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This light novel is a work of fiction inspired by and adapted from the world and aesthetic of the popular mobile game Clash of Clans.
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Prologue: The Warlock’s Hammer
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The air in the burial chasm tasted of damp earth and forgotten metal. No moonlight pierced the cavern’s throat, a mile above. The only light came from the sickly green crystals embedded in the walls, pulsing like a slow, diseased heartbeat.

He stood before the reason for the darkness. The Clanstone.

It was a modest pillar, perhaps thrice the height of a man, carved from granite shot through with veins of silver ore. Those veins glowed with a gentle, steadfast light—the visible breath of the Ancient Well that slept somewhere deep beneath the chasm floor. For three centuries, this stone had hummed its protective song. Its field was weak here, at the very edge of civilization, but it was enough. Enough to keep the Mistwild’s chaos at bay. Enough to let a village of miners and herders sleep soundly on the clifftop above.

Enough to make its theft worthwhile.

The Warlock King did not move. His armor, plates of black iron forged in a dead star’s heart, drank the green light. In his gauntleted hand, he held not a weapon, but a tool: a staff of petrified bone, crowned with a shard of absolute void that twisted the eye.

Around him, the chasm floor seethed. Hundreds of them. Small, wiry, their skin the color of tarnished copper and old bruises. Goblin Tinkerers—his Deep Dwellers. They crouched behind their sparking, sputtering machinery: mana-siphons of brass and cracked glass, hammer-drills powered by captive lightning elementals. They chirped and snarled in their guttural tongue, eyes wide with a mix of terror and greed, fixed on their master’s back.

They feared the Stone’s power. He found it... quaint.
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“The field stabilizes at the nadir,” a voice, dry as scraping parchment, spoke beside him. Morwen, the Bone Weaver. She was a silhouette of ragged robes and sharp angles, her face hidden in a deep cowl. In her hands, she cradled a lattice of knuckle-bones, spinning slowly. A divination model. “The Well’s energy is rooted. The extraction will be violent.”

“Violence is the point,” the Warlock King replied. His voice was the sound of continents grinding together. “A lesson must be written in the rubble. Let them hear the hammer fall.”

He raised the staff.

The void-shard at its tip began to spin, silently. The green crystal-light in the cavern dimmed, pulled toward it. The air grew heavy, then taut. A pressure built, pressing on the eardrums of every creature present. The goblins whimpered, clutching their tools.

The Clanstone’s hum shifted pitch. From a low, soothing drone to a warning whine. The silver veins in its core flared, brightening in defiance.

The Warlock King brought the staff down.

Not onto the Stone itself, but onto the earth before it.

There was no explosive sound. Instead, a silence erupted—a sphere of perfect, voracious quiet that swallowed the whine of machinery, the chitter of goblins, the very hum of the Stone. For one eternal second, reality held its breath.

Then the sphere collapsed.

And the world screamed.

A shockwave of distilled negation ripped outward from the staff’s point of impact. It did not shatter the rock; it unmade it, reducing a ten-foot circle of the ancient chasm floor into fine, inert grey dust. The wave hit the Clanstone.

The protective field flickered—a visible dome of shimmering silver—and screamed like living glass under stress. Cracks, black and depthless, spiderwebbed up the granite pillar from its base. The silver light within fought, pulsing erratically, a heart in its death throes.

The Warlock King took a single, thunderous step forward. He raised his staff again, this time aiming the void-shard directly at the Stone’s fractured heart.

“Mine,” he intoned.

He unleashed a thin, black beam of pure anti-magic.

It connected.

The Clanstone did not explode. It dissolved.

The granite turned to slurry, the brilliant silver veins evaporating into a scream of escaping light and magic. The shockwave this time was physical, a howling wind that threw goblins and their machines against the walls. The green crystals shattered. Darkness, absolute and triumphant, flooded the chasm.

High above, in the village no longer guarded, the first screams began.

In the perfect dark, lit only by the dying embers of broken machinery, the Warlock King stood over the rubble. Where the Clanstone had been, a raw, ragged wound now pulsed in the world—a funnel of spiraling, stolen energy, visible only to his enhanced sight. It streamed downward, siphoned by his machines, into the waiting vessels his goblins now scrambled to secure.

Morwen glided to his side, her bone-lattice now glowing with captured signatures. “The Well is breached. Its energy is diverted to the Monolith. This sector is extinguished.”

He looked up, through a mile of solid rock, as if he could see the crumbling village, the spreading panic, the sudden, terrifying touch of the Mistwild on now-unprotected skin.

“One light goes out,” the Warlock King said, turning away, his work complete. “The world learns to fear the dark.”
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Chapter 1: The Broken Wall
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Rhys heard the song of the wall change first.

