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PREFACE




In the year 165 B.C.E., the winds howled over Reykjavik’s rugged shores as the Vikings prepared to embark on a journey unlike any before. Their longships, sleek and defiant, cut through the icy waters, carrying warriors, dreamers, and seekers beyond the known world. 

But this voyage was not merely across vast oceans—it was through the very fabric of time and space itself. Drawn by whispers of realms untouched by mortal feet, the Vikings set sail toward the unknown, where myths and reality blurred, and history would be forged anew.

With steel in their hands and fire in their hearts, they faced the boundless unknown; explorers beyond their era, venturing into a fate yet unwritten.








  
  
PROLOGUE




The mists clung to the lagoon like a whispered secret, curling over the marble steps of the Palazzo Ducale (Doge’s Palace) as the city awoke to the golden hush of dawn. Venice, jewel of the Adriatic, thrived beneath the watchful gaze of its ruler, a sovereign whose presence was both regal and precarious—a king in all but name, for here in La Serenissima, the Doge sat enthroned in splendor, his authority woven into the city’s soul. 

Within the palace’s gilded halls, knights strode in measured steps, their polished armor catching the flickering glow of candlelight. They were the sworn protectors of Venice, warriors not only of steel but of intrigue, their swords as sharp as the whispered deals that shaped the city’s fate. In the shadows of the throne, ladies-in-waiting moved like figures in a dance, their silken gowns swishing over marble, their laughter soft and knowing, carrying tidings and secrets in hushed tones.

Beyond the palace walls, gondolas sliced through the waters, their oars stirring ripples of gold and silver beneath the towering facades of merchant palaces. The great city thrived, a masterpiece built upon trade, ambition, and quiet warfare—not of battlefields, but of minds. Venice was a kingdom unto itself, dazzling, dangerous, and unshaken, where power was not only worn but whispered.

Its grand palazzos lined the canals, their facades kissed by the ever-changing hues of twilight. A city unlike any other, built not upon solid ground, but upon the waters—a testament to human 

ingenuity, resilience, and the unwavering ambition of its people.

It was the Renaissance, a time when the old world gave way to the new, when knowledge surged through the veins of Europe like a mighty river. And in Venice, where merchants and scholars mingled beneath the gilded domes of San Marco, the heartbeat of civilization could be heard in every echoing footstep along its narrow streets.

The air was thick with the scent of salt and spice, carried upon the ships that came and went like restless dreams. Silk from the East, gold from Africa, and glass spun by the masterful hands of Murano artisans filled the markets, dazzling traders who sought fortunes beneath the watchful eyes of the Venetian Doge. Wealth flowed like the water itself, pooling in the hands of nobles who commissioned art so divine that even the heavens might weep to behold it.

Here, in this city of bridges and masquerades, great minds gathered in candlelit chambers to discuss the mysteries of the cosmos, the secrets of the stars, and the boundless potential of human thought. Galileo’s discoveries whispered through the corridors of learned men, and the strokes of Titian’s brush transformed mere pigment into immortal beauty. The Rialto buzzed with the chatter of merchants, their voices rising in countless tongues, a chorus of ambition and trade. Yet beneath its grandeur, the shadows of power and intrigue lurked like specters, weaving their way through the labyrinthine alleys, where masks concealed more than faces.

Venice was not merely a place—it was a world within a world, a dream crafted from stone and water, art and ambition. It was here, in the glow of oil lamps, that destiny was shaped. The city stood defiant against the passage of time, an empire unto itself, gilded in splendor but haunted by the echoes of its ever-changing fate.

And so, with the lagoon as its cradle and the stars as its witness, Venice glided forward, shimmering between memory and legend, suspended in a moment that would never truly fade.








  
  

CHAPTER 1


(UNO)





The Viking ship groaned under the weight of the storm, its sails snapping like dragon wings against the wind. Tristan and Raven gripped the wooden rail, hearts hammering as the sky fractured, light bending impossibly until—silence. Then, the world shifted. 

They awoke to calm waters and the distant echoes of Venetian life. The ship, though intact, floated in a canal unlike any they had seen. Gone were the endless North Seas; in their place, towering palazzos and gilded bridges shimmered beneath a crimson sunset. Time had delivered them into the heart of Renaissance Venice, where history had yet to record their arrival.

“We need to disappear,” Raven muttered, scanning the unfamiliar cityscape.

Tristan nodded. “We need to survive.”

And so, they slipped into the fabric of time, finding a new world before them, unwritten and waiting.

Tristan had never been one to wander without purpose. He sought structure, a way to plant himself in this foreign era without raising suspicion. The solution presented itself in the form of a neglected inn near the bustling Rialto district, its walls worn but sturdy, its entrance promising a future.

