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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The containment chamber breathed with soft pulses of magical light, each rune etched into the walls flaring and dimming in perfect rhythm. Faye sat cross-legged on the cool stone floor, her back straight despite the hours she'd spent in the same position, watching the Netherkin Scout. The creature crouched in the center of the runic circle, its jointed limbs folded beneath its mottled carapace, eye-stalks swiveling occasionally to track her movements. Two months of these sessions had dulled the edge of horror she'd once felt in its presence, replacing fear with a peculiar, frustrated familiarity.


Ember, her Fluxbeast, circled the perimeter of the room in fox form, pausing occasionally to sniff at the runes with a wrinkled nose. The scent of ozone, copper, and decay clung to the Scout, a reminder that nothing about it belonged to this world. Even now, weeks into these fruitless sessions, the wrongness of it pulsed just beneath the surface of Faye’s skin.


Faye studied the creature's form again, noting the variations in its carapace — patches of iridescence, like pieces of beetle shell amid the dominant ash-gray — and the way its breathing slits pulsed along its sides. Strange, how something so horrifying could become almost... ordinary. The jungle beyond Thornhaven's walls teemed with oddities warped by magical flux and ecological upheaval. Was this being really so different?


"Let's try again," she said, her voice crisp in the quiet chamber.


She raised her hands, fingers splayed in the first position of the ancient gestural language she and Iris had painstakingly reconstructed from fragments in Thornhaven's archives. Three weeks of research, countless arguments over interpretations, and dozens of reference scrolls from disused sections of the academy’s archives had led to this system — their best guess at pre-Netherkin communication.


The Scout's head tilted. Faye wasn’t certain whether that indicated comprehension, or confusion. Possibly, it was neither. The Scout could be alien enough that its emotions were nothing like those of humans. The only thing Faye was confident it could feel was pain; when she and her comrades had first cornered the creature out in the jungle, fleeing from an unknown threat alongside its fellow Netherkin, it had been wounded in the fight. Even after two months, Faye could make out the damaged chitin on one of its limbs where Astra’s arrow had found its mark. 


Faye transitioned to the second position, rotating her wrists and curling her fingers inward before extending them again. "Safe," she said, though she knew the word itself meant nothing to the creature. "We want to talk. Understand."


No response.


She moved through the third position, then the fourth, her movements growing sharper with each transition. The fifth position came out as more of a jab than a flow. She wished she could speak the questions that raced through her mind with her tongue rather than her hands. When we first encountered you, you were fleeing from something. You seemed afraid. Is that true? What were you running from? 


What threat is so great that even the Netherkin fear it? 


The Scout stared at her. Its eyelids blinked out of order, like a ripple across its body. 


"Are you even trying to understand me?" Faye muttered.


Ember's ears flattened against its skull, picking up on her frustration through their bond. The Fluxbeast's russet fur bristled along its spine, its form wavering slightly as it considered shifting to its larger wolf shape—a response to Faye's agitation.


"Stay small," she muttered, not looking away from the Scout. "I'm fine."


She wasn't fine. The gestures weren't working. Either she was performing them incorrectly, or they were meaningless — weeks of work amounting to nothing but hand cramps and growing resentment.


"Do you understand anything I'm trying to say?" Her voice rose, echoing off the stone walls. She made the sixth gesture with unnecessary force, her arm snapping forward. "Are we just wasting our time here?"


The Scout recoiled, its form compressing as it skittered backward within the confines of the runic circle. A rattling hiss escaped its breathing slits — a sound Faye had come to recognize as distress. Or perhaps warning.


She dropped her hands, a flash of remorse cooling her anger. The creature was captive, confused, possibly as frustrated as she was. The sudden sympathy surprised her, and then disgusted her. This was a Netherkin. They had slaughtered her parents, corrupted vast swathes of the continent, and threatened everything she'd ever loved.


And yet... it was also just a being, trapped and alone. 


Faye turned away, pressing her back against the cool stone wall and sliding down until she sat on the floor. Ember padded over and curled up beside her, resting its head on her thigh, a warm weight against the turmoil inside her. If she failed to communicate with the Scout, Thornhaven was no closer to understanding the threat they faced — whatever mysterious force had so terrified the fleeing group of Netherkin they’d encountered. Beyond that, Faye had long suspected that there was more to the Netherkin than it seemed, that they weren’t simply mindless invaders driven by hunger or malice. Something older stirred behind their actions — a pattern she could almost see if she squinted hard enough, like the edges of a glyph half-buried in ash.