It was a low, discordant thrum, felt in the molars more than heard. He paused, his trowel hovering over the mortar joint. Around him, the afternoon bustle of Bramblewick’s main palisade continued—the chatter of woodcutters returning, the clang from Old Man Hodge’s smithy, the bleating of goats in the lower pen. Normal sounds. Safe sounds.

But the wall’s song was wrong.

He placed his palm flat against the sun-warmed timber. As a Foundation Mage, his gift was subtle. He couldn’t throw fire or shatter stone with a shout. He listened. He felt. The great pine logs, enchanted by his master Torvald decades ago, sang a steady, slow chorus of growth and endurance. Their roots, spelled deep into the earth, drank from the faint resonance of the valley’s distant Ancient Well, a steady bass note of security.

Now, a new strain threaded through it. A jagged, pulling dissonance. A hunger. It came from below. From the east.

“Master Torvald!” Rhys called, wiping his hands on his leather apron.

Torvald was further down the wall, his gnarled hands sketching a faint blue sigil over a patch of moss, gently persuading it to retreat. At seventy, he was more root than man, with a beard like weathered bark and eyes the color of flint. He glanced up, sensing the urgency in Rhys’s tone before hearing it.

“The wall’s song,” Rhys said, breathless as he hurried over. “It’s... sour. There’s a pull from the eastern treeline. Something’s draining the ground-magic.”

Torvald’s hand went instantly to the wall. His eyes closed. A deep frown etched his face. For a long moment, he was silent. The normal village sounds suddenly felt thin, brittle.

“The Well’s resonance,” Torvald murmured, his voice grave. “It’s faltering. Not fading... being tugged.” He opened his eyes, and Rhys saw a flicker of fear in them, a sight more terrifying than any monster. “Sound the horn. Now.”

Rhys didn’t hesitate. He sprinted for the watchtower ladder, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. The alarm horn—a great curled ram’s horn bound in bronze—hadn’t been sounded in his lifetime. He grabbed it, its surface cold and unfamiliar. He drew a deep breath, put his lips to the mouthpiece, and blew.

The sound that erupted was not a clean, sharp call. It was a deep, mournful bellow that tore the peaceful afternoon to shreds. It echoed off the surrounding hills, a primal scream of warning.

Silence fell for one heartbeat. Then, chaos erupted in a different key. Shouts of confusion turned to shouts of alarm. Mothers called for children. The village guard, four men with patched leather armor and aged spears, scrambled toward the main gate.

Rhys climbed down to find Torvald standing in the center of the lane, his staff of oak now in hand. Villagers crowded around, faces pale with questions.

“What is it, Master Builder?”

“Wild beasts?”

“Is the Mistwild stirring?”

Torvald raised a hand. “The protective field is under attack. The magic that keeps the deeper horrors out is being drawn away. Man the wall! Every hand! Bring oil, bring arrows, bring fire!”

As the villagers scrambled, a new sound cut through the din. A rhythmic, metallic clanking, growing steadily louder from the eastern forest. It was followed by a high, gleeful chittering that raised the hairs on Rhys’s neck.

They crested the treeline.

Not beasts. Machines.

Rattling contraptions of rusted iron, salvaged wood, and stolen bronze, rolling on mismatched wheels. 
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On platforms behind spiked rams, dozens of small, muscular figures jeered and waved crude cleavers. Goblin Tinkerers. But these were not the disorganized raiders of cautionary tales. They moved in a rough wedge, flanked by loping, hairy creatures the size of bears with fists of stone—Rock Trolls, their tiny eyes glowing with malevolent green light.

And at the tip of the wedge, a machine unlike any other: a towering, spindly walker with piston-legs, its torso a cage of brass containing a swirling, captive ball of lightning. A Siege Cutter. One of its arms ended in a massive, spinning drill-bit, the other in a heavy, blunt ram.

The lead goblin, perched on the Cutter’s shoulder and wearing a cracked pair of optic-lenses, pointed a clawed finger at Bramblewick’s gate and shrieked a command.

The attack began.

The first volley was a hail of jagged scrap metal launched from catapults on the smaller wagons. It rattled against the palisade like sudden, violent hail. A log splintered with a sickening crack. A villager holding a pot of oil screamed as a shard of iron took him in the shoulder.

“Archers! Loose!” shouted Gregor, the head guardsman. A pitiful handful of arrows flew back, most clattering harmlessly off the Siege Cutter’s metal hide.

Torvald acted. He slammed his staff into the dirt at the base of the wall. A pulse of deep blue energy flowed from him, spreading through the soil and up into the timber. The wall’s song, which had been wavering, steadied into a defiant, fortified hum. The wood seemed to knit tighter, the enchantments flaring. The next volley of scrap bit in, but did not break through.

