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      Three decades since it had been decimated – since it was branded a threat to all and the entirety of the world’s desire for violent retribution had been brought down upon its head – and yet it still stood.

      The tower blocks loomed far above the reach of the jungle canopy, founded upon the red soil that had been host to life millennia before the dawn of the People’s Kingdom. Mothers called down to their kits from sandstone balconies as the young felines rushed with great haste to board the stationary academy caravan. Several classes of students took their seats on the front-facing wooden benches whilst others shifted along the right-side aisle in their desperate search. It proved impossible to spot the wooden frame of the caravan amidst the shifting sands of burgundy gowns and white sun hoods that billowed down the students’ backs, secured around the head by a burgundy cord. They looked so small with such massive satchels mounted upon their back, filled to the brim with quills and books and lovingly-made lunches. Bipedal feathered creatures, a wondrous array of colours displayed in their plumage, pulled the caravan along with ease as it began its voyage towards another peaceful day of school. The kits waved goodbye to their parents as they ventured along the paved road, disappearing around the corner. A steady stream of pedestrians crossed back and forth across the empty street, guided by the daily monotony of their peaceful lives. One would expect racial uniformity – a collective of felines living together – yet more than one species found refuge within the city. Foxes and raccoons joined the fray of the hustle and bustle, bandanas tied around their heads and loose pants cut off just below the knee. They stuck to the cool shadows of balconies and the colourful fabric awnings of nearby buildings, avoiding the scorching wrath of the blinding sun above. Many sought respite at the tables of patios and courtyards, shielded from sizzling wrath by the soothing shade of the trees evenly spaced along the roadside. Storefronts, established within the modern architecture of a reconstructed age, beckoned the passing denizens to and fro. Cafes, grooming salons, libraries, game parlours; a multitude of venues hosting a variety of ways to pass time offered themselves to the many citizens of the urban sprawl. Life flourished along this single street – within this avenue of tessellating light and shadow – yet it was but one part of a greater network. Along every stone path, within every narrow alley and broad passage, Xyutar lived and breathed. This maze of tower blocks, of clothing lines pulled taut across chasms separating pillars of existences stacked atop one another, thrived in the south-eastern corner of the clan.

      He could hardly recognize it without the carnage.

      Upon the ground the sandstone obelisks had claimed, he caught a glimpse of three decades prior. Bodies strewn across the soil, arms and heads forcefully separated by uncaring steel. Red banners darkened by copious crimson lying tarnished in the sands. The dead sealed within impromptu coffins of rent mail and dented plate. An audience of dead eyes peering up at the bright sky to search for reason in their demise.

      A funeral pyre of victims peering up at him to ask why.

      Through the window of his desolate apartment, a temporary place of refuge he had taken during his holiday abroad, he peered at that bustling street with great intent. His eyes scoured every inch of the moving tableau, every corner of the world beyond the glass, for his mark. All that dared to offer him company at the window was the eternally persistent silence of the world.

      His gaze shifted. For a fraction of a second a potent excitement rushed up from the pit of his stomach. He spied that familiar shade of fur, the pair of pointed ears, the shape that embodied all he hated and despised. The fox turned around and laughed at what one of his compatriots had said, chucking a couple square coins across the counter of the vendor’s stall. The rush faded as quickly as it had arrived.

      This new station of his made him feel foolish. It made him feel stupid. A warrior of his potential, a fighter of his reputation, yet all that prowess had earned him was being relegated to a sentry. A stinging insult that left him with no course to respond or retaliate. The frustration of being treated as some simple idiot made him swipe an empty tankard off the table beside him, sending it bouncing away into the dark corner of the room.

      Yet, with reluctance, he returned himself back to his duty. He knew what awaited him on the other side of this immobility. What reward - what sweet tantalising vengeance – he would be granted. Such a prospect imbued him with an immovable patience. The span of months, years, decades and centuries meant nothing.

      He glanced to the corner of the room.

      Obscured by shadow, the previous tenant was difficult to perceive in the imposed darkness of the apartment. She was propped up with her back resting against the wall, shoved into the space between the standing cabinet and the pantry door. Blood, congealed into ink-like darkness, snaked away from the corner of her mouth and disappeared into nothingness. She looked over at him with that familiar expression of petrified curiosity, searching for a reason as many had before.

      He looked back out the window. A field of burning pyres pierced the night, casting light across the crumbled remains of the town.

      He would keep waiting. The time would come.

      When it did – when he saw the face of the one he wished only to see limp and lifeless – all of Silverclaw would find a home in ash and ruin once more.
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      Nothing could reach him there.

      The soft sheets cocooned his body in an impenetrable shell of comfort, imprisoned the warmth between the folds of the fabric and sealed him away in a realm where nothing sought to do him harm. The mattress yielded to his weight yet did not let him sink, allowed for an indent of his figure to form without absconding its duty to support him. Stretching his arms out across it sent a delightful chill along his spine. No matter how far he’d reach, the comfort of that bed would be there for him.

      With a few blinks, he emerged from the darkness of slumber and acquainted himself with the world. The bed he lay upon resided within a chamber furnished with signs of life; an open wardrobe full of clothes, a book upon a nightstand, a shelf that displayed its neatly-arranged contents of scrolls and literature, a standing mirror in the corner of the room. Everywhere his eyes ventured he was met only with familiarity. Beams of gold crept through the gap in the curtains, eased along the dark wooden floor, and rested upon the mess of white sheets enveloping his being. Light entered the room yet did not infringe upon the life within with blinding harshness. The world beyond the bedchamber bid him hello in a soft tone, enticed him with the prospects of a new day yet encouraged him to take it slow. He needed to enjoy the minutia, relish the mundane. He focused on how his chest rose and fell, how his muscles contracted and expanded with every flex of his arms and legs, how the eternal rhythm of his heart maintained its steady pace.

      Movement beside him. The sheets shifted and a soft groan, the sound of another soul resurfacing once more from the many dreams of their respite, beckoned his attention. He rolled onto his side, one arm resting on his waist while the other fell against the bed, and spied the second person accompanying them. There, similarly entrenched in bliss, lay solid black interceded by bouts of white. It ran along the bridge of her snout and gloved her paws that poked out from beneath the pillow she hugged. His gaze traced out her lean figure beneath the tight cocoon, felt that steady drum beat in his chest accelerate ever so slightly. Her eyes opened enough for him to see those two brown orbs so charged with devotion. She smiled and squeezed the pillow.

      “Good morning, stranger.”

      Those coy words, simple yet sweet. That low tone, deep yet excited. Apart they meant nothing but in conjunction they coalesced into a beckoning affection. An invisible force compelled him forth as he reached out and eased his arms around her. His paws rested upon the small of her back. Pulling her into him invited a sensation like no other. It was not just the warmth of their flesh but, instead, the resonant ardor of their souls. It was the reassurance that there was another just an arm’s reach away, that all it took was a knowing look to bring both into the safety of the other. She eased her head against his and locked eyes. She looked so exhausted, weighed down by the bliss of sleep he was similarly addicted to, yet her tail flicked with great fervor. An even rhythm thumped in both their chests as she pressed into him.

      “You make waking up so much easier,” she said.

      His mouth moved without command. “It’s a shame we have to get up.”

      “Always,” she said, closing her eyes. “I wouldn’t want to leave this even for a second.”

      That oath to remain there forever, arms around one another until they both withered into dust, rendered him silent. The day had only just begun and already the sun shined a little brighter than usual. What was just a momentary embrace in bed, a preparation for the monotony of the peace they had made for themselves, instead became a priceless vindication of all he had endured so soon in his life. Rewarded for letting someone come close enough to his heart they could crush it by having it lovingly caressed until it stopped beating.

      It was perfect. The stillness. The silence. Affection, uninfringed upon. Nothing needed to be said. Yet, a lack of necessity was not enough to preserve that embrace forever.

      “But…you have to wake up eventually. That’s the problem, isn’t it?”

      She opened her eyes.

      “It never lasts.”

      A gasp, a jolt of the heart, and he was thrown back unto the world.

      Corsair lay on his side. The bed sagged beneath his weight. The sheets failed to cover more than half his body, thrown off during whatever tumult he had missed. The expressionless wall of the barracks offered no greetings, made no attempts to welcome him. Harsh light made entry through the open windows of the empty carriage and slapped him across the face hard.

      “Are you going to wake up already?” a voice said.

      Corsair, groaning, rolled over. Kilik stood in the aisle with arms crossed, peering down at the disoriented wolf. His wrinkled frown of a face indicated he was far from impressed by Corsair’s tardiness. The lack of a stick of Merchant’s Puff protruding from his mouth no doubt compounded his irritability.

      “What’s the…” Corsair groaned, sitting up. “What’s the time?”

      “You’re late,” Kilik said. “That’s the damn time.”

      Obligations. Responsibilities. Chores. The endless demands of his continued role as armed courier – doubling as manual labourer – greeted him with all the incessant annoyance of a sore throat. Corsair rubbed his eyes.

      “Right, sorry. I’ll get ready now, I just need five minutes.”

      “You’ve got three,” Kilik said. “I’m already having to deal with the captain’s nasty attitude because he thinks we’re behind schedule. I’m not in the mood to start kitsitting you. Mafhi?”

      “Uh, what’s⁠—”

      “Mafhi means understood.”

      “Right, understood, yeah. Won’t happen again.”

      “You said that last time,” Kilik grumbled, marching out the barracks and slamming the door behind him.

      Corsair looked down the aisle at the columns of empty beds, places of rest left made in the wake of the soldiers’ mass exodus. Across the aisle, he could see that the others had left their bunks equally as tidy. The only one left who still dozed the day away was Peter. The head servant of the house had always looked alert, attentive, yet the slumber that persisted through Kilik’s loud wake-up call spoke to how tiring life had become recently. Old bones could only take so much.

      Corsair looked out the window. A bright day called to him from beyond the glass pane, promising another few hours of tireless work and another instalment in their nomadic lifestyle. More effort spent heaving boxes from town to town, more eyes scrutinising them as they passed, more instances of Lorenzo’s short temper with the bureaucracy of the Land of the Sun and Moon.

      More time to contend with reality.
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        * * *

      

      Another day arrived in all its inevitability.

      Clear skies and a bright sun proved quite the deceitful combo; what looked like a lovely Aestiom morning came with the emboldening chill of a fierce Gelidiom. The breeze carried the cold air inland to the west, harrying the small northern seaside town of Tu Gelege. Atop a set of hills that sloped towards the beach sat the wide paved avenues and tightly packed shopfronts. Beyond the high street that meandered along the ridge, cabins and family burrows established themselves along the slope. Situated to the north, congregated specks across the clearings that stretched towards the distant peaks of the mountains, were row upon row of carrot wineries. From there, barrels of carrot wine would travel along the Vos Draemar’s coast and be decanted from barrel to glass to continue satisfying the delicate palette of East Parabular. So much as a glimpse of those sequestered sun-bathed breweries summoned all the menial information he had soaked in during the last decade of life. He knew of the different brands belonging to the aggregation of numerous production companies, of the many ways they cultivated their carrot crops, of esteemed botanist Claude Vaumregarde’s esoteric writings that postulated the possibility green-shouldered carrots lent a satisfying bitterness to the wine, of how sought after the southern island of Bonamonnay was for crop cultivation and a wealth of mundane details regarding a small slice of the big world.

      Another gentle breeze beckoned his gaze east. The Byuhar sea sparkled beneath the strong sunlight, carrying its light off over the horizon to the Tabahos Islands. In the damp sand he discerned the gallery of glistening blue scales that dragged themselves along the beach. The Byuhar Bekherin; a plump flippered sea mammal that gorged itself upon the many shells left exposed by the low tide. The crowd moved at a leisurely place, bathed in the sun between snacks, and was unbothered by the tumult to the west. The sparkling surface of the ocean broke in the distance as a long body of green scales leapt into the sky. The Oshillik Basilisk opened its fanged maw wide and snatched a few birds from the air, disappearing back into the shadowy depths.

