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PROLOGUE


 


 


Orin Veldrake's boots sunk into the sodden earth with each step. Rain cascaded down like shards of glass from the heavens, pummeling the jungle canopy above and masking the sound of distant thunder. The ruins loomed ahead, the stone remains of a once-great civilization now slowly yielding to the relentless embrace of nature.


He picked his way over the fallen rubble of what was once an archway, his eyes scanning the granite surfaces where time had etched its relentless passage. Here and there, between the encroaching moss and ivy, Orin glimpsed runes — echoes of ancient power that hummed faintly in the tempestuous air. Whatever the purpose of this place had been, it had been protected by the Ancients, the mysterious people who had constructed it. 


The storm raged, indifferent to human presence or ambition, yet Orin moved with deliberate intent, undaunted by the elemental fury. Within the second concentric wall, the remnants of a fortress reared up from the undergrowth, the granite edifice half-devoured by the voracious jungle. Mist clung to the stones like a shroud, veiling the structure in an ethereal haze. At the base of the worn stone steps stood Nadya Rivikyn, her silhouette sharp against the mist-drenched air. Her stance was poised, the dark outline of her form grounded amidst the maelstrom, as if she were the eye of the storm itself.


As Orin approached, Nadya turned to face him. The sight of her was a balm to his soul, a steady anchor amidst the storm’s fury. For a moment, the relentless howl of the wind and the distant rumble of thunder faded into nothing. It had been too long since he had seen her — not just in passing, not just as a shadow at the edges of a battlefield, but truly seen her.


"Orin," she called, her voice cutting through the roar of wind and rain.


“Nadya.” It was impossible to keep the relief out of his voice.


Rain sluiced down her face, tracing rivulets through the grime that smeared her cheeks. “It’s good to see you.”


"Your journey was hard-fought.” 


"Harder than some, easier than others," she replied.


Taking a measured step forward, Orin closed the space between them, his arms outstretched. He enfolded Nadya into the shelter of his broad shoulders, feeling the rigid tension in her muscles slowly ebbing away. Her scent — a blend of damp earth and the faintest hint of jasmine, stubborn despite the deluge — was a welcome reminder of the countless nights they had spent studying the Ancients’ magic by candlelight, unaware of the threat that loomed on the horizon. They had gone their separate ways many seasons ago, Nadya to Tirimund to study under a Runic master, Orin to the north to refine his skill for Harmonic Resonance. They’d planned to meet again in Tirimund after their training was complete, but these plans had been shattered by the end of the world.


"Thank the Ancients you're alive," he murmured into her sodden hair.


She remained silent, her breaths uneven against the steady rhythm of the rain. For a heartbeat, perhaps two, they stood locked in an embrace that spoke of shared trials and unspoken fears. In the shadow of the looming fortress, where the whispers of the past tangled with the cries of the wild, Orin felt the weight of their task rooting him to the sacred ground.


Orin felt her stiffen in his arms, the tension returning to her frame like a drawn bowstring. She stepped back from him, looked away. "Many did not," she murmured.


"Which is why we're here," he said. "We have no choice but to act." 


She met his gaze once more, and in her dark eyes, he saw pure, unadulterated fear. This, he had been dreading. He had known that Nadya would be reluctant, to say the least, when confronted with their task. He couldn’t blame her; it seemed like madness, even to his own ears when he had practiced justifications as he journeyed through the wilds. 


But there was no option left. The magic of the Ancients, the magic of the land, was powerful, but it would not be enough to reverse the tide of annihilation. Fire had to be fought with fire. 


“Orin,” she began, and he steeled himself for the argument — an argument he had to win, or all was lost. He needed her. He couldn’t do this without her. 


"Remember what's at stake," Orin pressed, the urgency clear in his voice. "We've seen what the Netherkin can do — what they will do if we falter."


The rain traced rivulets down Nadya's cheeks, indistinguishable from tears. Orin reached out, resting a hand on her shoulder.