“Rhys! The gate!” Torvald barked, his face already sheened with sweat. “Reinforce the bindings! I will hold the field!”

Rhys ran to the heavy oak double-gates. Their enchantment was a complex lattice of strengthening and locking runes carved into the frame. He could feel the dissonant pull—the Warlock King’s distant siphon—actively worrying at the edges of the magic, trying to unravel it. He placed both hands on the carved central sigil, pouring his own focus into it, humming the note of stability, of rootedness. The sigil glowed a steady amber under his touch. He was a builder, not a warrior. This was his fight.

CLANG!

The Siege Cutter’s ram-arm struck the gate. The impact was a physical shockwave that threw Rhys from his feet. Dust rained from the lintel. The gate held, but a hairline fracture appeared in the central beam.

“Again!” the goblin tinkerer shrieked.

The walker piston-legs reversed, then slammed forward. CLANG! Another fracture, deeper this time. The wood groaned.

On the walls, the fight was turning desperate. The Rock Trolls had reached the base and were now pounding on the logs with their giant fists. With each blow, Torvald flinched, the defensive field straining. One of the guardsmen leaned over to pour burning oil, only to be snatched by a green, grasping hand that shot up from a goblin siege ladder. His scream was cut short.

“They’re scaling the east corner!” someone yelled.

Rhys scrambled up, hands back on the sigil. He could feel the magic fraying like a worn rope. He poured more of himself into it, his vision narrowing to the flow of energy. He was a single man trying to hold back a tide with his bare hands.

CRACK!

Not the gate. The sound came from the heart of the village. A deep, foundational snap, followed by a wave of spiritual emptiness that washed over everyone. The lantern in the village square—a mundane lamp hung on a post—guttered and went out. So did the enchanted ever-globe above the well.

Torvald cried out, a sound of pure pain. He fell to one knee, his staff’s light dimming. “The Clanstone...,” he gasped. “It’s gone. The field... is down.”

The effect was instantaneous. The hum of the wall ceased. The steadying blue light from Torvald’s staff winked out. The palisade was just wood again.

And with a final, triumphant CRUNCH, the Siege Cutter’s drill-bit pierced through the center of the gate, spraying splinters. The goblin tinkerer cackled, throwing a lever. The drill reversed, then whirred with insane speed, widening the hole into a gaping maw.

The gate was broken. The wall was just a wall.

And the green tide poured in.

The first wave of goblins spilled through the ruptured gate, a screeching flood of rusted metal and sharp teeth. 
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They overwhelmed the two guardsmen there in seconds, their crude weapons finding gaps in leather armor.

Rhys was thrown back by the surge, landing hard in the dirt. He saw Torvald struggle to rise, only to be swarmed. The old mage managed a blast of concussive force from his staff that threw three goblins back, but a fourth ducked under his guard and sank a jagged dagger into his side. Torvald grunted, his eyes meeting Rhys’s across the chaos, full of a desperate command: RUN.

“Master!” Rhys screamed, lurching forward. But a Rock Troll’s fist slammed down where Torvald had been standing, crushing a goblin and obscuring the old man from view.

Bramblewick was dissolving into a nightmare. Homes were being set alight with hurled pots of green-burning chemical fire. The air filled with smoke, screams, and the metallic stench of blood and ozone. Rhys saw Old Man Hodge swing his hammer to cave in a goblin’s skull before three more dragged him down.

This wasn’t a raid for food or plunder. This was eradication.

A hand grabbed Rhys’s arm, yanking him behind the smithy’s water trough. It was Mysa, the herb-woman’s daughter, her face smudged with soot and terror. “The postern gate! In the goat pen! It’s still clear!”

The small, hidden gate for herders. A way out. Rhys looked back toward where Torvald had fallen. The idea of leaving was a physical pain.

“He’s gone, Rhys!” Mysa shouted, shaking him. “They all will be if someone doesn’t warn the others!”

Her words cut through his horror. Warn the others. The greater valley. Valor’s Reach. The song of the Well had been stolen, not just broken. This was bigger than Bramblewick.

Nodding, numb, he let her pull him. They ducked and weaved through back alleys, past scenes of brutal finality. They reached the goat pen. The small, unenchanted wooden gate was intact, its bolt shaking as panicked goats hurled themselves against it.

Rhys fumbled with the bolt, his fingers slick with sweat and someone else’s blood. It slid free. He pushed the gate open onto the steep, bramble-choked path that led down into the Mistwild foothills.

“Go! To Fellbrook! Warn them!” Mysa said, shoving a small pack of hard bread and a waterskin into his hands.

“Aren’t you coming?”

She looked back at the burning village, her jaw set. “My mother’s in the root cellar. I have to try.” Before he could argue, she turned and ran back into the smoke.