      It was a view he had nary seen since being a pup, accompanying his father to Saint Luxzancque on international-business-turned-family-holiday. Its vastness had always left him feeling insignificant, reminded of the speck he was, yet standing there he realised he could only ever admire half its beauty. The left side of the realm had been conceded to nothingness. His blissfully ignorant perspective prior had asserted blindness was an eternal parlay with darkness and shadow, a world cast into the night, but it was only through the hell that occurred at the wall he learned the cruel otherwise. There was nothing; not even a black void to gawk at and try to discern shapes from. The ceaseless dark was the product of the mind attempting to rationalise absence. Half the world was simply gone, lost behind the narrowed borders of his perception. Where an eye had once sat, starstruck at life’s splendour and horrified at death’s carnage, a deep hole now took residence. Within awaited nothing but diminished anxiety, a lingering terror that only denial could hope to quash. In the gaping circular chasm sealed beneath the dark fabric of an eyepatch and haphazard arrangement of mended tissue, Ragnar Sedrid kept scarred mementos of all Vos Draemar had been so eager to take from him.

      The possibility its gluttony had not yet been satiated was what truly troubled him.

      “Bit chilly, huh?” Thomas said.

      “Every morning now,” Axel sighed.

      “Where’s Peter?”

      “Still sleeping, I think.”

      Ragnar turned away from the sea. House Vigilance’s caravan had established itself a road away from the town square, parked single-file in the obscurity of a small backroad where the citizens wouldn’t gawk at them. Groups of soldiers took to their duties with great vigor, persisting through the dregs of lethargy and enduring the glare of the early morning. The lupine cohort waited across the street on wooden chairs outside a quaint bar, curtains drawn and premises vacated until business began later in the evening. Axel and Thomas sat at a table on the raised checkered-tile patio, the latter reclining whilst the former slouched forward in boredom. Dieter stood beside the two-step ascent to the patio, leaning against the metal railing, whilst Rohesia rested on the stairs. Ragnar stood a good metre away from them all.

      “One solid month of work,” Thomas said. “Carrying boxes and bags of who knows what to give to who knows who.”

      “Could be worse,” Axel said, sitting up and exhaling. “At least we’ve got a nice view.”

      The apothecary wasn’t wrong; it could have been much worse. Since Saint Gaspard, three weeks had passed without incident. Ample time had been lent to mend. A wealth of pink scarring occupied the underside of Thomas’ left paw. Where two of his digits had been only stubs remained, jagged at the tip where bone was cruelly ripped apart. It twitched and shook every few seconds as the agony echoed but Thomas did not vocalise such discomfort, opting to sip from the canteen on his belt instead. Dieter and Axel seemed unbothered by their fortunately peripheral arrow wounds. On occasion the veteran would roll his shoulder and grumble under his breath whilst the apothecary would rub the scar on his forearm. Rohesia’s continued silence was a welcome reacquaintance with a semblance of normalcy, the only one spared from harm both minor and major. Ragnar shouldered the worst of what they had gotten and, despite the taut stress of his gruesome injury that nary slackened, he felt he preferred it that way.

      Exempting what he witnessed on the wall.

      Thomas sat upright. “Oh, hey, here he comes.”

      The group turned to face down the street. Corsair trudged in their direction, rubbing his eyes and still pulling an arm through a sleeve of his coat. Rohesia sat upright and watched as he approached, tail flicking.

      “Hey, sleepyhead,” Axel said. “Finally decided to join us?”

      “I guess,” Corsair yawned. “Got woken up by Kilik again.”

      “What a gentle awakening that must have been,” Thomas said. “Peter still sleeping?”

      “Yeah, he needs the rest.”

      “I’m jealous,” Axel said, standing and stretching. “Welcome back to this tired realm, anyway.”

      “Hey,” Rohesia said, smiling and stopping by Corsair’s side.

      The glum fatigue on Corsair’s face diminished as he returned that affectionate smile and offered a similar greeting. Such brief yet giddy welcomes had become a frequent occurrence during the last month. Years of puphood had familiarised him with the duo’s usual antics, the snide jokes they’d make towards one another when they’d meet, so such sudden sincere warmth – whilst nice to see – stuck out like a sore digit. Thomas and Dieter did not make much of this display but Ragnar sensed Axel, who covered his mouth to hide the small grin he fought to subdue, had made a similar observation.

      “Are we still distributing rations?” Corsair said.

      “Waiting for Kilik to come over and tell us but probably,” Axel said.

      “At least we’ll get to relax this evening,” Thomas said. “Should be the last of the ration run, from what I’ve heard.”

      “As long as we get this work done fast,” Dieter said. “We’ve been doing good up until now, let’s not get complacent about things.”

      “What is there to get complacent about? Moving boxes isn’t that hard.”

      “I’m saying don’t drop them again, Tom.”

      “Old timer, please, that was one time.”

      Before the bickering could commence, Kilik emerged from behind one of the transports and crossed the road in their direction. A series of bonnet-covered wagons pulled by militia ictharrs turned the corner at the top of the road and trundled down towards them.

      “Okay, good, finally got all of you together,” Kilik said, stopping in front of the group.

      “Hey, Kil,” Thomas said.

      “Yeah, morning and stuff, listen up. Same deal as last time; distribute the boxes across the town based on the scroll here,” Kilik passed the scroll to Dieter who immediately began perusing its contents. “Important rations just like last time.”

      “Shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “As long as you don’t drop them again. Had the captain yell at me because of that.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes. Axel chuckled.

      “We’ll keep an eye on Tom,” Axel said.

      “That would be good,” Kilik grumbled. “Do it fast without breaking anything.”

      The new convoy pulled up beside the militia caravan. The first wagon stopped in front of the lupine cohort, bringing attention to the beasts that pulled it along. The bulk of both creatures was unmistakable and at a glance of those dark coats, Ragnar recognized Harangoth and Arkzmeyer together. Behind them, Zechter heaved along their logistical payload beside the formidable Paiseon. The small ictharr yapped in conversation to the maug who trilled with delight. Ragnar had been dubious at the thought of a domesticated maug but, to his pleasant surprise, had been proven wrong by the timid Beast Quartermaster.

      “You’re all working on the front wagon,” Kilik said, stepping to the side.

      “Understood,” Dieter said. “Let’s get going.”

      The group converged on the front wagon, Dieter leading the charge with Thomas and Axel close behind. Rohesia turned to Corsair to say something but, at the last second, spied Ragnar in her peripheral vision and hurriedly diverted the course of conversation.

      “You sleep okay?” she said.

      “Too well, apparently,” Corsair chuckled. “Yeah, I slept fine.”

      “Good, okay. We’ll talk more later.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Rohesia smiled and then followed the group over. In the absence of their comrades, Corsair finally came to acknowledge his brother. He turned to face Ragnar and offered a smile of greeting.

      “Morning, Ragnee.”

      Of all the monotony the last three weeks had brought, that greeting did not fatigue him. The cold walls of his imprisonment taught him to not take the small things for granted. He had stood in that chamber, slick with the fruits of the grotesque labour inflicted upon those dangling cadavers, and confronted his own mortal end. To hear his own sibling say hello was a luxury he had not thought himself affordable in his circumstances.

      “Good morning,” Ragnar said back, smiling.

      “How did you sleep?” Corsair asked.

      “As well as usual. The beds take getting used to.”

      “Yeah!” Corsair laughed. “They’re not exactly like the hotels we’d visit out here.”

      “I’d be annoyed if we were paying for this.”

      “Us? The Sedrid brothers? Living like this? We need to find who to complain to.”

      The brothers shared a bout of polite laughter before turning themselves to the obligations of the day. They crossed the road and stopped in front of the first wagon. Harangoth’s gaze did not shift from Ragnar during the entirety of his approach, whining and whimpering for his attention. Arkzmeyer observed him with that perpetual confused intrigue.

      “Come on,” Ragnar said, scratching behind Harangoth’s ears. “You’re acting like you haven’t seen me in a long time.”

      Harangoth pawed at him. It was gentle yet, for a beast of his size, Ragnar had to fight to not be knocked over. Dieter greeted Arkzmeyer whilst Thomas took to calming the excitable Zechter. Axel stood beside him and watched, glancing every now and then at Paiseon in anticipation of a sudden violent outburst. Rohesia bid a good morning to Paiseon before lowering the back panel and clambering onto the wagon bed.

      “You’re so scared of them but look,” Thomas said. “Rohesia was fine, see? They’re friendly.”

      “I’m happy standing here, thanks,” Axel said.

      “You’re so easily scared. I told you that thing about spiders crawling in your mouth last time and⁠—”

      Axel smacked his arm. Thomas laughed, goading the apothecary further with more tales of disgusting possibilities with creepy critters.

      “You know, I remember Mr Gregentop said that Harangoth was the biggest softie of the pack,” Corsair said.

      “I remember,” Ragnar said. “I picked him cos he was the meanest looking. Little did I know I chose a big fluffball.”

      Harangoth puffed out air and turned his head away, unimpressed by the slanderous nature of their gossip. The brothers chuckled and Ragnar reeled his steed back in with another bout of pampering. As streams of House Vigilance soldiers assaulted their assigned wagons and looted them of all the transported goods, Atan slithered towards Paiseon.

      “Oh, good morning, everyone!” they said.

      “Hey, Atan!” the group said in unison.

      Familiar faces of the militia showed themselves amidst the ruckus. Lady Riskar and Lorenzo stood at the end of the convoy locked in fervent discussion whilst Sasha emptied the nearby wagon of goods with ease. Lendausz rummaged through a crate of militia supplies outside the forge, Master Brouhard calling to him from inside.

      A semblance of normalcy. A morning conversation with his brother, remarks about the mundanity of daily life, the excitement about something as simple as an evening drink in decent company. For a moment, he saw the world through an unrestrained lens. He could feel the snow falling on his shoulders, could feel it resting between his upright ears. He could hear the clinking of drinks and echoes of laughter off down the main pathway, the siren’s call of Mr Duncan’s tavern where drink was plenty and hearts were merry.

      How he had missed this.

      Ragnar looked over to Corsair and, in that moment, such a feeling proved fleeting. A melancholic face spectated the morning reunion, his own companion gone. His tail had stiffened and he shifted from hind paw to hind paw. The restraint it took to not hound Atan with that same question was tremendous. The answer would likely be the same, anyhow. The situation was tenuous and, for the beast’s benefit, he would continue to remain in isolated care. Of the ictharrs, Quickpaw had endured the worst.

      The wounded beast initiated the thought cascade. Undone was the home, the security and comfort. From that haunting image of Quickpaw’s leg gnashed open by sadistic fang, a similar bloody crevice pushed itself to the forefront of his adroit mind. Ink rushed forth from Corsair’s sternum, blackened his clothes, and with it came the ooze of paranoia he had escaped for a brief duration.

      Lorenzo approached the convoy and bellowed in Sikkharan. Groups began to move towards their assigned regions for the day, a small cohort remaining behind to see to domestic duties.

      “All right, let’s get this inventory together,” Dieter ordered. “Tom, Ax, help Rohesia.”

      “On it, old timer!” Thomas said.

      “You got it!” Axel said.

      Matters were moving ahead. Time was brief. Ragnar took Corsair by the shoulder and led him a few paces back from the convoy. Corsair did not oppose his guidance, regarded his solemn expression with an already knowing face.

      “Nothing new, Ragnee,” he said.

      “Corsair,” Ragnar said. “You need to be completely⁠—”

      “I am being completely honest. Really. Nothing has happened. No dreams, no blood, no sickness. I’m okay.”

      Ragnar braced himself. “Then maybe we need to speak to⁠—”

      “Don’t.”

      “Just because there are no symptoms doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.”

      “What we saw in the north is nothing like me. What happened to Zakulo isn’t comparable, neither is it for the progenitors and the people who were trapped. I’m fine.”

      The answer dissatisfied Ragnar. It was a desperate rationalisation of something that had no business within the realm of the rational. Yet the thought of revealing his sibling’s condition proved unnerving. Their brotherly camaraderie had been compromised by the furtive revelations made in Saint Gaspard, an act that was hauntingly of his own agency.

