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Prologue




Year 3114 since the foundation of the Empire of Elakon 



Boren had never seen fear in Horatius’ eyes before that night. 

His mentor burst into his chamber just after sunset, clutching a crumpled letter in his hand as though it were a lifeline. “Pack light,” Horatius whispered, his usual commanding voice barely above audible. “Only what you can carry on horseback.”

“Horatius, what—” Boren started, confused by the urgency in his mentor’s face.

“Young master, today may well be your final lesson with me, so I need you to listen.”

“My last lesson? I don’t—”

“Yes, the most important lesson, boy. This is it: When I say move, you move.”

The winter wind howled against the manor’s walls as Boren stuffed a few items into his travel bag. Questions burned in his throat, but something in Horatius’s posture kept him silent. His mentor, draped in the white robes of the Righteous Order, stood at the window, watching the road that led to the main gate.

“Mentor?” Boren finally dared to ask.

“Listen carefully.” Horatius turned to him, placing his heavy hands on Boren’s shoulders. “Whatever happens next, whatever you see or hear, you must remember one thing: get to Siniar. If we get separated—“

A horse’s whinny cut through the night. Horatius stiffened, moving to the window again. Boren joined him, catching sight of dark figures emerging from the tree line into the clearing. His heart leaped into his throat as torchlight caught the gleam of drawn steel.

“Too soon,” Horatius muttered. “They’re too soon.”

Below, at the gate, Boren watched the sentries call out a challenge to the approaching riders. The whoosh of arrows followed, and Boren flinched at the sounds. His hands trembled as he gripped the windowsill.

From here he could see the manor garden where he’d spent countless hours studying the Order’s texts, preparing to take his place as both a noble son and servant of the faith. All those years of preparation, all his father’s proud plans for his future - dissolving like smoke in the winter air.

“Now we run,” Horatius said, pulling him away from the window. “Stay close. Stay quiet.”

They slipped into the corridor just as shouts erupted from the courtyard. Horatius led them through servant passages Boren had never known existed, Horatius moving with the certainty of someone who had planned this route. Every distant scream made Boren’s steps falter, but Horatius’ firm grip on his arm kept him moving.

They reached the stables through a hidden door. They barely had time to saddle a single horse. As they mounted together, the clash of steel grew closer. Boren saw shadows moving across the courtyard, heading toward the main hall.

“But father—“ Boren twisted in his saddle, looking back at the manor.

“We cannot stop, young master,” Horatius said grimly, checking the straps of Boren’s saddle. “I know only that I must keep you alive.”

The stable door burst open. A soldier in dark armor appeared, sword raised. Before Boren could cry out, Horatius thrust out his palm and shadows seemed to gather around the soldier, making him stumble. Before Boren could process what he’d seen, Horatius had spurred the horse, which trampled the man under its hoofs. Boren had never seen anything like it, but there was no time to ask. The horse was bleeding, but still stood. Wilhem had always sought the best horses in the county.

Perhaps we can make it. 

“Remember,” Horatius said, as he spurred the horse again. “Whatever happens, get to Siniar. Find Ector, secretary to the Supreme Righteous.”

He spurred the horse through the back gate just as flames began to rise from the manor’s east wing. As they galloped into the forest, Boren heard the sound that would haunt him forever: his brother’s cry, cut short by the ring of a blade. The sound froze Boren’s heart. Sigur. His older brother. His kind eyes, often weary from long hours of martial training. But always ready to share a joke and a bear hug with him. Gone. The reality of what was happening crashed over him like ice water as they plunged deeper into the darkness.

Behind them, Count Wilhem’s manor burned against the night sky, marking the end of everything Boren had ever known.








  
  
Chapter 1



At fifteen, Boren had never imagined he’d spend his birthday in a cell. The irony wasn’t lost on him—after three months of running, after everything he’d survived, it was a simple apple that would be his undoing. 

Three months. 

Boren counted the marks he’d scratched into the jail wall, wondering if they’d be his last record in the world. The candlelight flickered against the rusty bars, casting dancing shadows that reminded him of the night he’d lost everything - his home, his family, his future. Now, here he lay in a cell barely wide enough for him to stretch out his arms. The walls were rough stone blocks, their faces pockmarked with age and stained with copper-colored streaks he tried not to think about. Previous occupants had left their marks - crude tallies scratched into the stone, desperate prayers to the Righteous God, even a detailed etching of a sailing ship that must have taken days to complete.

The floor was worn smooth by countless prisoners before him, though jagged edges remained where the stone met the walls. The only light came from a guttering candle in a rusted wall sconce outside his cell, its small flame casting writhing shadows through bars thick as his wrist.

His once-fine clothes, with their white trim marking him as a student of the Righteous Order, were now as grimy as the moldering straw scattered across the floor. A thin draft whistled through a narrow window slit high above - too small for escape, just wide enough to remind him of freedom. The bitter winter air carried the smell of wood smoke from the village, making his stomach clench with memories of warmer days.

He pressed his back against the least damp section of wall, drawing his knees to his chest. The cold seemed to seep straight through his bones, making the iron manacle around his ankle feel like a band of ice. Every shadow made him flinch.

He hadn’t eaten in two days.

His brother’s scream haunted him every night, but right now his stomach hurt so badly he could barely think about anything else. Even the nightmares seemed better than this endless hunger.

Candlelight caught a patch of still water on the floor, a small pool from a leaking crack in the ceiling, offering Boren an unwanted glimpse of himself. His dark, unruly hair fell in waves across his forehead, longer now after months of running. Despite the grime and hunger-hollowed cheeks, there was something defiant in his sharp features. But it was his eyes that had changed the most since that night. Once bright with curiosity, they now held a haunted intensity that made him look older than his years. The white trim of his Order robes only emphasized the shadows under those eyes, marking him as something caught between two worlds - no longer the nobleman’s son, but not yet whatever fate had in store for him.

