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He wasn't ready to trust anyone, and the darkness no longer frightened him. He had grown accustomed to it like a second skin. The bushes and their gray blur in the moonlight no longer startled him as they had in the beginning, when every whisper of leaves made him jump and clench his fists. He had learned to read the language of the night. He learned to find even the faintest animal trails – barely visible streaks in the grass where deer descended to the water, or the packed-down little paths between trees where bears left marks with their claws on the bark. When he came across human tracks, they seemed like highways to him – wide, clear, almost screaming of civilization's presence.

He avoided the rutted cart roads and the rare sensation of human presence. When the wind carried the scent of woodsmoke or the sound of metal striking stone, he would veer far aside, adding hours to his journey. He walked without a specific destination, but followed an unwavering direction – the one leading farther away from his brother. Betrayed or abandoned – what was the difference, when the result for him was the same? The words from their last conversation still echoed in his ears like a curse. He just had to get away and not let himself be caught by the hunters his older brother had sent after him. He knew Aiji well enough to be certain his pride wouldn't let such a challenge go unanswered.

He crossed several mountain streams, whose cold waters made his skin go numb. He even swam for about a mile in the waters of a river, whose stony bed carried him through the rocky gorge that had become impassable for his feet. The current seemed brisk, but not enough to be a danger to him. He didn't have much of a choice. He had to erase his tracks, and water was his best ally in that regard. The cold pierced his body to the bone, and the current slammed him into submerged rocks, but he stubbornly pressed on, dunking his head every time he heard a sound that didn't belong to the river.

He emerged from the foamy waters just before they thundered down into the abyss of a waterfall, strewn with sharp rocks. His wiry body easily scaled the rock that split the water flow in two. His fingers found purchase in the smallest cracks, and his feet held onto ledges barely larger than walnuts. From its top, he managed a jump of almost two meters. The air whistled in his ears, and the ground approached at a frightening speed. He landed, tumbling his body onto the soft moss growing under the ferns on the left bank. The right side – farther from his pursuers.

He didn't know if they were there, but he was sure such men would be sent on his heels. He was as certain of it as he was of the sunrise. His brother wouldn't let him slip away. Not anymore! Not after he had questioned his leadership qualities and the future of their father's legacy before the entire council. The words he had spoken that cursed night now weighed like stones in his gut. Aiji would not forgive such humiliation.

Dawn was beginning to break. The gray of the moonlit night was yielding to the first rosy hues of sunrise, and this made him hurry his search for a suitable spot to provide him shelter during the day. Daylight turned every person into a target, and he couldn't afford to be spotted.

Scanning the cliffs ahead for an overhang or a niche, his gaze settled on a barely visible entrance to a small cave, slightly darker against the rock face, high up on the ridge. The entrance looked no larger than a peasant's sack, but for him, it meant safety. He didn't hesitate. His fingers sought out bumps and cracks in the stone to allow him to climb the near-vertical wall. Every step was carefully measured, every movement planned. One wrong move, and the fall would be the last thing he'd remember.

On his way up to the cave, the young man stepped onto a path cut into the sheer rock face. Although wide enough to fit a cart, the path wasn't visible from below, from the river. Cunningly built, as if specifically designed to hide movement upon it from prying eyes. He stopped for a moment, feeling his pulse quicken. He wondered whether to take the path, but dismissed the idea as quickly as it had come. The sun had risen above the mountain ridges, bathing the slopes in a golden light, and he realized his vulnerability. Anyone looking up would easily spot him on the exposed path. He still didn't feel safe traveling by day. He needed to hide and rest.

The cave turned out to be shallow. Just a few paces of level stone floor, with the ceiling and walls narrowing in on him. The air was stale and cold, carrying the smell of dampness and something else – something organic and long-rotted. On the floor, he discovered remnants of woven twigs, resembling a nest. Apparently the home of a bird that had long since abandoned it, and judging by its size and the few crushed small bones scattered about, he decided the bird had been large and predatory. Perhaps an eagle, or something larger. He didn't know the birds in these lands.

He wearily slumped down near the nest and closed his eyes. His muscles relaxed for the first time in hours, but his mind remained on alert. He expected the usual nightmare, and most of all, the voice that never stopped speaking and pleading. The voice of the man he had killed to escape.
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"I told you that dog is too old. It won't last."