      “Hey!” Thomas called to them. “It hasn’t even been a minute and you’re already slacking off on us!”

      “We need some help with unloading, you two!” Dieter called.

      “And Ax’s not nearly strong enough to lift this!”

      “Hey!” Axel exclaimed.

      Against his better judgement, Ragnar left the conversation there. Corsair said nothing else and hurried over to the group, donning a smile to deflect suspicion. The older brother loomed at the site of their recent rendezvous and confronted the troublesome happenings behind the scenes.

      His gaze wandered to the back of the infirmary. There, peering out at the world, stood the deer physician. He tapped his fingers on the spine of the ledger he held as if restless. Three weeks had transpired and, yet, Ragnar felt he was still standing at the bottom of the palace steps. That morose expression, subdued yet still tangibly present, proved hard to displace.

      “Hey, Ragnar!” Axel called, peering around the wagon with a concerned expression. “You okay there?”

      “Yeah!” Ragnar responded. “All good here. Just another day.”
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      Time was unreasonable. A stickler for the rules, it ensured all moved according to the tick of a manor clock. It plotted the trajectory of the sun’s slow crawl across the sky and warped the shape of shadows, it commanded the tides to rise and fall at the behest of its whim and dictated the rhythm, routine and ritual of simple creatures. It slowed for none.

      As the seconds stretched into minutes and minutes stretched into hours, Corsair realised it cruelly did not speed up for anyone either.

      The rations delivery had been swifter than anticipated. The lupine cohort delivered their goods to their allotted zones with great haste and ease. Upon return they were instructed to assist with domestic duties – checking inventory, moving supplies to their appropriate carriage, cleaning the ictharr shelters – before being sent out into the town once more to deliver a second round of supplies. With every task completed, another obligation required urgent attention. The exhaustion built up in Corsair’s muscles and his own physical weariness formed an impromptu clock of its own; a sundial where the shadow of his own tiring body would eventually eclipse all and signal the end of the day.

      As the day inevitably arrived, mercifully it came to a close. Dusk’s descent upon the town sparked the lantern poles, illuminating the streets in the absence of the sun. With his entire body aching, Corsair sought respite in the hospitality of the padded chair out on the bar’s tiled patio. The others looked similarly drained, reclining in their seats or slouched over their drinks like they were peering into a deep hole. Peter joined them, sat upright and animated with all the energy a good sleep brought. A few small pockets of House Vigilance joined them and gathered around other tables but kept to their own cliques, offering an occasional wave in Corsair’s direction. He could see Kilik and Lendausz among the alcoholic fray, the former talking up a storm and only stopping to take drags of his Merchant’s Puff while Lendausz sat back with arms crossed over his chest. Kilik watched Lendausz with intent every few times he spoke as if he delivered a profound wisdom he could never hear again.

      “So,” Thomas said, taking a swig of his drink. “I suppose we’re moving towns tomorrow?”

      “Heading back south most likely,” Dieter said. “I didn’t see anyone loading cargo so we’ll be picking up whatever is next to transport along the way.”

      “Another day of sitting around. Great.”

      “At least we’ll have a nice view of the sea,” Axel said.

      “It is a nice change from the clan, I will admit,” Peter said.

      “It’s just some water,” Thomas said. “It’s not like we’ll even get to go in it.”

      “Beats grass,” Axel said, wincing. “God, this mead tastes watered down.”

      “It is far from what I expected,” Peter said. “Master Ragnar, how does the mead taste?”

      Ragnar took a swig and swallowed, wincing. “Not great.”

      “Think they should stick to their wine,” Thomas said. “I’m surprised rabbits would even want to serve us, a bunch of low-born soldiers for hire.”

      “Businesses like money,” Axel said. “This is probably the most money they’ve made in a long while. Don’t get many tourists coming up here. A bar will serve just about anyone.”

      “Be mindful of that attitude,” Dieter said. “Take a walk into a business in Silverclaw as a wolf and you’ll be picking your teeth up off the floor.”

      “Silverclaw hospitality differs for us, it is true,” Peter said.

      “Ooh, a bar fight?” Thomas said. “Tell us, old timer.”

      Dieter took to the tale’s telling with a surprising fervour. The veteran leaned forward and gestured to the centre of the table to map out the establishment such an unfriendly encounter had taken place within. Thomas, Axel, Ragnar and Peter lent their ears to Dieter’s tale. Axel shifted in his seat and brushed shoulders with Ragnar. Ragnar hardly noticed yet the apothecary turned and apologised as if mortified by a major transgression.

      “Hey.”

      That voice. Despite the slight chill of the evening, Corsair felt a luxurious warmth envelop him. He looked right. Rohesia sat there, a soft smile upon her face. Affectionate brown eyes met his in a determined attempt to initiate conversation yet her ears flattened against her head with giddy anxiety. In the soft light of the overhead lanterns, she looked prettier than ever. His stomach swarmed with butterflies as he opened his mouth.

      “Hey. Busy day today, huh?”

      “Always a busy day,” Rohesia said.

      “Quieter, though.”

      “It’s nice, yeah.”

      A lull in their conversation, a silence that grew with every second, yet Corsair didn’t feel compelled to speak. Being friends with a wolf like Rohesia meant becoming accustomed to drawn-out silences, to being comfortable with the quiet following brief sentences. Recent developments since that balcony confession had brought them closer than just friends, made the absence of noise a non-verbal extension of their relationship, but just shy of something more. There were words that had to be spoken, a correct blend of emotions that necessitated the moment, and a scene where they could both once again confide in each other without prying eyes observing. Through all the busywork of the last month, there had not been another night like that.

      He just needed the right time.

      “It’s nice to see you’re handling your drink for a change,” Corsair said.

      “You’re really gonna say that after the ball?” Rohesia said.

      “I was fine.”

      “Is that what you call falling off your ictharr?”

      “I saw you were drunk and didn’t want you to feel embarrassed about how obvious it was.”

      Rohesia giggled. “You’re such a noble soul.”

      “I know, I know. My downfall, really.”

      “Your fatal flaw.”

      “It’s my worst sin. But, true to form, I shall bear the burden.”

      “And hopefully bear the alcohol a little better, hm?”

      Corsair laughed. God, what a nice feeling. A bout of jubilance. A moment to be merry about meaninglessly small moments. It demanded much of his body – and inflicted the insanity of boredom upon him – but the last month of carrying boxes and travelling along paved roads was exactly what he needed. A simple monotony to calm down, process, and heal.

      “I wish we had come here during Aestiom,” Rohesia said, looking around. “It would be so nice.”

      “Like it would be prettier?” Corsair said. “Flowers would probably be blooming.”

      “Not just that. It would be warmer. When me and my family used to live in Opulus, the evenings would be so still. Not too hot but not too cold. There was no wind so you’d get all the lovely smells of the plants and the spices from the market and you could go out in just a tunic, sit somewhere and eat or read or drink. Perfect weather to take a walk and just…be.”

      “That does sound nice.”

      “It was. It’s a moment to exist without any worry. It’s a time where you can forget the wider world and focus on you: what you feel, smell, hear, see, touch. I think that’s why I like the birds so much. There were so many pretty ones in Grand Arx Illud. Their lives are so simple and short. Being able to stop and watch them, take in the present moment…it’s a serenity you can’t really feel otherwise.”

      How tantalising a possibility. Cherish the imminent now, forsake the peripheral was and will. Be in touch with your own beating heart, pay attention to the minutia of being alive, and shrug off the fears of the world beyond. As she spoke, Corsair wanted nothing more. He wanted to sit there and listen to her talk earnestly about her experiences, her life, all that she held close to her heart both good and bad. Seeing her so animated, even while still bashful and introverted, was a reward in and of itself. She was secure enough around him to be vulnerable, to lower the walls. She trusted him.

      “So this would be an ideal home?” Corsair asked.

      “Here? Probably not,” Rohesia said, looking down the street. “It’s one of those places that are nice to visit, not nice to live. You get ensnared by all its good parts as an outsider but it’s only once you’re actually here that you see all the downsides. It’s too rural.”

      “So you’d want a city?”

      She nodded. “Urban. Clean. A five-minute walk from the city centre in one direction, five-minute walk from the wild in another. A comfy bed and cosy home.”

      “So you’re trying to get one of those towering Saint Luxzancque manors?” Corsair grinned.

      Rohesia gave him an exasperated look. “Give me some credit to my taste.”

      The group’s chattering came to a halt as a trio of figures approached the table. Enough time had elapsed for Corsair to recognise the newcomers off silhouette alone. The imposing tower that was unmistakably Sasha stood to the left, the small grip of the tankard trembling in fear beneath her giant paw. To the right loomed the shadow of jagged edges, a formation of metal plates that subsumed into the merciless hound Captain Lorenzo. Between them, the shortest of the three, stood a familiar grey feline who exuded a secure confidence in her swaggering gait and the swaying paw that carried her glass of carrot wine by the base.

      “Hasna, my good fellows!” Lady Riskar said. “Another hard day of tireless labour conquered.”

      “And another evening of drink to dull the ache,” Thomas said, raising his tankard. “Good evening, milady.”

      “Good evening,” the group chorused.

      “We hate to impose upon your discussion but we wish to join you for this evening,” Sasha said, procuring a stool for Lady Riskar to sit. “Important matters.”

      “By all means,” Axel said. “Honoured to host you.”

      “I’ll be just over there, milady,” Lorenzo said, turning to walk to the opposite side of the patio. “Evening, Rohesia.”

      “Hello, captain,” Rohesia said.

      Lorenzo graced Kilik with his company and sat down beside him. The sphynx shared pleasantries with the captain and jokingly offered him a cigarette. Corsair struggled to discern Lorenzo’s expression beneath the dark plate that yielded no emotion but noted the relaxed manner of which he reclined in his chair.

      “Ah, Ragnar Sedrid,” Lady Riskar said, offering her paw. “We have been yet to share the pleasantries of a true first meeting. I am Lady Aadya Riskar.”

      “Nice to finally meet you,” Ragnar said, shaking it.

      “How goes the wound? I take it Ralwyndr has closely monitored your recovery?”

      Ragnar hesitated. “The rib is better. Completely better. I’d rather not talk about the other thing, please.”

      “I completely understand. We are fortunate to have you with us,” Lady Riskar said, turning to Peter. “And you, dear friend, are Peter?”

      “That is me,” Peter said, shaking her paw. “Servant to the Sedrid household for decades.”

      “Your assistance at Gaspard gave us the edge we needed to endure the onslaught. I am besides myself that it is only now I am able to thank you fully.”

      “Don’t worry, milady, I take no offence. It is nice to finally speak.”

      Lady Riskar crossed one leg over the other. The lack of a backrest did not bother her one bit. She sat upright with an immaculate posture, spine as rigid as an iron bar. She took a polite sip of wine before placing the glass down and taking Sasha’s paw in hers. The captain quietly enjoyed her mead.

      “Last time we were gathered so, we were surrounded by sordid decadence,” Lady Riskar said.

      “It was a culture shock,” Axel scoffed.

      “As it clearly was for your compatriot,” Lady Riskar said, pointing to Thomas.

      The wolf sighed. “I overestimated how I handle my alcohol.”

      “And you’re swimming ability,” Axel said. “You dunked your head in the wine fountain!”

      “Excuse me?” Peter gasped. “In the wine fountain?”

      The group let out a hearty bout of laughter as Axel re-enacted dunking his head in an imaginary pond of sweet liquor.

      “You would be quite the sommelier, I cannot deny,” Lady Riskar said.

      “Unconventional technique yet most effective,” Sasha said.

      “My employability out here is increasing by the minute,” Thomas said, reclining. “If House Vigilance ever starts their own winery, you know where to find me.”

      “We’ll need a commission fee,” Corsair said. “Group effort.”