Nadya brushed aside her hair, a curtain of wet darkness pushed away to reveal more than her haunted gaze; the runes etched upon her skin came into view, stark against her pallor. They were a tapestry of knowledge, the Ancients' understanding of the world’s magic intersecting her own. 


"Those creatures opened doorways to madness." Nadya's voice cut through the patter of rain. "I glimpsed the other side — it defies our comprehension. A dying world, like nothing I’ve ever seen."


“An opportunity,” Orin said softly, and Nadya’s eyes flashed.


“You haven’t changed,” she said, a knife’s edge in her tone. “You still have a knack for saying exactly the wrong thing.” 


“The Netherkin emerged from a dying world. If you ask me, that’s the fate that awaits us, as well, if we do not act.” 


“I agree that we must act. But inviting this chaos into our world –" She paused, a shiver seizing her, visible even beneath the cloak's soaked fabric "– this, this Flux we speak of – could unravel the very fabric of what we know."


"Look at me, Nadya," Orin coaxed, holding her gaze with his own, where urgency burned bright. "We stand at a precipice, yes, but I've seen you stare down chasms far wider without flinching. You have witnessed the devastation wrought by the Netherkin. Their corruption spreads like wildfire across our lands, tainting everything it touches, and the Ancients' magic alone is not enough. We cannot hold back the darkness with light that flickers and wanes."


“We won’t be able to fight the Netherkin by succumbing to panic,” Nadya argued. “By turning to their weapons, their magic —”


"A controlled tear," Orin vowed, his voice barely audible above the tempest's howl. "We can harness the Flux without unleashing ruin upon our world."


Nadya's silhouette quivered like a reed in the storm, her eyes wide and fraught with the specter of uncertainty. Orin could see the calculations they had painstakingly charted flickering behind her furrowed brow, the endless nights spent poring over ancient texts and obscure theories. 


"We have prepared for this moment," he insisted, his hand capturing hers in a grip that was both assurance and plea. "It’s all theory, yes, but we know the principles are sound."


She nodded slowly. "But what if we're wrong? If history brands us not as saviors but as destroyers, as arrogant fools who brought about the downfall of all we hold dear?"


The question hung between them, laden with a gravity that could crush mountains, yet Orin’s jaw clenched against the weight. "Remember Tirimund, Nadya. Think on the horrors you’ve seen."


Nadya's form shivered beneath the relentless onslaught of the rain, her shoulders rising and falling with a burden far heavier than the water that soaked through her cloak. He could see the tremble in her hands as she fought to keep her emotions at bay, her fists clenched like she could physically hold back the tide of memories threatening to overwhelm her.


She closed her eyes, and a pained expression flitted across her features. Her breath hitched, and for a moment, Orin feared she might crumble under the weight of all they had lost. He knew of the Netherkin's atrocities only through secondhand tales and the haunted looks of survivors. Yet even those were enough to paint a vivid picture of what the Netherkin had done to the great city and its people.


"Orin, I..." Her voice was a whisper lost amidst the howling wind, a thread fraying at the edges.


He remained silent, giving her the space to find her resolve. The mist gathered around the broken ramparts, curling like fingers attempting to draw them into an embrace, or perhaps a stranglehold. 


When Nadya spoke again, her voice was unsteady. "I trust you," she murmured, her words barely louder than the rustle of leaves. “You know that.”


"Thank you," he said, the words inadequate to express the gratitude and the gravity of what she had given him. This trust was not a gossamer thing, easily torn asunder by fear or doubt; it was the kind of trust forged in the fires of shared trials and tribulations, tempered by the knowledge that they stood against a darkness that would swallow the world whole. “Now, let’s go.” 