Noel tightened the reins of his horse and cast another dissatisfied glance at the huge, shaggy silhouette moving some thirty meters ahead of the column. A former caravan guard, a veteran of numerous battles, and the General's current aide-de-camp, he was accustomed to having his words heeded and his decisions respected. The last years of his illustrious military career had changed him profoundly. His posture had acquired the dignity of a hardened warrior, so typical of veterans – broad shoulders, a straight back, a vigilant gaze. Under the weight of responsibilities, his temper had smoothed and settled. Dozens of battles and command duties had refined his character, making him a worthy comrade to the General. Yet, his eyes still occasionally flashed with a hint of that old devilry, and his shrewdness had become proverbial among the soldiers.

His words, however, seemed to go unheard. The man to whom they were clearly addressed showed no reaction whatsoever.

His back rigid, leaning forward almost imperceptibly, he gripped the reins of his black stallion with his left hand. His scowling gaze was fixed on the enormous dog crouched thirty meters ahead of them. His blue eyes flashed from under a streaked lock of hair that had escaped the leather tie holding back his long tail of hair beneath the blue cloak. The hilt of a long sword protruded over his left shoulder, and another was visible on his right, near his hip. A calloused palm – hardened by battle and time, with white scars across the knuckles – rested casually upon it.

The Sweeper felt the muscles in his thighs tense instinctively. With a slight movement, he urged his horse to quicken its pace and position itself sideways before the group of riders following him. His eyes never left the dog, anticipating its reaction. Every gesture the beast made could be decisive for the life or death of the entire group.

Up ahead, just before a slight bend in the road, the enormous Maneater, with the surprisingly gentle name of Shaggy, sat on its haunches, ears pricked, sniffing the air intently.

The animal had moved ahead, outpacing the column of riders, but not so far as to be lost from sight. The narrow path, carved into the rock, offered no place to deviate. The roar of the river below to the right drowned out almost all other sounds – only the rhythm of shod hooves on stone was faintly audible. Yet, the dog's nose picked up the traces left by various living creatures on the stone path, and those carried on the air painted an invisible picture of the teeming life all around.

A minute ago, lured by the sweet scent of a mountain goat, Shaggy had approached the bend. Then he had frozen. A wave of scents from the rocks above the path assailed him. His nose identified the smell of an old bird's nest, an aroma atypical for the area mixed with spices, and the familiar scent of a human being.

A distant memory stirred within him, provoked by the human element in the scent. It made him sit on his haunches like a vigilant sentinel, ready to pounce at the first sign of danger. He wagged his tail almost joyfully, raising a small cloud of dust from the rocky path. But then he detected differences. Very subtle, but definite differences.

Disappointed, the Maneater shook his massive head, shaking off the memories. He sniffed again, raising his nose and exposing it to the faintest breeze. He wasn't mistaken. The scent remained, as did the differences, but he detected no danger. He turned his head to look back at the riders slowly approaching him.

The Sweeper had sensed it. He watched from his horse – his sharp blue eyes always ready to catch a change in the animal's behavior. He had noticed the change and the slight wag of the tail. Good! The warning had been received. There was no danger!

The Maneater stood up, with a sense of duty fulfilled. He stepped confidently onto his four huge paws and slowly moved forward, passing the source of the memories. His friend would show up someday!

"Old or not..."

As he reached the spot where the dog had stopped, the scowling man riding at the head of the column raised his right fist. The movement was sharp, decisive. The riders following him stopped immediately – the sound of shod hooves ceased almost simultaneously on the stone.

The Sweeper carefully scanned the area. His eyes took in every detail from the rock wall on the left to the chasm on the right. Although he discerned the outline of a cave entrance up in the rocks, his gaze passed over it without lingering. The old trick was: never show you've spotted a potential ambush. To reinforce the impression that he noticed nothing suspicious, he even diverted his attention downward to the abyss where the mountain river raged.

He trusted the dog. The beast's judgment had saved him dozens of times over the years. From that first battle at the Iron Gates to the last fight near the Stone Peaks – Shaggy had never been wrong. The dog had unequivocally let him know that whatever was up there posed no immediate threat. But he mentally noted, invisible to the others, the warning that they were not alone on the road.

"...Shaggy is with me."

Noel shook his head thoughtfully. His lips tightened into a thin line of disapproval, but he found no words to contradict his General. Internally, he was convinced that the General's terrifying, shaggy pet would only be a hindrance on this journey. Too old, too slow, too attached to memories of times long past. Stationed right beside the General's horse, he allowed himself the liberty of leaning slightly towards the rider. His voice was quiet, cautious:

"The dog is yours, Sweeper. You decide."

Hearing his old nickname, the General softened his gaze. The wrinkles on his forehead smoothed slightly, and his lips curved into a faint smile – the first in many days. He had long noticed that Noel addressed him that way only when forced to acknowledge his own powerlessness. His aide had never managed to get used to the Maneater's presence, despite the years spent alongside it.