"This would be easier if Ren were here," she said to the empty air, not looking at the Scout. "He'd probably make some clever joke about my terrible gesturing, then figure out an entirely different approach that would work perfectly."


The silence in the chamber felt heavier at the mention of his name. 


"I miss him,” she muttered.


The Scout shifted slightly. Without pupils, it was difficult to tell whether those milky eyes were watching her or not, but she felt perceived, studied.


Ember nuzzled her hand, sensing the sorrow beneath her words. Outside the chamber, rain pattered against the ancient stones of Thornhaven, a distant, soothing rhythm against her raw emotions.


"I don't even know if he's alive," she whispered. "He sent word from Lumengarde a month ago that he was traveling to Tirimund — that he was looking for something important. Something that might finally get us some answers. But we haven’t heard from him since. We don’t even know if he made it. And I'm unraveling, sitting here trying to talk to you, when I should be doing something, anything else." Most of the other defenders had spent the uneasy reprieve from war studying the fractal patterns, or else drilling for inevitable combat. Each day, as Faye crossed the courtyard, she could hear the clash of blades from the other side of the fortress, the sounds of her comrades’ exertion. 


The Scout watched her, unblinking, its posture shifting subtly. It lowered itself, not in fear, but in a manner that almost mirrored her own slumped position. One limb extended slightly before curling back, as if uncertain.


Faye stared, a strange sensation washing over her. Not communication, exactly, but something... adjacent. A resonance. The room's atmosphere seemed to shift, the very air between them humming with potential.


The Scout tilted its head in a way that reminded her, inexplicably, of Ren when he was puzzling through a complex runic sequence. It wasn't mimicry, not exactly. More like... empathy?


Could it sense her emotions? Was her own Floral Manipulation magic somehow bridging the gap between them? Arkwright had explained to her seasons ago that she possessed a rare and powerful type of Floral Manipulation, the ability to commune beyond flora, with any living thing. Anything with memories that could be drawn out, a psyche that could be shared. She had used this ability to commune with Longtooth, with her own Fluxbeast, and even, briefly, with this Scout. The technique was difficult and unreliable; it was most useful with creatures that had some proximity to plant life, such as the Eldritch Maw, an amalgamation of beast and flora. 


She straightened slightly, about to attempt another gesture — a simpler one, guided by feeling rather than research — when the chamber door swung open with a heavy creak.


Alden stood in the doorway, his tall frame silhouetted against the brighter light from the corridor. His leather armor was dark with moisture and sweat plastered his dark hair to his forehead. The humidity of the jungle had followed him inside, a wave of warm, damp air disturbing the chamber's stillness.


"Thought I'd find you here," he said, his eyes darting warily to the Scout before fixing on Faye. His expression held an intensity that immediately set her pulse racing. "There are humans moving through the southern approach to Thornhaven. Just spotted them from the outer wall."


Faye sprang to her feet, Ember leaping up beside her. "Humans? Are they Thornhaven scouts?”


“I don’t think they’re ours. Don’t recall any scouting groups leaving this morning." Alden shook his head, watching her reaction carefully. "Two figures, moving with purpose. Could be traders, but—"


"Or it could be Ren," she finished, hope surging through her like wildfire. She needed to see him. To hold him. "Did you see — could you tell—"


"Too far to make out individuals," Alden admitted. "But they'll reach the outer perimeter within the hour."


Faye was already moving toward the door, Ember at her heels. She paused only briefly, glancing back at the Scout, who remained in its mirrored, slumped position, watching her go.


The connection she'd felt moments ago lingered in her mind as she hurried past Alden. A puzzle for later. Right now, there was only one thought consuming her: Ren might be coming home.


 


***


 


Faye moved through the jungle like a shadow, each step precise and soundless despite her haste. Sweat traced paths down her spine, her dark hair pulled back in a practical knot that did little to cool her neck in the oppressive heat. Ember trotted beside her in fox form, russet fur occasionally catching the dappled sunlight that filtered through the canopy. The Fluxbeast's nose twitched constantly, gathering information that flowed through their bond — the musk of a nearby pack of jungle lizards, the sweet rot of overripe fruit, and beneath it all, the ever-present tang of magic that saturated Thornhaven's surroundings.


