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​Chapter 1: When the Drums Began
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1,400 Years Before the Reign of King Oxlinger I: 

The drums rumbled low and steady.

Wormose stood at the clearing’s edge, breathing in the faint perfume of damp leaves and blooming nightflowers. Tonight, the Korilippi Jungle waited. Still. Silent. It’s as if the ancestors themselves are waiting, Wormose thought. Somewhere beyond those ancient trees, the Scorsorai stirred.

He clenched his jaw as he recalled them: Scorsorai, half mortal, half dragon, spawned from the twisted dragon god Scorso.

“They don’t fight,” one scout had muttered. “They erase.”

Their claws ripped through armor like cloth, and their fiery breath scorched entire villages to ash. Ragged refugees brought whispers from the north. Scorsorai banners now crowned once-proud fortresses. Grim. That was the word. Their reach had stretched to the jungle’s edge. It was the last bastion of resistance.

He tilted his head. Above the treetops, three moons hung in uneasy alignment. Their light shimmered strangely, bent and blurred by the arcane dome stretching over the forest like a second sky.

“The mages,” Wormose whispered, barely more than breath beneath the forest’s nocturnal hum.

This was no ordinary moonlight. It pulsed faintly, stirred by the ancient spells that wrapped the woods in protection. Somewhere within that hush and shimmer, beneath roots and leaves steeped in power, the world’s last mages prepared for what was to come.

Makeshift camps marked a dwindling spark against the rising darkness. Their fragile but potent power was all that stood against Scorso’s divine wrath. And Wormose, bound by blood and oath, intended to protect them to his dying breath.

It’s not just the mages they hunt. He tightened his hold on his spear’s haft. They’re after hope itself. They’d see it snuffed out.

A burst of laughter from behind wrenched his thoughts back to the clearing. His people, warriors to the core, feasted with gusto, roast boar, jungle fruits, and ale so potent it stung the throat and dulled the nerves. In hours, many of them would fight. Many would die. Perhaps all would.

The thought bit at him like a school of piranha on raw flesh. Just as they had when he’d slipped into the Blackvein River as a boy. The scars were gone. The memory wasn’t.

He exhaled through his nose. But tonight, we laugh in defiance of death.

He returned to the circle of firelight. Seated close to the flames, his son—barely old enough to heft a spear—gazed at the dancing embers with wide, ivy-green eyes. Like all Wakan Elves, a small third eye, storm-gray, marked the center of his forehead, a symbol of his people’s jungle-born sixth sense. The boy’s had not yet opened, but Wormose knew it would soon, signaling his transition into a new stage of awareness.

Beside him sat Isha, Wormose’s wife. Dark green braids, adorned with bright red feathers, framed her face. She wore the night itself on her skin—deep as a starless sky. Spotting Wormose, she offered a gentle smile that faltered at the edges.

“You should eat,” she said, extending a wooden plate brimming with meat.

He declined with a small wave, then sank to the ground next to her. Gazing toward his son, he asked, “What are you up to over there, little one?”

The boy straightened his back. “Listening, Father.”

A soft chuckle left Wormose’s lips. “A warrior must learn to listen before he speaks.”

The boy tilted his head in curiosity. “But what should a warrior listen for?”

“For the wind,” Wormose replied. “For the jungle’s breath, and for the lies of the enemy.” He shot Isha a playful look. “And for his mother, if he knows what’s good for him.”

Isha brushed her fingers through the boy’s hair, laughing. “You hear that? Pay attention, and you might survive long enough to regret it.”

A slight frown furrowed the boy’s brow. “Will we win, Father? Can the Scorsorai be stopped?”

Wormose saw hope shining in his child’s eyes. Every muscle in his body urged him to lie, but deceit had no place on the eve of war. “The Scorsorai have conquered nearly every corner of the known world,” he began. “They’re stronger, they outnumber us, and they march beneath a god’s banner.”

The boy’s expression dimmed, yet Wormose leaned closer, lowering his voice. “But they’ve never battled in the Korilippi. Here, the jungle fights with us, and our ancestors guide our blades. Here, the mages’ power glows brighter than any dragon’s flame.”

Wormose wasn’t sure he believed his own words, but he offered a small nod of encouragement. Doubt twisted inside him, yet he clung to whatever confidence he could project.

The revelry waned as cheers and chatter faded into the stillness of night. Wormose found no peace, even beneath the ancient banyan tree. The drums beat on, an ongoing warning of the impending clash, thudding in sync with his terrified heartbeat. Nearby, Isha and their son stood illuminated by the dying firelight, bittersweet pillars of comfort in a world on the edge.

***
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Nightmares tore at Wormose’s mind when he tried to rest. The odor of congealed blood haunted him until dawn broke, its pale glow creeping over the horizon. He was already awake, his father’s pipe pressed between clenched teeth. Wisps of smoke crawled from his lips, writhing around him. The pipe, an heirloom he inherited when his father fell victim to a jungle-born disease, warmed his hand. The thought occurred, Shall this be the last smoke of healing leaf this pipe will see?

Morning preparations blurred into a haze of sharpening blades and rising smoke. Wormose’s heart felt heavy, his final responsibility looming. At the cold, dark fire pit, he found Isha and their son waiting with worry etched into their eyes. Farewells, perhaps forever, he thought. May as well make them count.

“Isha,” he began, but she silenced him with a measured look.

“You’ll come back to us,” she said. “You promised.”

His sad smile held a hint of resignation. “When have I ever broken a promise?”

She didn’t reply, but simply reached out, her arms opening in an embrace that offered comfort. “Fight like the chief I know you to be,” she whispered. “And if you don’t, I’ll march into the jungle and drag you back myself.”

He pressed his lips to her forehead, then knelt before his son. “Watch over your mother while I’m gone.”

“I will,” the boy said, little hands balled into fists. “I’ll fight anyone who shows up.”

A tired laugh escaped Wormose. “Not just yet, little one. Your time will come.” But may the gods spare you that fate.

Tears shimmered in the boy’s eyes, and Wormose pulled him into a tight hug. “Be brave,” he said. “And remember: listen.”

Nodding, the boy allowed Wormose to rise. Spear in hand, Wormose took one last look at Isha, fixing her face in his memory. Then he turned to join the assembled warriors, each step carrying him farther from the soft cries of the villagers. The jungle swallowed them in its dense foliage, until only the forest’s own melody remained, a wild chorus guiding them onward.

The jungle was alive with sound: the rustling of leaves, the distant calls of creatures, and the steady march of Wormose’s warriors. Their feet moved in a disciplined rhythm. Ahead, scouts moved through the thick foliage like phantoms. Light shifted constantly. It broke apart in dappled, restless patterns. Every few moments, a signal flashed from the trees, a hand gesture, a faint birdcall, relaying silent messages through the ranks. 

Foot soldiers followed closely. Experienced, their breaths stayed even. Their practiced eyes stayed sharp, alert to the dangers that lurked in the shadows of the towering jungle canopy. Sweat trickled down faces streaked with mud. Their wooden armor, hardened beyond nature, was muted by deliberate smears of green and brown, blending them with their surroundings.

Behind them rode the mounted soldiers, perched atop short, stocky jungle horses bred for the tangled terrain. The horses, hardy creatures with braided manes and charms dangling from their tack to ward off jungle spirits, moved with uncanny grace through the dense underbrush. Their hooves landed softly on the damp ground, muffled by layers of fallen leaves and moss. The riders wore lighter armor, built for speed, not spectacle. They kept their weapons at the ready. Some carried bows slung across their backs, others held spears balanced in ready hands. The air sagged like wet cloth, sodden with the tang of damp earth and the faint musk of animals. Somewhere deeper in the jungle, a drumbeat echoed faintly through the humid haze, its rhythm both distant and foreboding. The soldiers’ hands tightened around their weapons as they pressed on, their presence merging with the primal energy of the jungle, where life and death were locked in eternal balance.

Wormose led the column with steady resolve, the humid air clinging to his skin. He knew these parts of the Korilippi well, but an unnatural tension hung beneath the canopy. The trees leaned closer, branches knitting together like conspirators sharing secrets. Even the undergrowth seemed restless, trembling at the brush of each passing footfall.

A shrill whistle cut through the jungle, halting the warriors in unison. Raka, Wormose’s second-in-command, emerged from the shadows and saluted briefly.

“Movement ahead,” he reported. “A runner cloaked in darkness, and mages on his heels.”

“Mages?” Wormose’s voice was calm, though he felt concern stir within him. “Are they from the eastern camp?”

Raka nodded. “Yes, the refugees from the College of Wards. They’re in pursuit. The scouts say whoever they’re after is... unnaturally swift.”

Wormose signaled for his warriors to spread out. They moved like water through the vines, each group taking position among twisted roots and looming trunks. Tension rippled through the air; the scent of damp earth and adrenaline mingled as they braced for confrontation.

A figure crashed into the clearing. Though the day was bright, his hooded cloak seemed to bleed darkness. Shadows wove through the fabric as if alive, writhing in defiance of the sun. The man’s face was entirely concealed, swallowed by a magical gloom that pulsed around him.

He moved with startling speed and power, nearly toppling two of Wormose’s soldiers before they even had time to raise their spears. Others rushed in, forming a crescent to block his path. The cloaked man lashed out, too strong, too fast.  Wormose’s warriors, seasoned as they were, found themselves struggling to maintain their position.

“He’s pushing through!” came Raka’s urgent shout.

But the tide shifted. A crackle of arcane energy shimmered across the clearing as the chasing mages burst into view. They chanted in unison, drawing symbols in the air. Their wards lit up in swirling patterns of gold and blue. The cloaked figure froze, locked in place by threads of magic that glistened like spider silk in the sunlight. He fought back, roaring in a voice that seemed to echo with more than elvish resonance. Yet inch by inch, the invisible bonds tightened until he dropped to his knees.

