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Chapter 1: The Shadow Over Aethelgard
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The wind howled like a banshee as it whipped through the Bleakmark Pass, grinding sand and grit against the ancient stone battlements of Fort Ember's Watch, threatening the winter snows to come. Below the patrol—a score of Aethelgard Royal Guardsmen, all clad in crimson cloaks that snapped violently like fresh wounds against the grey rock—moved with the tired awareness of soldiers in a borderlands gone sourly still. Too still. Captain Rennard, marred and weathered, surveyed the sharp-as-broken-glass peaks, knuckles white upon the hilt of his sword. This silence was not soothing. This silence was the waiting breath before a scream.

Somewhere far above, hidden against the bruised twilight sky, Arin Thorne felt that scream building in the very air high above. Not with his ears, but with the frantic, unsettling tremor in his only living beast beneath him. Talon, his griffin, once a creature of sunlit gold and fierce grace, now bore feathers reminiscent of tarnished silver and storm clouds. Where used to ripple the helpful muscle, shadows appeared to writhe beneath the skin, especially along the jagged bolt of lightning scar along his left flank—a scar of the Void and Arin's eternal shame. Talon's great head jerked, a low, guttural growl that coursed through Arin's bones. Talon's one remaining golden eye, normally fierce, bright with intelligence and spark, was wide, its pupil distended, blown open with a great, primal fear Arin could feel echoing inside his own chest.

Easy, brother, Arin murmured, the words lost in the fierce wind but felt across the frayed, wounded tether of their connection. He tightened his grip on the reins; the leather bit hard into his palms. Talon, easy. What is it?

Talon didn't reply with thought. Talon replied with sensation. A wave of wrongness washed over Arin, oily, cold, with an empty void scent that gnawed at the edges of his own soul. The wrong exposed itself from the pass below, from the very fort itself. He had jerked his gaze back downward.

In one instant the patrol was scanning the cliffs above the fort. In the next, shadows peeled away from the stone walls of the fort that defiantly held off the creeping darkness of the ground. Not men, not animals. Riftcrawlers. These hunched, emaciated figures sketched of shadows with gnarled limbs with grotesquely long arms that ended in obsidian claws that scraped sparks from the stone. Where their faces should have been were swirling masses of dark nothingness sucking up the last available light. They moved with impossible silence, spilling over the merlons like smoke.

Arin's warning scream froze in his throat, choked by pure horror. Below, chaos erupted.

A soldier by the gates crumpled to the ground, clutching his ears, blood streaming between his fingers before he made a sound. Then the sound came to Arin - a psychic shriek crashed through Arin's mental barriers like parchment. Shriekers. Pulsing orbs of darkness almost corporeal, trailing wisp-like tendrils, hovered menacingly above the fort. Jagged mouths ripped open on their surface, and a psychic, endless noise shattered glass shards from the fort's windows and sent men staggering with shock. To Arin's horror, he saw men clawing at their own faces in madness.

"Ambush!" Captain Rennard's shout was devoured by the all-encompassing psychic attack. He rallied to fight, his blade dancing in the torchlight as he met a charge by a Riftcrawler. The Riftcrawler phased through Rennard’s sword, and solidified behind him enough to rake obsidian claws against the backplate with a screech of metal. He gasped as he went down, losing all feeling in his torso from the wounds.

Arin's reaction and action were instilled within him after years of aerial war! Granted, his Griffin Knight insignia had been taken away, but that didn't blunt the instinct as he shouted "Talon, down! Skirmish pattern!"

Talon screamed! Not a hunting cry, but rather a gasp of pain and rage. The shadows beneath his feathers whipped like black flame. He folded his wings in free-fall, like a bolt of thunder, but aimed towards the nearest Shrieker. Arin pulled his blade, and the familiar weight was bitter solace!

But Talon’s descent stumbled. a perihelion swarm of Voidenergy, corrupting Talon flared. The shadow-tendrils thickened, worming up further along his neck, into the gold-tinted feathers widening around his head. Arin felt stabs of agony pierce their bond. Not physical pain, but the scraping of the Void upon Talon’s essence, the siren call of the darkness already bubbling away, festering deep within him.

No! Fight it! Arin poured wills down the bond, fighting against streamed corruption. Talon vibrated, bathed in the same golden psychic light, his flight-path sloppy and weaving, the golden eye rolly-eyed. He banked hard away from the Shrieker, falling chaotically into an undefended wall, claws scratching the stone. Arin nearly got thrown.

Beneath, the nightmare worsened. Steel gates groaned, buckling inward when they shattered. Not crushed by siege engines. Dissolved by globules of viscous decay - green-black sludge, heaving from a horror that froze the marrow in Arin’s blood. A Carrion Weaver. The size of a merchant’s wagon, an abominable thing of fused, mottled corpses, rotten and grafted to shadows, its legs dancing together and clicking like shattered bones. Across its writhing and throbbing bulk, hundreds of mismatched eyes glowed with a vile green light, and as it surged, it opened its lamprey-like maw toward the fallen Captain Rennard.

Arin watched as a soldier - young and hapless, his face not much less pale beneath the helm - stumbled back from the Weaver, the legs of a comrade, trembling in the grip of shared psychic terror, tripped him. Miasma of decay washed over the soldier; he vomited even as his limbs started to slow, enough despair already plastered on his face before a bone-leg speared through his chest and tossed him toward the grinding maw.

"TALON!" Arin screamed, he kicked free of the stirrups. He couldn't fight the Voidspawn from the sky, at least not with Talon like this. He needed to help on the ground. He jumped down the wall, rolling into the carnage.

The air was saturated with the coppery scent of blood, the cloying sweet-rot of the Weaver, and the chilling blast of cold from the Riftcrawlers. The psychic scream pressed down on him. Arin fought like a demon sprung from hell. He couldn't affect the phasing Riftcrawlers with his blade for, when the creatures slowed just a fraction of a second to attack, his blade sunk into flesh. He grabbed torches from the sconces, chasing the Rune-tarnished Riftcrawlers off, stuck the torch into their yawning mouths so the flaming pieces fell out of the enclosed mouths. He dragged frozen soldiers behind an eroding barricade.

He spied movement towards the remnant ruins of the gate - Captain Rennard still pulling himself towards a narrow postern gate, his back mangled beyond recognition, his face turning grey with pain and the numbness. A Riftcrawler phased out of the wall beside him, claws arched out.

And with no conscious effort, Arin hurled himself at the Riftcrawler, driving his shoulder into the disturbingly light but solid body, just as it coalesced. They hit the ground and cold like death, deeper than the coldest winter night, seeped from the other. Arin rolled, stabbing his torch into the swirling vortex of other-worldly horror rolling over the Riftcrawler's maw. It shrieked an obscene sound reminiscent of tearing fabric and faded disappearing into grey binary.

He pulled Rennard upright. The captain's breaths were stretching into ragged gasps. "Thorne...?" he rasped, recognizing Arin's childhood next to the fiddling fingers, "the Void... it's... an army... shadows... moving..." Grey flitted through his eyes, it claimed him. "Warn... the Queen...Prophecy..." his wet rattle of the words faded to silence. He grew limp in Arin's grip.

Stabbing grief colder than steel fought back the adrenaline. Rennard was dead. The patrol was slaughtered. Up above, Talon shrieked again - a sound wounded and intimately entwined with the dissonant layers of the Void. Arin looked up. The griffin was fighting his shadow, wings flailing towards nothing, trying to pull the tendrils off the writhing mass wrapping around his head. The Carrion Weaver was eating the dead, getting bigger, its sickly green shimmer pulsing against the encroaching shadows.

There was nothing and no one to save. There was only a warning to deliver.

He whistled, a shrill, piercing noise that cut through the cacophony. "Talon! Come to me! NOW!" The order, fuelled with every ounce of what was left of their tattered bond, reached across to Talon's internal struggle. The griffin broke free of the shadow-tendrils for a moment before diving toward Arin. Arin tossed Rennard's body aside – brutal, but necessary – and leaped for responding to Talon's call, grabbing the harness as the griffin flew low. Talon's claws brushed stone as he powered upward, the shadow-corruption falling away slightly with the distance from the Void well, but the golden eye still swirled, and the bond felt like a throbbing wire of shared pain and darkness.

Arin did not look back. The cries, the thoughts, the images of the Carrion Weaver feasting, the chilling weight of Rennard's final words were burned into his soul. He urged Talon toward Aethelgard, two aspects tangible to him: the griffin was struggling with a labouring flight, dark feathers vibrating. The tangible weight of failure sat like a rock on his chest. He failed Rennard. He failed the patrol. Talon was travelling deeper and deeper into the abyss with every wingbeat. The prophecy Rennard spoke of - Arin was certain that was the one Lyra feared above all else. He was bringing her the harbinger of the end.

Queen Lyra Solaris stood ion her private balcony, a lofty perch high in the Sunspire of Aethelgard's royal palace, looking down as the capital city was almost completely blanketed in the warm, fading redness of sunset. The streets were darkening, with labourers lighting their lamps in the corridors of the city's warren and sending the warm smells of baking bread, roasting wood and the rich smells of people living life upwards. And yet, Lyra felt no calm. The cold, deep tendril of chill had settled in her bones hours ago, separate from the autumn chill of the evening.

She opened her arms wide. Before her, fluttering above her, riding wings of captured moonlight, were her Starbirds. Not real birds, but magnificent creatures woven in living crystal that hummed with celestial energy. Usually, their soft light surrounded her like a soothing constellation, a beautiful unison of the universe. Tonight, it was not a calming song. Their flickering crystal forms were strobing cruelly and rattling alarmingly. One, little vocal falcon shaped like a sapphire, flashed and sputtered violently, fading almost completely before roaring back with a bright painful flurry of sound.

A disturbance. A profound disturbance. It wasn’t hers alone to think, and echoed through her bond with the birds, an astral ripple of connected thought. It couldn’t be denied, the pure ageless starlight they were born from was... tainted. An enormous and ravenous thing was chewing into the elemental fabric of the sky, prolonging an age-old incongruity that left cold clutches and long shadows. The prophecy echoed from the banned tomes underneath the palace, of the Hollow King, of the coming tide of the voidspawn. The warnings begged to be heard. When the stars stutter and the shadows walk...

A single knock broke the restless air. Her hand maiden and shadow, Anya, slipped through the terrace door. Her fierce eyes rarely widened, but they were bulging now. "Your Majesty. Sir Arin Thorne has returned. The Bleakmark patrol. He... he demands to see you immediately."" Anya said, all low and urgent. "He bears... ill tidings. And Talon... he looked..." Anya trailed off, unable to discover the words for the horror she must have seen in the courtyard.

Lyra's heart felt clenched, in denial of the wicked notion. Arin. Disgraced, yes. Banished from the Griffin Knights after the tragedy that stole Talon's childhood and Lyra's mother -the tragedy most thought was caused by Arin's blind ambition, though Lyra kept her own secrets deep. But still, Arin. The boy who stood beside her and weathered the storms of her childhood. Whose fall felt as if a piece of her own soul had broken. To see him again, this way, carrying the same threats her Starbirds had confirmed...

“Take him to the Jade Gallery Anya,” Lyra ordered, surprisingly steady, the Queen's mask settling heavily over the frightened girl below. “Alone. And be sure Talon is sent to the royal mews. Silently. You may take care of him... but be careful.” She knew that the shadows that writhed beneath Talon's feathers were not only figurative. Anya nodded, melting away into the shadows of the palace.

Lyra took a slow, deep breath, pulling the flickering Starbirds back to herself. The light felt fragile in her hands, and in stark contrast to the dread writhed in her belly. She turned away from the tranquil view of the city, the setting sun washing her face in fire and blood. It was over. The shadows were walking. And Arin Thorne, the man she was connected to through chains of shared sorrow and untold histories, was the herald.

The Jade Gallery was cool and still, the only light coming from the remaining embers of sunset that filtered through the high windows, along with the shimmering light from enchanted moonstone sconces. Lyra stood by a large window that overlooked the inner courtyard, her back straight, hands tightly clasped in front of her, hidden in the folds of her deep blue gown. The Starbirds nestled in her braided hair, their light dimmed but still shifting patterns of glow danced across the polished jade floor.

The door swung open. Anya ushered Arin into the space, before moving out again, clicking the door shut as it fell to silence.

He appeared... wrecked. Not only from the difficult flight but what he had seen. His worn leathers and tarnished breastplate, now stained with grime and what looked overly like dried blood, was the remainents of Griffin Knight garb he had not fully discarded yet. His dark hair plastered across his forehead, and his jaw was clenched tightly enough to break stone. But it was his eyes that stuck out to Lyra the most—haunted, shadowed, containing a mirror to what he fled from in the darkness. And Talon's corruption... she could feel it on him, a cold departure from her own starlight, just enough to cause these crystals in her hair to hum a warning note.