He worked tirelessly, learning the ways of Venetian trade, understanding the flow of coins and conversations. Soon, the inn became a hub of travelers and locals alike—merchants exchanging whispers, poets speaking of the Doge’s court, intrigue lingering in every corner.

At night, Tristan retreated to the top floor, his quarters overlooking the canal. From there, he watched the lanterns flicker across the water, studying the tides of time itself.

It was his sanctuary, his fortress in a world that had never known his kind. And for now, it would keep him safe.

Raven, ever restless, refused confinement. While Tristan built his business, she vanished into Venice’s intricate maze of streets, blending into the city like mist at dawn.

She rented a small room down the road from Tristan’s inn—a quiet space, unassuming. But she was seldom there. Instead, she roamed the marketplaces, slipping between silk-clad nobles and beggars alike, learning the rhythms of Venice. She frequented gambling halls, observed masked figures whispering in candlelit corners, and followed the trail of secrets hidden beneath the city’s splendor.

She became a ghost in the alleys, an observer of intrigue, a presence unnoticed—until she wanted to be.

And Venice, in all its grandeur, did not yet realize the force that had stepped into its midst.

Time travelers could not remain mere observers. Tristan and Raven knew this well.

Tristan, by virtue of his inn, became privy to rumors that never reached the daylight. Lords and merchants alike confided in hushed voices, revealing glimpses of a power struggle stretching far beyond what history had recorded. 

Raven, meanwhile, found herself drawn into conversations where names were exchanged like currency, where allegiances shifted as swiftly as the tides. She followed the flow of gold, the whispered dealings beneath the painted masks of nobility, and soon, her name became a shadow among Venetian whispers.

Neither Tristan nor Raven sought to shape history. But history, it seemed, had already started taking notice of them.

The whispers had started—the fleeting glances, the murmured conversations that halted as soon as Tristan or Raven stepped too close. Their presence had become a ripple in Venice’s otherwise calculated flow, an anomaly in a city governed by masks and secrets.

“We’re standing out,” Tristan muttered one evening, staring down at the marketplace from his inn’s top floor.

Raven leaned against the window, arms crossed. “That’s never been a problem before.”

“But now it is.” He exhaled slowly. “We need something more permanent. Something that ties at least one of us to this world without raising suspicion.”

Raven tilted her head, a smirk playing at her lips. “And let me guess—you’ve got an idea?”

Tristan nodded, gaze settling on the distant silhouette of the palace. “The king’s guard. If I’m among them, no one will question why I’m here.”

Raven’s smirk faded. “And me?”

“You keep doing what you do best; staying in motion.”

For the first time in a long while, Raven hesitated. They had always moved together, navigating everything as a unit. But Tristan was right.

“Fine.” She pushed away from the window. “I’ll keep the city talking while you keep it watching the palace.”

They would disappear—not into the shadows, but into the very heart of Venice itself.

Becoming part of the king’s guard was no simple feat, but Tristan had spent his life adapting. He had trained as a warrior long before time had propelled him into the Renaissance, and his skill with a blade spoke louder than any origin story he could conjure.

The guard accepted him cautiously, testing his abilities before granting him a place within the ranks. His presence in the palace became a constant—an anchor that made him part of the city rather than an outsider. He listened carefully, observed more than he spoke, and blended into the hierarchy of Venice without drawing unnecessary attention.

Meanwhile, Raven kept herself moving. She became a familiar face in the underbelly of Venice, known but not deeply understood. She drifted between worlds—the masked nobility, the merchants, the thieves—and collected stories like currency.

And yet, despite their separate paths, their lives remained intertwined. Tristan’s position granted them knowledge from the heart of power, and Raven’s wanderings kept them in touch with the pulse of the city.

They had found a way to stay. For now.

Days bled into nights, and nights dissolved into dawn with a predictability that neither Tristan nor Raven had ever known before.

For Tristan, the routine was simple—rise with the city, don the armor of the king’s guard, navigate the intricate politics of the palace. By midday, he stood watch over Venice’s nobility, 

listening more than speaking, his existence firmly rooted in duty. His inn became little more than a place to rest his head before dawn forced him back into the rhythm of the guard.

Raven, however, remained a ghost. She thrived in the fluidity of Venice’s streets, slipping through alleys, listening to whispers, existing in a world where faces changed but secrets did not. She had carved out a presence, but never one so permanent that it would tether her.

And so, for weeks, their lives remained apart.

Tristan missed her.

At first, he ignored it, reasoning that they had always adapted to whatever time demanded of them. But Venice felt different. It pressed in around him, wrapped him in expectations, forcing him into a role that left little room for who he had been before. There was no battle to fight, no unknown seas to conquer—only duty and silence.

And in that silence, Raven was absent.

She came and went like a phantom, appearing only when necessity required it—brief exchanges in shadowed corners, hurried updates, fleeting acknowledgments before she disappeared again into the city’s depths.

