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aƻǊƴƛƴƎ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōǊƻƪŜƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘ ōǊǳƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴΣ 

threading narrow strands of grey light through trunks that stood like ribs against the 

dark. The light carried the sour edge of rotτthe forest exhaling its own decay beneath 

a faint, dying sweetness of pineτuntil the boughs above ceased their murmuring and 

folded into a stillness so complete the woods held their breath. Only then did the 

silence settle upon Theron. He knelt against the cold earth, his bow clutched tight, 

while mist beaded on his skin in a slick and chilling second layer. 

¢ƘŜ ŀƛǊ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ ŦƻƻǘŦŀƭƭΤ ƴƻ ǘǿƛƎǎ ǎƴŀǇǇŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻ ŘǊȅ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ 

shattered under heavy hooves. Instead, a soft, rhythmic displacement pushed through 

the fog, like the sigh of a winter draft sliding under a door. Rising onto the balls of 

his feet, the hunter gathered himself in one smooth motion, keeping the bow low. He 

forced his lungs into a measured rhythm as he searched for the sound that should have 

been thereτand found only silence that pressed back. A boar? A deer? He listened for 

the telltale breaksτthe crunch of weight, the drag of a hoofτbut the forest floor 

remained impossibly silent. Only that unnatural, gliding hush drew closer, defying 

the density of the undergrowth. 

A thumb worried the bowstring once, twiceτŀ Ƙŀōƛǘ ƘŜ ƘŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 

ǎǘƻǇΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ Ŏǳǘ ƻǳǘΣ ŎƭŜŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŘŘŜƴΦ {ƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘΦ {ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘŜǇ ŦǊƻƳ 

the shadow; her spectral form coalesced from the fog. Half doe, half something 

Ancient. Her hooves hovered above the moss, leaving no trace. Twin horns crowned 

her brow, tall, silver-grey, river-ǎƳƻƻǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ŦƭƛƴŎƘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƘǘΣ ȅŜǘ 

his body stayed locked on her. An impossibility. A quiet rupture in the natural order. 

Nyxantera, the Forest-Wardτŀ ƴŀƳŜ ƘŜΩŘ ŦƛƭŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ƳŜƴΩǎ 

embers-and-smoke nonsense. 

Crouched low, the stories came back to him in a rushτnot tavern boasts, but 

the low, careful voices of old hunters around evening fires. They spoke of horns in 

moonlight and a creature that slipped between trees through gaps no trail owned. 

IŜΩŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƳƛled into the darkness and let them have their fright. You do not hunt 

her, the old men had whispered. She hunts you. Muscles coiled tight, his jaw set until 

his teeth ached; he was no longer a child to be cowed by campfire tales. 
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The night he was wrenched into the world returned to him, born under a 

fractured, Ancient sky. A blue moon had hung in a throat of blackened cloud, a single, 

weeping doorway of light that rained a cold, bruised silver upon their heads. Inside 

the hut, his mother, Aella, had been locked in the final, brutal hours of her labour. 

She had screamedτa raw, rhythmic agony that tore at the rafters. She had fought the 

dark, struggling to drag him into a world that already seemed to reject his weight. As 

she bled, the heavens bled with her. The clouds curdled into a sickly crimson where 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŎƻŀƭ ŜŘƎŜǎ ƳŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƻƴΩǎ ōƭǳŜ ƭƛƎƘǘΦ ¢ƘǳƴŘŜǊ ǊƻŀǊŜŘΣ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǳƴŘ ōǳǘ ŀǎ 

a vibration in the marrow, while lightning spiderwebbed across the firmament. 

A sharp, metallic tang of wrongness had filled the airτthe scent of the omen. 

The midwife cursed under her breath, her fingers trembling as she tied a strip of pale 

cloth around his wrist, a shroud for the living. Outside, an elder had traced a jagged 

mark upon the lintel with ash and salt, the grit grinding against the wood like teeth. 

άIŜ ƛǎ ōŀǊǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎƘƻǳǎŜΣέ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ Ƴŀƴ ƘŀŘ ǊŀǎǇŜŘ ǘƻ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ άYŜŜǇ 

ƘƛƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƪȅ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǎΦέ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƪȅ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŦƻǊƎƻǘΦ bŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ. 

Twenty turnings, twenty hard winters he had watched the longhouse from 

the dark, the scent of roasting meat and woodsmoke a taunt against the back of his 

throat. He had tried to enter once, reaching for the golden light of the interior, only 

to have the BuǊƎƻƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ Ŧŀǎǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŜǎǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŦƭŀǘΣ ǳƴȅƛŜƭŘƛƴƎ 

weight, barring him from the warmth while the winter bit at his ears with needle-

teeth. 

ά/ƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƛǘΣέ ǘƘŜ .ǳǊƎƻƳŀǎǘŜǊ ǎǇŀǘΦ 

Taking a slow, shallow breath, the hunter felt his lungs burn with the damp 

rot of the forest. He was staring at a ghostτa campfire fable made flesh and bone. If 

he laid her silver horns upon the longhouse floor, would the sky finally close its eye? 

He rose, breath locked. He slid a heavy shaft from the leather, easing the nock onto 

the string by touch alone. The bow was a mute witness; there was no groan of wood, 

no rasp of hide as he drew. His fingers found the familiar, cold tension of the wood 

as the string pulled back, a clean, heavy ache in his shoulders. The arrowhead hovered 

beneath her throat, steady as a heartbeat. 

A cool thread of air brushed the back of his neck, sliding between the trunks 

behind him without stirring a single leaf. The creature stepped forward, baring her 

throat to the aim, her cloven weight silent upon the moss. Then her gaze found his 

and held. It was not the stare of prey. It was an invitationτa quiet, terrible rupture 

in the order of things. Ice settled in his marrow. The draw weight of the bow grew 

heavier and trembled in his hardened grip as strength leeched from his arm. The bow 
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gave an impatient creak. He nudged his cheek closer to the string, turning his head a 

fraction to bring the arrow into a truer line. His breath snagged; he forced it down. 

A foreign shaft burst forth from the bramble behind him, slicing past, its 

fletching shearing the tip of his ear. The shock jerked his arm, and his fingers spasmed 

open. In a heartbeat, he saw the first arrow strike Nyxantera in the shoulder; it 

dimmed where it struck, the fog bruising around the impact. His own arrow trailed 

after, a useless shadow sailing past the doe and lost to the grey, biting with a distant, 

hollow thud into a trunk somewhere in the mist. A sharp, hot sting flared along the 

rim of his ear, the world narrowing to a sudden blur of pain. 

Nyxantera was gone. Her absence struck, a blunt weight against his ribs. One 

heartbeat she was there. The next, only wind and mist. Lifting a hand to his ear, he 

found it wet and screaming at his touch. A thin line of blood slicked his fingers, and 

he rubbed them together once as if to wipe the mistake clean. 

ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƛƎƘǘΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΣ CŀƭǊƛŎΚέ Iƛǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǿŜƴǘ Ŧƭŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎƘΦ ά¸ƻǳ 

ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƻƻƪ Ƴȅ ŜŀǊ ƻŦŦΦέ 

Branches snapped. The veteran stepped out of the bramble wearing the forest 

like a second skin, the moss-scent clinging to his clothes. Mud stiffened Falric's tunic, 

the seams fringed to threads, while his boots showed long leagues and little mercy. 

The bow in his hand rested with the ease of a limb grown alongside him. 

ά¸ƻǳ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘŜŘΦέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōƭƛƴƪΦ ά¸ƻǳ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƻƻ ƭƻƴƎΦέ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǎŎƻǿƭ ŦŀƭǘŜǊŜŘΦ IŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇǘȅ ŎƭŜŀǊƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ƻƭŘŜǊ ƳŀƴΦ άL ƘŀŘ ƘŜǊΦέ 

Walking over to where the doe had stood, Falric bent to pick up a blood-

ǎǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƭŜŀŦΦ άL ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳƛǎǎΦ !ƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŜŀǊΚ ¸ƻǳ ƳƻǾŜŘΦ ¸ƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ƎƘƻǎǘΦέ 

He shifted the bow in his grip and tilted the leaf toward the thinning light to study 

the small stŀƛƴΦ ά{ǇƛǊƛǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ōƭŜŜŘΣέ ƘŜ ƳǳǊƳǳǊŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƪŜǇǘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

his teeth. He reached out as Theron approached, pressing the cold, damp leaf into 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǇŀƭƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛƴ-dark bead felt as heavy as lead. 