"Your Majesty," Arin rasped, dropping to one knee and bowing his head. It was intimacy, thin and fragile. He did not look her in the eye.

"Far rise, Arin," said Lyra. Her voice was calm; a Queen's voice. But inside the terrified girl was screaming at the pain etched into his expression and the oily darkness that clung to him. "Report."

Arin stood—movement stiff. His eyes looked to a point somewhere near her feet. "Fort Ember's Watch is lost, your Majesty. The patrol... slaughtered. Not bandits. Not mortal." He drew a shuddering breath and forced the words from himself. "Void spawn. Rift crawlers. Shriekers. A Carrion Weaver. They came from the shadows... through walls..." Arin's voice faltered now as he described the ambush, followed by paralyzing screams, followed by the feast of the Weaver, followed by the last words of Captain Rennard: "He said... 'shadows were moving like armies.' He said... 'warn the Queen. Prophecy.'"

Every word was a sledge hammer. This was the confirmation of Lyra's darkest fears. The cold dread that was accumulating in Lyra's chest had coalesced into icy certainty: the prophecies are not myths. They are here. Now.

"And Talon?" The question slipped out, less Queenly but more Lyra. Concern for the griffin, her childhood friend, who was suffering for a tragedy she still didn’t completely comprehend.

Arin flinched as if slapped. He clenched his fist at his side. "The Void... it calls to him. To the corruption. He tried to fight it, but... it’s worse." He finally raised his head and locked eyes with hers. The pain there was raw. The pain in his eyes was terrifying. "He nearly turned on me, Lyra. Down there. The darkness in him... it answered the Void." The fact that he used her name, not her title, was a crack in his veneer, a plea from a man beneath a disgraced knight.

The combined pain of Talon’s near tragedy, the horrible presence of the Void, and the weight of Rennard’s dying warning crashed down over the fragile distance between Queen and subject. Lyra took an involuntary step towards him, the Starbirds in her hair flaring to life brighter as her emotions spiked. "Arin..." she barely said, the whisper escaping her lips totally unplanned.

He saw her movements. Saw the concern and fear that mirrored his own. A muscle in his jaw jumped. He took a half-step back, as if her proximity, her light would burn him, or worse, ignite the shadows hanging on his body. "Don’t." He harshly ground the word out with a distaste for himself. "Just... don’t."

The rejection was a painful reminder of how many worlds separated them – her crown and his disgrace, the unanticipated implication of her mother’s murder and Talon’s curse. She stopped moving in her tracks; the Queen’s mask feeling like it was about to disintegrate from her face. The weight of the gallery suddenly became overwhelming, taut with unspoken words and the terror of their moments shared still residing on them. The flickering Starbird light reflected upon his face, showing the fatigue, the grief, and the smudge of blood on his temple that he hadn't realized existed before. Her starlight moved instinctively toward him, a delicate tendril searching for the hurt, like it always did when he scraped his knees as a boy in the courtyard training.

Her fingers were possessed, brushing aside the blood on his temple.

Contact.

Thunder wrapped itself into a dissipating lightning bolt and rancour radiated through both of them. Arin gasped and stumbled back like he had just been shocked. Lyra gasped and yanked her hand back. Where her fingertips touched his skin, tiny motes of bright starlight began to skitter and dance, melting the filth and blood away with a soft hiss. Barely but for a moment, the cut below her fingers glowed faint gold before turning to a clean pink line.

But the sensation was much more than unleashing a wound. It was recognition. A wave of heat, sassy and bright, roared through Lyra’s core slingshotting the fear from her. It was the warmth of the sunlight after silvery frost; it was the rightness of a key finding its lock. Meanwhile she felt the resounding ache of his pain – a deep boron ache of Talon’s corrosive touch, the paralyzing quilt, the icy residue of the Void - a wave of chilled dark that caused her to gasp.

For Arin, it was agony and ecstasy. Her light burned away the cold numbness that lingered. It was the flame that burned off the gripping chill of the Void while exposing the raw wounds of his failure, Talon’s torment. He knew her fear, great and terrible, her burden of prophecy, her power hiding just capsized - a power he was afraid of for her. It was greater intimacy than any physical touch, a scary look into both of their souls through the magic that had burned the veil of their emotions.

They looked at each other, breathless, tension still crackling in the air. The forbidden touch, the shared pain and power, the years apart, the years of duty, the years of disgrace, gone in a moment, in a singular, accidental glancing connection. The Starbirds hummed a frantic, disjointed sound.

Lyra saw the shock, the vulnerability, the dawning horror in Arin’s eyes - horror at what her touch showed in him, horror at the power that she had even touched her. She even saw the instinctual pull to run away, to hide it all under duty and disgrace.

Before either could open their mouths, before either could make any attempt to explore or even sever the fragile, horrible connection, a different sound intruded. A hard, loud knock on the door to the gallery, from Anya's voice, tight with a different kind of tension.

“Your Majesty? My apologies for the interruption. High Priest Valerius's envoy is here, and demands an immediate audience to discuss disturbances at the border.” Anya hesitated. “He brings the Sun's Fury."

The spell faded. The shared moment gone, called back to cold, hard reality. The Church. The Sun God worshippers that watched the world for the darkest heresy, which Starbinding was for them. Valerius would smell blood in the water - the disaster at the border, the "unnatural disturbances."

Lyra straightened, the Queen crashing back into place and yet she still felt their fingertips tingle where they'd been on Arin's skin, humming with either his pain, or the reverberation of her power, the connection she shared with Arin, the celestial disturbance, and the Voidspawn was a maelstrom, circling and ready to swallow her whole. And the High Priest's envoy was the first circling shark.

She met Arin's gaze one last time. The shared horror of the Void still existed between them, but now it was overlaid with a tangible danger. The message shared in silence was clear: This changes nothing. And everything.

"Attend to Talon, Arin," she ordered, biting her tongue, as her voice descended into royal ice, betraying an intruding storm inside. "Hide him. The Church must not see him like this." She turned toward the door and the layers of her gown began to swirl. "Anya, admit the envoy to the Sun Throne room, I will receive him there." She paused and looked over her shoulder at Arin, her eyes raking down from his forehead to the place where her starlight had sunge the wound clean. She lowered her voice, just for him, tinged with a concern she was having difficulty concealing. "And Arin? You are bleeding."

She departed the Jade Gallery, leaving Arin Thorne behind, all gallant forms and tormented soul, the taste of her starlight and the hard chill of the Void fighting for dominance on his skin, the previous shadow of the High Priest creeping across the threshold of the kingdom poised on a keening edge of destruction. What delicate dawn of understanding had already met its harrowing eclipse, both across the culture of the palace and how Arin and her people would respond to the terror stoking their communal anxiety beyond its walls.
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Chapter 2: The Sun's Inquisition

[image: ]




With a heavy groan, the oak doors of the Sun Throne room swung wide open, revealing not the spiritual comfort one could expect, but a solemn invasion. Entered the newest Knight-Commander of the Sun's Fury, Ser Kaelan the Iron. Commanding the space not like a holy envoy, but like a conquering general, he stepped forward. Sunlight beamed through the high stained-glass windows of the chamber, the One Sun below, beautiful, eye-catching depictions of his glorious victories, creating a few small sparkling reflections on the sun pattern of his pristine silver plate armour. He had his helm held aside from his face under one arm; thus, several thousand fans from his wide-brimmed hat covertly appeared as sun rays bursting from his crown. Chiselled cheekbones cast rigid piety complemented by the close-cropped beard colour of iron filings, and eyes of chipped and flat flints swept quietly about the outlandish room, absorbing, evaluating ... missing nothing for fear of missing something, judging everything. He gave off an air of certainty - an atmosphere as steadfast as the metal he was clad in.

A half-step behind not only in distance, but almost aurally erased behind Kaelan's bellowing drum cadence and clad in sunlight, was Sister Elara. She was no more than seventeen perhaps, with a skin-coloured oval of intention, framed with dainty white strictures of her order's simple wimple. Her eyes shrunk down in mistrust and learning, soft brown evaporation, full of honest devotion and undeniably concealed prudence - with a simple, wood relic box clutched like a shield in front of her.

The contrast was stark, in the sense that Kaelan stood the kin of the hammer of the Sun God, while Elara delicately offered poise.

Queen LYRA sat upon the Sun throne, a towering seated fortress of marble veined with gold and images of sun in all directions around her that felt particularly menacing in that moment. She wore a gown of the deepest shades of sapphire velvet, importantly blank as though to be superlatively solemn. Although Atabeth had flown back to a safe side of Hantr while they shared their today, her Starbirds were suppressed, the clear chirp-noise was a remarkable counterpoint to the thumping beat of Kaelan's armoured heel upon the eternally clean floor. She was supported vertically by Anya at the bottom of her footstool. She smiled at Elara only as a statue rotates her gaze painfully slow, almost closing all submission distance, measuring the newcomer quartering opponents.

"Your Majesty,” Kaelan’s voice resonated in a rigid tone devoid of warmth that echoed in the solemnity of the chamber. He bowed shallowly, merely a tip of the head, and Elara followed suit more genuinely. "High Priest Valerius, in his infinite wisdom and compassion, sends us in this dark hour. It grieves the heart of the Sun God to hear of demonic incursions upon our lands. We wish to offer the Church’s spiritual strength and guidance in cleansing this taint from Aethelgard."

The words were polished, rehearsed, and utterly hollow. Lyra felt the veiled threat in her mouth, as if ash had seeped in unnoticed. Guidance meant scrutiny. Cleansing could mean the purging of anyone deemed tainted, including Starbinders.

"The Crown welcomes the prayers and support of the Church, Ser Kaelan, Sister Elara," Lyra replied firmly, her voice calm and carrying; she did not raise her arms from resting lightly on the arms of the throne and shrugged off the memory of Arin's blood burning away beneath her touch, which tingled at her fingertips. "The attack upon Fort Ember's Watch was unprecedented. We have never encountered this enemy before."

"Precisely why it is imperative we remain vigilant of all corruption, Your Majesty," Kaelan stated, his hard eyes narrowing on hers. "Demons thrive on the opportunity afforded by wavering faith and footfalls upon the forbidden. The High Priest is disturbed by reports of... unnatural disturbances in connection to this incursion. Phasing shadows? Psychological assaults? The hallmarks of heresy just as relevant as any bodily foe." He let the jab linger, and while it wasn't direct, it was as effective as a pointed dagger.

Lyra kept his gaze, refusing to blink. "The enemy employs powers we are just beginning to understand, Ser Kaelan. Powers of darkness, not heresy within our own ranks. Our focus, all of our focus, needs to be on defence, understanding, and unity."

“Truth is the starting point for understanding,” Kaelan replied smoothly. “If it pleases you, Majesty, we will start our questioning. We need to talk with the survivors. We need to examine the city’s defences. And we need to assess the purity of Aethelgard’s soul.” This was not a request. The inquisition had begun.

Kaelan moved through the palace and the city beyond in a way that suggested a force of divine retribution. He swept down upon the infirmary, where the handful of survivors from outlying villages, brought to safety by Arin’s desperate flight, were lying injured and traumatized. Sister Elara moved among them, her soft voice offering prayers, her hands applying salves from her reliquary, and her eyes wide with sympathetic horror as she listened to the stories of their injuries, their fragmented tales of skittering shadows and soul-chilling screams. And while Sister Elara moved among the injured, Kaelan stood like a grim statue at the foot of each cot, his questions pointed and unyielding.

“Describe the creatures exactly,” he demanded of a grey-faced farmer whose leg was heavily swathed in bandages. “Did they speak? Offer blasphemies? Were there any symbols? Any unnatural light?” His tone made it clear that mentioning any light other than that of the One Sun would constitute a confession.

The farmer stuttered, visibly flinching at Kaelan’s intensity. “N-no, milord Knight. Just... shadows. Cold. And the screaming... in the head...”

“Concentrate!” Kaelan said sharply. “Did any of you use unnatural arts? Whisper forbidden incantations? Seek power that came from nothing?”

Lyra stood in the doorjamb, arms crossed, watching with Commander Garrick – his broad face like the sky before a storm. Garrick, a bear of a man with a grey-flecked beard and eyes that had witnessed decades of border skirmishes, shifted his weight and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “The enemy did that, Knight-Commander,” Garrick rumbled, his voice hedged with barely contained rage. “Not our people. They are victims. Not suspects.”

Kaelan snapped his cold stare towards Garrick. "Innocence is a matter of proof, Commander. Demons corrupt from the inside as well as attack from the outside. Vigilance is our bulwark." He turned away, moving to the next cot, leaving Garrick smouldering, and the farmer shaking.