It was not enough.

And Tristan knew that something had to change before the walls of this life became a cage neither of them could escape.

The turning point came on a night when Venice shimmered beneath the glow of countless lanterns, its canals reflecting golden light as masked revelers flooded the streets for another lavish celebration.

Tristan sat in the upper chamber of his inn, staring blankly at the canal below. He had finished his duties early, the palace settling into its usual rhythms of quiet power and calculated maneuvering. But as the city came alive below him, he realized he was alone.

Raven would be out there somewhere drifting between crowds, slipping into conversations, moving through the undercurrents of Venice in a way only she could.

But Tristan was here.

Waiting.

Alone.

A dull frustration settled in his chest, tightening with each passing moment. He had been here too long playing a role that required discipline, routine, isolation. He had been so focused on blending in that he had lost the part of himself that had always thrived in the unknown.

And worse—he had lost Raven.

Without hesitation, Tristan stood, pulling a cloak over his shoulders before stepping out into the night. He had spent too many evenings waiting, too many hours locked in duty while Raven remained a fleeting presence.

Tonight, that would change.

He moved through the revelry, past courtyards brimming with masked figures, past markets buzzing with laughter and exchange. He searched for her—not as a soldier, not as an innkeeper, but as Tristan.

And when he finally spotted her—a flicker of movement in the shifting crowd—he felt something settle deep within him.

He stepped forward.

“Raven.”

She turned, startled—perhaps even annoyed at the intrusion—but when she saw his expression, her own softened.

“You’re supposed to be watching over the city’s nobility,” she murmured.

Tristan shook his head. “I’ve spent enough nights doing that.”

Raven studied him, something unreadable flashing in her eyes.

And then—just barely—a small smile played at the corner of her lips.

The tension had been building for weeks, an unspoken weight pressing between Tristan and Raven as they navigated their lives in Venice. At first, it had been subtle—stolen glances, lingering pauses in conversation, fleeting moments where Tristan felt the ache of something unresolved between them. But as time passed, the tension sharpened, turning into something heavier, something impossible to ignore.

And tonight, it finally snapped.

“You’re dragging this out,” Tristan said, voice low but firm.

Raven didn’t turn immediately. She exhaled slowly, as if considering whether to acknowledge 

his frustration or let it pass unchallenged.

“Dragging what out?” she asked, her tone carefully neutral.

Tristan narrowed his eyes. “Don’t play games with me, Raven. You know what I’m talking about.”

Finally, she turned, the flickering lamplight casting shadows across her face. There was something unreadable in her expression, something carefully guarded behind the easy confidence she always wore.

“The prophecy?” she asked, almost amused. “You think I’m ‘prolonging’ it?”

Tristan clenched his jaw, stepping closer. “It was supposed to happen. We were supposed to—” He exhaled sharply, running a hand through his hair. “And yet, here we are. Weeks, months even, and you refuse to acknowledge it.”

Raven tilted her head, considering him. “You think this is as simple as fulfilling some predestined path?”

“That’s exactly what it is,” Tristan snapped. “That’s what fate intended. We were meant to complete the bond, meant to—”

“To what?” Raven interrupted, her voice sharp now, no longer teasing, no longer amused. “Meant to blindly follow whatever script destiny laid out for us?”

“Yes,” Tristan shot back. “Because denying it—delaying it—doesn’t change what’s coming.”

Raven stepped forward now, close enough that Tristan could see the fire in her eyes, the battle waging beneath her careful restraint.

“You think I don’t know that?” she murmured. “You think I don’t feel it, every day, like a storm waiting to break?”

“Then why won’t you—”

“Because” Raven cut in, her voice raw now, the mask slipping, “I’m not ready.”

Silence fell between them, thick and charged.

Tristan let out a slow breath, the sharp edge of his frustration wavering. He had been prepared for defiance, for excuses—but not for honesty.

Not for this.

Raven sighed, brushing a hand through her hair as she stepped back. “It’s not just about fate, Tristan. It’s about choice. It’s about—” She hesitated, voice quieter now. “It’s about what it will mean when it happens.”

Tristan studied her, something in him softening.

He had spent so long pushing forward, convinced that their path was inevitable, that she felt it just as strongly as he did. But now, standing here, watching the way she avoided his gaze, the way uncertainty flickered behind her composed exterior—he understood.

He had been thinking of the prophecy.

She had been thinking of what came after.

Tristan exhaled, running a hand down his face before resting it on his hip. “Then tell me when you’re ready.”

Raven lifted her gaze, meeting his eyes fully for the first time that night.

And though she didn’t answer him, Tristan knew that—finally—something had changed.

Tristan had never been a patient man. He was a warrior, a protector—someone who charged forward, who seized control of his own fate rather than waiting for it to unfold. But with Raven, patience was the only thing he could offer. And it was killing him.

