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To my wonderful son, Kirill. While you may not yet love my fantasy worlds, you still listen with curiosity when I talk about creating characters and dreaming up impossible things. That means more than you know.

To my amazing daughter, Paige, who still likes my social media posts, simply because she “likes” them. She doesn’t have to, but I am glad she does (it can get quite lonely out there). 

Thank you both for your patience, your humor, and your quiet belief in me. You remind me why stories matter.
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“The Essence does not merely exist; it calls. It chooses its vessels as surely as the stars find their place in the heavens. But we, who bear its weight, must decide what we become.”

— Anselis Yesdel, Writings on the Divine 

Six years have passed since Marcius Saylong, Lord Paramount of Haithe, united the West beneath his rule.
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CHAPTER 1 – The Hunt for the Telisian Elk
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The mid-morning air was crisp, and a light mist clung to the forest floor beneath the towering imanca trees that stretched west of Kard’s River. Sunlight filtered through the canopy in scattered patches, casting bright fingers of light that reached the ground, illuminating some parts while leaving others cloaked in shadow. The speed at which Maerwyn Sawngfli moved, followed closely by her massive golden-brown hound, Braegor, defied both logic and imagination. She darted through the underbrush, nimbly leaping over fallen logs and weaving through branches that intertwined in her path, her movements impossibly swift and precise. Braegor, powerful and determined, raced after her, struggling to match her relentless pace. Maerwyn stopped suddenly, her body tensed. Braegor skidded to a halt beside her, his massive paws crunching the forest floor as he lifted his head and sniffed the velvet scents in the air.

A massive animal, Braegor exuded strength and vigilance. His muscular frame was coated in thick, golden-brown fur that caught the dappled sunlight, shimmering like amber against the muted greens of the forest. Lighter streaks of cream marked his chest and tail, adding an almost regal touch to his imposing presence. His amber eyes, sharp and piercing, held a glimmer of intelligence that seemed almost human, glowing with a warmth that belied his fearsome power.

His large, pointed ears swiveled attentively, constantly scanning the forest for unseen dangers. Every inch of his powerful, wolfhound-like build spoke to his dual role as protector and hunter. The intricate leather straps and sturdy collar encircling his neck hinted at his connection to Maerwyn, marking him as more than a companion. He was her partner, her equal in every sense.

Though Braegor’s size and bearing could intimidate, Maerwyn knew the gentleness beneath the surface. In battle, his ferocity was unmatched; in moments like this, his calm, grounding presence was a reminder of the trust and loyalty they shared.

He sniffed the air once more, his broad chest rising as he caught the faint traces of a scent. A low, rumbling growl escaped his throat, and in the next instant, the hunt was back on. Braegor sprang forward, tearing through the forest undergrowth with incredible speed and purpose.

Maerwyn followed close behind, letting him take the lead this time. His keen nose would guide them better than her eyes ever could. At a full sprint, Braegor moved like a shadow, his powerful frame weaving almost silently through the forest, every step precise, every motion calculated. Even at this pace, he could sift through the myriad scents of the forest, separating predator from prey with uncanny precision.

Today, though, only one scent mattered. Only one trail would carry them forward, and it was this scent they would pursue to its end. Once again, the pair came to a halt. 

Maerwyn’s hair, tied loosely back for the hunt, escaped in soft strands that fluttered behind her as she ran, the earthy tones catching the light. Her face, framed by these wayward locks, was sharp and focused, her expression a perfect mirror of the forest, calm and beautiful, but alive with a hidden intensity.

Moving with practiced precision, her lean, athletic frame made every step intentional and silent, her presence blending into the wild like a shadow cast by the towering imanca trees. Her leather armor, scarred but well-maintained, bore intricate patterns that reflected her people’s connection to the forest, a harmony of utility and artistry. Across her back, a quiver of finely crafted metallic arrows shifted with her movements, while her hand rested lightly on the Thunderbow, the curve of its Grwentree wood a constant companion.

Her dark eyes swept the underbrush, sharp with a hunter’s instinct. Every sound, every movement, was cataloged and weighed with uncanny speed. There was power in her stride, and there was also restraint, the steady control of one who understood the balance between the hunt and the forest.

The pair had been tracking a Telisian Elk, a creature renowned for its elusiveness. These majestic animals were native to these woods, their silver-tipped fur blending seamlessly with the dappled light and shadow. Hunting one was no simple task. With an unusually keen nose, they could detect predators from vast distances, disappearing into the undergrowth with effortless grace. It was said that only the most skilled hunters dared to pursue them, and even fewer succeeded.

Their pelts, rare and highly prized, were worth a small fortune not only within the Eastern Union but also among traders from distant lands. The demand for Telisian fur, soft as velvet and glinting like starlight, made it one of the most coveted trade goods in the known world. For Maerwyn, however, the hunt was never about the wealth it could bring. To her, it was a test of skill, a delicate dance of instinct and precision, requiring everything from both her and Braegor.

Still, the coin she would earn when selling the pelts to Western traders was hard to ignore. Along the shores of the Melivelisha Plains, under the cover of night, these trades took place in whispers and shadows. Selling anything to Western traders had been forbidden since the Herastium Conflict over seventy years ago, when tensions erupted into war. Yet Maerwyn didn’t bother herself with politics. She cared little for treaties or the bitter grudges of nations divided by oceans, rivers, and mountains.

For her, this was not treason; rather, it was necessity. The people north of the Madita River in the Westlands, where winters cut to the bone, needed the warmth of the Telisian pelts. They became blankets, clothing, and leather that spared countless lives from frostbitten ends. None of this would ever harm the Eastern Union; none of it would find its way into weapons or armies.

The coin she earned further justified the risk. It wasn’t simply for her; she used it to build homes in the villages of Verdathisa, where the population had surged unexpectedly. The needs of her people outweighed the distant threat of punishment, and with reconnaissance in the Melivelisha Plains and bays nearly nonexistent, she knew the risk of being caught was slim. For Maerwyn, this was not rebellion. It was survival, for those who depended on her.

Braegor picked up the scent again, though his body language shifted, tense and uncertain. There were more scents now, mingling in the air, and his low growl hinted at something beyond the Telisian Elk. While the elk’s scent was still strong, another, fainter trail lingered slightly upwind of them, one that had been shadowing their path for several minutes. It unsettled him.

Still, Braegor knew his duty. To please Maerwyn, he would first lead her to the elk. He shifted focus, his growl fading as he honed in on the familiar scent, guiding them toward the animal’s location. It was close, perhaps a few hundred yards ahead, motionless beneath the canopy of speckled gold. All that remained now was the delicate approach. They would need to move silently and carefully, positioning themselves downwind to mask their presence.

Braegor paced slowly toward the elk, his massive paws gliding over the forest floor with methodical care. He stepped over logs and fallen branches without a sound, his bulk moving with a grace that seemed impossible for his size. Not even his fur brushed against the branches as he maneuvered through the undergrowth.

Maerwyn followed close behind, her steps as silent as his. Her hand reached for her quiver, drawing one of the Soulpiercers, a sleek, finely crafted arrow that shimmered faintly in the shifting light. Maerwyn wasn’t just gifted, and neither was Braegor alone. Even the weapons she carried bore the touch of Tripolism.

Her bow, the Thunderbow, was no ordinary weapon. Forged from the sacred Grwentree, it carried an Essence that made its wood both springier and stronger than any natural material. While its Tripolistic fibers softened the initial crack of the bowstring, the weapon still released a deep, resonant pulse, a sound that didn’t just echo but seemed to fold in on itself. In her hands, it became an extension of her own abilities, a perfect tool for the hunt.

The arrow she nocked was no less remarkable. Crafted by Verdathisan blacksmith Stormer Theers, the Soulpiercers were made of a rare alloy called Syllanian. The material’s porous, feather-light structure allowed them to withstand the immense forces of supersonic flight, their hardened steel tips ensuring that nothing could stand in their path. With their fletching shaped from the same material, each arrow was as much a work of art as a weapon of precision.

In this moment, Maerwyn felt the balance of power in her hands, the culmination of nature, craftsmanship, and her own skill. Yet even with such tools, the hunt demanded focus. The elk was close now, and any misstep could cost them their prize.

Several steps later, the forest opened into a small clearing, revealing a sight that made Maerwyn pause—a massive Telisian Elk, perhaps the largest she had ever seen. Its antlers stretched high, catching the filtered sunlight like polished silver, and its sheer size made it a prize beyond measure.

But there was a problem. To make the kill swift and painless, she needed a clean shot to the heart. The elk, however, was positioned behind a tree, its vital organ obscured by the thick trunk. Maerwyn couldn’t bear the thought of causing unnecessary suffering. The only way to get a clear angle was to move, either left or right. Both paths would take her into the open, exposing her to the elk’s sharp senses.

Braegor, crouched low in the undergrowth, stayed utterly still. His body was a coiled spring, his amber eyes locked on the target. For him, there was no question of pain or anguish, only the certainty of the hunt. He waited, his breathing steady, for the familiar thwack of the bowstring and the faint whizz of the arrow. But it didn’t come.

Maerwyn remained frozen, her fingers tightening on the Thunderbow’s string. The forest seemed to hold its breath with her.

Despite the difficulties of the shot, Maerwyn examined the elk, searching for any signs of Tripolism. For her people, it was a sacred law: no harm could come to any being touched by the Essence. Those with Tripolism, regardless of their type, were revered and honored, their existence considered a direct link to the divine.

The challenge, as always, lay in identifying such creatures. Countless disputes had arisen over this, fueled by overly pious leaders who followed the letter of the law without compromise. The punishment for harming a Tripolistic being was severe, with years of imprisonment or, in extreme cases, execution. Even those with Tripolism were not exempt from the law, though ironically, they could not be executed themselves because of their sacred nature.

This was why farming had flourished in the Eastern Union, where crops and livestock could be scrutinized for signs of Tripolism before harvest. Plants with Tripolism were easier to spot, often exhibiting strange colors, distinct scents, or unnatural florets. Trees like the Grwentree, whose fallen wood had been used to craft the Thunderbow, glowed faintly with an orange hue, unmistakable in their nature.

But animals were far more difficult to discern. An elk with Tripolism might look no different from any other, its gift revealed only in moments of instinct or danger. Even Braegor, her loyal companion, bore no outward sign of his gift until the Essence coursed through him in the heat of the hunt. This was why hunting was a perilous art, undertaken only by the most experienced, and even they sometimes faltered.

The elk began to move. Its head lifted sharply, ears twitching as if it had caught something unexpected, perhaps a sound or a scent. Had it sensed them? Maerwyn held her breath, her dark eyes fixed on the creature as it sniffed the air. But the elk didn’t bolt. Its powerful legs remained steady, its body poised but still.

Silently, Maerwyn drew the Thunderbow’s string further, the motion smooth and practiced. The bow made no sound, not even a creak from the glowing orange wood. It responded to her touch as if it were alive, as if it understood her intent.

Her gift defied comparison, a power seemingly designed for moments like this. Maerwyn could read muscle movements before they began, sensing the faintest stirrings of intent in her prey. It wasn’t just instinct. It was as if she could see the impulses sparking in the creature’s brain, a subtle whisper in the air that told her exactly what it would do next. This ability gave her an unparalleled edge, allowing her to anticipate every movement long before it occurred.

Her heightened senses extended to herself, her own muscles firing faster than those of any woman or man. She was faster, more agile, a hunter who moved like the wind and struck with precision that seemed impossible. These gifts had earned her the title of God of Speed, a name she neither sought nor desired but could not deny.

Now, every fiber of her being was attuned to the elk. Its body language was a map of possibilities, and she read it effortlessly: the angle of its head, the slight tension in its flank. Yet, the creature remained rooted, its focus on the crimson huberries scattered at its hooves.

Maerwyn steadied her breath, her fingers tightening on the bowstring. She was ready. All she needed was the elk’s next move.

But the elk’s next move was taking agonizingly long. Maerwyn’s arms ached slightly from holding the Thunderbow at full draw, her focus so tightly wound that even the faintest sound felt like thunder.

Braegor’s ears twitched. Then his nose twitched. His head tilted slightly to the left, toward the dense underbrush beyond Maerwyn. He couldn’t see anything—there was nothing there to see—but something was there.

Then his head snapped sharply to the right. A fresh scent had entered the air, stronger this time, familiar in a way that made his muscles tense. It smelled like one of his own kind, or something eerily close, as though a distant cousin had stepped into the forest. The scent was wrong, though. It had been masked, deliberately kept faint, moving just beyond detection like a shadow in the wind. Whoever—or whatever—it was, they knew exactly where Braegor and Maerwyn were going and had stayed downwind to avoid detection.

