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SERGEANT ALDEN ROSE never hesitated, even as the world blurred beneath the relentless barrage. Smoke and roar clawed at his lungs, but he held the line—planting his battered boots where the enemy’s tide crashed against their last defenses. Wounds bloomed crimson beneath torn armor, yet Alden’s eyes burned with something fiercer than pain: 

purpose. When his limbs threatened to fail, he remembered the faces behind him—terrified, hopeful, depending entirely on his impossible resolve. The ground shook; he did not. When the final shrapnel found his heart, Alden’s grip stayed steel-tight until darkness closed around him, gentle as a promise. Somewhere distant, a new dawn waited. But here, in 

this last stand, his will remained unbroken.

Warmth returned slowly. A sensation utterly wrong, considering cold steel and mud-soaked earth were the last things he remembered. He blinked, the world flickering in and out, soft green filtered through drifting clouds of pearly mist. The air smelled alive—rich loam, wildflowers, something sweet and 

unplaceable. His hands sank into damp moss and slick leaves where his rifle should have been.

Beyond the treeline, the fog parted to reveal something pulled straight from a fever dream: shimmering spires carved from white stone and glass, rising high above ancient trees. Walls wrapped in ivy, gates trimmed with silver, faintly glowing sigils framing every archway. 

Voices floated, foreign and musical, swelling and fading on the thick, enchanted air.

Alden stumbled forward, each breath peeling away more haze. The city sharpened with every step—beautiful, impossible. The mist curling around his boots felt almost familiar, as if it remembered the battlefield too. He’d crossed a threshold he couldn’t name. Whatever waited 

ahead, his will had carried him here.

Stepping out of the forest’s edge, Alden’s rough boots sank into dew-soaked grass. The city gates—impossibly tall, edged with silver—stood open, unguarded yet somehow more imposing for it. He wandered through, fingers brushing walls tangled with vines and flowers he didn’t know. His uniform—a battered 

patchwork of greens and browns—drew curious stares but no alarm. No one saw the blood that had once stained it; whatever power brought him here must’ve cleansed that.

Mist curled through the streets, hiding market stalls and winding alleys. Laughter, bells, hooves on uneven stone filtered through the air. Alden moved like a ghost, half-expecting to wake at 

any moment. Turning a corner, he froze.

Before him stood a statue—bronze turned green at the joints—poised in eternal vigil atop a stone plinth. An archer, youthful and proud, one knee braced, bow drawn. An inscription engraved beneath caught him:

In honor of Elysia Windshadow, Defender of the First Dawn.

Hero of the War of Shadows, 20 years past.

Alden stared, stricken by a loneliness mixed with odd comfort. The archer’s watchful, determined pose mirrored the stubborn fire that had pulled him here against all odds. His hand drifted to his chest, as if checking for wounds that should have been.

“You’re not from around here, are you?”

The voice was bright and lilting, cutting through his reverie.

He turned to find a girl, nineteen or twenty maybe, wild curls framing sharp green eyes. She grinned—equal parts mischief and kindness.

“The clothes gave you away,” she said, flicking a glance at his fatigues. “Lost your company, adventurer?”

Alden tried to speak, but she 

rushed on.

“Come on, you look starved. If you’re here for a quest, you’ll need the guild. I’ll show you.”

Sliding her arm through his, she steered him through the mist before he could protest. Together, they disappeared into the city’s heart—past old secrets and new promises. Alden trusted the hope in a stranger’s smile more than his own scrambled 

memories.

Lyra’s grip was gentle but sure; Alden wondered how she managed to guide him through twisting streets as he twitched at every new sound—the clatter of dropped fruit, a child’s shriek. His breath caught sharp and involuntary, but he forced it out quietly.

Vendors called from silk-draped stalls, offering strange fruit and brighter 

goods. Alden kept his gaze low, fingers brushing his thigh as if checking for a rifle. Lyra slowed whenever he lagged but never pushed, offering words or humming tunes until he fell back in step.

The city buzzed around him, alive and chaotic, but in Lyra’s wake, its dangers dimmed. Her laughter and casual chatter became a thread he clung to, making 

the strange less frightening.

