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PROLOGUE


 


 


Netherkin architecture spiraled upwards, warping skyward in defiance of nature's laws. The once-human structures had been reimagined into awe-inspiring forms – spires curled like frozen smoke, windows glazed in perpetual twilight. The rivers ran thick with liquid shadow, flowing silent and deadly beneath bridges wrought from bone.


The Netherkin Scout paused, letting its fractal gaze sweep across the oppressive landscape. It was a malignant beauty, this city, a testament to the power that thrummed beneath its foundations. Tirimund, the beings of this world had called it, back before it had been transformed to reach its full potential. The air itself seemed alive, vibrating with an energy that buzzed against the Scout’s skin, a constant reminder of the dark magic that held sway here.


Ahead, the Elite's citadel loomed, the spires of the high-caste Netherkin’s chambers guarded by warriors whose mere presence chilled the marrow. The Scout pushed forward, its gaunt form a silhouette against the pulsing energies that bathed the citadel in an eldritch glow. Its translucent skin shimmered with the ambient magic, rivulets of anxiety coursing through its veins as it approached the threshold. It could feel the weight of the shattered rune in its grasp — a weight far heavier than the broken fragments should have been.


An Elite awaited, ensconced within the inner sanctum of the citadel, a dimly lit chamber where shadows clung to the walls like specters. The Elite were larger than their lessers, their forms more symmetrical, their magic more powerful. This one had been the Scout's superior for its entire existence, and the creature knew with absolute certainty that the being before it would live a dozen lifetimes more. Where the lesser Netherkin withered, consumed by the rigors of their war and magic, the Elite thrived, sustained by power beyond comprehension.


The Scout approached the corrupted throne, hewn from the warped facade of what had once been a great tower. It dropped to the ground before the Elite, waiting. 


The Elite did not speak immediately, but its large, pupil-less eyes bore into the Scout, their cold light stripping away all pretense. The Scout offered the shattered runestone, the broken disguise of the Mage. It could feel its thoughts unraveling, its memories splayed open for examination like the pages of a fragile, insignificant book.


The crystalline growths on the Elite’s head vibrated faintly, emitting a resonance that made the walls tremble. Its voice, when it came, was both a whisper and a roar, a thousand echoes layered into one.


The audacity of these creatures knows no bounds.


The Elite's gaze upon the rune was as unreadable as the void between stars. Long, chitinous fingers, slender and precise, reached out to hover above the fractured stone, tracing the contours without touching. Its face remained composed, a mask of contemplation carved from living shadow. It was impossible to discern what thoughts flickered behind those fathomless eyes.


Inside the Elite’s mind, however, a tempest raged. The Mage had been crucial, a linchpin in their meticulously constructed plan — its role not just to infiltrate but to subvert the humans’ refuge from within, to weaken it for the coming storm. And yet, the humans had proven themselves formidable adversaries, their resilience a bitter surprise. The death of the Mage was not just a setback; it was a disruption that rippled through the Netherkin's strategies, forcing them to reassess their approach.


Thornhaven was a fortress of defiance, its secrets guarded closely and jealously. The Nexus at its core, pulsing with stolen wellsprings, was a prize the Netherkin coveted not only for its power but for the affront it represented. To let such energy remain in the hands of mere beasts, untainted and unclaimed, was unacceptable. The humans would need to be reminded of their place in the new Netherkin world — a lesson that could only be taught through blood.


The Scout raised its head slightly, awaiting judgment or command, aware that the shattered rune was both evidence of failure and a harbinger of war yet to come.


The silence that had settled over the Elite's chamber fractured as the tension became too dense, too heavy to hold any longer. With a sound like the cracking of the world's spine, the Elite’s composure shattered. The air vibrated, charged with sudden fury. A pulse of unseen force emanated outward, warping the very fabric of reality. The Netherkin Scout felt the ground beneath it tremble and saw the twisted spires sway as if caught in a tempest unseen by mortal eyes.


The Scout remained motionless, knowing better than to draw attention to itself now. The Elite turned its gaze upon the cadre of Netherkin Mages that stood at the edges of the chamber. These beings, cloaked in shadow, their eyes glowing like dying stars, waited for the command they knew would come.


