nightmares hold more victories than defeats."


"Agreed." Faye's thoughts flickered to her grandmother, to the village, and the unyielding thread of determination that had brought her back to this place. Absent-mindedly, she rubbed the scars on her knuckles — silent mementos of the wilderness and the Netherkin — that now felt like talismans of strength.


Faye’s entrance into the second-season bunkroom was met with the crackle of latent magic and the warmth of familiarity. Elias, tall and slightly stooped from his habitual book-laden gait, looked up from a hefty tome. His glasses slipped down the bridge of his nose as a smile spread across his face.


"Ah, Faye! You made it!" He pushed his spectacles back into place.


Ren Fernweaver lounged on a nearby bunk, his silver hair catching the stray light that filtered through the window. The runic tattoos on his arms seemed to dance as he shifted, greeting her with a grin that reached his golden eyes.


"Thought you might've turned tail, decided the wilds were preferable to our charming company," Ren said, his voice light but betraying a note of relief.


“The wilds don't have your sense of humor," Faye replied with a smirk, her heart lifting in the company of her friends.


In the midst of laughter and exchanged stories, the room felt smaller, warmer – an enclave against the chaos of their training and the ever-present threat beyond Thornhaven's walls.


Faye’s fingers traced the straps of her pack before she swung it onto the unclaimed bed with a thud, sending a puff of dust into the air; for a quarter-season, this mattress had gone unused, and Thornhaven didn’t bother to maintain its bunks while the students were away. Faye’s gaze lingered for a moment on the window, the jungle outside a green blur that promised both danger and wonder.


The moment shattered like thin ice underfoot as cold words slithered into the space between friendly exchanges.


"I didn't think you'd make it back, village girl."


Raven Voss's voice cut to the quick, her dark eyes fixed on Faye with a predatory stillness. She leaned against the doorframe, impeccably dressed as if each fold of her garment was a deliberate choice in her armor. Her presence filled the room with an unwelcome chill, and the threads of camaraderie seemed to fray at the edges; the Headmaster’s daughter had been a constant source of animosity since the start of their first season.


"You're not rid of me that easily," Faye said, her voice carrying a lightness that belied the steel beneath.


For a moment, Raven's scowl deepened, those piercing eyes attempting to bore into Faye's very soul. But Faye held Raven's stare without flinching, understanding that in Thornhaven, battles were waged with more than just spells and swords — they were fought in the spaces between words, in the silent exchanges where wills collided.


“Just as well,” Raven said slowly. “Someone will have to be weeded out by the Ordeal of Shadows.” 


Faye stiffened at those words, a reminder of the perennial trial faced by second-season students; she hadn’t had much time to think about the upcoming challenge as she’d journeyed back to Thornhaven. The wilds had required her full attention. Now, though, she was free to speculate.


Every season at Thornhaven held a new, calculated challenge for its students, each trial crafted to push their skills to the breaking point. The Ordeal of Shadows loomed as both a rite of passage and a deadly filter, meant to forge them into warriors — or to leave the unprepared behind. The previous year’s Gauntlet had seen the failures of a handful of students, all of whom had since been forced to leave the school -- except for Iris.
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