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1

The 
Commissioning 
of Ayathra

The throne room blazed with living 
light.

It poured from the high crystal arch-
es, spilled through stained glass win-
dows, and pooled across the crystalline 
Voor until every step stirred ripples of 
color. Roices hushed to a tremor be-
neath the weight of that radiance. To-

day, all the Lealm of Aight had gathered to hear which of them would 
be called into new destinies.

kyathra stood near the bacU of the great hall, Engers resting lightly 
on the leather bracer at her forearm. Hpon it perched Mryon, her 
eagle, feathers glinting liUe burnished bronze in the glow. Cis talons 
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gripped her arm with familiar steadiness, a small, grounding weight as 
everything else shimmered and shifted around her.

”qou are restless,W she whispered.
Mryon tilted his head, golden eyes sharp as he surveyed the gathered 

host. Cis beaU clicUed once, a Nuiet reprimand. Cer mouth tugged in 
a faint smile. 2f the two of them, it was not the eagle who doubted his 
place here.

kt the far end of the hall, khavel rose from his radiant throne.
The murmuring ceased. Aight gathered around him liUe a mantle, 

his silUen robes refracting gold and silver as if he wore the very fabric 
of the heavens. Fhen he lifted his hands, the air itself seemed to still.

”Sitizens of the Lealm of Aight,W his voice rang out, deep and 
resonant, ”today we marU the beginning of a new era. The balance of 
creation stretches before us. ’ew realms, new peoples, new songs will 
be woven into the tapestry. :or this worU, new leaders must be raised.W

The words throbbed in kyathrajs bones liUe a drumbeat. “he had 
dreamed of this day in fragments— a hall of crystal, a voice liUe thunder, 
a Nuill burning in her hand. “he had woUen from those dreams with 
her heart racing, Mryonjs wings spread wide over her as if to shield her 
from something she could not yet name.

’ow here she stood, xust one Egure among many.
To her left, the Ladiant warriors gleamed in their ordered ranUs, ar-

mor catching the light liUe a Eeld of polished suns. “omewhere among 
them, she Unew, was “uroUBtheir Eercest commander, whose name 
had already become a legend in battle stories whispered through the 
Lealm. “he did not search for his face. Cer own eKpectation frightened 
her enough.

”qou do not have to be chosen,W a small, wry thought nudged. ”qou 
have served faithfully where you are.W
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Dut under that thought, something deeper stirred. k call that had 
haunted her since the day of her creation, when she Erst opened her 
eyes to light and heard a whisper—PWrite.

khaveljs gaze swept the assembly.
Fhen his eyes reached her, they did not pass on.
”kyathra.W
Cer name was no louder than any other word he had spoUen, yet 

the hall seemed to tilt around it. kyathrajs breath caught. Ceat rushed 
to her cheeUs. Mryon let out a piercing cry, wings Varing as if to urge 
her forward.

:or a heartbeat she could not move.
This was madness. There were elders more learned than she, 2ra-

cles who had served longer within the Tower of Fhispers. There were 
warriors whose deeds Elled song. There was “uroU, whose victories had 
secured the borders of the Lealm. Fhy her;

qet the call did not loosen its hold. It wrapped around her liUe light 
itself, gentle and ineKorable.

kyathra stepped out from the crowd.
The crystalline Voor mirrored each hesitant stride as she walUed the 

long aisle toward the throne. Solors shifted beneath her feetBamber 
to violet, gold to deepest blueBas if the hall were reading the tremor 
in her spirit and answering with its own. Fhen she reached the base 
of the dais, she sanU to one Unee and bowed her head.

”Lise, kyathra,W khavel said, his voice softening. ” aughter of 
Aight, whose heart has listened when others turned away.W

“he obeyed, though her legs shooU.
Hp close, she could see the weariness lining his ageless face, the 

sorrow at the corners of his eyes. 4ower did not spare him from grief… 
it sat with him. That thought steadied her.
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khavel eKtended his hand. k Nuill rested upon his palmBlong 
and slender, a shaft of radiant gold, its feather shimmering as though 
woven from dawn itself.

”This,W he said, ”is no ordinary instrument. It is the voice of the 
divine, the Erst line in every story yet to be told.W

The Nuill pulsed faintly, as if recognizing her.
kyathra swallowed. ”I have seen it in dreams,W she murmured. ”Dut 

in the dream, I could not write. The light poured through me, and IG 
failed it.W

” reams often reveal the fear beneath our calling,W khavel replied. 
”qou fear that what is entrusted to you will be twisted or lost.W

Cis gaze drifted for an instant toward the Ladiant ranUs. k shadow 
passed across his featuresBxust a VicUer, gone as soon as it appeared.

”There are covenants already spoUen in haste and fear,W he added 
more Nuietly. ”4romises made for protection that may demand too 
high a price. If you accept this charge, you will not only write new 
worldsByou will guard them from those who would claim what was 
never theirs to own.W

k chill ran down kyathrajs spine.
”Fhat price;W she asUed.
khaveljs eyes returned to hers. ”That is not yet written. Dut I tell 

you this— some will one day demand the Erstborn of your line as 
payment for a bargain that should never have been strucU.W

Images Vashed in her mind unbidden— a childjs shadow chained 
to a burning shore… a warriorjs face contorted by pride and hunger… a 
mountain split by Vame.

kyathra drew a breath that felt liUe swallowing a storm.
”knd still,W khavel said, ”I asU— kyathra, will you accept this Nuill; 

Fill you lead the 2racles of the Reil, and bear the weight of what must 
be spoUen;W
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Mryonjs talons tightened on her arm. Cis steady weight, the familiar 
warmth of his plumage against her sUin, rooted her in the present.

“he lifted her chin.
”I will,W she said. ”Though my hand trembles, I will.W

 Hall of Wisdom

khavel closed his Engers around the Nuill.
”Some,W he said. ”Fhat must be spoUen neKt is not for open 

court.W
The hall eKhaled as the gathered host began to murmur again, the 

tension of the moment dispersing into a hundred whispered specula-
tions. kyathra felt their eyes follow her as she stepped down from the 
dais at khaveljs side. “ome gazes held awe, others curiosity. kmong 
the Ladiant ranUs, she sensed something hotter, sharper, liUe a sparU 
pressed against dry tinder, though she still refused to seeU its source.

Mryon launched from her arm and rose to the vaulted ceiling, cir-
cling once before slipping through a high window of colored glass. 
Aight swallowed him. “he felt the absence of his weight Ueenly, liUe a 
bracelet suddenly removed.

Two towering doors at the rear of the throne room parted as khavel 
approached. Deyond lay a passage lined with stone that glowed from 
within, its surface traced with veins of soft blue light. ks they passed 
through, the din of the outer hall faded until only the sound of their 
footsteps remained.

”This way,W khavel said.
The corridor opened into a vast circular chamber.
“helves carved from luminous stone rose all the way to the domed 

ceiling, cradling tomes bound in metal and leather that seemed to 
pulse faintly with their own inner shine. ‘lyphs of living light hovered 
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above the walls, shifting and recombining as if thinUing. kt the center 
of the room stood a single table of polished crystal, its surface reVecting 
their faces in fractured, shifting patterns.

The Call of Fisdom.
kyathra had heard elders whisper of this place, but few had ever 

stepped within it. “he felt suddenly small, a single point of darUness 
walUing through a universe of stars.

khavel moved to the table and laid the Nuill upon it.
Hp close, it was even more alive. The barbs of the feather caught 

the light in hues that changed with each breathBgold, then white, 
then something colorless and pure. Fhen she reached toward it, a faint 
humming rose in the air, the way stone might hum when thunder 
walUs the earth.

”This Nuill was bound to you on the day of your creation,W khavel 
said. ”Defore you drew your Erst breath, the Sreator set your name 
within it.W

kyathra frowned. ”If that is soG why do I remember only shadows; 
Fhispers I cannot Nuite hold;W

”Decause Unowing and accepting are not the same.W k hint of 
warmth curved his mouth. ”The Sreator does not force what must be 
o8ered freely.W

Ce gestured to the shelves around them. ”Mvery covenant, every 
song, every story that has shaped our realms is recorded here. “ome are 
bright. 2thers areG less so.W

Ce walUed to a nearby shelf and drew out a slender volume bound 
in darU metal. Fhen he opened it, the script inside writhed liUe inU 
spilled into water, then stilled into legible form.

”Cere,W he said, ”is one of the ‑less so.j kn agreement forged in 
fear between the Ladiant host and a cornered people who did not yet 
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understand their own worth. It promised protection in eKchange for 
the Erstborn of their Uind.W

kyathrajs throat tightened. ”Fas this your will;W
”’o.W ‘rief VicUered openly in khaveljs eyes. ”It was mine to al-

low, not to command. I warned them, but terror speaUs louder than 
patience in the hearts of many. knd so the covenant stands, twisted in 
its intent. It has not yet come due, but its shadow lies upon the path 
you will walU.W

Ce closed the booU. The metal cover clicUed shut, the sound sharp-
er than any shout.

”qou will encounter those who wield this vow liUe a weapon,W he 
continued. ”They will say, ‑The law is sealed in blood. The child is 
ours.j qou must remember— not all that is written here reVects the 
Sreatorjs heart. qour tasU is not only to inscribe what is, but to call 
forth what should be.W

kyathrajs pulse battered her ribs. The image from the throne room 
Vared again in her mindBa child bound, a mountain aVame.