Now subdued, the man sagged, breath heaving, the cloak’s darkness receding like an ebbing tide. Wormose approached carefully, halting his warriors with a raised hand. The mages still held their spell, arms trembling from the effort.

“He’s dangerous,” warned one, an older woman whose voice crackled from casting. “Keep your distance.”

Wormose ignored her caution. Something about the man’s stance tugged at old memories. He drew back the hood like lifting the veil on a future already lost. His breath caught. The face revealed was bruised, thin, a patchwork of old scars and new. Recognition was instant.

“Mor...” Wormose exhaled, reverting to the old nickname before he could stop himself. “Morhadis?”

The man’s eyes—dark, wild, still aflame—met his. A spark passed between them, years brushed aside.

“Wormose,” Morhadis rasped, bitterly smiling. “Been a while since anyone dared call me that.”

Wormose motioned for Raka and the others to lower weapons. “What happened to you, brother?”

Morhadis coughed harshly. “Ask your mage friends. They think they can chain me, tame me.” He spat contemptuously at the nearest mage.

Wormose knelt slowly, meeting Morhadis’s gaze. “Let me help you, Mor.”

A tortured cry tore from Morhadis, as if a god’s whip cracked across his spine. Then he whispered desperate prayers, in no tongue Wormose knew or had ever dreamt could exist.

They weren’t words. They were sounds nightmares might conjure if a nest of spiders ever learned to speak.

“What have the gods done to you?” Wormose asked.

Morhadis’s breath shuddered out. “It’s not what they’ve done—it’s what I’ve ‘seen’.”

Wormose stiffened. “And what is that?”

“The Dinehin.”

A ripple passed through the clearing; mages sucked in sudden breaths.

“I know of the Dinehin,” Wormose said coldly. “A curse.”

Morhadis laughed bitterly. “Seven gods, cursed to be bound as one. You have no idea what mercy means to them.”

Wormose tightened his grip on his spear. “Mercy?” The word burned his throat. “Whatever the Dinehin offers, mercy isn’t part of it.”

Morhadis jerked against his bonds, feverish eyes blazing. “Listen closely. The Dinehin stirs. When the Silver, Blood, and Golden moons align, the Convergence of the Trines will begin. They will choose their warrior. One stronger even than the Scorsorai. Submit, Wormose, and it will save you.”

Wormose’s shoulders sank. “You speak as if they’re saviors.”

“Are they not?” Morhadis shot back fiercely. “Without them, who’ll save you, me—our people? You march toward your doom, yet dare question gods who offer power?”

The jungle whispered restlessly around them. Birdsong faded. Leaves rustled like uneasy murmurs. Wormose felt the jungle itself warning him.

He shook his head slowly, sorrow tightening in his chest. “You’re no longer the man I knew.”

Morhadis’s eyes blazed, desperation fraying his voice. “Take my cloak. It will shield you from dragon-fire. You can wield the Dinehin’s mercy.”

Before Wormose could respond, the lead mage cut in. “That artifact is an abomination. We must destroy it.” She cast a wary glance at Wormose. “Do not touch it. It’s steeped in corruption, a power that poisons the heart.”

Wormose’s eyes roved to the cloak. Its shadows shifted and breathed as dread pooled in his gut. “No, Mor.” Wormose’s voice hardened. “The Dinehin spoils. They rot everything they touch.”

Morhadis snarled bitterly. “Then you are a fool! Remember my words when you burn.”

Wormose rose slowly. “You were once my brother. May you find peace.”

He gestured. The mages resumed their chant, low and rhythmic. Wormose turned as Morhadis’s laughter rang out. It was desperate and mocking.

“I will escape, Wormose!” Morhadis’s voice tore out. “Faith is stronger than spells and wards. Don’t fly to your death!”

The lead mage’s gesture sent a viscous, unnatural blob hurtling from his illuminated fingertips. With a sharp slap, it plastered itself over Morhadis’s lips, silencing him completely. Morhadis’s muffled cries followed Wormose and his warriors into the jungle’s shadows.

***
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A damp wind rattled the leaves overhead. Slowly, a dread wound in his gut, the way it usually did before the slaughter. The Scorsorai were out there. He could smell the sulfur in the air, searing his nose like acid. He risked a glance back at his warriors, saw their drawn faces and sweaty grips on spears. Good men, outnumbered and outmatched.

They heard the scouts’ alarm first. A short, brittle cry cut off by something wet and final. Then a second voice, shouting, “Enemy ahead!” A handful of heartbeats, and the treeline exploded.

Scorsorai poured in like a living tide. Towering silhouettes of bone-white scales gleamed under the moonlight, their bodies varying in shades of dull ivory or ghostly chalk. Yellow, slitted eyes peered from beneath ridged crests of exposed bone, each gaze brimming with a cold intelligence that belied their savage hiss. When they bared their razor-edged teeth, the reek of sulfur wafted forth, clinging to the heavy night air. Some carried wickedly curved blades that glinted with raw menace. Others clutched short staves crackling with dragonfire, exhaling in ragged wheezes that sounded half hiss, half growl.

Wormose lifted his spear. “Hold the line!” he shouted. His voice felt too small against the roar.

The first impact was brutal, metal clashed on scale, spears shattered, men screamed. A Scorsorai snapped a warrior’s neck with one flick of a claw, then unleashed a stream of fire at another. The stench of scorched flesh filled the air.

Wormose lunged, aiming for the gap beneath an armored throat. His spear bit deep, hot blood splattering across his arms. The beast snarled and crumpled, but another stepped in at once. There were so many of them. Too many.

He shoved the corpse aside, stepped over the flailing body of a dying comrade. Shadows danced in the firelit gloom, making every shape a nightmare. All around, the hiss and crackle of burning leaves. The Scorsorai came on, unstoppable.

Fast. Too fast.

A blow hammered Wormose from the side, claws raking his chest before a staved tail cracked across his mouth. His teeth flew from his lips, his armor buckled, and his ribs groaned. He stumbled back, gasping. A savage face leered down, breath hot with sulfur. Desperate, he thrust his spear up. The tip found a seam in the scaled hide; the Scorsorai hissed, stepped back, and Wormose seized the moment—drove the spear home with everything he had.

The creature thudded to the ground, twitching, and Wormose braced shaking hands on his spear. How much blood was his? Didn’t matter. Another foe roared behind him, and he spun, muscles screaming, only to catch a glancing swipe that ripped his shoulder open.

Searing pain.

He spat blood, reeled away. Men were dying all around him. His men. He heard a young voice shrieking for help, then a savage frenzy of guttural war-cries from the Scorsorai. The smell of their breath, of their scorching magic, filled his senses.

He made an attempt to move, but his legs felt sluggish, every nerve ablaze. One more push, he told himself, forcing his body into motion.

He raised his spear, but too slowly. A Scorsorai slammed into him from behind, claws scoring his back. His vision flashed white. He pitched forward, face in the mud. Get up, a voice insisted in his head. Fight back.

He managed to roll, breath hitching. Through the smoke, he glimpsed a frantic horse—a maddened beast, riderless, eyes wide with terror—lurching across the battlefield.

“No—” he croaked, but it was too late. The horse’s legs, cut out from under it, tangled with Wormose in a horrid blur of hooves and flailing limbs. Beast and man collided in a bone-jarring crash. The horse screamed, then went slack. Its dead weight collapsed onto Wormose’s body, pinning him to the wet soil.

Something cracked. Pain roared through him. His world spun. He attempted to suck in air, but his chest wouldn’t move right.

Above, Scorsorai shapes lumbered past, roaring triumph, seeking new prey. They didn’t even glance his way, why would they? He was buried under a dead animal, hidden beneath the carnage.

His vision dimmed. The last thing he saw was a tattered Scorsorai banner gleaming in the firelight, its ancient draconic sigil seeming to mock him in the flicker of moon and flame.

Then everything went black.

***
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Wormose awoke to silence.

The world around him was a charred ruin. The jungle, once vibrant and teeming with life, lay reduced to blackened stumps and smoldering ash. Bodies sprawled like broken dolls. His warriors lay among the twisted forms of the Scorsorai. Every breath brought the stink of death and scorched earth.

Pain ripped through both broken legs like a rabid beast, bones shattered, flesh torn. Wormose bit down on a ragged cry, the sound reverberating in his skull. His legs refused to carry him, so he pulled himself forward, arms trembling, palms scraping bloody trails through the ashen soil.

Time stretched into torment. He crawled the length of a day. Each pull and drag through the undergrowth was an age of agony. His vision swirled in and out of focus, sweat and blood burning in his eyes. Yet he pressed on. Shattered mage wards littered the ground, spiraling symbols scorched into the dirt like branding irons. Robed bodies lay strewn where their spells had failed, hands curled in final, futile gestures.

By nightfall, he reached the jungle’s heart. The moons hung low, bathing the devastation in pale, unfeeling light. Wormose paused. He forced himself to look upon the scene: utter ruin where the last fallback fortifications had been erected. The scorched battlefield stretched behind him, resembling a graveyard of broken hopes, the faces of his fallen warriors flashing through his mind. Their names slipped from his lips in a soft, grief-stricken litany.

Then he saw it. His village. Its outline barely visible in the gloom. A frail surge of hope quickened his heart as he dragged himself the last impossible distance, numb determination pushing him past the agony in his legs.

But as he drew closer, that hope curdled into dread.

The village was gone.

Where once stood the homes of his people, there was only ash. The great banyan tree—once the village’s heart—stood skeletal, its charred limbs curled like talons around the last threads of smoke, exhaling not breath but memory. Wormose crawled through the remains, his hands trembling. He called out for Isha, for his son, but the only answer was the crackle of dying embers.