Braegor’s hackles rose. He didn’t growl, but his body stiffened with the quiet certainty of a hunter being hunted. Another predator was in play. And not just any predator. This one was tracking the same prize. But how? How could a hound take down a Telisian Elk of this size? Even Braegor, for all his strength and speed, understood this elk was a creature he could not bring down.

And then, as though a thread had snapped, the first scent to the left of them pierced the air. It was stronger, closer, unmasked. Human.

Braegor’s head jerked back to the left, his amber eyes narrowing as his instincts wrestled with the confusing mix of scents. His breath quickened, and this time, a low growl rumbled from his throat.

‘Braegor,’ Maerwyn whispered, her voice a barely audible hiss as she released the bowstring and slowly lowered the Soulpiercer. Her hand moved to her companion’s shoulder, her fingers pressing lightly into his fur, grounding him, willing him to be still.

The elk, blissfully unaware of the growing tension, dipped its head to graze again, its velvet nose brushing the berries scattered across the forest floor.

Maerwyn clenched her jaw. The hunt was so close to being over—so maddeningly close. Scaring the elk now would mean hours, if not days, of tracking it again. Even with her blistering speed, finding it after it bolted into the endless expanse of the forest would be nearly impossible. They had already spent two days in these woods, and the thought of spending two more hauling an elk’s carcass out made her stomach churn, let alone two more days of hunting the elusive beast.

‘Not now, Braegor,’ she thought desperately. ‘Not now.’

Her fingers tightened slightly on Braegor’s shoulder, her breath slowing as she tried to steady him. The scents lingered, thick and confusing, as though the forest listened with unseen ears.

Braegor growled again, low and guttural. This time, the elk froze mid-motion. The forest fell into a suffocating silence, the kind that stretched endlessly. Even exhaling felt like betrayal. All that remained was the faint, rhythmic pulse of Maerwyn’s heartbeat in her ears.

The elk’s ears swiveled toward them, its head jerking up sharply. It hadn’t seen them yet, although something had unsettled it.

Then, in a blur of motion, the underbrush exploded. A massive gray wolf leapt from the shadows, its lithe body surging with raw power. It landed less than a yard from Braegor, its amber eyes flashing with primal intensity. Before Maerwyn could react, the wolf lunged again, crashing into Braegor. The two animals tumbled across the forest floor, a storm of claws, teeth, and snarls.

Maerwyn sprang to the side, her mind racing. How had this creature gotten so close, undetected? Her gift should have warned her. She should have sensed it. But there was no time to question now.

Braegor let out a savage growl, his chest suddenly glowing with an ember-hot light. A searing vapor erupted from his throat, striking the wolf’s head and forcing it to recoil with a sharp yelp. Braegor scrambled to his feet, his massive frame braced for another attack as the wolf circled back.

Maerwyn, lightning-fast, readied the Thunderbow. The string drew back silently, the bow wood flexing with the faintest hum. She tracked the wolf’s movements, her gift locking onto its every muscle impulse, calculating its next step.

The wolf darted left, just as she predicted. She released.

The thwack of the Thunderbow filled the air, a sound like collapsing thunder folding inward on itself. The bowstring vibrated with harmonic resonance, the fibers of the Grwentree amplifying the shot. Condensation burst in a brief haze as the arrow tore through the air, its steel tip cleaving the forest’s stillness.

But it missed.

The wolf evaded, impossibly quick, and in an instant, its jaws clamped around Braegor’s neck. Braegor roared, his paws igniting with fiery heat, his gift of the Essence bursting in defiance. The wolf flinched as the scorching flames seared its fur and skin, but it held on, relentless.

Maerwyn’s grip tightened on the bow. She had already nocked a second Soulpiercer, but her chance at a clear shot was gone. The two creatures were locked together, their movements chaotic and brutal. Braegor twisted and slammed his massive paw against the wolf’s flank, pinning it briefly to the ground. A pained yelp escaped the wolf’s throat, and it thrashed violently, breaking free.

The wolf staggered back, its body tense, the pain evident in its trembling limbs. For a moment, it turned its back to Maerwyn.

Now.

With blistering speed, Maerwyn darted to the right, her gift anticipating the wolf’s next movement before it could make it. She loosed the second arrow, and this time, there was no escape.

The Soulpiercer struck true. The wolf’s body jerked violently as the steel tip pierced through its thick hide and buried itself deep in its heart. Impact rippled through its flesh, and a resounding, wet thud echoed as the wolf collapsed.

Silence returned to the forest, heavy and absolute.

‘Braegor!’ Maerwyn shouted, her voice sharp with concern as she dropped to his side. ‘Braegor, my friend...’

The hound lay panting, his sides heaving, his golden-brown coat matted with blood. Maerwyn ran a hand over him, searching for wounds. Shaken but alive, Braegor gave a low whine before steadying himself, his powerful legs trembling as he pushed himself upright.

But something was still out there.

A sharp, audible gasp cut through the stillness, freezing the air between them. Braegor’s ears shot forward, and his amber eyes locked on a patch of dense forest to their left. Forty yards away, the underbrush shifted, branches swaying unnaturally as something moved through them.

Maerwyn didn’t hesitate. With lightning speed, she sprang into motion, Braegor charging at her side. There was no careful pursuit; branches whipped against her face, the sting ignored as they tore through the undergrowth. This wasn’t a hunt of silence.

This was a hunt for extinction.

It was only seconds into the chase when Maerwyn caught sight of the boy. He couldn’t have been more than fourteen, his wiry frame cutting a frantic path through the bush. His dark hair whipped across his face as he ran, his small sheathed hunting knife bouncing uselessly at his side. He was no soldier, no Westerner, no pirate. Just a boy, ill-equipped and terrified. This wasn’t a hunt anymore. It wasn’t even fair.

Maerwyn’s calculations were instant. With a fluid motion, she nocked a Soulpiercer and drew the Thunderbow, her sharp eyes tracking the boy’s every move. She didn’t aim at him, not at his height, not anywhere that could harm him. Instead, she fired low, the arrow screaming through the air, unerring and precise.

The shaft struck a tree directly in his path, burying itself at ankle height. It wasn’t the full power of the Thunderbow this time. She had tempered the shot so it wouldn’t pierce too deep, though the force was still enough. The boy’s foot caught the arrow’s shaft, and he stumbled, tumbling forward into the underbrush with a startled cry.

Before he could recover, Braegor was on him, his massive, bloodied form looming over the boy. The hound’s low, rumbling growl filled the air, his amber eyes locked on the boy’s every move. The boy scrambled to his elbows, kicking back instinctively, his voice breaking as he shouted.

‘No! Leave me! I didn’t do anything!’ he cried, his hands raised in frantic defense against the snarling beast.

Maerwyn strode forward, her steps deliberate, and yanked the bent arrow from the tree. Holding it just below the tip, she turned and closed the distance to the boy in a heartbeat. With practiced speed, she leaned down, forcing him back to the ground. Straddling his chest, she pressed the Soulpiercer’s gleaming tip to his throat, her dark eyes burning with intensity.

‘Who are you?’ she demanded, her voice cutting through the stillness like a blade. ‘What were you doing there?’

‘No one! No one!’ the boy stammered, his voice trembling. ‘I’m just like you—hunting elk, practicing my skills.’

Maerwyn’s eyes narrowed, her grip on the Soulpiercer firm. ‘You’re nothing like me, boy,’ she snapped. ‘You don’t have a gift. Now tell me the truth. Why are you out here?’

The boy’s face twisted in confusion, his mouth opening as if to argue, but he stopped himself. He hesitated, his breathing uneven, before finally answering.

‘Honestly... I was just watching you, ma’am,’ he stuttered. ‘I know who you are. You’re the God of Speed. I just... I wanted to see you in action, ma’am.’

She stared into the boy’s wide, frightened eyes, her expression unreadable. ‘That wolf would have killed you—or Braegor—if I hadn’t dealt with it. You’re lucky I was there.’

She left out the part that gnawed at her: the wolf had clearly been touched by Tripolism. Its movements and resilience made it unmistakable. If the boy spoke of it, if anyone knew she had taken its life, her position, her honor, everything she had built could crumble in an instant.

Her voice dropped, low and sharp. ‘How do I know you won’t go blabbing about how you ran into the God of Speed on your little adventure? Or about some rabid wolf?’

The boy swallowed hard, his lips trembling. ‘I... I wouldn’t, ma’am. I swear it. I won’t say anything, not to anyone.’

‘Swearing’s easy, boy,’ she said coldly, her grip on the Soulpiercer still firm. Her dark eyes searched his face, looking for any sign of deceit. ‘Words mean nothing to me.’

For a moment, the forest seemed to hold its breath again. She could end this problem right here. One shot, one clean cut, and no one would ever know. Her hand trembled faintly on the arrow, a flicker of doubt crossing her mind. Was this boy truly a threat? Or was he just a fool, awestruck and in over his head?

She exhaled slowly, letting the tension bleed from her shoulders.

‘Get out of here,’ she said finally, her voice quieter but no less commanding. ‘You didn’t see me. You didn’t see Braegor. And you sure as Tvaris didn’t see any wolf.’

The boy blinked, his mouth opening to respond, but she cut him off with a sharp gesture. ‘Go.’

Braegor’s growl rumbled softly as the boy scrambled to his feet, clutching his hunting knife like a lifeline. He nodded shakily, backing away before disappearing into the undergrowth.

Maerwyn stood there for a long moment, her gaze fixed on the place where the boy had vanished. Her hand lingered on the Soulpiercer, and her stomach twisted with the weight of what could have been.

‘That was mercy,’ she murmured to Braegor, her voice just above a whisper. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come back to haunt us.’

She slid the twisted Soulpiercer back into her quiver, its shaft still warm from the tension of the Thunderbow. Without another glance at the boy’s retreating figure, she turned and began retracing her steps toward the wolf’s lifeless body.

Two arrows awaited her there, one lodged deep in a tree and another embedded in the heart of a creature that should have been untouchable. The memory of the wolf’s unnatural resilience flickered in her mind, and a chill ran down her spine. This wasn’t just any kill; this was a mistake waiting to unravel her life.

Her arrows were as much her trademark as her title, the God of Speed. Soulpiercers weren’t just weapons; they were distinct and unmistakably hers. If anyone found them embedded in a wolf with Tripolism, the consequences would be catastrophic. Her military standing, her reputation, even her place among her people would crumble.

Braegor padded beside her, his head low, his amber eyes scanning the forest as if sensing her unease. For a fleeting moment, Maerwyn wished she could dismiss the weight pressing on her chest, but the reality was inescapable. The arrows had to be retrieved, and the evidence erased.

They returned to the clearing, where silence reigned once more. The elk was long gone, its flight marked by trampled undergrowth and broken branches, but there was no sign of the wolf either.

Maerwyn’s heart sank. The wolf? The wolf? Her eyes darted to where it had fallen, but the bloodied body was nowhere to be seen. A faint trail of blood lingered for only a few yards, leading toward the boy’s path. Then, abruptly, it vanished.

She scanned the ground, her sharp gaze following every disturbance in the soil. One arrow lay embedded in the undergrowth, its shaft low and angled, perfectly aimed for the wolf’s heart. But it had missed.

‘Was this wolf able to mask its movements?’ she murmured, half to herself and half to Braegor.

The hound let out a soft whimper, his nose brushing the ground. He sniffed once, twice, but his amber eyes lifted to hers in defeat. The scent was gone.

‘How did this animal do that?’ Maerwyn muttered, her grip tightening on the Thunderbow. ‘How does it walk away from a Soulpiercer through the heart? Even in Tripolism, there’s no regeneration like this. Not that I’ve ever seen.’

Her voice dropped lower, the words bitter on her tongue. ‘What in the Anselis Yesdel is this?’

Braegor whined again, his tail wagging faintly as if in apology. He yawned, the gesture almost sheepish, then sat back on his haunches.

‘Can you pick up a scent?’ she pressed, crouching down beside him. Her voice edged with desperation now. ‘Anything, Braegor? Anything at all?’

The hound sniffed again, his nose hovering over the forest floor, but it was no use. Whatever trail had been left, the wolf had hidden it well. As good as he was, Braegor couldn’t track what no longer existed.

Maerwyn pushed out a breath through puffed cheeks, her mind a storm of questions and doubt. She slung the Thunderbow over her shoulder and looked back toward the boy’s path, the faint memory of his frightened eyes lingering in her thoughts. Whatever had happened here, it wasn’t over. Not yet.
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CHAPTER 2 – Whispers in the Forest
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Late afternoon draped the sky in deep blue, wisps of cloud stretching like silk across the horizon. Maerwyn and Braegor moved east toward Kard’s River, where a vessel waited to carry them to Jonika, her birthplace. Though they had walked this path many times before, today the air carried a different weight. Maerwyn’s thoughts were elsewhere. If she had brought down the Telisian Elk, she’d be heading south to the windswept bays of the Melivelisha Plains. Instead, the wolf she had struck, one she was certain had died, was gone. No body. No trace. Unease clung to her, as though something unseen was watching from the deepening shadows.