She frustrated him in ways no one ever had. She was reckless yet careful, distant yet ever-present, teasing yet unknowable. He could feel her pull—an ache that sat deep in his chest, unrelenting—but every time he tried to reach for her, she slipped away, avoiding the inevitable 

like it was something she could outrun.

Tonight was no different.

He should have been used to it by now. But tonight, irritation simmered beneath his skin, an unspoken frustration clawing at the edges of his resolve.

“You look tense,” she observed.

Tristan exhaled sharply. “You always do this.”

Raven raised an eyebrow. “Do what?”

“Disappear. Leave me here waiting while you run through this city like you have all the time in the world. You don’t get to pretend you don’t feel it, Raven. We both know what’s happening—what has to happen. And yet you’re still running.”

Raven sighed, shaking her head. “I’m not running.”

Tristan’s jaw tightened. “Then what are you doing?”

Raven stepped closer, her expression softening—not with pity, but with understanding.

“You think this is easy for me?” she murmured. “You think I don’t feel it every second? That I don’t—” She hesitated, frustration flickering behind her composed exterior. “I do feel it, Tristan. I do want—” She stopped again, exhaling slowly. “But once we do this, once we fulfill the prophecy, there’s no going back. And you—” She looked up at him, searching his gaze. “You have never been good at waiting. But you need to be.”

Tristan ran a hand through his hair, his own frustration fading into something quieter, something deeper.

She was right. As much as he hated it, she was right.

He reached for her then—not to demand, not to pull her closer, but simply to remind her that he was there. That he would always be there.

“I love you, Raven,” he murmured. “With everything I have.”

Raven closed her eyes briefly, as if steadying herself, and when she opened them again, he saw something raw and real beneath her usual confidence.

“I know,” she whispered.

And maybe, for now, that would have to be enough.

Tristan exhaled, his hands shoved deep into his coat pockets. “I should head back,” he said, voice measured, careful.

She nodded but didn’t look at him. The weight of his departure pressed against her ribs, an ache she refused to acknowledge.

“You’ll be alright?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

“I don’t know, you do, and I feel the same.” Raven admitted. She glanced up at him then, eyes unreadable but searching.

Tristan tilted his head, studying her, as if trying to commit this moment—the way the lantern light kissed her cheekbones, the way the midnight wind toyed with strands of her dark hair—to memory.

“I’ll be at the Inn if you need me,” he said finally.

She gave a slight nod. He waited a second longer, then turned, footsteps fading against the worn stone pavement.

Raven watched him go. And then, she was alone.

For now, she let herself breathe, the scent of water and history filling her lungs.

And slowly, she started walking. Weighing everything that was going through her mind. What she truly wanted, needed. Tonight would be a night of reflection for her. She knew she loved Tristan with all her heart and that would never faulter.








  
  

CHAPTER 2 


(DUE)





The heavy wooden door swung open, and Tristan stepped inside The Wayfarer’s Rest. The scent of ale, old timber, and burning hearth wrapped around him like a familiar embrace, but tonight, it didn’t settle him as it usually did. His discussion with Raven weighed heavily on his thoughts—sharp, lingering, and impossible to ignore. 

Without a word, he moved toward the bar, where Maximillian was already pouring a tankard. The old bartender didn’t ask if Tristan needed one. He knew.

It was then that he felt it—the unmistakable sensation of being watched. His instincts prickled. He had long since learned not to ignore them.

In the far corner of the room, an old man sat cloaked in shadow, nursing a drink he barely touched, eyes fixed on Tristan with an intensity that made the hairs on his neck stand. The man said nothing. Did nothing. Only watched.

Before Tristan could confront the figure, the door flew open once more, bringing with it the smell of liquor and the sound of raucous laughter.

Trouble had arrived.

The newcomers were young, careless, and far deeper into their cups than they should have been. They stumbled in with easy arrogance, chuckling and nudging one another as if the rest of the world existed for their amusement.

Tristan barely spared them a glance until he saw where they were headed—straight for the barmaid, Ella.

The tallest of the group reached out, snagging the corner of her apron. “Pretty thing like you shouldn’t be working so hard,” he slurred, grinning.

She stiffened but remained calm. “Let go.”

The others laughed, taking this as an invitation rather than a warning. Another one leaned in, mock whispering, “Maybe she’d rather sit with us, eh?”

Tristan set his tankard down with deliberate force. “She works for me,” he said evenly, his voice carrying through the room like a blade slicing the air. “Leave her be.”

The group hesitated, exchanging looks, but the drink made them foolish. “Oh come now, just having a bit of fun—”

Tristan was already standing.

Before any of them could react, Tristan closed the distance. His hand shot out, grabbing the nearest offender by the collar and hoisting him clean off his feet.

The barmaid gasped. The old man in the corner watched with quiet amusement.