She paused at the edge of a small clearing, lungs burning from the exertion and the thick, soupy air. The wet season had reached its peak, transforming the jungle into a steam bath. Every breath felt like drawing in warm water, and her lightweight tunic clung to her skin, soaked through with perspiration. Normally, she'd have used her Floral Manipulation to create a cooling breeze through the surrounding vegetation, but her focus was elsewhere, her mind racing ahead to what — or who-might be waiting.


Tilting her head back, Faye squinted through gaps in the emerald canopy. The sky beyond should have been a pure, uninterrupted blue. Instead, jagged lines of purple-black fractured the heavens — Netherkin rifts that had appeared shortly after Ren's departure. They hung motionless, neither expanding nor contracting, like wounds that refused to heal or bleed.


"Still there," she murmured to Ember, who looked up at her with intelligent eyes.


She and Astra had been collecting water from the central wellspring when the first rift tore open above them with a sound like reality itself splitting apart. They'd braced for an attack, for Netherkin to pour through as they had during previous incursions. 


But nothing came. No Netherkin entered the rifts, and none emerged from them. The rifts simply... existed, suspended between worlds. For Faye, the stillness of the rifts was worse than any activity could’ve been. It was as if the Netherkin were biding their time, standing by.


"What are you waiting for?" she asked the sky, receiving only the distant screech of a jungle bird in response.


Faye couldn't shake the feeling that the rifts were connected to the fractal patterns she and Ren had discovered — geometric perfection etched into the land, older and more deliberate than the chaotic corruption of Netherkin terraforming. Patterns the Netherkin’s blight seemed to follow, as if guided by something older, something worse. But what could be worse than the Netherkin? What could have terrified them into inaction like this? 


She pushed the thought aside. Those were questions for later, problems that required Ren's insight, his knowledge of runic patterns, and his instinct for connections others missed. First, she needed to find him — if it was indeed him approaching Thornhaven.


Faye pictured him as she'd last seen him: his wiry hair even more unruly than usual, runic tattoos stark against his skin as he'd clasped her hands in the pre-dawn darkness. "I'll find a way for us to understand them," he'd promised. "I'll come back with answers."


Her throat tightened at the memory. Two months of silence had worn down her certainty, replacing it with a gnawing fear that twisted through her dreams and invaded her waking thoughts. But if he was returning now…


Ember's ears suddenly perked forward, and the Fluxbeast's head swiveled toward the southern path. Faye froze, every sense sharpening. There—the subtle disruption of undergrowth, the rhythm of footsteps that belonged to something bipedal, human. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a wild bird seeking escape.


Faye pressed forward, Ember darting ahead as the sounds grew closer. The jungle path curved ahead, and the undergrowth rustled with approaching movement. She stopped, breath caught in her lungs, eyes fixed on the bend in the trail.


The vegetation parted.


For one suspended moment, Faye's entire being crystallized around a single hope, her lips already forming his name—


But it wasn't Ren who emerged from the shadows of the jungle.


Callum stepped into the clearing first, his tall frame moving with the natural grace of a seasoned hunter. His dark hair was longer than when she'd last seen him, tied back from his face, highlighting the sharp scar across his left cheek. Behind him came Astra, her strong frame and watchful posture marking her as one of the Netherkin hunters of Callum’s clan.


"Faye," Callum said, a genuine smile warming his face despite the caution in his eyes. "Told Astra you'd probably be the first one to find us."


Astra nodded in greeting, her keen gaze taking in Faye's disheveled appearance. "Good to see you again. Though you look like you've been racing through the jungle rather than patrolling it."


Faye managed a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes, acutely aware of how her expression must have fallen when she realized who stood before her. "Welcome back. I didn't expect to find you out here." The unspoken statement hung in the air between them: And you're not who I was hoping for.


Callum caught it, his eyes flickering with understanding. He exchanged a quick glance with Astra, some silent communication passing between them. The tall woman's posture shifted slightly, a subtle softening around her usually stern mouth.


"We haven’t found any signs of Netherkin activity, but we do still have some irregularities to report," Callum said, his voice carefully neutral. 