For now, Maerwyn focused on reaching Kard’s River. Nightfall would come before she arrived, and she would need to set up camp along the way. The rabbits she’d snared over the past few days would keep both her and Braegor fed until they reached Jonika, though she was returning with nothing else to show for it. There was no shame in that, at least not openly. Hunters often claimed the animals they had tracked were Tripolistic, choosing not to take the shot out of reverence or fear of the consequences. Maerwyn knew better. Hunting had grown harder with every passing year. Expanding farms and swelling towns were pushing deeper into the forests, clearing the habitats where these majestic beasts once thrived. Hunting was no longer the proud tradition it had been; it was fading, like the old paths through the trees.

Yet the farms were thriving, and there was no denying the bounty they brought. Fields of grain, orchards, and pastures ensured that the villages, towns, and cities of the Eastern Union were well-fed. Trade flourished between the northern cities and distant regions, weaving a web of prosperity across the land. For most, this era of peace seemed like the start of something endless. But Maerwyn couldn’t shake the sense that this balance was fragile. Forests gave way to lumber, roads sliced through untamed lands, and every step forward carried the faint echo of something irreplaceable being lost. The Eastern Union had seen decades of growth, yet the deeper she walked through the woods, the harder it became to ignore what was missing. The quiet hum of life had faded, slipping away unnoticed, leaving only silence in its place.

Over the next two hours, Maerwyn and Braegor kept a steady pace, the sound of distant water growing louder as they neared the gurgling Kard’s River. The mighty waterway, fed by Lake Eldrith to the southeast of Gusia City, carved its way east before snaking north past Jonika and finally emptying into the vast expanse of the Ihrlime Sea. Maerwyn watched Braegor trot ahead, his nose brushing the ground as he darted from one scent to the next. 

‘You’ll have your fill of rabbits soon enough,’ she muttered, more to herself than to him, though his ears flicked in her direction. The dog lifted his head at the sound of rushing water and barked once, tail wagging, before bounding ahead.

She couldn’t help but smile, though the sight of the river brought more than relief. Its course had long shaped the lives of those along its banks, and it had been many months since she’d traveled it this far south. The thought of Jonika tugged at her, the familiar docks and busy markets as clear in her mind as if she’d left only yesterday. The woods around the river were thinner now. Too thin. What once had been endless stands of oak and birch were now patchy and sparse, giving way to farmland. She frowned, watching Braegor dart through a stretch of tall grass as if nothing in the world had changed at all. ‘It’s still home,’ she muttered. ‘For now.’

The Kard’s River was Verdathisa’s lifeline, its swift currents carrying wealth and movement. Boats, heavy with goods from Gusia City, glided north with ease, riding the river’s natural flow. But the journey south was another story. Oarsmen battled against the relentless current, each stroke a test of endurance. Their destination lay in the shallower southern reaches near Lake Eldrith, where the river thinned and became impassable.

Beyond that point, at the border of the Melivelisha Plains and the narrow stretch of the Gainfolds, lay the beating heart of the Eastern Union. It was a center of influence for Maerwyn’s generation, where politics, commerce, and ambition intertwined.

Beyond the thinning trees, the river’s voice made itself known, giving way to open banks and damp air. Its familiar gurgle cut through the stillness of early dusk, soft and rhythmic. Maerwyn paused at the edge of the treeline, her gaze lingering on the water’s silvery surface. Tonight, it was simply a soothing companion, marking the end of her day’s journey.

She sighed, adjusting her pack. In the morning, she would find a ferryman at the docks and barter for passage north. For now, the outpost ahead offered a brief reprieve. The first stars had pierced the silken expanse of the darkening sky as night fell in earnest.

The outpost on the shores of the Kard’s River was a haven for weary travelers, its lights flickering faintly against the growing shadows. Even so, Maerwyn had no intention of staying there. She preferred the quiet company of Braegor to the clamor of strangers. Tales of perilous journeys, often exaggerated for effect, had long since lost their charm. Instead, she set up camp a short distance away, where the open sky could watch over her as she rested, and she could head to the docks with the first light of dawn.

Nyx, nearly full tonight, cast its faint silver light across the river. It was a sight Maerwyn always found soothing. Astra, its brighter companion moon, was only half full and wouldn’t rise until the early hours. Later in the astronomical month, however, a rare occurrence would take place: Astra would pass unusually close to Nyx in the sky. While astronomically insignificant, such alignments had long been steeped in mysticism.

The most storied alignment was that of the Itrtie, a rare event when both moons appeared full and drew close together in the heavens. Folklore held that during the Itrtie, the inner beast in all creatures would surge under their combined light. The superstition likely had its roots in the hunting traditions of the ancients. Those hunters, emboldened by unnaturally bright nights, would have felt the thrill of stalking prey in the silver glow of two full moons. The memory lingered in the hearts of those who came after, turning celestial alignment into legend.

Maerwyn set up camp and lit a fire to cook the rabbits. Braegor’s gift was heat, though not enough to spark flames. His breath condensed into vapor with a sharp hiss. His paws, however, could radiate extraordinary heat, enough to leave welts or burns on the unprepared. It was a gift that required precision and control, and Maerwyn had been the one to teach him restraint. The bond between them had made that possible, a connection forged not through dominance but understanding.

Braegor had come into her life four years ago, when she was just eighteen and training at the Citadel of Aliztar. He had been bred in the Northern Lirioneth near Luza, a region where Tripolism was rare, though not unheard of. Local breeders had raised him as a hunting companion, and his abilities soon marked him as something more than an ordinary hound. When the Citadel recognized his gifts, he was brought into its care, destined to serve alongside one of their own. That was where he met Maerwyn—and chose her. The choice had not been hers to make. Tripolistic animals like Braegor bonded deeply and irrevocably with their companions, as if drawn to some invisible thread in the soul’s Essence. For reasons no scholar or philosopher had yet explained, those with Tripolism often found themselves chosen by creatures who also carried the gift, as though the power sought its own kind.

At the Citadel, bonding with an animal companion was not common practice. Guardians of the Eastern Union were rarely permitted such attachments, their focus expected to remain on duty and discipline. Exceptions were made for companions like Braegor, whose gifts provided distinct advantages. In Maerwyn’s case, his presence had proven invaluable not only for his abilities but for his loyalty, a love as fierce and unwavering as the heat he could summon. She had trained him herself, honing his instincts to ensure he used his powers with precision, not impulse. There had been mistakes, of course. A few burns to her hands during early training, a ruined blanket or two when he grew too excited. But Braegor had learned quickly, and his determination to protect Maerwyn eclipsed even the temperamental nature of his gift.

Tripolistic animals like Braegor were rare, and when found, they were respected rather than tamed. Only in select cases, such as his breeding in Lirioneth, were they trained as companions. Wild creatures with such abilities were unpredictable, their bonds with humans fleeting, if they formed at all. Yet Braegor was different, bred with care and purpose to be a companion of unwavering loyalty. Braegor was no mere hunting dog. Forged in fire and bound to Maerwyn so few could understand, he was her companion in every sense. He had chosen her, and in turn, she had trusted him with everything, even the power that could burn her.

After their meal of rabbit, seasoned with freshly picked herbs gathered during the previous day’s journey, Maerwyn lay on her back, gazing at the stars. Out here on the plains, away from the enclosing shadows of the forest, the sky felt vast and unbroken, a tapestry of shimmering lights. The soft babble of the river nearby created a soothing harmony, its gentle rhythm weaving with the distant chirping of crickets and the occasional rustle of grass in the breeze.

Braegor had curled close to her, his sturdy frame pressed against her side. Despite his ability to generate heat, he seemed to prefer the comforting glow of the fire, his amber eyes reflecting its flickering light. When Maerwyn lay down, he shifted, his head nestling deeply into the crook of her neck. His warmth spread over her like a shield, comforting and steady, but she still draped a blanket over them both, shielding them from the night’s chill.

The fire crackled softly, its light dimming as the last embers smoldered. Braegor’s rhythmic breathing, slow and even, matched the cadence of the river’s flow, lulling Maerwyn toward sleep. Her thoughts drifted as the world around her faded, leaving only the stars and the faint hum of the night.

Maerwyn’s eyes snapped open, wide and searching. Her pupils dilated as her breath came in sharp gasps. Darkness still cloaked the world around her, and the air was heavy with the quiet stillness of the early hours. Braegor remained at her side, his steady warmth unbroken by her sudden movement. He hadn’t stirred, his breathing deep and rhythmic, though his ear twitched slightly as Maerwyn reached out to stroke his head. He whined softly but didn’t wake, shifting only enough to curl more comfortably against her.

The dream still clung to her.

She had knelt beside Braegor, her hands trembling as they pressed against his lifeless body. His golden coat, once vibrant, was darkened with blood, pooling beneath him. Her tears had fallen in uneven splashes onto his matted fur, but no force of will could bring him back. There was no river to wash him clean, no breath left to draw. Only silence. Only stillness.

Then—the snarl. Low, guttural, curling through the clearing like a whispered threat.

Maerwyn turned, her body rigid with terror. The wolf stepped from the shadows, moving with the quiet pull of hunger and instinct. Its right side was obscured by tangled ferns, though she could still see its steely black eyes, and deep within their unreadable depths burned something she could not name.

Something was wrong. She couldn’t anticipate its next move. Its muscles betrayed nothing. The creature did not crouch. It didn’t feint. It simply walked forward, step by step, saliva trailing in long, viscous strands from its jowls.

The air felt icy. Her chest tightened. She was helpless.

Then it emerged fully, and her stomach twisted. The arrow was still there, buried deep in its side, exactly where she had struck it. And yet, it walked as though it bore no wound, no pain, the Soulpiercer in its flesh a mockery of her failure.

Closer. Closer. Each step deliberate. Each step inevitable. Her limbs refused to obey.

The wolf lunged. A blur of fur, of hunger, of death. She saw the arrow still embedded in its flesh, her mark, her failure. And then—

The boy.

Standing in the shadows. Watching. Unmoving. His presence hit her harder than the wolf itself, a silent command woven into the nightmare.

Then the wolf struck.

Maerwyn woke with a gasp. Her pulse thundered in her ears. The boy’s gaze lingered in her mind, seared into her thoughts as if it had not been a dream at all.

She had done nothing wrong. The wolf had attacked; she had defended herself. Yet the guilt lingered. Yesdelism’s oldest tenet was clear: no harm shall come to those gifted with Tripolism. Even in self-defense, such an act was not easily excused.

Worse still, the boy had seen everything. If he twisted the truth, if he claimed she had acted recklessly, it could put her career at risk. And she had fought too hard to let one mistake unravel everything.

Maerwyn had risen fast in the Ihrlime Guard, one of the youngest to command a division. She was tasked with patrolling the inland Ihrlime Sea, keeping merchants safe as they ferried ore and goods along the trade routes. Though much of the coast was peaceful, the northern reaches near Rolinsiamon remained treacherous. There, the law was fragile, and reputation was everything.

Her work held weight within the Eastern Union’s military and grounded her in a sense of purpose she had shaped for herself. She had made her parents proud. Both her mother and father had witnessed her rapid rise and recognized in it the quiet, enduring proof of her devotion. Maerwyn had always believed in Yesdilism and the need to protect her people. Her gift gave her the power to defend them, to shield them from fear and treachery. It was more than a duty; it was her calling.

But one word from the boy, one accusation of harming a Tripolistic creature, and all she had built could crumble. Even if she were eventually cleared, the damage would be done. Her reputation would be tarnished, her progress halted. The thought gnawed at her, keeping her awake as the hours dragged on. She drifted in and out of restless sleep, the weight of the previous day pressing on her like a shadow she couldn’t escape.

The sun kissed the horizon, spilling golden light across the landscape as a new day began. The early morning chatter of travelers, who had bedded down in the outpost overnight, drifted toward the riverbank, breaking the stillness of dawn. Braegor was already awake, lying alert but calm at Maerwyn’s side. She reached out to stroke his fur, grateful for his steady presence after the restless hours of the night.

The day promised heat, clear skies stretching endlessly above as warmth rose through the air. Maerwyn felt a pang of relief knowing they would soon be on a boat heading north, away from the dusty paths and toward the cooler currents of the river. At Ern’s Outpost, such boats were never in short supply. The outpost sat along a well-trodden route out of Sulbey’s Gully, where traders and farmers from the western riverbank would bring their goods to sell in the northern towns.

