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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The valley stretched before them like an open wound — soil greyed and cracked, trees bent at unnatural angles with bark peeling back to reveal sickly pale flesh beneath. Faye Wilderpath adjusted her cloak against the unnatural chill that lingered in these corrupted places, her fingers brushing the small runic tattoo on her wrist for reassurance. Beside her, Ember shifted nervously, the Fluxbeast's fox form seemingly diminished by the weight of the blight that pressed in from all sides. They had seen dozens of valleys like this one over the past season, and the sight never failed to twist something deep in Faye's chest — a mixture of determination and despair that had become all too familiar.


"We're getting closer to the heart of it," Ren said beside her, his voice low as if the corruption might hear them and respond. Surveying his face, Faye noticed new shadows under his eyes — evidence of their relentless pace these past weeks. 


Nox, Ren's Fluxbeast, prowled at his heels in civet form, its sleek body flowing like liquid shadow across the blighted ground. The creature's whiskers twitched as it scented the air, detecting things beyond human perception.


"The center should be just over that ridge," Faye agreed, pointing to a jutting outcrop of granite that rose from the valley floor like a broken tooth. "I can feel it pulling at me."


It wasn't quite a physical sensation — more like the awareness of a wound in the world's natural order. Her Floral Manipulation abilities had grown increasingly sensitive to these disruptions over the months of their work. Where once she could only sense the magical infection when touching affected plants, now she could feel it thrumming beneath the surface from several hundred paces away.


They trudged forward in practiced silence, their boots leaving imprints in soil that crumbled unnaturally, too dry and lifeless to hold shape properly. The mutated flora retreated from their path — not in the gentle sway of normal plants responding to movement, but in jerky, insectile motions that sent shivers down Faye's spine. Leaves that should have been broad and green were instead narrow and pale, veined with an iridescent blue that caught the light in ways that hurt the eyes if observed too long.


A twisted bush reached toward Ember with tendril-like branches. The Fluxbeast’s hackles rose, and Faye laid a calming hand on its head.


"Easy," she murmured. "We'll fix it soon."


Ren unslung the pack from his shoulders as they reached the outcrop, kneeling to examine the ground. Faye watched the practiced movements of his hands as he unpacked the implements they would need — chalk infused with powdered crystal, small vials of essences extracted from uncorrupted plants, and a silver knife with runes etched along its blade.


She knelt opposite him, their knees nearly touching as they claimed this small circle of corrupted earth as their workspace. The routine was familiar now — they had performed this ritual seventeen times in the past month alone. Each time, the preparation got a little faster, the movements a little more fluid, the understanding between them deepening to the point where words were barely necessary.


"I'll take the cardinal points," Ren said, already scratching marks in the soil with the tip of the silver knife. "You anchor the intercardinals?"


Faye nodded, taking the chalk to begin tracing the intricate patterns that would form the outer ring of their runic circle. The knowledge was still relatively new to her — a season ago, she would have struggled to identify even the most basic runic forms. Now, the symbols flowed from her hand with practiced ease, her mind supplying the precise angles and connections needed without conscious thought.


Ember circled them restlessly, occasionally stopping to press its nose to the ground and sniff at the boundary they were creating. The shifting colors in the fox's iridescent fur seemed to glow against the bleakness of their surroundings, a reminder of what should be in this lifeless place.


As Faye completed her section of the circle, she caught Ren's eye across the growing pattern. A small smile tugged at his lips — pride in their work, perhaps, or simple appreciation of their rhythm together. She returned it briefly before focusing again on the task at hand.


Ren’s brow furrowed in concentration as he placed the final marks in his quadrant of the circle. "We're going to need every ounce of energy we can muster. This is one of the deeper infections we've tackled."


When the circle was complete — about six feet in diameter and covered in an intricate web of interconnected symbols — they positioned themselves at opposite sides. The Fluxbeasts took their places as well, forming four points of a square around the circle.


Faye closed her eyes, centering herself as she had been taught. First came awareness of her own body — the steady rhythm of her heart, the expansion and contraction of her lungs, the subtle vibration of energy flowing through her meridians. Then came awareness of the world around her — the corrupted soil beneath her knees, the faint breeze that carried the metallic tang of wrongness, the distant call of a bird that had somehow survived in this blighted place.