The village guard dozed in the next room, his snores barely audible through the thick door. Boren had passed through that door that morning, stumbling under the guard’s rough hands. One click of the lock, and darkness had swallowed him.

His fingers found the empty pocket where Horatius’ letter should have been. Those jerks had taken it - his last connection to his old life, to everyone he’d lost. The words echoed in his head like a curse: find refuge with the Righteous in Siniar. Fat chance of that now. He’d totally blown it. He failed Horatius, who’d risked everything to save him. He failed his father, who’d wanted him to join the Order. And he failed Sigur, who’d always believed in his bookworm little brother. God, he couldn’t even steal an apple right. Some hero he was turning out to be.

Two sharp knocks jolted him from his thoughts.

“Good evening, gentlemen. Strange time for a visit,” the jailer grumbled, his chair scraping against the floor.

“Where’s the boy?”

“Who?”

“The young thief.”

“Wh-why would I tell two ugly look—”

The guard never finished his insult. There was a grunt, then something hit the door with the strength of an earthquake, making it creak on its hinges. There was a loud groan, then the sound of splitting wood—a chair? A table? Boren could only guess. He crawled back and away from the front of the cell. Even the horses outside the building neighed wildly. Then, the hustle and bustle came to a halt.

Boren tensed. 

Have they found me? Have the king’s men finally tracked me down?

But no. These voices were different. The silence was broken by the woman’s gruff, annoyed voice. “You always need to make a scene, eh, Feridun?”

Feridun?

The key turned in the lock with a loud click. Light flooded his cell, revealing a scarred woman in heavy armor and a man who seemed carved from stone itself. They stepped closer, surveying Boren’s cell and the empty room, ensuring no more guards were on the prowl. As they approached, Boren saw something he recognized. Both wore small cloak clasps of a group he had heard of before from his father.

The Army of the Wolves. 

“The Supreme sends his regards,” the woman said with a crooked smile. “My name is Varya. This is Feridun. Now let’s get you to Siniar before anyone realizes we’ve borrowed their precious prisoner, young man.”


      ***Boren couldn’t remember the last time he’d tasted proper food. The tavern’s lamb stew wasn’t fancy, nothing like the meals at his father’s table, but right now it was better than any feast he could imagine. He was already on his third bowl, the rich broth dripping down his chin as he shoveled it into his mouth.

“Slow down there, young master,” Varya said, though her stern tone was softened by a hint of amusement. “The stew ain’t going to run away.”

Feridun said nothing but pushed his own untouched bowl toward Boren. The giant man’s eyes held something that might have been concern–or maybe pity. Boren wasn’t sure which would be worse.

“Let him eat,” Feridun rumbled, his cavernous voice barely above a whisper. “Three months is a long time to run.”

The tavern was nearly empty, which was probably for the best. Boren knew he must look–and smell–like something dragged from a grave. The few other patrons kept their distance, though whether it was his appearance or his companions that scared them away, he couldn’t tell. The Wolves had that effect on people.

“Our employer, the Supreme, won’t be pleased that we took so long to find you,” Varya said, taking a long drink from her tankard. “Though I suppose getting caught stealing apples wasn’t part of Horatius’ grand plan for you.”

Boren paused mid-bite, his spoon hovering above the bowl. “Is... is Horatius...?”

Feridun’s face changed, something dark passing behind his eyes. “I’m sorry, Boren. He... he didn’t make it.”

The spoon clattered into the bowl. For a moment, Boren couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. The room seemed to tilt sideways, and he gripped the edge of the table to steady himself.

Horatius. Dead. The words made little sense together.

Boren pushed back from the table so violently his chair toppled over. His legs carried him outside without conscious thought. Behind him, he heard Feridun start to rise, but the warrior settled back, giving him space.

Horatius. Who had taught me to read when I was four. Who had smuggled honey cakes into the library during long study sessions. Who had never once compared me to Sigur, never made me feel less for choosing books over swords.

He should cry. He wanted to cry. But the tears wouldn’t come - just a hollow ache in his chest that threatened to swallow him whole. He watched as Feridun approached, eyes cast down.

“He was copying a manuscript,” Boren said finally, his voice rough. “That morning. About the old heroes. He said... he said we’d finish it together.”

The memory hit him like a physical blow - Horatius’ weathered hands carefully inking each illuminated page of the manuscript, looking up with that gentle smile that always made his eyes crinkle at the corners.

“You…should finish your dinner, Boren.”

Boren turned, and something in his expression made the warrior straighten. “I’m not hungry anymore.”


      ***Back at the inn, Boren studied his unlikely saviors. They weren’t wearing his father’s colors, nor the royal insignia of the usurper king, Ferdul, and his assassins. Instead, they wore the cloak clasp of the Wolves.

My family, the thought came unbidden, memories of that night threatening to overwhelm him. 

He tried to ignore them, but the memories crashed over him like a wave- Sigur’s last cry, the flames consuming everything he’d ever known. He wanted to scream, to rage at the unfairness of it all. But he couldn’t. Not here. Not now. , he did what he’d been doing for months - shoved the pain down deep where it couldn’t paralyze him. But it was always there, a constant ache that made him feel hollow inside.

Feridun snapped his massive fingers in front of Boren’s face, jolting him back to the present.

“Young master. I asked if you wanted another bowl?”

“No–no, thank you.” Boren blinked, realizing he hadn’t even heard the question.