Open the rift, the Elite commanded. Bring forth the passage to our dominion. This illness has been left to fester for too long.


Obediently, the Mages stepped forward, their hands weaving patterns in the air, tracing the intricate sigils of ancient magic. As their thoughts churned in a telepathic chant, the space before the Elite began to shimmer, the air crackling with the energy of a storm about to break. Threads of darkness wove together, forming the beginnings of a tear — a wound in the world that would serve as a doorway to their dying home.


The Scout watched as the rift yawned wider, revealing the desolate expanse of their homeland. In the land beyond, the earth itself seemed to bleed darkness, with rivers of shadow flowing between cracks in the scorched terrain. Above, the sky churned with a maelstrom of dark energy.


Skeletal structures, monuments to a glory long faded, pierced the horizon like the bones of some colossal beast laid bare by time and despair. These were the remnants of their once-great civilization, now nothing more than hollowed husks echoing with the whispers of the past. And beneath it all, the ground pulsed and writhed, as if the very planet sought to shed its dying skin — a living organism caught in its death throes.


This was all that awaited them all if they could not claim new worlds, new wellsprings of magic. The Netherkin had been conquerors once, but now they were refugees fleeing from the entropy of their own making. In the face of such desolation, the Scout understood the Elite's fury, the relentless drive to subjugate and survive. The desiccated winds that howled through the rift carried with them the scent of desperation and decay, a siren call urging them forward to conquest at any cost.


The air stilled as the rift stabilized, its edges ceasing their violent shudder. The Elite, a spectral figure of dread and command, approached the threshold of worlds. It stood at the brink, its form outlined by the perverse light that spilled forth from the rift, casting long, sinister shadows across the chamber. 


And then, a tremor passed through the Elite, a ripple of power that hinted at visions unseen and futures unfolding. Its body tensed, the air around it humming with potentiality. For a fleeting moment, the Scout glimpsed something beyond the stoic mask of the Netherkin leader — an ember of triumph, the spark of an unshakable conviction.


Brethren. The Elite's voice cut through the silence. The hour of reclamation draws near. 


The words were deliberate, each syllable wrought from the dark fires of conviction. The Elite stood tall, an unyielding silhouette against the shifting backdrop of their blighted home visible through the rift.


Thornhaven, it continued, the name of the human stronghold spat out like venom, a blemish upon the land, will fall. Its defenders, mere children playing at war, will crumble beneath our might. A murmur ran through the ranks, the shared hunger for dominion palpable among them.


Their Nexus, hoarding magic that is not theirs to keep, will be ours to corrupt. They have stolen wellsprings, hoarded the lifeblood of this planet, and know not its true power. 


The speech was mostly for the Mages. The Warriors and the Scout knew of magic in the fashion that a bird knew of air; they moved through it, were creatures of it, but could not approach it with intent the way their superiors could.


Evolution is our right. The Elite's gaze swept across the assembly, igniting fervor in the hearts of its warriors. We are the harbingers of the new age. These combatants we face — we must remember to take everything they can give us, and make it part of our rise. The Elite's voice crescendoed, filling the twisted cityscape with resonant power. We will reshape this continent in our image, and all worlds shall follow!


The assembled Mages roared their assent, their cries echoing off the misshapen structures that bore witness to their resolve. Tirimund itself seemed to pulse in response, the very ground beneath them quaking with the intensity of their collective will.


The Scout felt the call to arms deep within its essence, a surge of purpose that transcended all else. These were the only emotions a Netherkin was capable of feeling — devotion to the evolution of their kind, and the fervor to fulfill the will of the Elite.


To serve was to exist; to fail was to cease. There existed no states beyond these.




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


Faye stood on the precipice of a steep hillside, the new light of dawn casting a warm glow over the village that had cradled her in youth. Below, the patchwork of rooftops bore signs of mending where the Netherkin's wrath had left its more physical scars. The air still carried the faint smell of the corruption. Ozone. Decay. 