άIƻƭŘ ǘƘƛǎΦ !ƴŘ ǎǘŀȅ ǎƛƭŜƴǘΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜŘΦ 

 

  
 

CǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƛƭŜŘ Ƙƻǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǊƛōǎΦ IŜ ǎǳŎƪŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘŀǊǇ 

breath to speak, but the other hunter had already pushed forward to slip through a 

snarl of bramble that parted around him without complaint. A few strides more and 

he was gone. The green closed behind him to swallow him whole. A horse screamedτ
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the sound was bruised and distant, choked by the dense fog before it could truly rise. 

A terrified whinny followed, barely a thread of noise, yet the ground trembled faintly 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ōƻƻǘǎ ŀǎ ƘƻƻǾŜǎ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΣ ŀ ŦǊŀƴǘƛŎΣ ƳǳǘŜŘ ǘƘǳŘŘƛƴƎ ōƻƭǘƛng 

away into the gloom. 

Then came a different soundτa low, wet thrum that vibrated against the 

ǎƻƭŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ōƻƻǘǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴϥǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƘȅǘƘƳƛŎ ǎǘǊƛƪŜ ƻŦ ƘƻƻǾŜǎΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ǎǘŜǇ 

of a man. It was a heavy, dragging displacement of the undergrowth, as if the forest 

floor itself were being exhaled. Something large turned in the dark beyond the pines, 

its weight groaning against the timber. Theron spun towards the sound, eyes wide, his 

stomach dropping out. They were leaving, and whatever had chased them remained. 

He started after the hoofbeats but checked himselfτFalric was still 

somewhere ahead. To run now was to break the only bond that kept the forest from 

closing in. He looked at the bead of blood on the leaf, then into the direction of the 

scream. The mist was thickening, turning the trees into grey, skeletal fingers that 

reached for the fading light. Theron forced a breath past the knot in his throat, 

dropped the leaf and pushed after his companion. 

With each step the air turned sweet with decay. Branches arched overhead, 

ribbed and looming. His fingers brushed his ear again, checking the sting, making 

sure it stayed only that. Through brush and shadow and past trunks older than 

memory, he drove himseƭŦ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ǎƛƭƘƻǳŜǘǘŜ ŦƭƛŎƪŜǊŜŘ ŀƘŜŀŘΦ ! ŎǊƻǿ 

called once from somewhere high, then called again in the same cadence, too neat to 

be chance. Theron ran harder. 

The treetops grew dense as he gained ground, strangling the dawn until the 

light turned the colour of an old bruise. He caught up to the veteran and stopped, 

ŎƘŜǎǘ ƘŜŀǾƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƎǊŀōōŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǇǳƴ ƘƛƳ ŀǊƻǳƴŘΦ 

ά¢ƘŜ ƘƻǊǎŜǎΣέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎŀƛŘΣ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ǘŜŀǊƛƴƎΦ ά¢ƘŜȅ ǊŀƴΦέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ ǎǘŀȅŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ ǇŀǘƘ ŀƘŜŀŘΦ ά²ŜΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜƳ ƭŀǘŜǊΦέ 

ά²Ŝ ǿƻƴΩǘΣέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎƴŀǇǇŜŘΦ άbƻǘ ƛŦ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƻƻŘǎ ǎǇƻƻƪŜŘ 

ǘƘŜƳΦέ 

A jaw tightened in response. Falric pointed, not looking up, at the earth 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŜ ŘŀǊƪ ōŜŀŘ ƻŦ ōƭƻƻŘ ŎƭǳƴƎ ǎǘǳōōƻǊƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŀ ŦŜǊƴΦ άLǘΩǎ ōƭŜŜŘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ 

ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΦέ 

άLǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎΣέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎƘƻǘ ōŀŎƪΦ άLǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ 

ŀƭƻƴŜΦέ 
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Damp mist curled beneath ancient pines, and the earth exhaled in slow 

pulses. Ahead, a troubled glow broke the gloom, fracturing through the trunks to 

paint the undergrowth in uneasy gold. 

ά¸ƻǳ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǊȅ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴŎŜ ǿŜ ŎŀǘŎƘ ƛǘΚέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘ ŦƭŀǘǘŜƴŜŘΦ ά²ŜΩƭƭ ƳŀƴŀƎŜΦέ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎƘƻƻƪ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘΦ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜΣέ ƘŜ ǊŀǎǇŜŘΦ άLǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǊƛƎƘǘΦέ 

Soft whispers of wet moss answered him under Falric's boots. The veteran did 

not look back, but a new tension had crept into the set of his shoulders that betrayed 

Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǊŜƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ ά²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǿƻǊǎŜΦέ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ŎƘŜǎǘ ǘƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜΣ ŀ 

confidence rooted in a memory that tasted old and grim. He wanted to ask where, but 

the forest met the question first, cinching cold bands around his ribs. They moved 

forward. Ahead, ferns lay flattened, their fronds pressed to the earth where dew had 

been scattered wide. Falric halted, crouching low as the strange ember light slid along 

his cheek. 

ά¢ǊŀŎƪǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΦ 

Following his gaze, Theron saw the pressed fronds, but deeper furrows ran 

beside them where heavier bodies had passedτnot dragging ghosts, but large, heavy 

feet. The impressions spoke of iron-shod boots moving with intent. Cold slid along 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǎǇƛƴŜΦ Calric lowered himself almost to the ground, and Theron mirrored 

himτshoulders rounding, neck tucking, breath held tight behind his teeth. 

A murmur drifted through the trees, voices low and rough, the sound of stone 

grinding on stone wrapped in an unfamiliar cadence. They crept towards it, letting 

the forest close around them until a wall of bramble offered cover. Halfway down the 

slope, the clearing sat above them, no more than twenty paces. Theron shifted his knee 

to ease the ache, and the wet moss sucked at him with a quiet, obscene sound. He 

held his breath, jaw tight. Through narrow gaps the scene gathered itself, and the 

hunter froze. 

Four figures stood in broken light. Their grey hides carried the weathering of 

old cliffs, scarred and hardened. Large tusks pushed up from their lower lips, stained 

the brown of old bone and dwarfing the nubs of Green Orcs. The leader stood tallest, 

a monolith of muscle whose broad shoulders knotted outward like roots forced 

through stone. A warhammer hung in his grip with unnerving ease. His eyes were pale 

and steady. When he drew breath, the sound reminded Theron of rock sliding 

somewhere deep underground. 

άDǊŜȅ hǊŎǎΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ŀǳŘƛōƭŜΦ ά¢ƻƻ ŦŀǊ ǎƻǳǘƘΦέ 
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άIǳǎƘΣέ ǘƘŜ hǊŎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜŘΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŘƛŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

leader drew a slow breath. The air tasted of rot and wet iron, but beneath it lay 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǎǿŜŜǘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǊƳǘƘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ƛƴ DƘŀȊΩŘǳǊΩǎ ŎƘŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǎǘƻƴŜΣ 

ǎǘŜŀŘȅƛƴƎ ƘƛƳΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǿƛƴŘ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŎŜƴǘΣέ ƘŜ ǊǳƳōƭŜŘΦ 

Beside him, a short wiry Orc shifted, beady eyes gleaming with a hunger that 

ƭŀŎƪŜŘ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦ άDƘŀȊΩŘǳǊΣ ǿŜΩǾŜ ǎƪǳƭƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƘŀŘƻǿǎ ǘƻƻ ƭƻƴƎΣέ ƘŜ ǿƘƛƴŜŘΦ 

άIǳƴƎŜǊ Ǝƴŀǿǎ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ōŜƭƭȅΦ aŀȅōŜ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŦŜŀǎǘ ǿŀƛǘǎ ƻƴŎŜ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ΩŜƳΦέ 

The leader turned and struck. 

¢ǿƻ ǎǘǊƛŘŜǎ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƘƛƳ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΦ Iƛǎ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ŎƭŀƳǇŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǊȅ hǊŎΩǎ 

ǘƘǊƻŀǘΣ ƭƛŦǘƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ŜŦŦƻǊǘƭŜǎǎƭȅΦ ά¸ƻǳ ƻōŜȅ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎǇŜŀƪΣέ DƘŀȊΩŘǳǊ ǎŀƛŘΣ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ƘƻǘΦ 

ά5ǊŀƴǳǊŀ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƭƛǾŜΣ ŜƭǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎΦ {ƻǳƴŘ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜŀƪΤ ōƭŜŜŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ 

whisper into my woods, and I will seal your throat with your own tongue. Do you 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΚέ 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴƎ hǊŎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ŀ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜ ƴƻŘΣ ŜȅŜǎ ǎǘǊŜŀƳƛƴƎΦ DƘŀȊΩŘǳǊ ƘŜƭŘ 

him a moment longer before opening his fingers. The smaller figure collapsed into the 

ferns with a wet thud. He did not look back, but he felt the shift in the pack behind 

himτthe restless shuffle of boots and the primal urge to be mounted and armed. 