"Of course," she said, straightening her shoulders. "Thornhaven will want to hear your report." She gestured toward the path that would lead them back to the academy, trying to ignore the hollow feeling in her chest. "The others will be glad to see you."


As they fell into step together, Faye felt Callum studying her profile. His voice lowered, meant only for her ears. "No word from him?"


The simple question, asked with genuine concern rather than pity, nearly cracked her carefully maintained facade. She shook her head once, sharply.


"He'll find his way back," Callum said with quiet certainty. "He's too stubborn not to."


The words were meant as comfort, but they scraped against the raw edges of her worry. Faye picked up her pace, leaving Callum and Astra to follow, her eyes fixed on the path ahead rather than the rifts that continued to hang in the sky above them, waiting, watching, a promise of something worse to come.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The jungle pressed close around them, a sweltering embrace of green and shadow. Faye pushed ahead through the dense undergrowth, barely registering the thorns that snagged at her clothes or the insects that swarmed in the heavy, humid air. 


Ember, sensing her distress, pressed closer to her leg. The fox's dark, oilslick fur gleamed with an unnatural luster in the dappled sunlight that filtered through the canopy overhead. Faye absently ran her fingers through the creature's coat, drawing comfort from the familiar warmth. Behind her, Tempest moved with practiced stealth beside Callum, the stag's ears flicking back and forth, alert to every snap of twig and rustle of leaf. Astra, who hadn't attended Thornhaven, walked alone, without a Fluxbeast by her side. She had a quiver strapped to her back and held a strung recurve bow in her right hand. 


The silence between the three humans stretched taut as the string on Astra’s bow. Only the symphony of the jungle filled the void — birds calling warnings to one another, the distant chatter of tree-dwelling creatures, the constant drone of insects. Sweat trickled down Faye's spine, pooling at the small of her back. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand, leaving a smear of dirt across her forehead.


"So," Callum's voice cut through the humid air, tentative in a way that was unlike him. "Did you even notice we were gone?"


Faye glanced over her shoulder, narrowing her eyes at him. "Of course I did."


The lie tasted bitter on her tongue. In truth, she had barely registered their absence. Since Ren's departure, her days had blurred together in an endless cycle of fruitless attempts to communicate with the Netherkin Scout and restless nights plagued by dreams of fractal patterns and rifts that split the sky like open wounds.


"Right," Callum said, unconvinced. His gaze slid to Astra, who walked beside him with the silent grace of a born hunter. Something passed between them — a look, a shared understanding.


The skin on the back of Faye's neck prickled. This was the second such exchange she'd caught between them since they'd met in the jungle. What were they thinking? That she was losing her grip? That her obsession with the Scout had pushed her beyond reason?


Perhaps they were right.


No. She shook the thought away; she couldn’t afford doubt. Someone had to find answers before the storm broke, and the Scout was their only lead. It had been her suggestion to bring the Scout back to Thornhaven rather than kill it. She was the one who had advocated for the attempts at communication, and if those attempts failed, she would only have herself to blame for the academy’s unpreparedness. 


"We found something," Callum said, breaking into her thoughts. "Or rather, we didn't find something, which is significant in itself."


Faye slowed her pace, allowing them to catch up. "What do you mean?"


Callum wiped sweat from his brow, leaving his dark hair standing in damp spikes. "We traveled far to the east, following rumors of Netherkin sightings. But there was nothing. No tracks, no signs of corruption, no recent disturbances in the flux patterns."


"Nothing at all?" Faye frowned. "That doesn't make sense. The rifts—"


"Are you still there?" Astra finished for her. The tall woman gestured upward with a calloused hand. "But it's as if the Netherkin have simply... stopped."


Faye followed her gaze. Through gaps in the canopy, she could see them—tears in the fabric of reality, hanging in the sky like suspended blades. The rifts had appeared two months ago, coinciding with the capture of the Scout. At first, they had been barely visible, mere distortions in the air. Now they were unmistakable, pulsing with an eerie, otherworldly light that seemed to bend and twist the very atmosphere around them.


"The Netherkin have maintained their silence," Callum continued. "Every village we passed through, every outpost we visited — they all reported the same thing. No sightings. No attacks. Nothing."


Faye nodded. That, on its own, wasn’t different from how it had been in recent moons. As she and Ren had traveled the continent, trying to reverse the Netherkin’s corruption as they went, they had seen no signs of new Netherkin activity, as if the invaders had gone into hiding. But Faye could sense new information, new developments, in the offing. 