She allowed herself a moment, taking in the sight of her home — partially healed, yet forever altered. It was like staring into a mirror reflecting both past and present; the village held the same bones, but the spirit pulsing through its veins had matured in the wake of destruction. Time had altered the hearts and faces of its people, and the Netherkin had altered the forest that surrounded them. Faye’s fingers brushed against the coarse rock beneath her, grounding her thoughts. She had changed with her home, her hands and soul marked by battles fought and won.


She drew in a deep breath, letting the cool air fill her lungs before making her descent. As she walked, the sounds of the village waking followed her.


Maris's hut appeared between the withered remains of the trees, smoke curling from the chimney and melding with the morning mist. Faye pushed through the door, finding her grandmother hunched over a mortar, the rhythmic grinding of pestle against stone filling the room. Maris looked up, her gaze as penetrating as the first day Faye had returned from Thornhaven, heavy with an uncertain mixture of pride and concern.


"Your time here is short," Maris stated, the words neither question nor accusation, simply fact.


"Yes, it is," Faye agreed, her voice barely above a whisper, the weight of parting already settling on her shoulders.


"Thornhaven has honed your edge, child," Maris observed, setting aside her tools. "But don't let it dull your heart." She locked eyes with Faye, the unspoken fears for her granddaughter’s well-being hanging between them like a tangible shroud.


Faye knew the subtext well; magic was a double-edged sword, and though her skills had grown, so too had the risks. "I’ll be careful," she promised, knowing full well the unpredictable nature of the academy’s teachings.


Faye knelt on the wooden floor of the hut, the planks cool against her skin through the fabric of her trousers. Her hands moved with practiced ease, gathering the array of survival tools she'd arranged in meticulous order: the pouch of herbs she’d managed to scrounge up from the rot of the forest floor, the knife her father had given her many seasons ago. 


Ember, ever watchful in its fox form, sat nearby, its iridescent eyes following Faye's every move. The Fluxbeast's ears twitched slightly as if sensing the emotional current that swirled around them. The village had been her cradle, and Thornhaven, her crucible. She belonged to both and neither; the path ahead demanded every stitch of her, and yet, leaving felt like unraveling threads.


"Ready?" she whispered to Ember, who responded with an affectionate nuzzle against her hand. Faye let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. "Let's do this."


As she stepped outside, the crisp morning air greeted her, carrying the scent of dew-laden grass. Even here, within the scar of a Netherkin attack, the winds brought reminders of the uncorrupted pockets that remained in the valley — places where life had survived the onslaught of dark magic. As unrecognizable as the terraformed, mutated life forms were, they were never entirely changed from their foundations. 


The sun had just begun its ascent, painting the horizon in hues of gold and rose. Faye sighed and turned her gaze on the worn path before Maris’s hut. This was her ritual, saying farewell to each corner of the village, etching it into memory until her return.


Each time she left, it was possible that she would never see it again. 


As she rounded the bend toward her grandmother’s herb garden, a voice — clear and unexpectedly familiar — halted her in her tracks. 


“Wilderpath!” 


Callum Ashborne stood there, his usual armor replaced by simple travel garb that did little to diminish the aura of certainty he wore as easily as his cloak. His dark hair was tousled by the wind, and his intense blue eyes found hers with an immediacy that made her pulse quicken. He grinned.


"Callum?” She blinked, startled. “What are you doing here?”


Her Thornhaven comrade looked almost out of place amidst the gentle sway of bellflowers and snapdragons, yet there he stood, an unwavering presence that seemed to challenge the tranquility of the morning. Ember stepped forward to touch noses with Callum’s Fluxbeast, Tempest; in its squirrel form, the latter had to stand on its hind legs to reach, but Faye knew that its size was deceiving. Fluxbeasts shifted their forms according to the needs and emotions of their bondmates. When Callum was in battle, his beast often took the shape of a great, powerful stag, with forked antlers that had dispatched plenty of threats. 


"Passing through," Callum replied, his tone even. "Thought I'd pay my respects to the Wilderpath matriarch."