With a firm push against the weathered door, Orin and Nadya stepped into the shadowed embrace of the ruined fortress. The once-grand entryway now yawned like the maw of some forgotten beast, eager to swallow them whole. Orin withdrew two torches from the folds of his cloak, struck flint to steel, and brought fire to their tips. The flames sputtered to life, banishing the darkness with hungry tongues. 


The air was cloying, thick with the odor of earth long undisturbed, and as they moved forward, it seemed to Orin that the walls pulsed with the breath of time itself. The runes on the stones, remnants of a bygone age, appeared to dance in the flickering torchlight — illuminated one moment, consumed by shadow the next. Orin's grey eyes followed their movement, reading the patterns left by those who had mastered the arcane arts long before him. He felt the pull of the past, a tether reaching through centuries, binding him to this very moment.


Upon reaching the chamber they had chosen for their ritual, Orin was relieved to find that their other two co-conspirators had already arrived. 


"Selene. Dain," Orin acknowledged them with a nod, the simple greeting carrying the weight of seasons of shared study, of respect hard-earned and freely given. The four of them had crossed paths many times throughout their magical training. Practitioners of the Ancients’ disciplines were a tight-knit community, even though they ranged across the entire continent. Orin had shared many mentors with these people over the seasons.


Selene’s silver hair glimmered like a beacon of wisdom in the dimness, her poise as unshakeable as the very pillars around them. Her eyes, clear and fathomless, offered solace and strength in equal measure. Dain, his dark eyes sharp and attentive, gave a curt nod—a gesture betraying both the fear and resolve that gripped him.


"Let us begin," Orin said, his voice low but carrying. 


His fingers, steady despite the tempest of emotions within him, traced the outline of an intricate runic circle upon the cold, damp stone. The chalk whispered against the stone, a soft counterpoint to the distant rumble of thunder and the deep breaths of his companions. 


He worked methodically, every line and curve a testament to seasons of study of the Ancients — and more recent study of the Netherkin’s dark magic. The dense atmosphere of the jungle fortress seemed to seep into the pores of the room, and thunder shook the walls. The fortress had stood for nearly a thousand seasons, but it could not keep the storm at bay. 


Orin etched the final sigil. His touch grazed the rune, the granite rough beneath his fingers. Then he rose to his feet, looking around at the others. 


Across the circle from him, Nadya whispered, "May history forgive us for what we do here tonight.” 


Orin drew a slow breath, filling his lungs with the musty air of the chamber. He exhaled, releasing the tension that would yield hesitation. 


He knelt once more and laid a hand upon the chalked lines, connecting fully with the runic circle they had entrusted with their hopes. The others joined, their energies converging as they called upon their magic. The power flowed from within them, streams of intent weaving into the runework.


The room seemed to hold its breath as the chalk lines brightened, a luminescent web stark against the gloom. Shadows retreated from the growing light, and the fortress’s foundations acknowledged their command with a low, resonant thrum.


A fissure appeared in the center of the rune, stone grinding against stone. Orin's eyes snapped open to witness the birth of a basin, a perfectly rounded cavity emerging as though by the hand of an invisible sculptor.


From the depths of the depression, a dark liquid began to pool, shimmering with iridescence, colors that defied the spectrum of the natural world.


Orin's pulse quickened, the sight both mesmerizing and ominous. This strange substance, like black quicksilver, was potential incarnate, the raw essence of chaos. 


Orin locked gazes with Nadya. Together, they reached towards the Flux.




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Faye's eyelids fluttered open to the soft chirp of crickets outside the woven thatch walls of her grandmother's hut. She inhaled deeply, the scent of earth and woodsmoke mingling in the cool dawn air. Two moons had waxed and waned since she returned to this simple life, a stark contrast to the blood and steel of Thornhaven. Her reprieve was temporary, and coming to its end; she had only two weeks left before the academy’s next term began. 


