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Laughter fed the fire,

then silence took both their names—

only moss recalls
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The woods stretched out like a slumbering beast, gnarled trees curling toward the fading sky. Moss clung to trunks like old skin, and the air hung heavy with the scent of damp earth and distant rain. The forest was ancient, and in the deep folds of its silence, things stirred that preferred to remain unseen.

A small clearing broke the monotony—just wide enough for a fire, a ring of bedrolls, and the restless laughter of wanderers unwinding after too many days on the road.

The Sunstring group had settled in, weary but alive. Packs dropped, weapons unbuckled, boots kicked off and stretched toward the first flickers of flame. They were still new to one another—at least most of them. The Canir woman and the sun elf had the ease of thousands of shared miles between them, an unspoken rhythm in how they moved, fought and even sat had formed over the many years together.

The orc had joined them two years back, rough around the edges but steady. The nyxari and the human were newer still—names not yet fully worn in, jokes not quite shared. But for now, they breathed the same fire-warmed air, and that would do.

Esh’Kari, the Canir huntress, crouched low by the firepit, coaxing the flames with practiced ease. Her tawny fur caught the dying sunlight in copper streaks, and the flick of her ears betrayed a constant alertness—habit born not of fear, but instinct. Her voice, low and rough-edged, was humming an old Grat Pruan tune, something tribal and old, a sound that belonged under desert stars.

“I still say you were lucky,” Esh’Kari said, not looking up from her flint and steel.

“Luck?” Joren Dal, the human, scoffed from where he lounged against his pack, one hand already nursing a dented flask. “Please. That was pure skill.” He leaned forward, grinning as if waiting for someone to ask.

No one did.

Undeterred, he hiked up his shirt to reveal a scar that curled over his ribs like a faded crescent moon. “Bandit steel. Four of ‘em. And I only got this because the last one begged me not to kill him too quickly.”

Across the fire, Kaelarith lifted his gaze, one silver brow arched high. His skin glowed faintly in the firelight, the color of dying suns, his expression unreadable.

“A bandit’s blade,” Kael repeated, voice low and measured, every syllable heavy with amusement. “Surviving that’s like bragging you outran a toddler with a toothpick.”

Joren blinked. “You weren’t there.”

“And yet I remain unimpressed.”

Joren blinked again, then laughed. “C’mon, you’re just bitter ‘cause you haven’t had a proper scratch in centuries.”

Kael looked back into the woods.

“Let’s just say I learned to avoid being scratched at all.”

Esh’Kari chuckled low, tossing a few more dry leaves into the fire. “He’s not wrong. I've seen toddlers with toothpicks. Mean little things.”

Off to the side, the nyxari man leaned back against a thick root, boot propped up, horns faintly catching the firelight. Maereth, he’d said his name was, voice smooth like melted candle wax. His eyes—pale violet, flecked with ember-orange—watched everything and gave away nothing.

“You all talk like we’re not in one of the more haunted stretches of forest in the western run,” he said, sipping from a flask that smelled faintly of something too sweet to be trusted. “Might be worth keeping at least one eye open.”

Kael waved a hand dismissively. “These woods are infamous only because people love a good ghost story. They walk in, panic at their own shadow, and trip into a gully. Tales of ‘haunting’ sell better than the truth.”

“And what is the truth?” asked the half-orc. Tharok, big and broad, with a soft voice that didn’t suit his frame. He was whittling something—badly—but hadn’t stopped smiling since they set up camp.

Kael exhaled through his nose, eyes drifting skyward as the last hint of blue faded from the clouds.

“That people die everywhere, all the time. The forest just makes them poetic.”

That silenced the group for a moment, but only briefly. The mood bounced back like a drunk trying to stand—wobbly but determined. Stories picked up again. Joren rambled about a woman he’d seduced in the southern isles. Maereth corrected him mid-sentence with the woman's actual name and a sharp grin. Tharok burst out laughing when Esh’Kari recalled the time she mistook a mimic for a latrine.

As the night deepened, the fire became a warm core in a sea of darkness. Trees surrounded them like sentries. The sounds of the forest—chirps, creaks, howls too distant to be menacing—slipped between the laughter.

Kael watched them from his seat, legs crossed, hands folded in his lap. He looked peaceful, but he was drifting—his mind pulling loose from the warmth of the circle. The glow of the fire didn’t reach the corners of his memory, where older shadows lived.

He’d known merriment like this before. He’d laughed once, long ago. Maybe even like this. But when you’ve seen centuries pass like caravans through a gate, you learn not to hold too tightly to the ones around the fire.

They flicker. Then they’re gone.

He watched Esh’Kari as she leaned toward the fire, her gold-flecked eyes catching his. There was something about her—something that didn’t flinch from his distance. She met his gaze, held it for a beat too long, then looked away without a word.

She’s planning something, he thought. Not at this moment, not here—but someday. She has that look.

He didn’t trust her. But he respected her.

Maereth sat just outside the firelight, the reddish glow brushing one side of his face while the other dissolved into shadow. His tail flicked idly across the moss, eyes unfocused as he watched the treetops sway.

He wasn’t looking for anything in particular. Just... watching.

“What’s with that stare?” Joren asked, glancing up from the fire. “You look like you're trying to see through the trees.”

Maereth didn’t look away. “They’re staring back.”

That earned a low chuckle from Tharok as he tore a hunk of bread in half. “Creeping vines and swaying branches, eh? Real cunning ambush.”

“They move when they shouldn’t,” Esh’Kari said quietly, not lifting her eyes from the slow, steady polish of her blade. “Always just enough to make you wonder if it’s wind... or something else.”

Kael let a soft breath escape his nose. “I once watched a tree root snap a man’s ankle mid-piss. Some treants aren’t without humor.”
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