There were no bodies, only shadows burned into the ground. The fire had taken everything, leaving nothing but ghosts.

Wormose collapsed beside the charred remains of the banyan tree, its once-mighty roots now blackened and brittle. His heart felt as though it had been torn from his chest, leaving a hollow ache where purpose had once lived. He pressed his face into the warm, burned dirt and screamed—not into air, but into absence. Into a world hollowed out by fire and silence.

In the darkness behind his eyes, memories surged like a flood. His son, not yet mature enough to wield his father’s bow, crouched beside him in the undergrowth. Wormose’s hands guiding the boy’s small fingers on the bowstring, whispering the importance of patience. The look of triumph on his son’s face when the arrow struck true. The sound of his wife’s laughter carrying over the spray of the grand waterfalls, her arms wrapped around him as they lay on the smooth rocks beneath the stars. The cool mist on their skin, the warmth of her breath against his neck. The life they had built, now reduced to ashes.

His scream tore through the night, echoing into the endless void before fading into nothing. Wormose lay there, his body broken, his spirit drained, hollowed by the relentless ache of his loss.

Then, faint as a whisper, came the voice. It slithered through the stillness, soft and sibilant, like the caress of wind through reeds.

“It does not have to end this way, Wormose.”

“Convert to the Dinehin and be granted power enough to win wars.”

Morhadis’s words rang in his mind, taunting him, haunting him. Wormose clenched his fists, his nails digging into his palms. The Dinehin, the abomination of seven gods—he had dismissed it as madness. But now... now he wasn’t so sure.

“Power enough to win wars,” the voice repeated.

Wormose stared at the rising smoke, his breath ragged. What good was honor? What good were gods if they could not protect his family? If they could not win this war? Tears streaked his soot-stained cheeks. His hands trembled. Beside him, an abandoned blade lay half-buried in the dirt, its metallic chill seeping into his bones. His mind screamed at the injustice of it all. The gods of balance had abandoned him. They left him to watch his world burn. The jungle was ash. His people were memories.

Perhaps it is time to choose a new path, he thought, the idea seeping in like a toxin.

No! His hand flew to the blade. Damn it all! I’ll end it here. Before those beasts return, I’ll take my life and deny them the satisfaction of breaking what’s left.

But as he gripped the hilt, hesitation clawed at him. A voice, soft and insidious, whispered from the depths of his mind.

What if this is your chance to survive? To rise? The gods of balance are weak, their justice hollow. The Dinehin promises power. Revenge. If the gods failed you, perhaps it is time to serve another.

His fingers tightened on the blade. “May the gods forgive me,” Wormose whispered. But which gods? Did he mean the ones who had forsaken him—or the ones whose chaos beckoned?

He shook his head violently. “No. No! I can’t... I won’t...” Yet the thought lingered.

Far above, the moons continued their soundless dance, their pale light casting soft silver over a man broken by war and seduced by darkness. A man sprawled on the precipice of despair, torn between the blade and the path he swore never to tread.

He listened. Past the wind, past the ache. A resonance came: faint... but was it real? Was it memory? No. Not mercy. The drums, rumbling low and steady. Not a warning now, but a pulse, slow and hollow, as if the world itself had begun mourning in rhythm.
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​Chapter 2: Of Omens and Prophecies
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Mani’s Temple of Eriu: In the 31st year of His Majesty, King Oxlinger XIV’s reign: The streets of Mani stood silent, heavy with humid air that pressed between the abandoned buildings. Lord Mor moved like a wraith through the shadows. His cloak, dark as pitch, seemed to drink in every trace of light, each fold shifting with unnatural grace. No part of his face showed. A veil of darkness clung to him, not quite shadow, not quite cloth. It was as if the night had chosen to hide him.

With spires like daggers piercing the gray sky, the temple loomed ahead. Lord Mor’s boots crunched over the uneven cobblestones as the temple’s austere silhouette drew him in.

But then, a faint whimper broke the hush of the breeze. His steps faltered. The sound pulled his eyes to a narrow side street. A child huddled near a gutter, pressed against unforgiving stone. Glassy eyes reflected the dull gleam of a distant lantern. Bony hands clutched a shawl so worn it was more thread than cloth, trembling as though the cold had seeped into his bones.

Lord Mor crossed the street without hesitation. His cloak flared like a phantom in flight, then fell still as he drew himself over the child, his hood dipped in quiet scrutiny.

“Are... are you a demon?” the child stammered.

Lord Mor hesitated. Silently, he reached into his cloak with leather-gloved hands and retrieved a small, crusted loaf. Kneeling, he placed it gently into the child’s palms.

“No,” his voice emerged from the hood, distorted into a low, resonant timbre—another unnerving feature of the cloak’s design that hinted at the power he wielded. “Just a man with too much left to do.”

The child cradled the bread against his chest as Lord Mor rose. Compassion fell away like shed armor. He crossed the street and climbed the temple steps. Each footfall struck stone with purpose. My resolve must remain absolute. They must not refuse me.

Lord Mor burst into the Temple of Eriu, his heart racing like a hunted animal. Each heartbeat was a countdown as time continued to unravel faster than he could grasp. He’d spared no coin, pushed his mount to exhaustion. All of it, just to reach this sacred place before it was too late.

He couldn’t let the world slip into the claws of gods that sought only to watch it burn. Not again. Visions tore at him, night after night. They cannot win—not this time.

The grand hall towered around him, its ancient columns seeming almost to judge his desperate mission. Each footfall rang out through the temple. Incense hazed the air, threatening to choke him with its sweetness.

The pressure of innumerable stone eyes fell upon him. These abominable sculptures, he thought to himself, their eyes follow me. He averted his gaze, but still, each accusatory expression cried, Intruder. Heretic. He half-expected a bolt of divine judgment to strike him down, to cast him out before he could reach his quarry. If only they knew the ruin that looms on the horizon. The world’s teetering fulcrum hinged on this moment.

He reminded himself that it was a necessary deception. I cannot afford to be discovered now.

They’ll never understand, he thought, his resolve hardened with every step. These lands are too blinded by fear and hatred to grasp the truth. Cracks had already begun to snake through the world’s foundation. If it came to it, he might have to mend the rift with his own life, a final sacrifice of body and soul to the darkness.

Lord Mor’s gaze shifted from face to face. Where is he? The man he sought had to be here. The coming storm wouldn’t wait, and neither could he. His hands clenched without thinking. Patience slipped further with each passing moment. Damn the turn of the hourglass.

He moved abruptly, urgency warring with the need for control. He couldn’t hesitate. The devotees shrank back, fear rising as his desperation radiated off him like heat from a forge. Their whispers grew urgent, laced with fear.

Lord Mor paid them no heed. Let them whisper, let them fear. It only makes them easier to bend. But beneath his resolve, doubt gnawed at him, fangs at his neck. Could I already be too late? What if, despite everything, I might not be enough to stop the calamity from sweeping us all away?

As he neared the central altar, a young deacon stepped forward, his face a mask of stern duty. Lord Mor braced himself, knowing he needed to appear in control, even as every nerve in his body screamed with tension. With a swift crack of his neck, he reassured himself, You are Lord Mor. A man of primacy, a force they dare not cross. He had mastered this many times before. He had learned to project an aura of dominance, using intimidation as his tool to bend others to his will. It had served him well, and he relied on it now, channeling his stress into a calculated display of power.

“Can we help you?” the deacon asked.

Lord Mor squared his shoulders, increasing his silhouette. “I seek an audience with your highest Priest.”

“You’ll have to remove that ‘thing’ you wear,” the deacon said, his voice laced with the disgust such corrupt items stir in holy places.

“You’re mistaken, deacon. This remains on me at all times.”

“Then I’m afraid the Priest has no time for uninvited plebeians.”

Lord Mor remained quiet while the silence writhed and constricted around them. Patience, he told himself, steady hands control the strings. “Again, you are mistaken.” His calm reply carried an undeniable edge. “I am here on behalf of a significant benefactor to the Eriu cause.”

The deacon’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “And who might that be?” he demanded.

Lord Mor inched nearer, just enough for the deacon to detect the cold intensity within his hushed voice. “My name is Lord Mor.”

The deacon’s face blanched, the color draining from his skin as realization settled in. He stepped back, his stance shifting from defiant to hurriedly respectful. “Lord Mor,” he stammered, bending into a deep, awkward bow. “Forgive me, lord. I did not know it was you. Please, wait here. I will fetch the Priest at once.”

As the deacon hastened down the marble hall, his sandals slapping against the stone, Lord Mor’s mouth curved into a faint, unseen smile. It never fails, he mused, though the thought stayed unspoken. When the churches grow too large and start begging lords for coin, they wrap their own wrists in chains.

Moments later, the deacon returned, leading the Priest. He appeared a young man with a smooth face, yet in his ice-blue eyes, a depth of intensity simmered, betraying the wisdom he carried. His long, flowing robes whispered across the polished marble floor as he approached, the steady rhythm of his steps punctuating the silence. His features, serene but sharp, sat above broad shoulders, framed by a soft mop of auburn hair that caught the light like burnished copper.

“Lord Mor,” the Priest said with a mild yet resonant voice. “From whose hell did you pluck that wicked garment?”

Lord Mor remained still. “I mean no offense.”

“Wearing that in here ‘is’ an offense, my lord.”

“Those with great wealth must remain anonymous, seeing to their own safety,” he replied, his tone laced with guarded caution. He shifted slightly, revealing a glint of hidden weapons beneath the rustling folds of his cloak.

The Priest’s eyes moved to the hidden armaments and then back to Lord Mor’s obscured face. A long pause held between them, while muffled voices and hushed utterances drifted from the temple’s recesses.

“Safety, you say,” the Priest murmured, his gaze steadfast. “Our halls are safe. But I suppose in these turbulent times, safety is a fleeting notion, even for those as powerful as you.”