Finally, she extended her awareness to Ember. The Fluxbeast's consciousness brushed against hers — wild and fierce, yet anchored to her by bonds deeper than either fully understood. As Faye channeled her will into the circle, Ember responded, its form beginning to shift and grow. The fox stretched and expanded, limbs elongating, shoulders broadening, until a large wolf stood in its place, amber eyes gleaming with shared purpose.


Across the circle, Ren had initiated a similar transformation in Nox. The civet grew and morphed into the powerful form of a mountain lion, muscles rippling beneath sleek fur as it positioned itself more firmly at its quadrant of the circle.


"Ready?" Ren asked, his voice steady despite the strain that was already evident in the tightness around his eyes.


Faye nodded once. "Ready."


They placed their palms flat against the earth at the edge of the circle, and Faye felt the familiar rush as their energies connected through the runic pattern. The tattoo on her wrist — Ren's first gift to her seasons ago at Thornhaven — warmed against her skin, resonating with the larger, more complex one that spanned her shoulder blades beneath her cloak.


The runes began to glow — first faintly, then with increasing brilliance as they fed their magic into the pattern. Faye's specialty had always been Floral Manipulation, while Ren excelled at Runic Magic, but months of working together had blurred those distinctions. She now understood the fundamental principles of his craft just as he had developed an intuitive grasp of hers.


The ground beneath them trembled as the corruption fought back against their cleansing energies. It always did — like an infection resisting medicine, clinging stubbornly to its host. Faye gritted her teeth against the resistance, pushing harder.


Through her connection with Ember, she could sense the Fluxbeast doing the same — channeling raw power into the ritual, amplifying what Faye and Ren could achieve alone. The wolf threw back its head in a silent howl, and Faye felt rather than heard Nox's answering growl from across the circle.


Sweat beaded on Faye's forehead as she maintained the flow of energy. The runes blazed now, casting eerie blue-white light across the blighted landscape. The circle seemed to pulse with each heartbeat, expanding its influence outward in rippling waves.


Slowly, imperceptibly at first, the blight began to recede. The grey soil darkened as natural minerals and nutrients returned. A withered sapling at the edge of their circle straightened slightly, its twisted bark smoothing as it remembered its true nature. Faye focused on that sapling, using her Floral Manipulation to encourage the transformation, to remind the plant of what it was meant to be.


The effort was immense. Each cleansing taxed them more than the last, and they had already completed two others since sunrise. Faye's arms trembled with exertion, and across from her, she could see Ren's jaw clenched tight, veins standing out on his neck as he poured everything he had into the ritual.


But the rune was too well-crafted to fail now. Ren had spent months perfecting this particular configuration, testing and refining it with each application. The pattern flared suddenly, blindingly bright, and then a pulse of pure energy shot outward from the circle, washing over the corrupted landscape like a wave breaking on shore.


Where it touched, transformation followed. Grey turned to brown and black—healthy soil colors. Mutated plants shuddered and twisted, reforming into natural shapes. Even the air seemed clearer, the unnatural mist that had hung over the valley burning away under the cleansing wave.


The wave reached the edges of the valley and rebounded, rushing back toward them with diminished but still significant force. When it reached the circle again, the runes absorbed the remaining energy, glowing briefly brighter before fading to dull scratches in the dirt.


Faye slumped forward, catching herself on trembling arms before she could fall face-first into the dirt. Across from her, Ren sat back on his heels, chest heaving with exertion. Their Fluxbeasts, similarly drained, had reverted to their smaller forms — Ember once again a fox, though with dulled fur and drooping tail; Nox, now a civet once more, curled tiredly at Ren's side.


"That's..." Faye had to pause to catch her breath. "That's the fifth one this week."


Ren nodded wearily, pushing a sweat-dampened silver curl from his forehead. "And probably our last. We're pushing too hard."


He was right, of course. They had been maintaining a punishing pace for weeks now, moving from one corrupted area to another without adequate rest between cleansings. The toll was evident in the shadows under their eyes, the hollowness of their cheeks, the way their clothes hung a little looser than they had a month ago.