Feridun rose and went to settle with the innkeeper, who was practically bowing with each word. “Best food on all of Siskail Island, wouldn’t you say, good sir?”

“We’re leaving,” Feridun said simply, counting out coins. Then, louder, clearly meant to be overheard, “Heading south. Heard there’s work in Atrenal for skilled hands.”

Boren frowned. 

Atrenal? That was in the opposite direction from Siniar. Was it a trick, or...?

The bitter winter wind hit them as they stepped outside. Questions that had been dulled by hunger now sharpened in Boren’s mind. 

“Are we really going to Atrenal?”

“Nah,” mumbled the giant, “just need to keep them looking the wrong way a little.”

“Who are you? Really? Why did Horatius send you?”

“Horatius? No. The Supreme sent us.”

“The…the Supreme?” Boren struggled for words.

Varya turned to face him while Feridun scanned the darkening village street. “Yes, Feridun,” she said, her scarred face unreadable. “Why don’t you tell our young friend here exactly what the high and mighty Supreme wants with him?”

Feridun shook his massive head. “Not here. Not now. We don’t know how close they are. And I have more guesses than facts.”

A chill ran through Boren that had nothing to do with the cold. King Ferdul wanted him dead, and now there was a dead guard back at the jail who would only fuel the king’s rage. Whatever game the Wolves were playing, whatever the Supreme wanted with him, Boren had no choice but to trust them.

But something nagged at his memory. Feridun. Why did he have the feeling that Horatius had mentioned that name before, on a night long ago, when he’d been teaching Boren about the history of the kingdom of Siskail? 

If only I could remember...


      ***They headed north through the night, trying to put as much distance between them and the village as possible. Boren stumbled along in his stolen boots, which were too large for his feet. The silence between them felt heavy with unasked questions.

When they finally stopped to rest, they were deep in the forest. The trees would hide them from prying eyes, though the frost bit through their cloaks. Despite the cold, exhaustion pulled them quickly into sleep.

The dream seized him again, the one that had haunted him since that night. Colors exploded in his mind - violent splashes of red and gold that twisted into shapes that felt wrong, like someone had taken his memories and warped them into monsters.

A child’s voice called out - not his brother’s this time, but someone else’s. The voice spoke words in a language that made his bones ache. Above, the sky split open, revealing a portal of swirling darkness that seemed to watch him with hungry intent.

His body hummed with an energy he’d never felt before, as if responding to some greater power. But every time he reached for understanding, the vision twisted, showing him glimpses of a blighted world where the sky burned crimson and beings of impossible power walked like gods among ruins.

He tried to run, but his legs wouldn’t move. Tried to scream, but no sound came. Through it all, one thing remained clear: his brother Sigur’s last cry, mixing with a thousand other voices until they became a storm of sound that threatened to tear his mind apart.

Dawn broke, and reality seeped back, leaving him with just the fading remnants of another strange dream.

They’d started after that night at the manor, each one different but equally incomprehensible. Sound and color, fear and screams. Senseless, yet leaving him shaken.

Boren sat up, his back wet with frost. Varya was gone–scouting, probably.

“Good morning,” rumbled a deep voice behind him.

He turned to find Feridun watching him, the giant man looking as comfortable against his tree as if he’d spent the night in a palace bed.

“Who are you?” Boren’s voice was hoarse from disuse. “Really?”

Feridun nodded, as if pleased by the direct question. 

“We’re friends, lad. You know that by now. We’re here because the Supreme paid good gold to see you safely to–”

“To where?” 

“Siniar.”

Boren jumped to his feet, throwing off his blanket. 

“Easy now.” Feridun raised one massive hand. “We’re not taking you to Ferdul. Though I suppose the Supreme is just as powerful, in his own way.”

The giant studied Boren’s face. “You know who the Supreme is?”

“The head of the Order of the Righteous,” Boren whispered.

Horatius’ order. The order that his father, Wilhem, had once meant for him to join upon coming of age. 

“In flesh and blood.”

Boren’s mind spun. 

What did the priests want with him? Why would they send mercenaries?

“We got news about your family where we lived, close to Atrenal, actually,” Feridun continued, his voice gentler now. “Ferdul is spreading tales of ‘bandits’ being responsible. Claims justice will be served.” His jaw clenched. “Some poor innocent soul will hang for what the usurper did.”

The words hit Boren like physical blows. His throat closed up as the memories of that night threatened to overwhelm him. Seeing this, Feridun quickly changed course.

“The Supreme didn’t tell us what he wants with you. We’ll find out in the capital.”

“If we get there,“ Boren managed. “Ferdul’s men seem determined to finish what they started.”

Feridun studied him–the wispy beginnings of a mustache, the scattered beard, the eyes that had seen too much. “Fifteen’s young to carry such burdens,” he said finally. “But while you’re with us, you’re our responsibility. We’ll protect you.”

Boren fell silent, but something stirred in his memory. Words from long ago, stories told by candlelight...

“Feridun, the hero of the Scymnee Archipelago...” he breathed.

The giant went still. “What did you say?”

“That’s where I heard the name!” Boren straightened. “You’re Feridun the Anvil?”

“How–”

“You knew my father. You fought with Wilhem against the savages and their leader... what was his name...”

“Urkron,” Feridun said, his face darkening.

“The hero of Siskail...” Boren stared at him. “Father’s stories said you disappeared after that battle. Off fighting mythical battles across the empire.”

Feridun shook his head slowly. 

“Look at me, lad. I’m no hero. I left the battlefield, never to return.” 

A bitter smile. 

The great Feridun, Boren thought, comparing the shining knight of his father’s tales to the grizzled vagabond before him. 