Their gazes locked, a silent acknowledgement passing between them. Here was a man who had stood with her last season against the Netherkin Mage, whose strength had been undeniable. She trusted him. Still, his appearance seemed to defy logic. They were far from Thornhaven. What was he doing all the way out here, in this valley? 


Faye crossed her arms. Callum Ashborne was not one to wander without purpose. "Just in the area? For what reason?"


He shifted, his blue eyes holding hers, and there was a flicker — something beyond his usual confidence. "It doesn’t matter," he said, leaving unsaid that it was no coincidence. "We're stronger together, aren’t we? And the beginning of the season is approaching. We’re both about to head to Thornhaven.” The corner of his mouth twitched in a smile. “Makes sense to travel together.” 


"Does it now?" She studied him, searching for the truth behind his sudden appearance. Her instincts whispered there was more at stake than convenience. He was a hunter; he and his clan traveled to track their quarry. And the game the Ashbornes stalked was far more dangerous than any mere beast. 


Was it the pursuit of Netherkin that had brought Callum to her valley? Or did he have other motivations? Faye’s eyes flicked over his lean frame. His posture betrayed none of his thoughts, but she knew better than to trust a predator’s calm.


He spread his hands, a gesture of conciliation. “Wilderpath. I thought you’d lost your suspicious streak.”


Faye sighed. Turning toward the hut, she called out, "Grandmother, there’s someone here to see you!"


Her grandmother emerged, her face weathered like the bark of an old tree, yet her eyes sharp as ever. Maris assessed Callum with the same discerning scrutiny she applied to her herbs before extending a hand.


“My name is Callum Ashborne,” Callum said. His eyes widened as he took the old woman’s hand — doubtless in surprise, Faye thought, at the strength of her grip. “I’m another student at Thornhaven.” 


“Ah, yes,” Maris said. "Faye has spoken of you."


"It’s an honor, ma'am.” Callum’s usual rigidity softened, replaced by a genuine respect that surprised Faye. "Your granddaughter speaks highly of you as well."


"Then she has been kind with the truth," Maris said, a trace of a smile touching her lips. "You'll be traveling with her to Thornhaven?"


"Indeed," Callum confirmed, nodding solemnly. "I assure you, I will do all within my power to ensure her safety."


"Protect each other," Maris advised, her tone carrying a weight that seemed to transcend the words themselves. "The path ahead is fraught with peril, more so than usual. Watch over her heart as much as her life."


Callum's expression tightened imperceptibly, and Faye caught the subtle shift. There was an understanding in his nod, an unspoken promise made to the woman who'd raised her. 


Maris turned to Faye. She said nothing, merely fixated her sharp, knowing eyes on her granddaughter. The silence stretched, heavy with meaning, until Faye felt compelled to meet her gaze fully.


"Come back to me," Maris finally said, her voice quiet but unyielding. It wasn’t a plea — it was a command born of love and a lifetime of loss.


Faye swallowed hard, nodding as emotion welled in her chest. "I will," she promised, though the weight of those two words pressed heavily against her.


Maris cupped Faye's face with work-worn hands, her touch both firm and tender. Then her arms dropped, and she turned back to her warm hut and the stores of herbs within. 


 


***


 


The beginning of Faye’s journey to Thornhaven, through the river valley that was home to her village, was always the simplest part of the trek. Beyond the deciduous forests that had watched her grow, there was a ridge of relic mountains. Here, the earth had folded into grand, ancient peaks and, over time beyond comprehension, been worn back down into soft, rolling hills. As a young child, Faye’s father had told her the hills were a reminder; the world was old, and its slow, gradual change was an inevitable part of nature. Now, after seeing the extent of the Netherkin’s blight, Faye could no longer trust that change would always be slow — or natural. 


Beyond the ridge lay a sprawling, lifeless desert, and past that, a steep cliff and a sinuous river gave way to the magical, corrupted jungle that surrounded Thornhaven’s compound. This was the true test that the wilds had to offer. The most dangerous flora and fauna on the continent lived beneath that vast canopy.