ά[Ŝǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǊƻŀƳ ŦǊŜŜΣέ ƘŜ ǊǳƳōƭŜŘΦ άbŜǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ŦƛƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

deep-ōƭŀŎƪΦέ 

The forest offered no answer, only a heavy, expectant silence. Somewhere in 

the gloom, the great beasts were movingτǳƴǎŜŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƴƎǊȅΦ DƘŀȊΩŘǳǊ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ 

eyes back to the forest. From somewhere far downslope came the faint whisper of 

movement, muffled and careful. Wrong for a deer. Wrong for a boar. 

His nostrils flared. He moved without haste, each step placed to spare the 

moss a sound. The warhammer rode in his grip with practised ease, haft steady, head 

angled to strike. Closing the last span of ground, he brought the hammer down. It 

tore through the underbrush in a brutal snap of force, wood splintering, leaves 

bursting into a wild spin. The impact drove into the earth hard enough to make the 

ground jump. Birds erupted overhead, wings hammering the air in frantic, ragged 

beats. 

The Orc stepped forward, weapon rising again, expecting warm flesh. Only 

scattered bark and fractured light answered him. Below the gentle roll of the hill, a 
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Mosshart stared back. Its scent drifted upτfear-sweat, warm breath, crushed green. 

It froze a heartbeat, then fled, a streak snapping between trunks. 

DƘŀȊΩŘǳǊΩǎ ƎŀȊŜ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ōǊŀƳōƭŜΦ {ŀǇ Ǌŀƴ ŎƻǇǇŜǊ-

bright where the warhammer had struck, the wood bleeding out of season. A low 

growl curled in his chest. He spat into the torn soil. The air still tasted of them, but 

the wind had turned empty. He scanned the ground for trespass, a broken stem, a 

bruised leaf. Nothing answered. The marks that should have called to him lay 

ǎƳƻƻǘƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴŘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƻŘ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƭŜŜǾŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘǊŀŎŜΦ bȅȄŀƴǘŜǊŀΩǎ 

wardground. The Forest-Ward permitted no trespass. 

ά.ǳǊȅ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŜŀǊΣέ ƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜŘΦ ά{ǘŜŜƭ ƻǳǘΦέ 

Steel slid free in clipped clicks. 

ά/ŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¦ƴƘŀǊƳŜŘΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ȅƛŜƭŘΦ .ǊƻƪŜƴΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǎƛǎǘΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴǳǎǘ 

be breathing when they reach the door, or your souls are forfeit to the deep-black. 

¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ 5ǊŀƴǳǊŀΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘΦέ 

At the name, three Orcs touched thumb to tusk. The mist drew tighter at 

their ankles. 

άbƻǿΦ aƻǾŜΦέ 

 

  
 

Dust drifted down from the high branches, settling on their shoulders. Falric 

and Theron lay motionless against the rough bark partway down the slope. Above 

them, the last shadows of the Orcs slipped into the wilderness. A breath hitched, 

shallow and sharp. Sunlight slashed through the branches overhead in pale wedges to 

scatter frail gold across damp earth. Then the hush fractured. The veteran's dark eyes 

met Theron's, fast as a spark, carrying an unspoken command. 

Move. Falric moved first, muscles uncoiling. He slid along the slope in small, 

precise shifts. Theron pressed after him, keeping to the damp shade between roots, 

fighting the urge to freeze. He risked a glance back upslope; the bramble thicket was 

a ruin. From twenty paces down, the violence of the strike looked absoluteτa force 

meant to turn bone to powder. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƪƴƻǘ ƻŦ ŘǊȅ ƛǊƻƴΦ ά²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ƭǳŎƪȅΣέ ƘŜ ǿƘŜŜȊŜŘΦ 

ά[ǳŎƪ ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΣέ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ Ƴŀƴ ƘƛǎǎŜŘΦ άaƻǾŜΦ .ŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƛƴŘ ǎƘƛŦǘǎΦέ 
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He scrambled to keep pace. The crushed earth felt like a physical weight 

pressing against Theron's spine, a cold certainty that something was already following 

the heat of their trail. 

ά5ǊŀƴǳǊŀΦ ²Ƙȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊΚέ 

! ƘŜŀŘ ǘƛƭǘŜŘΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛōƭȅΦ ά5ƻƴΩǘΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ǎŀƛŘΦ 

ά5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƘŀǘΚέ 

ά5ƻƴΩǘ ǎŀȅ ƛǘΦέ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǘƘǳƳō ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǿǎǘǊƛƴƎ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ŘǊŀƎƎƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ƛǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƛǘ ōƛǘΦ 

ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘΦ ¸ƻǳ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǘΦ ²Ƙȅ ŘƻŜǎ ƛǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ LΩƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŜǇ ƻƴ ŀ ƪƴƛŦŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƴŀƳŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘΚέ 

{ƘŀǊǇ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘΣ CŀƭǊƛŎ ŜȄƘŀƭŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ƴƻǎŜΦ ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ 

ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘΦέ 

ά.ȅ ǿƘƻΚέ 

No answer came immediately. Falric's gaze went past Theron, unfocusing. 

άLǘΧ ǊƛƴƎǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŀǘ ƭŀǎǘΦ άCǊƻƳ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ȅƻǳƴƎΦ Lƴ ¢ƘƻǊƴŦŀƭƭΦέ IŜ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

wild-eyed man in an alley who screamed that name until it stopped being words and 

turned into one long warning. Then another figure had appearedτdark robes and 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǇǳƭǎƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ Ŏƻŀƭ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎΦ άLƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǳǘƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘτ

mid-ōǊŜŀǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ ǿŜƴǘ ŦƭŀǘΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƻŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŘŀǊƪƴŜǎǎΦ ¢ǿƻ 

ember-red eyes burning in the voƛŘΦέ 

¢ƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ǇŀǘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ CŀƭǊƛŎ ŦŜƭƭ ǎƛƭŜƴǘΦ άL ǘƻƭŘ Ƴȅ 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣέ ƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƘŀǊŘŜƴƛƴƎΦ άLΩŘ ōŀǊŜƭȅ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƘŜ 

ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ƳŜΦ IŜ ƭŜŀƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƭƻǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŜƭƭ ƻŦ ŦŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƻƭŘ ƛǊƻƴ ƻƴ ƘƛƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨbŜǾŜǊ 

speŀƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŀƳŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΦΩ IŜ ŘƛŜŘ ƴƻǘ ƭƻƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǿŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘΦέ 

They left the bramble and angled away from churned earth and copper sap. 

The trees leaned inward, knitting their branches to block the sky. Shadows pooled at 

their feet, turning the vibrant moss to a dull, iron grey. A cloying sweetness hung in 

the stagnant air, while a damp chill from the earth seeped through their boots. Sounds 

drew awayτno birds, no leaf-chatterτonly the rhythmic, wet thud of water striking 

the forest floor. 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ǎŎŀƴƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜŜƭƛƴŜΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǿƛƴŘ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘΦ LǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘΦ 

²Ŝ ƪŜŜǇ bƻǊǘƘΣ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƳΦέ 

ά.ǳǘ ǘƘŜ hǊŎǎ ŀǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘΦέ tŀƴƛŎ ŦǊŀȅŜŘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴϥǎ ǾƻƛŎŜΦ ά²ŜΩǊŜ 

ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΦέ 
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ά²ŜΩǊŜ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜǎ ŀǘ ƻǳǊ ōŀŎƪǎΣέ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǘŜǊŀƴ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ 

ǳǇ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƭƭŀǊΦ ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƛǎ ǊƛǎƛƴƎΦ {ǘƻƴŜ ǿƻƴϥǘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ŦƻƻǘǇǊƛƴǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƳǳŘΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

ƎƛǾŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΦέ 

YŜŜǇƛƴƎ bƻǊǘƘΣ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ {ǇƛŘŜǊ 

silk spanned ferns that had stood apart moments before, and roots lifted like gnarled 

knuckles to snag their toes. The air pressed against his eardrums in slow pulses. They 

passed a lightning-scarred pine, a fallen birch with papery curls, and a cleft boulderτ

lichen painting one face dark and the other the palest green. Theron catalogued them 

out of habit: the scar, the birch, and the split stone. 