But maybe, he realized, this version was exactly what he needed right now. To stay alive, a vagabond may have more tricks up his sleeves than some fancy knight.


      ***They were interrupted by Varya emerging from the forest, a small sack of berries in hand. 

“Time to move. We need to reach Rugor–the county’s vicar of the Righteous. The message said he’d help us. Maybe even provide horses for the journey north.”

They walked for half a day under an ash-grey sky, keeping to the forest paths. By afternoon, they caught sight of their destination.

“Bristus,” Feridun announced simply.

The village was little more than a collection of wooden shacks along a muddy road. A handful of old men huddled under a veranda were the only ones who noticed their arrival, their hostile stares following the strangers.

“Time to resupply,” Varya declared, eyeing a weathered building with a faded sign marking it as the local emporium.

Feridun frowned, but Varya just grinned. 

“Don’t give me that look. The inn cost us most of our coin, but we need supplies.” 

She strode toward the half-open door, her worn boots scraping against the pebbles.

Shouting erupted from inside, but Feridun turned away. “Let’s go, lad.”

A passing farmer on a mule told them the vicar lived just beyond the village. “Leave now and you’ll reach him by sunset.”

It was a piece of guidance and an invitation. They were not wanted there. Varya soon rejoined them, her canvas sack bulging. She tossed Boren new wool trousers and boots that actually fit. “The shopkeeper was feeling generous,” she said with a wink. “Insisted I pay nothing at all!”

Boren changed quickly, trying to ignore Varya’s laughter at his thin frame. Then they set off again, following a path that climbed into the hills. Soon, they spotted a lone building perched atop the highest rise. Two stone columns marked the entrance, crowned by strange beasts Boren had never seen, their maned heads frozen mid-roar. 

The strange beasts atop the columns made him uneasy, but not for the obvious reasons. It wasn’t their fearsome appearance that bothered him - it was the way they seemed to guard something. He could almost feel it thrumming beneath the ground, a power that called to something inside him, something that was slowly waking up.

The mansion itself was all dark stone and sharp angles, a sentinel watching over the quiet woods.

“Here we are,” said Feridun–but he didn’t move to enter.

“Isn’t that where we’re going?” Boren asked.

“Varya.” Feridun’s tone made them both stop. “I need you to head back to Fort Blade.”

“What?”

“Someone’s been following us since the village. I can feel it.” He met her eyes. “Head back to the Wolves. Gather some men and wait at the tavern by the Mosel bridge. If things go wrong...”

“You think we’ll be ambushed?” Varya’s hand went to her weapon.

“I think we need options when they find us.” Feridun’s voice was grim. “The boy and I will talk to the vicar. You make sure we have somewhere to run to.”

Varya studied him, then nodded. She handed over her sack, watching as Feridun took what they’d need. Then she gripped Boren’s shoulder–surprisingly gentle for once.

“You’ve got something of Wilhem in you, lad. The Wolves may not love nobles, but we respect strength.” With that, she was gone, disappearing down the path they’d climbed.

In the sudden silence, Boren found his voice. “Who are the Wolves? Really?”

“Mercenaries,” Feridun said simply, staring up at the mansion. “I rode with them once. A lifetime ago.”

“And now?”

Feridun’s eyes were distant. “Now I survive, lad. Same as you.”








  
  
Chapter 2



The sun was setting as they approached the villa, half-hidden behind the treeline. Boren eyed the darkening woods, grateful they’d arrived before nightfall. 

“Will they host us for the night?” he asked.

“Custom demands it. And if the Supreme’s message is real–” Feridun paused. “The vicar won’t refuse us.”

Boren studied the man walking ahead of him. Varya had obeyed him without question, even though Feridun, by his own admission, was no longer with the Wolves. What gave him such authority? Not age–Varya and Feridun weren’t that far apart. There was something more to this warrior, something beyond faded glory.

“Stay close,” Feridun ordered without turning. “And watch your step.”

The manor loomed before them, all its windows either shuttered or barred. No light leaked from inside. A gust of wind made Boren shiver–not as bitter as the previous night, but enough to make him long for a warm hearth.

They reached the stone steps, but Feridun paused, scanning the clearing behind them.

“What is it?”

“Nothing. Let’s see if anyone’s home.” But Boren noticed how Feridun’s eyes kept moving, searching the growing shadows.

Feridun delivered two sharp knocks on the heavy door. “We’ll keep our eyes open,” Feridun muttered, “and hope he’s willing to talk.”

The door creaked open to reveal a stooped figure. “Good evening, sirs. What brings you here?”

“We seek counsel with Sir Rugor,” Feridun said. “If he can spare a moment.”

The butler, dressed in patched dark clothes, studied them with rheumy eyes. Behind him, a single lantern cast dancing shadows in the wooden-vaulted hallway.

“We’ve come far,” Feridun added.

“Wait here, please.” The butler disappeared inside, closing the door.

They waited so long Boren’s fingers grew numb with cold. Finally, the door opened again.

“Please, come in, travelers.”

The butler gestured at a rack near the door. “Your cloaks here, if you would.” Then, after a pause, “And your weapons.”

Feridun hesitated, then unbuckled a war hammer Boren hadn’t noticed before. The butler led them down a carpeted corridor lined with paintings, stopping at an ornate door. Inside was a grand room warmed by a marble fireplace, its walls hung with rich tapestries. Golden threads danced through earth-toned fabric, and the floor was covered in scarlet carpet.

Artifacts from across the Empire filled the shelves: jade spirals, wooden statues, an alabaster dragon’s head. And there, above the fire–a scale of solid gold. The symbol of the Order of the Righteous.