Rhys stood for one second at the threshold, the heat of his home’s destruction on his back, the cool, dank breath of the wild before him. He took one last look at the soaring column of black smoke where Bramblewick had been, heard one last, unified shriek of goblin triumph.

Then he plunged into the thicket.

He ran without thought, driven by primal fear. Thorns tore at his clothes and skin. The sounds of slaughter faded, replaced by the dense, watchful silence of the Mistwild. He didn’t know this path. He’d only ever heard stories. Stories of things that lurked where the Clanstone’s light didn’t reach.

As dusk began to bleed the color from the world, his foot caught on a root. He tumbled down a short, muddy slope, coming to a rest against the base of a giant, gnarled oak.

He was alone. He was lost. The weight of it all crashed down—Torvald’s fall, the shattered gate, the dying songs. He curled in on himself, shaking, the silent sobs wrenching through him.

His hand, clenched in the mud, felt something. Not a root. Something smooth. And warm.

He dug it out. It was a fragment of stone, no larger than his palm. It was granite, shot through with a faint, fading vein of silver. It pulsed once, weakly, against his skin, with a familiar, heartbreaking resonance.

A piece of the Bramblewick Clanstone.

As his fingers closed around it, a ghost of a voice, layered with the echoes of centuries of guardians, brushed against his mind. Not words. A feeling. A direction. A pull to the west-southwest. Toward the distant spine of mountains on the horizon. Toward where the greatest light, the greatest song, was still sung.

Valor’s Reach.

The fragment’s warmth faded, its last light spent. But the sense of direction remained, etched into his awareness like a map drawn in starlight.

He wasn’t just a refugee. He was a carrier. A witness.

Clutching the stone fragment, Rhys pushed himself to his feet. He took a bearing from the dying glow of the embers that had been his home, turned toward the deeper darkness of the wild, and began to walk.

The Mistwild by night was a different world. Sounds were muffled by a low, clinging fog that writhed around the tree trunks. Bioluminescent fungi glowed with eerie blues and greens, casting long, moving shadows. Every rustle in the undergrowth was a potential predator.

Rhys moved as quietly as he could, the stone fragment a heavy secret in his pouch. Torvald’s lessons on wilderness lore surfaced through the panic: Stay off the game trails. Moving water is both a path and a danger. The things here hunt by vibration and fear.

He found a shallow creek and waded upstream, the cold water numbing his feet but masking his scent and sound. The pull from the stone fragment was his only compass.

After an hour of tense progress, a new sound joined the nocturnal chorus. A low, rhythmic thumping, like a giant heartbeat. It vibrated through the water and up his legs. It was coming from ahead, around a bend in the creek.

Rhys crept to the bank, peering through a screen of thick ferns.

In a small clearing where the creek pooled, a creature was drinking. It was not a goblin. It stood on two thick, trunk-like legs, its body a mound of moss-covered stone and hard-packed earth. A single, rocky horn spiraled from its forehead. A Forest Troll—a lesser cousin to the Rock Trolls, but still more than enough to tear him apart. Its back was to him, its heavy fists planted on the ground as it slurped water.

Rhys froze, barely breathing. He could wait for it to leave. He began to slowly, silently, back away into the deeper shadow of the ferns.

His heel dislodged a stone.

It clattered against another with a sharp click that was deafening in the quiet.

The Troll’s drinking stopped. It went perfectly still. Then, with a speed belying its size, it swiveled its torso. Two pinpricks of amber light, like hot coals, fixed on the ferns where Rhys hid.

A deep, grating growl rumbled from its chest. It pushed itself up to its full height, towering over the clearing.

Rhys’s mind went blank with terror. He had no weapon, no magic for this. He was a builder, alone in the dark.

The Troll took one earth-shaking step toward the ferns.

Suddenly, a sharp thwack cut the air.

The Troll jerked, a pained grunt exploding from it. Protruding from its stony shoulder was the fletched shaft of a black arrow. It hadn’t pierced deep, but it had certainly gotten its attention.

The Troll roared, turning its wrath toward the new threat.

From the high branches of an oak on the far side of the clearing, a figure dropped. They landed in a silent crouch, then stood with a fluid, unhurried grace. It was a woman, clad in forest-green and grey leathers that seemed to drink the shadow. A longbow was in her hands, another arrow already nocked. Her hair was the color of weathered ash, tied back in a severe braid. Her eyes, even from this distance, gleamed with a predator’s sharp focus.

She didn’t look at Rhys. She watched the Troll.

“Run, fool,” she said, her voice low and cool as the creek water. “Or are you fond of being pulped?”

The Troll charged her, its fists raised to smash her into the forest floor.