"And yet," Astra added, her voice low and measured, "the wildlife is agitated. Birds flying in erratic patterns, predators abandoning their territories, prey animals gathering in unnatural herds." She met Faye's gaze, her eyes sharp. "Something's coming."


A chill ran down Faye's spine despite the oppressive heat. She knew that agitation herself had felt it in the restless energy that kept her awake at night, in the way Ember sometimes growled at nothing, hackles raised and eyes fixed on empty air.


"What do people make of the rifts?" she asked, stepping over a fallen log carpeted with luminescent fungi. "Out there, away from Thornhaven?"


Callum and Astra exchanged another look, and Faye fought down a flash of irritation. With each silent communication they shared, they rubbed the wound of Ren’s absence raw.


"They're scared," Callum said simply. "Some believe it's the end times — that the Netherkin have found a way to tear down the barriers between worlds for good."


"Others think it's a sign from the Ancients," Astra added. "A punishment for forgetting the old ways."


Faye exhaled sharply; this would have been amusing, if it wasn’t so foolish. The Ancients, their ancestors from millennia ago, had been human, nothing more and nothing less. True, they had been masters of the world’s natural magic, but they had no way to punish their descendants. At any rate, the old ways hadn’t been forgotten by all. Thornhaven’s masters had sought to keep the magical practices alive as a means to fight the Netherkin.


"A hunter in the eastern foothills told us it was the sky itself bleeding," Callum said with a grim smile. "Said his great-grandfather saw the same thing before the first Netherkin invasion."


“Of course,” Astra added dryly, “his great-grandfather would’ve only been a child of two seasons at the time, so I’m not sure we should put much stock in that account.” 


Callum laughed, a bright sound that felt dissonant in the shadow of their conversation, like birdsong in a burial ground.


Faye watched them as they spoke, noting the way they moved in tandem, how they seemed to anticipate each other's thoughts. A new rapport had developed between them — something forged in the shared solitude of the wilds. Callum's eyes lingered on Astra when she wasn't looking, and she leaned toward him unconsciously when he spoke.


Another pang of jealousy twisted in Faye's chest. She missed Ren with an intensity that sometimes left her breathless. Missed his quiet strength, his wry humor, the way he could read her moods better than she could herself. She missed waking beside him in the pale light of dawn, his silver hair splayed across makeshift pillows of moss or folded cloaks. She missed the intimate ritual of tracing the runic tattoos that spiraled up his arms, feeling the magic hum beneath her fingertips.


Their journeys together had been grueling — tracking down pockets of corruption, performing exhausting rituals of cleansing, falling asleep bone-tired only to wake and do it all again. At the time, the task of healing their world had seemed impossible, a weight that threatened to crush them both. But Ren had been there, his hand in hers, his strength complementing her own. Now she had a bed to sleep in and regular meals, but the comfort was hollow without him.


"Faye?" Callum's voice pulled her back to the present. "Are you with us?"


She blinked, realizing she'd fallen behind. "Sorry. Just thinking."


"Dangerous pastime," he said, but his attempt at humor fell flat. Concern shadowed his eyes.


Astra cleared her throat. "What have the researchers at Thornhaven made of the rifts?" she asked. "Surely they must have theories."


Faye resumed walking, grateful for the change of subject. "Iris thinks they might be some kind of... emergency exit. A means for the Netherkin to evacuate their dimension en masse if necessary."


"That's not exactly comforting," Astra remarked dryly. "I'm not fond of the idea of an entire dimension of Netherkin pouring into our world."


"None of us are," Faye agreed. "But it would explain the lack of attacks. If they're preparing for a full-scale evacuation, they wouldn't waste resources on isolated strikes."


Callum frowned, the scar across his cheek pulling tight. "What would the Netherkin be fleeing from? What could possibly frighten creatures like that?"


"That," Faye said grimly, "is the question on everyone's mind."


They walked in silence for a moment, each lost in their own thoughts. The jungle seemed to press closer, the air thicker, as if the very environment sensed their unease.


"Have you made any progress with the Scout?" Callum asked finally. "Any breakthroughs in communication?"