The terrain fought them with every step. Falric set a brutal pace, and Theron 

matched it, his lungs burning with the damp air. They covered ground, hard distance, 

until the mist thinned ahead to reveal a clearing. 

The lightning-scarred pine rose ahead of them again. The same split trunk. 

Beyond it lay the fallen birch. The cleft boulder waited between them, lichen dark on 

one face and pale on the other. 

ά²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘǳǊƴΣέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀǎƘΦ 

! ŦǊƻǿƴ ŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ CŀƭǊƛŎϥǎ ōǊƻǿΦ ά¢ƘŜ Ƴƛǎǘ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ǘǊƛŎƪǎΦ YŜŜǇ ƳƻǾƛƴƎΦέ 

άbƻΦέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎǘŜǇǇŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴǘ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǎǘǊƛǇ ƻŦ ōŀǊƪ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƛǘ 

ŎǊŀŎƪŜŘΣ ŎƭŜŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘŜΦ IŜ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊƭ ƘŀƴƎΣ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ ƴƻ ǿƛƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŦŀƪŜΦ άbƻǿ 

ǿŜϥƭƭ ƪƴƻǿΦέ 

Looking at the broken wood, Falric's jaw tightened. Behind them, the scuffs 

of their boots softened at the edges, the forest smoothing the proof of their passage. 

They pivoted, striking out hard to the east, driving through a dense tangle of briars. 

They marched until their boots felt heavy as lead. The light dimmed. The air grew 

colder. 

Then the trees thinned. 

The markers found them first. Scarred pine. Fallen birch. Cleft stone. And 

the birch curl Theron had broken, fresh, fibres bright as bone. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƳƻǳǘƘ ǿŜƴǘ ŘǊȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊōƛŘŘŜƴ ƴŀƳŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǊƛǎŜΦ IŜ ŎƘƻǎŜ 

the other truth instead. 

ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƴǘŜǊǎ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦέ 

A long stare at the three markers followed. Falric looked at the ground 

between them, as if he could see the seam where the forest had stitched itself shut. 

άLǘΩǎ ŀ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǿŀǊŘΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ŀǘ ƭŀǎǘΦ άLǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ȅƻǳ ōŀŎƪΦ !ƎŀƛƴΦ ¦ƴǘƛƭ ƛǘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ 

paid. SoƳŜƻƴŜΣ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΦέ 
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A sound rose out of the hush, too loud for a small life and too intent for 

chance. It moved through the trees from one hidden throat to another, making the 

air quiver as dust lifted and hung glittering in the dim light. Falric went still, and 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ found the older hunter's shoulder before he even realized he had 

moved. 

ά²ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘΧέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜŜǘƘ ŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ōǊƛŜŦŜǊΣ ǊŜŜŘ-

thin sound followed. Something called from a distance and something answered, but 

then nothing followed, leaving the forest to smooth itself again as though it could seal 

its own wounds. They moved toward it with hands on their hilts because standing in 

the silence felt worse. 

Branches dipped across their backs while the slope gathered under their boots, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘΣ ǘƘƛƴ ǘŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ ƛǊƻƴ ǊƻǎŜ ƻƴ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǘƻƴƎǳŜΦ IŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƭŀǊŎƘ 

needles that clung to his sleeves with a prickling bite. The ground shifted underfoot, 

the feel of it wrong, as though the trees had already decided where his weight should 

fall. To the left, a low, constant rush worried the airτǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ǘƘǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

trunks, steady and closeτand that sound drew them on until the mist thinned. 

And then she was there. 

A shape waited in the grey, half doe and half something else, with horns that 

were river-smooth and unbroken from base to point. Mist cinched tight at her flanks. 

It was Nyxantera. Framed in thin light that fell through the boughs, her outline 

shimmered as gold gathered along the fine hairs of her flank in a quiet halo that rose 

and fell with her breath. Then Theron saw the red: a streak scored her shoulder where 

ŀ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ǎƘŀŦǘ ƧǳǘǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŎƭŜΣ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ǎǘǊƛƪŜΦ 

No other wound marred her hide, and his own shot had found only mist. 

Blood threaded slow trails down her leg to bead at the fetlock before dropping one by 

one. Each impact bruised the moss, leaving a sparse line of droplets that traced the 

distance toward Theron and ended near the tip of his right boot. Each mark was bright 

and heavy as a seal pressed into wax. 

CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ōƻǿǎǘǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ƛǘΣ ǎƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǊŜΣ 

ǳƴǘƛƭ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ƘƛǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǿŀǊƳ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀƭƳΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ 

CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ƎǊƛǇ ŜŀǎŜŘΣ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƭŜǘ ƎƻΦ 
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άbƻΦ {ƘŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǳǎ ƘŜǊŜΣέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎŀƛŘΣ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŜȅŜǎ ƭƻŎƪŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƭŜ 

ǎƘŀǇŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǘΦ ά{ƘŜΩǎ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǳǎ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ Ƨŀǿ ǘƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƭƻŎƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǿ ƎǊƛǇ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ƪƴǳŎƪƭŜǎ 

ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǿƘƛǘŜΦ άLŦ ǿŜ ƪƛƭƭ ƘŜǊΣέ ƘŜ ƳǳǊƳǳǊŜŘΣ άƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǳǎ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛŦǘ Ƙƛǎ ǾƻƛŎŜΦ Ϧ{ƘŜ ǿƻƴϥǘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŀǘΦϦ IŜ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǘǊǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

stillness; it felt like a held breath that would choke them if he dared to challenge it. 

Nyxantera turned without sound and moved along a line only she could see. 

Where her hooves passed, the moss lay unmarked, yet the air trembled faintly as 

though the slope remembered her weight. Theron followed. He could not have said 

ǿƘȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŀǎ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ hand brushed his sleeve in a brief warning to stay before finally 

letting go. 

¢ƘŜȅ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴ bȅȄŀƴǘŜǊŀΩǎ ǿŀƪŜ ŀǘ ŀ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŜŜǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 

root and stone while they kept their breath small. She brought them to a drift of 

bramble so thick even deer would have chosen another way. The canes were woven 

tight, their hookeŘ ǘƛǇǎ ōƭŀŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀǎǘ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΩǎ ŦǊǳƛǘΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘƘƛŎƪŜǘ ǇǳŎƪŜǊ 

like a scar. Nyxantera halted before it. For a heartbeat the wall looked impenetrable, 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƳōƭŜΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦτa darker mouth 

where growth had lacquered over a hollow to keep its secret. 

Theron swallowed, judging that the opening would take a man if he turned 

his shoulders just so. A draft pushed out from the dark, carrying the taste of stone and 

deep water. It was metal-thin at the back of his tongue. Damp beaded on the threshold 

like sweat on rock, and somewhere below, a drop fell and fell again, counting the 

moment for them. 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǊƛƎƘǘΣέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǳƴōƛŘŘŜƴ ǘƻ 

mind. ̧ ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƙǳƴǘ ƘŜǊΤ ǎƘŜ Ƙǳƴǘǎ ȅƻǳΦ It felt so close it might have been spoken at 

his ear. 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ƪŜǇǘ Ƙƛǎ ƎŀȊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ ƳƻǳǘƘΦ ά²ƘŜǊŜ ŜƭǎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǿŜ ƎƻΚ LŦ ǎƘŜΩǎ 

ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǘǳǊƴ ŀǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƻŘ ǿƛƭƭ ŦƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǳǎ ōŀŎƪΦέ IŜ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘΣ ǊŜŀŘȅ 

to slip past the cane, then paused to look over his shoulder. His eyes were steady in 

the dim ligƘǘΣ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΦ ά²Ŝ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ƭŜŀŘǎΦ LŦ ƛǘ 

ƭŜŀŘǎ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜΣ ǿŜ ŜƴŘ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ǿŀȅΦέ 

Dropping to a crouch, Falric hovered a hand a finger-width from the seam, 

careful of every hook. Breath from the opening slid over his palm, cave-cold and 

ŘŀƳǇΣ ǎƳƻƻǘƘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƭŘ ǇƻǳǊΦ άLǘ ƘƻƭŘǎΣέ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ŦƭƛŎƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭƭ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ŀǎ 

ƘŜ ǊƻǎŜΦ ά²Ŝ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǎƭƻǿΦέ 
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Falric slipped into the dark, his shape vanishing as the shadows of the tunnel 

claimed him. Theron hesitated with his bow in one hand and sword in the other. 