Ern’s Outpost, along with its counterpart across the river, Slip’s Outpost, saw a steady rhythm of life carried on the Kard’s River. On a good day, thirty or forty boats might pass through, laden with produce, trade goods, or passengers heading north. It wouldn’t take long for one to dock and take them aboard. Maerwyn glanced toward the riverbank, where the murmur of bartering voices mixed with the creak of wooden hulls and the soft splash of oars. This place, though not her destination, was alive with purpose, its flow of trade a lifeblood that kept the northern towns thriving.

Maerwyn took her breakfast before continuing her journey. By nightfall, she would reach Jonika, drifting north on a merchant vessel carried by the steady currents of the Kard’s River. She watched as the other travelers bustled about the outpost, their voices a mix of negotiations and morning greetings. If she waited for the crowd to disperse, the docks would settle, and she could find a quieter spot on one of the boats to reflect on the dream that had unsettled her sleep.

The soft light of morning spilled over the water, turning its surface to shimmering gold. Boats bobbed lazily at the docks, their wooden hulls creaking with the gentle sway of the current. Further down the bank, a few travelers were already loading crates of goods, their laughter mixing with the sharp calls of gulls overhead. Maerwyn sat with her back to the rising sun, the warmth pleasant against her shoulders, and tore into a piece of Luza bread she had tucked away the days before. She ate slowly, her gaze drifting to the river, its currents swirling like molten glass.

This moment of stillness felt precious. Soon, she would be among the merchants and ferrymen, surrounded by chatter and movement. For now, though, the fading memory of the dream loomed large in her mind. The memory of the boy, the wolf, and that piercing gaze hovered at the edges of her vision, not yet faded, not yet forgiven, unsettling in ways she couldn’t explain.

A large wooden barge pulled up to the dock, its weathered hull creaking as the currents nudged it gently into place. The docks had nearly emptied, save for Maerwyn, Braegor, and a young family with a boy no older than five. Maerwyn offered the family a warm smile, stepping aside to let them board first.

Braegor’s sheer size, however, seemed to unsettle them. The boy clung tightly to his mother’s leg, his wide eyes fixed on the towering hound. The father muttered something under his breath, ushering the boy toward the gangplank. Braegor, oblivious to their unease, wagged his tail slowly, his amber eyes glinting with quiet affection. He loved children and often basked in their attention, though few were brave enough to approach. Maerwyn rested a hand on his head, scratching behind his ears as she watched the boy scurry onto the boat with his family.

‘Ahh, the God of Speed herself!’ a deep voice called from the deck. ‘Looking for a ride back home, are we, Ms. Mae?’

She glanced up, a grin breaking across her face as she recognized the speaker. ‘Pharcy! You old sea rat. What a coincidence!’

The speaker, an old bearded sailor with weathered skin and a mischievous twinkle in his eye, leaned against the railing. Pharcy had made this journey for decades, ferrying goods and passengers up and down the Kard’s River. When not on the water, he had been a near-constant fixture at her parents’ inn.

Pharcy stepped closer as the gangplank was lowered. ‘Coincidence? Nah. Just the world working its magic.’ He chuckled, his laugh as rough and steady as the river’s flow.

Maerwyn laughed softly, a pang of nostalgia rising as she studied his familiar face. Pharcy wasn’t just a sailor; he was family, or close enough. Her earliest memories included him beside her father, spinning tales by the hearth or helping clean up after a long night at the inn. Though he drank a bit too much, he had always been kindhearted and dependable, someone her family trusted without hesitation.

‘This’ll make the trip more tolerable,’ she said as she approached the boat, Braegor padding at her side. ‘I’ve missed your stories, Pharcy.’

‘Stories, eh? Well, I’ve got a few new ones. And I’m sure you’ve got a tale or two of your own, being the bigshot commander and all.’ He winked, stepping aside to let her board.

As the boat rocked gently beneath her feet, Maerwyn felt a flicker of relief. The journey ahead might be long, but Pharcy’s company would make it easier to forget the nightmares that had troubled her sleep and the questions still swirling in her mind.

The large oars pushed the barge from the docks, their rhythmic creaking blending with the gentle lapping of the river. Six men worked the oars in unison, though their task was far easier now with the current carrying them downstream. Steering a straight course was all that was needed, a relief compared to the grueling labor required to fight against the flow.

The barge, a transporter by design, was crowded with families, animals, and goods destined for Jonika. Horses shifted uneasily in their cages, their whinnies mixing with the bleats of goats and the soft lowing of cattle. Below decks, the prized Gusia cheeses were stored, nestled alongside crates of produce bound for the wealthy districts of the town. The scent of animals and river air mingled, creating an earthy, familiar aroma.

Maerwyn leaned against the railing, watching the docks fade into the distance. ‘Has much happened in the six months I’ve been gone, Pharcy?’ she asked, her voice calm, edged with quiet insistence.

The old sailor chuckled, his weathered hands gripping the tiller as he guided the barge. ‘Ahh, many things, love. But nothing you need trouble yourself with just yet. There’ll be time enough for that.’

‘No, Pharcy,’ she interrupted, her tone firmer. ‘This is the time to know it.’

He hesitated, scratching his beard. ‘You’ve just come back from the Ihrlime Sea. I reckon you’ve had your fill of adventure. Enjoy the breeze, Maerwyn. Or better yet,’ he grinned, ‘go below deck and grab one of those Gusia cheeses. They won’t miss one.’

Maerwyn smirked at his suggestion, though she’d never dream of stealing. Pharcy was holding something back. She could feel it, though he wasn’t ready to share. She sighed, turning her gaze to the passengers. Some watched her with quiet curiosity, whispers passing between them. Perhaps they recognized her from her youth in Jonika, or perhaps they had heard the stories. The stories always followed her.

The God of Speed. That name, both infamous and undesired, clung to her like a shadow. It had been earned during her first mission as part of the Eastern Union military, a decisive inland sea skirmish that defined her legend. She was just seventeen, the youngest in the unit and the only one with Tripolism. Pirates had struck along the coast of the Northern Fone region, raiding villages and terrorizing traders. The Eastern Union military had sent a protective fleet to intercept them on the inland waters, and Maerwyn’s division had been among those dispatched to end the threat.

The battle was swift, brutal, and unforgettable. Maerwyn’s gift, the speed with which she drew and fired her bow, had proved lethal. Six pirates fell before they even reached the pirate vessels, one arrow finding its mark in the pirate captain’s chest as he stood on deck issuing commands. The pirates’ boarding party never stood a chance against her, but it wasn’t just her skill with a bow that earned her the fearsome title. It was what she did after they boarded the pirate vessel.

Maerwyn had seen horrors that day. Gusian soldiers, driven by bloodlust, turned the skirmish into a massacre. Limbs were severed, pirates were mocked and tortured as they clung to life. One man, stripped of his arms, was thrown to the deck and humiliated before being run through. The cruelty was sickening, and Maerwyn could not bear to witness it. She took matters into her own hands, moving through the chaos with blinding efficiency. Each pirate was dispatched swiftly, an act of mercy in a storm of savagery.

It was not her kills that haunted her. It was the jeers of her comrades. ‘Too kind,’ they had mocked. ‘Didn’t even make ’em suffer.’ Their laughter was cruel, their disdain for her mercy palpable. And yet, to the world outside that ship, she became the God of Speed, a title whispered in fear by the pirate who survived to tell the tale. Her precision, her deadly swiftness, overshadowed the truth: she was the only one who had sought justice that day.

Now, almost six years later, those memories lingered. As the barge glided down the river, she could feel the weight of the stares from her fellow passengers. Did they know the truth of that day, or only the stories? Either way, she kept her face calm and her hand steady as it rested on Braegor’s back. She had made peace with her actions, though the scars they left would never fully heal.

‘So, what has changed then, Pharcy?’ she asked again, her tone sharper now.

Pharcy sighed, his hands steady on the tiller as he kept the barge in line with the current. ‘Mae, there’s time for this talk later. I’m in my twilight years, you know. I’d rather be remembered as a good Kard’s River Captain—not for the winds that are coming.’

‘Winds?’ Maerwyn frowned. ‘What winds?’

He glanced at her, his weathered face suddenly serious. ‘Things are changing, Mae. A cool wind’s blowing from the East, and I don’t like what I’m seeing in it. No one’s dared travel east in my lifetime, but I’ve spoken to captains who’ve ventured too close—those who followed the edge of the Great Desert. They turned back the instant they saw what was waiting there. Towering monsters, Mae. Billowing fire and smoke.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘Monsters?’ she echoed, disbelief flickering in her voice.

Pharcy nodded slowly. ‘Aye. Some of my most trusted mates swear by it. Shadows cast from nightmares, rising like giants on the horizon. And Mae—these weren’t drunkards telling tavern tales. These were sailors. Men who’ve seen storms tear ships in half, who’ve faced real horrors. And yet, they turned back. Fast.’

A prickle ran down Maerwyn’s spine, though she kept her expression neutral. The Great Desert had been silent for generations. No living being set foot there. No one returned. Not by foot. Not by ship.

Until now.

‘But boats made it back?’ she pressed.

‘Aye,’ Pharcy said again, his voice quieter now. ‘And that’s what doesn’t sit right with me. They came back, but they brought those stories with them. Fire and smoke. Monsters, Mae. What could that be, eh? Mirage? Madness?’ He shook his head, his eyes fixed on the river ahead. ‘I don’t like the stories, but I trust the men who told them. And that’s the part that frightens me most.’

The image lingered in Maerwyn’s mind: ships at the edge of the Great Desert, fire curling against the sky. She wanted to dismiss it, to chalk it up to mirages and old sailors’ tales. Pharcy’s unease was infectious, and deep down, she knew the East had never been silent. It had only been watching. 

‘Mae, I think you should forget this. Maybe it’s all just dockside bluster. You know how captains talk once the ale starts flowing.’ Pharcy flashed a sly grin. ‘Now, go on—fetch me a block of that Gusia cheese, will you? I’m starved.’
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CHAPTER 3 – The Chancellor’s Visit
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Jonika’s docks pulsed with life as the sun bled into the horizon. Boats jostled for space, hulls groaning against moorings as dockhands shouted over the churn of waves. Lanterns swayed from riggings, their glow dancing on the tide. The air carried brine, damp wood, and the musk of livestock herded onto cobbled streets.

Work here never ceased. Through the night, dockhands would unload the endless stream of goods arriving by water. Livestock would be led to the abbatoirs, their restless noises carrying faintly over the din. Produce, still fresh from its journey, was hauled off to the grocers. Crates of non-perishables were carted to merchant warehouses, while weary passengers made their way to inns, public houses, or homeward through the winding streets of Jonika. The harbor churned with movement, its rhythm as constant as the tides themselves.

Maerwyn and Braegor bid Pharcy farewell at the docks. It was now his task to see that the produce, especially the prized Gusia cheese, reached its rightful destinations. He gave her a quick wave as dockhands swarmed around him, shouting orders and hauling crates toward waiting carts. If not for his work, he might have joined her to visit her parents at the Sawngfli Inn. Pulling up the hood of her hunter’s cloak, Maerwyn shaded her face and turned away from the bustling docks, the hum of activity fading behind her as she began her walk into town. Pharcy’s words still echoed in her mind, though. Monsters. Fire. Smoke. She shook her head as she and Braegor began their walk into town. It was impossible, she thought. Stories to frighten children or conjure dread in the hearts of sailors. Nothing more. Yet, the unease in Pharcy’s voice lingered, gnawing at her resolve.

Jonika unraveled in a tangle of lively roads, all alive with color and bustle. Decorations hung from awnings, their bright ribbons fluttering in the warm evening breeze. Lanterns swung gently, casting dappled light onto cobblestones, where townsfolk bustled about in cheerful groups. Garlands adorned the trees, woven with flowers and shimmering strands of cloth, catching the flicker of lamplight like stars trapped in silk.

Braegor trotted beside her, his ears perked as the sounds of celebration grew louder. A trio of musicians stood at the corner of a broad street, playing lively tunes on strings and pipes while children danced in circles around them, their laughter ringing through the air. Nearby, stalls had been set up, their counters laden with pastries, roasted nuts, and small trinkets, their scents mingling in a sweet, smoky haze.

It was almost festive, Maerwyn realized, though she couldn’t discern why. Had she forgotten a feast day? A celebration? She couldn’t recall. Yet the air buzzed with anticipation, the kind that hinted at something larger than mere revelry.