At the guildhall—massive doors veined with flowers—Alden hesitated. People pressed close, igniting that old urge to step back onto the street. Lyra squeezed his arm, and only then did he realize his fists had clenched tight.

She called to the clerk, her voice cutting through the crowd’s noise. Alden’s mouth was dry; when asked for his 

name, the words tangled with memories of roll call and loss. Lyra filled the silence, making lost sound almost comforting.

She nudged a slate toward him. His hand shook as he wrote, letters uneven. Lyra hummed low beside him, steadying his breath. When the clerk pressed a token into his palm, Alden nearly recoiled but forced himself to look up.

“Welcome,” the clerk said gently. Alden nodded.

Lyra slipped her arm through his again. “See? Easy.” Her warmth grounded him enough to let down his guard. Around her, hope felt almost safe—even if part of him always listened for the next distant gunshot.

Lyra scanned the quest board, eyes sparkling. “Here we go. Not too dangerous, but not boring either.” She 

pulled a slip free and handed it to him.

The notice read:

WANTED: Removal of greenglint fox from Westmarket. Reward for safe capture and release. Beware: highly clever, partial to mischief, easily distracted by coins.

Alden raised an eyebrow. “A fox?”

“Not just any fox.” Lyra’s grin deepened. “It goes invisible 

if startled and picks locks with its teeth. Watch your wallet.”

He smoothed the slip, already strategizing. Focus, not fear, flickered back in his eyes. “Why does it hang around people?”

“Someone sweet-talked it with roast duck. Now it raids the market,” Lyra shrugged. “Come on before it steals some poor soul’s engagement ring. We’ll never 

hear the end of it.”

The market bustled with calls and laughter, chaos Alden could navigate. He eyed vantage points, escape routes, and vendors nervously glancing under carts. Lyra darted ahead, waving at a jeweler shaking his fist. “Swiped two brooches and a bottle of perfume, that one!”

Alden knelt by tiny muddy prints on cobblestones, 

silent patience setting in. Then a shimmer of green flashed beside a cart.

He nodded once—sharp and sure—and moved toward it.

Lyra fell in beside him effortlessly. “You’re good at this,” she whispered.

No blush, no hesitation from Alden. “Not always foxes. But I learned to track quick.”

She shot a sideways, warm grin. Together, they edged behind barrels.

A coin spun through the air—Lyra’s distraction. Alden dived, snaring the invisible bundle mid-leap.

The fox yelped, flipping visible—fur luminescent green, eyes golden and wide. Lyra cheered, arms thrown up. “Nicely done, partner!”

Alden grinned—a flicker, quick and real. He calmed the fox with murmured words and released it. It melted into mist, vanishing 

toward the city’s edge.

Lyra patted his shoulder. “More fun than half the guild. If you ever do anything normal, I’ll eat my boots.”

For the first time since waking here, Alden let himself savor the thrill—for the rush, the fresh air, Lyra’s approval. He wasn’t scared. He was ready.

Westmarket thrummed with nervous energy—stalls crowded around fountains 

and barrels. Alden moved with purpose, eyes sharp for the fox’s faint traces—muddy prints, a feather snagged on fence, a coin dragged out of sight.

Lyra scurried beside him like a dancer. “It likes shiny things, so the gambler’s den might—”

A flash of iridescent fur vanished beneath market banners. Alden flicked a glance to Lyra, pointed to an 

alley’s far end. She smiled and veered off, giving the fox the escape route he’d planned.

He vaulted onto a barrel, up to a low roof. His movements were fluid, calm. The startled fox bolted free, but Alden stayed above, tracking its dance.

Lyra’s laughter drew the fox’s attention. She tossed tin bells, scattering sunlight. The fox leapt for them—

Alden dropped down behind it. He dove, rolled, and pinned the creature against his chest.

Lyra whooped. “Didn’t think you’d catch it here, not with all these rooftops!”

Alden smirked—the rhythm of battle rising within, lighter stakes this time. “Luck’s a skill if you practice.”

Lyra crouched, admiring his quick read. “You saw that signal. Most folks rush in 

blind—chaos.”
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