"He's not mine, Noel. He's Nick's. I'm just temporarily making use of his services and friendship. Only until Nick shows up again."

The words were spoken quietly, almost thoughtfully. The Sweeper looked towards the distant mountain peaks hidden beyond the next bend. Somewhere out there, in the world beyond the known, his old friend might be fighting demons he couldn't even suspect.

"You still can't get used to the idea that we won't see him again, can you?"

Noel was amazed that the Sweeper still expected to see his friend. A note of irritation, mixed with concern for his commander's mental state, crept into his voice.

"It's only been eleven years, Noel. Did you forget that for him, that's just... what... thirteen, fourteen months?"

"Even so..."

"I'll give him a little more time before I give up on him. I hope he's there with Kira and they're both happy."

The Sweeper's smile warmed at the mention of the woman his friend had loved. Even now, so many years later, her name carried equal parts pain and hope.

"But she died so long ago! I don't understand a word of what you're saying!"

Noel shook his head in despair. He had never fully grasped the whole story about the Endless – those beings who lived by rules incomprehensible to ordinary people, despite the lengthy explanations the Sweeper would launch into when nostalgia for those days seized him.

"Oh, Noel!"

The General sighed with exasperation. His voice took on that patient tone he used when explaining complex tactical maneuvers to younger officers.

"You haven't been listening. She died Here and didn't remain. Which means she's There. But as Mira says: 'You were a dumb guard and you'll stay that way.'"

Noel flinched at the mention of the assassin. He managed a strained smile, but his eyes avoided the General's gaze.

He paused briefly, just enough to demonstrate his feelings, then continued in a cautious tone:

"And when was the last time you saw your beloved Shadow?"

The Sweeper laughed. In these rare moments, his voice shed its new owner's persona, and his old acquaintances saw again that young and carefree guard from years past. His laughter was deep, genuine.

"Just recently. No more than three days ago."

Noel looked at him, stressed. His eyes widened.

"She's been here?! Wait a minute... where were we then... At the inn." He slapped his thighs. "Right? When we were at the inn? And I didn't even notice!"

"Of course you didn't. She's a shadow! What do you want – a drum to beat when she comes? Maybe some fanfares! Ha!"

The Sweeper laughed again, but this time the laughter sounded sharper, colder. The old General was regaining dominance over the young guard.

"There are many things you don't understand, aide!"

And with those words, the Sweeper vanished again along with the smile. Now, on the horse next to Noel, rode the honorable and respected General – the man who had led armies to victory and whose name commanded respect across several kingdoms.

"Yes, my General."

The aide understood that the brief window to the past had closed. His voice returned to the established, formal, and distant tone. He raised his hand to the accompanying riders:

"Forward!"

The column moved slowly onward after Shaggy, who was disappearing around the bend. The horses' hooves resumed their insistent rhythm on the stones, and the mountain wind carried a very faint – almost imperceptible – scent of the unknown from the bend ahead.
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The quick steps echoed faintly in the spacious hall at the top of the tower. Bathed in the natural sunlight streaming through the enormous stained-glass windows, this hall was his favorite place to work. He never ceased to marvel at the colorful spots playing across the white marble floor, and their shifting dance with the passing hours. For hours, he could enjoy this intricate interior composition of skillfully interwoven, handcrafted glass, fused piece by piece and fitted together to form specific shapes and pictures. Every stained-glass window in this hall was unique and irreplaceable, both in its design and its selection of glass. It had been his brainchild, inspired by foreign memories.

Nolan Storer sat almost motionless, his elbow propped on the marble surface of a huge desk, cluttered with various scrolls, books, and glass vials. He tried to keep his face still. He wanted it to appear stony, even though inwardly he was bursting with laughter. His gaze followed the portly figure bustling along the blue velvet runner toward him. The swaying, the puffing, and the sweat beading on the forehead and cheeks of the approaching man filled him with genuine delight.

The pompous turkey deserves it! he thought, watching the agonizing ascent. To climb all those floors and traverse all those corridors in the tower, from the quarters where he himself had ordered him to be lodged, all the way to this hall, must have cost him a good three pounds. Serves him right!

He finally cracked and lightly scratched the tip of his nose—a movement that coincided with the arrival of the rotund figure, clad in white multi-layered vestments, and his noisy collapse into the intentionally placed chair a few meters from the desk. This was followed by a slow, groaning lifting of one leg, a scraping of the chair, and the settling of the fleshy limb onto an equally comfortable and intentionally placed footstool with a plush cushion. The puffing and scraping repeated, and soon the other leg, diligently clad in a thick white stocking and stuffed into a soft red slipper, found its place on the little pillow.