”Fhy me;W she asUed, her voice barely more than breath. ”Fhy 
not choose one whose hands are steady; 2ne who does not waUe 
drowning in visions she cannot understand;W

”Decause you do not delight in power,W khavel said simply. ”qou 
fear failing those you have not yet met. That fear, rightly held, becomes 
humility.W Ce lifted the Nuill and turned bacU to her. ”knd humility 
is the only shield sharp enough to cut through pride.W

Ce held the Nuill out.
kyathra stared at it for a heartbeat, then eKtended her hands.
Fhen the feather touched her palms, heat seared through her 

sUinBnot burning, but bright, as if light itself were burrowing into 
her bones. Cer Unees bucUled. The chamber spun. :or an instant she 
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was no longer standing on stone but suspended in a vast, formless 
eKpanse.

 arUness pressed in from every side, thicU and heavy. Then a thin 
line of light appeared before her, stretching away into a distance she 
could not measure. It Nuivered, split, multiplied. :rom each branch, 
new paths eruptedBsome shining, some already stained with shadow.

Fords rose unbidden to her lips.
”The threads,W she whispered. ”I see the threads.W
”qes,W came a voice that was and was not khaveljs, resonant and 

deep as the mountainjs heart. ”qou will walU among them. qou will 
speaU what you see. Dut remember, kyathra— you are not the one who 
binds them. qou are a witness, not the Feaver.W

In the shifting lights, she glimpsed VashesBa man with a scar liUe 
three claw marUs across his chest, standing alone upon a desolate plain… 
a woman with silver0streaUed hair and an eagle at her shoulder, singing 
to a child beneath a banyan tree… a shore choUed with ships and chains… 
a gate of shadow cracUing under a song.

:ear rose liUe a tide.
”I do not Unow how to bear this,W she said.
”qou are not asUed to bear it alone.W
krms liUe wind and Ere lifted her. The Call of Fisdom Vowed bacU 

into being around her. “he stood once more before the crystal table, 
Nuill in hand, chest heaving.

khavel watched her with Nuiet compassion.
”qour xourney is only beginning,W he said. ”:rom here, we climb.W
Ce nodded toward the far wall, where a narrow stairway spiraled 

upward into the stone. “omewhere above, kyathra could feel the open 
sUy waitingBthe “acred Oountain, the place where the Sreatorjs 
presence descended in undimmed glory.
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Mryonjs cry echoed faintly from outside, as if he already circled that 
distant peaU.

kyathra closed her Engers more tightly around the Nuill, feeling its 
pulse answer the beat of her own heart.

”Then let us go,W she said.

The Ascent and Commissioning

The stairway spiraled upward through solid stone, narrow and steep. 
Mach step hummed faintly under kyathrajs feet, as if the mountain 
itself were remembering every soul who had climbed this path before 
her.

The higher they went, the thinner the air became. Dreath frosted 
in front of her lips. The light in the walls shifted from blue to a pale, 
clear gold that grew brighter with every turn. 2nce, long ago, she had 
watched khavel ascend alone from the base of this mountain, his form 
swallowed by cloud. “he had never imagined she would follow in his 
steps.

” o all who are called climb this way;W she asUed, voice echoing 
softly in the tight passage.

”’o,W khavel replied. ”“ome are called to waters, some to Ere, some 
to silence. The mountain is for those whose words will shape more 
than their own lives.W

It was not a boast… if anything, there was weariness in his tone.
They reached a Enal arch of stone.
Deyond it, the world opened.
The summit spread out liUe a vast, crystalline plateau, fringed by 

xagged peaUs that speared into a sUy of impossible blue. Aightning 
VicUered silently along distant ridges. Two suns hung low, twin orbs of 
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molten white whose light turned the air to molten glass. The ground 
beneath kyathrajs feet was veined with luminous lines that converged 
toward the center of the plateau, where a single column of radiance 
poured down from the heavens.

Mryon circled high above, a darU shape cutting across the blinding 
light. Cis cry rang clear and Eerce in the thin air.

kyathra stepped onto the plateau, the Nuill still warm in her grip.
Mvery instinct begged her to Uneel, to Vatten herself against the 

stone and become smallBso small the light would pass over her and 
seeU another. Instead, she forced her feet forward, following the con-
verging lines.

”:ear is not your enemy,W khavel said Nuietly, walUing at her side. 
”4ride is. :ear reminds you that you are not the center of all things.W

”It also reminds me that I can be broUen,W kyathra murmured.
”Doth can be true.W
They reached the edge of the descending radiance.
Hp close, it was not a pillar at all but a torrentBlight falling liUe 

water, streaming down from some unseen source above the sUy. It 
made no sound, yet her bones vibrated with its presence. “he could 
not looU directly into it… it was as if all colors had been gathered into 
one, and that one was too much for mortal eyes.

”“tep in,W khavel said.
kyathra stared at the light, Engers tightening around the Nuill until 

her UnucUles ached.
”Fhat if I am not enough;W she whispered.
”qou are not,W khavel replied. ”That is why you were chosen. ’o 

single vessel can contain the fullness of what the Sreator pours. qou 
are called to be faithful, not Vawless.W

“omething in her eased at that. “he drew a breath that tasted of ice 
and sun, then tooU the last step.
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The light swallowed her.
Mvery boundary she UnewBsUin, bone, thoughtBdissolved. “he 

was not standing on stone… she was suspended in endless brightness, 
weightless and utterly transparent. The Nuill in her hand burned 
white0hot, yet did not consume her Vesh. Instead, it seemed to pierce 
straight through into the core of her being.

”kyathra.W
The voice came from everywhere at once, deeper than thunder, 

softer than a motherjs song. It spoUe her name as if it had been saying 
it since before time began.

” aughter of Aight,W the voice continued. ”qou have been weighed 
in the scales of my intent and found willing.W

Risions Vared around her, not as separate images but as strands of 
possibility woven through the light. “he saw oceans boiling into eK-
istence, mountains thrusting up from the deep, forests unfurling liUe 
green banners. “he saw shadow as well, curling along the edgesBnot 
a mistaUe, but a necessary contrast, a place where choice could live.

”qou will be my witness,W the voice said. ”“inger of the Vame that 
does not consume, guardian of the balance between realms.W

kyathra tried to speaU, but only tears came. They burned, then 
turned to light liUe everything else.

”Fill you accept this charge;W the voice asUed.
“he thought of the Call of Fisdom, of the darU0bound booU and 

its twisted covenant. “he thought of Ladiant warriors whose pride 
gleamed as bright as their armor. “he thought of unnamed people 
whose lives might be bent or broUen by words she had yet to speaU.

”I am afraid,W she confessed.
”That is honest,W the voice said. ”Fill you accept it anyway;W
kyathra lifted the Nuill.
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”qes,W she said. Cer voice sounded small against the vastness, but 
the word rang true. ”I accept.W

”Then write.W
There was no parchment, no stone. 2nly air and light.
kyathra hesitated, then lifted the Nuill and drew it through the 

radiance.
Fhere its tip passed, lines of molten gold trailed in its waUe. They 

did not fade. They thicUened, widened, poured downward. ks she 
traced the shape that rose in her mind, the light hardened into landBa 
curve of shore, a sweep of hills, a mountain veiled in mist. Livers carved 
paths through the blanUness, their courses following the pull of her 
intent.

”Cere,W she whispered, not Unowing how she Unew, ”will stand 
a land of healing. k place where songs echo long after chains have 
fallen.W

The voice thrummed approval.
“he wrote on.
:orests  unfurled,  trees  rising where she brushed the Nuill  in 

branching stroUes. Sreatures stirred in the undergrowth. Dirds burst 
into being with each VicU of her wrist, some sharp0winged and Eerce, 
some small and NuicU, all of them carrying pieces of the sUy in their 
feathers. Mryonjs cry answered from somewhere far above, and she 
smiled through her tears.

”qou are the vessel,W the voice said. ”Through you, the plan will 
unfold. Dut others will try to unmaUe what you have written. They 
will claim your lines as their own, twist them into chains.W

Images Vashed— a golden mane scorched blacU… a radiant medallion 
turned to shacUle… a shipjs hold choUing with bodies.
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”Fhen they demand your Erstborn,W the voice said, ”remember 
this moment. Lemember that no child is minted as payment. They 
are given, not taUen.W

kyathrajs hand faltered.
”Fill I have a child;W she asUed, the Nuestion spilling out before she 

could Nuell it.
Aight shivered.
”In time,W the voice replied. ”knd when that time comes, you will 

be asUed to choose between the letter of a covenant and the heartbeat 
of my image. I will not command your answer. I will be with you in 
it.W

The Nuill in her hand cooled.
The light recededBnot all at once, but liUe a tide drawing bacU 

from the shore. Feight returned to her limbs. The roar of her own 
blood Elled her ears. “he found herself once more on her Unees at the 
center of the plateau, palms splayed against the cold stone, the Nuill 
clutched tight.

kround her, the mountain still blazed with sunlight. Dut when she 
looUed down, she saw something new.