The others moved to protest, but Tristan was quicker. His grip was iron, his movements fluid as he snagged the second man by the back of his shirt, hauling him toward the door.

With a mighty shove, the troublemakers found themselves unceremoniously tossed onto the street, their landing less than graceful as they tumbled into the dirt.

“The Wayfarer’s Rest welcomes respectable guests,” Tristan said coldly. “You’re not among them.”

The door slammed behind him.

Inside, the murmurs had already begun, whispers curling through the room like smoke.

By dawn, half the town would know what had happened.

By nightfall, Raven would too.

Tristan stood near the bar, muscles still taut from the confrontation, his senses heightened. The warmth of ale lingered on his tongue, but it did little to ease his nerves. He exhaled, rubbing his jaw as he glanced toward the shadowed corner.

The old man was still there.

His presence was deliberate, watching, waiting, as if he had all the time in the world. The hood of his cloak concealed most of his face, but Tristan caught glimpses of deep lines, the kind earned from a lifetime of battles and burdens.

Tristan shifted his weight, considering his options. He could approach, demand to know why he was being observed. But something told him this wasn’t a man who gave answers freely. And there was still Ella to check on.

He turned, moving toward the young barmaid, who was collecting herself behind the counter. She was no stranger to drunken fools, but the way she gripped the rag in her hands told him she wasn’t unaffected.

“You alright?” he asked, voice softer than usual.

Ella looked up, eyes flashing with gratitude. “I’ll be fine. Not the first time I’ve dealt with their type.”

Tristan nodded but didn’t move. She sighed and gave him a wry smile. “Thank you, though. For stepping in.”

“They won’t be back.” The promise in his voice was firm.

As if sensing the moment had passed, Ella busied herself by clearing away empty tankards. The murmurs of the Inn had quieted into familiar chatter, but Tristan felt the weight of the old man’s gaze lingering like a shadow across his back.

And then, just as Tristan turned again to confront him—the corner was empty.

Gone.

Without a word, without a sound.

The only proof that he had ever been there was the way Tristan’s instincts still screamed for answers.

The night had settled deep across the town by the time Tristan made his way upstairs. His room was simple, a place of solitude away from the noise of the tavern below. But tonight, solitude did not bring peace.

He sat on the edge of his bed, hands resting on his knees, thoughts tangled in a familiar storm.

Raven.

She had always been impossible, stubborn to her core. And he had loved her for it. She fought against the world with a fire in her eyes, never backing down, never yielding—even when caution would have served her better.

And therein lay the problem.

Her stubbornness would eventually lead her into something she couldn’t fight her way out of. And he wouldn’t be able to live with that.

He ran a hand through his hair, exhaling sharply.

The thought of losing her twisted something deep within him. He had been on the battlefield 

enough times to know that some wounds never healed, and the pain of imagining a world without Raven—without her fire, without her impossible defiance—felt worse than any blade to the gut.

But what could he do? She was not someone to be tamed.

He knew that all too well.

Outside, the wind howled through the streets, carrying whispers of the chaos that had unfolded earlier. By morning, the story would have reached Raven’s ears.

Would she come to him? Would she scold him for stirring trouble? Would she laugh?

Would she—?

Tristan sighed, leaning back against the featherbed, the weight of his thoughts pressing him into the quiet of the night.

Sleep would be an unwilling companion tonight.

Sleep did not come easy for Tristan. The weight of the evening pressed into him, the fight with the drunken fools, the old man’s watchful gaze, but most of all—Raven.

He shifted restlessly beneath the sheets, the fire in the hearth now reduced to embers, casting ghostly flickers across the room. His mind did not quiet, and eventually, exhaustion dragged him into the depths of restless sleep.

And there, the dream returned.

It was always the same, a memory woven into the fabric of his unconscious thoughts—a dream of a promise, of laughter, of something untouched by the hardships of reality.

Raven stood beneath the great willow tree, her wild hair catching the sun like threads of flame, her smile sharp and knowing.

“When all this is done,” she had told him once, voice teasing yet serious beneath the playfulness. “When there are no more wars, no more debts, no more fights to pick… we’ll find a place. Just us.”

“A place?” Tristan had asked, arms crossed, skeptical.

She had laughed then, shaking her head. “You doubt me?”

“I doubt that peace exists.”

But Raven had believed it. She painted him visions of the life they would build—a house near the cliffs, where the wind carried the scent of the sea. Horses for the journey, books for the quiet nights. He would fish, she would make him do the cooking. They would wake up to the sunrise, unburdened by the past.

It had been nothing more than talk, a foolish dream spun in stolen moments between battles, between running, between surviving. And yet, in sleep, the memory resurfaced, clearer than it had any right to be.

In the dream, he could almost feel the warmth of the sun on his skin, the way Raven’s laughter had made the world seem less cruel, less heavy.