Braegor sniffed the air, his tail wagging as a group of passersby glanced at them with a mix of curiosity and recognition. She ignored the whispers that followed, words like “God of Speed” slipping through the hum of conversation. Maerwyn had no interest in lingering, no desire to hear more stories that followed her name.

The walk to the Sawngfli Inn would take twenty minutes at most, but the journey was alive with distractions: couples strolling arm in arm, vendors hawking their wares, and banners bearing the symbols of noble houses flapping above the streets. Maerwyn frowned. Banners? The realization struck her with a quiet weight. Dignitaries. That must be it.

Her gaze lingered on the flags fluttering from the eaves of houses and strung across the streets. One bore the sigil of the Citadel of Aliztar: a sunburst crest, edged in gold, symbolizing authority and unity. Beside it, the banner of the Chancellor’s Silver Assembly of Lirioneth snapped sharply in the breeze, its design unmistakable with a regal crimson quill, bold and vibrant, surrounded by elegant golden flourishes. The quill stood upright, flanked by stylized feather motifs that spread outward like wings, conveying dignity and power. Beneath it, a richly textured scroll was subtly visible, its pale parchment hue contrasting against the deep maroon background. The banner’s edges were adorned with intricate gold trim, embellished with repeated leaf patterns, giving it an air of ceremonial grandeur and authority. Representing the treaties and governance of the eastern regions, the entire composition commanded respect and reverence. The two emblems hung together, their vibrant colors clashing against the festive garlands draped below.

She pushed the thought away. The occasion didn’t matter. She had her own ghosts, and no revelry would banish Pharcy’s words. Monsters. Fire. Smoke. They clung to her as she wove through the streets.

The Sawngfli Inn hunched at the road’s end, its sign creaking in the breeze. Smoke curled through the streets, thick with the tang of roasting meat and spilled ale. Fire brasiers lined the road outside, their warm glow drawing clusters of patrons who laughed and drank beneath the open sky. From within, the raucous noise of the drinking hall spilled into the street, filled with boisterous laughter, the clink of wooden mugs, and the occasional burst of drunken song.

Round wooden tables cluttered the space outside the inn, each crowded with jugs of ale that sloshed as patrons slapped the tables or leaned back in their chairs. The serving women, quick-footed and efficient, moved through the maze of tables with practiced ease, their trays laden with foaming mugs. Their smiles were polite but distant, the weariness of endless nights spent humoring drunken men etched into their faces.

Three armed guards flanked the entrance, each wearing the crest of the Sawngfli Inn stitched onto their leather tunics. Thed, Udero, and Ocran, hulking men with thick arms and thicker tempers, stood like statues, their short swords resting in plain view at their hips. They had worked here for years, summoned only on the busiest nights, and their presence alone was often enough to deter trouble. Few dared cross them, and those who did rarely made the same mistake twice.

But Maerwyn didn’t need their protection. Not then, not now. She pushed past them with barely a glance, their nods of recognition going unanswered. She had grown up in this place, after all, and it had taught her everything she needed to know about survival.

The inn was thriving, profitable beyond her parents’ wildest dreams, yet Maerwyn had never loved it. For all its lively charm, it was a haven for drunkards and lowlifes, men with wandering hands and greasy smiles. She hated the way they leered at her, the way their slurred words slithered across the air like a challenge. She hated the way they stumbled through their nights, their minds too clouded by drink to remember the bruises they’d earned when they overstepped their bounds.

It had been hard for her parents too. There were nights they spoke in hushed voices of giving it all up, of moving out to the plains to start a quiet farm. But the inn’s success had only grown as more and more people left the cities for towns like Jonika. The Sawngfli Inn became a cornerstone of the community, bustling with life and laughter, along with all the chaos that came with it.

There were nights, though, when Maerwyn’s gift had come to her aid. Seedy men with too much drink and too little sense had tried to grab her, only to find themselves sprawled on the floor or nursing injuries they couldn’t quite explain the next morning. She didn’t need Thed, Udero, or Ocran for that. Even as a girl, she’d been more than capable of defending herself, her speed a lesson the drunks would remember, at least until their next mug of ale.

Standing inside the inn, surrounded by the warmth of the hearth and the hum of activity, Maerwyn felt the faintest tug of nostalgia. For all its faults, this place had shaped her. It had been her home, her battleground, her classroom. And no matter how far she traveled, it would always be part of her story.

Maerwyn spotted her mother behind the bar, sliding a tray of ale mugs toward one of the wait staff with practiced ease. She paused just long enough to brush a stray strand of hair from her face. The glow of the lantern light caught her features, softening the weariness etched deep by years of tireless work. Her eyes lit up the moment she saw Maerwyn, her smile warm and genuine despite the surrounding chaos.

Moments later, her father emerged from behind the saloon doors leading to the kitchen, balancing a tray piled high with steaming vegetables and a massive cut of roasted meat. His movements were quick but steady, a quiet confidence in the way he navigated the crowded floor. One of the bar staff intercepted him near the counter, whisking the tray away toward the quieter eating hall tucked behind the main bar. He caught sight of Maerwyn as the tray disappeared, his broad face breaking into a grin that mirrored his wife’s.

Maerwyn pulled back the hood of her cloak, revealing the weariness that clung to her after the long journey. She met her mother’s gaze with a small, tired smile of her own, the familiar warmth of the Sawngfli Inn momentarily softening the edges of her unease.

‘Maerwyn Sawngfli!’ her mother’s voice rang out above the din, cutting through the drunken songs and clamor of the inn.

Maerwyn turned just as her mother lifted the bar flap and hurried toward her, her apron swaying as she pushed through the crowd. The warmth of her embrace caught Maerwyn off guard, and for a moment, the noise of the room seemed to fade.

‘Mother,’ Maerwyn murmured, her voice soft as a tear welled in her eye.

Her mother pulled back, holding Maerwyn at arm’s length as if to inspect her. ‘It’s so good to see you—and in one piece, thank Astra! And look at Braegor!’ Her smile widened as her gaze moved to the massive hound standing proudly by Maerwyn’s side. ‘Oh, it is so good to see you both! Mageus! Mageus, come here, your daughter’s back!’

‘Come, child, let’s get you some food. Anselis knows you need it!’ Yas Sawngfli exclaimed, her voice warm but brisk as she ushered Maerwyn and Braegor toward the back. They weaved through the kitchen, where the air was thick with the savory aroma of roasting meat and fresh bread. Yas barked orders to the staff, her no-nonsense tone cutting through the clatter of pots and pans. ‘A proper meal for my daughter—and something for the dog, too! Don’t you dare forget him.’

The small table in the back was quieter, tucked away from the chaos of the main hall. Maerwyn settled into her seat as Braegor lay down beside her, his tail thumping softly against the floor. Moments later, Mageus appeared, his face lighting up with a broad grin.

‘Oh, my little butterfly,’ he said, his voice thick with affection. ‘You’re back. It’s so good to see you.’ He slid into the seat across from her, his smile still lingering as he took her in.

Maerwyn’s lips twitched. Of all the names in the world, butterfly had to be the one that stuck. From a dockhand, she commanded warships; from her father, she got wings.

‘It’s so busy,’ she remarked, glancing toward the kitchen doors where voices and laughter spilled in from the bar. ‘What’s been going on?’

‘It’s the Chancellor,’ Yas chimed in before Mageus could answer. One of the young serving girls slipped a steaming plate of food in front of Maerwyn, her movements quick and practiced. ‘He’s in town for a few days before heading to the fort. Anselis knows why, though.’ Yas wiped her hands on her apron, her expression a mix of curiosity and exasperation as she glanced toward the busy kitchen. The young girl then crouched beside Braegor, placing a large, meaty bone in front of him. Without hesitation, he lunged forward, his tail wagging as he tore into the meal with eager bites, his contented grunts adding to the lively hum of the kitchen.

‘But enough of that,’ Yas said, waving a hand dismissively. ‘Tell us of your adventures in the Ihrlime Sea.’

‘Oh, Mother, not now,’ Maerwyn replied, a faint smile tugging at her lips. ‘But I will tell you who I ran into today—Pharcy! He brought me back up the Kard’s.’

‘That old fool?’ Mageus chuckled, leaning back in his chair. ‘I haven’t seen him in ages. Still sailing that battered barge of his, is he?’

‘He was,’ Maerwyn said, her expression shifting slightly. ‘And, as usual, he was full of stories. He started talking about sailors who ventured east of the Great Desert. Something about monsters, smoke, and fire. It was all...’

‘Nonsense,’ Mageus interrupted with a hearty laugh. ‘You’re not going to take anything Pharcy says seriously, are you? That man’s been spinning tales since we were boys. Wood fairies, talking trees. You name it, he’s sworn he’s seen it. I love him, but Anselis knows, he’s got the strangest imagination.’

‘Oh, I got you something from Luza,’ Maerwyn said, leaning down to rummage through her backpack, which rested at her feet. A smile spread across her face as her hand found what she was looking for. She pulled out a block of Gusia cheese, holding it up with a grin, and then a small, intricately carved box. She placed the cheese on the table and handed the box to her mother. ‘A little gift from me—and, apparently, one from Pharcy too.’

Yas wasted no time opening the box. Her eyes widened as she lifted a striking leather necklace, adorned with a large pendant of silver, turquoise, and blue. The surface of the pendant shimmered, streaked with iridescent tones like a pearl catching the light. It was unlike anything she had ever seen. Nestled beside it was a matching leather bracelet with a smaller version of the pendant woven into its fabric.

‘That one’s for you, Father,’ Maerwyn said, nodding at the bracelet. ‘So you’ll match Mother.’

Mageus chuckled as he slid the bracelet over his wrist, admiring its craftsmanship. Yas, meanwhile, slipped the necklace over her head, the pendant settling against her chest like it belonged there.

‘Oh, it’s beautiful!’ Yas exclaimed, her face beaming. She turned the pendant between her fingers, marveling at its shimmering hues.

‘Whoa,’ Mageus said with a low whistle, holding up his wrist. ‘This might be the fanciest bit of jewelry I own.’

Maerwyn’s smile grew as she leaned back in her chair. ‘It’s made from Forminia shells,’ she explained. ‘The shellfish die and wash ashore, and their shells are harvested to make jewelry. It’s rare and so beautiful, isn’t it?’

‘Rare doesn’t even cover it,’ Yas murmured, her eyes still fixed on the pendant. ‘Thank you, Mae. This is... so thoughtful.’

Maerwyn tucked into her food while Braegor, oblivious to the bustling room around him, crunched noisily on the bone, fully immersed in his meal.

‘I’m only here for two days,’ Maerwyn said between bites. ‘Then I’m off to Gusia again. I’ll probably spend another six months, until winter, posted in the Ihrlime Sea. I’m the commander of the land-based troops now.’

‘We heard,’ Mageus said, his chest swelling with pride. ‘It’s wonderful news. But do be careful, my butterfly. The seas and the coast are no place to let your confidence get the better of you.’

Maerwyn smiled softly at her father’s words. He always had a way of tempering his pride with caution, the balance of a man who had spent his life watching over others. She glanced at her mother, who was busy collecting empty plates and mugs from the table but kept stealing glances at Maerwyn, as though ensuring she was truly there.

The meal was finished, and Braegor gave his bone one last, satisfying crunch before looking up expectantly, his tail wagging in hope of another morsel. When none came, he let out a huff of mild disappointment but quickly followed as Maerwyn stood to stretch. It was time for something far more enticing than another meal. A proper bed, the first in months, awaited her.

Mageus rose as well, gesturing for Maerwyn to follow him. ‘Come on, then. Your room’s just as you left it.’

She trailed him through the familiar halls of the inn, the wooden floors creaking under their steps. The scent of pine and the faint trace of ale from the bar downstairs brought back flashes of her childhood. How many nights had she lain awake in that room, listening to the murmur of voices and the clink of mugs from below?

When Mageus opened the door, Maerwyn stepped inside, her breath catching for a moment. It was exactly as it had been when she’d left at thirteen to join the Citadel. The small wooden bed was neatly made, and the patchwork quilt her mother had sewn was still in place. Shelves lined the walls, holding dusty books and trinkets from her younger years, including a wooden figurine her father had carved and a tin lantern she’d insisted on taking to bed during storms. It was a room frozen in time, untouched by the years she’d spent away.

‘We’ve kept it the same,’ Mageus said, lingering in the doorway. His voice was warm, but laced with something bittersweet. ‘Figured you’d want it to be here whenever you came back.’

Maerwyn ran her fingers along the edge of the desk by the window, its surface worn smooth by years of scribbled notes and restless fidgeting. ‘It feels so... small now,’ she murmured, though there was a faint smile on her lips.

‘You’ve just grown,’ Mageus replied with a chuckle.