"Soooo..." he dragged out the word with a noisy exhalation.

Two eyes, nearly bulging from exhaustion, fixed on the man sitting at the desk. Nolan watched the pulsing veins on Lucretius's neck and temples, how his chest swelled and fell in the strained effort to catch his breath. He knew the complaint he was eagerly awaiting would follow any second.

"What are you trying to do? Kill me, Supreme Healer? You don't mean to..." A rasping cough cut his words off at the root.

"But I beg your pardon, Your Holiness! How could I ever presume!" Without any effort, he stretched his lips into that practiced, brilliantly sincere smile that betrayed not a hint of falsity, creating fine wrinkles around his eyes. "Would you like some water?"

"Quiet!" the Supreme Father managed to grate out between gasps. He raised a hand to emphasize his words. "Just a second."

"Of course, Your Holiness!" He put the stone mask back on his face.

Nolan used the time to observe how the Supreme Father's face shifted from pale to flushed and back again, how the muscles in his neck tensed with every attempt to draw air.

He knew these symptoms well—years spent treating similar cases had given him ample experience. After more than two minutes, the Supreme Father finally managed to suppress the coughing fit and slumped back into the chair. His eyes were reddened, and his round face was flushed like a raspberry.

"You are to blame, Storer."

"Me?"

"Yes, you! You and your cruelty, for receiving me in this God-forsaken place, fit only for hooded vultures to nest."

"Magnificent birds, by the way..."

"Enough, Storer." The Supreme Father had managed to regain his normal breathing, and with it, his clarity about the situation. "How long have we known each other, Healer?"

"An eternity, Lucretius." The Supreme Healer didn't hold back.

"Watch yourself, Nolan... You set me up!"

"Me?!"

"Yes, you and your whole pack of God-chosen, enlightened hyenas."

"Strong words, Reverend." The words stung, and the result wasn't long in coming.

"Know your place, Nolan Storer, to whom you are speaking!" The Supreme Father Lucretius had propped himself up on his elbows, and his face began to redden again.

"It takes one to know one! But, as you said yourself, we've known each other a long time. Precisely because of that, we shouldn't have this conversation in this manner."

The fire in the Supreme Father's eyes cooled slightly before the stony gaze and the freezing notes in the Healer's voice. Lucretius quickly forced a smile onto his face. He waved a dismissive hand and leaned back into the armchair.

"Forget it... I'm still sore about the diet you put me on—how long ago... eleven years now. And you made me dependent on coffee, that annoyingly wonderful beverage."

"If you had followed the diet, Your Holiness, you would have climbed up here like a young mountain goat and wouldn't even be out of breath... I expected exactly that from you."

"And you are right, but what is a mere mortal like me to do? This mortal shell has always been far too tempted by earthly pleasures. That is my prison and the cross I bear. But you... just look at you. You haven't changed at all all these years."

"You always tell me that whenever I have the honor of meeting with you."

"Stop with that formal tone, Nolan. We are alone here, and we can allow ourselves the freedom of ordinary conversation, which, alas, we both rarely have access to."

"So be it, Lucretius. You seem lonely." The Supreme Healer leaned slightly toward the man sitting across from him.

"The Temple is a drafty place. Winds blow from all sides. I doubt you are in a much different position."

"Oh, no one wants to shoulder my post. For two years, I've been one of The Three, and for the past year and a half, I've been trying in every way to get rid of the title."

"One of The Three?!" Lucretius snorted contemptuously. "Allow me to point out: after you became a member of the Circle, how long did it take you? A year! And then you were elected to the Triad. Ha! And how long? Mere months after your election, you managed to grab the reins and put a homing bit on the rabble in the hall downstairs to bring them to heel. You are fast, Storer. No, you are not fast. You are brilliant! I am aware that the other two are just a front for your absolute power. And what did I do?! My power slipped through my fingers before I even felt it."

"You inherited a heavy burden in difficult times for the Church, but you handled it well, Lucretius. You consolidated what remained and preserved a great deal. You hold all the levers and strings you can pull when you need or desire. By the way, good intelligence." Nolan wrinkled his nose slightly.

He didn't like that the Church was aware of what was happening in the Academy of the Body.

"Yes, that's true," Lucretius smiled slightly sadly. "But... I'm tired."

"We all bear the burden of our choices, old friend."

"You know... I'm somewhat glad you consider me a friend..."

"Just words... forget it," Nolan laughed. "We still mustn't forget who you are, what you've done, what you do, and who I am."