She didn’t run. She sidestepped the first clumsy blow with contemptuous ease, spinning as she did. Her movement wasn’t just evasion; it was a winding of tension. As the Troll’s momentum carried it past, she drew and loosed in one smooth motion.

Thwack! This arrow buried itself in the back of the Troll’s knee-joint, in a narrow gap between plates of stone.

The Troll bellowed, stumbling. It crashed to one knee, shaking the ground.

The archer was already moving again, circling, another arrow ready. “I said run!” she hissed at Rhys, finally flashing a glance his way that was pure, icy impatience.

This time, Rhys obeyed. He scrambled back into the creek, splashing wildly upstream, away from the clearing. The sounds of the fight followed him—another roar, another sharp thwack, a sound of crumbling stone, and then a final, heavy thud that signaled an end.

He didn’t stop running until his lungs burned and the sounds were far behind. He collapsed against a rotten log, gasping, his heart trying to beat its way out of his chest.

Minutes later, as he tried to slow his breathing, a voice spoke from the darkness right beside him.

“You run like a startled goat. It’s a miracle you’re alive.”

He yelped, scrambling back. She was there, leaning against a tree, not five feet away. Her bow was slung over her shoulder. She looked utterly untouched, not a hair out of place. In the gloom, he could make out more details: the intricate, non-reflective finish of her armor, the multitude of small blades sheathed on her person, and the cool, assessing look in her eyes as she studied him—a look that saw his muddy clothes, his tear-streaked face, the absolute lack of a fighter’s bearing.

“You’re not from the wild. You’re from one of the hill villages.” It wasn’t a question. Her gaze sharpened. “Bramblewick. The smoke on the eastern ridge.”

Rhys could only nod, the memory a fresh wound.

“Goblins?”

Another nod.

“Clanstone?”

This time, he flinched. He didn’t nod, but his hand went instinctively to the pouch at his belt.

Her eyes tracked the movement. For the first time, her expression shifted from icy disdain to something more intense. A flicker of grim understanding. “So. It begins.” She pushed off from the tree. “You have two choices, villager. You can stay here and feed the Moss Hounds. Or you can come with me. I’m heading west. To Valor’s Reach.”

The name, from her lips, sounded like both a promise and a threat.

“Who... who are you?” Rhys managed to stammer.

She turned and began to walk, not checking to see if he followed. Her final words drifted back to him on the mist.

“Lyra. Now, if you wish to live, keep up.”
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Chapter 2: The Mistwild Road
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Lyra moved through the pre-dawn fog like a blade through water. Rhys stumbled after her, every muscle screaming from the previous day’s flight. The silence between them was a palpable thing, broken only by the distant drip of moisture and the crunch of his own clumsy footsteps. She hadn’t spoken since their predawn start, her entire being focused on the path ahead.

He clutched the strap of his meager pack, the weight of the Clanstone fragment a constant, somber reminder in its pouch. The forest here was ancient, the trees wider than cottages, their canopies knitting together to form a perpetual twilight. Strange, phosphorescent moss clung to their roots, providing an eerie, directionless glow.

After an hour of relentless pace, Lyra held up a closed fist. Rhys froze, heart leaping to his throat. She pointed downward with two fingers.

At their feet, partially obscured by fallen leaves, was a trail. Not of game, but of heavy, three-toed prints, each larger than Rhys’s head. The earth was gouged deep around them.

“Rock Troll,” Lyra murmured, her voice barely stirring the air. “Recent. Within the hour. Moving west-southwest.” Her sharp eyes scanned the surrounding gloom. “The same direction we travel. Either a straggler from the attack, or part of a larger, slower-moving band.”

“Do we go around?” Rhys whispered back.

“Going around would cost half a day. The ravine is our fastest route. We follow, but we stay behind. And we do not let it know we are here.” She gave him a look that was pure warning. “You will walk where I walk. You will step where I step. You will breathe when I tell you to breathe. Is that understood, Builder?”

He nodded, the title feeling like an insult in her mouth. He was nothing here. A liability.

They began to track the beast, a tense, silent pursuit. Lyra moved with an infuriating, effortless grace, her feet finding silent purchase on stones and roots. Rhys, trying to mimic her, felt like a bull in a pottery shed. Every snapped twig sounded like a thunderclap to his ears.

The troll’s path led them to the edge of the Blackroot Ravine, a deep, jagged scar choked with thorny brambles. A treacherous scree slope led down to a thin, polluted stream at the bottom. The troll’s tracks vanished over the edge; it had descended.

Lyra studied the descent, then pointed to a narrow, crumbling ledge partway down the ravine wall. “We cross there. It avoids the brambles and keeps us above the stream. Do not look down.”