With a nimble roll, she slipped from beneath the comfort of her woolen blanket, muscles tensing then relaxing as she stretched. Her feet touched the clay floor, sending a shiver up her spine. The quiet hush of the village was a soothing balm, but it didn't dull the underlying tension that hummed beneath her skin — a constant reminder of the threats looming beyond their borders.


The off-season’s days of peace had done little to quell her vigilance. She had always been alert to the possibility of danger, but after Elara Voss's warnings at the end of her fourth season, she moved with heightened caution. Faye's gaze swept across the cozy interior of the hut, searching for anything amiss despite knowing the likeliness was slim. The Netherkin threat, however, was not something she could afford to ignore. As she dressed, her fingers brushed the runic tattoo on her wrist, a constant reminder of the dangers she faced even here, in the calm village of her childhood.


Not that the reminder was necessary. Faye merely had to step outside, breathe the stale air and look at the gnarled, corrupted trees to jog her memory of the Netherkin’s brutality. The attack on her village had been nearly ten seasons ago, but the land had not recovered. The sparse plant life around the village looked diseased from the foul magic that had terraformed them. Faye’s village hadn’t been as hard hit by corruption as some other places on the continent, but her training at Thornhaven had taught her to feel the extent of the damage all the more thoroughly; she could sense the ley lines running through the land, currents of energy that flowed between wellsprings, now infused with the Netherkin’s blight.


Faye’s hands moved with practiced ease, tying back her hair in its usual neat braid. She checked the sharpness of the dagger she kept at her side, even though the blade was far from her most useful weapon. 


No matter how peaceful the village seemed, she couldn't shake off the feeling of being hunted. Every rustle in the bushes, every whisper of wind held the potential for danger. Faye wouldn't let her guard down — not when the lives of her loved ones hung in the balance.


Maris’s silhouette emerged from behind the rough-spun canvas curtain that served as a doorway within the hut. The grey streaks in her hair caught the early light, casting a halo around her as she cradled a basket filled with the deep green of comfrey leaves. Her approach was quiet, but the scent of earth and herbs preceded her, drawing Faye’s attention.


"Up you get," Maris said, her voice gentle but firm. “The dawn was many hours ago.” 


There was no reproach there, only the soft nudge of encouragement. With a nod, Faye stretched, her muscles remembering the strain of yesterday's labor helping to fortify the village's defenses. It was a necessary task, one that kept at bay the ever-present threat of Netherkin incursions.


"I’m late again," Faye mumbled, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. 


"Your body is asking for rest, child," Maris said, setting down the basket on a wooden table scarred with use. "But we've much to do today."


Faye joined her grandmother by the wood-fire stove, which offered a steady warmth against the morning chill. She reached for a skillet hanging from a hook above. As she cracked eggs into the iron pan, the sizzle filled the small space, punctuating the silence.


Maris began sorting through the basket's contents, laying out the freshest stems with practiced hands. Each leaf was inspected, its vitality assessed before being added to the pile destined for drying or brewing. In another life, perhaps, Faye might have followed in these footsteps, learning the healer's craft rather than the way of the warrior.


Faye slid the eggs onto her plate, the sizzle of the hot skillet fading as she removed it from the wood-fire stove. She paused, her hand hovering over the table. The simple wooden surface, worn smooth by generations of use, was a far cry from the long, polished mahogany of the academy's mess hall. 


"Your stories have stirred quite the excitement among the young ones," Maris said, her voice pulling Faye back from the edge of her reverie. "They see you as a hero returned from an epic tale."


Faye smiled. It felt good to exchange tales of her harrowing experiences for wide-eyed wonder rather than the grim nods of fellow warriors. "I only tell them half of what happened," she confessed. "The full truth of Thornhaven would give them nightmares."


"Ah, but those half-tales are enough to make them dream," Maris replied, pride swelling in her voice.


“It’s a dark world that makes children dream of Thornhaven,” Faye muttered.