"I am just a boy, thrown into the middle of a battle I have to handle, with no one to lean on."

"You? But you have the full support of the Church, my Guild, and almost all the kings in Boria!"

"Is that so? It is not!"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, take you, for instance."

The Healer raised an eyebrow. Lucretius chuckled slightly and continued:

"It was promised that ten healers would be assigned to every legion, but what turns out? They can barely find one."

"You didn't allow us to build academies in the northern lands. How are we to train willing candidates? Where do I get trained people? A single healer requires years of training. There are willing candidates, but there's nowhere to house them. The Academy is overflowing."

"We don't have years, Healer... we are under attack."

"I am aware, but what can I do? We are all straining to train new recruits. I have gathered all the remaining ones and sent them to the borders of Fearya."

"And Durk..."

"You didn't allow me to establish an academy there."

"Are you starting that again? It's impossible now. Maybe later, but not at the moment. It's complicated, and negotiations with the monasteries are no easy task."

"I understand that, but still... We have healers in Durk."

"There are few."

"We have as many as we have. We can't afford to send more."

The two fell silent for a moment, and the stillness swallowed them. They understood the hopelessness of the situation. Nolan watched as the sunbeams crept across the marble floor, making the colored spots from the stained-glass windows dance in a new rhythm. Lucretius closed his eyes and allowed himself a brief rest before continuing the conversation.

"And Briest?" The Supreme Father looked up with a faint hope and a sly expression.

"What about Briest?"

"Why don't you use your influence and ask for help? They have healers who are not subject to your guild. I've heard they work wonders."

"Briest was categorical that they would remain neutral."

"For God's sake, they can't remain neutral! We are all under attack! Do they think they will remain untouched up there?"

"Apparently, that's how they see it."

"Nonsense! They must help."

"How, Your Holiness, can they forget the policy that your subordinate institution pursued against them? The persecutions they were subjected to, and the war they were forced to endure?"

"All that is in the past. You know that after I took the helm of the Church, my first decree was to stop the military actions and change the policy."

"A commendable move, but we must not forget that circumstances forced you to do it."

"Yes, but even if that's the case, it's still a fact. Another fact is that there were no negotiations, just two or three letters exchanged, and then it was all over. What is that? Is that the peace they sought? That is an outrageous reclusiveness, and also complete indifference to what is happening here."

"Why should they even care what happens here?"

"I don't know, but they should. After all, we are on the same land, we breathe the same air, and we are under attack. The invaders respect nothing, least of all Briest's neutrality."

"They are beasts, yes, but at least they aren't advancing. For a year now, they've been sitting in Duscrest and haven't done anything to expand the territory they've captured around the fortress."

"Only making raids from time to time. How serious does that seem to you?"

"Do you think so? You are not shortsighted; you are one of The Three. You must be joking?" Lucretius flushed slightly. He took a deep breath and let it out noisily.

"You are joking with me, Healer, on an inadmissible topic. Have you forgotten their detachments in our rear? You aren't uninformed, are you?"

"I know about them." Nolan waved almost dismissively.

"You know! Then how can you joke about this?"

"Small groups that..."

"That what? Scout? Go for a stroll or hunt for amusement?"

"As far as I know, we are handling them." Nolan interrupted him.

"Are we? And what about the ones we don't know about? And the fact that they fight fiercely like demons? We can't push them back into the sea they came from."

"This is a local conflict, Your Supreme. Why are you so fixated on it?"

"It is not local, and it's strange that you think so. They control the sea and won't let a sail be raised on it. My scouts report entire processions of their smoking ships docking in the port of Duscrest. They easily and brutally slaughtered the emissaries and... the regiments we sent. I dare not think what would happen if they simply decided to march west."

"I've already agreed with you on all points, I even approved the appointment of the general you requested."

"Yes, your Sweeper... I remember him and I know all about him. That's precisely why I asked for him from you. I need exactly that kind of man to lead the coalition army. Otherwise, everyone is pulling the blanket to their own side."

"It's not easy to navigate between different interests. Every sovereign who sent troops thinks he should be in command, or at least his general. And it won't be easy for the Sweeper either. The decision for a unified command was the right one. You put a lot of effort into that, Lucretius."

"I thank you for that, but I need a man to lead it. That's why I asked you for an independent general."

"I didn't want to send the Sweeper. I didn't want to leave him in that fire, but yours was the only request I couldn't refuse."

"So others have asked for him too?"

"The Sweeper is an almost legendary figure." The Healer laughed. "Of course, all of you would ask for him."