The ledge was less than two feet wide in places, slick with mist and moss. Rhys pressed himself against the cold, damp stone, inching along. Lyra was already ahead, balanced and sure as if on a garden path.

He was halfway across when his foot, searching for purchase, dislodged a football-sized stone. It tumbled into the void, bouncing off the ravine wall with a series of echoing cracks before splashing into the stream far below.
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The sound was catastrophically loud in the silent gorge.

From directly beneath them, in the bramble-choked bottom of the ravine, a low, grinding growl vibrated through the stone. A massive, mossy hand, each finger as thick as a leg, gripped the edge of the ravine wall not twenty feet below their ledge.

The Rock Troll was not ahead of them. It had been resting directly underneath.

Its blunt, pebble-studded head rose into view, two pinpricks of greenish light fixing on the two humans clinging to the rock face. It sniffed, a sound like a bellows, and its lipless mouth split into a jagged grin.

The troll’s free hand, a living wrecking ball, swept up toward the ledge in a brutal, grabbing arc.

“Down!” Lyra didn’t shout. The command was a whip-crack.

Rhys threw himself flat against the ledge. The troll’s stone fingers closed on empty air where he had been standing, crushing the rock rim into powder. Debris rained down.

Lyra didn’t flatten herself. She used the moment. As the troll’s arm retracted, she pushed off from the wall into a controlled drop, landing on the beast’s massive forearm. She ran up it, toward its shoulder, as agile as a squirrel on a branch.

The troll roared, confused, trying to shake her off with a jerk of its arm. The movement was its undoing. Lyra used the momentum, leaping from its shoulder onto the far side of the ravine. She landed in a crouch on a wider plateau of rock, nocking an arrow in one fluid motion.

“Rhys! Across! Now!” she yelled, drawing her bow, her aim tracking the troll’s head.

The troll, enraged by the stinging creature on its arm, turned its attention back to the easier prey still on the ledge. It swiped again.

Rhys didn’t think. He pushed off with his legs, launching himself into the open air over the chasm. For a terrifying second, there was nothing but mist and the distant stream below. Then the rock of the far side slammed into his chest, driving the air from his lungs. His fingers scrabbled, found a root, and held on with desperate strength. He hauled himself onto the plateau, gasping.

THWUNK.

Lyra’s first arrow struck the troll in the corner of its eye-socket. It didn’t pierce the stone skin, but it shattered against it, spraying sharp fragments into the sensitive tissue. The troll bellowed, clawing at its face.

“Run! Don’t fight!” Lyra was already backing away, firing another arrow, this one at the troll’s gripping hand on the ledge. It was a distraction, a sting to make it let go.

Rhys scrambled to his feet and ran, following Lyra as she melted into the tree line on the far side of the ravine. The troll’s roars of pain and fury echoed behind them, but it couldn’t follow easily; the ravine was now between them.

They didn’t stop running until the sounds faded into the forest’s murmur. Lyra finally halted beside a gushing spring, her breathing only slightly elevated. Rhys collapsed against a tree, his heart hammering, his hands shaking.

“You... you used yourself as bait,” he panted, accusation and awe mixed in his tone.

“I used an opportunity,” she corrected, wiping a smear of moss from her bow. “It was tactical. You were a stationary target. I created motion and confusion.” She looked him over. “You jumped. That was not entirely stupid.”

It was the closest thing to praise he was likely to get. He nodded, still catching his breath. “Thank you.”

She ignored the sentiment. “Drink. Fill your skin. The water here is clean. We have lost time, but gained distance. The troll’s noise may have drawn other things. We move again in five minutes.”

As Rhys gulped the cold, clear water, he watched her. She was checking the forest perimeter, her movements efficient, devoid of wasted energy. She was a weapon, honed by a world he was only beginning to understand.

“You asked why I do this,” she said suddenly, not looking at him as she scanned the trees. “The clans in the great holds, like Valor’s Reach, they see the Mistwild as a border to be guarded. A line on a map. They build their high walls and light their bright stones and think it is enough.” Her voice was low, edged with something hard. “I have seen what moves in the deep shadows when those lights flicker. I have heard the hammers in the dark, long before they struck your village. Someone has to bring the warning from the outer dark. Often, I am the only one out here to hear it.”

She turned, her gaze finally meeting his. It was no longer just impatient or assessing. It was weary, and utterly resolved. “So I bring the warnings. And I contain the problems. That is my purpose. Now, are you ready to move, or shall we wait for the troll to find a bridge?”

Rhys capped his waterskin and stood, his legs steadier now. He understood her a little better. She wasn’t heartless. She was shouldering a burden so vast it left no room for softness. He was part of that burden now.

“I’m ready,” he said.