      “I shall keep that in mind,” Lady Riskar said. “That is why we wished to convene with yourselves. My captains and I have addressed the next steps ahead and wished to share them with you. Transparency on such matters is crucial for retaining our cohesion as a collective not bound by the scruples of coin in paw.”

      “Another month of logistical work?” Dieter asked.

      “Not quite,” Sasha said. “We seek to move westward. Back home.”

      The revelation stunned the wolves for a moment. Corsair looked at the faces of those around him; all were equally as bewildered as he felt.

      “So soon?” Dieter said. “The war is still ongoing, I expected us to be here until a counteroffensive started going.”

      “It seems the ruling party of the Avantiers wish to wash their paws of us as soon as they are able,” Sasha said. “Our last sum of financial reparation, per our agreement, was received this afternoon. We have been granted a week to vacate the country before local authorities will be notified as to the presence of Silverclaw vagrants operating a mercenary company without paying proper taxational dues to the government.”

      “That was fast,” Thomas said. “We help save them from an invasion, they give us advanced warning about putting us in jail.”

      “I get the feeling they’d rather us be dead,” Dieter said. “We don’t have much choice but to leave.”

      “Precisely,” Lady Riskar said.

      “But the west is blockaded by now,” Corsair said. “Town heralds all over have been saying everything beyond the wall is under enemy control. There’s no way to travel by land to Silverclaw.”

      “Will we even be welcome there?” Ragnar said. “Dieter was just telling us about a time someone punched out his friend’s fangs for walking into a bar.”

      “I heard about a wolf tourist who got their arm hacked off by thugs to sell it,” Thomas said.

      “Will our ictharrs be safe?” Axel asked. “A lot of domestic mount trafficking happens out there, I can’t risk someone swiping Arwie.”

      “We won’t blend in well,” Rohesia said. “We don’t look at all similar to cats.”

      A wealth of anxious concerns raised within seconds of Lady Riskar’s news. She raised one paw to quell the polite protest. An invisible presence shushed Corsair’s troubles, coaxed him into a listening silence. A single movement of her arm and she had control of a room.

      “Many justified concerns,” Lady Riskar said. “I hear you, truly. Where we venture, such troubles shall not materialise.”

      “Our home, Xyutar, has undergone extensive reconstruction since the war and attempted revolt of the Dokvaillam Days,” Sasha said. “I cannot attest to its perfection but it is no horrid ethnostate of religious fanaticism and fundamentalist violence. We would not so lightly suggest such a journey if we could not be certain of your welcome.”

      “And we’re going there to do what?” Corsair asked.

      “Simply reassess,” Lady Riskar said. “Tomorrow, by noon, the convoy shall embark south towards Port Bratule, east of Zamot le Xanoit, and make the necessary arrangements to board a merchant deep freighter from the Tabahos Isles. Once we have circumvented the violent wrath of the western armies and ire of the government here, we will land in Xyutar and ingratiate ourselves to friends of old. There is no better place to take temporary residence than there.”

      “We can just…sail out of here?” Axel said.

      “Well, not so liberally. Clan Silverclaw has established a staunch military blockade in the Utmultar Sea per the diplomatic order doubling as a veiled threat from Opulus. Our nation exercises the political autonomy to abstain from a land invasion but, if provoked by parabular naval forces attacking the blockade, would no doubt compel themselves into further supplying the coalition offensive.”

      “Despite this stalemate, a narrow commercial corridor exists to allow some flow of trade from East Parabular and the Tabahos Isles,” Sasha said. “Captain Lofdawn extensively examined such an exit strategy lest our employers turned sour. To our knowledge, such a corridor remains open.”

      “And then we reassess?” Dieter said.

      “Indeed,” Lady Riskar said. “We examine how best to continue our mission undermining Opulus. We have our financial reward and thwarted Opulus’ attempts to further expand its violent impunity.”

      The group looked to Corsair and Ragnar. The two siblings, the pair of wronged brothers that formed the crux of their assent, exchanged glances. The youngest already knew his thoughts on the matter – there was nothing else but retribution worth pursuing, however bloody it was – but he did not wish to neglect Ragnar’s perspective.

      “What do you think, Ragnee?” Corsair asked.

      His older brother hesitated, looking to the table’s surface for guidance. “It’s another big step but we don’t have many options besides this.”

      “It’s not like we’re committing to anything big.”

      “Right. We have to move anyway. We’re reassessing somewhere we can’t be hurt. Maybe that would be the time to take a look at what we’re doing next.”

      Corsair met Lady Riskar’s gaze. “We’re in.”

      One by one, the group took similar committed vows. None hesitated to swear themselves to another huge step on the road to reinstating justice. Rohesia announced her commitment with a determined face, looking over at Corsair to reaffirm her dedication.

      “Your devotion is inspiring,” Lady Riskar said. “Perhaps if we lived in a world where people readily swore fealty to defending our right to live free and cared for, our path would not be so treacherous.”

      “Or necessary,” Sasha said. “Yet Vos Draemar’s turbulent state provides the silver lining that is our affiliation. We are honoured to have you, wherever we venture.”

      “As we are the following souls,” Lady Riskar said, clicking her digits. “You may come out now!”

      From the doorway emerged the formidable bulk Corsair had once seen at the frontline of Saint Gaspard. Long gone was the heavy armour that shielded them from harm yet the noble spirit, the reassurance of having such a behemoth of a palisade beside them during the worst times, persisted in the dim light of the street. Thornvallis Attronieux made themselves known, a grin of great confidence upon their face.

      “Good evening, good friends,” they spoke.

      “Thornvallis?” Ragnar said, astonished.

      “What are you doing here?” Axel asked.

      “A converging of mutual interest,” Thornvallis answered. “The vanguard still remains stationed at Saint Gaspard. My dearest colleague, Dashim Jintao, sent me across the republic to see to logistical matters. My journeys shall soon take me to visit allies in the Kingdom of Bralhark. I shall be taking the same ship as you.”

      “I’m glad you were on our side,” Thomas said. “You gave those legionnaires hell.”

      “Just my due diligence,” Thornvallis said. “While I will not be accompanying you into Silverclaw, a close friend of mine shall in my stead.”

      The second arrival inspired less pleasant surprise and more troubled apprehension. Belthorpe’s lean figure, shrouded in a dark hood that partially obscured the republic infantry uniform beneath, loomed just behind Thornvallis. Rohesia’s paw shifted to resting beside her dagger while the other wolves sat upright.

      “She comes in peace,” Thornvallis said, raising an open hand to calm the group. “Do not be alarmed. Master Brouhard is an old revolutionary colleague of mine. She will be accompanying you merely to serve as his retainer. Myself and Dash understand your campaign will ultimately benefit our liberation movement and we wished to make an investment.”

      “She saved me,” Corsair said, although the words were a challenge to speak with the phantom presence of a blade to his throat. “Back in Saint Gaspard. She didn’t have to.”

      “That’s the least she owes after she almost killed you,” Rohesia said, glaring.

      “She comes in peace,” Thornvallis said.

      “It better stay that way or she’ll leave in a coffin.”

      “Okay, let’s take it easy,” Axel said. “We’re apprehensive, that’s all. We put our lives on the line to keep Corsair alive and she almost killed him.”

      “She damn well almost got herself killed, too,” Thomas said, glaring.

      “But she’s taking a huge risk by moving to a completely new country to help loosen the hold of Opulus out here. If she’s sworn to work with us despite our history as enemies, I think this is proof enough she means it. Right?”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Dieter said.

      “Apt,” Sasha said.

      “The past is written already,” Lady Riskar agreed. “Yet our present continues to determine our future with every passing second. It is imperative we appreciate the gravity of our campaign and strive to make the best of what we have. I do not ask you become inseparable companions, only that you co-operate.”

      She specifically looked at Rohesia. The archer glared at Belthorpe with a smouldering look of vitriolic resentment, a look Belthorpe returned with no qualm, before rolling her eyes and looking away. Corsair nudged her with his elbow, reminded her that he was there.

      “Excuse me?”

      Focus transitioned from the dubious new alliance to yet another new arrival. Atan stood on the other side of the patio railing, arms crossed to conserve heat and a Ghai La lamp glowing next to their hip. Despite the slight shivers of the cold and their ever-present nervous demeanour, they presented themselves to the cohort with an upbeat spirit.

      “So sorry to interrupt,” they said. “Corsair, if it’s not a bother, can you come with me for a moment?”
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      The caravan was quiet. Those who had abstained from the evening round of drinks had already turned themselves to peaceful slumber. Only a few souls dared linger in the waning hours of the night, sharing conversation in hushed voices to not disturb their comrades. Corsair paid them no mind as he followed Atan towards the open ictharr shutter, the orange light of the lantern summoning him closer with great haste. A thousand troubling anxieties squirmed in his stomach, writhing against one another in a nauseating union of dread.

      He had to be fine. No negotiation, no compromise.

      “He will seem very tired,” Atan said, stopping before the hold. “I have kept him medicated on a lot of painkillers. It would be best if he doesn’t move around too much.”

      “Okay,” Corsair said, looking down at the open shutter. “Is he all right?”

      Atan slithered aside and gestured to the open shutter. Corsair knelt and put his sanity on the line with a mere glimpse inside.

      “Quickpaw?” his voice trembled.

      The bundle of white fluff lay on his side at the back of the shelter. At a glance he looked like he had been laid to rest, eyes closed and legs curled in at a slight angle, but mercifully closer inspection revealed otherwise. His ribcage rose and fell with steady breath, life residing in his inhalations and exhalations. Wads of fresh bandaging shielded the bloody crevice that so nearly left him undone. Beside him lay Arwenin. She chewed on a bundle of rope provided to her by Axel, postponing the mauling of the inanimate object only to peer at who disturbed her. Her tail flicked when she recognised who it was, tilting her head. It was hard to envisage such a beast amidst bloodied hecatomb when she sat there with rope dangling from her mouth like a toy.

      “Arwenin was in here for a week following her injury,” Atan said. “It’s healed completely now but she insisted on keeping Quickpaw company.”

      That loyalty alleviated the guilt of no contact from Corsair’s burdened mind. Arwenin nudged Quickpaw’s side with a tentative paw, growling for him to wake up. His one remaining ear twitched as the injured ictharr grumbled, raising his head. Two weary purple eyes peered out from the dimly illuminated hold and, in half a second, became vibrant with the excitement of reunion. Frail flesh, weakened by the devastation inflicted upon it, forbade him from moving. His wounded leg twitched with the dulled aches of diminished agony. His tail flicked up and slapped down against the floor of the hold. At the sight of such adoring love, persisting through the qualms of an injured body, Corsair felt blood ooze from his heart.

      “Hi,” he said, a smile forming as his eyes stung. “You’ve been very sleepy, haven’t you?”

      Quickpaw mewled. Corsair, crouched, eased inside. Arwenin shifted over to make space. The young Sedrid sat down in front of his best friend. Quickpaw’s wounded leg shaking summoned a shaky exhale from him.

      “You poor thing,” Corsair said. “Oh, you poor thing.”

      “I was very worried at first,” Atan said. “His leg had been so horribly ripped open that there were considerable concerns about him keeping it. Chances of infection were high and the prospects of recovery with it healing correctly weren’t great either. I know how much being able to walk and run means to ictharrs so I staved off that route for as long as possible. That’s why I was so guarded about updating you, things could have changed fast.”

      Corsair hugged Quickpaw. The beast mewled a weak welcome, nuzzling Corsair and shutting his eyes. It troubled him how thin Quickpaw felt.

      “I hope that information didn’t worry you,” Atan said. “Apologies. Right now, the situation has improved drastically. His leg is on the mend and he can still hear out his torn ear. The chances of a full recovery are very good. The next couple of days spent travelling should be enough for him to start walking normally again.”

      “Thank you,” Corsair muttered, clutching Quickpaw tight. “Thank you for not leaving me.”

      Quickpaw puffed out air. Too weak to reply.

      “You stayed for me. You didn’t let go. You didn’t want to hurt me. My best friend, thank you.”

      His stubby ear twitched.