A man sat in one of four armchairs arranged before the fire. His embroidered silver robe caught the firelight, highlighting a frame too lean and graceful for a simple country priest. When he smiled, raising a bottle of dark wine, there was something almost voracious in the curve of his mouth. The firelight cast shadows across his high cheekbones, making his face seem to shift between warmth and something harder.

“Please, join me,” he said. “The land here may be harsh, but it produces the finest vintages in all of Elakon.”


      ***Taking their seats, they studied their host. He was not what Boren expected of a priest of the Order–he looked more like a nobleman, with his smooth face and well-groomed beard. Only his graying hair and the hollows under his eyes hinted at his age.

A noble like I was, before all this, Boren thought. Though it feels like a lifetime ago now.

The man poured them each a glass of mulled wine, a half-glass for Boren, his blue eyes weighing them carefully, seeking answers to unspoken questions. There was an easy confidence in his manner, but Boren could see the sharp mind behind it.

Boren sipped the warm drink, its heat spreading quickly to his limbs. Their host spoke of recent events, lamenting the crisis in the royal family and its effect on the common folk. Boren noticed Feridun growing tenser with each word, his fingers drumming on the armrests.

Their host took his first sip of wine. 

“Excellent wine can make even strangers into friends,” he said, swirling his glass. “But I forget myself. You must have important business to venture out in such weather.”

“Sir Rugor,” Feridun began, accepting a glass. “I am Feridun, and we come with a rather delicate matter–”

“Ah.” Their host straightened. “I fear there’s been a misunderstanding. The vicar isn’t here. I’m Clyn, his secretary. With Rugor’s advanced age, I help manage administrative matters. I assumed the butler had mentioned this.”

He paused, then continued. 

“But Rugor returns from the capital tomorrow morning. Perhaps he’ll bring news from the Supreme himself.”

The Supreme. In the capital. Where we’re meant to go.

“Meanwhile,” Clyn smiled, “perhaps I can help? You can speak freely here.”

Feridun glanced at Boren before responding. “Thank you, but this matter requires the vicar himself. We should return to the road–”

“Absolutely not.” Clyn raised a hand. “You must be exhausted, and I know Bristus isn’t welcoming to strangers these days. Though one can hardly blame them in such times.”

“Indeed,” Feridun muttered.

“Please, allow me to offer you a guest room for the night. Meanor will show you up.” He raised his voice and called out, “Meanor!” 

“Yes, sir.” The butler appeared as if he’d never left.

“Show our guests to their room.” Clyn stood, smiling. “I hope you’ll be comfortable.”

Boren smiled back, while Feridun merely nodded. As they followed the butler, Boren thought he heard a distant cry. He turned, straining to hear.

“Come on,” Feridun called.

Boren hesitated, staring into the darkness, then hurried after them. The room was small but luxurious–a real palace compared to sleeping rough. 

Two days ago, I’d been awaiting execution, and now I have a proper roof above my head. Perhaps things will be alright.

He sank into the soft mattress, almost weeping at its comfort. Warm air drifted from a wall vent, reminding him of home. But his body was too tired for memories. Wrapped in wool blankets, he let sleep take him.


      ***The dream came again.

A crack in the darkness revealed a sky dense with stars above a strange tree with a thin trunk, its leaves shimmering with an eerie green light. Boren didn’t recognize this place, but he knew he was far from the safe comfort of his bed. The space felt confined, but there was a sweet, unfamiliar scent in the air.

A bony hand appeared, blotting out the stars. The shadow that followed slipped through the crack, reaching for him. Massive hands stretched toward him and, like in all his dreams since that night, Boren couldn’t move. Despite the darkness, he saw a blade’s gleam as it rose–but then it stopped. The figure froze, blade suspended in mid-air, as if time itself had halted. Then it vanished. But not before Boren caught one detail: eyes of piercing blue, faceless and cold, staring directly into his.


      ***A hand yanked him from the dream, pulling him back to the darkened room.

“Wake up!” Feridun’s whisper was urgent in his ear.

“You’re mad! Why are you–” Boren’s protest was cut short by Feridun’s massive hand over his mouth.

“Lower your voice and listen,” the warrior breathed. “There are noises outside. Horses. And I heard the door open downstairs. We have little time to decide, and even less to waste.”

“It was just a dream. Let me sleep,” Boren mumbled against Feridun’s palm.

The creaking of floorboards outside their room answered for Feridun.

“Believe me now?” Feridun’s hand dropped away as Boren scrambled from the bed. The warrior positioned himself beside the door.

The room that had felt like sanctuary was now a trap. The door was their only exit, unless they fancied trying to break through the barred windows. Footsteps approached, but no voices. Feridun’s face was tight with anger, jaw clenched. He extended his hand, offering Boren a dagger that seemed to appear from nowhere. 

He kept a weapon from the butler!

Boren took it, then understood Feridun’s gesture toward the bed. He climbed back in, pulling the blankets up to his chin, the knife hidden beneath. His whole body trembled. He prayed this plan, whatever it was, would work.

The handle turned. The door opened.

Two men crossed the threshold, stalking toward the bed. 

Out of nowhere, Feridun’s hammer struck like lightning, catching the first man in the head. He dropped with a muffled groan. 

The second spun, but Feridun’s shoulder slam threw him against the wall. Both attackers lay still.

As Boren and Feridun hurriedly pulled on their boots, a hoarse voice called from below.

“Brother Flamines? All clear up there?”

Silence answered. Someone cursed, and multiple feet thundered up the stairs.

“Follow me,” Feridun ordered. “Down and out. Stay close.”