She nodded, her thoughts drifting to how much her life had changed since she’d left this room behind. Her most recent post in Gusia, stationed aboard the naval vessel Justice, came to mind. She had command of twenty-four young men and women, a land-based unit tasked with coastal reconnaissance and defense. It was a responsibility that weighed heavily on her shoulders, but one she carried with pride.

‘I’ve been away so long,’ she mumbled, more to herself than to Mageus. Ten years had passed since she’d first walked out of this room, and though she had returned a dozen times for fleeting visits, the memories of home felt distant, like a warm light flickering just beyond her grasp.

‘You’re here now, Mae,’ her father said, placing a hand on her shoulder. ‘That’s what matters.’

Mageus lingered for a moment longer, his eyes soft with affection. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to your rest, butterfly. The inn won’t run itself,’ he said with a wink before turning back toward the bustling activity below.

The door clicked shut behind him, leaving Maerwyn in the quiet stillness of her old room. She sat on the edge of the bed, running a hand through Braegor’s fur. The hound stretched out lazily, settling onto the animal skin rug by the wooden floorboards. His tail thumped once before curling close to his body, his eyes half-closed in contentment.

Maerwyn kicked off her boots and lay back against the familiar comfort of her bed. The mattress, though firm, cradled her aching body like an old friend. Her eyelids grew heavy as she stared up at the wooden beams of the ceiling, the muffled hum of the inn downstairs blending with the occasional bark of laughter or burst of song. Despite the noise, despite the lingering fear of more nightmares, sleep claimed her within minutes.

Braegor shifted on the rug, his ears twitching slightly as he dreamed, perhaps of the bone he had just devoured. His paws moved faintly, as though chasing something in his mind. For tonight, nothing would disturb him, and for once, Maerwyn drifted into a deep and undisturbed sleep.

In the morning, Maerwyn woke from a dreamless slumber, the first restful sleep she’d had in weeks. Over a quiet breakfast with her parents, she noticed Yas and Mageus moving slower than usual, their faces etched with the weariness of a long, bustling night at the inn. Yet their voices were warm, and the easy familiarity of home filled the air, wrapping around her like a comforting embrace. After finishing her meal, Maerwyn gathered a bent Soulpiecer from the quiver and put it in her backpack, giving her parents a brief wave as she stepped out into the sunlit streets with Braegor at her side. The town was already alive with activity, the sounds of morning chores blending with the calls of merchants setting up their stalls.

She strolled through the streets, her steps purposeful but unhurried, passing a few familiar landmarks that tugged at her memories. The first was the Yesedil Church, its modest spire rising above the rooftops, a place of sanctuary she had visited often as a child. Its weathered stone facade and brightly painted door stood as a quiet reminder of simpler times, its bell tolling softly as she passed.

Further along, a familiar sound reached her ears: the rhythmic clang of hammer on metal. The smell followed soon after, sharp and unmistakable: industrial, metallic, hot. She rounded the corner onto Blacksmith Alley, where the heat seemed to linger in the air, mingling with the tang of molten steel and coal smoke.

The street bustled with activity, apprentices hauling bundles of raw materials while seasoned smiths worked at their forges, sparks flying with every strike of their hammers. The alley was a cacophony of labor, the constant clanking of iron on anvil resonating like a harsh, rhythmic symphony.

At the end of the alley, she stopped in front of a familiar cottage. The sign above its door bore a name she knew well: Theers. Its letters were etched into weathered wood, darkened by years of soot and smoke. Braegor wagged his tail as if recognizing the place too.

Maerwyn hesitated for a moment, her eyes lingering on the forge’s entrance, where a cascade of sparks illuminated the shadows. The sound of hammering filled the air, steady and deliberate, as if the blacksmith inside were shaping not just metal, but destiny itself. She took a breath and crossed the threshold.

Stormer Theers, a wiry yet strong man with dark, weathered skin and hair grayed by both age and the forge’s heat, looked up from his workbench. A streak of soot smudged his cheek, and the soft glow of the forge lit the sharp lines of his face. His hands, calloused and steady, held a blade he had been sharpening with practiced care. He wore a leather apron over a simple linen shirt rolled up at the sleeves, and around his head was a well-worn leather band, a keepsake from Holtre, his late wife.

With a big, beaming smile, he exclaimed, ‘Mae!’ His voice carried the warmth of familiarity, and like Pharcy, those who knew Maerwyn well enough used the nickname as a sign of affection.

Stormer had known Mae since she was a young child, back when she would sit for hours in his smithy, fascinated by his craft. He was no ordinary blacksmith. He was a specialist, renowned for his work with rare materials like Plocetol. As a master of his trade, his pieces weren’t just tools of war but works of art, each forged with precision and care.

She had grown up alongside Stormer’s son, Wens, and their friendship had been a source of joy for both families. When Stormer’s wife, Holtre, had died suddenly, it felt as though both he and Wens had relied on Maerwyn to help them through the darkest days.

Though Wens had long since moved on, learning the art of metalworking in Domen near the rich iron, copper, and bauxite mines and close to the Herastium fields, Stormer had remained in Jonika, continuing his craft in the blacksmith’s cottage that had been in his family for generations. The rhythmic clang of his hammer had become as much a part of the town as the ringing of the Yesedil Church bells, which he had designed himself. Their resonant tone, rich and clear, was said to carry Stormer’s passion for his craft into every corner of the town.

‘And what brings the enigmatic Mae back to our shores?’ Stormer asked, his deep voice carrying both warmth and curiosity. He set his tools down with a decisive clink, wiping his soot-streaked hands on his leather apron before stepping around the workbench. Without hesitation, he pulled Maerwyn into a firm, affectionate embrace. ‘Oh, my child, it has been far too long.’

Her last visit to Stormer’s forge was some time ago, just after she’d been gifted Thunderbow, but it felt as if a lifetime had passed. At the time, she’d been both exhilarated and frustrated. The weapon’s incredible power was undeniable, but the standard arrows she used were splintering on impact. The sheer speed at which they flew wreaked havoc, causing all manner of physical chaos. She and Stormer had experimented endlessly, trying everything from heavier shafts to Grwentree wood, renowned for its strength, yet nothing could withstand the force.

When she approached Stormer with her problem, he had taken it as a personal challenge. For several days, he worked tirelessly, his forge ablaze as he refined and recalibrated his designs. The result was an arrow unlike anything Maerwyn had ever seen: perfectly weighted, steel-tipped, and forged from a Syllanian metal shaft with a tail designed for precise balance.

The first test had been nothing short of astonishing. As Maerwyn loosed the arrow, the air cracked with a thunderous boom. It shattered the target in an instant, splintering the tree behind it and even chipping the stone wall of Stormer’s forge. Stormer had watched the scene unfold with a wide grin, his pride glowing as brightly as the embers in his forge.

He wasted no time crafting several more, but their rarity made them precious. Each arrow was an irreplaceable masterpiece, and Maerwyn treated them as such. She called them Soulpiercers, named for their deadly precision and their ability to cut through nearly anything. Though she used them sparingly, she had mastered Thunderbow’s immense power, learning to adjust the arrow’s speed with exacting control. For hunting, she would lower the velocity, keeping her kills clean and efficient. Against enemies, however, she unleashed the bow’s full potential, firing arrows at such blinding speed they passed through armor, flesh, and bone with ease.

These arrows had become her signature, feared by her foes and revered by her allies. And now, standing once again in Stormer’s forge, Maerwyn felt the weight of those memories and the bond she shared with the man who had made it all possible.

Reaching into her pack, Maerwyn produced the bent Soulpiercer, its once-perfect shaft warped from use. She held it out to Stormer, her expression both sheepish and hopeful.

Stormer’s eyes flicked to the arrow, his expression tightening for the briefest moment before he snatched it quickly, almost too quickly, and slipped it beneath his workbench. His sharp gaze swept over the warped metal, but then darted to the street outside, his glance quick and furtive, as if expecting someone to walk in unannounced. As his fingers turned the arrow over, his movements were brisk and deliberate, the tension in his posture betraying his outward calm. He sighed, rolling his eyes, but there was a weight behind it, a subtle disquiet that hung in the air. 

‘Can you fix this?’ Maerwyn asked, tilting her head slightly, puzzled by his reaction.

Stormer hesitated. ‘Of course, child.’ His voice was steady, almost too steady. Something flickered beneath it. Unease. He tucked the arrow farther out of sight, out of her view, and straightened up, wiping his hands on his apron with more force than usual, as though brushing the topic away. After a pause, he added, ‘Tell me, though... of the rest? You had thirty. Are they safe?’

‘Eighteen,’ she replied after a moment. ‘Nineteen, if the one I gave you straightens.’ A sly smirk tugged at her lips. ‘I think that’s pretty good.’

Stormer let out a small chuckle, shaking his head. ‘More than pretty good. It’s a miracle, knowing the enemies you’ve faced.’ His hands clasped in front of him as he leaned back against the forge, but despite his casual posture, his expression had tightened, his eyes flicking momentarily toward the hidden arrow. ‘But now you’ve got me curious. Tell me of your adventures, child. I need to know everything.’

Maerwyn hesitated, her gaze falling to the workbench where the Soulpiercer had disappeared. Something wasn’t right. Stormer’s hands, usually steady and precise, had moved nervously, almost trembling, when he’d hidden the arrow.

‘The one I just handed you,’ she murmured, tapping the workbench, ‘tripped a boy.’

Stormer’s brow furrowed, though he said nothing, waiting for her to continue. The rhythmic clang of hammers from neighboring forges filled the silence, the warm glow of firelight casting flickering shadows across the room. The space felt smaller, more secretive, as if their conversation itself was a fragile, whispered thing.

‘Stormer, it was the strangest thing.’ Maerwyn stepped closer, lowering her voice. ‘We were attacked by a Tripolistic wolf—unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. It blurred my vision, masked my gift. It was as if it... shadowed my movements instead.’

Stormer stiffened, his arms crossing tightly over his chest. His face betrayed nothing, but the tension in his posture spoke volumes.

‘And Braegor,’ she continued, glancing briefly at the hound lying near the doorway. ‘If it weren’t for him risking his life to distract the beast, I wouldn’t have made it out. I got the shot in only because of him. But the wolf escaped, with the arrow still embedded in its side. It was mortally wounded Stormer, nothing could have walked away from that, nothing.’

‘A Tripolistic wolf, you say.’ Stormer’s tone was measured, too measured, as though he were weighing every word. ‘And the boy you mentioned...?’

Maerwyn’s eyes narrowed slightly, watching him now as much as he was watching her. ‘He saw the whole thing. I don’t know who he is, but I’m certain he wanted to be there. I think he was following us. And now... I’m worried, Stormer.’

Stormer exhaled heavily, rubbing a hand over his jaw. He avoided her gaze, staring instead at the forge’s flames as though searching for answers within them. When he spoke, his voice was quieter, more deliberate.

‘Mae, listen to me. You acted in self-defense. Anyone would see that. Whatever that boy thinks he saw, it doesn’t matter.’

‘But the Soulpiercer,’ she interjected, her tone sharpening. She leaned closer, her fingers tapping the workbench again. ‘If someone finds it—finds the wolf... they’ll trace it back here to you.’

Stormer let out a frustrated breath, shaking his head. ‘Child, that’s the least of our worries right now.’ He turned away, his hand gripping the edge of the bench so tightly that his knuckles whitened. His next words came slowly, as though dragged from him against his will. ‘There’s something you need to know, Mae. Something that makes all of this far more complicated.’

She stiffened, her unease growing. ‘What are you talking about?’

Stormer finally met her gaze, his expression grim. His voice dropped low, thin beneath the clangs of metal from nearby forges. ‘The chancellor, you’ve seen he is here, yes?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, her voice cautious, already sensing she wouldn’t like what was coming next.

‘His guards have been through here, Mae. They’re confiscating all Plocetol. Syllanian weapons too. It’s not just me—they’ve gone to every blacksmith and armory. They’re leaving us with nothing but scraps and orders for steel replacements. Whatever’s happening... it’s bigger than you, or me, or even this town.’

Maerwyn stared at him, the tension in her chest tightening like a vice. ‘Why? What could he possibly need all of that for?’

Stormer’s jaw tightened. ‘They’re claiming it’s of vital importance for the army. I only had a small amount left, barely enough for a single project, and now it’s gone. The supply lines have been cut for months, the reserves emptied. If they find the Soulpiercers, Mae... they’ll want those too. And once they take them, they won’t be coming back.’

‘What?’ Maerwyn’s voice rose in alarm. ‘They’re seizing Plocetol? Taking Syllanian weapons? Why haven’t I heard of this?’