The luminous veins converging beneath her feet now traced the 
outline of a land that had not eKisted beforeBa cluster of hills, a mis-
t0veiled mountain, a river curling liUe a silver thread toward a distant 
sea.

kyathrajs breath caught.
”I wrote that,W she whispered.
”qou did,W khavel said from beside her. “he had not noticed him 

Uneel. ”knd more than you yet see.W
“he pushed herself upright. The Nuill gleamed in her hand, no 

longer blinding, but steady.
”Fhat now;W she asUed.
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”’ow we return,W khavel said. ”The 2racles await their leader. 
knd the realms you have begun await their guardians.W

Mryon swooped down from the sUy, landing on her arm with a 
force that almost toppled her. Cis talons dug into the leather bracer. 
Ce tucUed his head once under his wing, then EKed her with a Eerce, 
approving gaze, as if to say—PI knew you could stand in the light.

kyathra drew a long, steadying breath.
”Then let us go home,W she said.
Together, they descended the “acred OountainBkyathra no 

longer merely a seeUer, but the one who had written the Erst line of 
a world that did not yet Unow her name.
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Surok's Fall

At the farthest edge of the Realm 
of Light, where the golden savan-
nahs met cliys veined with .re, laH 
the lands of the Radiantsu ;ere the 
szn never fzllH setk it rolled along the 
horipon liSe a molten coin, casting 
long sTears of light across the train-
ing .eldsu

bzroS stood at the crest of a rise and watched his warriors moveu
‑heH Eowed across the oTen groznd in disciTlined waves, their 

—ronpeDhzed —odies gleaming, their sTears catching the lightu “ach 
formation Tivoted at his signal”one sharT gestzre of his hand”and 
the Tattern shifted with lethal Trecisionu Mzst rose —eneath their feet, 
then settled again in neat linesu

CAgain,O he calledu
;is voice carried easilH over the .eldu ‑he Radiants reDformed into 

new ranSs withozt comTlaintu ‑heH trzsted himu ;e had led them 
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throzgh storms of shadow and Eame, had stood in the —reach when 
the old —orders trem—led znder assazltu bongs were alreadH —eing szng 
of the —attles where his scarred chest had —een the last wall —etween 
darSness and the heart of the Realmu

‑he scar itself Tzlsed dzllH —eneath his armor now, three Nagged 
fzrrows that stretched from collar—one to ri—s”a marS left —H a 
creatzre of Tzre void on a night when even the stars had seemed to 
Einchu ‑he healers had told him he shozld have died from that wozndu 
 nstead, he had risenu ‑he Realm remem—eredu

‑odaH, he thozght, theH will remem—er diyerentlHu
;e tzrned his gape from the .eld to the horipon, where the sTires 

of the divine hall reached for the sSH liSe sTears carved from dawnu A 
szmmons had come at daH—reaS, carried on a ri——on of light that had 
znfolded in his tentu

Attend the voice of the divine.
;e Snew what that meantu ‑he ‑welve emTtH thrones that circled 

Ahavelxs seat had waited long enozghu jne —H one, theH wozld —e 
.lledu ‑hose who had —led most for the Realm wozld —e called to 
laH down sword for sceTter”war not to —e their onlH legacH, —zt 
fozndation for rzlershiTu

Wo one had said the words oztright, —zt bzroS had heard them 
imTlied in everH oath of thanSs, in everH clasTed forearm after —at-
tleuBWhen the time comes,BtheH had Tromised,Byou will stand among the 
Twelve.

bzroS EeKed his .ngers, feeling the old ache in his right hand where 
a —one had once shattered znder the force of a —lowu ;e had never 
cared for titlesu 7hat mattered was what theH signi.edu

C6ommander,O a voice said at his shozlderu
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;e did not need to tzrn to Snow who had sToSenu ‑alen, his 
lieztenant, alwaHs aTTroached with that same —lend of deference and 
familiaritHu

C8oz shozld go,O ‑alen saidu C‑he hall does not waituO
bzroS let his gape linger one more —reath on the warriors, then 

noddedu CqeeT them movingu 7hen   retzrn, we will sTaruO
;e descended the rise, each steT measzredu ‑he Tath to the divine 

hall czt throzgh the heart of the Radiant lands, Tast —anners hzng 
with sigils of old victories, Tast shrines where candles —zrned —efore 
images of the 6reatorxs lightu 6hildren Tazsed in their games to stare 
zT at him with wide eHesk elders —owed their heads as he Tassedu

;onor wraTTed aroznd him liSe a cloaSu  t sat well on his shozl-
dersu

8et —eneath the hzm of resTect, another czrrent tzgged at him”a 
restless, gnawing …zestionPBWhat if they pass you over? What if all your 
wounds were merely convenient?

;e Tzshed it asideu
 nside the divine hall, light mzltiTliedu 7alls of celestial crHstal 

refracted the twin szns into a thozsand sTlinters, Tainting the air with 
shifting —ands of coloru ‑he Eoor was clear as water, revealing the 
swirling cosmos —elow, stars and ne—zlae drifting in slow, maNestic 
eddiesu At the center, Ahavel sat cloaSed in radiance zTon the high 
throne, szrroznded —H the ‑welve emTtH seatsu

Wot all were emTtH nowu
AHathra stood near the —ase of the dais, the feathered …zill he had 

seen onlH in legends gleaming in her handu Aroznd her, jracles in 
Eowing ro—es watched with a miKtzre of awe and something liSe relief, 
as if a —zrden theH had feared to carrH had .nallH foznd its rightfzl 
—eareru

bzroSxs Naw tightenedu
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;e had heard whisTers of her commissioning, of how she had 
clim—ed the bacred 1ozntain and walSed in the zn.ltered Tresence 
of the 6reatoru ;e did not —egrzdge her the honor”she had alwaHs 
—een devozt, …ziet, strange in waHs that set her aTart even among the 
seersu Yzt the timingV

;e stoTTed a measzred distance from the foot of the dais and 
droTTed to one Sneeu

C8oz called, great Ahavel,O he said, SeeTing his voice steadHu
‑he voice of the divine rose, resonant and znHieldingu C  didu Rise, 

bzroSuO
;e stoodu ‑he hall felt smaller szddenlH, desTite its vastnessu AH-

athra steTTed —acS into the shadows at the edge of the thronexs light, 
“rHon now Terched zTon a high ledge, watching with an zn—linSing 
gapeu

C8oz have led the Radiant host with cozrage and sSill,O Ahavel saidu 
C8ozr strength has —een a —zlwarS at the —orders of ozr realmu 1anH 
live —ecazse Hoz did not tzrn awaH when darSness advanceduO

bzroS inclined his headu Fraise was a familiar weight, —zt todaH it 
scraTed against the raw Tlace inside himu

C8oz have —led for zs,O Ahavel continzedu CAnd for this, Hoz have 
the gratitzde of all the realmsuO

A Tzlse of warmth moved throzgh the hall as those gathered —owed 
their headsu bzroSxs scar —zrned in answeruBYes,Bhe thozghtuBThis is the 
prelude. Now speak the rest. Call my name among the Twelve.

Ahavelxs gape did not waveru
C8et strength alone does not .t one to govern the —alance of cre-

ation,O he saidu C‑he ‑welve mzst hold their seats with hzmilitH, for 
theH will —ear the weight of decisions that shaTe not onlH war, —zt the 
hearts of those who come afteruO

A faint znease TricSed bzroSxs sTineu
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C  have alwaHs served the Realm,O he said carefzllHu C  asS nothing 
for mHself that does not also serve its gooduO

C8ozr loHaltH has never —een in …zestion,O Ahavel reTliedu CYzt 
Hozr heart still seeSs honor more than o—sczred o—edienceu 8oz crave 
the mozntainxs szmmit, not for what Hoz might give there, —zt for 
what it might saH a—ozt HozuO

‑he words landed liSe —lowsu
;eat Eared in bzroSxs chestu ;e forced his hands to remain at his 

sidesu
C‑hen   am not to —e seated among the ‑welve,O he saidu  t was not 

a …zestionu
CWouO
bilence droTTed heavH over the hallu bomewhere a—ove, “rHon 

shifted, talons scraTing stoneu
C  have chosen another for that Tath,O Ahavel continzedu CAHathra 

will taSe her Tlace among the jracles of the 2eil, to sTeaS what she has 
seenu 8ozr role is diyerent, —zt no less vitalu 8oz will lead the “Kalted 
2angzard”the strongest of ozr factions”to defend the new creation 
she has —egznu 8oz will —e its shielduO

bzroS heard the words, —zt theH did not .tu
bhieldu 2angzardu WecessarH, Hesu ;onora—le, Hesu 8et stillVBoutsideu 

7hile others sat in light and wrote the worlds into —eing, he wozld 
continze to stand in the dzst and —lood, a weaTon wielded —H hands 
that never felt the scarsu

0or a heart—eat, the edges of his vision —lzrredu ;e saw himself 
as others mightP scarred, formida—le, alwaHs in motion, never at restu 
Gsefzlu

AlwaHs zsefzlu
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Ahavel steTTed down from the throne and lifted a medallion, a disS 
of metal inscri—ed with sigils of commandu  t glimmered as if lit from 
withinu

;e Tlaced it aroznd bzroSxs necSu
CMo not let Tride clozd Hozr Nzdgment,O he said softlH, thozgh his 

words carried to everH corner of the hallu C0zl.ll Hozr role with honor, 
and Hoz will .nd TeaceuO

‑he medallion rested heavH against bzroSxs chestu  ts glow felt less 
liSe —lessing than shacSleu

CFeace,O he echoed, the word tasting strange in his mozthu
;e —owed again —ecazse there was nothing else he cozld do with-

ozt shattering everHthing he had —ziltu 7hen he straightened, his face 
was comTosed, his Tostzre Trozdu jnlH his .sts, clenched at his sides, 
—etraHed himu

As he tzrned to leave, his gape —rzshed AHathraxs for the —riefest 
instantu

bhe did not gloatu ‑here was onlH a …ziet sorrow in her eHes, as if she 
znderstood some Tiece of what this denial cost himu ‑hat, somehow, 
stzng worst of allu

bzroS walSed down the length of the hall, Tast the watching Ra-
diants, Tast jracles and artisans and lesser sTiritsu 7ith each steT, the 
light —ehind him felt more distantu

;e did not looS —acS at the emTtH thronesu
;e looSed instead to the eastern wall”where a massive door, 

carved with secrets, stood closedu YeHond it, he Snew, laH the Tath 
to the bacred 1ozntain and the Tlace where AHathra had stood in 
zndimmed lightu

jnlH the ‑welve and the jracles of the 2eil were Termitted —eHond 
that dooru

;is scar thro——edu
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They chose wrong,Bhe thozght, the words hot and clear as molten 
metaluBIf they will not grant what I have earned, I will claim it.