"Who?"

"Whoever you can think of! Arinol, Fearya, Sled—why, even the Monasteries made noises about depriving me of the Sweeper's services as the chief commander of the academic garrisons."

"The Monasteries?!"

"Well, after all, they consider him their protégé. For them, he is the ideal compromise and the only person outside their narrow-mindedness to whom they could entrust the command of their guards."

"Understandable." Lucretius ran a hand over his hair. "But why wasn't I informed?"

"It seems you are missing a thread or two, Lucretius. You aren't getting old, are you?"

"Yes. We are all getting old, aren't we?"

The Supreme Father rose with a grunt. Before retreating toward the door, he turned to the Healer. Nolan watched him move—slowly, carefully, still slightly breathless from the tension of the conversation.

"My stay for treatment is nearing its end. I will retire to the Capital so I can, as I recently put it, pull the strings from the center. But you, Healer, please, accept my recommendation and contact your connections in Briest. Ask for assistance. It is time for their isolation to end.

Nolan nodded silently, watching Lucretius's figure recede toward the exit. When the door closed behind him, he was left alone with his thoughts and the dancing colored spots from the stained-glass windows. He knew the conversation would have consequences—both of them had said more than they had initially intended.
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The morning wind swayed the cages, and their little metal doors jingled softly. The Shadowy One cautiously reached out toward the small golden bird and felt its heart fluttering beneath his fingers. For years, these delicate creatures had brought him news from the farthest corners of the world, and now... I still can't believe she chose this windy place over the silence of her burrow.

The old man turned sharply. The bird flapped its wings, and he barely managed to hold it as his balance wavered. Time had stolen the swiftness from his body that his spirit still demanded.

"Mira!" His breath caught for a moment, then he chuckled softly, his eyes narrowing slyly. "How in the name of all the saints did you get past the guards! I didn't expect you back so soon."

A familiar figure was outlined in the open doorway. The black leather suit clung to her body like a second skin, accentuating every curve. Under her arm, she carried a folded cloak, and her lips curved into a smile whose effect she knew perfectly well.

"Hardly." Her voice was calm, but it held a note of satisfaction at the surprise she had caused.

She pushed off from the doorframe and took a few steps inside. Her gait was soundless, as always—years of training had refined every movement to perfection.

"You disappoint me, Shadowy One." Her gaze caught his slight stumble from a moment before. "You're not getting old like all the rest, are you?"

The elder placed the bird back into its cage, first gently stroking its head with the tip of his finger. The little creature calmed down, as if it understood now was not the time for flight.

"Everyone gets old, even you." His voice was quiet, but it held something more than a simple statement of fact. "But aging suits some."

He pointed at himself with an ironic gesture and headed for the exit.

"Come, let's go outside. We shouldn't disturb the delicate souls in here."

Mira glanced briefly around the aviary. Dozens of pairs of little eyes watched her from the cages, as if sensing the tension between them.

"You inherited quite a henhouse from Olana," she joked and followed the Shadowy One, who was already moving with slow but sure steps toward the small wooden house.

The distance between the aviary and the dwelling wasn't great, but it took the old man nearly two minutes to cover it.

Mira walked silently beside him, matching his pace. She knew his pride wouldn't allow him to accept help, even if he needed it.

"Yes, that's right." The Shadowy One stopped for a moment and looked back at the aviary. "Poor thing, she always wanted to have a bird on hand to carry her words across space. Well, over time, I enriched her collection."

His voice held a note of nostalgia, mixed with something else—perhaps guilt, perhaps regret.

"Still, the cave offered more peace," Mira remarked.

"It's entirely yours now, Mira." He straightened up and looked toward the sky. The sun was high, and its warm rays spilled over his face. "I want... I want to enjoy the sun. This body has accumulated enough darkness, and I wish, before it withers completely, to soak up the sunlight."

His words were quiet but held an inner conviction he had long contemplated.

"Excessive sentimentality." A hint of impatience tinged Mira's voice. "Its time has long been overdue, but you stubbornly refuse."

They entered the house. The single room was modestly furnished: a wooden table in the center, surrounded by a few rough chairs, several shelves on the walls, and a fireplace in one corner. Everything was unchanged, just as Olana had left it years ago.

The two settled opposite each other. The table between them was carved from a single piece of wood, its surface bearing the marks of time and countless uses.

"You haven't even changed the interior!" Mira looked around demonstratively; although she knew it perfectly well, she pretended to be seeing it for the first time.

"Years of shared work connected us, and after her fall, I didn't have the heart to erase her memory here." The Shadowy One's smile was sad. "At least the memory here. She was a bright star. Briest owes her a great deal."