Faye surveyed their handiwork. The transformation was remarkable — where before had been a scene of twisted wrongness, now stretched a section of valley that could almost pass for natural. The plants were still smaller than they should be, the colors not quite as vibrant as uncorrupted wilderness, but it would heal completely with time. Nature was resilient that way.


"Five rituals in one week," she said, trying to summon some satisfaction from the achievement. "That's our best pace yet."


But even as she said it, her gaze drifted to the horizon, where countless more blighted areas awaited their attention. They had been at this for almost a season since leaving the runic master at Lumengarde, traveling from one corrupted region to another, healing what they could. And yet, for every area they cleansed, ten more seemed to wait.


"Ren," she said quietly, voicing the fear that had been growing in her for weeks, "I'm starting to think this is hopeless. We're just two people. Even if we worked every day for the rest of our lives, we couldn't cleanse all the damage the Netherkin did."


She didn't add what troubled her even more — that she hadn't seen or heard news of any Netherkin activity in months. The creatures had been a constant threat for as long as she could remember, yet now, when she and Ren were finally developing effective countermeasures against their malign influence, they seemed to have vanished.


Ren didn't immediately respond. His attention had shifted to the granite outcrop beside them, his head tilted in a way Faye recognized as his scholarly focus taking over.


"Ren?" she prompted, too tired to hide the irritation in her voice. "Did you hear what I said?"


"I did," he replied distractedly, moving toward the rock formation. "And you're not wrong. But there's something —" He crouched beside the granite, running his fingers over its surface with the reverence he usually reserved for ancient texts or particularly elegant runic configurations.


Faye sighed, pushing herself to her feet despite the protest of her exhausted muscles. She joined him by the outcrop, squinting at whatever had captured his attention so completely.


"What is it? Just looks like rock to me."


"Look closer," Ren urged, tracing a pattern that Faye now noticed within the mineral veins of the stone. "See how the quartz forms these almost perfect spirals? And here, and here — they're connected in a pattern that's too regular to be natural."


Faye frowned, studying the formation more carefully. Now that he pointed it out, she could see what he meant. The mineral deposits formed a geometric pattern that seemed almost deliberate — a spiraling, fractal shape that didn’t match the natural forms of crystallization.


"So the corruption affected the rocks, too," she said with a shrug. "We've seen stranger things."


"No, that's just it," Ren insisted, his fatigue seemingly forgotten in the excitement of discovery. "We've seen this before. Remember that outcrop near the village of Ashford? And the cliff face in the Razorback Mountains? They had similar patterns." His eyes were alight now. "I don't think this is a side effect of the corruption, Faye. I think it might be the reason."


A chill that had nothing to do with the lingering blight ran down Faye's spine. "What are you saying?"


"I'm saying that maybe the Netherkin weren't just corrupting land at random." Ren stood, his gaze sweeping across the newly cleansed valley with new intensity. "What if they chose these locations specifically? What if there's something about these places — something we can't see — that made them targets?"


Faye wanted to dismiss the idea. It was easier to believe that the Netherkin were mindless destroyers, corrupting whatever they touched without purpose beyond chaos and pain. The alternative — that their actions might have deeper meaning, a pattern, a plan — was far more unsettling.


"You're overthinking this," she said, forcing conviction into her voice. "We're both exhausted. You're seeing patterns where there's just coincidence."


But even as she spoke, Ember pressed against her leg, the Fluxbeast's ears flattened against its skull as it stared at the stone formation. 


Ren noticed, too. "Your Fluxbeast doesn't seem to think I'm imagining things."


He reached into his pack and pulled out a small leather-bound notebook, already filled with sketches and observations from their travels. Opening to a blank page, he began to make a quick but detailed drawing of the mineral pattern.


"We should document this," he said, "and compare it with the others we've seen. There's something here, Faye. Something important."


Faye didn't argue further. She was too tired, and a part of her knew he might be right. If the Netherkin’s magical poisoning of the land wasn't random — if there was method to their madness — then perhaps they had been approaching this problem all wrong.


She glanced back at the cleansed valley, beautiful yet somehow more ominous than before. What if all their work had been addressing symptoms rather than causes? What if, in their focus on healing what was broken, they had missed why it was broken in the first place?