Later, on the city walls, Kaelan surveyed the fortifications with public scorn. "These merlons are entirely too low," he said, banging an armoured fist upon the ancient stone. "A sufficiently motivated enemy could easily climb over the top of these walls. The ballistae are poorly positioned and inefficient, and the gatehouse is lacking redundant mechanisms. Aethelgard is becoming weak, Commander. Complacent. It invites darkness."

Garrick's face turned a deep shade of red. "These walls have protected us for five centuries, Knight-Commander," he hissed. "These walls have defended against barbarian hordes, and armies of rogue sorcerers. We adjust our method of fighting to the enemy, or these... things... phase through stone! A wall is no weapon against them. They are scouting and mobility, and counter-magic."

"Counter-magic?" Kaelan seized upon the word, like a hawk upon the form of a mouse. He turned slowly, narrowing his eyes. "What precisely do you mean by "counter-magic", Commander Garrick? The Holy Purity that needs no counter-magic is that of the Holy Radiance of the Sun God. Any other pursuit of power, and you are already corrupt." His gaze slid meaningfully towards Lyra, standing an arms distance away, externally composed, while her heart was hammering against her ribs. Was he probing Garrick's faith, or probing hers?

"Knowledge of the enemy is not heresy, Ser Kaelan," Lyra replied, her voice slicing through the heat of an impending confrontation like it was ice. "Commander Garrick is speaking about tactics—not sacrilege. We will be using every licit means to defend this kingdom. And that includes the knowledge of those who have been protecting the borders for generations." She held his gaze in turn, and the message was clear without open threat: assume to challenge my Commander again, at your peril.

Kaelan's lips tightened. He provided yet another bow, this time low and very informal. "Of course Your Majesty, wisdom can only be tempered by faith. Always." He turned to the parapet, always with his posture clear with disapproval. Sister Elara, floating nearby, looked extremely uneasy, flicking her eyes from the Queen to the livid Commander and to her equally intimidating superior.

During the relative calm of her private solar later, the tension was visible on Lyra's face. She leaned against the cool polished wood of her desk, which provided some relief. Anya appeared from the shadows near the bookcase, an expression of grave discontent on her face.

"The weasel brought his nest," Anya hissed, with a voice lowered almost to a whisper. "Kaelan didn't just bring Elara, he brought a whole lance of Sun's Fury, quartered by the Temple Quarter. And the rumour mill whispers Valerius’s spiders have already come here, Majesty. They're entrenched. Down at the tavern by the docks 'The Salty Mermaid' - too many questions by the barkeep, too much coin for palace gossip. A seamstress in the velvet district, now making vestments for minor priests... and active minor priests interested in the comings and goings of your guards. Incidents. They are looking for incursions, for heresy."

Lyra closed her eyes, massaging her temples. The noose was tightening, and Valerius was not just investigating the Void - he was hunting her. Every splinter of forbidden light, every murmur of Starbinder lore, could be the thing that ignited the pyre. "Continue to observe, Anya. But with discretion. We do not want to be prompted with our hand."

An abrupt knock broke the tense quiet. The young page, waxen and drawn, raced into the room without pause. "Your Majesty! Commander Garrick requests your presence! At the guard house of the West Gate. It’s Sergeant Pellan... he’s... he’s dying! They say only you might..."

Lyra was already moving before the boy finished talking. Anya was a step behind her. The West Gate guardhouse was brimming with ordered disorder. Garrick stood like a rock, holding back everything within himself, grief and fury scrawled on his face. On a temporary pallet laid Sergeant Pellan, one of Garrick's oldest and most trusted veterans. His face was a mess of deep, jagged claw marks, weeping sickly black ooze. His breath was wet and bubbling in his lungs. The wounds smelled of rot and something much colder deeper. The taint of the Void. Riftcrawler claws. Arin had pulled Pellan back from a scouting patrol near the destroyed fort, and that was the last thing the man had managed to manage before falling over. He had stayed alive long enough to report the movement of Voidspawn.

"He fought like a lion, Majesty, " Garrick forced out through choked sobs, his eyes sparkled; they radiated hope. "But the wounds, the healers, they cannot stop the corruption. It is spreading." Indeed, dark tendrils were snaking underneath the almost translucent skin of Pellan's arms, wriggling towards his heart. A numbness, a spiritual decay, like that Rennard had described.

Lyra stomach twisted. She saw the desperate hope in Garrick's eyes, the flicker of faith that his Queen might make it right again. She saw the other guards watching with concerned expressions, it was clear they were not optimistic about Pellan's wounds. And Lyra saw Sister Elara, who - drawn by the commotion - was standing in the doorway. Her face was filled with pity and horror.

No. The word blared in her head. To use her starlight here, now, with Kaelan's wolves circling beyond the walls, Valerius's spies hording about. Madness. Suicide. The cost would be phenomenal.

But Pellan's breath caught, horrible high, wet and tortured. His eyes, clouded with pain, met hers. There was no accusation, only a soldier's plea slowly fading away.

A flash of her memory came to her, a picture of Arin's blood after it burned clean from her touch. The warmth, the rightness, the horrifying power. Could she do it? Could she hide it?

Garrick moved closer, his voice a raw whisper just for her. "He was loyal to your mother, Lyra. He was loyal to you. Don't let him die in the dark."

Lyra. No Majesty. A supplication from the man who taught her to ride, who had stood guard at the outside of her nursery. The last shred of her resistance gave way.

"Get out." Lyra's voice was surprisingly strong. "All of you. Commander Garrick, secure the door. Nobody is to enter." Her eyes scanned the room and landed for a fraction of a second on the shocked face of Elara. "Sister Elara...your prayers may be needed yet. Stay."

Garrick was starting to understand – understand mixed with terror for Lyra – and immediately began ushering everyone out with gruff orders. Anya melted into the shadows, behind a supply cupboard, like she was some living shadow, keeping a watchful presence. Elara stood hesitating then moved towards Lyra and Pellan's pallet. She clasped her hands, moved her lips in silent prayer, and her eyes never left the dying man.

Lyra knelt down beside Pellan. The smell from the Void corruption was stronger now, the wounds colder, and there was physical cold emanating from them. She placed her hands lightly on his chest, staying above the creeping shadows, mindful of the grievous wounds on his face. Lyra clenched her eyes closed, reaching inside herself, past the fear, past the heady weight of the crown and inquisition, to the spring of cold, ancient light that sat at her core.

This time it required more. The spring felt shallower now, satanically strained from the constant suppression, the discord felt ever since through the Starbirds. But she still called to it. Please. For him.

A soft glow, silvered and pale, poured from her hands—almost lost amid the light from the lantern. To Elara, perhaps it looked like the burning of the flickering flame, or a film of sweat collecting on Lyra’s palms, She felt the energy flow, thin and directed, like stars bleed for breath through a crack in the world. She aimed it toward the shadow-corruption's burgeoning presence inside Pellan's body.

It was like pushing against a glacier. The Void resisted coldly and hungering, trying to leach darkness and turn it sour. She sensed its intelligence and its hunger to consume. Sweat collected on her forehead. She grit her teeth, forcing more of herself into the flow, focusing on cleansing it, on routing the decay, on knitting smashed vessels and poisoned tissue. She saw the black tendrils beneath Pellan's skin recoil—ever so slightly the wet, laboured breathing eased, the ashen cheeks took on just a slight hint of pink.

But the toll was immediate and brutal. A wave wrecked her. Her vison greyed around the edges. It felt like drawing blood from her veins, draining some part of herself—some part of her life—to fuel the light. She swayed back on her knees, hands tremored uncontrollably against Pellan's tunic.

"Your Majesty!" Elara gasped, palm-covered mouth agape as she stepped forward without thinking—lost her prayer—eyes wide with concern as she heard Lyra's barely breathing, saw Lyra's pale face and the sheen of sweat at her temples.

Lyra wrenched her hands from poor Pellan's chest, the moment she lost light. Grabbed the edge of the pallet. Balanced her breathing. Pellan's breathing was steadier—deeper. The long, black tendrils had receded extensively and were contained, but the wounds were still grievous. He would live. For now.

"It... it's over," Lyra stuttered, coaxing the words from a parched throat. She did not wish to look into Elara's ever-watching eyes, so she focused on Garrick instead; he too turned away from the door, but his expression conveyed an overwhelming relief for Pellan and a clear fear for her. "The crisis... has passed. The healers... can attend to him now." Lyra pushed herself up from the pallet, unsteady and using the pallet as a support, but the room swayed around her.

Anya was there like a fairy godmother, a solid presence slipping her arm underneath Lyra's and quietly supporting her weight. "You are fatigued, Majesty," Anya announced loudly for Elara to hear. "The pressure of these dark days. You should rest."

Lyra gave a slight nod that she hoped communicated agreement but that was all. She let Anya lead her towards the door. As she stumbled past Elara, the young Sister's eyes were not just wide with pity; her eyes were filled with dawning confusion and awe. She had seen something. Something that wasn't part of the Sun God's miracles. Something soft and silver that had severely drained Lyra's energy.

Garrick held the door open, and his eyes met Lyra's. The unspoken message was evident: That was far too close. Too risky.

Lyra understood. The healing of Pellan had bought him time, but it had most certainly put a target on Lyra's back brighter than the sun reflecting on Kaelan's armour. She felt exposed and raw, and the phantom chill of the Void lingered on her senses, while the warmth and power of the experience had left her shivering. As Anya propelled her down the corridor to the relative safety of her quarters, the burden of her secret felt even more pressing. She had defied the Void but in doing so, she may have just provided Valerius the evidence he sought.

The sharp smell of hay and oiled leather in the royal mews usually calmed Arin. Tonight, it did nothing to allay the storm inside of him. Talon lay in his spacious stall, head resting on thick straw. The violent agitation from the Bleakmark had calmed, leaving Talon in a deep, disturbing lethargy. The shadows beneath his feathers twitched, but only weakly, as if poisoned and lethargic. His golden eye was half-lidded, watching Arin with dull, exhausted awareness. The bond felt thin, frayed, and drenched with the oil residue of the Void, and Talon’s struggle against it.

Arin ran a hand along Talon’s neck, feeling the unnatural coolness of the skin beneath the feathers, the tiny twitch in the great muscles. "You fought it again, didn’t you, brother?" he murmured, his voice hoarse. "You held the line." Talon made a weak rumble, a vibration more than a sound. The guilt hung like an ache in Arin’s chest. Talon’s suffering was the price of his own failure so long ago, the failure that had let the Void touch them both.

A stablehand stepped forward cautiously, aways off with a bucket of fresh water. "He drank a little, Sir Arin. Just... lies there mostly." The boy’s eyes darted with nervousness to the dimmed patches on Talon’s hide.

"Leave it," Arin said curtly. He took the bucket, set it near Talon’s beak. The griffin dropped his head, licking at the water haltingly. Arin leaned his forehead against Talon’s neck, drawing little comfort from the comfort of their bond—even in its diminished form. The vision of Lyra on the throne, terribly pale and regal, staring down Kaelan and his steel-clad piety, wired in his mind. The feel of her fingers on his skin, the shocking warmth and pain were memories he did not want, but he pushed them down. She was Queen, he was disgraced. The shadow clinging to him and Talon was a threat to her, not a comfort.

A disturbance near the mews entrance caught his attention. The guards went rigid. Arin straightened his posture while letting his hand instinctively move to the hilt of his sword, though he didn't wear any identifying insignia. Commander Garrick entered, scowling like a storm cloud—but there was a depth of anxiety behind the anger that rattled Arin. Anya followed him inside like a shadow, her hawk-like eyes sweeping across the mews before settling with a more unsettling intensity upon Arin.

Garrick stopped in front of him, skipping the usual formalities. "Thorne. Word.", he said. And without waiting for a reply, he nodded his head in the direction of a relatively isolated corner, away from the stablehands.

Arin followed him, with Anya gliding silently in his wake. Garrick turned towards Arin, his voice low and urgent. "The Queen. She...")

"What? Intervened. With Pellan. The sergeant was clawed by those Void-damned things."

Arin felt his blood go cold. "Intervened? What do you mean?"

"His wounds were festering. Void-rot. The healers couldn't stop it." Garrick bore a glare into Arin. "She used her... gift. She pushed back the corruption, if only a bit. She saved his life. Barely."

The implications smashed into Arin like a wave. In the heart of the palace, and Kaelan and his fanatics crawling everywhere. And Valerius's spies watching. "Is she mad?" The words rushed out of him, tinged with fear for her, not accusation.

Anya stepped forward, her voice low and poisonous. "Mad with compassion, perhaps. Pellan served her mother. Garrick asked. She couldn't let him die. But it cost her. She almost collapsed. And the little Sun Sister... Elara... she saw. Not everything, but enough to wonder. Enough to maybe whisper in her prayers to her Sun God."

Arin felt a surge of protective rage so fierce it held back his fear for Talon. "Where is she?"