Stormer shook his head, his expression weary. ‘Because they don’t want it known. Quiet orders, Mae. Just men in armor, bearing the crest of Lirioneth, walking in and demanding everything. No explanations. No negotiations.’ He let out a slow breath, running a hand through his grayed hair. ‘You have to guard those Soulpiercers. Hide them. They’re more valuable now than gold. And if anyone discovers you have them, you’ll have a target on your back.’

Maerwyn clenched her fists, her mind racing. ‘What is Chancellor Rhaelmar doing here, Stormer? What could he possibly need all this for?’

Stormer’s mouth twisted into a grim line. ‘He’s heading to the fort, officially. That’s the word they’re spreading. But he’s emptied the armories along the way, Mae. Taken everything with a Syllanian edge. He’s left us with nothing but scraps and has demanded we begin forging steel weaponry immediately. Promised us iron shipments in the coming months, as if that’s supposed to comfort anyone. I could probably craft Soulpiercers from steel, but they wouldn’t be the same. Steel lacks the agility, the precision of Syllanian metals. And in the meantime? We’re bare. Vulnerable.’

Maerwyn’s hands trembled slightly as she leaned against the workbench, her knuckles whitening. ‘This is... preposterous,’ she said, her voice low but trembling with fury. ‘Why would he do this? There has to be a reason—there must be an explanation!’

Stormer’s gaze darkened, and his voice dropped to a whisper, as though even the forge’s flames might overhear. ‘There are whispers, Mae. Dangerous ones. They’re saying the Eastern Union is collapsing, that Lirioneth is hoarding Plocetol, stockpiling it for reasons no one will say out loud. The Accord is brokering deals with Elanwyn behind the scenes, striking agreements for protection in exchange for hoarding the East’s resources. If these whispers are true, it’s not just about weapons. It’s about power. Control.’

‘Control?’ Maerwyn echoed, her voice sharp.

‘Yes,’ Stormer said, his voice hardening. ‘They’ll hold the rest of the East to ransom, Mae. The Lirionethians already control the trade routes, and now they’re taking the weapons and the materials to make them. They’ve given Chancellor Rhaelmar and his Silver Assembly far too much power. And the Gainfolds...’ He trailed off, shaking his head in frustration. ‘The Gainfolds have grown complacent. Callous. We’ve relied too heavily on the Citadel for stability, and now it’s slipping through our fingers.’

Maerwyn stared at him, her heart pounding as the weight of his words sank in. The Eastern Union, the treaties, the balance she had believed in now felt as if it were unraveling.

As Maerwyn and Braegor stepped out of the forge, the cool air of Blacksmith Alley did little to quell the fire burning in her chest. Stormer’s words echoed in her mind, each one heavy with implications she couldn’t yet grasp. The streets felt narrower, the festive air dimmer, as though the shadows of unseen forces were already reaching into Jonika’s heart. Braegor gave a low growl, his instincts sensing what Maerwyn already knew. Something was coming, and this time, she could feel it closing in.
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CHAPTER 4 – The Recall to Haithe
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Far to the west, where the Gelyan Range carved jagged lines against the pale dawn sky, an icy wind swept through the towering pines. Snow clung to the shaded slopes, resisting the first signs of spring. In the valleys below, the first trickle of melting ice had begun its quiet journey downstream. But higher up, on the northern faces, winter lingered like an unyielding shadow, as though the sun itself were an enemy to be kept at bay.

Kaedryn Harth crouched behind a weathered boulder, his sharp ears catching the faintest rustle of wings above. His breath was steady, unbroken, a rare calm beside Vorruk, the massive black bear at his side, whose deep huffs stirred dust from the ground. The beast shifted his weight, the sound low and not aggressive, just the quiet impatience of one who had just wanted the hunt to begin.

Behind Kaedryn, shrouded in the speckled shadows of the forest, stood Grantchu Chermoine, Captain of the Third Battalion out of Haithe. His gaze was sharp and searching, his posture that of a seasoned warrior, though his attention occasionally drifted to the small black head peeking out of his pack. Cyre, his Lumineer, surveyed the surroundings with an air of feline detachment, her emerald-green eyes glinting like polished jade.

Lumineers, animals touched by The Light, were rare, their gifts as varied as the creatures themselves. Cyre’s power was both elusive and invaluable. Her feline instincts had sharpened in ways no human or ordinary beast could match. While Vorruk’s strength was raw and commanding, Cyre was the unseen edge, a presence felt only in the moments that mattered most.

The four of them were on a mission. A simple mission. A mission no one wanted, yet someone had to do. Though calling it a mission felt generous. It was more a punishment than anything else. Unfortunately, when you’re a soldier with a bear companion who has the temperament of, well, a bear, trouble finds you. And Kaedryn? He didn’t exactly shy away from it either.

The trouble began, as it often did, with Kaedryn’s tendency to push his luck. Gambling was illegal for all soldiers in the battalions and strictly forbidden in regiments, castles, and towns. Yet Kaedryn, with his unparalleled auditory abilities, couldn’t resist. At a tavern in the Castle of Haithe, he had used his gift to turn card games, Slovejo in particular, into a personal goldmine.

The trick was simple for someone like Kaedryn. By listening to the way breath bounced off the inked faces of the cards, he formed a perfect mental picture of his opponents’ hands. The subtle quickening of a heartbeat, the faint hitch in a breath gave him everything he needed to turn the game in his favor. Winning was easy. Almost too easy.

Until it wasn’t.

One particularly large bet, made with the kind of confidence only Kaedryn could muster, ended with his opponent flipping the table and accusing him of cheating. Kaedryn had smiled, innocent as ever, though knives were drawn before he could laugh it off.

Kaedryn could fight. He had to. Yet he wasn’t a warrior. He lacked Grantchu’s raw power, a duelist’s grace, or the unnatural edge of the Gifted. He had no inherited strength, no great lineage. His father, Monshin, had been a captain of Devantondie’s City Watch, though Kaedryn barely remembered him. That life was almost lost to him, hazy and unreachable. If anything, he took after his mother: quick, wiry, and stubborn. And when a fight turned against him, it wasn’t his fists or his blade that made the difference. It was Vorruk.

The enormous bear had watched the scene unfold, and the moment a knife glinted near Kaedryn’s throat, Vorruk leapt into action. One swipe sent the man sailing across the room, crashing through four tables before coming to a limp halt. Vorruk had barely exerted himself, but it left the man with a broken collarbone and a fractured skull.

Naturally, chaos ensued. Vorruk stood in the center of the room like an immovable mountain and had to be restrained, a task that took far more effort than Kaedryn cared to admit. Arrest followed, though not without difficulty, as Vorruk wasn’t exactly the “go quietly” type.

The consequences were swift. Kaedryn had left his battalion without permission, violating several regulations in the process. His punishment? A three-month assignment collecting animals imbued with The Light and delivering them to the Castle of Haithe to be trained as Lumineers. A task normally reserved for young recruits.

Unfortunately for Kaedryn, his captain, Grantchu, was also implicated. As Kaedryn’s superior, Grantchu bore the responsibility for his soldier’s conduct, including every lapse in judgment. Though their friendship was strong, the punishment had strained it. Grantchu owed Kaedryn his life, but spending three months in the wilds, trapping animals like common hunters, wasn’t how he planned to repay that debt.

And so, they found themselves in Skogfell, waiting out the winter and hunting animals that showed signs of The Light. This region, near the southern slopes of the Gelyan Range, wasn’t entirely unfamiliar. It was here that Kaedryn had first encountered Vorruk, back when he was a young recruit, still naïve enough to trust a treacherous Lord Paramount like Allturna. Now, the thought of spending days chasing elusive creatures felt less like duty and more like drudgery.

‘Better than scrubbing potatoes in the mess hall,’ Kaedryn muttered to himself, though he wasn’t entirely convinced. At least Vorruk seemed to enjoy the outdoors, lumbering through the snow with a kind of contentment that Kaedryn couldn’t muster.

‘Three months of this, Kaedryn,’ Grantchu muttered, his breath visible in the crisp morning air. ‘Three months in this Tvaris-forsaken wilderness where the sun refuses to shine. And what do we have to show for it? What?’ He gestured at the rocky landscape around them, his voice dripping with exasperation. ‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing.’

Kaedryn smirked, but didn’t look up from his crouched position behind the boulder. ‘Hey, we’re tracking a crow, aren’t we?’

‘A crow? That’s what you’re going with?’ Grantchu threw his hands up, his voice rising before he caught himself and lowered it again. ‘It’s not even a crow—it’s a magpie. A magpie, Kaedryn. Do you know what’s going to happen when we return with one magpie after three months?’

Kaedryn turned his head slightly, raising a brow. ‘I’m guessing they’ll throw us a parade?’

‘They’re going to court-martial us,’ Grantchu snapped, his tone a mix of frustration and resignation. ‘We’ll be out of the army so fast, we won’t have time to pack our boots. You know what they’ll write in the records? “Discharged for incompetence after delivering a single magpie.”’

Kaedryn chuckled, glancing at Grantchu out of the corner of his eye. ‘I mean, if it’s a really nice magpie—’

‘It’s a magpie, Kaedryn!’ Grantchu hissed, cutting him off. ‘Not some mystical phoenix touched by The Light. Just a scrappy bird that’ll probably fly off before we get within ten paces of it.’

‘You’re giving it a lot of credit for a bird you seem to hate so much,’ Kaedryn replied, his tone teasing as he shifted slightly to get a better view of the branches above. ‘Besides, it’s not about the bird. It’s about the mission.’

Grantchu groaned, slumping back against the rock behind him. ‘The mission. Right. Three months in the freezing cold, living off half-rations, and for what? A task they give to new recruits to keep them busy. We’re practically babysitters for animals now.’

Vorruk pulled a young sapling down with his massive paw, letting it snap back upright with a soft whip. Kaedryn pressed a finger to his lips, shooting the bear a warning glance. ‘Quiet, Vorruk,’ he whispered. Somewhere above, the magpie rustled through the branches, its sharp call echoing faintly in the crisp air.

Tracking creatures touched by The Light was always unpredictable. Their gifts varied wildly, and no one could say for certain what powers they might possess. What was consistent, however, was their tendency to be drawn to others with The Light, a bond as mysterious as it was undeniable. That was how Vorruk and Cyre had come into their lives.

Both animals had been found when they needed help the most. Vorruk’s story was one Kaedryn often revisited, though it still left a bitter taste. His mother had died defending her cubs from a pack of gray wolves, her last stand saving Vorruk but not his siblings. The predators had picked off the first two cubs with ease. The third, Vorruk, proved less cooperative. When Kaedryn and his team of seven young recruits stumbled upon him, the cub was a pitiful sight: ribs jutting under matted fur, eyes dulled by dehydration and hunger. Yet even then, there was something fierce in him, a spark of defiance that refused to die.

Naming him Vorruk, after the Western god of luck, had felt fitting. From the moment the bear regained his strength, his bond with Kaedryn was immediate and unshakable. Some Lumineer pairings were challenging, though Vorruk had been one of the easy ones. He was fiercely loyal, deeply intuitive, and unmistakably gifted, even if sometimes a little heavy-handed.

Cyre, Grantchu’s companion, was a different story altogether. The small black cat had been found nestled among her frozen kin, the bodies of her mother and five siblings stiff with ice. The tragedy was compounded by the grim truth: it wasn’t the cold that had killed them. Cyre’s gift, her power over frost, had flared uncontrollably when she was just a kitten, freezing the only family she’d ever known.

Grantchu had found her mewling and shivering, a tiny survivor in a world she didn’t mean to harm. She had latched onto him with a desperate ferocity, and though training a Lumineer cat proved far more challenging than a bear, Cyre had grown into a formidable companion. Her small size and unassuming nature belied her devastating power and keen intelligence, traits Grantchu relied on more than he cared to admit.

‘You’ve got a cat,’ Kaedryn muttered, his voice low but edged with impatience. He tilted his head toward the young birch tree about fifty yards away. ‘Use it to get the bird. It’s right there.’

Grantchu shot him a glare, his tone sharp. ‘She. Her name is Cyre. She’s not an it, Kaedryn.’

Kaedryn rolled his eyes, shrugging as he adjusted his weapons belt. ‘Fine. Use her to get the bird, and then we can go home.’

Grantchu sighed, glancing at the black cat nestled in his pack. Cyre blinked up at him, her emerald eyes shimmering with an almost smug awareness. ‘She’s not a tool, Kaedryn. She’ll do it if she feels like it. And right now, she doesn’t feel like it.’

Kaedryn huffed, lowering his gaze to the ground while listening intently through the stand of birch trees where the magpie had landed. ‘Perfect. We’re at the mercy of a temperamental cat. Just fantastic.’