Boren followed Feridun into the shadows of the hallway. Feridun launched himself at the armed men climbing the stairs, now visible in lantern light. The first attacker tumbled down, skull crushed. The others hesitated only a moment before throwing themselves at Feridun, their leather armor creaking.

Someone entered the hall with a torch, illuminating the chaos. 

Boren watched helplessly as three men fought his friend. The second fell to a brutal stomach blow, rolling between them. 

As Feridun engaged the others, the fallen man staggered to his knees. Boren gripped his dagger, white-knuckled, then stabbed wildly. 

The man dodged, rising to his feet.

I’m going to die, he thought, his mouth dry as sand.

His attacker lunged, unarmed but still deadly. Boren screamed and twisted away, barely avoiding a punch. Meanwhile, Feridun fought like a demon, his war hammer a blur. He wore no armor, but his opponents might as well have been children against his strength.

Boren’s attacker herded him backward.

Realizing he was being overwhelmed, Boren tried to circle toward the stairs. 

He didn’t see the leg sweep coming. 

His face slammed into the floor, pain exploding through his head. Through watering eyes, he saw his opponent moving in for the kill.

A grunt, a thud. Boren looked up to see his attacker sprawled beside him. A broken wooden ornament lay nearby. A projectile, straight from Rugor’s collection of ornaments, turned into a weapon in the hands of Feridun. 

Boren scrambled away.

Not wasting another moment, Boren ran out of the open door. Feridun joined him in the pre-dawn chill. The forest was a dark wall through the heavy mist. They sprinted for the trees, but horses’ hooves thundered up the path. Behind them, Clyn’s scream cut through the night.

They ran west, fear and rage as the primary fuels in their legs. Boren’s mind raced. He’d spent so long running from nameless enemies, and now he’d walked right into their trap. Again, he’d lost the safety he’d barely started to feel. Again, someone who seemed trustworthy had turned against him. How many more times would he have to learn this lesson?

Boren glanced back and saw his worst fear materialize: Two riders, gaining on us. 

He tried matching Feridun’s pace, but the giant was pulling ahead. Boren’s lungs burned as he ran, every breath a knife in his chest. The forests of the South County he’d once explored freely as the son of the very ruler of these lands was now a maze of threats, each shadow hiding death, his death. His legs felt like lead. Then his foot caught a root.

Pain shot through his ankle as he tumbled. He cried out. 

Feridun was there instantly, hauling him up. His ankle screamed where he’d twisted it, but stopping meant capture - or worse. 

He couldn’t fail Feridun like he’d failed to save his family that night.

“Can you run?” Feridun whispered.

The approaching shouts answered for him.

“They’re nearly on us,” Feridun muttered.

They pushed deeper into the woods, but Boren limped badly now, each breath a knife in his chest. 

If I stop running, I’m dead. Just like Sigur. Just like everyone else who tried to protect me.

“Let’s separate,” Feridun snapped, pointing to a dense tangle of trees and brambles. “They can’t follow on horseback through there. Get down and stay quiet. I’ll draw them away.” He gripped Boren’s shoulder. “You understand? Face down, not a sound. I’ll come back for you.”

Then Feridun was gone, barreling through the underbrush. Boren crawled beneath a massive oak, wedging himself between trunk and bushes. He forced his breathing to slow, listening.

Silence at first. Then footsteps crunching through dead leaves. Shadows moved beyond his hiding place. Boren pressed himself flatter, holding his breath. 

Clyn strode past his position, his elegant manner transformed into something lethal. The dark, silver-lined clothes he now wore seemed to absorb the shadows themselves, and those blue eyes that had earlier feigned warmth now blazed with cold purpose. Gone was any pretense of the refined man - this was a predator finally showing its true face.

The sound of cracking wood—a branch? An entire tree?—from the opposite direction drew them away. Boren released his breath in a silent prayer of thanks.


      ***Feridun hated leaving the boy, but survival meant hard choices. He moved through the forest with practiced skill, throwing stones and snapping thick branches to draw attention. It worked until the group split in two directions.

They must have followed us from Locam, he thought. I was right to send Varya away.

The king’s men seemed desperate to find one helpless young noble. And now the Supreme of the Righteous Order had intervened to protect him. None of it made sense. Boren was just a boy–noble blood or not, he wasn’t worth all this trouble.

Unless there’s something more. Something they’re not telling me.

Feridun pushed the thought aside and focused on obscuring his tracks. He worried about Boren but had to trust the boy would stay hidden. Hours passed as he led each group further from the oak tree. Only after dawn broke he heard a horn call from the manor, summoning the searchers back.

Feridun lay motionless despite his bulk, camouflaged against the forest floor as years of training with the Wolves had taught him. He waited until their footsteps faded before heading back to find Boren.


      ***Boren’s whole body ached. His scratched face stung from the brambles and the fall inside the manor, but he didn’t care–those brambles had kept him alive.

How many more times will I be this lucky?

Footsteps approached. He watched warily until he recognized Feridun’s massive frame. Only then did he force his stiff body to stand, revealing himself.

“Found you,” Feridun said, attempting lightness.

“Thought it would never end,” Boren managed.

Feridun just nodded. “We have one choice now. Stay invisible. Trust no one.” 

He met Boren’s eyes. 

“It’s a long way to the capital.”

Boren fought back the tears and nodded.

“Let’s go, Feridun. I am right behind you.”








  
  
Chapter 3



Ferdul traced his fingers along the ebony walls as he descended into the tunnels beneath the black fortress. Each step took him deeper into a place that shouldn’t exist - a castle that had erupted from the sea barely twenty years ago, if the island tribes could be believed. 