"Anya took her to her quarters. She is resting. Or is trying to." Garrick rubbed his face. "Kaelan is already snooping around Pellan, demanding to know how he stabilized. We’re buying some time, saying it was strong drink and a poultice from Sister Elara’s kit. But it won’t hold. He’s suspicious."

"And Lyra?" Arin pressed, saying her name without thinking. "Is she... better?"

Anya's lips tightened. "She’s still drained. Pale as milk. When she uses that power... it drains her. It’s like pouring her own life into the wound." She looked hard at Arin. "She's putting herself at risk. For everyone. Someone needs to get her to see sense before she burns out for a lost cause... or gets caught."

The unsaid accusation hung heavy on the air: You care. Do something. That moment of Lyra’s light burning through his own pain, the terrible intimacy of it, frothed with the each image of her collapsing, drained white, under the Sun’s Fury. The space between them had yawned open like a chasm, and there was now not the disgrace and duty between them, but an immediacy of her destruction.

Arin looked back at Talon, the shadowy shape of the griffin reflected the shape of his own flawed soul. He couldn’t protect Lyra from the Church, from the Void, perhaps not even from herself and her propensity for self-sacrifice. But he could not witness her destruction. Not after she had given him the warmth of her light in his own darkness. Not after witnessing the vulnerability beneath the crown when her fingers had brushed against his temple.

He locked eyes with Garrick, who looked worried, then Anya, whose stare dared him to defy her. He clenched his jaw. "I will talk to her," he muttered, putting a burden upon himself that stretched from the lines he had sworn to respect between himself and the queen. The trek to the Queen’s chambers bore the weight of an impossibly longer, much more dangerous flight than the flight from the Bleakmark, and he needed to make her understand the cost. Before the shadows wrapped around and closed in behind the walls of the palace, human and inhuman alike, struck. As he moved slowly away from the flight yard, a more profound, colder shadow, unnoticed by guards and stablehands, unlatched itself from upon the high rafters near the dungeons below. Six white eyes with no pupils witnessed his departure before melting into darkness. The hunt had already begun within the castle.
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Chapter 3: Whispers in the Dark
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After midnight, Aethelgard Castle was silent in a way that made no sound of peace, but rather the silence just before silence took a breath to scream. Arin Thorne felt it in his bones. He paced the four walls of his bare chambers adjacent to the royal mews, the scrape of his boots on the stone and the strained, bowling ball breaths of Talon taking flight, the only sounds. The griffin lay on a mound of straw, but rest was not close enough to wing a thought tonight. Talon’s massive head twitched, his remaining golden eye wide and unseeing, undoubtedly fixed on some horror known only to him. Rags of shadows moved just beneath his ratty, grey feathers, and Talon was more agitated than Arin had seen in weeks. Even now, whether Talon was experiencing just his usual torment or if he too sensed something was terribly wrong, the air nearby crackled with some cold, unnatural energy that prickled the thin hairs on Arin's arms. It was not just Talon's usual torture. The Void felt... restless. Close.

Arin rubbed a hand through his sweat-soaked hair, the traces of his own nightmare present with him – Lyra changed to starlight then ash, lost in his arms while Talon, a wailing Void, ripped the light from her. The connection that typically sat quietly, connected and throbbing with Talon's alarm and his own gnawing dread was frayed. He couldn't remain here, positioned with a sleeping possible monster right beside him.

Arin's hands fumbled with his sword belt as he buckled it around his leather jerkin, the weight of it familiar but not comforting. Something needed to happen; he needed air. He needed activity. Could not continue to be trapped in the overwhelming proximity of Talon's pain and his own terrifying closeness to visions of Lyra's demise. He left the mews, shutting the immense door as best he could, the creaking closed with a finality that concealed Talon's low whimpers to nothing more than the lingering vibration of dissatisfaction that remained in his soul.

There were no people, only stone corridors lit by the obstinate flames of iron sconces nearby. Yet, as he moved, he could feel a deeper cold penetrate the stone beneath him. This wasn't the mountain chill of the castle fortifications, but real absence, a void that pulled any sense of warmth from the air. He paused, resting his hand upon the pommel of the sword. He glanced around him - silence, silence everywhere. The distant clank of the night watch, the indistinct chatter of guards changing shift... gone, and in their place a desolation too abstract to articulate with silence pressing upon his eardrums.

Then, there was a flicker. The torch at the farthest end of the Long Gallery sputtered out and died; not with a hiss, like a flame snuffed, but as if it was swallowed by something. The shadows flowed in like spilled ink. Arin was frozen, every part of him was straining. Another torch, much closer this time, extinguished. The air was colder now, biting through his jerkin. He drew his sword; the rasp of steel was unnaturally loud in the swallowing quiet.

Warily, he stepped forward, searching for the extinguished torches and the deepening cold. His breath was misting in the unnatural air. A faint sound reached him - a choked gasp, the kind that ends abruptly. He resumed running, boots echoing too loudly in the absorbed corridor. Just around the corner leading to the servants’ quarters.

The sight brought him to a halt. A young woman, probably Elara’s age, was frozen mid-step in the corridor, face twisted in absolute terror, eyes wide and unblinking. A thin blanket of frost glittered on her lashes and the wool of her simple dress. Somewhere deeper in the shadows and approaching from the sconce where the flickering light had faded, a nightmare took shape.

The Umbral Stalker was a study in predatory silence. Its body was made of solidified night, but constantly rippled, like the edges were resisting a shape. The monster was low to the ground like a panther, but its limbs were disturbingly long. It stalked in liquid grace, with absolute silence, it cast no shadow. Six glowing, pupil-less, white eyes cold as dead stars, locked onto the paralyzed maid. Its long neck bent; it opened in a silent snarl, an unnervingly long tête-à-tête full of needle-like teeth, a silent predator, drinking the remaining available light.

Arin didn't need to think. "Hey! Over here!" He shouted and broke the hushed silence, loud, unabashed.

The Stalker's six eyes turned to him, leaving the maid behind. The cold, paralyzing from the creature intensified, washing over him like a physical wave. He faltered, his muscles protesting and frost forming on his sword arm. The creature flowed toward him, impossibly quick and silent - a void come to life.

He met its charge with his sword flashing. Steel struck the shadowy flank of the Stalker like striking smoke, it absorbed the sword without resistance and met with cold, a shocking cold that burned bone deep. The Stalker lashed out with black claws. He twisted away, the claws tearing through his jerkin sleeve and grazing a line of burning cold cleaving through his bicep. Numbness followed instantly, like poisoning blood, a spiritual decay in his meat and flesh. He gasped in surprise and stumbled backward.

A conventional weapon was useless. A panic, cold and sharp as pain, began to mix with the numbness of his arm. He needed light. Bright focused light. The torches were dead. He was desperate now. He took another retreat step and the Stalker matched him with predatory, terrifying patience, its six eyes unwavering. The just inescapable cold deepened with every step it took. He bumped against wall covered in a tapestry. Cornered.

The Stalker paused to compose itself. Arin braced himself, knowing that the next lunge will be the last. He thought of Lyra, asleep and oblivious in her chambers. He thought of Talon, lost to the Void. And failure tasted like ashes in his mouth.

Then, a sound split apart the unnatural silence: a screech of pure avian rage that rattled stones. It wasn't the Stalker. It was behind him. The heavy oaken door to the adjacent armoury, exploded inward from the force of a massive feathered shoulder.

Talon exploded into the hallway, a cyclone of rage and tainted shadow. He was a blur of ragged grey feathers and roiling darkness, his other remaining golden eye burning like wildfire. The Void corruption within him flared wildly at the presence of the stalker, and Arin's peril. Shadows-tendrils burst out from beneath his feathers like angry serpents, thick and blacker than before.

The umbral stalker recoiled as though it had been burned. The pure, predatory Void essence that dwelled within Talon was the antithesis of its shadow-nature; a darker, wilder predator into its territory. Talon needed no prompting. With another earth-shattering scream, he launched himself, not at Arin, but at him a turbulence of wing, beak, claws, and lashed shadow.

The fight was horrifically brutal. Talon's shadow-claws, manifestation of the Void curse, did connect, tearing rent into the Stalkers' smoky flesh and oozing out spirals of darkness. The Stalker hissed with an unsettling sound that seemed like steam escaping from a frozen tomb, phasing out of Talon's next swipe and reappearing behind him to rake its icy claws down the griffin's flank. Talon roared, more in rage than pain, the wound instantly rimed up with frost, but also seething with the angry dark energy of his corruption. The shadows around him deepened, tendril traumas lashing frantically. Arin felt it through their frayed bond - a frightening spike of power, but also a loosening of shape, a wiry energy threatening to swallow Talon whole.

“Talon! Hold!” Arin yelled, his voice shredded. He couldn’t let the griffin lose himself - not here, not now. He searched the corridor desperately. He needed light.

His gaze caught on the shattered door of the armoury. Inside the inner chamber and on a pair of racks stood several pikes and halberds, but what caught his eye was the faint glow of a forge. And at the forge bent over an anvil was a figure Arin recognized - Bran, the master smith, whom Lyra had discreetly brought to court a few days ago. The dwarf had a heavy hammer in one hand and long iron poker in the other that had just been forged. The tip glowed cherry red.

"Bran! Light!" Arin shouted, pointing at the Stalker. "Intense light! Hurry!"

Bran's eyes, keen and intelligent behind bushy brows, assessed the situation - the shadow beast, the corrupted griffin, and the knight in desperate need of assistance. He asked no questions. He growled and sprang - not with the hammer - but with his poker. He thrust the glowing tip of the poker toward the thrashing grappling beasts like a spear.

The Umbral Stalker was preoccupied by Talon's furious assault and did not notice the dwarf until the glowing tip was inches from its rippling flank. The Stalker recoiled violently, screaming in panic and placing distance between it and the glowing intensity that burned its shadow-stuff. The glow cast light into the corridor and illuminated the deepest darkness for just a moment - the Stalker was fully revealed, a thing of pure, evil darkness, coiling away from the flame.

It was vulnerable!

Taking advantage of the moment, Arin leapt into action. He dropped his now-useless sword. With his good arm and ignoring the screaming pain of his numb arm, Arin grabbed the torch handle that Bran used to shape the poker - a heavy iron rod that Bran had rolled thick rags that had been soaked in a resin compound. He inched the iron bar deep into the coals of the glowing armoury forge. The rags ignited instantly and burst into a fierce, blinding flame.

The Umbral Stalker, briefly stunned by the poker's heat, turned its six white eyes towards Arin at the moment when he yanked the blazing brand from the forge. He didn't throw it. He charged, his throat ripping open with a raw scream, fuelled by the fear for Talon, the rage at the intruder, and an urgent primal need to defend Lyra's domain.

He smashed the blazing torch directly into the swirling vortex where the Stalker's face should have been.

The effect was immediate and horrible. The creature shrieked, an insane sound of naked agony that scraped at the mind. Its form writhed, the solid shadow boiling and bubbling where the flame had made contact. Tendrils of darkness evaporated like steam. The six white eyes flared impossibly bright, then dimmed, fracturing like breaking ice. The paralyzing cold was gone, replaced by a wave of burning heat and the smell of burnt ozone along with something old and rotten. The Stalker lashed about, clawing at the torch embedded in its non-face, its form destabilizing, melting into a puddle of wax thrown into a furnace.

With one final, gurgling hiss, the Umbral Stalker collapsed in upon itself. The creature dissolved into a puddle of oily, acrid smelling shadow, that seeped into the stone floor and disappeared while leaving Arin only the smell, and the torch blazing on the flagstones.

Silence came crashing back in, heavier than before. Talon was breathing heavily, though even more than the exhaustion, there was the heavy gurgle of the Void corruption vibrating within him. Arin sank against the wall, his arm numb and dangling uselessly over the side, staring at the spot where the Stalker died. The torchlight danced on the stone and cast long, flickering shadows in the vastness of the chamber.

Then a whimper, and Arin's head snapped toward the frozen maid. The frost was receding from her dress and lashes, and she glanced anxiously with frightened eyes, which flickered then settled on Arin. A sob rent her throat as the paralysis faded, and she collapsed in a heap, trembling profusely.

Arin pushed himself up, wincing at the throbbing, cold numbness in his arm and the deeper ache in his soul, and looked to Talon. The griffin was panting, the lacerations on his flank already knitting with abnormal alacrity, but the shadowy tendrils beneath the feathers pulsed angrily, thicker, darker. Talon's golden eye met Arin's, not in feral rage now, but in haunted, pained intelligence. That Void corruption had not receded; using it had only fed it, made it stronger, hungrier. The cost was apparent in the griffin's trembling exhaustion, and in the renewed whispers Arin could almost hear scratching at the edge of his senses.

He had weaponized the curse. Talon's soul was the price.