      “There’s still a regimen of medicines he’ll have to take,” Atan said. “I have the list here for you with the prescribed tonics, if you’d like?”

      “Can I just have a moment, if that’s okay?” Corsair said.

      “Oh, yes! Sorry, of course,” Atan said. “I’ll be waiting out here. Come on, Arwenin.”

      Arwenin yapped and bounded out the hold. Corsair let go of his companion and placed his paw on his chest. A cosy cottage living room, a structure of wood and carpet, materialised around him. Quickpaw shrank in size. That frail heart beat with a determined desire to live. To survive. There before him, once a morsel for death to snack upon, Quickpaw endured all of the world’s fangs to stay by him.

      “I never wanted you to get hurt. If I had known going up on that wall would have done this, I would have ran. I would have let this whole place crumble,” Corsair said as he stroked Quickpaw between the ears. “But they’re dead now. Those two monsters. They can’t hurt you anymore.”

      The gruesome face of death roused terror in all – disturbed its quarry with its vacant eyes, its withering and thinning flesh, its rotting sinew and muscle – yet Corsair did not fear the decay of everything. Justice had been delivered. Punishment had been inflicted upon those most deserving and spared those he loved from a rendezvous with judgement all too premature. He guided its deliverance. A need for retribution slaked by the fall of monsters. An integral component of Vos Draemar’s evil was no more and they still stood.

      But they weren’t done.

      “I won’t let anyone hurt you again,” Corsair swore. “We’ll go back home. We’ll be happy. Things will be normal.”

      A thought of his pulsing heart crossed his mind, a caption owed to the fiery vista of doom he had seen from up on the wall.

      I will make sure of it.
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      He had seen the hound before. There had never been a formal greeting, no interpersonal introduction, yet the clean sheen of their blonde coat accented in dark brown, their towering stature and their green eyes, acted as parts of an oddly transient memory. In the days following the stalled assault on Saint Gaspard, he had spied the Hulstod’s Kin legionnaire weaving between the packed tables of the mess hall as they approached a group of their comrades. The newfoundland hound had spoken with great energy – an anticipation of great things to come in the face of the rabbit’s adversity – and such steadfast confidence provided an anchor their companions clearly needed in such uncertain moments on the front.

      There was no such camaraderie to be found in the medical wing. Amidst the many beds and stretchers where the wounded lay, where lupine and canine suffered together, he laid his eyes upon the newfoundland yet again. They lay on their back with vacant gaze directed towards the top of the white tent. Moments prior they had been fighting against death, struggling against fate, clinging to the single thread that tethered them to reality as doctors attempted to thoroughly treat the grievous gash in their abdomen. One of the physicians eased away the legionnaire’s Mortus scroll as the others draped a white sheet over the corpse, a flag signaling their egress from defeat against a failing body. All that hound had achieved – all that hound had hoped to achieve – was solely vested in the small piece of parchment rolled up and sealed by red string. The doctor couriered the legionnaire’s final words away from the cadaver with deliberate care, eyes focused on it as if monitoring the health of a newly-born pup, before halting beside a large wooden box. Within lay a sizeable pile of other scrolls, an amorphous heap of final words that coalesced into a tome of solemn farewells issued towards grieving mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters. He could see the hesitation on the doctor’s face, could recognise the reluctance at staining the corners of life’s sanctity by placing the scroll in there as if it was stock of some mundane commodity, but there was little time for hesitation. They placed the parchment inside and turned back to their work; shunned pondering the ethics of placing one’s last mark upon the world in some wooden box and focused upon preventing the collective ensemble of wistful goodbyes from growing any larger.

      Valour stared at the communal casket, familiarised himself with what little leisure war afforded, and couldn’t shake the lingering despondence of it all.

      “Comosol?”

      Valour looked left. Sibling Vaxalstis stopped by his side and saluted, helmet tucked under her arm.

      “At ease,” Valour said. “Good morning, Vax.”

      Vaxalstis peered into the medical wing, ears folding down. “A sad sight.”

      “Far from what I wished to see. It’s a very sad state of affairs.”

      “Unfortunately so, comosol.”

      “What news do you have for me?”

      “I wished to escort you to the eastern walls of the camp, have you oversee the current situation inside Saint Gaspard. The Krosguard captain wishes to speak with you directly about the next steps for the alliance’s military presence here this afternoon.”

      Valour nodded, tore himself away from that gallery of misery, and followed the knight onwards.

      “A Kingsbird also delivered two letters at dawn,” Vaxalstis said as she guided him. “The aviary sent notice to your personal quarters.”

      His tail flicked. Hope for relief, an escape from the bleak and the disconsolate, welled up inside. Its juxtaposition to what he had felt seconds prior felt absurd – morbid, even – but Valour could not deny nor dissuade the excitement the news brought him.

      Vaxalstis led him up onto the wall, marching up the two flights of wooden steps. A Procyoni soldier greeted the duo on the landing as they passed. Upon the battlements stood the legionnaires of the Uzalin Guard, sporting the purple markings of their regiment with resolute pride. The sentries saluted the knights as they passed before returning to their duties. A pair of federal engineers examined the structural integrity of a ballista mounted upon the wall, pulling the siege weapon apart and piecing it back together without need for written guidance. Valour hoped that was a sign of experience.

      “From here, comosol,” Vaxalstis said, passing him a pocket scope.

      Unassisted, the naked eye could only ever discern a rough outline of Saint Gaspard from where he stood. No more than a distant citadel frayed at the edges by war. Only by peering through the pocket scope was Valour able to familiarise himself with a diorama seared into his memory many times before.

      A collection of tents, penned in by wooden palisades and siege countermeasures, occupied the clearing outside the external wall’s breach. A smaller force of armed legionnaires and clan soldiers held position, armour donned and weapons ready. Groups of Ignis Tormentorum legionnaires stood idle besides empty catapults. When a counteroffensive could be signaled at any time by the defenders still inside, no time nor attention could be spared for leisure. Pockets of soldiers had established themselves beyond the fortified position in a wide perimeter surrounding the breach. Krosguard riders, mounted on ictharrs, peered through pocket scopes aimed at the towering walls of the city’s central sector. Some legionnaires dared to near the breach, stopping at the base of the collapsed rubble with crossbows aimed.

      None dared to venture beyond.

      The first sector resembled a barren wasteland. The many hills of the underground abodes had been levelled to make way for a staging area, to consolidate and reinforce their position within the citadel to not concede any ground. Torn fabric and splintered wood now lay where tents and weapons of war had once stood. Corpses – victims of a clash hailing from a week ago – lay stranded in pools of congealing blood, entombed in mail and plate. The rabbits’ counteroffensive had been brief, still confined to the ruins of the citadel, yet it had been enough to drive out the legion and force them into the plains beyond. Not a soul occupied Saint Gaspard’s western district. The rabbits, although reinforced and revitalised, saw sense in consolidating their defence at the numerous breaches in the second wall. The scope revealed the gruesome detail of where the defenders established their front; the heads of numerous fallen hounds and wolves had been mounted upon crude wooden spikes forced into the debris. Small dots that Valour assumed to be fetid buzzards congregated around the eyes and swarmed the bloody necks where they could feast. What had once been a sleepy neighbourhood was no more than cracked stone, plash grass and mounds of dirt. Neither side cared to stake a claim to it.

      “A stalemate,” Valour said, lowering the scope.

      “An unfortunate deadlock,” Vaxalstis concurred. “East Parabular has reinforced Saint Gaspard by rerouting domestic divisions from the eastern coast. Troops from House Yastillot, while a lesser presence than our first battle, are providing support.”

      “The other countries?”

      “Tabahos remains neutral. The Kingdom of Serpents’ diplomatic ties with East Parabular have been indubitably strengthened ever since our campaign has stagnated. We’re yet to see serpent infantry anywhere on the front but it can be reasonably estimated they are lending support to the defence, both financial and logistical.”

      “And any sign of that blue banner?”

      Vaxalstis shook her head. “No, comosol. This group has not been sighted anywhere on the front, either. There is every chance this group of mercenaries may have fled.”

      The answer did not surprise him. During the night of the siege, he nary saw any indication of this newfangled group’s presence. Part of him assumed it was part of the late Lieutenant Maximus’ violent delusions; a wolf so desperate to settle a blood feud that he had wholly imagined this cohort of miscellaneous dissidents. Yet, as Valour peered through the scope once more, his gaze drifted up to the right wall. There, just short of the jagged edge where the gatehouse had fallen, he could see where the horrible bastard had met his end.

      “I’m not fond of the idea of a long siege,” Valour said. “I want this done with as fast as possible. That being said, as bad as the assault’s failure was, we still have the advantage. A lot of their farmland is gone, as well as economic assets tied to western cities. The country is under a lot of pressure.”

      “We are assuming that other nations in the east are not supporting them financially,” Vaxalstis said. “The Land of the Sun and Moon is not short on political leverage.”

      “No, they’re not turning the invasion around. It’s been three weeks of a stalemate. That’s not an indicator of victory, just delaying the inevitable. The other countries, apart from some militant groups in the Nedatic League, won’t join the war unless they can be certain they’ll win. Even with major financial backing, which would ruin their economies, we still hold almost half of their land.”

      “True, comosol. I would just be wise to not underestimate our enemy.”

      “Of course. That’s why, for now, we’re not advancing. The other camps up north will try to apply pressure. If one hole in the wall can be used to form a salient in the front, the defence will collapse.”

      A shrieking cry from above. Both knights looked up to see a winged silhouette, a large blot against the sun, glide overhead in the direction of the aviary. Light glinted off its wings as it gracefully descended towards the destination of its delivery.

      “About as good a time as any to go check our post,” Valour said. “I am sure His Majesty has news for me.”

      “I shall accompany you,” Vaxalstis said.

      “There will be no need, Vax. It’s for my eyes only.”

      Vaxalstis frowned. “With all due respect, you are not the only one who has mail to receive.”

      Valour’s composure wilted as the embarrassment of his tunnel vision took hold, compelling him to apologise.

      “Oh gods, you’re right! Sorry, I was just focused on something else. I didn’t mean to say you’re following me around.”

      “I understand,” Vaxalstis chuckled. “It was a funny assertion; only Commander Valour is worthy enough to use the societal amenity of the postal service.”

      “My birthright!” Valour chuckled, seeking freedom from the embarrassment in laughter. “But of course, let’s go together. Perhaps a little break from this bleak business will be good for us.”
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        * * *

      

      To onlookers outside, the aviary tent seemed nothing remarkable. A red fabric hut only worth glimpsing at to mentally notarise its considerable size and the numerous empty cages left unattended by the entrance. To any of the camp’s denizens who had business within, the interior proved of greater note.

      In the small entrance hall, a row of shelves housing baskets and boxes were arranged behind a long wooden desk. The contents of the containers were separated into two different sections – parcels on the left, letters on the right – and were then divided into independent sections based on size, contents, and importance. A few legionnaires in loose gowns saw to matters behind the desk, some taking note of departures and arrivals while others communicated with soldiers requesting access to their mail. Other than two chainmail-clad wolves mulling over the contents of a small box, the place was quiet. Valour knew this to be a luxurious outlier in activity; often the front entrance would be packed with soldiers requesting access to their post, whether it were letters from their families or trinkets to usher in good luck for the upcoming battle. As Valour and Vaxalstis approached the counter, the attendant stood and saluted.

      “Dominus patria regis, comosol.”

      “Good morning,” Valour said. “I was informed that I had mail waiting for pick-up?”

      “Indeed. I will see to that right away. And for you, Sibling Vaxalstis?”

      “Personal correspondence,” she said.

      The legionnaire nodded and relayed the information to her attendants. While one hurried around the shelves and disappeared into the back, the other hounds behind the counter immediately converged on the corresponding shelf and container. Out from the box came a single letter. The attendant passed it to Vaxalstis. The knight smiled and her tail wagged with great excitement as she eased the letter open.

      “I know when you’ve gotten a letter from Erammi purely based off your smile,” Valour said.