But it was just a dream. And dreams had a way of slipping through his fingers like water.

The dream did not hold.

Something fractured—the sun faded, Raven’s laughter turned distant, distorted. Tristan stirred, eyes twitching beneath closed lids as the dream twisted.

The cliffs of their imagined future blurred, darkened, the sea turning to shadow instead of light.

He saw Raven standing at the edge, hair whipping in the wind, her expression unreadable.

“Come back,” Tristan muttered, though his lips did not move.

She didn’t answer.

Instead, the wind howled, and the memory warped into something colder, heavier. The image of Raven twisted into something real—not a dream, but a recollection of battle, of blood, of the way she stood defiant even when she should have fled.

The weight of it crushed him—the fear, the inevitability. Raven was stubborn.

And her stubbornness would be her undoing.

Tristan jerked awake, breath uneven, pulse thrumming beneath his skin. The fire had long gone out, the room cast in muted shadows.

He pressed a hand against his forehead, willing himself to shake the feeling, but the dream lingered, clinging to his thoughts like a whisper of something he could never truly hold.

Raven.

And the dream they once shared.

Was it ever truly possible?

Or had it always been meant to slip through their fingers?








  
  

CHAPTER 3 


(TRE)





Raven walked briskly under the amber glow of streetlights, her mind swirling with fragments of overheard whispers. The murmurs spoke of Tristan—the ever-impulsive soul—throwing out the tavern’s young patrons as if they were nuisances rather than the future of a lively town scene. The words, half caught between hesitation and urgency, painted a picture of a once-inviting refuge now enshrouded in tension and sudden shifts. Every step on the cool cobblestones deepened her resolve to uncover the truth behind these unsettling rumors. 

Drawn by equal parts worry and curiosity, Raven made her way to the tavern where the previous night’s drama had unfurled. Pushing open the worn oak door, she was struck by the silence that met her—a familiar warmth replaced by a palpable air of discord. Ella was notably absent: she’d chosen to stay home for reasons known only to herself that night. With a determined sigh, Raven slipped behind the bar, her presence both a comfort to the troubled establishment and a promise to restore balance. Behind the polished counter and amidst the clink of glassware, the tavern now whispered secrets of miscommunication and misunderstood intentions.

As the evening unfolded, Raven observed an unsettling pattern. New faces—young, eager, yet burdened with a hint of anxiety—filled the small seats and then, as quickly as they had arrived, dashed out the door into the night. Their frantic pace, mingled with bursts of laughter and hurried farewells, betrayed a sense of instability. Even as glasses clinked in a brief communion against the backdrop of hurried conversation, the fleeting presence of these patrons hinted at unresolved tensions. It was as if Tristan’s earlier actions had set a chain reaction: each burst of discontent fueling the next departure, leaving the air thicker with regrets than with revelry.

In the far corner of the dim tavern, away from the chaotic ebb and flow of the evening, sat the old man whose presence was as constant as the slow turning of the seasons. His eyes, deep with the weight of countless memories, took in every detail of the unfolding confrontation. With wrinkled hands resting on the weathered table, the old man silently observed the clash of ideals and anger. His steady gaze seemed to question not just the events of the night.

The tavern’s back room was steeped in silence, the echoes of the previous night lingering in the worn wood and the heavy air between them. Tristan sat at the small table, fingers curled loosely around a mug of lukewarm ale, his jaw tight with the tension he hadn’t yet released. Raven had pulled him aside for answers—not just about what had happened with the patrons he had so forcefully ejected, but about the possibility of something deeper driving his anger.

She leaned against the doorway, arms crossed, her expression unreadable. “Tell me exactly what happened,” she said, voice steady but probing. “I need to hear it from you, not whispers from the streets.”

Tristan exhaled sharply, eyes darting to the wood grain beneath his fingertips. “They crossed a line. Ella was working, minding her own business, when those fools thought they could do whatever they pleased. A hand grabbed her wrist too hard, another tugged at her waist.” His grip on the mug tightened. “She told them to stop. They didn’t.”

Raven remained still, absorbing his words. She had suspected as much from the wary glances Ella had given this morning, the way she flinched slightly when someone got too close, before she decided to take the night off.

“You threw them out,” Raven said slowly, letting the words settle. “Harder than you needed to?”

Tristan met her gaze then, a flicker of defiance in his eyes. “I threw them out because they deserved it,” he said simply. But there was something underneath his conviction—something raw and unresolved.

Raven let the silence stretch between them before she spoke again. “Did you act out of anger, Tristan?” She tilted her head, studying him. “And not just anger at what they did to Ella, but because of—”

She hesitated. “Because of us?”

Tristan’s jaw clenched, and for a moment, Raven thought he wouldn’t answer. Then, with a slow, measured breath, he said, “It wasn’t just about Ella.”