"Easy, brother," Arin said, his voice rough. He took a step forward, slowly, hand extended, not to touch it, but to reassure. Talon flinched, a low growl emanating from his chest, the shadows shifting defensively. Arin stopped, heart clenching. The bond felt fragile, perhaps already frayed to the breaking point. "Easy. It's gone."

He turned his attention back to the sobbing maid. "Can you stand?" he asked, his voice gentler than he felt. She nodded numbly, too tearful to speak, and he hoisted her up from the ground, holding her trembling body upright. Bran approached, his face grim, poker still cooling in his hand. He regarded Talon with an air of caution, then the place the Stalker had dissolved.

"Voidspawn," the dwarf said. His voice was like a serrated stone. "Inside the walls! Bad business, lad. Very bad."

Arin nodded, too tired to speak. He had to secure the area and then wake the castle guard, and warn Lyra. Lyra. Just thought that she was asleep, and vulnerable, with creatures like that prowling her halls made him feel another sudden cold wave of dread, sharper than the Stalker's touch. He had to see her. Had to know she was safe.

He turned to guide the maid toward the guard post, and caught his boot on something on the floor where the Stalker melted away. Not shadow, but a solid substance. He bent down, ignoring the stubborn throb in his numbed arm. It was a small, irregular piece of dark, cured leather with faint, delicate silvery lines etched into it. A piece of map.

He picked it up, the leather felt cold and a little oily. The markings were strange, complicated—jagged peaks, winding paths, and a symbol somewhat like a stylized star upon a mountain range. Aethelgard's sacred mountains? Before he could analyse it more closely, he heard footsteps rushing down the vacant corridor. Finally the guards were coming out of their stupor! Three guards turned the corner with their weapons drawn, and shock overtook them when they saw the wrecked door, flaming torch, terrified maid, grim-faced blacksmith, smudged griffon draped in shadow, and, finally, disgraced knight holding a strange piece of leather.

Arin quickly stowed the fragment in a deep pocket. He could explain things later. He made eye contact with the first guard. "Umbral Stalker. Dead. Check the castle. Every shadow. Now." His tone did not allow for argument; for a fraction of a moment, he regained the authority of a Royal Griffin Knight, disgraced or not, and the guards understood that. "And send word to the queen. Securely."

As the guards struggled to comply, barking commands, Arin stared at the map piece in his pocket, then at Talon, whose head was lowered, listless, shadows still present, if not momentarily dormant, in a way that would have turned Arin's skin even paler than it already was. The Stalker had died, but its entry had left wounds deeper than the cold-of-death numbness in his arm. It forced him to unleash Talon's curse and risk the soul of the griffin to save a life. It showed him the stark fragility of Lyra's bastion. Plus, it left him with a message – a map deep into the forbidden mountains. If Arin was honest, he knew with a cold assurance that had nothing to do with the Stalker's presence, Lyra Solaris, the secret Starbinder Queen, would know all too well. The real battle for their souls and their kingdom had just begun, and it was murmuring from a scrap of leather, stained with shadow.
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Chapter 4: The Cursed Bond
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The burnt ozone and void-tainted shadow lingered in the stones of the royal mews where they slept tonight, a grim contrast to the familiar smells of hay, leather, and griffin musk. Talon was pacing in his large shadowed enclosure, like a storm trapped in a cage. The terrifying and furious fight had drained away, removed, but the volatile, injured energy of it thrummed. He had puffed out his shaggy feathers, making him larger, more monstrous. The lacerations that slashed his flank were already scabbed over with unnatural voracity and speed, because of the Void corruption – pulsing with angry bruise-darkness. But, the jagged scar running across his chest and shoulder – the original injury, the SOURCE – demanded attention. It was not just a scar, it was a fissure. More than more pronounced tonight, it throbbed like a second heart. The veins of ink black broke like a spider webbing out from beneath his grey feathers, pulsing three shades of sickly purple light that copied the moving patterns of malevolence along the walls of the stables. A low, continuous growl reverberated in his chest and throat, more felt than heard.

The partition weighed on Arin like a heavy burden, holding him away from the griffin, and exhaustion sank into him, obliterating his ego as a physical layer. The numbness in his arm had almost vanished and had nothing to do with the Stalker. There was deep cold now, the bone-aching kind, and a pulsing ache, an echo of Talon’s agitation. The threads they had woven together were not just miss-tied; they felt like a raw nerve caught in an icy wind. He felt the pain, sharp, metallic, cold and reminiscent of the chilling whispers of the Void. Beneath all of that was an angering hunger. Using the shadow-claws, using the curse to fight the Stalker, it had been like pouring oil on a smouldering fire. Arin had not only saved them from the creature, he had also fed the lingering darkness in Talon's very being.

"Easy, brother," Arin murmured quietly, his voice raspy and rough with fatigue, and the residual pain he felt in Talon. He created space between him and the griffin. Talon’s remaining eye, the golden one, bright and ferocious not more than a few breaths before was fractured, like a raging fire fighting the paralysis that fate threatened to impose. The golden eye flicked towards Arin, dismissly and back, worried and desperately needing his anchor. "Easy. It’s done. You saved us. You saved Elara." He deliberately used the name of the acolyte in hopes of anchoring the griffin to a memory of protection, not consumption.

Talon released a jarring cry, half-squawk and half-hiss, and snapped his beak towards the shadows, attacking an unseen threat. The giant griffin's wings suddenly rustled violently, sending dust motes dancing to the weak light that trickled through the high barred windows. The pulsing darkness from his scare flickered even brighter.

I did this. The thought struck Arin with the force of ice lodged in his gut. All of it, he did this, created this. He pushed away from the partition, moving slowly and deliberatingly. He needed to tend to the physical injuries - a ritual just as much for his own frazzled composure as for Talon's wellbeing. He moved to the corner and retrieved a bucket of clean water and soft rags, performing the easy motions like a ritual in hopes of creating a temporary bulwark against the memories that threatened to swallow him whole.

The cold water seeped into the cloth. As he moved toward Talon slowly, the griffin tightened, its growl taut, shadows curling tighter beneath its feathers. Arin halted and extended the soaked cloth. "Do you remember Skydancer's Ridge?" he whispered, his voice almost lost beneath Talon's abraded breath. "After the Manticore hunt? You had a worse scratch than this, if you can recall? You complained like a fledgling until I brought you smoked salmon lifted from the Commander's own provision."

The memory surged bright and alive through the grim tension. Arin recalled it just as clearly as if it were yesterday: the sun-soaked aerie much further up in the Aethelgard peaks, the crisp mountain air, Talon, prime with feathers transformed into a magnificent wash of storm-grey and sunlit gold, teaching himself how to preen graciously over a shallow talon-graze, while Arin - a young proud knight nearly off his squiring - grinned, and barrenly forced the stolen provisions upon him. The sheer, uncomplicated joy of it. The pride. He had not been Talon's mate – he had been his brother-in-arms, two survivors bound by sky and steel.

Talon's head shifted slightly to one side. The furious pacing stilled. The growl all but quietened into a listless murmur. Talon's gold eye was focused on Arin, and the mile-long crimson panic receded. Was it replaced by what appeared to be... recognition? Or maybe longing? The beating darkness in his scar dimmed by a mark.

"That's it," Arin said quietly and edged in closer. He lifted his arm ever so slowly, this time not toward the exposed wound, but toward the massive head of Talon. "Do you remember the wind beneath your wings? The clouds were as soft as silk?" With a small tremor, his fingers grazed the feathers just outside Talon's beak. They were cold mutely. "Do you remember Commander Borin laughing at us? Calling us 'sky-fools'?"

The recollection morphed into a dark, jagged mass—like broken glass. Skydancer's Ridge faded as the choking shadow of the Whispering Woods settled over Lyra. Not a hunt, an escort. Queen Elara, Lyra's mother, glowing with hidden power like someone capturing lightning in the air, riding beside Commander Borin. Arin and Talon flanked, the afternoon sun patterning the forest floor below. Then the light died. Not faded; died. Like the sun had been snuffed out. It was an abnormally cold wetness heavier than winter slapped them. And, from the shifting shadows under the heavy regalia of ancient oaks, the Voidspawn emerged.

FLASHBACK: The Whispering Woods Ambush

The Riftcrawlers came first, skeletal horrors in shadows solidified, oozing up the trees, scratching and scraping bark with a noise that shook Talon into a screeching fit. Then the Shriekers—floating orbs of dark space that opened their mouths, sending a psychic scream that clawed through Arin's mind like a real force, like a physical force that warped his skull and threatened to unravel his sanity. All hell broke loose. Guards screaming, horses panicking and bolting into the thick, suffocating dark. And there was Commander Borin, yelling over the chaos with thundering clarity, firm and true, "Protect the Queen! Arin, high guard! NOW!"

Arin banked on Talon hard, the griffin reacting without hesitation, muscles coiling beneath Arin as they rose straight up. The dark was thick below; Borin had dismounted and put himself directly between the Queen and a wave of Riftcrawlers phasing through the thick undergrowth. His sword was a strobe of steel, slicing through what were clearly growing limbs of shadow that were only replaced with more shadow. Queen Elara stood there, tall, naked, and unarmed, with arms outstretched and a look of powered concentration. A nimbus of soft, pure starlight began to spill forth from her body, edging back the incoming darkness; suddenly Riftcrawlers hissed and retreated from the shimmering light.

"Starbinder!" The hiss came from on high, a guttural mess of voices drowning out the remaining traces of light, before another menace dropped from a height towards the Queen. A Voidshrike, massive and bat-like, its leathery wings blotting out what little the foggy night would let through, dropped into the midst of a cloud with insatiable hunger. Its headless cluster of eel-like tendrils writhed, lamprey mouths snapping invisibly hungry towards her light.

"TALON! INTERCEPT!" Arin knew he had to act fast, urging the griffin down into a steep dive. Talon screamed defiantly, approaching the Voidshrike like a golden arrow, tucking wings for speed before the collision of bone, leather, and tearing feathers struck mid-air in a sickening crunch. Talon's talons sank deep into the Voidshrike's armoured flank, but one of the lamprey tendrils whipped outward impossibly fast, reaching Talon's exposed shoulder and clamping onto it. Not biting, draining. Arin felt it like a physical blow through the bond. A burning cold, a terrifying suction draining not just blood, but life, warmth, hope. Talon screamed, a sound of agonizing horror to completely violate his will.

Below, Borin recognized the threat to the griffin and knight. "ARIN!" He broke from the Riftcrawlers and sprinted towards the grappling Viodshrike and the griffin that was falling through the fog. "HOLD ON!" Borin leaped, not on the snarling beast, but directly into the tendril that struck against Talon's exposed neck. The Void-maw hit Borin square in the chest.

Commander Borin did not scream. Borin stiffened, his eyes widened in shock, then waxed dull equally as fast as his life force, his robust energy, was siphoned out and visibly drained into the Voidshrike. Borin crumpled like spent armour, his sword slipped from dead fingers. Queen Elara screamed the same piercing cry of agony as Arin's primal roar of denial.

With rage and pain, Talon ripped away from the Voidshrike, ripping the tendril from his shoulder but leaving a horrible abyss wound on Talon's shoulder, now pouring black dread across his scarred body. With enough life forcibly taken to emboldened the Voidshrike, it turned its cluster of heads towards the Queen, who imploted beneath the grant size of the beast, now alone in the ghostly fog. Blinded by grief and rage, Arin urged Talon into yet another death plunge...

End Flashback

The water bucket crashed against the stone floor, splattering cold water over Arin's boots. He gasped, jerked suddenly back to the present, and realized he was standing forward, knuckles white as he gripped the partition. Talon was rigid before him, trembling uncontrollably, a low whimper emerging from his throat. The griffin's golden eye was wide, focused on Arin, and reflected the same raw agony, and the same recollection of violation and loss. The shadow-scar pulsed angrily, the veins of darkness growing larger, pulsating in tandem with Arin's racing heartbeat. Borin's lifeless stare, Elara's scream, the graspless cold of the Voidshrike's touch into Talon's soul - it all returned, a crashing surf of guilt and grief.

"I'm sorry," Arin rasped, the words scraping across his throat. He sank to his knees before the trembling gryphon, not wanting to think about the chaos looming behind him in the darkness. "Gods, Talon, I'm sorry. I should have seen it. Should have been faster. Shouldn't have let him..." he buried his face in Talon's cold neck feathers, the physical matching of their distress could not match his crushing guilt. Borin's death was his error. Talon's corruption was his living debt forever. He was too slow, too focused on the imminent threat, and not the greater threat. He let down his Commander. He let down his brother.

The heavy oak door of the mews groaned open, cutting through the thick cloud of grief and shadow shared among them. Lyra stood backlit by the torchlight from the corridor, her breath catching on a hitch when she took in the scene: Arin kneeling before the agitated shadow-cloaked gryphon, the air reeking of anguish and the chill-still miasma of the Void.