      “I haven’t seen her in so long,” Vaxalstis sighed, opening the letter. “My last trip home would have been back in Adgrediom.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I was requested to help see to a lot of matters, especially regarding the promotion. Bureaucracy is quite exhaustive.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be due a visit home soon.”

      “With any luck. What about yourself, Valour? I haven’t asked after Daslynn and the little pups in a while.”

      “They’re all doing very well. Daslynn is staying at home with the pups.”

      “That’s good. He was always working so hard at that blacksmith’s, I’m happy for him.”

      “Me too. Kae is having fun at academy.”

      “Aww, little Kae. She’s adorable. And how is Juno?”

      Valour scratched the back of his head. “Well…some teething problems. A couple fights at the academy.”

      “That’s a shame,” Vaxalstis said, still reading her letter. “I’m sure she’s had a lot on her plate. Adoption can be tough.”

      “It can be. A lot of…internal conflict, really, about her relationship with us. I’m away a lot and Daslynn can only do so much. We love her – we love both our pups – but…trying to make her see that can be tricky.”

      “You’re doing very good for as young as you are. Erammi and I have spoken often about the prospect of pups but…I enjoy the quiet too much.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Valour groaned, rubbing his face. “Silence. Nice, blissful silence. That’s from a time long ago.”

      “It’s weird that way, isn’t it? The silence. When it’s in abundance at first, we love it. Then the cacophony of a family comes, disturbs said abundance for countless years, but when it returns…it feels hollow. Your pups are no longer home.”

      Valour smiled. It was a melancholic thought. Seeing Kaegli and Juno travelling off to university, seeking out their own residences and love lives and career paths and potentially moving countries, was as daunting a thought as it was rewarding. Such was the entropy of parenthood; one would put in all the work to cultivate a sound and secure upbringing just to, one day, fade into partial obscurity even before the permanence of the grave. But that was love. It was the selflessness of that long relationship, of knowing one wouldn’t be in their lives forever and doing all one could to relish that window. It was doing so despite its futility in the face of passing time that made it mean all the more.

      “I love them so much. What blood is in their heart and veins doesn’t matter…they’re my pups. If blood was enough reason to stick with your family, they wouldn’t have been abandoned. I’d do anything for them.”

      “As would any truly loving parent,” Vaxalstis said. “You’ve outdone yourself, Valour. I know who to pester when I have pups of my own.”

      “Oh no, I’ve got enough on my plate. You can pester Lynn, not me.”

      The duo chuckled. That moment of giddy reprieve was well-needed. The moment would have been undoubtedly improved over a few glasses of wine but, for what little they had, it would suffice. The attendant returned from around the back of the shelves.

      “Comosol, your mail is ready in the delivery room,” the desk attendant said, gesturing to their colleague. “Please follow my legion sibling into the back.”

      Valour bid farewell to Vaxalstis, left her to musing over her letter, and proceeded into the familiarity of the sprawling chamber beyond. The average soldier only got to see the contained lobby and share a polite interaction with the desk attendant. Behind the shelves, at the heart of the aviary’s operation, Valour was greeted again with the meticulous arrangement and design of the camp’s communications hub.

      The sound met Valour’s ears moments before he saw anything. It was that unmistakably familiar chaos of crooning and chirping, a slapdash anthem of many different birds harmonising from their allotted cages. Each winged courier – deviating from their cohort by beak length, wingspan, plumage colour and size – sat within a spherical thin-wire cage. Valour would usually deplore such small living space inflicted upon an animal but knew that those enclosures were only temporary. In five minutes, hardly any of the birds he saw inside would still be there. Those that arrived overnight would be transferred to large coops at the back of the aviary. The hall widened out to host the many wooden tables running to the back of the chamber, columns of caged birds arranged according to a specific system of incoming and outgoing messengers. Some bush-tailed foxes moved between cages and dashed some birdfeed inside, tossing little giblets of meat for those of more carnivorous tastes. Whilst a team of foxes moved cages in and out through the flap at the back of the tent, tying letters around legs and depositing received messages at the back, legionnaires sorted through the mail and deposited it into the containers that would be moved and displayed at the front of the aviary. The attendant led Valour along the aisle and stopped before one of the cages.

      Inside, quiet and contented, sat the Kingsbird upon its perch. While the other members of the aviary made themselves known through repeated vocalisations, it felt no need to announce itself. Amidst a collection polarised between the dull of black and white or the vibrance of red and blue, the avian creature’s coloured figure was stunning in its modesty. The shining silver of its body contrasted with the gold of its tail, exuding the ideals of the crown; it wielded royal authority without alienating its roots in humility, in the ordinary. His Majesty represented the people, first and foremost, and the crown was but a mark of his station. From the Kingsbird’s head, four small sharp-tipped horns protruded from the skull and pointed outwards. The small bony protrusions shone gold, a crown granted since its birth, and its respect for the station its coronet granted them was visible in how its white beak took polite pecks from its mounted feeder. Dark clawed feet clung to its perch, rooted it to the spot as it awaited its next assignment. It looked up at the commander, scrutinised him with its piercing pale green irises, tilted its head almost in amusement at his presence, and then returned to eating. Valour felt oddly at peace besides the bird.

      “Here you go, comosol,” the attendant said, taking two letters from besides the cage and passing it to the commander. “The first is official correspondence from His Majesty’s office. This is intended only for your eyes.”

      “Understood. And the second?”

      “Personal correspondence. From home, I believe, comosol. Excuse me.”

      The attendant saluted and walked back towards the aviary’s front desk. Valour exited the tent through the back flap and stepped to the side for the foxes to see to their duties. A cohort of vulpine workers set loose a few birds, letting the couriers fly with their vital messages tied to their feet. Valour sat on a stool and opened the first letter. He lacked the grace of Vaxalstis’ neat entry, ripping at the seam with excitement and unfolding the parchment within. His eyes rested upon line after line of Daslynn’s messy writing and took to reading with great anticipation.

      
        
        Dear Val, my love,

        

        I try not to bother you too much with these letters. I know you’re busy. The city heralds have been yelling a lot about the stalled siege of that rabbit city. It sounds awful, being in charge of that mess, but I know you’ll keep going. You always have done. I’m just so thankful it wasn’t you out there at the front. Gods know when this letter will get to you but, whenever it does, I hope it’ll lift your spirits.

        The pups are doing well. Kae’s been making a lot of drawings for you. When you get back, be prepared; you’re going to visit Kaegli’s Great Gallery of Artistic Amazement. She picked the name, mine weren’t very inviting according to her. And Juno’s been behaving herself well at the academy. She’s been reading a lot more down in the living room, not holed up in her room all the time. She even had her nice friends over. That conversation you had must have put her a little more at ease. She doesn’t argue or talk back nearly as much as she did before. I try to broach what you two spoke about the night before you left but she’s said she doesn’t want to share. It means a lot to her, clearly. She values your input more than you give credit for.

        Life’s normal here. It’s boring and pleasant and the routine for it all is burned into my eyes and the next-door neighbour still insists that we come visit one evening for dinner yet never sends us an invite and the mixed messages piss me off more than anything but it’s good. To be a little bored and comfy, with how the world is now, is bliss. All that’s missing is you.

      

      

      Valour eased his digits over the flower necklace wrapped around his oath collar.

      
        
        A whole month without you here and it stings like it did the first time you left. Every time you’re gone, it feels like the world is about to capsize. The bed, the house, the city…it’s uneven without you here. The balance of all we know is off-kilter. Those few days you were back home, that day trip to the market, it fixed everything. It was all back in place. I love you for the terrific hound you are; the strong, resilient, powerful fighter that never stops fighting. I love you for how you pretend to not enjoy going shopping for clothes and then you spend hours trying on different gowns and asking me which one makes you look better. I love you for how you insist to stack our plates a certain way so it’s easier for you to clean. I love you for how you lean against me in bed, how you completely trust me. I love you for not just completing me, not just for completing the family, but for completing how the world works.

      

      

      “Oh Lynn,” Val sighed. “You’re killing me.”

      
        
        I know you’re doing your best out there. It’s more than just coming home from a long day of work. You’re dealing with lives. You’re dealing with other legionnaires who have husbands and wives to go back to, pups to tuck into bed at night. You’re dealing with something that will have delicate implications for the rest of the world long after we’re dust. It’s more than just me. There’s a world to save, a kingdom to protect. You have a duty to more than just us. It’s hard but I understand. I’ll wait as long as I have to. Your family, and your place in it, will never go away.

        Just come home alive, hero.

        Your loving husband, Daslynn

      

      

      Heartfelt. Earnest. Unfeigned. Unapologetic in all its honesty, the letter spurred on Valour’s mind to ponder that eternal place of peace. To see Kaegli playing in the back garden, to see Juno reading in the living room, to see Daslynn beside him in bed, to see them all at the dinner table united. The hatred, the death, the blood and the consequences of it all could not get them there. The warmth of the heart, the peace of the soul, and the tranquility of the mind were all that mattered. Valour permitted himself a few moments to place the letter against his chest, to let Daslynn’s words melt deep into his quintessence, to let that steady beat of his continuing resolve be carried back home and felt beneath the floorboards.

      “I will,” Valour muttered, eyes closed. “I’ll come home. Once this is all over, I’ll be free.”

      He could not depart from his duty. He could not derelict his integrity, his resolve, his oath to more than himself and love. He placed the letter to the side with great care before confronting the second piece of mail. The royal seal of the kingdom, stamped on red ink, commanded him to compose himself. He took a moment, compartmentalised his yearning for escape, before opening the letter.

      
        
        From the royal office of His Majesty Damien Farramor to the venerable Commander Valour of the Royal Order’s Militaria Chapter,

        

        Hello, my dear friend. I hope this letter finds you well. I understand matters in the east have been far from ideal. The rabbits, and whatever few allies they have scrounged from the shadows, are of sterner stock than anticipated. Do not feel dismay; we, and our comrades, hold the advantage. Time is on our side. None are rushing to save them. The Land of the Sun and Moon, diplomatically, is regarded as a collective of political incompetents with no care for their own people. We shall help emancipate the commonfolk from the rule of their apathetic elite and usher in a truly equal and caring society. Trouble yourself not with the direction of the southern campaign in its long-term, commander, for it is no longer under your stewardship.

      

      

      Valour frowned.

      
        
        Intelligence from reliable sources, including letters received from yourself a month prior, indicates that Corsair Sedrid remains alive. This includes a select group of lupine comrades who have allied themselves with a fringe political extremist faction of Silverclaw mercenaries. How Corsair Sedrid came across this group is unknown and the extent of their involvement in Ragnar Sedrid’s attempted coup remains a mystery. Not much is known about the group in the specifics, nor is much known as to who leads this ensemble, but these answers are irrelevant. We have sufficient reason to estimate that this band of militants, hereby now named the Sedrid Loyalists, are operating under the specific directive of sabotaging Opulusian foreign interests and corralling foreign national entities to pursue military action against the kingdom. Corsair Sedrid and his followers seek the destruction of the hard work of not just ourselves but our forebearers.

        Intelligence suggests that the Sedrid Loyalists will soon be departing for the easternmost provincial city of Xyutar in Clan Silverclaw. It is likely they will be making use of the commercial corridor between the Tabahos Isles and Clan Silverclaw to circumvent the blockade. This provides us with the necessary opportunity for direct access. You, along with your subordinate Sibling Vaxalstis of the Forteros chapter, will be transported towards an Opulusian Legion base camp in Ferredi Baslova to monitor the situation from the north of the city. Commander Percillio of the Forteros Chapter will oversee eastern operations from Base Camp Ehtia in your stead. Per an arrangement with Clan Silverclaw’s parliamentary cabinet, you will have both domestic and special military elements at your disposal.

      

      

      The severity of such new orders became tangible in seconds.

      
        
        This letter is to serve as the official kill order for all members of the Sedrid Loyalists. Approved by royal decree, it is of the upmost importance to the continued integrity of international peace in Vos Draemar that all members believed to be affiliated with this group are summarily executed without trial. Corsair Sedrid is to be considered a target of immeasurable value. There are to be no prisoners, nor any survivors. The Sedrid Loyalists cannot be left to chance.