He’d had those tribes-people killed, of course. All except one. The survivor had babbled about tentacles rising from the mud, about eyes stolen in the night. Ferdul had listened keenly then.

He was fully a believer now.

Strange light flickered through the passages, casting ribbons of color through the chromatic mists that shouldn’t exist in his world of simple sunlight and moonlight. The light seemed to pulse in time with something - not his heartbeat, but something older. Something hungry.

This is my new home, he thought, remembering the voice that had first called to him in dreams. 

The voice that had promised him power, if he only dared to reach for it.

His boots squelched through shadows that moved when they shouldn’t. The very air felt wrong here, thick with fumes that made his head swim. But Ferdul forced himself to breathe deeply. If the ghosts that haunted these tunnels could endure it, so could he.

Those same spirits fled from the purple light that spilled from the crack in reality ahead. They knew what Ferdul had only recently learned - that this wasn’t just a fissure in the rock. It was a wound between worlds, bleeding light from a place beyond. 

Taytos.

Before that otherworldly glow, Ferdul had built his throne. Not of gold or precious gems, but of stone and bone, of mud and darker things. He settled onto it now, feeling the cold seep through his clothes.

My conquest starts here, he thought. And I won’t face it alone.

He bowed his head to the light and felt it burn through him, changing him from the inside out. The pain was excruciating, but he welcomed it. This was the price of power, and he would pay it gladly.

“I am Ferdul,” he whispered into the shadows. “And I will bend the world to my will.”

It had started simply enough - a voice in the darkness of his palace bedroom, back in Siniar, promising him everything he’d ever wanted. He’d seized the crown from the old king, and the voice had kept its word. Now something new stirred within him, something far stronger than mere flesh and blood.

When the purple light flared days later, so bright it made the fortress walls tremble, Ferdul couldn’t even hear his own heartbeat anymore. As darkness returned, he rose to greet his new ally - a being of shadow and flame that had crossed the space between worlds.

I am Ferdul, he thought one final time. And I am now so much more.


      ***Boren woke with a start, his sword arm grasping at empty air. But the only danger was the cold seeping through his clothes and the dull throb in his ankle. Feridun was already awake, studying their surroundings with eyes that missed nothing. 

“How far to Siniar?” Boren asked through chattering teeth. His ankle burned with each step these days, but he refused to complain.

“Too far yet,” Feridun said, his deep voice gentle despite the gruff words. “You don’t want to know.”

Boren nodded, swallowing his fear. Siniar was their only hope now - the only place where he might find answers about why his family had been targeted, why he’d been forced to run. The Supreme of the Righteous Order had promised him protection, though Boren still didn’t understand what made him worth protecting. Not at such cost.

The freezing wind cut through his clothes as they walked, bringing sporadic snow that forced them to stop more often than they should. But Feridun seemed almost grateful for the weather - the bitter cold kept the roads empty, and fresh snow would cover their tracks. Still, Boren caught the warrior casting worried glances at his limping gait.

They reached a fork in the road as the sun set. Left led to West County, straight ahead to Count Giarus’ lands in the east. The terrain grew rockier and more desolate with each step; the path climbing between stark highlands. Snow that had fallen earlier was already turning to treacherous sleet beneath their feet.

“Here,” Feridun said finally, pointing to a cluster of rocks that jutted from the earth like broken teeth. “We’ll rest while we can.”

They huddled in the meager shelter, sharing what remained of the meat Varya had “acquired” for them. Boren pulled off his mud-caked boot to check his ankle, trying not to wince as he adjusted the makeshift bandage.

“Let me see that,” Feridun said, his tone leaving no room for argument. He knelt to examine the swollen joint. “They don’t teach you much about field medicine in those fancy manor houses, do they?”

“They taught me which fork to use first at dinner,” Boren said with a weak smile. “Not so useful out here.”

Feridun’s hands were surprisingly gentle as he re-wrapped the ankle. “The road ahead gets easier - better surface at least. More travelers too, which means we’ll need to be more careful. But we’ll make better time.”

As the days passed, Boren found himself drawn into Feridun’s stories of life as a warrior. Tales of battles against coastal raiders and campaigns to the mysterious Scymnee Archipelago helped distract him from the constant fear that had been his other companion since the night of his family’s murder.

I’m not alone, he reminded himself whenever that fear threatened to overwhelm him. But he knew the hunt for his father’s heir couldn’t be over. They had to keep moving.

What did they want with Father? Why did they have to kill Sigur, too? Was I supposed to die that night? Nothing makes sense anymore. I don’t even know who I am without them.

They pushed on through barren plains until they reached the edge of a vast forest - their last obstacle before the river Mosel, near the heart of the island kingdom of Siskail, where he had been raised. As they made camp that night, Boren’s dreams, for once, weren’t filled with fire and screams. 

He found himself in a desert stretching endlessly beneath a warm sun. Strange travelers rode across golden dunes on creatures he’d never seen, their white robes billowing in a wind that carried no chill.

He woke to find Feridun gone; the campfire reduced to scattered ashes. When the warrior finally returned, he carried a pear. A gift, he claimed, from passing merchants.

“More like nomads than proper traders,” Feridun said, tossing him the fruit. “Come on, layabout. Long way yet to go.”

As they followed a tributary that would lead them to the Mosel, Boren studied his unlikely protector. 

Feridun cut an imposing figure - dark-skinned and broad-shouldered, with a short-cropped mohawk and a thick beard that framed his stern features. His weathered yellow traveling cloak, secured with clasps, couldn’t quite hide the battle-worn leathers beneath. Though age had started to line his face, there was no mistaking the raw power in his movements, like a caged storm waiting to break loose.

Why did Feridun save me? 