Thorns combed his sleeves and scored his skin in thin, straight warnings. He forced 

his weight through the narrow choke, but the mouth of the brambles snagged the lip 

of his quiver. He lunged forward to clear the teeth of the canes. The jerk upended the 

case, and a wooden rattle mocked him as his remaining arrows spilled into the mulch 

outside the threshold. 

ά5ŀƳƴΣέ ƘŜ ǎǿƻǊŜΣ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇΦ Iƛǎ ŦƛƴƎŜǊǎ ŎƭŀǿŜŘ ŀǘ ŜƳǇǘȅ 

air as the brambles finally cinched shut, the thorns knitting together to seal the way. 

He looked at his arrows lying in a tangled heap on the forest floor, already 

being swallowed by the rising mist, and decided against fighting the teeth of the wood. 

He turned his back on the light and let the passage swallow him whole. 

Inside, the air changed. Sound lived close to the bone here, with water 

speaking in drips and tiny runs. Theron looked back at the darkening slit of the 

entrance, then down at the bow still clutched in his white-knuckled grip. Without 

arrows, it was nothing but a curved stick and a useless weight. Disgusted, he leaned 

the wood against the cold tunnel rocks and left it to the dark. 

The floor tilted gently, each slab of stone laid like a long, shallow step slicked 

with algae. When Theron touched the wall, cold found his fingertips and travelled up 

his arm in a fine, careful thread. Something like veins ran through the rock, slivers 

glƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛƳƳƛƴƎ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ Ǉƛƴ ǘƘŜƳ 

with his gaze, as if the tunnel resented being known. They moved single file, hands to 

stone and mouths closed. The passage bent and bent againτnot like a river, but like 

a thing unwilling to show its full length. Twice Theron smelled the thin, bitter curl of 

green wood smoke, and twice it vanished when he turned for it, leaving only the 

mineral breath of earth and his own pulse. 

bȅȄŀƴǘŜǊŀΩǎ ǇŀƭŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƪŜǇǘ ŀƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΦ {ƘŜ ŀŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǉǳƛŜǘ ƭŀƴǘŜǊƴ ƛƴ 

the gloom, providing shallow light from its spectral glow that showed the path ahead. 

Veins along the walls brightened in her passing and faded again, as if the rock itself 

breathed ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ŜȅŜǎ ŦƭƛŎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊΣ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻƪŜƴ 

shaft and the blood. There was nothing. No wound, no scar, her hide shining clean. 

ά{ƘŜ ƛǎ ǿƘƻƭŜΣέ ƘŜ ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊŜŘΦ 

Falric saw it too. His mouth tightened as he remained motionless, his grip on 

the longbow rigid, forming a silhouette of hard angles against the glowing rock. 

The floor sloped more decisively, and the air cooled, tightening across their 

cheeks and wrists before turning moist. Condensation beaded on their cloaks, 
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bringing a chill that sank through to the spine. Drops fell from the ceiling with the 

steady patience of time, each one a small coin laid down and lost. 

άCŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊΚέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ŀǳŘƛōƭŜΦ 

CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ǇŀƭƳ ǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƳŜ ŀǿŀȅ ǿŜǘΦ ά/ƻƴŘŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ 

ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŜǇ ǿŀǘŜǊΦέ 

The veins along the walls brightened again, clustering in thin constellations 

ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǇŀǘƘǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƭƛƎƘǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƎǳƛŘŜŘΦ 

The passage narrowed and halted in a blunt face of motion. At first it looked like 

another turn in the tunnel or an angle of shadow, but then the surface clarified: a 

vertical sheet sluiced downward in a thin, even skin. It resembled water sliding down 

glass more than any natural fall, running from the arched ceiling to the floor. It was 

luminous with the same unsettled light as the veins, quietly and beautifully alive. 

Nyxantera did not hesitate. She stepped up to the moving wall, lowered her 

head to listen, and pressed forward. The flowing surface parted around her with no 

splash and no ripple wide enough to count. Horns slid through, then shoulder and 

flank; light braided along her hide and then she was gone, letting the sheen knit 

seamlessly behind her. Without her, the light faded, leaving the tunnel in a heavy, 

residual gloom that shimmered slightly from the pulse behind the door. 

Falric came close and lifted two fingers to press them into the sheet. The 

surface silvered around the touch, cool and slick, but his fingers met resistance as firm 

as old oak. A sudden, sharp chill bit into his marrow, as if the water were drawing the 

very heat from his blood. He withdrew them to find his fingers dry, though his tips 

remained ghostly pale. 

Theron stepped in and pressed the heel of his palm into the fall. He felt the 

distinct sensation of water moving over his skinτa cool, rushing weightτyet the wall 

held firm against him. The same numbing thrum climbed his arm, bringing a hollow 

cold that settled behind his ribs. He pulled back, and his hand was dry. 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ǎǘŀǊŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛƳƳŜǊƛƴƎ ǇŀƴŜΦ Iƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƭƻŎƪŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻǿΩǎ 

grip, his knuckles forming a series of hard, white ridges. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ Ƨŀǿ ǎŜǘΦ ά²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǳǎΚέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳƭǎŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘΦ ά.ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƘŜ ōŜƭƻƴƎǎ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

Theron swallowed, his throat clicking in the silence. He looked at his hands 

and realized they were no longer his, but pale, waxen things that seemed to blur at the 

edges of his vision. He tried to make a fist, and his fingers obeyed with a slow, grinding 

reluctance, as if he were moving them through thick clay. The cold wasn't just a 

temperature anymore; it was a thief, methodically stripping the life from his marrow. 
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άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅΦ ¢ƘŜ hǊŎǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǳǎΣ ŜƭǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎΣέ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǎǇŀǊƪƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŘȅƛƴƎ ŜƳōŜǊΦ ά²ŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ 

ƭŜŘ ƘŜǊŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΦέ IŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ CŀƭǊƛŎΣ Ƙƛǎ ŜȅŜǎ ǿƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǳŘŘŜƴΣ 

jagƎŜŘ ǘŜǊǊƻǊΦ ά.ȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƻŘǎΣ CŀƭǊƛŎΣ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ƘŀƴŘǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛǎ ŘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǳǎΦ LΩƳ 

ƴƻǘ ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǿŜϥǾŜ ǇŀƛŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ 

ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊΦέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ŜȄƘŀƭŜŘΣ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǿƻƻŘǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ǳǎ ƭŜŀǾŜΣ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΦέ 

άLΩŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀ ǎƪȅ L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘΦ ²Ŝ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ bƻǿΦέ 

He turned before Falric could answer, and Falric followed. Without the 

door's light, the gloom closed in, thick and heavy. They were forced to move by touch, 

brushing their hands against the stone walls to help guide the way. The cold rock felt 

like a cruel map under their numb fingers. Theron counted without meaning to, 

tracking seven bends, then a longer straight, then three sharp turns that should have 

led them back to the brambles and the forest air. 

But the tunnel bent, then bent again, uncoiling like a snake to lay them back 

in the same place. They were facing the same fall and the same pale pulse, as if the 

earth had never allowed them to turn around. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ Ƨŀǿ ǘƛƎƘǘŜƴƛƴƎΦ IŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ CŀƭǊƛŎΦ ά¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀǇ ƛǎ ǎƘǳǘΦέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ƴƻŘŘŜŘ ƻƴŎŜΣ ŀǎ ƛŦ ƴƻŘŘƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜǊΦ ά¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ 

ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦ ²Ŝ Ǉŀǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ƻǊ ǿŜ ǎǘŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƎǊŀǾŜΦέ 

άbƻ ƳƻǊŜ ƘǳƴǘƛƴƎΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ƳǳǊƳǳǊŜŘΦ IŜ ƭŜŀƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƭƻƴƎōƻǿ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ 

cold stone of the tunnel, leaving it as a curved shadow to the dark. 

Theron watched the wood tip against the rock. He had no bow to leave, only 

the empty weight on his shoulder where the quiver had been. His thumb worked 

against the hilt wrap of his sword one last time, clinging to the only certain thing he 

had left. He steǇǇŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘ Ƙƛǎ ǇŀƭƳ ōŜǎƛŘŜ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎΦ 

Skin met cold gleam as he pressed flat. 

For a breath, the surface remained only shine and slow pulse. Then something 

on the far side found them, and pressure closed from within the flow rather than the 

front. The sheen tightened around their fingers, crept to their knuckles, and climbed 

their wrists until a cuff of light drew tight. Dry skin met dry light. They were caught. 