“Powerful, perhaps,” Lord Mor conceded. “But power attracts danger, as you well know, Priest. Since the dawn of memory, the shadows themselves have borne teeth.”

The Priest nodded slowly. “Indeed, they have. And yet, you come here, risking exposure. What is it you seek, Lord Mor?”

Lord Mor drew a slow breath, barely perceptible beneath his thick chocolate-leather chestplate. “I want to know where Eriu stands in the coming storm.”

“And of what storm do you speak?” the Priest inquired.

Irritated, Lord Mor’s posture stiffened. Pious cur, he thought, he knows exactly what I mean. “My informants span the entire Realm. For a full month, Islunneians have seen shooting stars filling the sky. They’re signs of divine favor bestowed upon chosen mortals. Meanwhile, tremors in Wakan shake the land, heralding the gods’ awakening and the stirring of ancient powers. And across the Realm, nervous whispers speak of haunting auroras dancing across the heavens. Does this not sound familiar to you, Priest?”

“Indeed, Lord Mor,” the Priest inclined his head slowly. “The colors of the auroras reflect the hues of the converging celestial bodies.” His gaze grew more intense, as if the mere utterance of celestial events conjured omens.

“The Convergence of the Trines is upon us,” Lord Mor said, a tinge of concern coloring his words. He recalled the ancient omen in vivid detail—a rare alignment of the three sacred moons, occurring only when the gods have declared war. “The Wakan shamans sensed the divine discord, their visions definitive. They know which gods have come into conflict.”

The Priest’s stare narrowed. “As do we. To answer your question, Eriu will bless the warrior who bears their rune. And as for who shall bear it, my companion has never failed in a prediction.”

“Praytel,” Lord Mor murmured, his voice barely a whisper. The name alone filled him with reverence and fear. Praytel, the legendary soothsayer, shrouded in secrecy and awe. Some said he was a spirit, others a sorcerer of unimaginable power. But I know the truth, he assured himself. I know the Eriu Rune grants Praytel his extraordinary abilities, a secret whispered among only the highest circles.

“Yes,” the Priest confirmed. “It begins in the thirty-fourth year, on the twenty-first day, at the thirteenth hour of His Majesty’s reign, when a small child will be abducted by a coven of the aggrieved. This moment will mark the arrival of a Saggarin in Mani. After eight years and five months, at the third hour past midday, this Saggarin will face a one-in-two chance of death. If he dies, a Scorsorai will claim the rune. If he survives, beyond one year’s time, the rune will come into his possession.”

Lord Mor leaned closer, the hem of his cloak sweeping the marble floor like the wings of a vulture. His voice soured as he spoke of the Scorsorai people. “Savages,” he grumbled with venom. 

“They’re more mortal than dragon anymore. Hardly the threat of legends,” the Priest said. 

A growl, almost instinctual, rumbled deep within Lord Mor. “I’d endure an afterlife in Scorsor’s hell before I see his children lord these lands.”

“Perhaps that fate is still avoidable.”

“Perhaps? And Praytel believes this Saggarin to be the Genieavesin’s chosen warrior?”

A crack of a grin pulled at the Priest’s thin lips. “It matters not. Praytel has resolved to keep the rune for himself.”

“He would deny the Genieavesin’s warrior?” Lord Mor’s voice resounded through the cavernous hall, crashing against the obscurity that grasped onto the dimly lit passageways. “What madness is this?” The thought burrowed under his skin. Has Praytel’s judgment truly given way to delusion? Would he dare challenge the Dinehin’s chosen warrior alone? Such recklessness could doom him, and these lands with him.

“There is reason behind it,” the Priest replied, his tone maddeningly calm. “This Saggarin... he will spurn the Genieavesin’s call.”

“What warrior would reject his destiny?”

“When matters of the heart are at stake, my lord, even destiny must yield.”

“Matters of the heart?” A brief doubt clouded Lord Mor’s thoughts. Could a heart truly weigh more than fate? His tone darkened. “If Praytel sincerely believes he can stand against a Scorsorai, marred by the Dinehin...” He let the words linger. How can he be so blind to the risks?

The Dinehin’s name alone appeared to cause the temple stones to quiver. The Priest beckoned Lord Mor nearer with a ringed finger. As they drew close, their scents mingled. The Priest’s breath was sour with cheap wine, while Lord Mor’s robe carried the earthy stench of the road.

The Priest’s eyes darted to the holy shrine, as if seeking absolution for the words he was about to utter. “We cannot allow such folly,” the Priest whispered. “Not when the alternative is so... desperate.”

A scant light gleamed in Lord Mor’s thoughts. Desperate times indeed. “Then there is still time. I shall leave Praytel to your... tender ministrations. Tell me, Priest, what name does this Saggarin bear?”

The Priest’s smile faded, replaced by a stern, knowing gaze. “Before I provide you with that information, I must confront a matter of allegiance.”

A low rumble stirred in his chest. “You dare question me?” The gall of this man is insufferable, he thought. He fought to contain his irritation.

“It is whispered that you are not all you claim to be, Lord Mor.”

“Then we share commonalities, Priest.”

“Now it is you who dares to question,” the Priest said. His brow remained firm, yet below the surface, a waver flashed across his posture, so subtle that only eyes as keen as Lord Mor’s could catch. Is he doubting himself or merely playing another angle? Lord Mor wondered, his mind whirring with calculations.

“I came upon the truth without aid from a soothsayer. So, now, Priest, you know the reach of my resources. Know that I serve no one but myself. My allegiance is to my own power and survival. Any other associations are solely a means to an end. We desire the same ends.”

The Priest’s eyes examined Lord Mor for any sign of deceit. After a long moment, he accepted the answer, albeit warily. “Your reach is impressive. But know this, Lord Mor: betrayal will not be tolerated.”

Lord Mor reached into the folds of his cloak, producing a heavy pouch that clinked with the unmistakable sound of gold. “Consider this a tithing,” he said. He took the pouch without hesitation. The gesture was fluid, too fluid—rehearsed, almost sacred.

“Very well,” the Priest said, eyeing Lord Mor one final time as if measuring him against some unseen scale. “The name of the Saggarin is...

***
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In the Caves of the Archfiend Mountains: In the 7th year of His Majesty, King Oxlinger XV’s reign. Lord Mor’s form dissolved into a sluggish river of crimson, the viscous blood gathering in shadowed pools. From the depths emerged a figure of taut muscle and red-stained skin—Mother Nyx, mistress of the coven.

Sweat-drenched bodies stirred from the cold stone floor. The evidence of the ritual’s carnal demands remained visible on their glistening skin. Seven men and seven women, entwined in fornication, had fulfilled the sacramental rite. Each bowed low, like flesh-tinged rubble circling a web meticulously painted with the blood of the sacrificed.

Mother Nyx had seen countless visions, but this one lingered, settling into her bones like a cold, inescapable presence. The image of Lord Mor haunted her. The cloak he wore radiated an almost familiar, ominous power. The cloak’s wearer is irrelevant, she told herself as she stepped from the crimson pool, blood rippling at her feet. A slight tremor quivered beneath her collarbone as she stiffened, forcing herself to focus. It’s the warrior who carries the rune that matters. It must hold powers beyond mere foresight. I should be the one to wield it—not a fucking Saggarin or Scorsorai.

With military-like discipline, the men, unadorned save for the grime of the cavern’s floor, rushed to wipe their mistress, Mother clean. She barely recorded their touch. Her thoughts lingered on the vision, on each subtle falter in Lord Mor’s posture. Desperation clung to him, but it was the Priest who reeked more of fear. 

They draped her in a robe of exquisite malevolence, spun from silken threads as delicate and lethal as a spider’s snare. To Mother Nyx, it was merely another layer, another mask to wear. Their duty done, the men scattered like rats before a predator’s talon. One by one, they vanished into the cave’s many halls.

A sneer curled her lips as she watched the last of the men slink off into the dark. They are rats! The thought made her grumble involuntarily. Filthy, scavenging animals. All were captured slaves, used solely in rituals. They were disposable; none would survive long. This was the natural order, and it was her duty to ensure it remained so.

Candlelight danced upon the coven sisters’ bare backs as their mistress mother’s cloak dragged past them. She vanished into the yawning shadows of the largest hall, the silence that followed was dead as a forgotten god.

As the coven mother stalked down the hall, she entered a chamber where the stench of blood and boiled flesh hung omnipresent. In the back corner, the sharp, acrid tang of arcane herbs lingered in the air, bitter and musty akin to crushed roots steeped in venom. The space was dominated by spider-like furnishings that appeared to crawl in the quivering light.

A murky blue fire gyrated in the cauldron, casting warped shadows on the ancient walls. Inside, troll remains churned in a viscous, bloodied whirl, sending wisps of vapor spiraling into the dim expanse. Furniture twisted from the bones of long-dead beasts stood around it, dulled and long bereft of polish. Spider-legged chairs surrounded a web-like table etched with skulls and arcane symbols, gleaming faintly with dark magic. Against the far wall loomed a throne of petrified arachnid remains, its empty sockets and tangled legs radiating a sense of inherent menace.

Mother Nyx sank into the throne. Cold stone. Grounding. A necessary stillness before she called what stirred beyond. Once settled, she began chanting incantations in a language as old as time, her voice chittering, the words creeping from her lips like a mantis. Each syllable resonated in the air, sinking into the walls and reverberating through the ground. The dark energies she summoned were more than just spells or enchantments; they were elemental forces, raw and untamed, bound only by the will of those powerful enough to control them.

As she recited, the chamber grew dim. The temperature dropped. A chill seeped into the bones. Even the soil beneath her feet trembled in response to her summons. The cauldron at the center of the room began to bubble more furiously, its contents a seething mass of viscous liquid that emitted a faint, phosphorescent glow. 