      

      

      Beneath this, secluded to its own small paragraph, a revelation was made that took Valour a second attempt to fully comprehend. New words he had only learned recently were unmistakably integral to his briefing, employed in a severe tone. The circumstances, and the weight of his mission, was made abundantly clear. His paw reached for his oath collar again as he continued on.

      
        
        There can be no room for failure here, my friend. All we have strived for, all we have fought for, is in jeopardy. Grant no quarter, bestow no mercy. You are the blade of which our kingdom’s wrath shall be delivered upon opponents to our new era of peace and prosperity for all who can call themselves citizens of the world. Do not doubt or falter in your mission; every step you take is sanctioned, endorsed and wholly sponsored by the entirety of Opulus’ political might.

        Think of the world, my friend.

      

      

      The orders came as a shock. The trajectory of his campaign, of his mission, had changed drastically with great speed. Yet this diversion in fate provided nothing more than a moment of whiplash. Valour reread his instructions once more, confirmed he understood what came next, and then ripped the letter up into small pieces. He then opened the lantern’s glass case beside the stool, tossed the pieces inside, and turned the lantern on. He watched as his king’s guiding words fizzled and withered. The old vessel was gone. He was all that couriered the king’s vision.

      The war had changed. No longer did peace come with the collapsing of greed, of societal neglect, of a political elite shunning the woes of their people. His disgust at what barred him from simple life, from home comforts, from the decadence of loving and being loved shifted. Valour turned himself to hate, turned himself to vitriol, turned himself to an unyielding denouncement of his quarry’s right to traipse through the world. He peered down at the sprawled corpse of his victim and knew the despair was owed to the one monster he had failed to quash.

      Peace would only come when Corsair Sedrid was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The voyage hadn’t been too long and, yet, it had proven just long enough to conclusively deduce that Ragnar was not much of a seafarer.

      Deep within the bowels of the merchant deep freighter, couriered across the tumult of the ocean in a thick wooden shell, all of House Vigilance’s caravan sat cramped together in the cargo hold. The prospect of travelling inside a vessel of recent naval innovation, of getting to witness the operation and locomotion of what had been described as the lifeblood of the maritime economy, had been far more exciting than the actual experience. Three days spent loitering about the innards of the SV Tuhabarani, taking deliberate care to avoid getting in the way of the Tabahan crew who – despite enthusiastically taking money from the militia – did not appear at all smitten with the idea of fraternisation. Interaction was discouraged through discourteous glances and derisive comments muttered under their breath. Ragnar tried to not take the words of the hyenas to heart; he had hardly expected to make new friends from a business transaction.

      Ragnar gazed down at the congregation of transports from one of the walkways suspended from the ceiling, the summit of the many stairs taken to get there. Typically, he had always seen soldiers of the house busying themselves with some manner of logistics. If boxes didn’t need to be moved, inventory needed to be counted. If inventory didn’t need to be counted, barracks needed to be cleaned. The list of duties was exhaustive and, despite such length, the militia had exhausted them. All that was left to do was talk, eat, and sleep. It was an odd feeling; sleeping inside a wooden box inside an even bigger wooden box. What compounded the unease was the stillness of waiting, the breath they all held and were dying to let go. It was something he had caught only a glimpse of out on the front, something he came to know all too well in his jail cell.

      Inaction. It was nauseating. In a life that had moved so fast, one now sworn to the swift brutality of combat, the prolonged silence was jarring. An abundance of time to think and reflect upon what one would wish to never be reminded of for the rest of their days. Pieces of it came back to him no matter how hard he tried to divert his thoughts elsewhere. The letter in Zakulo’s bedchamber. The manipulation of the war’s origins. The lieutenant left for dead. The bodies chained to the wall. The Inkblood Malady in all its gruesome and horrid existence. The grip it had on Corsair and the unknown boundaries of its influence on his body. This sprawling network of malice had ensnared them all and none knew as to how far-reaching it truly was.

      The indignity of being so clueless made him feel stupid.

      Ragnar shifted focus from the caravan and onto the suspended gangway. Beside him sat Harangoth. The ictharr, prior to the entire ordeal, had not protested much to the idea of separation. Ragnar could venture out for a few hours and return to find his steed as composed as ever. After all that had happened to him, even a moment of being apart sent Harangoth into a worried frenzy. Wherever he went, his mount would accompany him to keep him safe. Ragnar felt it was as much for his safety as it was the fear the beast felt of being alone and, for that, he could not stomach the thought of denying him. Ragnar was happy to have his best friend at his side whenever possible.

      “So, this is where you’ve been skulking off to, huh?”

      Ragnar looked past Harangoth. Axel and Arwenin approached, the latter carrying a bundle of rope in her mouth. Arwenin sat beside Harangoth and exchanged pleasantries, dropping her toy at his front paws to invite him to partake, whilst Axel stopped by Ragnar’s side and leaned against the wooden railing. He shot a wary look at the walkway planks, mindful of how high up they were.

      “This ship is designed to ferry industrial equipment and personnel,” Ragnar said. “It won’t collapse under the weight of two people and two ictharrs.”

      “It’s always good to be sure,” Axel said, not entirely convinced. “I’m not built for the sea life. I’d prefer to have my hind paws firmly planted on land.”

      “Can’t swim?” Ragnar said.

      “No, I can tread water fine. Just can’t really eat much without wanting to hurl.”

      “We’re both in the same boat there.”

      “That’s the kind of joke my dad would make,” the apothecary said, grimacing as soon as the words left his mouth. “Oh, shit, I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s okay,” Ragnar said. “What’s happened with my family shouldn’t stop you from talking about yours.”

      “I just didn’t want to come off as insensitive or⁠—”

      “It’s fine. You shouldn’t have to be miserable just because I am. Please, talk. I want to hear about your family.”

      Axel sighed. “Okay. Well, yeah, my dad cracks dumb jokes like that. It’s his little routine he does to be endearing. He loves dry humour.”

      “To you and your siblings?”

      “Yep. All four of us. My sisters would do this really funny thing to annoy him. He’s super overprotective of all of us and really didn’t like it if we play-fought.”

      “Right.”

      “So, what my sisters used to do to try and get me in trouble was they’d slap their own arm so it would be really loud and then yell like I’d hurt them.”

      Ragnar scoffed. “Quite the trick. Did it work?”

      “At first, yeah. Then they did it so many times he realised they were tricking him. The pranks have evolved over the years so they don’t need to rely on such rudimentary deception.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, it all starts with a bucket on top of an ajar door.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Filled with broken gupplebird eggs.”

      Ragnar laughed and then groaned. “Your sisters don’t hold back, huh?”

      “It was all some major excuse to pamper me and subject me to the torture of doing up my fur in specific ways, so on. It was all in good fun – at least in hindsight, anyway.”

      “I’m sure at the time you wouldn’t be very happy about being drenched in gupplebird eggs.”

      “Surprisingly it’s quite unpopular, who’d have thought?”

      The duo laughed. It was a nice moment of mental reprieve. They’d all had no shortage on opportunities to talk during their journey but sometimes Ragnar felt any interaction shared with him was purely done as a courtesy to his sanity, not to actually converse. Perhaps at first he had found the apothecary’s insistent concern grating but, during the last month, matters had rescinded into more pleasant and tame territory.

      “God, I miss them,” Axel sighed. “It all happened so fast. Practically overnight. You were either in or you were out.”

      “And you were in?” Ragnar said.

      Axel nodded. “All the way. I’d come to be Corsair’s friend. I couldn’t be complicit in whatever was going on. It didn’t feel right. It hurt that I couldn’t leave more than a note to say goodbye but…these sorts of things don’t give much notice, do they?”

      “None of us got advanced warning, it’s true. Only the people who knew what was going to happen. Even for someone like me who…who knew some of it. It’s bigger than any of us could have known.”

      Axel’s face softened yet his smile persisted. “Weren’t able to tell your family, right?”

      Ragnar shook his head. “No. Only a few of us could know about this. We had to keep it in if we wanted to keep their guard lowered. Not even Corsair knew. But I made a stupid mistake and…this is the road we’re on now. I try not to wonder about how things could have gone otherwise.”

      “That’s good. You don’t want to toy with the order of things like that, you’re right.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “It’s just a dangerous game to be doubting everything. Constantly wondering where things could be different, where we could have diverted course. Obsessing over another existence and the regret of not having gotten it earlier. You get lost in it and…when things have been as bad as they have for you and Corsair, it’s no wonder. So I’m really glad to hear you’re being so stalwart about it.”

      The apothecary’s contentment at Ragnar’s forward-thinking, at his attempt to not let what could have been shackle him to inaction, made Ragnar smile. There was something about how Axel spoke that was so earnest and sincere yet so casual and jovial that made him easy to be around.

      “I appreciate that,” Ragnar said. “I’m sure Corsair does, too. The way you’ve all been looking out for him makes me feel a lot better. It’s good to see that, despite it all, we have some people that have got our backs.”

      “Of course,” Axel said. “Things may have been a little bleak back at Saint Gaspard but, now, we’re onto new things. We can see what to do.”

      Ragnar rubbed the back of his neck. He felt embarrassment seep in, owed to behaviour from a month prior.

      “You’re right. And uh…Axel, I never really apologised for how I treated you during…you know.”

      “Oh, please, don’t worry about it. You were in a bad place.”

      “No, it was wrong. I’m doing a little better now so I can say it. I treated you like shit when you were just trying to help me. After all you’ve done for what remains of my family, I owe you everything. I’m really sorry.”

      Axel’s smile widened. It was warm, friendly. It beamed with genuine appreciation.

      “You’re sweet. When I’m short on a couple Iggregoms, I’ll keep this debt in mind.”

      Another bout of friendly laughter. As the shared moment of amity came to a close, a loud bell tolled from above. It reverberated throughout all of the ship, brought every discussion to a close and spurred its passengers to action. The yells of sailors underscored the tolling announcement. House soldiers sprung up from their chairs and beds to prepare for their return home. Excited chatter emboldened. The inaction of the voyage had been usurped by a rush of activity.

      “We must be about to land,” Axel said. “Let’s go upstairs and get a look at what we’ll be up against out here.”

      “Lead the way,” Ragnar said, whistling to the ictharrs. “Come on, you two.”

      Along the walkway and through an open archway, the group delved into the extensive sprawl of the deep freighter’s inner workings. Gaggles of hyenas sporting loose blue tunics and red knee-high pants worked together to prepare the ship for its fateful arrival. The cohort of bandana-wearing sailors, many of which would have shot Ragnar a look through the doorways of their cabins, were too busy to acknowledge the passing wolves with so much as a scowl. Shouts and yells of Yabahana couriered meaning Ragnar couldn’t hope to translate and it was only through the intensity of their vocalisations that the urgency of the situation was conveyed. As they walked past the crew quarters and through the hold towards the stairs leading to the deck, Ragnar noticed how Harangoth’s head swiveled left and right. The ictharr leered at any passing ship personnel, scrutinised them for any indication of malicious intent towards his master, and then switched targets to continue their passing inspection. Ragnar pet his side.

      “Easy. You’re too scary for them to try anything.”

      A pillar of blinding light beamed down from the hole in the roof, scorching the set of wooden steps leading up onto the deck. Ragnar winced at the sight. Even considering how well-lit the interior was by the numerous mounted lanterns, it paled in comparison to the wrath of the sun. As they neared the steps, a wall of sizzling heat reached out to envelop them. It nestled deep into Ragnar’s fur and coursed between the individual strands like flowing lava, surging along a path only trodden a long time ago.

      “Suddenly I want to go back into the cargo hold,” Axel said, wincing.