"Fine," she said, at last, her voice quieter than she intended. "Document it. But then we rest. We're no use to anyone if we work ourselves to death."


Ren nodded without looking up from his sketch, his fingers moving with practiced precision despite his fatigue. Faye turned away from the outcrop. When she closed her eyes, the spiraling shape of the minerals echoed behind the lids as though it was taunting her. 


It’s nothing. A side effect of the blight, or of our ritual. She glanced back at Ren uneasily as he copied down the fractal. He was a scholar at heart, unable to resist the allure of a mystery, especially if it involved the workings of Runic magic. Not everything that intrigued him was important or worthy of Faye’s attention. 


Still, this felt different.


The pattern wasn't just a random quirk of geology. The deeper they'd gone into these affected regions, the more she'd started to feel it — not just see it, but sense it. Like the land itself was humming in a key just slightly off from their own. A resonance. A wrongness.


She sat down heavily on a nearby stone, Ember curling up beside her, still watchful. The air around the formation pulsed faintly with residual magic, too subtle for most to notice, but her bond with Ember let her feel it — a low thrumming, as if the land itself was holding its breath.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Twilight settled over the valley like a heavy cloak, the last rays of sunlight filtering through the canopy of leaves above. Faye's muscles ached as she ducked beneath the moss-draped rock ledge, her body still buzzing with the lingering energy of the ritual they'd performed hours earlier. The corrupted earth they'd cleansed today had fought back harder than usual as if the Netherkin taint had sunk deeper roots here. She watched as Ren moved with practiced efficiency, his silver hair catching the fading light as he unrolled their weathered tent. There was comfort in their routine, even amid the devastation that surrounded them.


"This spot should shield us from the eastern winds," Ren said, not looking up as he secured the first corner stake with a practiced twist. "And the rock face will reflect heat from the fire."


Faye nodded, though he wasn't watching. She moved to help unfurl the tent's water-resistant canvas, her hands finding their familiar tasks without conscious thought. Six months of traveling together had honed their coordination to wordless precision. When he reached for a support pole, she was already extending it toward him. When she knelt to secure the ground tarp, he was already moving to the opposite corner to pull it taut.


Around them, the forest breathed in the gathering darkness. Cleansed lands always had a different quality to them in the hours after a ritual — as if the very air was relearning how to exist without corruption. Leaves rustled with newfound vitality. Unseen creatures skittered through undergrowth, reclaiming territories long abandoned.


"I'll check the perimeter," Faye said, her voice rough from the day's chanting. Her throat felt scorched despite the cool water they'd drunk after the ritual.


Ren looked up. "I've got a ward ready. Just need to set the anchor points."


She nodded again, tracing a semicircle around their camp, fingers brushing against tree trunks and shrubs, sending tendrils of her consciousness into the flora. Nothing felt wrong, nothing felt tainted. The cleansing had taken, at least within the immediate vicinity.


By the time she returned, Ren had completed the tent and was arranging smooth river stones in a small circle for their fire. He traced symbols onto four of the stones; protection wards, just in case. Given the bizarre lack of Netherkin sightings lately, Faye doubted they would be disturbed, but it was still better to be safe than sorry. Besides -- Netherkin weren’t the only threats on the continent. Reversing Netherkin blight didn’t reverse the terraforming of beasts, and there were plenty of dangerous creatures that would be all too eager to attack them as they slept. 


Ember padded silently from the darkness, the Fluxbeast's fox form materializing as if composed from the shadows themselves. The creature's oil-slick fur seemed to absorb what little light remained, moving with liquid grace to curl beside the unlit fire circle. Moments later, Nox appeared, its tail swishing with restless energy as it climbed onto a low rock near Ember.


Faye knelt to start the fire, striking flint against steel. The sparks caught in the dry tinder, and Ren activated his runes with a whispered word. The flames that rose were oddly contained, their light creating a small dome of visibility that wouldn't be seen beyond twenty paces.


"Dinner?" Ren asked, already reaching for their pack of foraged roots and preserved meats.