Mother Nyx’s eyes gleamed with an unnatural light. Each breath stoked something unholy—terror, ecstasy, purpose. This was not just a ritual; it was a communion with the deepest shadows, a pact with the primal forces lurking in the world’s hidden depths. As the sinister powers coalesced around her, she knew she was tapping into something far greater than herself—something that could either bring her ultimate victory or consume her entirely.

Out of the cauldron, effervescent tendrils twisted into a vaporous visage. The apparition took the form of a fierce Scorsorai woman, her sneer sharp, eyes impatient, and hair wild as if storm-tossed. Though hazy and translucent, her features were unmistakable. A tattoo of a dragon’s malevolent maw stretched down the bridge of her nose, while its wings curled around her head, framing her sleek jawline.

Mother Nyx rose from her seat, bending as deeply as her trembling body allowed. “Airsil-hime, our ritual has ended. Lord Mor has formed an alliance with the Priest,” she said. The idea sprang again in her mind: Why have the Dinehin forced us to bow before a vile Scorsorai? Why favor one of their ill-descended ilk?

Airsil-hime’s growl rippled down Mother Nyx’s vertebra like a thousand needles. With impatient dissatisfaction, she said, “That worm’s cunt will be dealt with. What else did the ritual reveal? Who is the Genieavesin’s chosen?”

“My Lady, the fated rune-bearer is Saggarin.”

“A fucking mud eater?” Airsil-hime’s sneer twisted her lips, exposing her dagger-like incisors. “The Genieavesin’s indifference is an insult. If they think a Swamp Elf can stand against me...”

“That might not be required, my lady.”

“Explain,” Airsil-hime said. Her tone was laced with amusement.

With deliberate solemnity, Mother Nyx revealed the intricate details of the visions brought forth by the ritual, each word laden with the significance of dark prophecy.

“Praytel may be resolute, but the gods impose their will regardless. We must kill this Swamp Elf before he takes possession of the rune,” Airsil said.

Mother Nyx’s lips curled into a sinister smile. “After eight years and five months, at the third hour past midday, this Saggarin has a one-in-two chance of death,” she repeated. “That day is but a fortnight away. I will ensure his death becomes a certainty.”

“I leave it to you, Mother Nyx. My family is a greater threat to our cause. I’ll see to them.”

With that, Airsil-hime’s form began to dissipate. The vaporous Scorsorai wavered, her features blurring as the vapor unraveled. Her eyes, wild with madness, hovered like a curse long after her figure had vanished. The spectral tendrils spun and twisted, losing their shape until they became nothing but a thin, ephemeral mist that drifted back into the cauldron. Quiet settled over the room. Airsil’s words resonated in her head, but beneath them, deeper still, was the understanding that the gods’ will was rarely straightforward. I must act swiftly, but with care. One misstep could doom our Sisterhood.
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​Chapter 3: The Chaser and the Chased
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Outside the City of Mani: Elter’s rage burned hotter than his wounds, but the cursed luck that had dogged him all day struck again. The goblin vanished into the shadows, leaving him with nothing but the bitter taste of frustration. He scoured the craggy outcropping, eyes scanning the darkness. Each deliberate step showed his growing impatience. The fire in his wounds outmatched his rage. Pain had a way of underlining the stakes. This wasn’t just a hunt. It was his reputation, his livelihood, and his one threadbare chance to prove himself worthy of the one person who didn’t think him a complete failure. Lose the roads to the goblins, and he’d lose everything.

“Find value in your losses, Elter. They teach you what wins can’t.”

His beloved Rol had said it just this morning. More skepticism than wisdom, perhaps. Still, if that were true, this cursed hunt ought to be worth a fucking fortune.

The soft clatter of pebbles from his flank drew his attention. A child-sized creature with a greasy metallic luster and patches of ashen fur shifted within the cavities of the rocks.

“There’s that ‘grizzled scrotum’,” Elter said beneath his breath.

The goblin spun around, its long ears flattening as eyes like lava widened above spasming, leather-black lips. It hissed through sharp, blood-marred teeth, standing upright on two thin, scale-covered legs. A glint of cunning gleamed in its feral gaze as its obsidian claws sliced the air in a warning arc. Elter glanced toward the goblin’s three companions, who lay face down, bleeding in the dirt near the opening of an abandoned mine. Despite their resistance, they had all fallen within a heartbeat of each other, thanks to his sorcery.

Elter’s fists tightened. He glared at the remaining rock goblin. At least he’d caught sight of it before the little bastard could ambush him. As he prepared to strike, the goblin screeched and darted into the mine’s maw.

“That mine can’t save you,” Elter growled. He tore open his small traveler’s bag and drew out a torch. With deft precision, he struck the flint, and a spark caught. Flames sputtered to life. “But it’ll hide your demise better than nobles disposing of a whore after an orgy,” he muttered.

Elter pulled at the rough weave of his tunic, grimacing. Tough as old boots, but not much use against goblin claws. Still, the coin from this hunt would buy something with a bit more steel in it. Stepping carefully, he cleared the mine entrance of a few last strands of spider silk—no sense letting the little bastards think they’d retaken their territory just yet.

Down into the muck he went, boots squelching with every step. The light of his torch flickered, sending fleeting shadows dancing along the walls. Damp earth and something rotten grasped the air, tight enough to choke a man. Sunlight vanished behind him, and his breath started coming heavier. The gods of nature had been busy. Roots and mud had nearly sealed the place, cutting him off from the fresh air above.

Elter paused, wiping the sweat from his brow. The walls felt like they were closing in, the darkness pressing down harder with every passing moment. Is this goblin luring me someplace I don’t want to be? He tightened his grip on the torch, the words of his employer ringing in his ears. "The roads must remain safe. Failure means losing everything. A huntsman who can’t keep his territory clear isn’t a huntsman at all."

Standing at the edge of the abyss, Elter’s eyes strained against the gloom. Then came a sound, just ahead—liquid disturbance, like something moving through a stagnant pool. There, barely visible in the wavering light, the goblin’s scrawny tail slithered into the darkness. The creature let out a high-pitched squeal and scurried away, vanishing into the corridor.

Elter gritted his teeth. Alright, you paltry shit. Let’s see what other nasty surprises you’ve got in store.

Peril’s icy tongue flicked Elter’s neck as he watched the creature retreat into the blackness. This was not your usual mine. His stomach churned, and the strands of hair on his body stood on end. Malignant cold seeped through the burrow, as though something wicked lurked in the depths. From the murk came a soft moan, and he fought the impulse to withdraw. He furrowed his brow in defiance. Never before had he failed to kill his prey, and today would be no different. A raw, burning determination reignited within him, forcing him to press on. The creeping sense of dread seized him, but he shoved it aside, refusing to entertain it as anything more than paranoia.

But before he could take another step, the torch’s flaring palpitations unsettled a colony of bats, sending them spiraling from their roost in a storm of wings. They dove from the ceiling as he ducked, shielding his head. He watched their frantic escape, a shiver running through him as he noticed a small splatter of guano on his sleeve.

“His majesty’s tits,” he cursed.

Once more, he delved headlong into the depths. The moist soil hardened beneath his feet, fracturing with each footfall. He had trudged for what seemed like an eternity before a dead end finally halted his progress. Holding up his torch, he discovered a boarded-off room with words painted across the barrier: Danger! Go no further. The warning barely registered as he began tearing at the fragile old wood, breaking it away from the support beams. The wood cracked, and rusty nails whined, their sounds echoing down the corridor.

Elter, you swamp rat, he thought bitterly. It was the name his people gave him when they banished him to the deep swamps. This mine was abandoned for a reason. But the thought of turning back, of going home with nothing to show for his efforts, stung worse than a hornet’s nest. Failure wasn’t an option, not now, not when so much was riding on this.

Gritting his teeth, Elter pushed on through the narrow gap he’d cleared. And that’s when he saw it. A subtle movement flickered in the corner of his eye. He whirled, heart pounding, and there it was. The dark presence that had been troubling his steps, just out of sight.

A woman, if you could call it that. Floating there, a specter with tattered rags for hair and eyes like bottomless pits of anguish. Shackles had left their mark on her, deep gouges in wrists and neck, and a cursed rune glowed on her chest like a malevolent heartbeat. But the worst was the gash in her belly, a weeping wound crawling with maggots and gods knew what else. And below the waist, she simply... faded away, like the lower half of her body had never existed at all.

“Bless my puckered...” Elter breathed, the words barely audible over the pounding of his own pulse. Whatever this wretch was, it reeked of dark gods. The kind that got good men killed.

But he couldn’t turn back now. Not when he'd come this far. Taking a steadying breath, he held the torch forward and pressed on into the gloom, eyes straining to pierce the darkness ahead.

“Have you seen my baby? The witches—they took my baby,” she spoke in an eerie, distressed voice.

Elter’s heart quickened, his body going numb with fear as her unnatural essence rooted him to the spot. He had faced terrors before, but none had suffocated his nerves like this haunting presence.

The woman glided nearer, her hands clasped over her left chest as if cradling her own heart.

“They took my baby from me. I know my baby is near, but I cannot...” She paused, then let out a bone-chilling moan that resounded down the mine like a death knell.

Elter’s throat tightened, his voice unsteady as he forced himself to respond. “I haven’t seen a child or any witches,” he replied cautiously.

“There are witches!” she screamed.

The tremor in his limbs was now unstoppable. “I won’t keep you from your search, madam.” Elter said as he backed out of the room, his mind racing. This was not an ordinary spirit. Something far more diabolical was at play. She faded, only to reappear behind him, blocking his exit.

“And you would leave a grieving mother to search alone? What kind of gentleman are you? You’re not even human with those pointy ears, are you?”