ά²ƘŀǘΧέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ōŜƎŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊŘ ǇǳƭƭŜŘτasserting a decision rather than 

a simple tug. 

Their hands went first, the wall swallowing them to the heel. Forearms slipped 

after without wetness or weight, their ribs meeting a cool void with no temperature at 

all. The cave lurched. Stone around them hummed a deep note that travelled through 
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ōƻƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀƛƴ ŦƭŀǎƘŜŘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŀǘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǿǊƛǎǘǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ Ŏǳǘ ƻǊ ŀ ōǳǊƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀ 

searing, internal jolt that radiated through his nerves. His fingers went numb, then 

too awake, then numb again. 

άhƘ ƎƻŘǎΣέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘΦ 

The ward took them, shutting tightly behind them. 
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The door spat them out in a rush of cold air that sent wet granite rushing up 

ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ōƻƻǘǎΦ {ǇǊŀȅ ǎƭƛŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ƭŜŘƎŜΣ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ǎƪƛŘ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ 

heels scraped grit and his toes scythed empty air. Pebbles rattled into the gloom 

without answering, swallowed by a drop that yawned up at himτwet, mouthless, and 

pulling at his chest with phantom fingers inside his ribs. His weight tipped as the ledge 

slid past his eye-line, leaving nothing waiting below but depth. 

άCŀƭτΗέ 

The name snapped off in his throat. 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ǎŜƛȊŜŘ ŀ ŦƛǎǘŦǳƭ ƻŦ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǘǳƴƛŎΣ ōǳƴŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘǊŜŀŘǎ 

popped and leather rasped harshly over grit. The veteran's knee cracked against the 

stone, and for a terrifying heartbeat they both tilted into the void, suspended by 

nothing but stretching linen and a seam that screamed under their combined weight. 

Then Falric hauled. 

Theron slammed onto the rock a full pace from the edge, his body shaking as 

his ragged gasping sawed the hush to pieces. They eased back in short, careful shifts 

until a safe span of rock lay between them and the lethal drop. For a few beats, they 

simply listened to the frantic drum work in their chests. When Falric finally glanced 

over, Theron nodded in response, counting his breaths the way hunters count 

heartbeats in tall grass until the hush finally knitted itself back together around them. 

Then the draft died completely. 

A sudden, suffocating smell of cold copper flooded the ledge, immediately 

followed by a low, watery vibration that hummed through the granite beneath their 

boots. Both men drew their swords with a synchronized metallic hiss that sounded 

too loud for the dead air, though the familiar weight of the hilts offered absolutely no 

comfort against the vastness. Behind them, the watery doorway had already closed, its 

clear fluid gathering to smooth into a still pane that swallowed its own shimmer to 

leave only rock and the wet smell of depth. 

Ahead of them, a grey wash brightened into a light with no sun in it, revealing 

a ledge that jutted precariously into space as the stone fell away on every side. Mist 

coiled upward from a cavern vast beyond counting, its roof lost entirely to shadow 

and its walls draped in mineral curtains that fooled the eye until the ambient light 
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glanced off them to show their truthτstone carved as thin as leaves with keen, 

unforgiving edges. 

Far below, water lay suspended beneath a dark skin that stretched over 

unknown fathoms, unbroken and iron-cold. 

Nyxantera stood on a far run of the ledge, a pale sigil against the dark whose 

ǿƘƛǘŜ ƘƛŘŜ ƘŜƭŘ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǎƴƻǿ ƪŜŜǇǎ ŘŀǿƴΦ {ƘŜ ƎŀȊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜǊƴΩǎ ōǊŜŀŘǘƘ 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀ ǘƻǿŜǊ ƭƛŦǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ǿŀǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ǎǘŀǊƪ ƛǘ ŦŜƭǘ ŀƴ ŀǊƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ 

away, yet the mist pulled it backward, forcing the masonry to climb toward the 

drowned ceiling with clean edges and untrustworthy distances. At her eye-line, a 

narrow skirt of floor jutted from the tower, forming a wet lip of rock where mist curled 

like slow thought. 

The tower pressed near, yet the dark insisted it was far. Something sat upon 

itτlow, squat, and hard to name from a distance. 

¦Ǉƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿŜǊΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ƭŀȅ ŀ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ǎƻ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ŎŀǊǾŜŘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǘƘŜ ŦƻƎΦ Lǘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜŀƴ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜΣ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƛǊ ōǊŀƛŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎŜǾŜƴ 

ropes, and a hand outstretched beneath a crown without jewels whose points bent like 

thorns. Around the image, the rock had been violently gouged in methodical, frantic 

chisel marks aimed specifically at tearing away the carved sigils that once framed her 

face. 

Falric paused to let his gaze move over the relief, tracing the braids, the crown, 

and the scoring with cold, detached scrutiny. 

ά²Ƙƻ ƛǎ ǎƘŜΚέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƭƻǿΣ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ŜŎƘƻΣ ōǳǘ 

for fear of being answered. 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ǎƘƻƻƪ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘΦ άbƻ ƻƴŜ L ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜΦ Wǳǎǘ ŀ ƎƘƻǎǘ ŎŀǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǊƻŎƪΦέ IŜ 

ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ŀǿŀȅΣ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƛŜŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŜǾŀǇƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅΦ άCƻŎǳǎΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦέ 

Nyxantera lifted her head just as the cavern wind shifted directionτdown, 

ǘƘŜƴ ǳǇΣ ǘƘŜƴ Řƻǿƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŎȅŎƭŜŘ ǊƘȅǘƘƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ 

eardrums, feeling uncomfortably like the lungs of a great beast sleeping in the dark. 

Below them, the lake did not lie flat, but puckered in a slow, repeating pattern that 

tested the water's skin with gentle touches. 

! ǇǊƛŎƪƭŜ ǊŀŎŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǎŎŀƭǇΦ ά²Ŝ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƘŜǊŜΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŘƛǎǘŀƴǘΦ 

The water stirred with the slow, heavy draw of a lung, swelling hand-spans at 

a time to heave upward beneath the dark skin before subsiding in a long, measured 

draw. Up, shoulders of black liquid lifting toward the ledge. Down, settling flat again, 
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though never as low as before. The vastness beneath the surface inhaled to raise the 

lake and exhaled to lay it down. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎǘŀǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǎƻ 

much as a held thought that reflected nothing and admitted nothing, yet it moved in 

measured steps upward, drawing closer to their boots with every cycle. 

At the far end of the ledge, Nyxantera brightened. The pale hue of her hide 

kindled until it hurt to look, radiating like a dawn trapped inside bone. Her radiance 

bled along the stone in a spill of liquid gold that shrank the shadows around her. She 

lifted one hoof and extended it beyond the lip in a deliberate choice rather than a 

stumble, shifting her weight to completely surrender to the drop. 

She fell. 

She struck the surface, but it did not break. The dark water stayed perfectτ

no ripple, no ring, no splashτas she vanished through it, leaving nothing to prove 

she had ever touched it. 

Theron flinched as the silence hit him harder than the noise. Staring at the 

spot where the beast had vanished, his mind completely refused to accept what his 

eyes had just seen. 

ά{ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘΧέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŎǊŀŎƪŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎǘǳƳōƭŜŘ ōŀŎƪ ǳƴǘƛƭ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŜƭ 

ǎŎǊŀǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻƴŜΦ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǊƛǇǇƭŜΣ CŀƭǊƛŎΦ {ƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ōǊŜŀƪ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΦέ IŜ 

ǎǿŀƭƭƻǿŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŜŎƘƻƛƴƎ ƭƻǳŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ ŀƛǊΦ ά²ŜΩǊŜ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴΦέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƘŀǊǎƘ ǎŎǊŀǇŜ ƻŦ ǎǘŜŜƭΣ ƘŜ ǎƭŀƳƳŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎǿƻǊŘ 

into its scabbard and scrambled back to the rock face to shove his palms against the 

outline of the doorway. Theron was a heartbeat behind him, sheathing his own blade 

with a metallic rattle before pressing both palms to the stone beside his mentor. 

Together they heaved, throwing their combined weight against the seal that had 

welcomed them moments before. The surface flexed under their hands, cool and slick 

with the give of water, but it held perfectly firm. 

The sudden stench of stagnant brine and ancient rot surged upward to choke 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘ ŀƛǊΣ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ Ǌŀǿ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǘŜŜǘƘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦǊŜŜȊƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ǘƛƎƘǘ 

across his ribs. A wet, rhythmic sloshing echoed from the void, rising in a single slow 

heave tƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧŀƭƭ ōŀŎƪΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ōǊŜŀǘƘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜƴ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ 

coalesce into a visible threat as the black expanse swelled higher. 