 Every step took Faye and Callum deeper into the wilds, where trees stretched skyward like guardians of old. The air grew thick with the scent of damp earth and the rich decay of fallen vegetation. Faye's senses sharpened, attuned to every rustle, every distant call that woven into the forest's symphony. 


The valley was a place of relative safety, but it still had its dangers. Faye had spent a lifetime watching her people fall prey to them. 


A shadow flickered at the periphery of her vision, pulling her attention. She halted, hand instinctively reaching for the hilt of her blade, and beside her, Callum did the same. His fingers curled into fists.


Their agitation was echoed by their Fluxbeasts. Ember, previously padding softly in its fox form by Faye's side, erupted into the larger, more formidable silhouette of a wolf. Muscles rippled beneath sleek, oilslick fur, ears perked in alert as it echoed Faye's stance of readiness. Across from them, Tempest mirrored the transformation, the once docile squirrel now an imposing stag, antlers arched towards the canopy, as if ready to skewer any threat that dared approach.


The underbrush rustled with a fervor that seemed to mock their defense. Faye scanned the undergrowth, every fiber of her being taut with anticipation. But as moments stretched into silence, the tension waned.


"False alarm," Callum murmured, though his eyes remained watchful, darting between the trees.


"Maybe," Faye agreed, but she couldn't shake the unease that had sunk its claws into her. They were not alone; the terraformed wilds never were empty of menace.


Their Fluxbeasts sensed the owners' relaxation, shifting back to their less aggressive forms, though the fox’s pelt remained bristled. Faye let out a slow breath.


“You seem on edge,” Callum noted.


Faye shot him a sideways look. “It’s called being vigilant. And you’re one to talk.” 


Callum offered her a lopsided grin. “I’m just surprised your reflexes were as ready as mine. That’s all.” 


Beneath the insult, Faye could sense a genuine question, an invitation to explain. She let out a breath. In truth, she had been feeling ill at ease since the end of their last season. 


"Ren said something last season," she began, voice low but carrying. Her words seemed to kill Callum’s smile; a shadow flitted across his face. "About the death of the Netherkin Mage at Thornhaven. He thought it might provoke them, make them seek vengeance."


The words fell into the space between them, and for a moment, there was no sound but the distant call of some unseen jungle creature. Faye watched Callum's jaw clench, his blue eyes darkening. 


"Thornhaven was a nuisance before," she continued, pressing on through the dense foliage, her hand instinctively resting on the hilt of her blade. "Now we've struck a blow. They'll see us as a threat, one they cannot ignore."


Callum remained silent, his expression unreadable. The scar across his cheek pulled tight as he grimaced. Faye regarded him, her mind racing. Was it the weight of responsibility that shadowed his features? Or perhaps the memory of delivering that fatal strike to the Mage, knowing it had marked him in the eyes of the enemy? 


"Callum?" she prodded, seeking confirmation, needing to understand his silence. “Sorry — is this about the Netherkin?” 


He met her gaze then, the intensity of his blue eyes sharp and piercing. "It's partly that," he finally said, his voice low, carrying a hidden edge that Faye couldn't place.


She frowned, confusion knitting her brows. Of course, he would be concerned about the retribution from the Netherkin, having been the one to end the Mage's life. But there was something else there, a tension that seemed to have little to do with the looming threats of their shared enemies.


"Then what is it?" she asked, stepping over a fallen log.


"Ren," Callum said simply, and Faye caught the briefest flicker of irritation that crossed his features before he masked it behind a stoic veneer. It took her a moment to realize that it wasn’t the context of Ren's warning that bothered him, but the mention of Ren himself.


She opened her mouth to ask why, but the sudden rustling of leaves overhead cut her off. Both Faye and Callum froze, their hands going to their weapons as Ember and Tempest shifted forms, their muscles coiling in anticipation of a fight.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Faye whirled, drawing her knife in one fluid motion as a shadow fell upon them—a swarm of fangwings, descending from the trees.


"Tempest!" Callum's command was sharp, an invocation filled with urgency. The squirrel Fluxbeast morphed in shape, growing rapidly, its antlers sprawling skyward as the stag roared into being. Ember followed suit, shifting with a flash of dark, iridescent fur, its small fox form expanding into the sleek wolf. 