Faye's mouth twisted in frustration. "If we'd captured a Mage or an Elite, things would be simpler. They can communicate telepathically with humans, at least on a basic level. But Scouts and Warriors can't. I've been trying to use my connection to communicate, but..."


She trailed off, remembering the disorienting flood of images and sensations that assaulted her each time she reached for the Scout's mind. Fractured memories of a world twisted beyond recognition, skies filled with shapes that defied description, a constant, gnawing fear that saturated every thought.


"But what?" Callum pressed.


"But it's difficult," she said shortly. "The memories I see are confusing, fragmented. And each attempt takes more of my strength." She pushed a hanging vine out of her path with more force than necessary. "I'll try again tonight, after I've eaten."


"Faye." Callum's voice was quiet, serious. "Don't push yourself too hard. You look exhausted."


She bristled at his concern, at the unspoken implication that she was being reckless. "I know my limits."


"Do you?" he challenged gently. "When was the last time you slept through the night? Or ate a proper meal?"


"I don't need you to mother me, Callum," she snapped. "I'm doing what needs to be done. Someone has to find answers, and no one else has enough spine to talk to a Netherkin."


The words came out harsher than she'd intended, but she didn't take them back. Instead, she quickened her pace, using her Floral Manipulation to urge the undergrowth to part before her. Ember kept pace, occasionally glancing back at Tempest as if apologizing for her human's behavior.


Behind her, she heard Astra murmur something to Callum, too low for her to catch. From the corner of her eye, she saw the tall woman lay a hand on his arm, saw the meaningful look that passed between them. The sight didn’t fuel her frustration, as it had earlier; instead, it opened a chasm in her chest, a profound loneliness. She pushed forward, heedless of the branches that whipped at her face and arms.


Through the canopy, she could make out the rifts that loomed over the jungle, a constant reminder that this uneasy quiet was temporary. They yawned like open mouths waiting to tear bites from the land, a warning written across the heavens that silenced the usual cacophony of the jungle. 


This wasn't peace. It was pause. A breath before the scream.




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Morning light seeped through the narrow, rune-carved window of the prison chamber, casting long fingers of gold across the stone floor. Faye sat cross-legged before the Netherkin Scout, her back straight despite the hollow ache that had taken residence between her ribs these past two months. The creature watched her with its pearlescent eyes, the shimmering membranes over the milk-white orbs sliding sideways occasionally, possibly to track her movements, though it was difficult to be sure where the Scout's attention was focused. 


Ember dozed nearby, the fox's iridescent fur gleaming like a peacock’s feathers. The Fluxbeast lazily opened one eye to watch its bondmate, then closed it again, evidently untroubled by the presence of the Netherkin. 


This was a newer development, likely borne from Faye’s increasing comfort in the Scout’s presence. At first, Ember had been on edge, hackles raised and fur bristling, every time Faye had entered this chamber. It had been difficult to keep the Fluxbeast in its smaller fox form. Now, the Scout felt less alien, less threatening. In all the time she’d spent in its company, it had never attacked. Never even moved beyond the bounds of its circle.


"He promised he'd be back within the season," Faye said, picking at a loose thread on her sleeve. The words emerged unbidden, continuing a conversation she'd been having with herself for weeks. "Tirimund is dangerous, but he knows it better than anyone. He should have returned by now."


The Scout tilted its head, the chitinous plates of its exoskeleton shifting with a soft click. Its hands — too many fingers, too many joints, everything too long — remained bound by runic shackles that suppressed whatever terrible magic it might wield. Yet for all its alien features, Faye had begun to read its body language. Today, it seemed... attentive.


"Have you been to Tirimund?" Faye asked, leaning forward slightly. "The city was beautiful once, before your kind corrupted it."


The Netherkin remained still, its breathing a soft rasp in the quiet chamber.


"Are you old enough to remember that? How long do Netherkin live, anyway?" The questions spilled from her lips, urgent and sharp. Faye knew she wouldn't get answers, but she asked anyway. The silence of Thornhaven's halls had become oppressive, filled with sidelong glances and whispered conversations that stopped when she entered a room. Many at the academy seemed to consider Faye’s attempts to communicate with the Scout little more than a distraction from her distress at Ren’s absence. She resented their lack of trust in her intuition. Their dismissive pity. 


The Scout’s lipless mouth pressed even thinner, perhaps sensing her agitation. It made no move to respond.