Maris paused, her hands stilling among the vibrant greens of the comfrey leaves. She turned to Faye, her gaze steady as it swept over her granddaughter's hardened features. "The change in you is clear as daybreak," she said, a note of wonder threading through her voice. "You carry strength I didn't know flesh and blood could hold."


Faye followed her grandmother’s line of sight, down to where Ember, her Fluxbeast, lounged at her feet — a fox in shape, but composed of the dark, iridescent liquid known as the Flux. Maris's eyes held a flicker of trepidation, a reminder of the chaotic, otherworld magic that had become part of Faye's life. But she didn’t comment on the Fluxbeast, as she might have in the past. She seemed to have accepted that Faye walked a path she didn’t understand. 


"Thornhaven demanded much," Faye said. "Thank you, Gran, for letting me go."


"No. Thank you for coming back to me," Maris replied, her voice rough with emotion.


She cleared her throat and briskly turned her attention back to her herbs, her fingers once again sorting through the comfrey with practiced care. 


A sharp rap on the door interrupted Maris’s work. Faye gave a start, her hand straying to her dagger. The days of relative peace in the village had not dulled the instincts honed within Thornhaven's perilous walls. She could feel Ember tense beneath the table. 


"Easy," Maris chided gently. "You're home. No need for those thorns here."


Faye offered a tight smile, though her body remained coiled tight as a wound spring. Seasons of training, of fighting tooth and nail against the Netherkin, didn't simply ebb away with the change of scenery. She nodded to her grandmother, acknowledging the wisdom in her words but unable to fully heed them.


Maris moved towards the door. Faye watched, muscles tensed, as her grandmother's hand reached for the latch and pulled open the wooden barrier that separated home from the rest of the village.


Alia stood outside the hut. Her fitted leather cuirass hugged her frame — she had joined the village defenders in Faye’s absence. The chestnut hair that once flowed down to her mid-back was now shorn close to her scalp, intensifying her resemblance to Rowan, her fallen older brother. Looking at her, Faye felt her throat close with grief that refused to abate, even seasons after his death. 


"Alia," Faye greeted the girl. She studied Alia's stance, the way her fingers twitched near the hilt of her dagger, and knew there was trouble. “Has something happened?”


Alia wasted no time on pleasantries. "A Netherkin Scout, spotted near the southern perimeter."


"Are you certain?" Faye asked, though she knew Alia wouldn't have come unless she was sure. "Who spotted it?"


"Joren, on the dawn watch." Alia's breath clouded in the crisp air, her chest rising and falling with rapid breaths. "He sent me to fetch you. They're forming a team, but they need someone to lead it. Someone who knows how to kill a Netherkin."


Faye took a deep breath, trying to steady the adrenaline coursing through her veins. A team. It was the sensible approach, but each additional person was another life risked, another potential casualty if things went poorly. She locked eyes with Alia, seeing in them the same determination that Rowan had carried.


She blinked, and in her mind’s eye, saw his blood staining the gray leaf litter of the forest floor. 


“No need for a team,” Faye said roughly. “I’ll take care of it.”


"Alone?" Maris asked sharply.


"Alone," Faye affirmed. She didn’t meet her grandmother’s gaze. 


"Four others are ready to fight," Alia said. “I’m ready to fight.” 


"I won't have more blood on my hands. Not today."


"But Faye—" Alia began, only to be cut off by Faye's raised hand.


"Tell them to fortify the village, prepare for what comes after. I'll handle the Scout. No one else needs to get involved."


Alia dipped her head, acquiescing to the demand. Faye had been the most experienced defender in the village even before she’d embarked on her journey to Thornhaven. Now, in the wake of four seasons at the infamous academy, she was something else entirely. Hardened by trials most couldn’t imagine, honed into a weapon. It was undeniable that if any of them could face a Netherkin alone, it was her. 