The confession settled between them like a ripple in still water. Raven stepped closer, pulling a chair across from him and lowering herself into it.

“Talk to me,” she urged. “I need to understand.”

Tristan ran a hand through his hair, his frustration palpable. “You said you wanted to wait,” he murmured, his voice more vulnerable than she’d expected. “To hold off fulfilling the soul tie prophecy until you felt the time was right. I understood that, but…” He let out a dry chuckle, shaking his head. “I didn’t realize how much it would stay in the back of my mind. How much it would—” He looked up at her then, eyes burning. “How much it would make me doubt myself. My patience. My purpose.”

Raven swallowed, her own emotions stirring beneath his words.

“So when those men laid their hands on Ella,” Tristan continued, “it was like something snapped inside me. Like all the control I’ve been holding onto—waiting, knowing we are meant for something bigger but unable to grasp it—it all spilled out.” He exhaled harshly, shaking his head. “I wasn’t just furious for Ella. I was furious at everything.”

Raven considered him carefully, feeling the weight of his unspoken turmoil. “And me?” she asked quietly.

His gaze locked onto hers. “And you.”

The room felt smaller, heavier, as Raven processed his admission. They had always known the prophecy bound them together in ways beyond mortal understanding. It spoke of a union not just of hearts but of souls—an inevitable intertwining that would shape the fate of those around them.

But Raven had insisted they wait. That fulfillment of their soul tie should happen when they were both ready, not because destiny dictated it. Tristan had agreed—outwardly, at least.

Now she wondered if, deep down, the waiting had been a slow torment to him.

“Are you angry at me, Tristan?” she asked, her tone neither defensive nor fearful. She needed truth now, not pleasantries.

Tristan’s fingers tightened against the edge of the table. “I don’t know if anger is the right word.”

He looked away for a moment, as if searching the dim room for an answer he hadn’t yet found. “I just—I feel caught between fate and choice. Between knowing we are meant for something more and wondering if holding back is only delaying the inevitable.”

Raven inhaled slowly. She understood that pull. She had felt it too.

“I never meant to make you feel powerless,” she admitted. “I just—I need time. I need certainty. I don’t want to enter something that will change us forever because prophecy demands it. I want us to choose it, freely.”

Tristan’s expression softened, but the edge of frustration hadn’t completely vanished. “And what if waiting just draws out suffering? What if it—” He exhaled. “What if it’s already changing us?”

Neither of them spoke for a moment, both lost in the tangled emotions binding them together.

Finally, Raven reached forward, her fingers brushing the top of Tristan’s hand. “I hear you,” she said. “I hear all of it.”

Tristan’s shoulders sagged slightly, as if some of the weight pressing down on him had eased. He turned his palm upward, catching her hand in his; thumb brushing over her knuckles.

“I can’t deny what I felt last night,” he admitted. “It wasn’t just fury. It was this… this overwhelming need to control something. To stop someone from taking what isn’t theirs.” His grip tightened slightly. “And maybe, just maybe, I let some of that frustration over us bleed into that moment.”

Raven nodded slowly, her heart pounding with the intensity of his honesty.

“I won’t ask you to rush,” Tristan finally said, voice rough with emotion. “But I need you to understand that waiting isn’t easy for me.”

“I do,” Raven whispered.

The air shifted between them, no longer tense but filled with quiet understanding.

Raven squeezed his hand, holding onto the warmth between them. “I won’t hold off forever,” she promised. “I just need to believe in my heart that when we fulfill the prophecy, it’s because we chose it—not because it’s simply inevitable.”

Tristan inhaled slowly, searching her face for any trace of hesitation. Finding none, he nodded. “That’s all I ask.”

Outside, the tavern stirred back to life, the murmurs of patrons filtering through the walls. The world would continue as it always did, filled with trials and choices, moments of fury and quiet reconciliations.

But here, in this room, they had faced a truth neither had been ready to acknowledge before. The prophecy loomed between them—undeniable, inescapable—but now, they had made a vow: to walk toward their fate not as bound souls, but as willing ones.

And with that promise, Tristan finally let go of the weight he had carried from the night before.

The night had been long, and the weight of their earlier conversation lingered between them like an unspoken thread, but Raven and Tristan found their rhythm as they worked side by side. Their presence, steady and reassuring, slowly breathed life back into the tavern.

Tristan refilled mugs with practiced ease, a steady hand ensuring no wasted ale, while Raven moved among the patrons, offering sharp banter where needed and a comforting word where tensions still simmered from the previous night’s disruptions. The energy in the room shifted—what had been wary glances and uncertain murmurs soon gave way to laughter, the sound of chairs scraping against the wooden floor, and the familiar clinking of tankards raised in good company.

“It’s good to see them like this again,” Raven murmured as she passed Tristan behind the bar, grabbing a fresh rag to clean the countertop.