Faye rubbed her temples, trying to massage away the pressure building behind her eyes. Every ritual left her drained, but today's had been particularly taxing. The sheer scope of what they were attempting weighed on her. For every acre they cleansed, hundreds more remained corrupted. She had voiced this frustration earlier while they were walking away from the restored valley, and Ren had listened in silence.


She watched him now, preparing their meager meal with the same care he applied to his runes. His fingers moved with precision, slicing dried venison into a small pot with tubers and wild onions. His expression was serene and focused, showing none of the despair that had colored her thoughts all day.


"How do you do it?" she asked suddenly.


He looked up, brows raised in question. "Do what? Cook? You just throw everything in together and —"


"No," she cut him off with a weak smile. "How do you stay so... hopeful? We've been at this for half a season, and we've barely made a dent."


Ren considered her question as he stirred the pot, the firelight casting shadows across the contours of his face. "One valley at a time," he said finally. "One tree, one stream, one handful of soil. That's all we can do."


"It's not enough," she said, the words escaping before she could stop them.


He set the spoon aside and moved around the fire to sit beside her. Without asking, his hands found her shoulders, fingers pressing into the knotted muscles with practiced familiarity. She flinched at first — the pressure on her sore muscles sharp — before slowly relaxing into his touch.


"It's more than anyone else is doing," he said quietly, working at a particularly tight spot between her shoulder blades. "More than anyone thought possible."


Faye closed her eyes, letting his words and touch soothe her. The scent of their dinner mingled with woodsmoke and the clean, loamy smell of the forest floor. For a moment, she allowed herself to simply exist in the small circle of warmth they'd created.


His lips pressed against her temple, and she felt the tension in her body ease. 


“Don’t forget,” he said softly, his breath tickling her ear. “You and I are never really fighting alone. We have each other.” 


Faye leaned against him, drawing comfort from his steady presence. His arm settled around her without hesitation, the gesture familiar, grounding. She listened to the quiet crackle of the fire, the soft rustle of leaves overhead, and the even rhythm of his breathing beside her.


The meal was simple but filling. They ate in companionable silence, both too tired for unnecessary conversation. Ember and Nox shared scraps, the Fluxbeasts maintaining their smaller forms to conserve energy. When they'd finished, Ren rinsed their bowls with water from their canteens, and Faye packed away the remainder of their supplies.


"Where to next?" Ren asked, settling back against his pack, journal already in hand. The battered leather book was never far from his reach, filled with his meticulous notes and drawings.


"South," Faye replied, stretching her legs toward the fire. "Follow the blight. There's a confluence of corrupted streams about three days' journey from here. If we can cleanse that, it might naturally purify several miles downstream."


Ren nodded, but his expression was distant, distracted. His fingers tapped restlessly against the cover of his journal.


"What?" she asked.


He hesitated, then opened the journal to a page marked with a frayed red ribbon. "Those patterns we saw today in the rock face. They're the same as the ones we found near Thornhaven and again at the eastern ridge."


Faye suppressed a sigh. They'd had this conversation before. "They’re just mineral deposits. It could be natural, couldn’t it?"


"No," he said, conviction hardening his voice. "It's not." He turned the journal toward her. "I've been cataloging them. They're too precise, too consistent to be random formations."


Against her better judgment, curiosity pulled her closer. "Let me see."


He moved beside her, their shoulders touching as he opened his journal fully. The pages were filled with meticulous sketches — spiraling patterns etched into rock faces, strange lattice-like structures in mineral deposits, geometric arrangements of crystals that seemed to follow mathematical principles rather than natural growth patterns.


"Here," he said, pointing to a sketch from three weeks ago. "And here." His finger moved to today's entry. 


Faye studied the drawings, seeing the similarities she'd dismissed before. The same intersecting spirals, the same precise angles, the same strange nodes at key junctures. They were remarkably consistent.


"What do you think they mean?" she asked, her skepticism giving way to curiosity.


Ren's expression brightened at her interest. "I think they might be a form of Netherkin cartography — or maybe a code. They appear in areas with the heaviest terraforming, always in the same mineral composition."


He flipped to another page covered in his neat, cramped handwriting. "What if these aren't just a side effect of the corruption? What if they're deliberately placed markers? Indicators of..." He trailed off, searching for the right words. "Of whatever it is, the Netherkin are seeking in these specific locations."