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Faye’s boots crushed the underbrush with a rhythm that matched her racing heart. She glided through her home woods, the dappled sunlight playing tricks on her vision, casting both shadow and light in confusing patterns. The forest was quieter than the clamorous jungles of Thornhaven; here, the cool air soothed her flushed skin, and the scent of decay and earth filled her senses. She knew these woods, every whisper of wind through the leaves, every crackle of a twig — a stark contrast to the unpredictable dangers of the academy’s surroundings. 


Beside her, Ember prowled, its wolf form sinewy and sleek, the Flux taking the shape of coiled muscles within its body. With each step, the creature's presence bolstered Faye's determination, a silent ally in the hunt. Suddenly, Ember halted, a ripple moving through its oil slick body as its ears swiveled to the side. 


"Show me," Faye whispered, her voice barely breaking the silence.


Ember led her to a patch of earth where the soil was disturbed, the ground upturned in haste. Faye crouched beside the tracks, her fingers grazing the edges of the prints. The Scout had been here, its path clear as day to her practiced eye.


"Fresh," she murmured, noting the loose dirt that hadn't yet settled. "Not more than an hour."


Her pulse quickened at the thought — so close. Rowan's memory flashed in her mind, stoking the fire of vengeance that never quite died down. She couldn't allow fear to grip her now—not when the Netherkin was within her reach, not when her village depended on her strength and skill.


A stillness engulfed the woods. A lone bird chirped a sharp warning note, then took flight from the withered bough of a terraformed tree. Faye paused. The forest’s silence clung like a shroud, suffocating in its abnormality. She could feel it — an oppressive presence, an anticipation that made her skin prickle with unease. The Scout had to be close.


"Show yourself," she whispered. 


A subtle shift in the atmosphere, a displacement of air, a whisper against the natural order that screamed danger.


In a blur of motion, death descended from the trees, sharp limbs like talons aimed squarely at Faye. Time seemed to dilate as she jerked back, narrowly evading the slicing arc of the attack. Ember was a streak of fury, barreling into the Scout before its feet touched the earth. The Fluxbeast’s jaws clashed against the chitinous carapace.


Faye rolled to her feet, her senses firing on all cylinders. She watched, heart hammering, as Ember's lupine form grappled with the Netherkin, his snarls punctuating each savage twist and turn. Leaves and underbrush crushed beneath their struggle, muffled amidst the growls and screeches.


Faye’s fingers twitched, and from the earth sprang forth serpentine vines, reaching with thorny tendrils towards the Scout's twisted form. Yet the creature was a blur of shadows, each vine grasping at emptiness as it contorted away with perverse grace.


"Stand still, you abomination!" she hissed between clenched teeth.


The Scout’s limbs folded and unfolded in ways that defied anatomy, slipping through her botanical snares with sickening ease. It was probing her defenses, analyzing her every response — a predator not merely hunting, but learning.


"Ember, flank it!" She didn't need to see her Fluxbeast companion to know he would obey. Their bond, a conduit of shared purpose and fury, pulsed like a living thing.


But the Scout, ever elusive, recoiled with a lithe twist. Its eyes, milk-white and unyielding, remained locked on Faye, dissecting her soul with cold curiosity. The air seemed to thrum with tension, the only sound the rustle of foliage bending to her will.


Then, with a motion that felt both languid and swift, it retreated, phasing into the underbrush with spectral fluidity.


"Damn it," Faye spat, lunging after the Netherkin. She forced her way through brambles and thickets, each thorn a sting of failure against her flesh. But where she struggled, the Scout moved like a whisper, leaving no more than a ripple in its wake.


Faye's breath came in ragged heaves, each one a burst of white mist hanging momentarily in the cool air of her home woods. She felt the ground beneath her boots, the familiar loam failing to comfort as it once did. In a burst of frustration, she stabbed outward with her knife; the blade buried itself in the soft bark of a tree that had begun to rot while it still stood. 