Ascent

‑he great doors of the hall closed —ehind him with a soznd liSe distant 
thznderu

0or a long heart—eat bzroS stood in the antecham—er, —reath harsh 
in his ears, the medallion of command heavH against his chestu Light 
sTilled throzgh the high windows in softened —ands, —zt it felt diyer-
ent here”thinner, somehow, as if the —rilliance of the throne room 
had leeched it of warmthu

;e tzrned toward the eastern wallu
‑he door there dwarfed the othersu  t rose from Eoor to ceiling, 

carved from a single sla— of stone shot throzgh with veins of gold 
and —lzeu !lHThs of ancient covenant sTiraled across its szrface, some 
glowing faintlH, others dim, as if their time had Tassedu At its center, 
an image of the bacred 1ozntain loomed, TeaSs wreathed in clozdu

jnlH the ‑welve and the jracles of the 2eil were Termitted —eHond 
this thresholdu

bzroS laid his Talm against the cool stoneu
0or a moment nothing haTTenedu ‑he glHThs remained dzllu ‑hen, 

slowlH, faint lines of light —egan to stir —eneath his .ngers, sTreading 
oztward in hesitant —ranchesu

C8oz Snow this Tath is not HozrsuO
‑he voice was not Ahavelxsu  t was softer, liSe wind sliding over 

stone”a warning woven into the mozntainxs own memorHu
bzroS ignored itu
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C  have fozght for this realm,O he said, .ngers Tressing more .rmlH 
into the carved szrfaceu C  have —led for its —orders while others sat in 
halls and weighed mH worthu  f the szmmit is reserved for those who 
shaTe creation, then   will show Hoz what   can shaTeuO

‑he light —eneath his Talm —rightenedu
‑he door shzdderedu
7ith a grinding soznd liSe distant glaciers —reaSing, it Tartedu
YeHond laH a tznnel sloTing zTward into shadow, the air within 

cold and thinu bzroS steTTed throzgh withozt hesitationu As he did, 
the medallion aroznd his necS warmed, then cooled, as if znszre 
whether to restrain him or let him gou

‑he Tassage clim—ed in a relentless czrve, narrower and steeTer than 
the stair AHathra had taSenu 7here her ascent had —een accomTanied 
—H soft internal light, bzroSxs Tath was marSed —H Nagged Trotrzsions 
of stone and szdden droTs of temTeratzre that stole the —reath from 
his lzngsu

;e welcomed the hardshiTu  t felt familiaru
‑he higher he clim—ed, the more the mozntain seemed to re-

sist himu RocSs shifted znder his feet, forcing him to adNzstu 6racSs 
oTened —rieEH at the edges of the Tath, hissing steam, then sealed shzt 
againu jnce, a gzst of icH wind slammed into him with enozgh force 
to stagger him —acSward several steTsu

C‑zrn —acS,O the wind whisTeredu
bzroS set his Naw and drove forwardu
C8oz sent me to the edges of Hozr realms,O he mzttered, hazling 

himself over a Nzt of stoneu C8oz let mH —lood soaS Hozr —ordersu Wow 
Hoz wozld denH me the heart of Hozr mozntain4O

‑he Tath tilted sharTlHu
At last, after what might have —een hozrs or might have —een onlH 

a few —rztal minztes, the tznnel endedu



‑;“ LAb‑ YLA6qY RM ?J

;e —zrst ozt onto the eKTosed shozlder of the bacred 1ozntainu
‑he szmmit stretched a—ove him, a Nagged crown of crHstal and 

stoneu 6lozds chzrned aroznd it in a slow, szllen ring, shot throzgh 
with silent lightningu Yelow, the realms sTrawled in miniatzreP the 
Radiant lands glowing liSe a .eld of em—ers, the gleam of the divine 
hall, the distant glimmer of AHathraxs newlH written world, still half in 
vision, half in sz—stanceu

bzroSxs —reath —zrned in his chestu ;is legs trem—ledu ;e refzsed 
to Tazseu

;e clim—edu
‑here was no Tath now, onlH raw rocS and treacherozs sloTesu ;is 

.ngers —led where theH scraTed against crHstal shardsu 1ore than once 
he slid —acS, catching himself on an oztcroTTing at the last instantu 
“ach time, the scar across his chest Eared whiteDhot, as if remem—ering 
another ascent, another de.anceu

C s this all Hoz have4O he shozted hoarselH into the windu Cbtones 
and storms4   have walSed throzgh worse at Hozr command5O

‑he sSH answeredu
‑hznder cracSed directlH overhead, a soznd so vast it seemed to 

sTlit his —onesu Lightning sTeared the groznd a few Taces ahead, —last-
ing a sTraH of molten rocS into the airu bzroS shielded his face with his 
arms, then Tzshed throzgh the smoSing de—risu

At last, he reached the szmmitu
;ere, the air was thin as glassu ‑he groznd —eneath his feet was 

smooth, a wide circle of stone etched with concentric rings of sigilsu 
At its center stood the bacred btoneP a monolith of Tzre light, taller 
than anH tower, its szrface covered in sHm—ols that shifted and swam 
liSe reEections on wateru

bzroS stoTTed at its —aseu
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;eat Tozred from the btone in gentle wavesu 7ithin its glow he 
glimTsed Eashes”stars —eing —orn, rivers carving valleHs, AHathra on 
her Snees in the torrent of light, …zill in handu

LealozsH sta——ed him so sharT it stole his —reathu
Cbhe stands here, and   do not,O he whisTeredu Cbhe writes, while   

—leeduO
;e lifted his scarred handu
CWot anHmoreuO
;is .ngers —rzshed the btoneu
0or one heart—eat, nothing haTTenedu
7armth Eooded his arm, sTreading zT into his shozlder, throzgh 

his chestu ;e cozld feel the strzctzre of the world”the —ones of 
mozntains, the czrves of seas, the trem—ling —alance —etween light and 
shadow”laid —are —eneath his tozchu Fower rose, a tide he cozld ride 
if onlH he let go of everHthing elseu

This,Bhe thozght .ercelH,Bis what they feared to give me. This is what 
I was meant to wield.

;e Tressed his Talm Eat against the btoneu
‑he mozntain screamedu
btone —zcSled —eneath his feetu 0isszres tore oztward from where 

he stood, carving Nagged lines throzgh the szmmitu 0ire erzTted from 
the cracSs, not the gentle gold of creation —zt a harsh, tearing Eame 
that devozred whatever it tozchedu

‑he sSH darSenedu
bzroS tried to wrench his hand awaH, —zt something held it fastu 

‑he warm tide tzrned to acid, —zrning throzgh his veinsu ;e fell to 
his Snees, a raw shozt riTTing from his throatu

CbzroS5O
‑he voice that thzndered across the TeaS was not Ahavelxs this 

timeu  t was older, deeTer, vi—rating throzgh everH laHer of stoneu
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C8oz have de.led what is not Hozrs to claimuO
bzroS s…zeeped his eHes shzt against the searing lightu
C  onlH sozght to znderstand5O he criedu C‑o Trove   am worthH5O
C8oz sozght Tower for Hozrself,O the voice saidu CWot for the good 

of creationuO
‑he bacred btone Earedu
‑he scar across his chest sTlit oTen”not with —lood, —zt with light, 

three searing lines that carved throzgh Eesh and —oneu Fain lanced 
throzgh him, white and totalu ;e Titched forward, .ngers .nallH torn 
from the btoneu

C8oz are znworthH of this szmmit,O the voice Tronozncedu C0or 
Hozr Tride, Hoz are —anished from the lands of lightu 8oz will walS in 
shadow zntil Hoz learn hzmilitHuO

‑he groznd vanishedu
bzroS fellu
;e Tlzmmeted throzgh darSness, Tast the roots of mozntains, Tast 

rivers of molten stoneu ‑ime lost meaningu ;is scream shredded into 
silenceu At last, he strzcS groznd that was not groznd, —zt something 
dense and Hielding liSe ashu

;e laH there, gasTing, staring zT at a sSH the color of —rzised ironu
‑he bhadow Landsu
‑he horipon here was Nagged and —arren, the land scored with 

cracSs that eKhaled slow, Toisonozs vaTorsu Wo szn rode this sSH, onlH 
a sozrceless, dim greH light that cast everHthing in sicSlH halfDtoneu 
bhadows moved withozt sozrce, slithering along the groznd, whis-
Tering his name in voices liSe cracSed glassu

bzroS Tzshed himself zTrightu
;is onceDgleaming sSin had dzlledk the coTTer warmth was leached 

to a cold, mzted toneu ;is golden locs hzng heavH and ashDdzsted 
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aroznd his faceu ‑he medallion of command laH halfD—zried in the soil 
at his feet, its glow eKtingzishedu

Across his chest, the threeDclawed scar —laped with an eerie lightu
;e lifted a hand to tozch itu ‑he Tain that shot throzgh him was 

sharT, —zt —eneath it Tzlsed something else”a strange, cold claritHu
C  am forgotten,O he said —itterlH to the emTtH landu C6ast oztu 

7hile theH sit in their halls and write their worldsuO
bhadows gathered at the edges of his vision, drawn to the taste of 

his angeru
bomewhere a—ove”imTossi—lH far now”the bacred 1ozntain 

still stoodu  n its light, AHathra wozld —e descending, …zill in hand, to 
show the jracles the land she had Nzst writtenu ;e saw it again in his 
mindP a czrve of shore, a mistDveiled mozntain, a river gleaming liSe 
silveru

‑he vision shiftedu
;e saw the same land znder a diyerent sSH”choSed with smoSe, 

its river clogged with shiTs heavH with chainsu ;e saw a child there, 
marSed —H light and eaglexs shadow, reaching for the heavensu ;e saw 
AHathraxs face contorted in griefu

‑he sight steadied himu
Cjh,   will walS in Hozr shadows,O he mzrmzredu C  will zse themu 

  will twist everH covenant written in fear zntil it serves meu  f Hoz will 
not give me a throne,   will taSe a crown from the rzins of what she 
lovesuO

‑he scar across his chest Eared —righter, casting long, warTed shad-
ows aroznd himu

bzroS straightenedu
;e tooS his .rst steT across the desolate Tlain, each footfall leaving a 

faint scorch marS in the ashu Yehind him, the whisTers of the bhadow 
Lands rose in a hzngrH chorzsu
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Ahead, somewhere far —eHond sight, a Hozng world AHathra had 
onlH Nzst —egzn to write waited”znaware of the storm that had al-
readH started to gather in its znseen sSHu
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Cro's Awakening

The Arrival of Ayathra

Cro opened his eyes, and the dark-
ness swallowed him whole.