Falric swore with a sharp, hissing intake of air. He abandoned the door 

entirely to scan the receding darkness for a way out. 

The next swell reached them, sending a cold tongue of liquid sliding over the 

ƭƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ōƻƻǘΦ ¢Ƙƛƴ ŀǎ ƻƛƭΣ ƛǘ ōƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŦǊŜŜȊƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǎ 
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through the leather, making him jerk back with a gasp as he realized the flat stone was 

slowly disappearing under them. 

ά²Ŝ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǿƴΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ǎŀƛŘΣ ƭƻŎƪƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƻƴ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǎƭŜŜǾŜ 

ǘƻ Ƙŀǳƭ ƘƛƳ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜΦ ά²ŜΩƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǿƛƳ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿŜǊΦ aŀȅōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ 

ǿŀȅ ƻǳǘΦέ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎǘŀǊŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǊƪ ǎƪƛƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƪŜΦ ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿŀǘŜǊΦέ 

άLǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ǎŀƛŘΣ Ƙƛǎ ƎŀȊŜ ŦƛȄŜŘ ŀƘŜŀŘΦ 

The cavern inhaled, drawing the depthless black skin of the water together 

underneath them just as Theron braced to jump into the void. 

But then the dark split. 

! ƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿŜǊΩǎ ƭŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ǎƘŀƪƛƴƎ 

with a low, glassy hum as stone shouldered up from underneath in a grinding shudder 

that threw mist into the air. As the rock broke the surface, the unnatural tide broke 

with it, forcing the black liquid to recede in a rapid, hissing draw that slid down the 

granite until it steadied just a finger-breadth below the lip. Wet grain and weight rose 

out of the black and kept rising until it sat perfectly level with their boots, leaving 

droplets to bead along the edges and run off in clean threads. 

²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ŀ ƘŜŀǊǘōŜŀǘ ŀƎƻ ƴƻǿ ƘŜƭŘ Ŧŀǎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǿŜǊΥ 

a narrow causeway, slick and glistening, cutting the lake in two. 

CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ƎǊƛǇ ǘƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘΦ άLƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ƘŜ ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊŜŘΦ 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎǿŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊȅ ǇŀǘŎƘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘΦ άhǊ ōŀƛǘΦέ 

They moved. 

The causeway was only a few paces wide and wept black fluid along its edges, 

but it held firm under their weight while the lake lay motionless to either side. Cold 

ǊƻǎŜ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ ŘŜŜǇ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿŜǊϥǎ ōŀǎŜΣ 

where the thicker mist finally loosened in small drafts to reveal edges too straight for 

nature. A few steps more brought the top into viewτflat, square, and beaded with 

moisture as the shape gathered itself from the fog to stand clear enough to name. 

It was a black stone altar that rose from the mist like a dark bruise on the 

world. Longer than a tall man could lie, its sides sheared into absolute vertical planes 

of obsidian leading up to a surface that was a geometric absolute, crafted from a rock 

thaǘ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘǊŀƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜǊƴΩǎ ǿŜŀƪ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ 

At the base, bones lay tangled. Dominating the pile was a single skull whose 

lineage was betrayed by the heavy, curved tusks rising from its lower jawτan Orc. It 

lay haloed by fragments of armour that looked both burned to ash and melted at the 

same time, crumbling into grey slag that held the memory of shape but absolutely 
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none of the strength. Scattered among the ribs were the remnants of leather gloves 

that were more charred by fire than decayed by time; one was half-missing with its 

fingers scorched away to the palm, while the second was nothing more than a 

blackened cuff fused tight to the pale bone of the wrist by unnatural heat. The charred 

arm bones were stretched forward with the remaining skeletal fingers resting against 

the obsidian base, yet the spine was violently arched and the heavy ribcage thrown 

backward. He hadn't died trying to claim the altar; he had been incinerated by 

whatever he had just done to it. 

There was no weapon in sight. 

¢ƘŜ Ƴƛǎǘ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƭƛǾŜǊ ƻŦ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ ōǊƛƎƘǘƴŜǎǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŀǊΩǎ 

centre that looked like a trick of wet glimmer until the line thickened into a blade. 

Steel stood upright and perfectly still, its point driven into a parasitic lump of black 

ǊƻŎƪ ǎŜǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŀǊΩǎ ǘƻǇΦ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŜŜǊΣ ƎŜƻƳŜǘǊƛŎ ƻōǎƛŘƛŀƴ ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ƛǘΣ ǘƘƛǎ 

mass was porous and irregular, clinging to the perfect surface like a rusted barnacle 

below a hilt that lifted clean from the mist, simple and severe. 

Theron slowed as the wide causeway stretched on with blank water to either 

side, his eyes darting left, then right. 

Something moved beneath the dark skin. Not currents, and not bubbles, but 

shapesτpale hints of limb and coil that slid just under the surface, there and gone. 

His pace slowed to a crawl, his boots dragging on the slick stone of the 

causeway as the pale shapes gliding beneath the black water anchored his gaze, leaving 

a wide gap between him and his mentor. From his lingering vantage on the bridge, 

the mist parted naturally over the open water, leaving a clear, unbroken sightline all 

the way back to the abandoned ledge. 

άCŀƭǊƛŎΦέ Iƛǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ ƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƎƘǘΦ ά¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ƛǘΦ hƴ 

ōƻǘƘ ǎƛŘŜǎΦ {ƘŀǇŜǎΦ [ƛƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŀƛǘƛƴƎΦέ 

The faint, metallic tang of drawn blood cut through the damp air, but Falric 

ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƎƎŜǊΦ άwŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 

! ǎƛŎƪŜƴƛƴƎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƎǳǘΣ ǇǳƭƭƛƴƎ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƴŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǳŘŘŜƴ 

gravity as he looked down again and saw that the surface reflected nothing at all. He 

forced another step toward Falric, his fear ratcheting up a notch with each footfall. 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǳǎ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

άbŜǊǾŜǎΣέ CŀƭǊƛŎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘΣ Ƙƛǎ Ŧƭŀǘ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǎǿŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 

quiet as his eyes remained fixed on the hilt. 

²ƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘŜǇ ǘƘŜ Ƴƛǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƴŜŘΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƎƎŜǊΩǎ 

point bore a rough, glassy grain that was blacker than the altar beneath it. A faint halo 
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ƻŦ ƳƻƛǎǘǳǊŜ ǊƛƴƎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŘŜΩǎ ŜƴǘǊȅΣ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ōŜŀŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊŜƳōƭŜŘ ōǳǘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŦŜƭƭΣ 

drawing every line of Falric's steadied stride toward that single, upright gleam. 

The cold radiating from the stone seeped upward through Theron's boots as 

he approached cautiously, continuing to glance at the shapes flowing under the black 

ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΦ wŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΣ ƘŜ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ǎƭŜŜǾŜΦ ά[ƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎΦέ 

Falric eased his arm free without malice, having absolutely no focus left to 

ǎǇŀǊŜΦ ά¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΦέ 

The sharp, chemical sting of bruised ozone cut the dead air as the veteran 

took the last steps onto the wet stone, stopping at the perimeter of the bone-strewn 

dais. A low, rhythmic thrum vibrated through the floor to settle as a cold pressure at 

the base of the skull, and Falric's breath came slow, his eyes lit by a violet light coming 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŘŜΩǎ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇƻƳƳŜƭ ǎǘƻƴŜΦ 

The blade did not reflect the light; it consumed it. The metal was perfect and 

untouched. 

άCŀƭǊƛŎΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘƻŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎΦ 

LǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ǿǊƻƴƎΦέ 

Silence was the only answer as his mentor's gaze locked on the blade-crowned 

altar. 

άCŀƭǊƛŎΗέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŎǊŀŎƪŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŦǊŀȅŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜΦ ά[ƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ 

me. The doeτǘƘŜ ōƻƴŜǎ ŀǊŜƴϥǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǊƛǇǇƭŜΦ bƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΦέ 

CŀƭǊƛŎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǇŜŀƪΣ ǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǳƭƭΣ 

ǿŜǘ ǘƘǳŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōƻƻǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŀŘŜΣ ōǳǘ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ ŜŜǊƛƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ Ƙƻƭƭƻǿ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ ! 

sudden, scalding heat flared in Theron's veins, making him flinch as he wanted to drag 

the older man back, but a crushing pressure seized his chest to lock the words entirely 

in his throat. Falric took another step, crushing brittle bone like dry glass underfoot. 