Arin? Her voice was soft, and there was an undertone of concern that cut through his despair. She stepped inside and firmly closed the door behind her. She had a simple night robe on over a shift. Her dark hair was dishevelled on her shoulders, and her face looked so pale in the dim room. She appeared unbearably young and unbearably vulnerable, but as she looked at Talon, her eyes locked fiercely on him, a fierce and steady flame of intent. Even the starlight that was her own potential, usually just a warmth Arin felt but never saw, was an agitated shimmer around her - pulled to Talon's deep suffering like a lodestone.

Lyra, no, Arin rasped as he pushed himself up and instinctively moved to block her way to Talon. Talon In turn, let out another cry of distress, mere inches from arched, serpentine legs, and changed position, rhythmically shifting, the darkness rolling in shadow wheels below his feathers. It’s not safe. He’s ... unstable. The corruption ...

I can feel him, Arin, Lyra said, her voice trembling but firm. Her own determination, to not stop. She walked past him, like he wasn’t there, her vision on the agonized creature. I feel his pain like shards of ice in my spirit. What happened tonight?

He has... nuh, used the shadow, Arin said morosely, the weight of the admission heavy and ash-tasting. To fight the Stalker. It saved us but it... fed the Void within him. It's worse. So much worse. He had no way to stop himself as Lyra walked closer to Talon, her small hand raised, palm towards Talon's heaving flank, not touching, and radiating warmth.

Talon flinched with violent energy, snapping his head to her, a deep hissing warning rumbling. The shadow scar pulsed hard, purple light danced grotesquely on Lyra's determined face.

Lyra, please! Arin's voice was thick with fear - fear for her and to what Talon might do. Don't! He's not himself!

Lyra ignored him as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, there was a gentle, brave light in her gaze, "Shhh brave heart," she said, her voice a soothing touch against the biting tension, "Shhh. The shadows lie. You are Talon. You are sky and courage. Remember the sun?"

There was a glow coming from her outstretched palm. Not the blazing, blinding surge she'd used without thought to heal the soldier, but a steady, comforting glow. Pure liquid starlight, warm as a summer dawn, spilled from her fingertips like a river of soft gold flowing toward Talon against the darkness of the griffin.

It was immediate and profound. Talon's crazy shaking stopped. The growl coursing loudly in his throat dissipated to a soft confused chirrup. The panic in Talon's gold eye softened to confusion then to awakening and exhausted relief. The panic of shadows beneath his feathers turned to calm and stillness. The angry pulsing light of the Void-scar subsided and faded. The veins of darkness disappearing like ink lost in water. The crushing cold infiltrating the mews floated away into the gentle warmth of Lyra's light. Talon lowered his large head and leaned very slightly toward the warmth, releasing a soft sigh from his beak.

Arin could hardly breathe and was terrified. The starlight was healing and calming. It was pushing back the force of the Void. But he could see the price it was taking on Lyra's body. She was already pale, and now her skin was ashen. Her outstretched arm trembled uncontrollably. A thin film of sweat began to form on her brow, and her breath was fast and shallow. The gentle glow coming from her hand flickered dangerously.

"Lyra! Stop!" Arin lunged forward to grab her wrist and pulled her hand away from Talon. The connection was broken. The gentle starlight extinguished.

Talon emitted a plaintive cry, and the disturbance was once again stirring beneath his feathers, though thankfully not enough to regain the level of violent agitation he had exhibited earlier. The scar's external light remained dimmed.

Lyra staggered and her knees buckled. Arin caught her before she hit the ground, yanking her into him. She felt frighteningly light, her body shuddering like a leaf against his chest. Her skin was cold, clammy. As she looked up at him, her eyes were wide and glassy with fatigue, her lips tinged with blue.

"See?" she whispered, her voice a thin thread of sound. "He....he remembers the light. He fights it...."

"You idiot!" The words burst from Arin with a strength that came from his fear and the rage of feeling helpless. He held her even closer, to support her weight. "You reckless, self-sacrificing fool! Look at you! You don't just... dump your life out like water! What if it had pulled more? What if the Void had feed on you?" Images of the Voidshrike draining Borin, the Void-corruption swelling in Talon after the Stalker fight flickered through his mind. To think of that darkness finding its way to Lyra, consuming the light in her was a fear no words could encompass.

Lyra gave him a weak, defiant smile, her hand fluttering against his chest. "He needed it. You both needed it." Her gaze flickered back to Talon, who was watching them with a mournful, exhausted expression. The unnatural, flickering shadows were still for the moment. "He fights really hard, Arin. For you. The light... allows him to remember who he is. Who you both are." She took a shaky breath, and he could see it took effort. "Would you deny that to him, Arin? Would you deny me the chance to help?"

Arin stared down at her, the fury wresting with the tender desperation that constricted him. Her selflessness, her obstinance, her willingness to squeeze every last drop of blood from her body for the people she loved - freaked him out and humbled him.

He could see his mother in her eyes, the same fiery, doomed light. The same share grief for Commander Borin, for Queen Elara. It hung heavily between them - the unbroken silence bridged by understanding deeper than words. He wanted to shake her. He wanted to pull her into a solitary embrace and never let go. The unspoken tension - the years of loyalty, the forbidden closeness, their mutual peril - crackled again in the dim air of the stable.

"Deny you?" His voice was a hoarse rasp, thick with emotion he could not define. "Lyra, I would move mountains to keep you safe. I would walk into the Void to keep you safe, but to see you gradually slip away from me...to risk your light in the process..." He trailed off, not sure how to even put into words the depth of his fear, the horror of realizing she was placing herself in as much danger as the starlight she wielded.

Her hand pressed down firm on his chest, on his erratic, pounding heart. Even through the leather and linen, the felt warmth of her hand spread gooseflesh over his skin. "My light," she breathed, her eyes forcefully locking with his. "finds its place in the darkness. Your darkness." As though it were out loud, she declared my deepest, most unspoken thought. A confession, mixed with defiance.

A charged silence hung between them, heavy with unsaid things – the weight of crowns and curses, ghosts of pasts, the frightening, fragile possibility of futures. Arin's gaze dropped to her lips, pale yet parted slightly. He could feel the rapid pulse of blood against his hand where it rested on her back. The world narrowed to the space between them; the scent of hay and starlight, the scent of Lyra's exhaustion, heat shared with her warm body against the chill of the Void.

A voice shattered the tenuous spell. "Your Majesty? Sir Arin?" said Commander Garrick, a thin voice followed by the creaking door revealing Garrick's grim face carved with fresh worry. "Forgive the intrusion, but... we have a problem. Lady Moira Vesper is in the palace unexpectedly. She demands an audience, and she demands it now." His dark brown eyes roamed the space before him: the Queen leaning heavily against her disgraced knight, and the shadow-wreathed griffin observing. The grim worry deepened around Garrick's features, but there was no comment or question.

The moment broke. Lyra straightened, standing with obvious effort, dislodging her body from Arin's arm, although a total shudder still shook her frame. The Queen's face once again drew a mask of fatigue and determination. Duty called hard, unyielding, and cold. The absence of her warmth struck him like a physical blow; the moment stolen by the cold; his wordless connection with Lyra severed by the unacceptable return of crisis and court.

He glanced at Talon; the griffin watched Lyra go, a soft note of sorrowful rumbling learned against his chest. The shadow-scar pulsed once faintly like the sound of a voice just inside the door to the unknown, the shadow still waiting, still hungry. He gazed into Lyra's eyes one last time, feeling a silent exchange; their shared grief, their shared fear, and their promises unspoken. The battle they had begun together was against not just the Void outside the palace walls, but within Talon, and even within Lyra herself; in the treacherous corridor of power rising around them with Lady Moira now bearing her poisoned gifts and veiled threats.
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Chapter 5: Serpent in the Court
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The smell of roasting pheasant and spiced wine saturated the air in the Great Hall of Aethelgard, the sickly-sweet cloud cloaking the tension simmering beneath. Crystal chandeliers caught the light casting it in fractured rainbows onto the polished oak tables sagging under silver platters. Yet, the only taste on the tongue of Lyra Solaris, Queen of a kingdom coming apart at the seams, was ashes. At the head of the banquet table was Lady Moira Vesper, her cousin, holding court, as her laughter felt like glass shattering and her every movement felt calculated.

"Dearest cousin," Moira purred, leaning toward Lyra while her emerald gown glinted in the light revealing itself like serpent scales shimmering in the sun. "You look positively God-awful, gaunt and lean, and worn. These dreadful border skirmishes, the insidious whispers around shadow beasts... such burden, for one so young. Are you sure you wouldn't be better benefited with... more seasoned prudence?" She flickered her gaze toward High Priest Valerius' empty seat, an empty seat that had been left empty on purpose. "The Church, of course, is ready to take up its sacred duty."

Lyra forced a quiet smile, the Starbinder power deep inside her body reacting to the backhanded insult like a zinged nerve. "You care so very much, Moira. Aethelgard endures it's burdens together. Commander Garrick and his men are dutiful." Lyra was deliberate in her gaze not falling on Arin Thorne, a tree of a man, as still as a statue against the wall directly behind her chair, a weight, a warmth brought up forbidden. She remembered the steadiness of his hands supporting her after the attack from the Umbral Stalker, the momentary additional warmth of his fingertips as he helped her mount her horse that morning, even that small movement sent phantom sparks skittering across her skin as if to challenge Moira's chill.

Across the table there sat, with increasingly unsettling regard, Ser Kaelan the Iron, the Knight-Commander of the Sun's Fury. Moira had spent this afternoon charming him, her flattery as thick as honey, subtly reinforcing the Church's doctrine of fearsome rigidity and limitations of absolute authority and the pitfalls of "unfettered women" and "unnatural intercessions." Kaelan's knuckles were white, gripping his goblet with faith as a rigid suit of armour that Moira danced around and disrupted.

"Stalwart. perhaps?" at which point Moira sighed dramatically and licked her lips, dabbing them with a lace napkin. "But Commander Garrick's plans for the northern passes - if you forgive me for saying so Your Majesties - visualized as blatantly defensive. The Sun's Fury will exploit the strength and purification of the effect of devout knighthood and knights done virtuous for the cleansing purge." Moira allowed the suggestion to dangled and she moved a bit with her gaze towards Kaelan. "And perhaps it is better to deter those shadows than for knights to physically huddle together behind walls."

Commander Garrick Stonefist, further down the table, grunted. It was a noise akin to stones grinding together. "Huddling, Lady Vesper? We will call it maximizing our strategic locations. Flushing knights blindly into territory where shadows can phase literally standing among walls to butcher them and not strategically drawn from their own warriors." His face was creased and brooding. "We are fighting an enemy we barely understand. And prior to huddling or calling my men felons, it is called caution and it is not cowardice."

"The irony is that courage may appear very much like stupidity whilst those suffering in the border villages will wait to be rescued on their efforts to take or keep what is rightly theirs," Moira shrugged, her words tasting of sympathy - or syrup. "And whispers, Commander, can be equally as lethal as blades. Whispers of hesitance, or of resources which are oddly diverted." Moira's eyes glimmered like black shards of obsidian and flickered to Lyra for the keenest of moments. The implication smirked with treason, the implication of diversion of funds or resources or whatever to the fetish of Starbinder prophets.

Lyra sensed Arin's movement behind her, his tension accruing in a small tingle of frustration. She could feel the bubble of protectiveness coming from him, while her own starlight flickered in return, like a tiny pulse that was lost and trying to find its twin. Control it, she told herself. Control it! She dug her fingernails into the arm of her chair. Show nothing.

Meanwhile, the same moment for Anya, Lyra's handmaiden and spymaster, was less tranquil. Anya moved like smoke through the servants' passageways behind the tapestry-covered walls of the Great Hall. Her heart was pounding in her chest, not from running, but from the weight of the damning evidence crumpled in her hand. A number of letters. Letters that she intercepted. Letters, that in Moira's elegant hand, detailed plans to Valerius about planting "evidence" of Starbinder artifacts in Lyra's private chambers, spreading rumours of her mother's "tainted bloodline", and trying to discredit Garrick by connecting him to the "mishandling" of border defences. But a line in one of those letters blazed across her mind: "...ensure that the inquisition finds sufficient cause...the Queen’s perceived weakness demands the strong guidance of Sun..."

As thoughts of the treasonous letters replayed in her mind, a shadow released itself from an alcove of darkness. Joren, the smuggler, had come as quick with a grim speed. He stood before her with just an outline, no longer sporting that sardonic smile of his. "Anya," he breathed, quieter than she expected. "Bad news. Moira’s not just penning letters. She’s hired knives. Fine and dubious company who won't ask any questions. I met the down at the Rusty Anchor – they’re going to do a 'delicate redevelopment job' right inside the castle walls, their due soon. Smelled like Church coin."