"Say something!" Faye snapped, slamming her palm against the stone floor. "Anything! I've spent two months talking to you, and all you do is stare at me with those eyes. What are you waiting for?"


Ember's head rose at her outburst, the Fluxbeast's ears flattening against its skull. The Scout, however, didn't flinch. It simply watched her, its alien gaze unreadable.


Faye sighed, the anger draining from her as quickly as it had come. She drew her knees to her chest, suddenly feeling very young and very tired. There was no point in raging at this Scout; it physically couldn’t speak to her. Speech was not an ability of its caste. Only the Mages and Elites could communicate with humans, and even then, their voices were telepathic rather than a function of their mouths and throats.


"I'd still rather talk to you than any of them," she admitted after a long silence. "At least you don't try to distract me with nonsense about how he'll be back any day now. Or suggest I focus on my work instead of worrying." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "At least you don't lie to me."


The Scout shifted, its bound hands moving slightly. For a moment — just a moment—Faye thought she saw something like recognition in the creature's posture. Less rigid, less wary. Almost as if it understood the universal language of loss.


She studied it, this enemy she'd been taught to hate since childhood. When they'd cornered it in the jungle two months ago, it had fought with desperate ferocity. Now, its aggression had given way to something more complex. Not surrender, not exactly, but... adaptation, which, at times, felt even more threatening.


Faye opened her mouth, though she wasn't sure what she meant to say. The words never came. Behind her, metal scraped against stone as the chamber door swung open.


"Still at it, I see."


Callum's voice carried the particular blend of concern and judgment that made Faye's teeth grind together. She didn't turn to face him.


"I thought I asked not to be disturbed."


"You look disturbed enough already," Callum replied, stepping into her field of vision. His scar caught the light as he moved, a pale slash across his cheek that pulled at his skin when he frowned, which he was doing now, arms crossed over his chest.


"I'm working," Faye said, the lie transparent even to her own ears. She wasn't working. She was waiting, and they both knew it.


Callum sighed, his expression softening. "You need a break from..." He gestured vaguely at the Scout, at the rune-marked walls, at Faye herself. "All of this."


It was then that Faye noticed his attire — leather armor worn over a lightweight hunting tunic, a short bow slung across his back. Ready for the wilds, not for a day within Thornhaven's walls.


She leaned to the side, peering past him to the open door. Astra stood in the corridor beyond, tall and watchful. Her fingers absently adjusted the bracer on her left arm, the archer's glove already snug on her right hand.


"We're heading into the jungle," Callum explained, following Faye's gaze. "The kitchens are running low on fresh meat, and Astra spotted tracks near the eastern perimeter. Come with us."


Faye hesitated. The rifts in the sky remained, a constant reminder of the otherworldly threat that hung over them all. She should stay, should continue her vigil, should…


"You look like you haven't seen sunlight in days," Callum added, his voice gentler now. "Just a few hours, Faye. The world won't end while you're gone."


The irony of his words was not lost on her. The world might very well be ending. But Callum's eyes held an insistence that brooked no argument.


Faye rose to her feet, her joints protesting after hours of stillness. Ember padded to her side, brushing against her leg with familiar warmth.


"Fine," she conceded, casting one last glance at the Scout. "A few hours."


The Netherkin's gaze followed her as she moved toward the door, its alien features unreadable in the slanting morning light.


 


***


 


The jungle embraced them with humid arms, wrapping Faye in a cocoon of familiar scents — decaying vegetation, pungent flowers, the earthy musk of soil that had known no footsteps for generations. She followed the scouting path behind Callum, with Astra bringing up the rear, their boots barely disturbing the carpet of fallen leaves. Ember darted ahead, then circled back, the fox's keen nose sampling the air for traces of game or danger. Above them, luminescent spores drifted through shafts of sunlight like silent, wandering stars.


"Remember that time in third season when Ren tried to climb the Solisvine for a better look at the grounds?" Callum tossed the words casually over his shoulder, his voice deliberately light. "You had to grow those moss cushions to catch him when he fell."


The memory flickered across Faye's mind — Ren's startled yelp, her own panicked surge of magic, the way they'd collapsed into laughter afterward, his hands still raw from the plant fibers. She offered Callum a faint smile, knowing his intention but unable to fully participate in the reminiscence.
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