Soft echoes rose throughout the chamber, twisting into something that 

sounded almost like a voiceτlaughter bleeding into prayer. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǇǳƭǎŜ ǊƻŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜŀǊǎΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊǎ 

came from the cavern walls or from inside his own skull, while his limbs utterly refused 

to move. Moving with a rigid, hollow grace, Falric reached the altar and placed his 

empty palms flat on the obsidian surface. 

CƻǊ ŀƴ ŀƎƻƴƛȊƛƴƎ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǾŜǊƴΩǎ Ǝƭƻǿ 

guttered, flickering in weak spasms until the colours bled out to leave everything pale, 

sickly, and stripped of warmth. 

¢ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƛǎǇŜǊǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 

speaking. 
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The voice spoke no tongue Theron knew, but the meaning crawled into his 

skullτnot learned or heard, but known, the way marrow instinctively knows the 

bone. 

The sharp tang of ozone and rot coated his tongue as a freezing pressure seized 

his skull, forcing him to stagger and clamp his free palm over one ear. His right hand 

spasmed, his fingers clawing uselessly at the sheathed hilt that hung as a dead weight 

against his thigh while he tried to force the voices out. They only drove deeper, sliding 

beneath his thoughts to anchor themselves where absolutely nothing could dislodge 

them. 

The altar throbbed, and at its base, the bones rattled. The ancient skull rolled 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘǊȅ ǊŀǎǇΣ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƛȄ ƛǘǎ ŜƳǇǘȅ ǎƻŎƪŜǘǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƻƴ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ŀǎ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ 

rose toward the dagger, slow and trembling. 

The dead air suddenly soured, thick with the sharp scent of crushed flint and 

ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘΣ ŜȄƘŀƭŜŘ ŘǳǎǘΦ ! ŎǊǳǎƘƛƴƎ ŘǊƻǇ ƛƴ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ǎŜƛȊŜŘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ŎƘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǇǇŜŘ 

his ears, sending a subsonic thrum vibrating upward through the soles of his boots to 

rattle his teeth. Deep within the bedrock, a slow, massive grinding echoed through 

the darkτa colossal, wet sigh of shifting plates that sounded far too much like waking 

bone. Only then did the fine grey silt begin to bleed from the ceiling, whispering 

down through the violet light as the walls of the chamber subtly contracted. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘōŜŀǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ǇƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŜǎǘΣ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘǊƛƪŜ ǎƘŀǊǇ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 

to shake the air from his lungs while a voice bled through the hush, using his own 

breath against him. 

άCŀƭǊƛŎΣ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƳŜΗέ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŜŀ ǎŎǊŀǇŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘΣ ŦǊŀȅŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŀǿΣ 

but his mentor did not turn. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ǎǘŀǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻȊŜ ŀǎ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ōǊŜŀƪ ŀǇŀǊǘΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦƻǊƳ 

fraying into the air as if threads of him were drifting away to sink into the dark. The 

cavern felt less like a place and more like a predator feeding. 

A dry, agonizing friction scraped inside his skullτa silent, grinding pressure 

that forced his attention toward the altar. The blade was a flawless length of absolute, 

light-consuming perfection, but the hilt was alive, weeping a bruised, violent light of 

deep violet from the pommel stone down the dark metal. Beneath it, carved into the 

grip, the heavy engraving of a closed eye smouldered with a sullen, ember-red glow. 

Between the hilt and the blade, an hourglass glimmered with an unearthly 

glow, radiating something older and colder even though its casing caught no 

illumination. Inside, crimson sands did not flow from one bulb to the next; they hung 

absolutely motionless at the neck, trapped in a breathless stasis that refused to fall. 
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¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ŎƘŜǎǘ ƭƻŎƪŜŘΦ 

ά5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ƛǘΚέ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŦǊŀŎǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜΣ ǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻ 

loud, threaded with a hunger that had no place in him as his left hand reached 

forward, fingers trembling with need. 

¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƎǊƛǇ ǘƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǎƘŜŀǘƘŜŘ ǎǿƻǊŘΦ IŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘǊŀǿ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ 

he could strike his mentor's arm to break the trance, but the blade remained locked 

in the leather, held down by a lifetime of obedience. His loyalty was a heavier weight 

than his terror. 

άbƻΦέ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƳƻǳǘƘΦ ¢ƻƻ ǘƘƛƴΦ ¢ƻƻ 

late. 

Falric closed his grip on the hilt. 

wŜŀƭƛǘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŜŀǊΤ ƛǘ ȅƛŜƭŘŜŘΦ 

The dagger came free from the black stone without resistance, offering a 

release that felt intimate and eager. Within the hourglass, the spell of stasis broke, 

allowing the crimson sands to collapse and pour downward from the pommel to the 

blade in a smootƘΣ ǊŜƭŜƴǘƭŜǎǎ ŦƭƻǿΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǾŜǊƴΩǎ ŘƛƳ Ǝƭƻǿ ōŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ CŀƭǊƛŎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜŀƳ 

into the flawless, unbroken steel, letting radiance run down his fingers like liquid fire. 

He turned to face Theron, a grin splitting his face in a mix of triumph and 

fever as something ancient wore his skin. 

The sudden, stale reek of the outer tunnel rushed inward as the heavy, 

ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊƛŎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊŘ ǾŀƴƛǎƘŜŘΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŦǊŜŜȊƛƴƎ Ƙƻƭƭƻǿ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ŎƘŜǎǘΦ 

Behind him, a wet, heavy slap echoed against the cavern walls, forcing him to spin 

around and realize the light was wrong. The shimmering threshold of the watery 

doorway buckled like a severed throat, dropping the watery barrier in a single, violent 

motion that sent the ward-fluid splashing across the granite ledge in a chaotic spray, 

rolling in heavy, silent beads to join the black liquid below. 

άCŀƭǊƛŎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΗέ ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳǘŜŘΣ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŀǊΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ 

died in his throat. 

The porous lump resting on the altar did not crack; it convulsed. 

A wet, heavy beat distended the irregular rock, stretching the surface like a 

membrane before another beat followed, violent enough to shake dust from the air. 

The rhythm took hold, insistent and terrifying like a buried clock screaming that its 

time had come. The parasitic stone bruised purple, then flushed into a wet, luminous 

crimson like a translucent organ stripped of its cage. 

Then the surface tore. 
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Fissures webbed the block with veins of pale fire, instantly freezing the air 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƛǘŜ ǎƘŀǊǇ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǎƴŀǇ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƛǎǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜǊƻƴΩǎ ƴƻǎŜΦ IŜ ǘŀǎǘŜŘ ƳŜǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

salt as a low hum vibrated in his teeth, watching the mineral skin peel back to let 

charred fragments fall away in crisp, scab-like flakes. 

At the core, something red and slick pressed outward in a slow, muscular 

push. It was a heart. The stone that had held the point was never stone at all, but a 

dormant organ that had calcified around the steel, waiting for the blade to be drawn 

so it could finally beat again. It was a working organ, bright as fresh coals, pulsing 

with a rhythm that had been waiting for centuries. 

But the beating did not belong to the heart alone; it belonged to what was 

forming around it. 

The air surrounding the organ thickened into solid form as transparency 

gathered on the slab like cooling glass, sketching the outline of a shoulder, the slope 

of a ribcage, and the hollow of a throat. The shape inhaled nothing, yet the chest lifted, 

allowing the heart to tether itself to this ghost-form with cords of light that sank into 

the forming tissue and vanished. 

Layers of matter accumulated, spinning sinew from the shine and bone from 

the brightness before mist hardened into skin that took on the grain of flesh. For a 

breath it looked human, but then the lines sharpened into something else entirelyτ

uncanny in its balance, too composed to be mortal, and far too precise to be kind. 

Theron felt the stone underfoot vibrate with the rhythm as a slow tremor 

ŎǊŜǇǘ ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƭŜƎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƪƴǳŎƪƭŜǎ ƻŦ CŀƭǊƛŎΩǎ ŦǊŜŜ ƘŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘŜƴŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǘŀǊΩǎ ŜŘƎŜΣ Ƙƛǎ 

breath held tight to keep from inhaling the reality of what was becoming. 

The colour in the heart deepened with every beat, clarifying the figure on the 

altar until the last of the translucence faded into a heavy, breathing reality that misted 

the freezing air. A pulse finally became visible in the hollow of the throat. 

This was not a heart beating alone. It was an organ arriving to claim its owner. 

And the owner was almost here. 
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