"Her fall was so many years ago, and they still won't stop talking about it."

Mira leaned back in her chair. She knew she was broaching a dangerous topic, but she needed his reaction.

"Well, no one in Briest expected it. Not in that manner." The Shadowy One's voice grew faint, and he spoke confidentially. "The Prophetess's suicide was unthinkable to everyone, especially since it coincided with the beginning of the long-prepared plans she herself had set in motion."

He thought for a moment, his fingers beginning to tap rhythmically on the table.

"Well, you put it that way!"

Mira's voice was dry, factual. It wasn't an accusation, just a statement of reality.

"Mira!" The old man slightly raised his voice, but his eyes remained kindly smiling, despite the warning note in his words. "Very few in this world know what exactly happened then, and even fewer know why and how. You are one of them, and I don't think this topic is fit for discussion now, or ever. Is that not so, Keeper of the Shadow?"

The Shadowy One, addressing her by her official title in the Order, put a categorical end to the topic. His tone left no room for argument.

Mira understood the hint. Years of working together had taught them to read each other's signals. She nodded almost imperceptibly and shifted her posture.

"Fine, Shadowy One, if it's about business, let it be about business." Her hand slipped to a hidden pocket in her garment and pulled out a neatly folded sheet. The paper was stained with dark blotches—some of them were definitely blood.

She placed the sheet on the table before the leader of the Order. Her fingers lingered for a moment on the paper, as if reluctantly parting with it.

The Shadowy One never took his eyes off her as he took the sheet. Their gazes met briefly—hers read tension, his readiness for anything. Only when he slowly unfolded the paper did he look away.

His eyes moved quickly over the lines of finely written text. Mira watched his face, searching for changes in his expression. When he finished reading, he placed the sheet on the table with an almost careless gesture, but she noticed his hand was trembling ever so slightly.

The Shadowy One closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. His chest rose and fell heavily. The silence that descended upon the room was oppressive. Mira felt the seconds stretching into hours.

She knew what was happening in his head. The same hurricane of thoughts, feelings, worries, and countless questions had risen within her when she read the contents of the note, spattered with blood and mud, a day ago.

"It has happened!" The Shadowy One's voice was hushed to a whisper.

"It was to be expected someday."

Mira nodded silently. She too had known this moment would come. The only question was when.

"How reliable is the source?" A flicker of hope shone in his eyes as he raised them to her. "Can he be trusted?"

"He gave his life to get it." Mira's reply was firm, without hesitation.

"I trusted him. For six months, he was our primary resident in Duskcrest."

The hope in the Shadowy One's gaze died out.

"Will you be able to bring him back?"

"No. He was a local."

The old man sighed heavily. Another lost contact, another dead agent.

"I've told you, in positions like that, it's necessary to place..." he began, but Mira interrupted him sharply.

"You know very well what happened a year ago and how everything occurred with horrifying speed and unexpectedness."

Her voice held unconcealed irritation.

"I did what I could, using the resources we had left."

She stood up abruptly, her steps pacing the small room. The failure infuriated her, especially because she knew she was right—the circumstances had left no room for more precautions.

"A pity, truly."

Determination had pushed the doubts from the Shadowy One's gaze. He rose smoothly; his movement was more assured than before. With a slight motion, he smoothed his black robe and pointed toward the exit.

"Go, Keeper. Initiate the plan. I need more information."

"It is already done, Shadowy One."

Mira bowed with the traditional reverence of the Order—her right hand pressed to her heart.

She turned and with a swift stride left the room. Her steps echoed briefly in the small house, then faded. The Shadowy One heard her descending the sloping clearing, and then heard confused exclamations—obviously the guards had finally realized their failure.

He stepped onto the threshold and watched with his gaze as his right hand in the Order disappeared among the trees with her characteristic silent gait. Her movements were fluid and cautious—even now, when she was no longer hiding, her instincts continued to guide her.

The Shadowy One settled onto the wooden bench in front of the house entrance. The planks were dried by the sun and creaked slightly under his weight. He raised his eyes to the sky—clear, blue, without a single cloud.

His greatest fears for Boria were beginning to come true. Even a year ago, while gathering fragmentary information, a troubling doubt had been born within him. It had tormented him for months, and he had hoped he was wrong, that it was just an old man's paranoia.