The forest began to change. The giant, moss-draped trees gave way to a landscape of wet, sucking earth and skeletal, grey-barked trees. The air grew thick with the smell of decay and standing water. The solid ground became a network of semi-submerged roots and unstable hummocks.

“The Sogvar Bogs,” Lyra announced, her distaste evident. “The quickest path to the foothills cuts through its northern edge. Watch your step. The ground lies.”

The “ground” was a treacherous quilt of peat moss, pools of black water, and tangles of razor-edged reeds. Lyra tested each hummock with her weight before committing, moving with a cautious precision that was different from her forest grace. Rhys followed meticulously in her footsteps.

The silence here was oppressive, broken by the occasional gurgle of methane bubbles and the distant, lonely cry of a bog bird. The mist clung low to the water, reducing visibility to a dozen paces.

They were picking their way across a particularly wide stretch of murky water via a series of half-sunken logs when Lyra stopped dead.

“Do not move,” she whispered, her voice taut.

Rhys froze. At first, he saw nothing but fog and still, dark water. Then he saw them. Shapes, just beneath the surface. Long, sinuous, and pale as drowned flesh. They were motionless, drifting like waterweed, but there was an undeniable sentience to their slow, coiling movements. Five of them. Ten. More.

“Bog Ghasts,” Lyra breathed. “They sense body heat and vibration. They are... deciding if we are worth the effort.”

One of the pale shapes, thicker than the others, glided closer to Lyra’s log. A tendril, fine as a thread, broke the surface near her boot, tasting the air.

“We go back. Slowly. To the last solid hummock,” she instructed, beginning a painstakingly slow retreat.

Rhys mirrored her, each step an agony of control. His foot found the previous log. Then the next.

The thicker Ghast suddenly surged. It wasn’t an attack, but an investigative lunge. Its front end—a blind, lamprey-like maw lined with needle teeth—broke the surface and snapped at the air where Lyra’s leg had been a moment before.

The splash was like a gunshot in the quiet bog.

Instantly, the other Ghasts erupted into motion, churning the black water to froth as they arrowed toward the disturbance.

“Run! Solid ground ahead!” Lyra abandoned stealth, leaping from log to hummock with desperate speed.

Rhys ran, his feet slipping on the slimy wood. He could hear the wet, slithering sounds closing in behind him. A tendril whipped around his ankle, cold as the grave and strong as iron. He yelped, stumbling.

Lyra spun. Her dagger was in her hand. A flash of silver, and the tendril was severed, spraying a viscous, clear fluid. The Ghast beneath the water shrieked, a sound like tearing silk.

Rhys scrambled forward. The solid ground—a large, mossy island—was just three leaps away. He made the first two. As he launched himself for the third, a Ghast launched itself from the water, its full, pallid body coiling through the air toward him.

There was no time for Lyra to draw her bow. Instead, she threw her dagger.

It spun, hilt over blade, and embedded itself in the Ghast’s tubular body mid-flight. The creature spasmed, its trajectory altered, and it crashed into the bog beside Rhys with a tremendous splash, thrashing wildly.

Rhys landed on the solid island, rolling. Lyra landed beside him a second later, already with another arrow nocked, facing the water’s edge.

But the Ghasts did not follow onto land. They swirled at the bog’s edge, hissing and churning, but would not breach the mossy border. They were creatures of the deep water and soft mud.

After a moment, they began to sink back beneath the inky surface, until only ripples remained.

Lyra retrieved her dagger from the dying Ghast with a swift, practiced yank, cleaning it on the moss. Her breathing was quick, but controlled. “They are territorial. We will need to skirt the bog’s edge. It will be longer.”

Rhys sat on the moss, his ankle burning where the tendril had gripped. He looked at the now-placid, deadly water, then at Lyra. She had thrown her only melee weapon to save him. A tactical calculation, or something more?

“You saved my life,” he said quietly.

She sheathed the dagger. “I preserved the evidence. And the witness.” She didn’t meet his eyes. “The cut on your ankle. Let me see it. Ghast barbs can fester.”

It wasn’t an apology, or kindness. It was maintenance of an asset. But as she cleaned the shallow wound with a sharp-smelling tincture from her pack, her hands were quick and surprisingly gentle. Rhys decided, for now, that was enough.

Skirting the bog added hours to their journey. The land began to rise in earnest, the soggy flatlands giving way to rocky, pine-covered foothills. The air grew cooler, sharper. The mist retreated, revealing a sky stained with the deep purples and oranges of sunset.

Exhaustion was a weight dragging at Rhys’s every step. The fear, the constant tension, the physical toll of the journey—it was all accumulating into a leaden fatigue. He moved on stubbornness alone, focusing on the back of Lyra’s leather-clad shoulders.

As they crested a pine-studded ridge, she stopped. “We camp here. No fire. Cold camp.”