Obsidian night pressed down upon him with immense gravity, a 
sucofating weight that bound his being to the earth. Convulsions 
rippled through his limbs as though the world itselj reHefted him, yet 
he fould not move. xis e—istenfe lay suspended‑a breath faught in 
time.

xe groped through the pressure with his mind and jound only fold 
stone.

xis trembling hands trafed the fontours oj his body, joreign and 
unjamiliar. xe was bare‑a vessel oj untested purpose. xis legs furled 
instinftively, mirroring the framped, wombTlike fhamber that held 
him.
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Lnfased in LshavelWs embrafe jor a thousand silent years, he had 
been a jragment oj time embedded in stone.

Bomething in him rejused to stay buried.
Mith his 3rst ragged breath, death surrendered to lije, and the 

universe seemed to stir in jaint afknowledgment. xe brafed his jeet 
and pushed. Ehe stone hummed‑a deep, reluftant protest. xairline 
jraftures splintered outward, dust sijting down afross his jafe.

Sgain.
xe drove upward with every sfrap oj strength. Ehe fhamber shud-

dered. Crafks widened. Ehe earth beneath him trembled‑and with 
a resounding frafk, the rofk split open.

S Hagged 3ssure farved through his prison, sending debris fasfading 
through the air. Cro shielded his jafe as ash and dust rained upon him.

Ehen fame the light.
S swirling brillianfe pierfed the darkness, searing his retinas. xe 

refoiled as pain shot through his skull, but slowly, his eyes adHusted to 
the radianfe.

Mhen the world resolved into flarity, it was larger and more mag-
ni3fent than he fould fomprehend.

Dolling hills stretfhed endlessly, adorned with trees whose spired 
branfhes flawed at the heavens. S river wound through the valley 
below like a silver thread. S vastness he fould not yet name spread 
bejore him, so wide his fhest afhed trying to fontain it.

xe did not know where he was.
xe did not know who he was.
Ehen he saw her.
Ewo wings, vast and resplendent, fut through the air with a grafe 

that de3ed the limits oj freation. xer shadow danfed afross the 
ground in hypnotif firfles, her movements deliberate and powerjul.
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Kut it was not Hust the wings that strufk him‑it was the 3gure who 
emerged.

xuman in jorm, she desfended jrom the heavens, her silhouette 
faught between light and shadow, and landed Hust beyond his reafh. 
“eathers dissolved into light as her jeet toufhed stone. 2ark skin, rifh 
as jertile earth, gleamed in the twin suns. xer hair‑long lofs streaked 
with silver‑”owed down her bafk like a river oj twilight. xer eyes 
were sharp and golden, holding the same 3erfe flarity he had seen in 
the eagleWs gaYe.

Eheir eyes met, and CroWs blood ran fold, then hot.
xer gaYe was fommanding, but not fruel. Lvery movement e—uded 

a regal maHesty that lejt him breathless. Ehe wind farried her breath to 
him‑a whisper oj power and promise.

xe tried to push himselj up, but his legs trembled uselessly.
Kejore he fould 3nd his voife, Syathra moved.
Rn one ”uid motion, she e—tended her hand. VDise,… she fommand-

ed.
Cro hesitated, dust and blood tafky on his skin, his legs shak-

ing beneath him. xe looked at her hand‑strong, steady, impossibly 
sure‑and something in him fhose.

xe affepted her hand, and with surprising strength, she lijted him 
to his jeet. xer toufh was warm, grounding him even as the vastness 
oj the world threatened to overwhelm his senses.

V?ou have slept long enough,… Syathra said. xer voife farried a 
melodif fadenfe, yet it was 3rm, eafh word a note oj authority. VEhe 
1eil falls. Snd you must answer.…

Ehe words meant nothing to him, but the fertainty in them did.
VEheq 1eilG… he managed.
Syathra turned toward the horiYon.
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Ehe hills rose and jell in gentle waves. Keyond them, a shrouded 
e—panse loomed‑dark, ethereal, and trembling at the edges. Rt was 
as ij the sky itselj had unraveled in one plafe, leaving a shimmering 
wound where light and shadow bled together.

VEhat is the 1eil oj Eime,… she said. VS boundary between what was 
and what waits to be.…

Ehe horiYon seemed to pulse in answer, a slow, otherworldly 
rhythm that tugged at something deep inside him.

Sbove them, a golden eagle soared, its radiant jeathers glinting in 
the sunlight. Rt firfled onfe bejore diving toward them with a pierfing 
fry.

Syathra raised her arm. Ehe eagle landed, its flaws gripping the 
leather brafer she wore. Ehe bond between them was palpable‑a 
silent fommunifation ”owing between seer and fompanion.

VLryon,… she murmured, stroking the eagleWs jeathers. Vxe has 
guided me to you, Cro. ?our name was whispered in the Eower oj 
Mhispers long bejore this moment. ?ou have been fhosen, not by 
affident but by purpose.…

CroWs fhest tightened. Ehe name sat strangely on his tongue, unja-
miliar yet somehow true.

VMhat purposeG… he asked, his voife trembling. VR woke in rofk. R 
fan barely stand.…

SyathraWs pierfing gaYe met his, her golden eyes shining with an 
anfient light.

VEo be the Chronarfh,… she said. V?ou will stitfh together the 
jrayed edges oj time. ?ou will be the bridge between what has been 
and what will be. Kut to flaim this path, you must affept the weight 
oj it.…

xer words strufk him like a physifal blow.
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xe staggered, his mind reeling jrom the enormity oj what she had 
said. S part oj him wanted to laugh‑a harsh, unbelieving sound. 
Snother part wanted to furl bafk into the hollow oj stone and pretend 
none oj this e—isted.

Vxow is this possibleG… he whispered. VR am nothing. R donWt re-
memberq anything.…

Syathra stepped floser, her movements grafejul yet deliberate.
VR am oj the spirit and the ”esh, the seer and the seeker,… she said. 

VSs are you, Cro. Rn time, you will understand.…
xe was not sure he wanted to.
Syathra studied him in silenfe jor a long moment, her eyes seeming 

to look past skin and bone into something deeper. Mhen she spoke 
again, her voife shijted‑no longer simple speefh, but song.

The Prophecy

“I will tell you of dawn,
How the stars whisper to creation.
Your name is etched not in stone,
But in the shifting sands of destiny.
You are not the end but the thread,
Binding the light and the dark.
The Veil trembles, and with it, you rise,
Not as beast or man, but as both.”

xer words enveloped him, weaving a tapestry oj joreboding and 
promise.

Cro jelt the weight oj her gaYe and a jaint tremor oj understanding 
stirring within him, like a bird beating its wings against the bars oj a 
fage he did not yet see.

xis throat tightened. VR donWt want to be a thread,… he murmured. 
VR only Hust learned how to breathe.…

LryonWs fry broke the spell.



ExL ASBE KASCIKRD2 FF

Ehe eagle spread his wings and took ”ight, soaring toward the 1eil 
oj Eime. Syathra watfhed him jor a heartbeat, then turned bafk to 
Cro, her eyes shining with Puiet determination.

VCome,… she said. VEhe 1eil awaits.…
Ehey desfended into the valley. :rass brushed CroWs legs with eafh 

unsteady step. Ehe air grew fooler, the light around them thifkening 
as they approafhed the shimmering boundary. Ehe 1eil rose bejore 
them like a vertifal river oj liPuid light, its surjafe rippling with folors 
he had no names jor.

Syathra reafhed out, her hand brushing against the barrier. Aight 
flung to her skin, running along her 3ngers like water. Ehe golden 
eagle firfled above them, its presenfe a beafon oj fourage.

Cro swallowed. VRj R step throughq what happens to meG…
V?ou befome more jully what you already are,… Syathra said. VSnd 

you see what ordinary eyes fannot.…
VEhat does not sound fomjorting,… he muttered.
S small, almost amused furve toufhed her lips. VRt is not meant to 

be. 2estiny rarely is.…
Bhe e—tended her hand to him again. VEogether,… she said.
Cro stared at the 1eil. Lvery instinft sfreamed to stay on this side, 

where the grass was real beneath his jeet and the air 3lled his lungs in 
jamiliar pain. Kut that same deep pull that had driven him to shatter 
his stone prison now tugged him jorward.

xe took her hand.
Mith a sudden surge oj motion, Syathra and Cro pushed through 

the 1eil together.
Ehe world e—ploded into light and shadow‑a storm oj freation 

swirling around them. Colors he had never seen and sounds he had 
never heard tore through him. Ehe sensation was too mufh‑like 
being turned inside out and sfattered afross the sky.
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Cro jell.
Ehe jorfe oj the passage threw him against Hagged rofks. 5ain seared 

through him as blood warmed the fold stone beneath his bafk. 2aYed, 
he blinked up into the swirling brillianfe.

Syathra stood over him.
Ehe jeathers that had adorned her body began to dissolve into light, 

drijting away like embers on an unseen wind. Ss the radianfe jaded, 
her jully human jorm emerged‑skin glowing with the warmth oj 
the sun, dark hair a fasfade oj lofs that shimmered with the luster oj 
twilight.

V?ou are reborn,… she said, her voife sojt but unwavering. VSs am 
R.…

Ehe golden eagle landed beside her, talons sfraping stone, its radi-
ant gaYe 3—ed on Cro.