Kaedryn adjusted his knee position once again to listen attentively into the trees, the faint breeze tugging at the loose strands of his dark, wavy hair. It had grown longer over the winter, curling just past his collar, though he hadn’t bothered with the upkeep of a proper soldier. He still looked the part of a military man, his lean frame marked by years of training and discipline, though there was a casual ease about him now that stood in sharp contrast to the rigid postures of the soldiers he once served alongside.

His eyes, the piercing blue-gray of a stormy sky, moved constantly, scanning the treetops for the magpie as if tracking was an extension of himself. They held a mischievous spark, one that often got him into trouble, but beneath it lingered a depth that spoke of experience far beyond his years. Though he rarely dwelled on the past, Kaedryn carried its weight in the tension of his shoulders, in the quiet moments when his bravado faltered.

The scars on his hands, pale and crisscrossed, told the story of countless missions, skirmishes, and scrapes. They spoke of a man who had never flinched from the dirt or the danger. His clothing, far from pristine but practical; the frayed edges and patched sleeves gave him the air of a man who’d been through more than his fair share of rough terrain.

There was a charisma to him, an affable grin that disarmed even his critics, though it was a mask as much as it was a charm. Kaedryn’s rebellious streak had grown with him, transforming from youthful defiance into a calculated willingness to bend the rules if it meant achieving his goals. It made him difficult to command, yet impossible to dismiss. He was clever, resourceful, and above all, loyal to those who earned his trust.

Yet it was his bond with Vorruk that set him apart. As the bear lumbered nearby, Kaedryn’s hand dropped instinctively to brush the thick fur at Vorruk’s side, a silent reassurance as much for himself as for his companion. In many ways, Vorruk mirrored Kaedryn: strong, stubborn, and brimming with untapped potential. They’d grown together, a pair that didn’t always play by the rules but always found a way to succeed.

The magpie fluttered to a lower branch, its black-and-white plumage catching the sunlight in an almost iridescent shimmer. This was no ordinary bird. Its feathers glowed faintly, as though dusted with a soft silver sheen, and its eyes gleamed with an unnatural, shifting hue, green one moment, gold the next.

It tilted its head, watching them with an intelligence that felt uncomfortably sharp, as if it were weighing its options. For a fleeting moment, Kaedryn thought it might warm to them, the way creatures with The Light sometimes did. Maybe it would swoop down, land on Grantchu’s shoulder, and join them willingly, content to play with the cat.

Instead, the magpie let out an ear-piercing screech and dove from the branch, its iridescent feathers flaring like sparks of light. Kaedryn’s grin vanished. The bird streaked toward them with unnatural speed.

‘It’s coming!’ he shouted, rising to his feet.

For a breath, he thought it might yield, until its beak snapped open. A stream of green liquid hissed through the air. Kaedryn twisted instinctively, barely dodging the spray, though the acrid stench hit him first. The edges of his cloak curled as the fabric smoldered.

‘Acid?’ His voice came out hoarse as he stumbled back, heart hammering.

The magpie wheeled in the air, screaming. Its glowing feathers left faint streaks of light in the dimness, its movements too precise, too knowing. It dove again, wings tucked tight, a blur of color and hunger.

This time, Kaedryn wasn’t fast enough.

The spray struck true.

Searing pain exploded across his face, burning through skin like fire. He screamed. His vision turned to pure white agony. He clawed at his eyes. The acid had already done its work, and blinding tears streamed down his cheeks as his breaths came in ragged, gasping sobs. The world was gone, swallowed by pain and shadow.

Only sound remained. The beating of wings. The bird’s shrill cry. Vorruk’s enraged snarl.

‘Grantchu!’ he shouted, his voice hoarse. ‘The damn bird—!’ His words broke off into a grimace as the pain intensified.

Vorruk roared, a deep, guttural sound that shook the air. The bear swayed on his massive paws, turning in tight circles as if trying to swat the magpie from the sky. But his claws met only empty air, the bird’s movements too quick and erratic.

‘What in the Tvaris’ name is this thing?’ Grantchu barked, his fingers poised and pointing as if tracking the bird. He scanned the treetops, his posture tense. The magpie darted between branches, its shrill cries almost mocking.

Kaedryn was on his knees now, frantically wiping at his eyes with his sleeve, but it did little to ease the burning. His voice was raw with desperation. ‘The cat! Use the cat!’

‘She’s called Cyre!’ Grantchu snapped, his hand diving into his pack. The sleek black cat’s head emerged, her emerald eyes narrowing as if fully aware of the chaos unfolding around her.

Cyre leapt from the pack without hesitation, her body moving with the smooth precision of a predator. She landed silently on a nearby rock, her tail flicking once before she locked eyes on the magpie. The bird let out a sharp screech, as if recognizing its own threat.

‘About time,’ Kaedryn muttered through gritted teeth, though he was still clutching his face, his breathing shallow. The acidic tang of the liquid lingered in his nose, and every blink sent another jolt of pain through his skull. Vorruk huffed, pacing protectively around him, his growls deep and rolling, but even he seemed at a loss for what to do next.

Cyre stalked with liquid grace, her sleek form low to the ground. Each step was deliberate, her emerald eyes locked unerringly on the magpie. The bird, safe for now in the higher branches, cocked its head, its gaze meeting hers. It let out a sharp, piercing call, a warning perhaps to its unseen companions. Still, Cyre crept forward, her tail swaying in perfect rhythm with her movements, the predator’s dance unbroken.

‘I can’t see a thing,’ Kaedryn groaned, his hands still pressed to his stinging eyes. ‘That cursed bird. My eyes! That cat better get it.’

‘Cyre!’ Grantchu snapped, his tone clipped. ‘Her name is Cyre.’

‘Sire...’ Kaedryn repeated, deliberately drawing out the “s” with a teasing lilt. ‘What kind of name is that for a cat anyway?’

‘C. Y. R. E.,’ Grantchu shot back, his voice rising in exasperation. ‘Cyre, Kaedryn. Cyre. And don’t let your eastern tongue butcher it.’

Kaedryn smirked despite the burning in his eyes, his tone laced with mock indignation. ‘Eastern tongue? I’ve been living in the West since I could walk! My accent’s long gone.’

‘Tell that to the way you just hissed Cyre’s name.’

Kaedryn chuckled softly, leaning his head back against a tree trunk. ‘Sssire... sounds regal. Maybe she should thank me.’

Grantchu huffed, his attention fixed on Cyre. The cat had paused now, her sleek body low to the ground, every muscle coiled tight as though she were a spring waiting to uncoil. Her emerald eyes gleamed with fierce determination, locked on the magpie perched above. The bird shifted uneasily, its iridescent feathers glinting faintly in the filtered sunlight. It cawed again, a sharp, defiant cry, despite that, it didn’t fly away.

The standoff was taut, a silent battle of wills. Cyre knew if she launched herself at the tree, the magpie would easily take flight. The magpie, in turn, seemed to weigh its options. It could escape now, soaring high out of reach, yet these trackers had been close all morning. They wouldn’t stop until they found its nest.

With a sudden cry, the magpie made its decision. It took flight, its glowing wings slicing through the air like blades. Cyre didn’t move at first, her keen gaze following the bird’s path. The magpie swooped lower, skimming just past her, its sharp claws barely brushing the air near her ears. Then, in an instant, Cyre turned, her body coiled and released in one seamless motion.

She darted forward, each step silent and precise, closing the distance as the magpie banked toward Grantchu. The captain ducked instinctively, his arms snapping up to shield his face from the inevitable attack. Small sparks crackled at his fingertips, an instinctive reaction he struggled to restrain. He kept his eyes covered to avoid the same fate that had befallen Kaedryn.

The magpie dove sharply, spitting its green acid with a guttural cry. The liquid splattered against Grantchu’s arms and tunic, sizzling faintly as it dripped to the ground. He grimaced but held his position, shouting, ‘Cyre, now!’

Without hesitation, Cyre leapt onto Grantchu’s shoulder, her claws finding purchase in his thick cloak. Using him as a springboard, she launched herself into the air, her black form a blur against the pale sky. She soared past the magpie, her jaws opening as a breath of frost swirled beneath its wings. The air crackled with sudden cold, and the magpie’s flight faltered. Its flight feathers froze in an instant, brittle with ice.

The bird plummeted. It hit the ground with a rolling thud, wings flailing awkwardly as it tried to recover. Cyre landed effortlessly on all fours, spinning back toward her quarry with feline precision. She circled behind the magpie, her movements methodical, ensuring the bird never faced her. It hissed and spat weakly, but Cyre was faster. She pressed a single black paw onto its back, pinning it firmly to the ground.

Grantchu exhaled sharply, lowering his arms and wiping the acid from his tunic with a scowl. He reached into his rucksack, producing a cloth sack. Flipping it inside out, he approached the magpie cautiously. Cyre stepped back just enough to allow him room, though her watchful gaze never wavered from the struggling bird.

Grantchu bundled it quickly into the sack, tying it off with a practiced knot. He held it up, the bag twitching faintly in his grip. ‘That’s one animal for three months,’ he said dryly, shaking his head.

Kaedryn, still on the ground, pressed a damp cloth to his stinging eyes and grinned faintly. ‘Not bad,’ he quipped, though his voice lacked conviction. He blinked against the blurry shapes around him, his vision still too hazy to see the catch properly. ‘Shall we get Spitter back to Skogfell? There’s nothing else in this place worth tracking, I can promise you that.’

Grantchu led the way into Skogfell, his imposing frame parting the morning crowd with practiced ease. The Captain of the Third Battalion carried himself with the precision of a soldier. Each step was calculated, each gesture honed to leave nothing to chance. His short-cropped auburn hair caught the sunlight, a vivid contrast to the blackened steel of his sword hilt resting confidently at his side. The leather armor strapped across his broad shoulders was meticulously maintained, a testament to his discipline and readiness. Though his weathered features bore the marks of countless campaigns, with deep-set lines at the corners of his eyes and a scar tracing his jaw, there was a surprising warmth in his gaze. His green eyes held a quiet humor, a spark that softened the otherwise stern set of his expression. Unlike the stoic commanders Kaedryn had served under before, Grantchu’s presence carried a balance of authority and approachability. One constant, however, was Cyre. Whether padding silently at his heels or nestled in the specially crafted backpack slung across his shoulders, the sleek black cat was never far from his side. To see Grantchu without her was unthinkable; their bond was as unshakable as the steel he carried.

They entered the barracks, a vast hall bustling with the tactical commotion of military operations. Kaedryn, Grantchu, Vorruk, and Cyre approached a long desk manned by a sharply dressed clerk. His uniform was adorned with the distinctive Western motifs of Aurenvia Tollitch, a clear indicator of his higher rank. Only those above the station of captain were permitted such tailored insignias. Unlike the armor worn by the bulk of the military, the uniforms here spoke more of ceremony and station than practicality.

‘Ah, Captain Grantchu Chermoine and his cuddly companion,’ the clerk remarked with a sly grin.

‘She’s a cat,’ Grantchu replied dryly, nodding toward Cyre, who peeked out from her perch in his pack.

‘No, I mean him,’ the clerk retorted, pointing toward Kaedryn, whose reputation seemed to have preceded him.

Kaedryn raised a brow, but said nothing, his expression a mix of irritation and faint amusement.

‘What do you have for me, then?’ the clerk asked, his tone tinged with mock interest. ‘Something fascinating, I hope.’

Grantchu didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he reached into his pack and retrieved the writhing sack. The magpie inside thrashed weakly, its struggles subdued but persistent. He placed it on the desk with controlled care.

‘This,’ Grantchu said, tightening the drawstring to ensure there would be no escape, ‘is for Lord Paramount Marcius Saylong. Make sure it’s marked as sensitive cargo. Feed it worms, rabbit, and... eyes, if you have them.’

The clerk arched a brow, his lips pursing in mild disdain. ‘Worms, rabbit, and eyes. How charming.’ He sighed theatrically, then tapped the desk with his pen. ‘I’ll see to it the lord paramount receives your package. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.’

But then, his tone shifted, more serious now. ‘Actually, you can deliver it yourself. All four of you—and that thing—are being recalled.’

Grantchu stiffened slightly, though he kept his composure. ‘Recalled?’

The clerk leaned forward, lowering his voice. ‘Orders came through this morning. Seems someone’s taken an interest in your little... “adventures.” Pack up, Captain. You’re headed back to Haithe at first light.’

The four of them returned to their sleeping quarters, a modest, cramped room that barely contained their gear, a massive black bear, two humans, and a sleek black cat perched on the foot of a cot. Vorruk huffed as he settled in a corner, his bulk taking up half the floor space, while Cyre eyed him with faint disapproval from her elevated perch.
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