The fangwings swarmed, their membranous wings beating a frenzied rhythm as they dove. Venom dripped from their fangs, glistening with toxic promise. But Faye and Callum moved as one, honed instincts guiding their counter-attack. Ember leapt, teeth flashing, catching a fangwing mid-descent. Callum’s Tempest charged, spearing fangwings with its antlers as they dived low, teeth bared. 


Breath coming in short bursts, Faye danced between the onslaught, slashing and weaving with her knife as Ember snapped and lunged at her side. Each movement was precise, her tracking skills repurposed for combat. The bond with her Fluxbeast channeled her focus, allowing no room for fear or doubt.


Moments later, the last of the bat-like fiends lay vanquished, their threat neutralized as swiftly as it had arisen. Panting, Faye scanned the surroundings, ensuring no more lurked above. A nod from Callum confirmed their safety, the tumultuous violence giving way to eerie calm.


"Good work," Callum breathed out, his stance relaxing as Tempest shrank back down to squirrel form, scampering up to perch upon his shoulder. Ember returned to fox-form as well, its lithe body winding around Faye’s legs.


"Let’s keep moving," Faye said, her eyes still scanning the treetops as she sheathed her knife. "Fangwings are the least of our worries."


As they continued through the forest, the trees gradually began to thin, their boughs reaching skyward as if in final, desperate supplication before yielding to the ruthless expanse of the desert. 


“You came this way for a reason, didn’t you?” Faye asked, glancing at Callum. “I mean, it’s good to see you, but I know you weren’t just hoping to visit.” 


Callum was silent for a long moment. At last, he sighed and nodded. “You’re right. There was a reason.” 


Faye’s pulse quickened, not from the exertion but from the gravity underpinning his words. "The rumors at Thornhaven spoke of the Ashbornes," she replied, keeping her tone measured. "Nomadic hunters moving like shadows across the continent. You chase deadly game."


"Indeed, we do," Callum confirmed, an edge of pride sharpening his voice. "Our prey demands nothing less than our relentless pursuit."


She mulled over his admission, the pieces of an unseen puzzle beginning to click into place within her mind. The stories she’d absorbed in Thornhaven’s twisting corridors and suffocating classrooms had painted the Ashbornes in strokes of fear and reverence alike. They were the hunters of myths made flesh; the Netherkin, their legendary quarry.


The admiring tales having never made their way to Faye’s isolated village, she didn’t have the same instinctive high regard for Callum that other students seemed to have. He had had to earn his respect in her eyes.


"Your tribe seeks out Netherkin," she observed. "What brings such hunters near my home?"


Callum's lips pressed into a thin line, his gaze drifting toward the horizon. "The Netherkin are cunning. Their reach is far, their designs insidious. We track them wherever they might lurk."


Faye felt the weight of his implication settle over her like a shroud. If the Ashbornes had come so close to her village, then the threat of the Netherkin was nearer than she’d feared. A chill traced its way down her spine despite the burgeoning heat as they approached the desert’s threshold.


"You were tracking something," she pressed. "What was it?"


"A Scout.” 


Faye felt her stomach tighten. Images of twisted forms and shadowy figures whispered through her memory. Before making the journey to Thornhaven, she had watched her closest friend die in combat against a Scout; even this lowest caste of Netherkin were to be feared. 


“But why come to my village?” she asked. 


Callum hesitated, his gaze piercing the horizon as if he could spot his past prey upon the windswept dunes ahead. After a long moment, he mumbled, “I was worried about you.” 


A laugh bubbled up in Faye’s throat, sharp and disbelieving. “You? Worried about me?”


Callum’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t look away. “Yeah. I was.”


“I can handle a Scout,” Faye said. She wasn’t entirely sure that was true — she’d fought a Scout in her first season, but had relied upon the support of her friends to best the creature, and hadn’t encountered one since. Still, her skills had grown in the seasons since. “I’m a capable fighter.” 
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