The blood was sucked from Anya's face as thick dread began to swirl in her stomach. Retrieval? She thought. Plant evidence? Assassination? "When?" she hissed out.

"Didn’t say. But soon. They're jumpy." Joren pressed a small, folded map into her hand — the secret passageways Moira could use. "Keep your Queen safe Anya. And yourself." He seemed to melt back into the shadows before she could return a word of gratitude.

Once more at the Feast of Serpents:

The dinner stretched on interminably, a cruel dance of poisoned pleasantries. Moira smoothly turned the conversation back to the incident with the Umbral Stalker.

"What a frightful beast cousin! Right inside the castle! Tell me, how did your brave knight subdue a beast like that?" Moira said, her eyes shining with predatory delight. "I heard rumours of... strange lights? Or was it just brute force and faith?" She then glared at Arin and, with feigned ignorance, looked at the Sister Elara who sat nervously nearby next to Kaelan.

Lyra kept her tone steady and rehearsed. "Moira, Ser Thorne's bravery and humanity along with the disciplined response of the Royal Guard were enough. Sister Elara's prayers were another consideration for the fallen." she saw Elara shrinking into her plate at the mentioning of prayers, the poor young acolyte, another unfortunate cog in the snare of fate.

But Kaelan, leaning forward with narrowing eyes, was not going to allow it. "Strange lights were reported Ma'am, by several guards, strange flickering lights and unnatural flying shapes, almost starlike." Kaelan's tone was accusatory. "When demons invade, people lose their minds, and everything must be understood in the light of the Sun. Perhaps we should examine the... methods employed?"

Arin moved half a step forward and in doing so unconsciously rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. Lyra thought she saw a darkness congeal around him momentarily, like a ripple of protective shadow, a sensation that only she registered, a coldness from the warmth he surrounded her with, it was a subtle warning, a muted promise of violence if Kaelan took one step too far too fast. Lyra waited, then rested her flat hand upon the table, this was a signal only Arin understood. Hold. Don't do it here.

"An inspection, Ser Kaelan," Lyra said, her voice coated in ice, "is not necessary. The actions taken were that of loyal soldiers protecting their Queen. Unless you are questioning Aethelgard's Guards' loyalty?” She held his gaze, attempting to wage a war of wills, using all of the royal authority she was able to muster. A touch of starlight simmered beneath her skin, and the nearest candle flames flickered wildly for a moment, perhaps in response to her calming aura. Kaelan sat back in his chair with his jaw clenched tight, however, his pupils burned with a fanatical glow.

Suddenly, a squire, with the livery of the Sun's Fury, burst into the hall, ignoring all protocol, and sidled into Kaelan's ear, muttering frantically, presenting what appeared to be a small, ornamental, spyglass. Kaelan took it, and his demeanour darkened. He raised the spyglass to his chest, below eye level, at an angle that directed the open lens at the table, not his eyes. Inside the tube, the faintest sickly purple light, only visible due to "candlelight", pulsated from the lens - cursed, alteration glass. Valerius was watching. He was communicating.

Kaelan's face solidified into a grimace of zealotry as he absorbed the thought from the arachnid. He lowered the spyglass, directed his gaze around the table and landed it on Lyra with an icy certainty, before turning back to stare at his plate. The tension crept higher and heavier to the point of choking them all. Whatever Valerius had suggested, Kaelan was a weapon that was now loaded and aimed at its target.

The Touch & The Glimpse:

Later, as the heavy dinner finally came to a close, and nobles started to drift away, towards the gardens for cordials, Lyra felt the waves of dizziness wash over her. The protracted evening of restraint, suppressing her power from the ever-watchful Moira, and now wanted by Kaelan, had been exhausting. She swayed a bit, catching herself against the high backed chair.

Arin was right there, a solid mass at her side. "Your Majesty?" His voice was low, rough with concern that cut through the formality. His hand hovered near her arm without touching, still radiating heat.

"It's nothing, Ser Thorne," she muttered, attempting to calm herself. "Just the heat." Lyra had turned her attention to the terrace doors, hoping to catch some cool air, but stumbled at the edge of the heavy carpet.

His hand was out before she could comprehend that he had extended it, his strong fingers closing firmly around her bare forearm just below her elbow, steadying her.

It felt like touching an electric wire.

Energy coursed between them — her starlight, restrained and soaked dark, sought to explode. Arin's dark, protective energy that always bubbled beneath the surface was released and enhanced by Talon's curse and his intense worry. In that vivid and blinding flash, the world sharpened. The buzz of the nobles faded. The flickers of candlelight transformed into blazing white-gold. Lyra gasped, but not because she felt pain; rather, she was overwhelmed by a sensation of appropriateness and power coming together — the starlight wanted the shadow while the shadow held onto the light. She could feel his pulse pounding against her skin, a symbiotic manifestation of her growing wild heart. The corners of Arin's usually guarded eyes widened, mirroring what had just flickered and generated along her skin in the places he touched, making the veins beneath his own skin reveal themselves like rivers of liquid night.

He jerked his hand away like it had been burned, the connection severed as if violently. The flicker of light disappeared, just leaving the familiar candlelight and the stunned look in his eyes. The world rushed back to them — the clinking of glass, the loud peel of laughter from Moira on the terrace, the stare of Kaelan from across the room, his face unreadable but intense and focused.

"My apologies, Your Majesty," Arin rasped aloud, his voice wheezing, taking a rigid step back, colour drained and pallid under its weathering. He tightened and balled the fist that had touched her, as though he were trying to contain whatever energy had been stilled in its hold.

Lyra was struggling to hold her breath, her skin still branded with the phantom warmth of his touch and the forbidden power that kept humming in her veins. "That is not necessary, Ser Thorne," she fumbled, her own voice quivering, if only slightly. "Your mindfulness is... appreciated." She found the courage to meet his gaze and in that glimpse between themselves - thick with panic, longing, and the implications of their recent encounter - it conveyed a thousand unsaid words. They saw. They felt it. We are not safe.

Whispers in the Moonlight: 

In an effort to shield herself from uninvited eyes, Lyra retreated to a moonlit balcony away from the noise and confusion, viewing the castle gardens below. The chilled night breeze did nothing to soothe the flame ignited from where Arin touched her. She leaned against the cold stone balustrade and closed her eyes, trying to master the starlight still singing beneath her skin, currently wrapped in the scent of night-blooming jasmine.

A shadow fell across the moonlight. She didn't have to turn to know who it was. Arin stood a respectful distance away from her, a silent watchman once more, yet the air between them still vibrated with the memory of the touch.

"They suspect," Lyra whispered, the phrase escaping her lips like a confession to the night. "Kaelan saw. Moira... smells blood. And Valerius commands him." The weight of the crown, the secret of her magic, the treachery of scheming - everything was crushing, suffocating. "Anya intercepted correspondence. Moira wants to discredit me, to assemble evidence of heresy. She hired thugs, Joren says."

Arin was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was a rasping growl, thick with barely restrained fury. "Let them come. Let Kaelan draw his sword. They will get to you only over my dead body, Lyra." He broke rank, using her name in the mouth of the shadow. The warmth of the intimacy was an affront to the danger. "What... that thing that happened..." he couldn't even bring himself to say what it was, the surge of power. "It changes nothing. My oath holds."

Lyra turned then, the moonlight falling across her face and illuminating the exhaustion, and the fierce, tenacious spirit battling within her. "It changes everything, Arin," she breathed. "It proves how dangerous we are to each other. How quickly it could unravel." She stepped a little closer to him, drawn against the danger. He reeked of leather and steel, and there was, too, the familiar ozone-tang of Talon's curse. "Moira wants the throne. Valerius wants my head for magic. If they ever learned what we have... the power it could unleash..." She shuddered, not from the cold of early winter, but rather the power of the terrible, frightening possibilities. "It will be all the justification they need."

Arin's hand twitched at his side, wanting to reach for, touching were they able. His shadow was long and protective, covering half of the balcony at their feet. "Then we hide it better," he volubly held. "We be smarter fighting. But I will not do nothing while vipers coil around you." His eyes pierced into hers, the golden specks of his hazel eyes catching the light of the moon. "Should this world end tomorrow, crushed beneath shadows, or torn apart by priests and their plots, I want them to find me standing between you and them," he spoke softly, down to a whisper bare uttered lust sealed up around Lyra, shivers prickling along her spine. "If it ends, let it find me standing here."

The raw sincerity of his vow, reckless to the point of madness, seized the breath from her lungs. It was a vow that made as much certain destruction as it did certain salvation. But before she could form a response – before the dangerous intoxication between them pulled them closer – chaos erupted below.

A mud-slathered scout, still mounted upon a steaming horse, stormed into the courtyard shouting for Commander Garrick. His ragged voice, raw with terror, cleaved the tension on the balcony.

"Commander! Urgent report from Ember's Fall! A host marches! Thousands strong! Led by winged shadows... and something massive, crawling... devouring the land! The Carrion Weaver! They'll be at the fortress come dawn!"

Lyra and Arin were frozen, the intimate tension broken by the icy breath of war. The choice Valerius and Moira had stuck her with was now unflinchingly real. The serpent in her court was conveniently forgotten; the true serpent, great and hungry, was, quite literally, at the gate. She looked into Arin's eyes, and the familiar understanding was instantaneous. The time for political manoeuvring was done.

The fight for Aethelgard – and the dark, desperate love that fused it all together – was about to erupt in fire and shadow.
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Chapter 6: March to the Shadowed Pass
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The pre-dawn chill biting Lyra's skin in the War Council chamber was nothing compared to the cold ice that was settling in her veins. The scout's report – thousands, winged shadows, Carrion Weaver – lay festering in the air like poison gas. Maps of the Ember's Fall region seemed to lie sprawled across the heavy oak table, pins marking troop placements that were all of a sudden woefully insufficient. Commander Garrick stood like a stone outcrop, his face sculpted by grim pragmatism. Ser Kaelan practically hummed with zealous heat and body heat. Arin, occupying the doorframe, sat like an inspired statue of tension, his eyes fixed on Lyra with the silent question burning in his hazel depths: What now?

“The Sun’s Fury,” Kaelan shouted, smashing his gauntleted fist on the table, making the pins jump, “must take the lead of the vanguard. This is no simple border skirmish — we have a full-scale demonic incursion requiring the purifying fire of the most devoted of the One Sun’s champions!” His voice bounced off the tapestries set in the frame of Aethelgard’s past glories — glories that lay in ashes. “Her Majesty,” he continued, glancing at Lyra in a way that was not respectful, “although she is brave, is not the qualified hand to lead such holy warfare. Our defence must be under authority of the Church."

Garrick’s growl was low and very dangerous. “Holy warfare? This is survival, Kaelan! The Ember’s Fall holds the Silverflow Pass. If we lose it, the Voidspawn will flood the heartlands. That is military strategy, not blind zeal. The Royal Guard knows the terrain, the fortifications. Unified command under the Crown is critical!” He slammed a thick finger on a point on the map — the fortress itself. “What do you think happens if we are met with divided command — facing the thing," he motioned vaguely but horrifically to where the scout had described the Weaver, "that would be suicide.”

Lyra felt the pressure like a weight on her chest. Moira’s maiming observations, Valerius' hidden eyes watching her through Kaelan, and the overwhelming surge of raw power that suffocated around Arin, all came together at this moment. She saw the trap; if she yielded command to Kaelan, she would cede her kingdom to the Church. If she did not, she risked being called a heretic and putting her people in danger. Her Starbinder essence twisted, like a turbulent sea she could barely control, reacting to the thick tension, the fear, and aggression in the room. She could feel Arin’s undivided concentration on her, it was her anchor, her point of stillness on the stormy tides that waxed in the room.

"Enough." Her words sliced through the argument like a knife, and the men fell silent, their heads snapping toward her, startled. Lyra stood up, the circlet of twisted metal, so simple before, felt heavy on her brow, now representing generations of ruling. She held Kaelan's fiery stare, then Garrick's steady one. "This is Aethelgard. The threat is to all her people. And the defence," she said, her tongue growing firm, her words somehow infused now with regal authority, even she surprised herself, "will be under the command of the Crown." She could see Kaelan's expression darken, a vein beginning to pulse in his temple. "Commander Garrick Stonefist," she said, pivoting to the seasoned veteran, "You will command the main force to Ember's Fall. You know that fortress and the land around it better than anyone. You will have complete tactical command."

Garrick bowed, low and reverent. "Your Majesty."

"Ser Kaelan," Lyra turned back to the Knight-Commander, a resoluteness on her face. "The courage and loyalty of the Sun's Fury will be required. You and your knights will hold the eastern flank." She pointed to a spot on the map - important, and, yes, isolated, away from the primary assault route, and away from the command of the fortress. "You will stand to prevent any attempts to encircle the main force or press on toward the river crossings."