Twice now, the warrior had risked his life for a nobleman’s son with no fortune left to his name. The Supreme’s letter seemed a thin excuse for such loyalty.

But whether Feridun’s reasons were his own or the Supreme’s, Boren owed him everything. The warrior’s skill had kept them alive, and his quiet strength had given Boren something he’d thought lost forever:

Hope.


      ***The shadow watched from the darkness between trees, its scarlet eyes fixed on the two travelers. Power surged through its otherworldly form as night approached. It probed the young one’s mind, searching for the memories it needed, but found only fragments. Useless, broken things.

Kill the Guardian, it thought, watching the larger one add wood to their fire.

The command pulsed through its being like a heartbeat. 


      ***“Why do you think Clyn betrayed us?” Boren asked, picking bones from his fish. He still couldn’t believe Feridun had caught it with his bare hands.

The warrior spat out a bone before answering. “Don’t waste time trying to understand traitors, boy. The south is trouble for us now. That’s all that matters.”

“We can’t run forever,” Boren said quietly.

“No. We can’t.”

The fire crackled between them, sending sparks into the darkness. Boren stared into the flames, remembering another fire, the one that had devoured his home.

“You heard what happened to my family, haven’t you?”

Feridun’s silence was answer enough.

“I need to tell someone,” Boren continued, his voice rough. “The day before it happened, Horatius, my mentor, woke me early. Said we were visiting friends on the coast. Then, they came at night, like bandits, but I know it was not bandits. There were knights and fire and… We left in such a hurry, then changed course to find shelter at one of the hunting reserves...”

His throat tightened, but he forced himself to continue. “Three days later, I overheard Horatius sending our servants back to Atrenal. That’s when I knew something terrible had happened. The next evening, Horatius told me I had to forget who I was. That we’d be alone from then on.”

The words spilled out now, like water through a broken dam. “We rode for Locam, but they found us on the road. An arrow took Horatius while he screamed for me to run. I fell from my horse in the dark, and I just...ran. I left him there, dying on the road. Then—“

Feridun’s sudden movement cut him off. The warrior leaped to his feet just as the air itself seemed to explode. Flames erupted in the trees above them, sending burning branches crashing down. Boren dove away, his scream lost in the roar of fire.

His heart nearly stopped. Through the smoke, he saw something that made every scary story he’d ever read look like a kid’s bedtime tale. It was like every nightmare he’d ever had rolled into one, like someone had taken all the darkness in the world and twisted it into something that wanted him dead. He wanted to run, to scream, to throw up - maybe all three at once. But his legs wouldn’t move.

It stood strong, wielding a massive double-headed axe wreathed in flames. The fire seemed to pour from the creature itself, consuming the forest without touching it.

Feridun snatched up a heavy branch and charged, but the shadow raised its axe. The branch exploded into splinters, throwing the warrior back. As Boren watched in horror, the creature grew, feeding on its own flames until it towered over them both.

A sound like grinding stone filled the air. The shadow had spoken in a way no normal human could understand. Feridun’s face went pale, but he planted his feet and roared back: “Never!”

The shadow pointed at Boren with a burning hand. Understanding hit him like a physical blow. This thing, whatever it was, had come for him.

Feridun threw off his cloak, revealing the warrior’s frame that had made him legendary. He drew his war hammer from his belt, its metal gleaming in the supernatural fire.

“You won’t have him!” Feridun’s voice carried the weight of an oath.

The shadow hesitated for just a moment, as if sensing something in Feridun it hadn’t expected. But then the flames surged higher, and the actual battle began.


      ***The shadow-creature bent forward in a mockery of a bow, then exploded toward Feridun with impossible speed. Their weapons met in a shower of sparks that lit up the night. Each clash rang out like a bell struck in the abyss, the sound echoing through the burning forest.

Boren watched in awe as Feridun matched the creature blow for blow. The warrior’s hammer should have melted against that otherworldly burning axe, yet it held firm. More than that, it seemed to pulse with its own kind of power, leaving trails of light in the darkness as Feridun swung it.

And suddenly Boren understood.

Feridun is a Tek wielder. A warrior mage out of the old tales.

The stories Boren had heard as a child came rushing back. Legends of men and women born with the ability to channel magical energy through weapons and artifacts. Tales his father had always dismissed as dangerous nonsense. The Empire did not like such tales one bit. But here was living proof, fighting for Boren’s life.

The battle became too fast to follow, weapons blurring into streaks of fire and light. But even Feridun’s supernatural strength had limits. Boren saw it in the way the warrior’s movements slowed, just as he had once watched his brother Sigur lose ground against Wilhem’s skillful strokes as they trained in the manor’s garden. Boren saw the moment Feridun’s guard dropped too low.

The shadow’s axe came whistling down. Feridun tried to dodge, but too late - his feet slipped in the churned earth, and he went down hard. The creature loomed over him, flames roaring higher in triumph.

Boren didn’t think. Something deeper than thought, older than fear, seized control of his body. He charged forward, Feridun’s small knife clutched in his hand. Some part of him knew it was madness. What could a simple blade do against this supernatural horror?

But that same deep instinct told him he had no choice. This was his role, his destiny, though he didn’t understand how he knew that.

The creature’s scarlet eyes locked onto him. In that moment, Boren saw something in those burning depths. Recognition, hatred, and a searching, inquisitive gaze.

Then the axe moved, too fast to see. Heat exploded through Boren’s chest. The force lifted him off his feet, sending him spinning through the air like a leaf in a storm. As darkness rushed up to claim him, those terrible eyes followed him down. Twin stars burning in a moonless sky, the last thing he would see in this world.

Or so he thought.