VEhe Bentinel oj Bight has fhosen you,… Syathra fontinued. 
VEhrough Lryon, R see beyond the edges oj time. Snd through you, 
the threads oj destiny will be made whole.…

CroWs breath hitfhed.
1isions ”ooded his mindC a frown oj gold and frimson, bound by 

a jabrif oj starsD a vast tapestry where time unraveled and rewove itselj 
endlesslyD a land oj hills and rivers he somehow knew, fhoked one 
moment with fhains and the ne—t washed flean in light. Sbove it all, 
a name whispered by the fosmosC Chronarfh.

Ehe word settled into him like a seed dropped into newly broken 
ground.

VR donWt know how to be that,… he whispered, though he was not 
sure ij the words lejt his mouth or only efhoed in his mind.

2arkness frept in at the edges oj his vision.
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Ss it flosed over him, CroWs dreams were 3lled with the eagleWs 
fry‑sharp, insistent, eternal‑a voife that would not let him jorget 
the destiny he had yet to jul3ll.
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The Sacred 
Tether

Through the weaving of the sea-
sons, Cro never loosened his grasp on 
Ayathra, their love a sacred tether en-
twined with the fabric of existence it-
self. Morning arrived in soft hues of 
lavender and gold, the horizon whis-
pering remnants of the night’s stars. 

The Snal glimmers seemed to linger, caught between the embrace of 
twilight and dawn.

A gentle breeze carried the scent of blooming wildHowers, mingling 
with the earthy richness of the land. The Srst birds began their tenta-
tive calls, heralding the arrival of a new day. Ehadows stretched long 
and soft across the ground, fading as sunlight spilled over the hills, 
painting the earth in a warm, golden glow.
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Cro lay beneath the open sqy, his darq, sinewy form blending 
seamlessly with the dew“qissed grass. Lis heart beat in Guiet harmony 
with the world, his essence tethered to both earth and sqy through 
the profound love he bore for Ayathra. The early air was cool against 
his sqin, carrying the faint aroma of damp earth and the sweetness of 
wildHowers.

Le stirred as he felt movement beside him.
Turning, his darq eyes softened at the sight of Ayathra lying next to 

him. The suns’ rays strucq her sqin at an angle, highlighting her darq 
complexion, rich liqe mahogany and fresh earth, as though creation 
itself honored her presence. Ehe stretched out across the grass, the 
blades cool and slightly damp beneath her, their tips glistening with 
morning dew. Ler eyes Huttered open, and before she spoqe, a smile 
played on her lips.

”jood morning,? she said, her voice a melody that seemed to har-
monize with the gentle hum of the distant brooq.

”Dt is,? Cro replied, his gaze never leaving her face. Le leaned over 
and placed a soft qiss on her forehead, a silent promise of his devotion. 
Dn these moments, he felt he had never been so blessed. The Guiet 
serenity of their bond Slled him with a depth of love he could scarcely 
comprehend.

Ayathra propped herself up against a smooth stone, her move-
ments imbued with e;ortless grace. Ler presence carried a maOesty 
that reminded Cro of the raw, unyielding power she held within her. 
Though she seldom revealed her full strength, her mere existence was 
a testament to it. Ehe rested her head on her hands and gazed at him 
with an enigmatic smile.

”7o you qnow what day this is8? she asqed. ”Dt is not merely a day 
marqed by the amber sqyF it is a moment whispered through the ages, 
a turning point qnown to those who listen to the pulse of the earth.?
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Cro’s eyes Hicqed to the horizon, where the amber light of dawn 
spilled over the landscape. ”The sqy has been unusually amber today,? 
he said, ”which means it is the 9irst 7ay of the Eeven Euns.?

Ayathra nodded, her expression mysterious. ”Dt is deeper than that, 
my love.?

”Wh8? Cro asqed, curiosity stirring.
Ehe reached for his hands, her touch grounding him. ”Iefore you 

ever came to be, D was,? she said softly. ”D have traveled the course of 
this land in search of something, and then D found you. Yhen your 
spirit called me through the rocqs, D chose you as both my friend and 
my eternal love.?

Ler Sngers guided his hands to her stomach. Ler eyes glistened 
with an emotion he could not yet name.

”Dn the depths of my belly grows the tree of life,? she whispered. ”Dt 
speaqs of its existence with a small, still voice.?

Cro’s heart swelled, though he could not fully comprehend her 
words. Le looqed at her in wonder. ”Yhat does it mean8?

Ayathra’s laughter, rich and melodious, rang out liqe the chiming 
of a thousand bells. Ler locs danced as amusement rippled through 
her.

”Ye are going to have a child,? she said, her smile illuminating the 
space between them.

Cro’s Ooy was boundless. Le wrapped her in his embrace.
”A child8? he murmured, his voice trembling with awe.
Le placed his ear against her stomach, as though the universe itself 

might sing to him. And in that moment, he heard itPa faint hum, an-
cient and eternal, a melody that resonated with the rhythm of creation 
itself.

As the day unfolded beneath the shade of the trees, Cro lay with his 
head on Ayathra’s stomach, listening for the voice of their child. A soft 
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warmth stirred within him, as though the hum from her womb echoed 
the heartbeat of the earth. 9or the Srst time, he felt profoundly con-
nected to something greater than himself. Ayathra’s breath beneath 
his cheeq rose and fell liqe the rhythm of the land, grounding him even 
as his spirit soared.

Ayathra’s voice broqe the stillness, her tone now serious.
”There is much that you should qnow,? she said. ”9or the safety of 

the child, D must be alone. Bvery mother must embarq on the Oourney 
to the top of Bshavel and stay there for a time. Yhen the eastern sun 
unfurls, only then can D return.?

Cro’s chest tightened. ”D cannot bear to be apart from you,? he said, 
his voice laced with Guiet anguish.

Ayathra’s gaze softened, her Sngers tracing the lines of his face. ”0ou 
will never be apart from us,? she replied. ”Wnce our child is born, D will 
come bacq down to see you.?

Cro traced a Snger along her cheeq, memorizing every contour of 
her sqin. ”D will wait for you,? he said. ”Ulease do not forget me.?

Ler eyes shimmered with unshed tears. ”0ou mean everything to 
me, Cro. Low could D forget you8 Dt is you who brought love to my 
lonely existence. 0ou, who watered the vines D didn’t qnow could grow 
inside of me.?

Ehe leaned forward, and their lips lingered in a qiss that spoqe of 
promises and eternity.

Yhen she pulled away, she closed her eyes and stretched her arms 
outward.

The ground beneath them shifted, the air thicq with energy. A 
golden light enveloped her, surrounding her liqe an aura of transfor-
mation. Eparqs of luminescence danced liqe SreHies, illuminating the 
space with ethereal hues. Cro shielded his eyes as the transformation 
unfolded, the earth itself rumbling in witness.
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Yhen the light dimmed, she stood taller, her presence emanating 
power and grace. Ler eyes, those darq, piercing orbs, reHected the 
inSnite cosmos.

Ayathra’s expression softened as she turned toward the mountain.
Yith a Snal glance, she began her ascent, her silhouette gradually 

fading into the mist“veiled Bshavel. A single thread from her garment 
Hoated downward, carried by a breeze that seemed to sigh with her 
absence.

Cro caught it gently, cradling it as though it held the weight of her 
soul. Yith trembling hands, he wove it into his hairPa silent vow to 
wait, no matter the cost.

Lis eyes lifted to the mist“veiled Bshavel, and he whispered, ”D will 
wait for you, Ayathra. Bntil the stars themselves are no more.?
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Esh'avel

T wo moons hung in the sky above Eshavel, their pale glow re-
ce.ting od the .rystalline plateauf The air shimmereC with 

an otherworlCly hum, the e.hoes o’ the AreatorHs Cesign resonating 
through the lanCf xyathra haC CwelleC here ’or many months, weaving 
her songs into the unborn .hilC who stirreC within herf jer every 
breath .arrieC the weight o’ her lineage, her every step e.hoeC the 
balan.e she haC been taskeC to prote.tf

Eshavel was unlike any other pla.e on the earthf x vast eMpanse 
o’ smooth, glimmering stone stret.heC outwarC, .raCleC by RaggeC 
peaks that pier.eC the heavensf The light o’ the moons trans’ormeC its 
sur’a.e into a river o’ silver, its eCges ce.keC with violet where starlight 
kisseC the stonef The air was .ool but heavy, laCen with the whispers 
o’ the an.ient ones who haC walkeC this path be’ore herf

Ea.h Cay, xyathra rose be’ore Cawn, her voi.e .arrying through the 
stillnessf jer songs were woven with the se.rets o’ her kinC, passeC 
Cown through the agesf They spoke o’ unity anC Civision, o’ light anC 
shaCow, anC o’ the AreatorHs eternal planf These meloCies were not 
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merely lullabies ’or the .hilCB they were threaCs in the great tapestry o’ 
eMisten.ef

x 2a.reC Situal
Every evening, she batheC in the sa.reC waters o’ the xn.estral 

Siver, its sur’a.e shimmering with ’aint, golCen ripples that seemeC 
to e.ho the heartbeat o’ the earth itsel’f The river was ’eC by .as.aCing 
’alls that plummeteC ’rom unseen heights, their thunCering presen.e 
both a .om’ort anC a reminCer o’ the power that sustaineC this lanCf

2he envisioneC hersel’ soaring above Eshavel, her soul unbounC, a 
guarCian wat.hing over the sa.reC grounCsf jer sharp ga—e rece.teC 
the unyielCing ’o.us o’ her spirit, her movements Celiberate anC pre-
.ise, as though her very steps were guiCeC by the winCs o’ ’atef

“ut even in this san.tuary, unease .rept into her heartf
The skies above Eshavel haC grown Carker in re.ent Cays, the light 

o’ the moons CimmeC by an unseen ’or.ef jer instin.ts whispereC 
warnings”’aint but insistent”urging vigilan.ef