Elter turned to face her. He took a dozen steps back. “I am a Saggarin Elf.”

“A frog fucker on the plains?” she cackled. “What’s your name, frog fucker?”

Bigoted and terrifying. Perfect! “I am called Elter, Elter from Saggara.” He hesitated, gauging her reaction. “Perhaps if I could look for your child outside the mine, I might—”

“My baby is here. We must...” She moaned again, a sound that vibrated through the stones. “We must find my baby.” Her eyes flared crimson like flames. “How do I know you are not a witch, seeking to distract me so I cannot find my baby?”

“I came here to track a goblin, madam, nothing more. I’m a huntsman of the land’s lord.”

“A fucking lie,” she spat.

Elter’s mind whirled, desperate for an escape. “No, I would not lie. Permit me to aid you in locating your child. I shall search outside the mine. Allow me this task,” he said.

“You devious frog fucker. You shall not distract me.” Her eyes fixated on him, burning with intensity. “I’ve killed before those who try to leave without finding my baby.” She raised her transparent arm, pointing to the back of the room. There, half-buried in the slush, lay the goblin he had chased, its lifeless body resting beside a pile of human bones.

Elter’s thoughts raced, panic and determination clashing within him. His only chance to escape the mine alive lay in the fury that coursed through his veins, a power that had grown fiercer and more controllable with time. Sorcery was his birthright, a virtue few possessed. His ancestors whispered in his blood, urging him to harness the raw, wild force that had become his lifeline.

With a deep, shuddering breath, he began to summon power from the endless void, every ounce of anger and wrath he had ever felt converging in that moment. The panic threatening to consume him was pushed aside, supplanted by a burning resolve. His senses heightened, and the surrounding darkness dwindled. His wide, maddened eyes reflected the icy blue glow that emanated from his hand, casting a brilliant, eerie light upon the glimmering walls of the mine. The cold crackled with his fury, a distinct force that made the follicles on his arms stand on end.

He focused on the woman, her excited gaze shifting to one of curious intrigue as she sensed the power building within him. Her spectral form shimmered in the eerie glow, her eyes dark and fathomless. Every muscle in his body constricted as he gathered the force, the very space around him seeming to hum with tension.

With a guttural cry, Elter released a searing wave that tore through the stillness like a lightning strike. The wild beam pierced the ghostly woman’s form. Vaporous waves distorted her as the energy passed through and struck the mine’s ceiling with a deafening explosion. Fragments of rock and dust rained down, the ceiling groaning under the impact.

As the debris settled, the room filled with a thick, choking smoke. Elter squinted through the haze, searching for any sign of the specter’s form dissipating. Instead, she stood before him, untouched and more furious than before. Her eyes, now blazing with an unholy light, locked onto his.

Elter's muscles coiled, ready to spring, but the blast of energy he hurled at the translucent woman had about as much effect as pissing in the wind. His chest tightened with a sinking realization that his magic, his one true lifeline, was as useless as a eunuch in a brothel.

“Devious witchery!" The woman’s voice seemed to echo from every corner of the cramped tunnel, laced with a madness that scraped at the edges of Elter’s sanity. She drifted closer, features twisted in a mockery of amusement. “Let’s see how long I can keep you breathing before your blood freezes.”

Shit, shit, shit. Elter’s mind raced, sifting desperately for any way out of this nightmare. But no matter how he turned it over, the cold, hard truth wouldn’t budge—he was trapped down here, alone, with a vengeful spirit that cared less for his pathetic magic than a starving dog cares for table scraps.

The ghostly figure’s approach sent a chill through him, her presence seeming to draw the very air out of the atmosphere, leaving him gasping, his determination teetering on the brink of collapse. Merciful favus, how do I flee from this foul bitch?

A ragged tremor ran through him, despair tightening its grip like a vice. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Just him, the dying torch, and the thing that had once been human, closing in for the kill.

***
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The continent of Islunnia: In the 10th year of the Great Frost’s Age. Kaiya shot across the frozen expanse. Her boots crunched through the snow, while the frozen ground resisted her every frantic stride. Her breath swirled, merging with the bitter air like a dying spirit. The wind lashed her exposed skin with a merciless, biting touch. She barely registered the sting. Her mind narrowed to a single purpose: outrun them. Survive. The ceremonial horns still rang in her ears as she fled. Meanwhile, her ornate wedding furs snagged on brambles and thorns. She had done the unthinkable, defying the sacred tradition of arranged marriages that bound her people for generations.

The Matchmaker, revered as the most powerful figure in their land, would not forgive this betrayal. Behind her, the shouts of the warriors grew louder. Six voices, diluted with outrage. What have I done? The question besieged her mind, but she shoved it away. Not now, ask questions later.

Kaiya soared over a fallen tree, her senses attuned to every sound, every shift in the air. Relentless footfalls signaled the warriors’ approach. She needed shelter, somewhere to regroup and plan her next move. Her thoughts swirled, searching for an escape. There has to be a way.

As dusk descended, the temperature plunged. The screaming wind whipped up snow, blurring her vision and making her path even more treacherous. Yet, with the blizzard came a small advantage; her tracks would vanish almost as quickly as they formed. She stumbled over hidden obstacles, her limbs stiffened, cold leeching the strength from her muscles.

The crunch of footsteps split the silence. Too close. A soldier, no doubt, slicing through the underbrush like a wolf on the hunt. She stifled a gasp and darted behind a cluster of firs, her breath quickening, sending puffy clouds into the sky. The frenzied snow made a wall of white that could hide her—though not for long.

The dagger felt insignificant in her hand. A hunter’s tool, meant for the quick dispatch of a rabbit or the careful skinning of a deer, not for facing down a man clad in steel. Yet here she was, knowing the fear a hunted animal feels. The shadows were her only allies. Each crunch of boots on the frozen earth was a hammer blow to her heart. Closer. Closer. She drew a ragged breath, tasting the bite of fear.

He emerged from the snowstorm, towering like a glacial mammoth in both form and presence. His armor glinted under a thick layer of frost, and a sword was strapped to his back with the power to cleave her in two. His breath came in plumes, a beast in the cold, and his eyes, like frozen chips of stone, scanned the trees, narrowing as they swept over her.

Kaiya held her breath as the world contracted into that single, fragile moment. Please, gods... let him pass. He hadn’t seen her. Yet. But he would.

And he did.

His gaze locked onto her, his lips curling into a snarl. "There you are." Before she could flee, he lunged, iron grip closing around her arm with bone-crushing force. “You think you can run forever?”

Panic surged through her, tightening her chest. Kaiya twisted violently, desperation fueling her movements, but his hold only clamped tighter, dragging her toward him as if she weighed nothing. This is it. The dagger slipped from her grasp as her hands shook with fear. She slashed wildly, the blade glancing off his gauntlet, leaving nothing more than a shallow cut. He barely flinched.

“Enough of that,” he growled, and with a savage jerk, slammed her back against a tree. Snow landed on her face as the collision tore through her coat and pushed the breath out of her lungs.

Don’t give up! Her thoughts tumbled, frantic, the icy air stinging her lungs as she struggled in his iron grip. She thought back to the moves her mother taught her—the ancestor’s combat dance. Her mind raced, trying to recall every step, every shift of balance, as if it could save her now.

She let her legs go limp, pretending to surrender. The fight drained from her body as her arms sagged, her breaths shallow and desperate. The soldier grunted, his grip loosening just slightly—just enough.

Kaiya twisted, ducking low, attempting to slip free, but her movement came too early, her panic too eager. The soldier anticipated it. His free hand shot out, catching her by the throat. His fingers closed around her neck like a vice, and with a growl, he slammed her back into the tree, bark biting into her skin as snow fell around them.

She gasped, pain flaring down her spine, his hand crushing her airway. As she clawed at his arm, her vision began to swim. Frosted abyss! This can’t be happening.

“You’re not slipping away that easily,” he snarled, leaning in, his breath hot against her face despite the freezing air. “You’re coming back. Even if I have to break your bones to carry you.”

The dagger was still in her hand, useless against his brute strength. Desperation hewed at her insides as his grip tightened, squeezing the life out of her.

He’s too big. Too fast.

Her mother’s voice replayed in her mind. Stay calm, find the opening. But where was the opening? His body was too close, too strong, pinning her in place. Her limbs were losing their strength.

Then she saw it.

An unexpected glint—serrated ice hung from the tree, just above his head. The branches were slumped down with snow, brittle from the freeze. One good strike might bring it down.

Kaiya’s eyes grew strained. She could not breathe; there was no room for uncertainty. She gripped the dagger in both hands, raising it high, and slammed it into the tree above her head. The blade struck deep, a crack splitting through the brittle wood. The weight of the ice shifted, just enough to dislodge a chunk from the branch.

It fell.

The solid mass of ice smashed into the back of the soldier’s head with a sickening crunch. His eyes stretched wide in shock, his grip loosening as he staggered, dazed by the blow. For an instant, his balance wavered.

Kaiya gasped for breath, her throat burning as air flooded back into her lungs. She seized the chance, slipping from his grasp as he stumbled forward.

But it wasn’t over yet.

The soldier roared as his body lurched while reaching for her again. His boot caught on an exposed root, hidden beneath the snow, sending him crashing down. He flailed, trying to catch himself, but the icy ground betrayed him. His skull struck the frozen earth with a thunderous crack.

The world briefly stilled.

A gust howled through the trees, and Kaiya stood over his motionless body, chest heaving, every muscle convulsing. Not dead. I should end him. No! I haven’t the stomach for that. But he wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon.  Goddess Nimue, let him stay down.

Her breath came in ragged gasps, each one colder than the last, as though the storm itself was trying to claw her back.