Rhys didn’t argue. He sank to the ground, his back against a broad pine, and fumbled in his pack for the last of his hard bread. Lyra scaled a nearby tree with effortless ease, disappearing into the needled branches to scout the surroundings.

She returned minutes later, her expression grim. “Smoke. Due east. Two columns. Too thick for campfires. Burnings.”

Bramblewick’s fate, repeated. Rhys’s stomach clenched. “Other villages?”

“Or caravans. The goblin bands are active, covering a wide area. They are cleansing the foothills.” She sat, her back against a different tree, pulling a strip of dried meat from her own pack. “We are ahead of the main sweep. For now.”

They ate in silence. The bread was like dust in Rhys’s mouth. The world had become a vast, hungry darkness, and they were two sparks trying not to be snuffed out.

“What is Valor’s Reach like?” he asked, more to shatter the heavy quiet than anything.

Lyra considered the question. “Loud. Arrogant. A mountain of stone and pride. The greatest fortress of the central clans. Walls within walls. Towers that scratch the sky. It is... impressive. And fragile.”

“Fragile? You make it sound like Bramblewick.”

“All walls are fragile, Rhys,” she said, her gaze distant. “If the will behind them is brittle. Valor’s Reach has not known true fear in generations. Its leaders, the Chieftains and Archmages, debate and posture. They have forgotten what it is to have their light gnawed at from the abyss. Your stone fragment may be a spark to tinder. It may also be dismissed as the misfortune of a backwater.”

“But you think they’ll listen?”

“I think they will have no choice but to look at the evidence,” she said, glancing at his pouch. “What they do after is beyond my control. My task is to deliver it.”

Night fell completely, a blanket of stars thrown over the world. The temperature dropped. Rhys shivered in his thin clothes.

A soft thump landed in his lap. It was a rolled bundle of grey wool—a lightweight cloak. He looked up at Lyra. She was not looking at him.

“Hypothermia makes for slow travel,” she stated flatly.

He wrapped the cloak around his shoulders. It was surprisingly warm. “Thank you.”

She didn’t acknowledge it. “Sleep in watches. Two hours each. I’ll take first. You need the rest more.” It was an order, not an offer.

Rhys wanted to argue, to prove he could pull his weight, but his body betrayed him. His eyelids were slabs of stone. He nodded, curling up with the cloak around him, using his pack as a pillow.

Just as he was drifting into a shallow, uneasy sleep, her voice came again, quiet in the dark.

“The one who leads them... the one who broke your stone. He is not a chieftain. He is not a wild beast. He is a thinker. A planner. That is far more dangerous.”

Rhys didn’t have an answer. The words settled over him, colder than the night air. He fell asleep with the image of grinding stone teeth and a void-black shard spinning before his mind’s eye.

Rhys’s watch was a battle against overwhelming exhaustion. He sat propped against his tree, pinching his own legs to stay awake, listening to the chorus of night insects and the sigh of the wind in the pines. Lyra slept as she did everything else—utterly still, barely seeming to breathe, yet he knew the slightest unnatural sound would bring her instantly alert.

When the sky began to lighten from black to deepest blue, he roused her with a soft touch on her boot. She was awake before his hand withdrew, her eyes clear and focused.

“Anything?”

“Nothing. Just the wind.”

She gave a curt nod. “Good. We move with first light. Today, we enter the Sentinel Woods. The land is watched there.”

They broke their meager fast and were moving as the first sliver of sun gilded the highest peaks ahead. The terrain grew steeper, the pines taller and straighter. A sense of old order permeated the forest here. The undergrowth was less chaotic, the paths more defined.

“These woods are patrolled by the Sky Sisters’ scouts and the Reach’s rangers,” Lyra explained as they walked. “We are safer from goblins here, but we must be seen. If we are taken for infiltrators, they will shoot first.”

They had been walking for an hour when Lyra suddenly stopped, head tilted. A moment later, Rhys heard it too—a low, rhythmic whump-whump-whump, like great sheets of leather being shaken.

From behind a granite outcrop ahead, a creature emerged onto the path. It was a lizard the size of a draft horse, but built with a predator’s lean grace. Its scales were the color of beaten copper and dried blood. A crest of sharp spines ran from its head down its sinuous neck to its lashing tail. But most striking were the wings—vast, membranous folds stretched between elongated finger-bones, currently half-furled along its sides. It lowered its head, sniffing the ground, a wisp of smoke curling from its nostrils.

An Ember Drake. Rhys had only heard tales.

On its back was a rider. A woman in polished, scaled leather armor, her helmet under her arm. Her hair was cropped short, her face stern and weathered. She held the reins lightly in one hand; the other rested on the hilt of a long lance secured in a saddle holster.
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