Now it was more than clear to him—the purity of this world had been violated. Violated by outsiders. And he had to protect it at any cost. This was the primary driving purpose of his life... in all his lives.
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The clatter of hooves on the stone road below jolted him awake. For a moment, he froze—his muscles tensed like springs, his pulse spiking. His left hand clenched the sheath of his long, slender sword as he instinctively slid swiftly and crouched in the deepest shadow at the rear of the cave. The cold stones bit into his back through his thin shirt. It took him a few seconds to realize where he was and to fully shake off the remnants of the heavy dream that had haunted him like dark shadows even in his waking state.

The clattering echoed between the cave's rocky walls, creating the sensation that the riders were almost upon him, about to storm his refuge. It was all due to the treacherous acoustics of the cave niche, whose entrance captured sounds, repeated them, reflecting them off the smooth walls, thus amplifying their effect many times over. Even the faintest clink of a weapon sounded like a thunderclap.

They were down there, approaching. A cold drop of sweat trickled down his forehead. He crawled to the edge, carefully peeking behind the protruding rock that concealed his outline. Below, on the winding path cut into the rock, a column of seven riders moved slowly. Their horses stepped cautiously on the uneven stone pavement, their hooves marking a measured rhythm. They were right below him now.

Ahead of them, a few meters away, a huge dog slowly wagged its tail, its nose lowered to the path itself. He had never seen a dog of such size—its shoulders reached the bellies of the horses. At first, he thought it was a bear, but straining his eyesight, he clearly distinguished the outline of a massive hound. Its black coat shone like polished iron, and muscles rippled beneath its skin with every step. A shiver ran down his spine, and he thanked his luck for finding this cave high above the road. If he had done anything differently, if he had stayed down by the river... he would hardly have remained unnoticed by that beast. Just imagining an encounter with such a monster...

The riders—all men, clad in light armor and armed with relatively short swords—stood out with their identical robes. Uniforms, apparently. Green and brown with an embroidered emblem on the back, one he hadn't encountered here before. A serpent coiled around a chalice. He vaguely drew an analogy to something familiar but immediately dismissed it—that would be impossible. Here, in this remote corner of the world? He couldn't make out details from this height, but he clearly saw that the man riding at the head of the column was dressed quite differently. He assumed this was their commander. It would be logical. He wasn't in the same uniform as the others—he wore a dark blue cloak with leather pauldrons, and the colors didn't match those of his subordinates.

His hearing, sharpened by the cave's astonishing acoustics, caught fragmented phrases exchanged between the group's leader and the one following closest behind him.

"General, I don't like this... this fortress is far different from anything we've seen so far..."

The second man's voice was lower, but still discernible: "Focus, Noel... we will carry out our orders... we must join forces and counter the strike... Duskcrest must be brought back under our control..."

Then they passed. The clatter of hooves gradually faded into the distance. Lying on his back, his gaze fixed on the cave's stone ceiling, the young man thought feverishly, piecing together the scant information he'd gathered. The cold touch of the stone beneath him helped him concentrate his thoughts.

Duskcrest was the city he had fled from. That's what the locals called it. That's where his brother's people were—ruthless warriors who knew no mercy. And the riders below had a mission there. A mission which, if he correctly understood the meaning of the fragmented phrases, was to retake the city. They were definitely locals. Their skin color clearly showed it—darker than his, tanned by the sun of these lands.

Over the past months, the locals had suffered defeat after defeat. Their armies fell apart before even reaching the battlefield. No one managed to stop the bands of killers sent by his brother to operate deep in their rear. His brother was toying with them, with the locals. Everything they had managed to send so far had been swept aside with ease by the few defending warriors left as a garrison in the conquered fortress. He knew that three or four full legions would soon arrive to expand the bridgehead. Then the locals wouldn't stand a chance. Not that they had a particularly great one now.

The force they had sent so far hadn't impressed him in the slightest. Neither in quantity nor quality. They acted in a fragmented, disorganized manner, without a unified strategy. Shortly before his escape, he had witnessed an attack where the attacking forces themselves got in each other's way—the infantry clashing with its own cavalry, and the archers firing upon their own fighters. It was unforgivable, and if it were up to him, he would have hanged the commanders giving the orders. If all their forces were like that, then this continent stood no chance of resisting the invasion.

But these seven riders... they were different. They moved as one, disciplined, careful. And that huge dog... it wasn't an ordinary dog. It was something else, something he didn't fully understand.

He waited for an hour or two, until the sun sank low on the horizon and the sky was painted in crimson hues. He prepared to continue his journey. He threaded his arms through two of the backpack's straps and fastened the third around his waist. The pack clung tightly to his back, completely concealing the black, silver-ornamented sheath of his long, slender sword. Secured firmly to his back like this, neither the pack nor the sword would hinder his quiet movement in the approaching night.
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