Faye considered this. "So they're targeting certain areas intentionally? Not just expanding outward randomly?"


"Exactly!" His eyes lit with excitement. "You said it yourself today — we can't possibly cleanse every corrupted acre. But what if we don't have to? What if we could identify what the Netherkin are actually after and focus our efforts there?"


Despite her exhaustion, Faye felt a spark of hope at his words. It was so like Ren — to find patterns where she saw only chaos, to seek meaning where she saw only devastation. His mind worked differently than hers, always had. Where she saw obstacles, he saw puzzles.


"You really think these markings could lead to something that important?" she asked.


"I do." The certainty in his voice was compelling. "Think about it, Faye. The Netherkin aren't mindless destroyers. They're transforming our world for a reason. What if these patterns are the key to understanding that reason?"


She couldn't help smiling at his enthusiasm, feeling her earlier despair recede before the warmth of his conviction. "Only you could find hope in rock formations."


"Someone has to balance out your grim practicality." He grinned, the firelight catching in his eyes.


His gently teasing tone pulled her back to their days at Thornhaven before the weight of their mission had settled fully onto their shoulders. She reached for his hand, her fingers brushing over the burn scar across his knuckles — a raised, pink line that sliced through one of his runic tattoos.


"Remember how you got this?" she asked, tracing the scar with her thumb.


He winced theatrically. "How could I forget? That corrupted grove near Lumengarde, just after we started traveling together."


"You cast a shield spell without proper anchoring," she continued, feeling the slightly rough texture of the damaged tattoo beneath her fingers.


"Because someone was about to be impaled by a thorn the size of my forearm," he countered, his voice warm with the memory.


"I had it handled."


"You were looking the wrong way!"


"I was positioning for a counter-attack."


"Is that what you call it?" He laughed, the sound rich and genuine. "Next time, I'll let the giant poisonous plant skewer you while you're 'positioning.'"


She smiled, still holding his hand. "I didn't think I'd come to rely on you so much," she admitted quietly. "When we first left Thornhaven, I thought..."


"That I'd slow you down?" he suggested, no hurt in his voice.


"That I'd be doing most of the protecting," she corrected. "I was wrong."


He looked down at their joined hands, his expression softening. "I've never felt more at home than out here with you," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Even in the middle of ruined lands. Even with all the danger. This — us — it feels right."


The simple honesty of his words tugged at something deep within her. She looked up to find him watching her, his gaze steady and warm. He reached out with his free hand, brushing his thumb against a smear of dirt on her cheek. She leaned into his touch, the day's exhaustion giving way to a different kind of tension between them.


She wasn't sure if she leaned forward first or if he did, but the distance between them began to close, his breath warm against her face —


Ember's sudden movement broke the moment. The Fluxbeast was on its feet, ears pricked forward, body tense with alertness. Beside it, Nox rose silently, its usually playful demeanor gone as it paced the edge of their fire's light, eyes fixed on the darkness beyond.


The shift in Faye's focus was immediate. She pulled back from Ren, muscles tightening as she scanned the shadows surrounding their camp. Ren was already on his feet, the runes along his arms thrumming with energy, ready to channel his magic at the first sign of danger.


"Direction?" he whispered, his question directed at both their Fluxbeasts and Faye.


Faye extended her awareness into the surrounding vegetation, feeling for disruptions or signs of Netherkin influence. Nothing immediate registered, but Ember wouldn't react without cause.


"We should check the perimeter," she said, rising to stand beside him. "Could be anything — corrupted wildlife, travelers, or..."


"Netherkin," Ren finished, his voice tight.


They shared a glance, unspoken understanding passing between them. Most travelers would avoid moving at night. Corrupted wildlife tended to be noisy and destructive. The silent stalking that had alerted their Fluxbeasts suggested something more deliberate.


"We'll split up," Faye decided. "Cover more ground. Quick survey only — no engagement unless necessary."


Ren nodded, reaching for his pack to extract a small vial of luminescent powder. "Take this," he said, pressing it into her palm. "Break it if you find something. I'll be able to track the glow."