Then she heard it—a low rumble, faint at first, but growing louder. The wind carried with it the sound of heavy footfalls. More soldiers. Her stomach turned to ice. She had only delayed the inevitable.

Kaiya turned, squinting through the blizzard. There she spotted it. The dark mouth of a cave, barely visible through the white fury. Shelter. A chance. Thank you my goddess!

She didn’t look back at the fallen soldier. She couldn’t afford to. Her legs were weak, trembling beneath her, but she forced them to move, stumbling through the snow. The dagger shook in her hand, her knuckles white with strain as she gripped it, her only defense.

I’ll never go back. The thought surged through her, as sharp as a blade. Not to him. Not to Torvik. I swear it.

The name Torvik was a scar that never fully healed, a tender spot that ached with every memory, every thought, every whispered word. The man she had been promised to, the man who had marked her future with violence. She could still see his sneering face, feel his hands like iron shackles, his breath hot with threats.

This kind of violence was the reason she ran. This is why I fly.

Her vision swam, exhaustion clawing at her body with every step, but her mind held firm. I’ll die before I go back to him. She imagined Torvik’s hands closing around her throat, pictured the smirk on his face when he dragged her back to the cage she’d barely escaped. He’ll not touch me again.

Despite the harsh and merciless wind, she managed to push through it. The monster won’t have me. Not now. Not ever.

The cave loomed closer, and with one final burst of strength, Kaiya threw herself inside, the darkness swallowing her whole. She collapsed to her knees, breathless, body aching, but alive. The storm howled outside, and somewhere in the distance, the soldiers’ shouts echoed faintly.

Inside the cave, the scant warmth did little to chase away the chill. Debris littered the back wall: twigs, brittle leaves, and strands of dead vines woven into forgotten patterns by time. The space was cramped, barely enough for two to huddle together. The biting wind, dulled but persistent, seeped through unseen fissures, carrying with it a ghostly wail. Kaiya collapsed onto the frozen ground, her chest heaving, each breath a desperate rasp. Tremors wracked her frame, exhaustion threatening to drag her under. The ice in her veins mirrored the frost that rimed the air. She was here, but safety still felt like a distant dream. She hadn’t escaped yet.

Outside, the soldiers stirred. The sound of muffled voices, the clang of metal as they roused the fallen one, his groans of pain echoing through the night. They were searching for her. Hunting her. The clatter of boots crunching through snow. Too close, far too close. The strength of the storm couldn’t mask them.

She crawled deeper into the cave, her back pressed against the stone wall. Her breath rasped too loud, her heart hammering louder still. If they found her, she wouldn’t stand a chance. She had no fight left. Nothing.

Over the entrance to the cave, the snow had accumulated deeply. Perhaps it would be sufficient. She might not be discovered here. Perhaps they wouldn’t drag her back.

Her fingers brushed the flint tucked away in her cloak. Start a fire? Her thoughts twisted, frantic. No, too dangerous. Too exposed. They’d see the smoke. They’d see the light. They’d come. But without warmth, she’d freeze. Already, her fingers were numb, her lips cracked and dry, her body shivering uncontrollably. But if she tried... they’d find her.

Outside, the search went on. The sound of their voices drifted closer, louder. One called out, his voice rough, frustrated. “She has to be here somewhere! Find her!”

They were coming.

Her breath hitched in her throat. Stay still. Stay quiet. She hugged her knees to her chest, curled herself as small as she could, like an animal burrowing for warmth, for safety. The cave was dark, but not dark enough. Her pulse thrummed in her ears, louder than the wind. Louder than the soldiers. They could hear it. They have to.

Another voice. “No tracks past this point. She’s gone.” But the boots crunched closer, still searching, still coming.

Time stretched, an eternity frozen in the dark. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think beyond the pounding terror in her chest. Not like this. Not here. Not back to him.

Then, finally, the voices began to fade. The footsteps grew distant, muffled by the snowstorm. Gone. They had given up. After a while, a long, slow while, silence fell.

Her muscles unclenched. A cold ache settled in her bones, deeper than the cold in the air. Alive. But barely. She let out a shuddering breath, teeth chattering uncontrollably. But the cold. The cold would finish what they had failed to do.

Her hand reached for the flint again. Now’s the time. Now she could risk it.

The wood she carried was damp, barely usable, the kindling scarce and weak. Her fingers were clumsy and stiff from the cold. She struck the flint once. Twice. A third time. Nothing. Her fingers slipped.

Again.

The spark sputtered and died before it had a chance to catch. Again. Nothing. Her body was numbing too fast.

Focus. You have to. Focus.

She tried again, but her hands wouldn’t cooperate, wouldn’t obey her. The flint slipped from her grasp, falling into the snow beneath her.

Damn it!

She fumbled for it, the fear settling deeper now. The fear of what would happen if she failed again. If the fire didn’t start. If she couldn’t keep warm. She struck the flint, once more, harder this time. The spark leapt, flickered, and vanished.

Nothing.

Her breaths were ragged gasps now. Panic rose in her throat, choking her. She hit the flint again, desperate now, slamming it with trembling hands, her heart pounding louder than the storm. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing!

The night deepened. The wind howled louder. The air grew colder, biting, burning. Her body trembled violently now, every muscle spasming, unable to stop the shaking. She wouldn’t survive this. She couldn’t. Not without the fire.

Her limbs felt heavy, numb. The cold seeped into her bones, wrapping itself around her heart, dragging her down, deeper into the frozen dark. She gathered the meager debris—loose leaves and dried vegetation blown into the cave—and wrapped it around her shivering frame.

She couldn’t think of anything else now. Nothing but the cold, the fire that wouldn’t come, the heat slipping away from her with each passing breath. Sleep pulled at her, seductive, insistent. No. She shook her head, teeth chattering, her body curling tighter, as if that would somehow keep her alive.

She was afraid to close her eyes. Afraid of what the cold would do if she did. Afraid that she wouldn’t wake again.

She couldn’t sleep. She had to stay awake. Stay awake. Stay alive.

But it was so hard. So hard to fight the pull of it. The heaviness. The numbness spreading, spreading like the cold.

Kaiya huddled at the back of the cave. Her body shook, shivered, spasmed uncontrollably, as the night crept in, darker and colder, freezing her from the inside out.

The storm raged outside, and inside, she waited. She knew she would not survive the night, a gentle drift into slumber from which she’d never wake. And so, her eyes shut and the blackness came.

***
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Her eyes opened as a gasp escaped her lips. Where am I?

The light of dawn broke through the cave’s entrance with a stinging light. Kaiya shivered, her body brittle from the long, frozen night. She had survived. Not dead? Why? How? Somehow I lived. No soldiers. No chains. Not yet. But the fear remained, lodged deep inside her, like an arrow that hadn’t been removed.

She forced herself up, though her legs were numb. Her entire body shook as she moved toward the mouth of the cave. Everything outside felt sharp. The sun. The chill. The quiet. And perhaps the quiet was the most deceptive of all. The soldiers could, and likely would, come back.

As she gazed off into the distance, her thoughts returned to the decisions that had led her here. Mere hours ago, they’d lifted the Ancestral Chalice to her lips. Sacred. Inevitable. And now, those same people hunted her, her kin transformed into wolves. Her pulse quickened as the reality of her decision led her down a path from which there was no return. I loved them, I honored their customs. But I won’t be broken for the sake of their tradition. She’d refuse to be bent into the shape of a dutiful wife, molded by a society that cared not for who she was, only for what it expected her to become.

They’d called her a traitor before she’d even fled. The council’s edict came down swift and brutal, like a thunderstrike. Her family had begged for mercy, but the Elders were unforgiving. Return her to face judgment. Weave her punishment into the Great Tapestry, where it will stay for all time. She could almost feel the heat of their words, cremating her beneath their inevitability.

Torvik’s name shook her more than the morning’s ice. His hand on her throat, his grip on other, more sensitive parts of her body. How could they expect her to endure his kind of violence? Her fingers curled into a fist. This is what I refused to accept.

The thought had plagued her all night, gnawing at her like the cold: Was it worth it? Could I have stayed? Could I have endured it, sacrificed everything for them? No. She knew the answer too well. The Matchmaker had hated her from the beginning, arranging that cruel marriage like a final punishment. You won’t break me. A pox upon your shaky hands.

The forest stretched out ahead of her, wide and empty. Behind her, everything she knew—her people, her family, the traditions she had been raised with. But ahead... ahead was freedom. She’d carve it out of whatever land she found herself in. The south, the heat, the foreign lands—it didn’t matter. Whatever lay ahead couldn’t be worse than what she’d left behind.

Her steps felt heavier than the snow beneath them. But she pushed forward, one foot sinking deep, then the other. Every step was a betrayal, every step a rejection of everything she’d been taught. But it was a step toward survival. Toward freedom.

I will survive, she told herself. I’ll make my way south. Her nails dug into her palms. I’ll thrive, and I’ll find a way to live, far from the life they’d arranged for me. She couldn’t go back. She wouldn’t.

With a deep breath, she turned from the cave and the frozen world she had known. The south called her forward. Dangerous, but hers to claim.
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​Chapter 4: In the Grips of Darkness
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In the Caves of the Archfiend Mountains: The cave wrenched and sprawled like a wyrmcrawl. Its vast halls twisted into darkness and were illuminated only by spectral blue flames that caressed the walls. At the heart of the cavern, the throne room was steeped in a silence that curdled the environment.

A fresh stain darkened the center. Blood pooled there. Moments before, Mother Nyx’s whip sliced through the air. Its vicious crack still echoed faintly in the chamber. Now, only a broken man remained. He stood as evidence, the undeniable example every slave would remember. The slaves cowered back to their corners, heads bowed low, avoiding her glances.

Fucking scavengers! As though it were not hardship enough to feed our swelling ranks of sisters, now I must contend with thievery as well. 