The xrrival o’ 2urok
xs the sun .limbeC higher, the stillness o’ the plateau was shattereC 

by the sounC o’ ’ootstepsf
xyathra openeC her eyes, her heart pounCing as her senses stret.heC 

outwarCf The whispers o’ her intuition sharpeneC into a pier.ing 
.ertaintyf

Emerging ’rom the shaCows o’ the RaggeC peaks was 2urokf
jis .opper skin gleameC like molten metal, anC his golCen lo.s 

shimmereC with an internal Wref jis .opper eyes burneC with an 
intensity that sent a .hill ra.ing through her veinsf

?2urok,L she saiC, rising to her ’eetf jer voi.e was steaCy, but her 
Wngers .len.heC the eCge o’ her robef ?Khat brings you to EshavelIL
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je halteC, his towering ’orm raCiating a :uiet but palpable author-
ityf 5or a moment, the presen.e within him seemeC to prowl at the 
eCges o’ his being, its intensity almost tangiblef

?xyathra,L he rumbleC, his voi.e Ceep anC resonant, ?your .hilCHs 
song has rea.heC even the ’arthest eCges o’ the realmfL

jer Raw tighteneCf ?jer song is not yours to .laimfL
2urok steppeC .loser, his lips .urling into a smile that CiCnHt rea.h 

his eyesf
?The Wrstborn o’ your kinC belongs to us,L he saiCf ?qt is the law, 

sealeC in blooC long agofL
?That law was a Cistortion, twisteC by your priCe,L xyathra spatf 

?Ke answer only to the AreatorfL
2urokHs laugh was low anC mo.kingf ?The Areator may have given 

you li’e, but it was we who se.ureC your ’uturef Nou eMist be.ause we 
alloweC itfL

?Nou speak o’ allowan.e,L she retorteC, her eyes narrowing, ?yet you 
stanC here as one who has CeWeC the AreatorHs willfL

2urokHs smile ’aCeC, his eMpression harCeningf ?FeWan.e is a matter 
o’ perspe.tive, xyathraf Nour lineage owes its very eMisten.e to the 
.ovenantf Feny it all you wish, but the .hilC within you belongs to 
mefL

jer hanC slippeC prote.tively over her bellyf ?2he belongs to no one 
but the AreatorfL

x Alash o’ 2pirits
2urokHs hanC twit.heC, his posture tightening as though preparing 

to strikef
Kith a suCCen burst o’ speeC, he lungeC towarC her, his hanC 

rea.hing ’or her throatf
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xyathraHs spirit surgeC, her resolve bla—ing to li’ef x brilliant golCen 
light erupteC ’rom her being, ’or.ing him to re.oilf jer presen.e 
seemeC to Wll the air, .ommanCing anC unyielCingf

?2tay ba.k,L she .ommanCeC, her voi.e .arrying the weight o’ gen-
erationsf

2urok staggereC, his .opper eyes narrowing with ’uryf ?Nou .annot 
prote.t her ’oreverf q’ she .rosses my path, q will .laim herfL

xyathra steppeC ’orwarC, her hanCs trembling but her resolve un-
shakenf ?2he will never know your shaCow, 2urokf q swear itfL

?2wear it upon the honor o’ your an.estors,L he CemanCeC, his 
voi.e a growlf

xyathra hesitateC, the sa.reC oath weighing heavily upon herf 
2lowly, she rea.heC ’or the penCant arounC her ne.k, holCing it alo’tf 
qts glow CimmeC, a rece.tion o’ the sa.riW.e she was makingf

?Deave this pla.e anC never return,L she saiC, her voi.e steaCyf ?q 
swear by the honor o’ those who .ame be’ore me< you will never lay 
.laim to my WrstbornfL

2urok stuCieC her, his smile returning but la.eC with mena.ef
?5or now,L he saiC, be’ore vanishing into the shaCows, the air .ol-

lapsing inwarC where he haC stooCf
Seunion with Aro
The en.ounter le’t xyathra shakingf
2he knelt on the .olC stone, her hanCs .raCling her bellyf The .hilC 

stirreC within her, its song rising ’aintly”a meloCy o’ hope anC CeW-
an.ef

?Nou are my light,L she whispereC, tears streaming Cown her ’a.ef 
?Oy reason to enCurefL

Khen the sun CippeC below the hori—on, she Ces.enCeC Eshavelf 
The path was long anC trea.herous, the air growing heavier with ea.h 
stepf jer legs a.heC, but the neeC to rea.h Aro pulleC her ’orwarCf
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2he ’ounC him beneath the an.ient banyan tree, his hanCs presseC 
into the soil as i’ Crawing strength ’rom the earthf The sight o’ him 
steaCieC her heart, even as the burCen o’ her revelation loomeC over 
herf

?xyathra,L he .alleC, rising to meet herf jis Roy at seeing her was 
eviCent, but his eMpression shi’teC to .on.ern as he noti.eC her uneasef 
?KhatHs wrongIL

2he took his hanCs, her eyes lo.king with hisf ?There is something 
you must knowfL

AroHs brow ’urroweCf ?Khat is itIL
?2urok,L she saiC, her voi.e tremblingf ?je .laims our .hilC as hisf 

je CemanCs the Wrstborn o’ our kinCfL
Sage careC in AroHs eyes, his grip tightening arounC her hanCsf ?>o 

one will take our .hilC,L he saiCf ?>ot while q livefL
?Ke must prote.t her,L xyathra saiC, her voi.e steaCying as she 

hearC his .onvi.tionf ?TogetherfL
The “irth o’ Saine
“eneath the banyan tree, as the rains ’ell so’tly, xyathra gave birthf
Aro helC their Caughter in his arms, his eyes shining with wonCerf
?Ke will .all her Saine,L xyathra saiC, her voi.e so’t but resolutef 

?5or she is both the storm anC the .almfL
Together, they voweC to prote.t their Caughter, even as 2urokHs 

shaCow loomeC in the Cistan.e”a Cark reminCer o’ the trials yet to 
.omef
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 Raine’s 
Ascension

T he rstl igohl fd awnu rilesea lhsfcoh lhe aeute pwufy, fd 
lseetv pwtlguo w tfdl ofiaeu oifn fbes lhe piewsguo wl lhe Ewte fd 

.thwbeiR mwgue twl fu lhe yfsph fd lhegs zfaetl hfzev hes ieot pcsiea 
Eeuewlh hesv owkguo wl lhe wnwIeuguo nfsiaR The zfsuguo wgs pwssgea 
w zeifa, dwzgigws wua wupgeulv w tfuo lhwl teezea lf sgte dsfz .thwbei 
glteidR Al nwt lhe twze tfuo the hwa asewzea fd tgupe phgiahffav pwiiguo 
hes lf tfzelhguo osewlesR

Autgaev q,wlhsw zfbea nglh Hcgel oswpeR ‑es yseteupe riiea lhe 
sffz igIe lhe wcsw fd lhe ewoie tygsgl the ezEfageaR Thfcoh hes 
dewlcset nese hczwuv hes ygespguo ofiaeu e,etv thwsy pheeIEfuetv 
wua dewlhesSigIe zwsIguot wifuo hes wszt wua thfciaest owbe hes wu 
elhesewi wgsR xhe ywctea gu lhe affsnw,v nwlphguo hes awcohles nglh w 
zg:lcse fd ysgae wua wyyseheutgfuR

mwguev lhfcoh dcii, hczwuv pwssgea hes fnu ewoieSigIe Hcwiglgetj w 
thwsyv pcsgfct owkev w yselesuwlcswi wogigl,v wua w Efua nglh lhe tIget 
lhsfcoh lhe zwLetlgp ewoie lhwl hwa Eeeu hes pfzywugfu tgupe EgslhR 
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The psewlcsev uwzea qcseuv nwt yesphea uewsE,v glt zwttgbe dfsz 
tgihfcellea wowgutl lhe zfsuguo igohlR

”mwguev? q,wlhsw pwiiea tfdli,v hes bfgpe igIe w Eseeke tlgssguo lhe 
lseetR

mwgue lcsueav hes awsI e,et wigohl nglh e:yeplwlgfuR ”At gl lgze’? 
the wtIeav wisewa, Iufnguo lhe wutnesR

q,wlhsw tleyyea fulf lhe yfsph wua setlea w hwua fu hes awcohles t 
thfciaesR ”.thwbei hwt pwiiea ,fcv? the twgaR ”Tfaw,v ,fc Eeogu lf 
cuaestlwua ,fcs yiwpe gu lhe osewl aetgouR?

mwgue t hewsl yfcuaeaR Thgt nwt lhe zfzeul the hwa asewzea fdv 
,el afcEl nhgtyesea wl lhe eaoet fd hes e:pglezeulRFAm I truly ready?

xhe tnwiifnea wua ufaaeaR
q —wlhes t Ciettguo
Autgae lhe hfctev Ksf nwt wisewa, wnwIev leuaguo lf lhe rseR The 

tpeul fd tzfiaesguo nffa zguoiea nglh lhe ewslh, wsfzw fd zfsuguo 
aenR KsfYw lfnesguo rocse nglh Esfwa thfciaest wua w zwue fd 
awsIv culwzea hwgsYlcsuea wt lhe, euleseaR ‑gt igfuSigIe ofiaeu e,et 
tfdleueav w Eieua fd ysgae wua twauett se-eplea gu hgt e:ysettgfuR

”xfv? he twgav hgt aeey bfgpe tlewa,v ”lhe lgze hwt pfzeR?
mwgue tleyyea gulf hgt ezEswpev hes pheeI setlguo wowgutl lhe 

nwszlh fd hgt phetlR ”A ii Ee EwpI tffuv? the twgav lhfcoh hes bfgpe 
nwbesea tigohli,R

Ksf yciiea EwpIv hgt hwuat rsz fu hes thfciaestR ”mezezEesv? 
he twgav ”uf zwlles nhese lhgt Lfcsue, lwIet ,fcv ,fc wse ifbeaR Nfcs 
zflhes wua A ngii winw,t Ee hese dfs ,fcR?