He nodded, throwing her a glance that held a mix of relief and admiration. “They needed this. So did we.”

The night deepened, and as they continued their seamless dance of managing the tavern, Raven noticed something—or rather, someone.

In the farthest corner, where shadows clung to the edges of the dim lantern light, an old man sat alone. His presence wasn’t loud or demanding; instead, it was the kind that lingered just at the edge of awareness, waiting for someone to take notice.

And Raven did.

The old man’s gaze was sharp despite the soft lines of age creasing his face, and Raven felt a pull toward him—an inexplicable curiosity pressing at the edges of her mind. She wiped her hands on a cloth and leaned slightly toward Tristan, lowering her voice.

“Who is he?” she asked.

Tristan didn’t need to follow her gaze to know who she was referring to. He finished pouring a drink before responding, his tone measured. “He’s been here for the past few nights. First appeared the night of our conversation.”

Raven frowned slightly, stealing another glance at the man. “The night we talked about the prophecy.”

Tristan nodded, setting down the pitcher with deliberate care. “I noticed him then, sitting just like he is now. Never causing trouble, never speaking much, just watching. Observing. I wasn’t sure if he was listening to us or simply passing through, but something about him…” Tristan’s voice trailed off for a moment before he continued. “He’s not just another regular.”

Raven studied the old man again, the flickering lantern casting shadows over his contemplative expression. He was sipping his drink slowly, as if savoring not just the ale but the atmosphere, the people, the very air around them.

She turned back to Tristan. “Did he react to anything we said that night?”

Tristan hesitated. “Not that I could see. But he stayed long after the others left. As if he was waiting for something.”

Raven’s pulse quickened, a new kind of intrigue sparking inside her. The prophecy had been the undercurrent of many of her thoughts lately, tugging at the edges of her decisions. The old man’s silent presence made her wonder—had he come here because of it? Had he known something they didn’t?

Determined to learn more, Raven wiped her hands clean and stepped out from behind the bar. Tristan watched her carefully but didn’t stop her.

She approached the old man, moving with the confidence of someone used to navigating unpredictable encounters. As she neared, his eyes lifted to meet hers, the kind of gaze that felt knowing—like he had been expecting her.

“You’ve been here the last few nights,” she said, choosing directness over idle pleasantries. “Watching. Why?”

The old man smiled faintly, setting his mug down with deliberate slowness. “You notice more than most.” His voice was deep but gentle, like the weight of years had smoothed its edges.

“I notice what matters,” Raven countered. “So, why do you keep coming back?”

The man studied her, then glanced briefly toward Tristan before looking back at her. “Something is shifting,” he said simply. “And I like to observe when the winds of change begin to stir.”

Raven narrowed her eyes, crossing her arms. “Change? You mean the incident last night?”

The old man chuckled, shaking his head. “No. The change didn’t begin with that. It began before. The night you spoke in hushed tones, thinking no one else heard. The night of your conversation.”

A quiet intensity crept into Raven’s veins. He had heard them.

She felt Tristan’s presence behind her, steady and strong. “And what did you hear?” she asked.

The old man held her gaze, unwavering. “Enough.”

The word hung between them like an open invitation—an offering of knowledge, of answers, if only she dared ask the right questions.

Tristan stepped forward, standing beside Raven now, his voice calm yet firm. “What are you here to observe?”

The old man lifted his mug again, taking a long, slow sip before answering. “Destiny,” he said simply.

The tavern’s laughter and movement felt distant now. In that moment, only the three of them existed in the quiet corner, the weight of his words settling between them.

Destiny.

And suddenly, Raven knew—this man wasn’t here by accident.








  
  

CHAPTER 4


(QUATTRO)





Raven leaned in, her fingers lightly pressing against the worn wooden table. Tristan stood just beside her, his stance firm yet cautious. The old man sat with unnerving stillness, the faintest smile curling his lips as if he knew the conversation they were about to have. 

“You said you’re observing destiny,” Raven said carefully, watching for any flicker of reaction. “That’s a broad claim. What exactly do you mean?”

The old man exhaled, tracing the rim of his mug with a slow finger. “Destiny is like the tide,” he murmured. “You think you know when it will rise, when it will pull back. But even the most knowledgeable sailors have been swallowed whole by the water when they misjudge the pull.”

Tristan frowned, arms crossing over his chest. “You’re speaking in riddles. Try plain words.”

The old man chuckled, shaking his head. “Plain words strip the meaning from things that ought to remain layered.” His gaze settled on Raven, heavy and knowing. “You sense it, don’t you? The change in the air. The way everything moves a fraction of a second before you expect it to.”

Raven stiffened slightly. She had felt that shift—something subtle, like the fabric of their reality had been stretched, reshaped, just enough to unsettle. “What do you know about it?” she asked.
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