      The duo endured the new climate and willed themselves onto the deck. The top of the ship hosted the most activity. The yells of Yabahana continued as sailors ran back and forth between the forecastle and the quarter deck. A few of the crew clambered up the ratlines to the nests at the top and peered eastward through engraved pocket scopes. From the navigation platform, a grizzled captain with a toothless smile and a body covered in scars yelled her orders to her subordinates. White sails were unraveled to full mast as the ship hastened towards its docking point. Orange flags billowed from the wooden spires, sporting the national insignia of three green paws evenly-spaced as they grasped at the circumference of a white ship wheel. The chaos atop the deck disoriented Ragnar for a second as he adjusted to the frantic comings and goings of the sailors all around him.

      “Look, there they are,” Axel said.

      Arranged in a line off to the starboard side, peering north, stood the rest of their group. Thomas slouched against the railing whilst Dieter remained upright beside him like a sentry on watch. To their left stood Corsair and Rohesia. They both shared animated conversation, a sight that became increasingly common throughout their journey, yet while the former happily leaned against the railing the latter took the deliberate effort to remain a few paces from the edge. Rohesia’s eyes darted to the water every couple of seconds like a pup peering at their bedroom closet to ensure no monster materialised within. The ictharrs shared in their curiosity. Zechter stuck his head out over the side and let his tongue dangle from the side of his mouth, tail furiously beating from left to right. Peter admired the sheer excitement of the beast with a smile on his face. Arkzmeyer donned a more composed demeanour although she did not decline partaking in the beast-like thrill of placing her head over the side of a moving transport. The sight of the excitable Quickpaw lying by Corsair’s hind paws, not thrilled by the opportunity their voyage provided, was an unexpected change. The wad of bandaging still wrapped tight around their hind leg was enough of an answer. Arwenin and Harangoth padded over, both sitting beside Quickpaw to keep him company. Quickpaw’s tail wagged.

      “Afternoon, sailors!” Thomas waved to the new arrivals. “Took you long enough to get up.”

      “It’s like a maze down there,” Axel said, stopping beside Dieter. “Afternoon, old timer.”

      “Afternoon,” Dieter said, looking to Ragnar also. “Hello, Ragnar.”

      Ragnar murmured greetings and slipped in on Corsair’s left. He didn’t wish to interrupt his brother’s conversation so turned his greetings to the ocean below, instead. The sea breeze offered a rather brief yet otherwise delightful reprieve from the scorching heat by gusting past, cooling the lava that coursed through his fur coat. With it came the oddly pleasant scent of salt carried over the waves of the Utmultar. Many would assume of a wolf that they would be tantalised by the prospect of seeing the aquatic expanse – of laying their eyes upon something they had never seen before – but, like many assumptions, it was undeniably incorrect. It pained him to think back upon, as did any memory of an intact life once it had been thoroughly decimated and shattered, but Ragnar saw his younger self sitting at the bank of the vast North Lagerstatte lake. The immensity of water, deposited in large quantities, was not a novel concept. What truly caught Ragnar’s attention, what enthralled him enough to almost gasp, was the colour. The entirety of the aquatic expanse shone an iridescent blue. The sunlight sparkled off the surface of the sea, formed a gallery of water-bound stars that dazzled the naked eye, and pierced the surface. It delved deep into the limitlessness of the ocean, where the mortal mind could not hope to follow to the depths, and it was this deep penetrative power that formed the field of shimmering glass beneath them. Ragnar could see entire ecosystems thriving beneath them, nestled into the colourful coral and beds of swaying seaweed.

      “This is incredible,” Axel said.

      “Still as good a view as thirty years ago,” Dieter said. “I can remember everyone from back home looking over the side of the boat and gasping.”

      “How’d you get down here by boat?” Thomas asked. “The clan doesn’t have a navy, we’re landlocked.”

      “Might be hard to believe but, once upon a time, we were on better terms with the Land of the Sun and Moon. Riding all the way to the southernmost part of the world is a lot longer than travelling eastward and getting into a deep freighter. The parabular navy landed clan and legion troops all along the coast.”

      Ragnar lifted his gaze from the glimmering division of realms beneath him and looked to land. It wasn’t as close as the tolling bell made him think – the procedures to prepare for docking took longer than he estimated, evidently – but it proved perfectly visible from their position. Sandy shores beckoned to the incoming foreigners, guiding them towards the many sandstone buildings and spires that loomed beyond. The orange sands of Silverclaw, under the harsh sun, formed a horizontal row of seething heat that glowed to dissuade any unwanted visitors. Established in the midst of this looming resentment was a sprawling complex of sandstone buildings and towers that comprised the city’s commercial harbour. Naval vessels as large as the SV Tuhabarani also sought respite in the safety of the sandstone bridges, shielded from the wrath of the deep sea by the formidable struts that broke incoming waves. Light glinted from the peak of lighthouse, strobed off the face of a reflective surface. One could not see even a hint of war’s fruits of destruction.

      “This is so pretty but I’m starting to feel nauseous,” Axel said, turning away from the water with a paw to his stomach. “I haven’t even eaten anything and I still feel like I’m going to throw up.”

      “Not anywhere near me,” Thomas said, giving him a wary look. “If I get splashed, there’s going to be a sailor overboard.”

      “You’re not nearly strong enough to throw me into the water.”

      “I’d prefer that we didn’t try to find out,” Dieter said, stern.

      Ragnar felt someone stop on his left and turned to see the unmistakable bulk of Thornvallis there. They rested against the railing with their arm and relished the sea breeze. Belthorpe accompanied them and offered a nod of greeting to Ragnar. Rohesia glared at the rabbit, supported by a dissenting glance from Thomas.

      “Good afternoon,” Ragnar said.

      “It’s good to see you,” Thornvallis said. “Quite the view, no?”

      “It’s incredible. I’ve never seen water look so blue.”

      “I’ve been to the beach a few times in my life but, even then, I’ve had sparing instances of seeing something like this. Already my journey with you has been quite remarkable.”

      It was peculiar, standing so close to one of the most infamous revolutionaries in the south-east of Vos Draemar. One would hear tales of bloodshed surrounding an individual and assume them to be cutthroat, ruthless, and unyielding. The emerging image of such a figure would be someone wholly invested in slaughter, no matter the cause. Yet there the Flowering Knight of Yastillot stood; calm, genial, and talking about visiting the beach.

      “You must miss home,” Ragnar said.

      Thornvallis nodded. “Yes, I do, though I’ve missed it a long time before we ever met.”

      “The revolutions, I’m guessing?”

      “A big part of it, yes, but for a while as a lamb I was confused as to what my home truly was. My name is not of the Yaori tongue.”

      “You were adopted.”

      “By a pair of rabbit doctors, yes. For all I hold against the institutions of the Land of the Sun and Moon, my hatred has never bled onto rabbits as a people. I admire the foundations of their culture, their faith. My parents cared for me like I was their own kit. I have made great comrades out of Belthorpe and Horatio. The evil of the regressive state in the east is owed to the malice of the mind which all of us are capable of wielding. There is greater nuance than simply race to oppression.”

      Ragnar glanced to Belthorpe. The rogue had her back to the ocean and attention focused on polishing her Caeli blade. An uncharacteristic ease was exuded from her when she stood beside the ram.

      “It led to a dilemma of identity,” Thornvallis said. “As a young adult, I was sworn to my people in the league but had an underlying sense my name was a betrayal of some kind. That I bore the mark of the oppressor. Where was my home? I felt guilty living near the rabbit capital off the backs of so many but also felt like an active insult to my own country. I was a resident of both sides; the oppressed and the oppressor. Home could never be a physical location for me. To me, home is a feeling associated with a location. A security. A warmth. And until I can help fix the problems affecting the freedom of my people, I’ll never have that. A house would be temporary refuge.”

      Ragnar nodded. The words stuck, nestled deep, but he found himself with little to say. Thornvallis chuckled.

      “I have a tendency to turn everything into a speech, don’t I?”

      “If I’m honest, you’re a better public speaker than I assumed you’d be.”

      “I’m glad I can set first impressions better than anticipated, although I’m not surprised you’d think of me as a little brutish. The frontline doesn’t leave much room for grace or talk. My friend, Dash, is better at that.”

      “I had the pleasure of meeting them at the ball. Very funny person.”

      “Funnier than me, certainly. But perhaps what I said resonates with you? You’re far from home, also.”

      Obvious was too lacklustre to describe its blatancy. It was indisputable. It was perspicuous. That craving for security, that hunger for warmth, that yearning for certainty in the world was worn on his sleeve and on his heart. Of the many things he sought in a home, he could not stop thinking about his bed. A place to dream, to rest, and to be at peace. One of the most mundane amenities of life and, yet, Ragnar sought no other earthly desire more than it.

      “It makes a lot of sense, yeah. There’s no real home for us for as long as the clan is as it is right now. That’s why we didn’t settle on living elsewhere in hiding, even at the peril of getting hurt.”

      “Understandable. You still have your sash?”

      Ragnar procured it, although the sentiments as to its worth he kept stowed away. “Right here. I keep it in my pocket.”

      Thornvallis patted him on the back. It was gentle, a gesture that broached the borders of friendship without insisting on stepping over uninvited.

      “The home appeals to the heart. As long as we keep our hearts strong, we’ll never lose sight of home. Keep a hold of this.”

      The wolf remained unsure. He trusted the words and their sentiment, just not the fabric’s ability to hold them. He nodded despite the reservations and thanked the ram for the opportunity to speak.

      “Hey, Ragnar,” Axel called. “Come over here!”

      “Go be with your friends,” Thornvallis said. “Best of luck on your travels, Ragnar.”

      Every word the ram spoke proved compelling. He could see himself speaking with Thornvallis again but, oddly, felt that specific conversation had been satisfied. There was nothing left unsaid yet nothing exhausted to monotonous repetition. Ragnar bid farewell and rallied to the group of wolves, all of which gathered around Dieter. He stopped beside Peter and exchanged afternoon greetings.

      “Get over here quick, the old timer’s killing the mood with a briefing,” Thomas said.

      “I know sarcasm’s par the course for you, Tom, but I need you – all of you – to pay attention to me. What I’m going to say is important.”

      His tone commanded the group’s focus, although it came at the cost of an eyeroll from Thomas. Ragnar folded his arms and lent the veteran his ear.

      “This is a new opportunity for us as soldiers of House Vigilance. For some of you, it’ll likely be the first time you’ve ever entered Clan Silverclaw in your lives. The last month has given us a lot of time to recover from Saint Gaspard and recoup. Don’t get complacent. We’re not here on holiday. Xyutar may seem like a friendly place but we’re still entering a country ravaged by a civil war and with strong diplomatic ties to Opulus. There are many people here who will do anything they can to have a shot at killing someone of Winter Baron blood. Whatever Lady Riskar will have us doing, we need to do it without drawing too much attention to who we are.”

      “You think Opulus will be looking for us here, too?” Axel asked.

      “More people than just Maximus saw Corsair and Ragnar. Word would have been spread by now back to Tiberius and the King of Opulus that they’re still alive and causing trouble for them. I don’t think they’ll know we’re landing here but we need to ensure we’re giving very few opportunities for them to realise it. We stick together as a group and, if we do split, someone will need to be with Ragnar and Corsair at all times. Do not refer to them by name in public, never be left on your own. Is that understood?”

      “Understood,” the group said in unison.

      As Dieter’s briefing came to a conclusion, Peter beckoned the two brothers over. Ragnar’s body tensed as he approached the head servant.

      “It hurts to say but, as we’ve discussed during the month, I’ll be parting from the group when we make it to harbour and travelling back home,” Peter said.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Corsair said. “We can keep you safe here.”

      “What if Opulus realises you’re still alive?” Ragnar said. “You’ve done so much for us, it’s hard to ask that we let you walk out on your own.”

      “The fact you two are so concerned for my well-being makes me proud,” Peter said, placing a paw on both their shoulders. “The Sedrid family and its stewards didn’t raise bratty or selfish wolves. Despite all that happened, you both grew up to be courteous and caring people. But this is the path I must walk. My family needs me but, even greater than that, the country I swore to die for a long time ago also needs me. They need you. I won’t stand by and let Tiberius fake the story to suit the twisted agenda of Opulus.”
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