"Ember," she hissed through clenched teeth, scanning the dense foliage for any sign of movement. Her Fluxbeast, now a great wolf with fur like smoldering coals, circled back to her side, its luminous eyes reflecting her own disappointment. “I think we lost it.” 


She leaned against the tree, sliding down to sit amongst the dead roots, knees drawn up, her gaze still locked on the weapon embedded in the bark. Her heart began to slow, thudding less like war-drums and more like the distant roll of thunder. It was then that the sick feeling crept into her stomach, an unwelcome guest at the feast of her anger.


"Two seasons," she whispered. "Two seasons since they last dared come this close." Her thoughts raced, making connections she wished remained unlinked. The defenders had told her, upon her return home, that the previous two seasons of Faye’s absence had been uneventful, with no Netherkin sightings, no advancement of terraforming. If the Netherkin were scouting her village again, what did it mean? Was it a prelude to another raid, another night of fire and loss? Or was it something else?


The Scouts didn't roam without reason; they were harbingers, shadows before the storm. And if this one had found its way here just after her return… it was no accident.


It’s been watching me.


Faye knew the Netherkin held grudges as deep as the roots of the oldest trees. Every victory against them was a scar they aimed to repay in blood. It had been for this reason that she’d stayed at the academy for so long without returning home. After her unprecedented show of power in communing with Longtooth, an Eldritch Maw, the Netherkin had taken note of her, singled her out as a threat to their dominion. Elara Voss, Thornhaven’s headmaster, had insisted that Faye remain within the protection of the academy’s walls during the off-season. 


At the end of the last term, her fourth at Thornhaven, Faye had been targeted by a Netherkin Elite. She had fought the creature, and emerged victorious; in the aftermath of that battle, riding high on her triumph, she had insisted upon returning to her village for the break rather than remaining sheltered at the academy. 


In hindsight, that decision seemed terribly short-sighted. Faye had not directly encountered Netherkin on her journey home, nor during the restful moons she had spent in the village, but she should have known that the Netherkin were merely biding their time, adjusting their strategies to destroy her. A Scout's presence meant surveillance, meant plans being laid in the dark crevices of the world. They sought her weakness, and she would not give them the satisfaction of finding it amidst those she loved.


Thornhaven’s next term — Faye’s final season at the academy — was not scheduled to begin for several more weeks. She had intended to spend those weeks with her grandmother, sorting herbs by the comfort of the fire — sitting around the bonfire, telling tales of her exploits to the village’s children — walking through the old woods, enjoying the cool, dry air, if not the scent of death that seemed to cling to the corrupted land. 


But now, that dream felt distant, fragile, like a reflection on a disturbed pond. The moment the Scout had been spotted, the illusion of peace had shattered.


The longer I stay here, the more everyone’s lives are at risk. Faye reached up, her fingers curling around the hilt of her dagger where it bit into the decomposing wood. She jerked back, and the bark crumbled as the blade came free.


She could not stay. She had known this, deep down, since the moment she set foot back in the village. Thornhaven had shaped her into something else — something too dangerous, too marked by war to live in peace. Even if she had managed to kill this Scout, others would come, and she would rather face them alone than let her people fall prey to the enemy’s brutality. 


She needed to return to Thornhaven. 




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Dawn had barely begun to stain the sky with its bruised purples and oranges when Faye shouldered her pack, the leather straps biting into her shoulders as a stark reminder of the journey ahead. Her breath misted in the cool air of impending day, each cloud dissipating as if it were her resolve trying to escape. But there was no turning back. The village, a cluster of thatched roofs and cobblestone paths she had known all her life, lay dormant in the embrace of predawn shadows. 


She had risen before her grandmother, announced her departure in a note left on the worn table. She couldn’t bear the prospect of the good-byes. The last time she’d bid Maris farewell, they hadn’t seen each other for two seasons; Faye couldn’t guarantee her timely return, but she knew that her grandmother would insist that she promise it. It was better to do it this way. To give her grandmother something to hold onto. 
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