She pocketed the vial, then whistled softly to Ember. The Fluxbeast padded to her side, its form shifting slightly — growing larger, its teeth more prominent. Not yet the full wolf form it would take in combat, but ready to transform at a moment's notice.


"Ten minutes," Ren said. "Then back to camp regardless."


Faye nodded, then slipped into the darkness beyond their fire's glow. The forest at night was a different world—shadows deeper, sounds muted yet somehow more significant. Every snapping twig or rustling leaf held potential meaning. She moved with practiced silence, her steps careful, her breathing controlled.


Ember glided ahead like a phantom, occasionally pausing to sample the air or listen to sounds beyond human perception. Faye kept one hand extended, fingers brushing against tree trunks as she passed, maintaining her connection to the forest around her.


She'd covered perhaps two hundred paces when she felt it — a discordant note in the symphony of living things. A tree that didn't feel right. She changed direction, moving toward the disturbance. Ember sensed her shift and adjusted course, leading the way with heightened alertness.


The tree stood alone in a small clearing, its bark blackened and twisted, branches bare despite the season. In the midst of the recently cleansed wood, it was a stark anomaly. Faye approached cautiously, her heart rate accelerating. This wasn't residual blight from before their ritual. This was new.


She placed her palm against the trunk, immediately recoiling at the sensation. The tree pulsed with wrongness, its very essence warped by Netherkin influence. Recent influence — the corruption hadn't had time to spread to neighboring plants.


Faye crouched to examine the ground around the tree's base, her fingers tracing patterns in the soil. There — a depression in the soft earth, larger than her hand, with distinct ridges forming an asymmetrical pattern. A footprint, but not from any natural creature. The splayed, three-toed imprint was unmistakable — Netherkin Scout.


Fear sliced through her, sharp and familiar. They hadn't encountered Netherkin directly in over a season, not since her final trial at Thornhaven. Not since she'd made the controversial choice to spare the Elite she'd tracked, turning her back on the academy's teaching that the only good Netherkin was a dead one.


She backed away from the tree, suddenly acutely aware of how exposed she was in the small clearing. Ember pressed against her leg, a comforting presence, but the Fluxbeast's fur stood on end, its body vibrating with tension.


Faye turned and moved swiftly back toward camp, no longer concerned with stealth. She needed to find Ren.


She found him halfway back, clearly on his way to find her. His expression tightened at the sight of her hasty approach.


"Netherkin," she whispered before he could ask. "Scout, by the footprint size. Left a corrupted tree about three hundred paces northeast. Fresh — very fresh."


Ren's tattoos flared brighter in response to his tension. "And Scouts herald others," he said quietly. 


"There haven't been Netherkin sightings in this region for over a season," Faye replied. "What are they doing here? Why now?"


They stood in silence for a moment, the weight of the discovery settling between them. Time was when a Netherkin sighting would have meant only one thing: immediate retreat. Before Thornhaven, in the villages and outposts where most humans lived, the appearance of even a Scout was a harbinger of death, a warning to flee or perish.


But she wasn’t a defenseless villager anymore.


"We need to track it," Ren said, surprising her with how closely his thoughts mirrored her own. "Find out what it's doing here, if it's alone, where it came from."


Faye nodded, feeling a strange mixture of fear and determination. Six months ago, she would have hunted the Netherkin with only one outcome in mind. Now, she found herself asking different questions. Why this location? Why after they'd performed their cleansing ritual? Was it coincidence or something more deliberate?


The thought occurred to her that even if she hadn’t detected Netherkin's presence in a season, she and Ren were being followed. Tracked. Their work is monitored. 


"We'll need to move camp," she said. "Somewhere less exposed. Then we can start our search at first light."




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Faye moved through the dense undergrowth with practiced silence, each step calculated to avoid the crunch of dried vegetation. The jungle air hung heavy around them, spores floating in the few shafts of light that penetrated the canopy. She paused, holding up a hand to halt Ren behind her, and listened. Nothing. Not the chitter of insects, not the call of birds — just the sound of their own careful breathing. That silence triggered something primal in her chest, a memory of another such quiet day when she'd returned to find her village in flames. 
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