With a flick of her wrist, Mother Nyx gestured for three coven sisters to drag away the limp body of the punished slave. They moved awkwardly, struggling to haul his dead weight, their hands slipping on the blood-slick flesh as they pulled him from the chamber. His low, pitiful moans echoed down the darkened corridor. Distant shadows seemed to consume the sound. 

The rats will eat what I give them.

Mother Nyx’s eyes narrowed on the remaining silhouettes. She motioned to the door. “Out of my sight!” she roared. The remaining slaves flinched and scrambled out of the room as fast as their blistered, bloodied feet would allow.

Mother Nyx brooded on her throne. The melanite folds of her robe pooled around her like ink spilling into shadows. Her gaze swept the room, a quiet command embedded in her presence, born of fear and unquestioned obedience.

I don’t hate them, a whisper stirred beneath the mask she couldn’t afford to drop. I fear what they’ll make of us, if we don’t become something harder. Something sacred.

She dismissed the thought with a blink. Beside her, a staff holster lay abandoned on the floor as if it had been carelessly discarded. Her staff stood upright, its wicked spiked tip gleaming with thirst for carnage.

How long had it been, she mused, since I last tore flesh from an enemy’s bones with this staff? Her jaw tightened. Ruling meant enduring endless petty grievances and mind-numbing rituals. It was a far cry from the visceral joy of direct, bloody action. A toll I shall bear, she reminded herself. For now, I must protect my sisterhood. But gods, how I miss crushing my enemies beneath my boot.

She seized her staff and slammed it against the stone floor with a sharp crack. The sound echoed through the chamber like the snap of a neck. From the recesses, Sister Mother Mourgha slithered forward, her presence draining warmth from the chamber. Mourgha’s name passed through the coven in hushed tones, as if invoking it invited misfortune, laden with deeds too horrid to be spoken aloud. She was the one who did what others could not stomach.

“Sister Mother Mourgha,” Mother Nyx said. “Walk with me.”

Mourgha bowed. Her spine held too straight, her muscles too tight. 

Mother Nyx passed and she rose to follow without a word. Along the walls, the flames danced in uneasy spirals, echoing the tension neither dared name. As they walked, Mother Nyx’s hand found hers. First a brush. Then fingers laced. A silent vow in flesh.

“You seem troubled, my love,” Mother Nyx said, her voice carrying an unusual warmth.

“It’s that eerie bitch, Airsil-hime. I despise bowing to her whims. Must we be her damned pawns?”

“The Scorsorai are a wretched lot,” Mother Nyx muttered. Her lips curled in scorn. “My father, when he wasn’t drowning in drink or taking his pleasure with me, would grumble about his dealings with Scorsorai sea merchants.” She hissed the words, as though the memory of him soured her mouth. “He never shut up about their vile origins.”

Her father’s gravelly voice bedeviled her psyche. “They believe they were brought into this world on the back of a god-dragon named Scorso,” he’d say. “For a thousand years, Scorso ruled the continent, devouring all who opposed him and his progeny until his sister, Lasro, banished him underground. She gathered his offspring onto one land, tore it from the mainland, and tried to tame them. All but the royal family lost their dragon eyes and fury—but if you ask me, they’re all still beasts!”

“I don’t care about their vile origins,” Mourgha snapped. “I care about how vile their presence is to our Sisterhood.”

Mother Nyx sighed. “We all serve a higher power. The Dinehin demands hardships, and we must endure them.”

Mourgha stopped and swiveled to face her. “But at what cost, my love? How many more hardships must we bear? How much more suffering must we endure?”

Mother Nyx’s grip tightened. “There are so few paths for women the Realm has discarded. We’ve found a way to seize power.” Displeasure crept across her face. “Every step toward power exacts its toll. This, like all our hardships, is a load we must carry.”

As she spoke, her mind returned to the blood sacrifices that had stained her hands. She remembered how the lifeblood of countless beasts had erupted from their bodies, spilling in torrents as if the very essence of their being couldn’t escape fast enough. But it was the sacrifices of intelligent beings that granted the most power. Their innocence amplified the dark magic. The purer the soul, the greater the potency.

The men, she mused, their riddance is good. Yet the Dinehin demands a frightful equivalence. Gods, how I loathe sacrificing the virginal women and girls!

Yet, she thought bitterly, worse than the bloodletting are the filthy carnal acts I’ve had to endure. Every repulsive touch, every violation, dragged her back to the fraternal abuse of her adolescence. These acts were far more than repugnant; they tore at her soul, leaving scars deeper than any blade.

She had endured it all in her relentless pursuit of power. Each ritual etched a scar into her body and soul, sapping her vitality like a flower caught in winter’s relentless grasp. It’s not only me, she reminded herself. All of us wither a little with each rite. Though this transformation rendered them grotesque, it extended their lives unnaturally and imbued them with a strength that defied their deteriorating forms.

Her once radiant skin had turned ghostly and papery, stretched tight over the sinewy strength hidden beneath. She was gaunt, with sunken cheeks and shadowed eyes. Yet her grip could shatter bone, and her steps vibrated with a disturbing force. Her fingernails, once pristine, were now brittle and darkened. They threatened to break at the lightest touch. Strands of hair, thin and brittle, clung desperately to her scalp. They fell away in clumps each time she ran a hand through them. Her teeth, once bright, had grown dull, some cracked from clenching through nights of endless suffering. And her eyes, once vibrant, were now bloodshot and sunken, with an otherworldly gleam—a haunting glow that betrayed both the horrors she had endured and the power she commanded.

Years of rituals had devoured innumerable fragments of her soul, leaving behind a hollow shell filled with a force stronger than the failing flesh it animated. The warmth she reserved for her coven sisters remained. It was but a sliver of compassion in a heart grown cold. Yet, joy and laughter had withered, choked out by a relentless purpose that now defined her existence. 

The outside world, with its fleeting pleasures and empty promises, no longer stirred anything but disdain within her. She found herself driven by a different kind of satisfaction—a need to impose her will upon those beyond her coven, to revel in the power that made others tremble. It was a twisted form of joy, but in that decay, she found strange comfort, knowing her brittle body still wielded a strength that no untouched soul could ever fathom.

“Are these discomforts any greater than what we endured before we ascended to lead this?” Mourgha’s voice trembled with emotion.

“Every Sister in this coven suffers,” Mother Nyx exclaimed. “But now, we have a purpose. We have power.”

Mourgha’s tone softened, though doubt still sat within it. “And what is our ultimate goal? To live forever in the shadows?”

“The goal remains unchanged,” Mother Nyx replied. “To bring material dominance to the Realm. The Dinehin has promised it. We aren’t enduring for the sake of endurance. We strive for a future where we no longer hide, where we can reshape the world in our image.”

Mourgha nodded slowly, absorbing the words. “I trust you. I always have. But the burden of these hardships crushes me at times.”

Mother Nyx cupped Mourgha’s face. Their foreheads touched in a tender moment. “I know, my love. But we must stay resolute. For each other, and for those who will follow us.”

They walked in sync, hands intertwined, entering a chamber draped in shimmering beetle-wing silks and trembling candlelight. Faded banners bearing forgotten heraldry hung motionless from the vaulted ceiling, nearly overtaken by centuries of moss.

Mother Nyx turned to Mourgha. Her voice softened as she spoke. “Before we lie together, there is another matter to discuss. Tomorrow, I need you to undertake an important task. Take nine of our finest pets, five Sisters, and Ramiko. Go to the city of Mani and gather sacrifices and slaves for our rituals. You will oversee the slave cart.”

Disappointment streaked across Mourgha’s face. “I’d rather lead one of the sacrifice carts.”

“Not this time. But you will have your fun. It’s been ordained that a male Saggarin will be among the prisoners. Put him in your cart and, once outside the city, kill him immediately.”

“Why not offer him as a sacrifice at one of our strongholds?”

“And risk inviting the gods to assert their wills? It’s too dangerous!” Mother Nyx’s voice sharpened with urgency. “I trust only you to kill him swiftly.”

“I will. But let me also lead a sacrifice cart, so I can kill him and more.”

“No, damn you! I cannot afford to lose you for a full month. When you deliver the slaves, bring me the Saggarin’s head.”

Mother Nyx clenched her jaw, recalling the last time she’d let Mourgha oversee a sacrifice cart. Mourgha had turned a simple task into a blood-soaked pilgrimage, dragging it out for weeks. Stronghold after stronghold, she’d reveled in the slaughter, feeding her need for power with every sacrifice. It had consumed her, each offering pulling her deeper into the abyss.

It was never enough. Power and blood carved away what little remained of her. Mother Nyx knew it all too well. She’d seen the hunger in her eyes, how it bled through her veins like poison. She’d warned Mourgha not to waste time, not in times like these. But warnings meant nothing to a woman driven by her own madness. Blood had always whispered to her, called her further into the dark.

But this time, she couldn’t let her go unchecked. Mourgha’s indulgences were dangerous. Far too dangerous. Nyx could feel it in her bones. She would have to be more careful.

“As you wish,” Mourgha said.

“One last thing,” Mother Nyx said. “I know how much you enjoy torturing men, but manage your rage with this one. Do not play with him.”

Her mouth tightened, grief sharpening her voice. “It shall be done, my love. I’ll end him swiftly, but Mani’s rabble will taste my might before he falls.”

They entered the bedchamber together. Their movements made the candles tremble. In the intimacy of the chamber, their robes slid from their shoulders like water. Crawling upon Mother Nyx’s bed, they found solace in each other’s arms, their love a brief respite from the darkness that surrounded them. As warm candlelight danced across the chamber walls, their anthems of lovemaking mingled with the sounds of the cavern—a testament to their unyielding bond and the sacrifices they were willing to make for their coven and each other.
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