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Chapter 1

Dash launched
himself out of the crowd and straight at the woman in the
crimson-and-orange coat.

Enna staggered but
caught the golden blur mid-jump. Muscles hardened from years of
hunting monsters steadied her as she crouched, one knee brushing
the cobblestones. She was wearing a red-orange coat that just
wasn’t bright; it seemed alive, flickering as though stitched from
embers. With her lavender hair tucked behind one ear and those
ember-bright eyes, Enna looked like a warrior carved out of fire
and steel.

A
surprised laugh escaped her lips. She ruffled the dog’s ears, her
lavender braid falling
forward as she bent low.

“Good
boy,” she murmured, scratching his neck. His tail wagged hard
enough to nearly topple them both. Her eyes
were drawn to the shiny silver buckle on a colored collar. While
petting the energetic pooch she noted the collar was leather but
treated to appear blue. Other dogs were kept on simple brown
leather leads. It was surprising, but not unheard of with some good
fortune behind a surname.

A sheepish voice
broke in. “Dash! Sorry, he... he has never done that
before.”

Enna looked up. The
man wasn’t a warrior at all, with messy hair falling into
silver-gray eyes that looked too gentle for a world this cruel. He
had the lean build of a scholar, clothes patched at the elbows, and
the sort of shy, sheepish smile that made him seem even younger
than he was. The man’s triangular face, framed by stray curls of
dark hair, was open and apologetic. His silver eyes flicked
nervously from her to the dog.

“Why are
you apologizing?” she asked, rising smoothly. The hunter’s coat
flared around her legs as she pushed an errant strand of hair
behind her ear.

“He’s
aptly named,” the man admitted.

“He’s
friendly,” Enna said with a faint smile. “No harm done.”

She gave him a
measured glance, long enough to notice the ink stains smudged on
his fingers and the way his robes hung more like scholar’s garb
than traveler’s wear, then turned back into the stream of people.
Her coat’s flame-bright colors vanished quickly into the muted
browns and grays of the crowd.

Cephas clipped the
lead onto Dash’s collar, a little too late. His mouth opened to
thank her again, maybe even ask her name, but she was already gone.
All that remained was the memory of her laugh and the impression of
fierce confidence wrapped in warmth.

Through the day, no
matter how many charts he drafted or how tightly he focused on the
neat lines of celestial maps, his mind wandered back to her. The
stranger. The woman who caught Dash without flinching.

This was unusual
for him. Life in the temple was a steady rhythm of study, prayer,
and the occasional debate with his uncle Silas. His world was built
from parchment and ink: mapping stars, cataloguing the myths of
gods and monsters, and copying notes until his fingers ached. Meals
were plain, days predictable, and nights quiet except for Dash
snoring at his feet. It was a sheltered life, safe from the chaos
beyond the temple walls, and Cephas had always believed it was
enough.

But now,
the memory of her lavender braid and the confidence in her voice tugged at him,
interrupting even the most familiar routines. For the first time,
the stars above felt distant, their patterns unable to soothe the
restless spark she had left behind.

Restless, Cephas
left his papers behind and wandered the temple halls, Dash padding
at his side. The oil lamps burned steadily, but shadows clung to
the arches as if the stone itself breathed.

“How did
you slip out this morning?” he murmured to the dog. Dash wagged,
tongue lolling, as though keeping secrets.

Cephas frowned.
Dogs couldn’t work latches. Dash had no way to leave their chamber
without someone letting him out. He shook his head, dismissing the
thought, and tried to smile. “Maybe you just like puzzles more than
I do.”

In the kitchen, he
put water on to boil and cut bread, tossing scraps of cheese to
Dash. The familiar rhythm of bread, butter, and tea usually calmed
him, but tonight even small comforts felt unsteady. Each creak in
the rafters pulled his gaze to the shuttered windows.

“You
only ran outside to meet her, didn’t you?” he teased. Dash barked
once, sharp and bright, but the sound barely chased away the
unease.

Cephas settled into
his chair, but the silence that followed pressed heavy, almost
listening. Beyond the windows, the night seemed thicker than usual,
as though something waited in the dark.







Chapter 2

Enna sat with her
friends in the quiet tavern, the scent of roasted duck and spiced
vegetables heavy in the air. The bard’s last notes still lingered
as servers set plates before them, duck with carrots, parsnips,
turnips, and steaming rice. Enna wasted no time stabbing into the
meal, savoring the first hot food in weeks not cooked over a
campfire.

At her
side, Jaylah and Ola spoke in low tones. They were a team of
monster hunters and had been on the road more often than not for several years now. Jaylah was always with her scarf wound
loosely at her throat, olive skin, black hair always
in a braid, and quick eyes that never seemed to miss a thing.
Mischief lived in her smirk, the kind of expression that made
friends groan before she even opened her mouth. Ola carried herself
like the farm she came from: steady, practical, and unshakable. Her
calloused hands could mend a fence or strangle a raider without
much change in expression. She smelled faintly of earth and horses,
her brown hair pulled back, her gaze as plainspoken as her
words.

They had spent the
afternoon prying for news of monsters on the nearby roads. That was
why the trio came to towns at all, to find leads, work, and
supplies. But wandering into civilization carried its risks. Guards
and officials rarely believed three women could bring down
monsters, much less wield divine artifacts. More often they accused
them of theft, eager to seize what was not theirs.

Every temple taught
the same truth: an artifact, once attuned, could not be stripped
from its bearer. But everyone also knew a grimmer truth, that a
divine item slipped free from the grip of the dead. Greedy men did
not speak of it aloud, but they acted on it whenever they
could.

“Do you
want to head out tomorrow?” Ola asked, turning to Enna. “We have
enough leads. No reason to linger.”

Enna nodded,
chewing. “Agreed. This is not exactly a friendly port. I will pick
up trail rations in the morning so we can stay out
longer.”

“Business wrapped at first light, then gone before noon?” Ola
pressed.
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