It was a deliberate relegation, necessary containment. Kaelan grappled with his jaw. He grasped the slight, his knuckles were white against the pommel of his sword. "The eastern flank? While the true battle is being fought at the gates? This is-"

"This is your Queen's command, Ser Kaelan," Lyra interjected coldly. The Starbinder light flickered hotly in her eyes for a heartbeat, a warning. "Will the Sun's Fury obey its sovereign, or only the High Priest?"

The weight of the challenge settled into the space. Kaelan’s eyes glimmered with a mix of righteous fury and wounded pride. He glanced over at Lyra, Garrick, and Arin, who now had his hand open and resting on his sword hilt, their threat this day was all too clear. Kaelan forced himself, with incontestable difficulty, into a stiff and shallow bow. "As... your Majesty commands," he spat, the words burnt on his tongue. The scorn pouring from his very essence was colder than the early morning air.

"Ser Thorne," Lyra turned to Arin to force herself to take action. "You and Talon will become our eyes. Scout ahead of the main column. Understand the enemy's composition, their formation, and any weaknesses. Harass the flanks if the opportunity presents itself, but your primary mission is to gather intelligence. Do not engage the Weaver." The moment she said Weaver, a fresh wave of icy dread washed over her at the thought of Arin and Talon facing that abomination. Talon’s corruption, the pull of the Void... too great a risk!

Arin crisply saluted, their eyes locked. "Understood, Your Majesty." There was no hesitation in his steely tone, only fierce resolve. He briefed the rest; he understood the danger, the weight of his responsibility. He also understood the unspoken request in her eyes: Come back to me.

"Prepare the army," Lyra commanded as she cast her eyes around the room. "We march in one hour to the minute. May the Light defend Aethelgard." The ceremonial blessing felt hollow, and yet needed. Garrick gave his nod and was barking orders to his aides. Kaelan spun on his heel and stalked out, his knights fell into place behind him as a cloud of barely contained fury.

Once the chamber was empty, Lyra signalled to Arin to stay. Garrick hesitated at the door, doing his best to give them privacy without leaving, giving them space without stepping out of the room, his face unreadable while watching them.

Lyra reached into the folds of her riding tunic—practical leather and wool in place of the finery from the night before—and drew out a small object wrapped in dark velvet. She stepped toward him, that space, where they made their first connection, remembering the balcony and those electric fingers.

"For Talon," she whispered, handing him the velvet bundle. His fingers wrapped around it—warm, and strong; his fingers brushed against hers. Another spark, possibly not as illuminating, but still powerful jumped between them. She saw, felt him suppress a flinch.

"And for you." She looked directly at him, lowering her voice to a near-whisper only Arin could hear. "It's from Bran. Starlight, concentrated. Use it only in the direst need." She hesitated thinking of Talon's shadowed and wreathed figure. "It might, ummn, calm the darkness. Or it might strengthen the light against it." The other fear was unspoken she thought it would also draw the Void's attention like a flare. "Bring him back safe, Arin. Bring yourself back."

Arin’s fingers tightened around the crystal. He could feel it hum with powerful, pulsing energy even through the velvet; a stark contrast to the cold dread pooling in his gut. The trust she had put in him, the risky gift, the raw concern in her eyes, were at once both a salve and a shackle. He pushed the bundle safely inside his own tunic, against his chest, where the phantom of her warmth still lingered. “We will return, Lyra,” he promised, his voice ragged. Using her name, in the empty council chamber, was a promise in and of itself. “Watch for us from the walls.” He gave her one last, fierce look, a kind of quiet communication struck between them — promises, fears, an unbreakable bond — before he pivoted sharply and strode out to make ready Talon.

The gates of Aethelgard squeaked open. They did not reveal a dawn glorious with hope, but a bruised sky of heavy, leaden clouds. Out marched the army, a winding column of steel, leather, and grim purpose snaking down the mountain road. Garrick, at the head of the army, was a statue carved from iron, his posture stiff, scanning the horizon. Following him was the bulk of the Royal Guard, seasoned men and women who stared ahead with hardened grimaces etched into their faces. Further back — what felt a chasm away, cut by palpable trepidation — the Sun's Fury marched; bright spots against the gloom of grey, their brilliant white and gold tabards shining like beacons in the gloom, with Kaelan, at their head, looming like a gathering storm cloud.

The supply wagons creaked and rolled as the rhythmic clap of leather wrapped boots was accompanied only by the nervous whinnies of horses.

The residents of the capital stood along the route with pallid faces of unease and gathered up last second offerings—sprigs of holly for protection, loaves of bread, whispered prayers. Mothers huddled children, their eyes wide with terror, while their guardians advanced toward the spate of shadow-beasts, rumoured to be waiting for them. Lyra could feel their hope and fear weigh heavily upon her as she watched from the barracks, beside the stoic but vigilant Anya. Sister Elara was a few steps away from them, her hands clasped, lips moving in silent prayer. When the last of column departed through the open gates, she turned to Lyra.

"Your Majesty," she said, her thin voice shakey but resolute. "I... I would like to accompany them to the factory. As a healer." Sister Elara's wary and fearful eyes said much more: need for purpose after a lifetime spent catering to doubt and dogma. "I cannot pray here when... when people are suffering. I can help. At least I hope I can help." It felt like a plea for grace, for reconcilement with the definite moments of horror that she had witnessed with the faith that was crumbling beneath her feet.

Lyra took a moment to observe the young woman; the latent starlight she thought she had sensed in Elara was nothing more than a flicker, buried deep within a cavern away from fear and dogma. Still, it existed, and while sending this woman to the eye of the storm was risky, it felt cruel to deny her this potential. "Fine, Sister Elara," she finally replied, her voice gentle but resolve ebbed just beneath her tone. "Follow Commander Garrick's orders; serve the wounded. Serve the Light as you are able." She could see all the gratitude and terror register on Elara's face in equal strength. "May it also guide and protect you."

Elara moved to collect her simple healer's satchel and hurried down the steps toward the departing wagon train. A small and pale figure searching for it's purpose in the approaching dark.

Far above the trudging column, Arin flew Talon, wide arcs and sweeping turns. The wind sliced into his face, sharp and cold, carrying the faint, acrid tang of smoke from an unseen fire. Below, the army snaked across the landscape like a dark serpent, dwarfed beneath the towering peaks that flanked the approach to Silverflow Pass. Talon was agitated, though. Both powerful wings flapped erratically, and he swivelled his head, warbling faintly low in his throat, the anxious vibration deep in Arin’s chest and echoing between the saddle. The griffin’s golden eye was wide, pupil dilated, and fixed unerringly in Ember’s Fall. The shadow-slash on his flank throbbed with the same faint heartbeat of Talon’s disturbance.

Easy, brother, Arin cast out along their bond, providing calm, reassurance, the familiar mental touchstones of their partnership. But Talon’s usual resonance strained against the distance. Talon’s mindscape was a storm-tossed coast - shards of intense loyalty and protector instinct laid over a deep, primal dread that reverberated with the Void-corruption that writhed deep within him. The nearer they flew to Ember’s Fall, the thicker the suffocating wrongness spread. It wasn’t merely a sensory, choking problem. It was a psychic sickening itch that pressed warmth and hope from the very air they breathed. Talon fluffed his feathers, snapping his beak at invisible places.

Arin scoured the horizon. The starlight crystal settled against his chest like a heavy, humming weight. He picked up on the signs of Ember’s Fall long before the fortress actually appeared: unnatural plumes of oily black smoke staining the grey sky, not from hearths but from burning fields, or maybe, buildings. Then the fortress came into view, at long last topping the final ridge.

The fortress, a stout tower of stone, still stood at the opening of a narrow passageway, the only bulwark against an invading force. But it was a nightmare of an invading force. The land in front of its walls was alive with nightmare. Thousands of emaciated, stooping bodies were crawling like ants, their limbs too long and dislocated, squeezing their ancient-looking, obsidian claws across rocks. Above them a swarm of wings, huge leathery ones, blocked the stars above – Voidshrikes – with tireless bodies flapping around like monstrous bats, writhing with lamprey-mouthed appendages. Their sonic screams, even at this distance, vibrated into Arin's bones, the vibrations passing for a screech contrasted with their grinding buzz, the noise sharp and apoplectic.

But it was the thing beside the fortress that froze Arin's blood and sent waves of pure terror through Talon, causing the griffin to bank suddenly with a panicked yelp.

It was a perversion against life. Size of a siege tower, it skittered atop countless legs of shattered, doug-fused femurs and tibias. It was like a gross, animated collage of not-quite-dead flesh, shadow rubble, and rusted plaques of armour filched from the deceased, the parts of its segmented body pulsing in the air as if inspecting for something. Crosscutting this body were hundreds of irregularly spaced, greenly glowing eyes that flicked around its form, moving from side to side in involuntary unison to the weight it bore within. A miasma, of both decay and total hopelessness, rippled off of it in pulsing greenish wavelengths, wilting the grass in a glaring radius away. In the middle of its midsection, its orifice could have fit several men, formed like the gaping mouth of a lamprey, round, crazed and serrated with rows of weird bone, hungry and orc-like.

And it was climbing.

Its massive, corpse-laden body climbed the sheer stone face of Ember's Fall's outer wall; with terrifying, insectile determination. Obsidian claws larger than a man dug into the mortar as if cracking stone. Necrotic sludge dripped from its maw hissing where it struck the wall and ate into the rock as Arin saw tiny figures - defenders raining arrows and spears down upon it from the battlements above, appearing pitifully ill-prepared against its monstrosity. The Weaver ignored them. It was only intent on reaching the top, breaching the fortress, and feasting upon the life within.

Talon screeched deafeningly not in a challenge but in sheer horror and revulsion. The shadow-tendrils beneath his feathers thrashed violently, reacting to the Weaver's daemonic aura of death, and the suffocating Void energy saturating the air. The corruption within him echoed, a dark response to the abomination below, making Arin thrash as he struggled to gain control, literally leaning into the bond, giving all his will to calm the terrified griffin. Steady! Steady, Talon! Look away! Look to me! The starlight crystal pulsed warmly against his chest, a small but defiant spark against the engulfing shadow.

He needed to get closer. He needed to see the fortress gates, learn the status of the defenders, find any weakness Garrick could exploit. But Talon quivered beneath him, every instinct screaming for them to flee this place of death. Arin decided. He could not risk Talon's control breaking here, not with the swarm. He guided the griffin into a wide, high circle, staying away from the range of the Voidshrikes' shrieking disruptors but close enough to watch the Weaver's intoxicating ascent, and the defenders' desperate but futile defence of the walls. He focused his keen eyes to try to see Garrick's banners, try to see what the fortress truly fared within.

He observed the frenzied movement near the main gates. Not order or rank, but a sudden chaotic swirl. Men turning on each other? Shadows coalescing inside the gatehouse? When the horn blast shrieked and desperate from the fortress walls, it broke over him like a splash of cold water – the signal of an imminent breach, or... ambush?

No. The thought hit Arin like a physical blow. The fortress was not just breached. It was already compromised. The Void's hidden claws were already within, laying in wait for the moment Garrick's force would arrive. He gyrated Talon into a hard dive, aiming not for the horror of the Weaver, but towards the head of the pulling Aethelgard column, doing everything he could to convince himself he was not already too late. The shadowed pass opened its maw below, swallowing light, and getting ready to unleash its full, terrible fury.
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Chapter 7: Battle of Ember's Fall
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Rain lashed the crumbling battlements of Ember's Fall like the tears of a dying world. Below, there was chaos. The fortress which was a grim keeper of Aethelgard's southern pass, now a slaughter house. Riftcrawlers, oily shadows brought to sadistic life in skeletal form, flowed through the very stones of the inner courtyard, phasing through walls to gut unwitting soldiers from behind. Their razor sharp obsidian claws left trails of chilling numbness, spiritual decay decaying in the wounds. Above, the shrieks of the floating Shriekers vibrated through the storm, capable of tearing minds apart, ears or hands clutched at heads, paralyzed in madness or sheer terror, as Riftcrawlers began falling on them.

Commander Garrick Stonefist screamed orders, his voice raw from the ongoing roar. He stood on the steps of the keep, a grim island in a sea of bodies—his Royal Guard, formerly resolute veterans, buckling under the relentless horde before them. Shields collapsed beneath the swarm. Swords passed through shadows and found claws to disembowel. "Hold the line! Archers, light those damned braziers! Take aim at the orbs!" His orders were simply lost in the cacophony. He was relieved to see young Davin, barely sixteen, abrupt in the mid-swing of a blow when the noise of the Shrieker scream broke across him, eyes locked open in primal fear as the Riftcrawler yanked him beneath the darkness. Garrick’s heart, hardened by over twenty years of war, cracked. My son... looked just like that.
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