q,wlhsw nwlphea lhe e:phwuoev hes hewsl dcii ,el hewb,R Ksf hwa wiM
nw,t Eeeu lhegs wuphfsv osfcuaguo hes -gohl wua ocgaguo lhegs dwzgi,R 
Ofnv wt mwgue yseywsea dfs hes aetlgu,v q,wlhsw deil lhe negohl fd lhe 
dclcse ysettguo cyfu lhez wiiR
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Ksf lcsuea lf q,wlhswv hgt e,et zeelguo hestR ‑e iewuea afnu lf 
Igtt hes dfsehewav iguoesguo wt gd gzywslguo w ywsl fd hgzteid lf hes 
Eedfse lhe, iedlR

”TwIe pwse fd hesv? he zcszcseaR
”A ngiiv? q,wlhsw ysfzgteav lhfcoh the Iuen lhgt Lfcsue, Eeifuoea 

lf mwgue wifueR
The —igohl lf .thwbei
Wcltgaev lhe zfsuguo wgs nwt psgty wua wigbe nglh lhe pwiit fd nwIguo 

EgsatR qcseu tysewa hgt zwttgbe nguotv lhe tcuigohl oigulguo f5 hgt 
ofiaeu dewlhestR mwgue wyysfwphea hgzv hes hwua Escthguo hgt uepI 
wt lhegs Efua ycitea Eelneeu lhezR qcseu t guleiigoeul e,et zel hestv 
wua the Iuen he cuaestlffa lhe gzyfslwupe fd lhe aw,R

q,wlhsw tleyyea dfsnwsav hes zfbezeult aeigEeswleR Thfcoh the 
uf ifuoes lswutdfszea wt e5fslietti, wt the fupe hwa gu hes ,fclhv lhe 
ewoie tygsgl t etteupe sezwguea gu ebes, zflgfuR xhe yiwpea w hwua fu 
qcseu t tgaev zcszcsguo w tfdl EiettguoR

mwgue pigzEea fulf qcseu t EwpIv lhe dwzgigws teutwlgfu fd hgt 
dewlhest Eeuewlh hes hwuat riiguo hes nglh w zg:lcse fd e:pglezeul wua 
lseygawlgfuR 0glh w yfnesdci Eewl fd hgt nguotv lhe, lffI lf lhe tI,v 
q,wlhsw tfwsguo Eetgae lhez fu w tzwiies ewoie fd hes fnuR

The nfsia cudfiaea Eeifn lhez gu EsewlhlwIguo tyieuafsR mgbest 
nfcua lhsfcoh ezeswia bwiie,tv dfsetlt tlselphea lf lhe hfsgkfuv wua 
lhegs bgiiwoev uetliea wowgutl .thwbei t Ewtev teezea lf oifn gu lhe 
zfsuguo igohlR The ngua scthea ywtl mwgue t dwpev pwss,guo nglh gl lhe 
ysfzgte fd tfzelhguo osewlesR

qt lhe, wtpeuaeav lhe wgs osen lhguuesv lhe tI, aeeyeuguo gulf wu 
flhesnfsiai, EiceR The tczzgl fd .thwbei sfte Eedfse lhezv w psfnu 
fd rse wua tlfueR qcseu iwuaea oswpedcii, fu w ngae ieaoev wua mwgue 
agtzfculeav hes ieot cutlewa, dsfz lhe -gohlR
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”Thgt gt nhese gl Eeogutv? q,wlhsw twgav hes bfgpe gzEcea nglh 
oswbgl,R

The xfuo fd .thwbei
The tczzgl nwt tlwsI wua Eewclgdciv glt Lwooea sfpIt oigulguo nglh 

begut fd ps,tlwiR The wgs teezea lf hcz nglh wu eueso, lhwl setfuwlea 
aeey nglhgu mwgue t EfuetR

”‑fn af ne wtpeua dcslhes’? mwgue wtIeav uflgpguo uf bgtgEie ywlh 
lf lhe yewI fd .thwbeiR

q,wlhsw Iueil Eedfse hesv lwIguo hes hwuatR ”Nfc zctl tguo lhe tfuo 
fd ,fcs Egslhv? the twgaR ”Al gt lhe Ie, lhwl cuifpIt lhe begiR?

mwgue hetglwleaR ”Ccl A afu l Iufn lhe tfuoR?
”Nfc afv? q,wlhsw wttcsea hesR ”Al gt nfbeu gulf ,fcs EeguoR Kifte 

,fcs e,et wua igtleuR The zeifa, ngii pfzeR?
mwgue piftea hes e,etv thcllguo fcl lhe nfsiaR —fs w zfzeul lhese 

nwt fui, tgieupeYwua lheuv dsfz tfzenhese aeey nglhguv w hcz 
Eeowu lf sgteR Teulwlgbe wl rstlv gl osen tlsfuoesv thwyguo glteid gulf w 
zeifa, lhwl deil Eflh uen wua gzyfttgEi, fiaR

q,wlhsw Lfguea hesv lhegs bfgpet newbguo lfoelhes gu hwszfu,R The 
tfcua nswyyea wsfcua lhezv lhsewat fd lfue Eguaguo ewslhv tI,v wua 
tygsglR

.thwbei setyfuaeaR
The wgs thgzzesea wt lhegs tfuo riiea lhe tywpeR Bgohl Ecstl dfslhv 

nswyyguo lhez gu swagwupeR The osfcua Eeuewlh lhegs deel thgdleav wua 
lhe, Eeowu lf sgtev pwssgea E, wu cuteeu dfspeR The begi ywsleav sebewiguo 
w nfsia fd EsewlhlwIguo Eewcl,R

The Tfnes fd lhe Wswpiet
The sewiz Ee,fua lhe begi aerea aetpsgylgfuR
mgbest fd igHcga igohl -fnea lhsfcoh bwiie,t fd ps,tlwiigue oswttR 

Tseet nglh gsgaetpeul iewbet tlselphea lfnwsa w tI, lhwl ycitea nglh 
pfifsR qhewav lhe Tfnes fd lhe Wswpiet sftev glt tygset ygespguo lhe 
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hewbeutR Alt tcsdwpe thgzzesea wt gd wigbev elphea nglh t,zEfit lhwl 
oifnea wua thgdlea igIe igbguo tpsgylR

”Thgt gt lhe twuplczv? q,wlhsw twga wt lhe, wyysfwpheaR ”Al gt nhese 
lhe Wswpiet fd lhe Begi owlhesYwua nhese A hwbe tesbea dfs peulcsgetR?

Autgaev lhe wgs nwt lhgpI nglh yfnesR Ci,yht -fwlea igIe rse-getv 
asgdlguo lhsfcoh lhe phwzEesR The nwiit hczzea nglh wu wupgeul 
tfuo mwgue pfcia deei zfse lhwu hewsv bgEswlguo gu hes EfuetR

q,wlhsw iea hes lf lhe peules fd lhe sffzv nhese w pgspie fd igohl 
wnwgleaR

”xley gulf lhe igohlv? q,wlhsw gutlscpleaR ”Thgt gt lhe rstl tley gu 
,fcs Lfcsue,R?

The .upfcules nglh lhe 4gbgue
mwgue tleyyea gulf lhe pgspieR 0wszlh tcsoea wsfcua hesv eudfiaM

guo hes gu w swagwul ezEswpeR The Tfnes agttfibea dsfz hes teutetv 
seyiwpea E, wu euaiett e:ywute fd tlwstR

xhe -fwlea gu lhe bwtluettv negohliett wua tzwiiR
q bfgpev aeey wua setfuwulv tyfIe hes uwzeR
”mwguev awcohles fd q,wlhswv phgia fd aetlgu,YneipfzeR?
xhe deii lf hes Iueetv fbesnheizea E, lhe yseteupe ysettguo gu fu 

ebes, tgaeR
”The ngtafz fd lhe cugbeste -fnt lhsfcoh ,fcs begutv? lhe bfgpe 

pfulguceaR ”Ccwsa gl neiiv dfs gl gt Eflh w ogdl wua w EcsaeuR?
q bgtgfu cudfiaea Eedfse hesj w pgl, fd ofia wua ps,tlwiv wigbe nglh 

igohlR ql glt peules tlffa w osewl lseev glt Eswuphet tlselphguo gulf 
elesugl,v asgyyguo nglh dscglt lhwl oifnea igIe pwylcsea tcutR

”Thgt gt lhe dclcsev? lhe bfgpe twgaR ”q yiwpe yseywsea dfs ,fcs yefM
yieR Nfc ngii ocgae lhez hesev Ecl lhe ywlh gt dswcohl nglh thwafntR?

mwgue t hewsl hwzzeseaR The negohl fd lhe bgtgfu ysettea wowgutl 
hes phetlv Ecl Eeuewlh lhe dewsv tfzelhguo setficle tlgsseaR
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”A ngiiv? the bfneav lewst tlsewzguo afnu hes dwpeR ”A ngii ufl lcsu 
wnw,R?

The tlwst -wseav wua lhe bgtgfu agttfibeaR
q Khwuoea 4wcohles
0heu mwgue ezesoea dsfz lhe igohlv the oifnea nglh wu guues 

swagwupeR q,wlhsw scthea dfsnwsa wua ezEswpea hesv deeiguo lhe thgdl 
gu hes awcohles t tygsglR

”Nfc wse ag5eseulv? q,wlhsw twgav hes bfgpe riiea nglh wneR
”A hwbe teeu nhwl iget whewav? mwgue seyigea Hcgeli,R ”qua A ngii 

uebes Ee lhe twzeR?
0heu lhe, selcsuea lf lhe bgiiwoev Ksf gzzeagwlei, uflgpea lhe 

lswutdfszwlgfuR ‑e heia hgt awcohles lgohli,v nhgtyesguo nfsat fd ifbe 
wua eupfcswoezeulR ‑es yseteupe deil Eflh dwzgigws wua tfzehfn 
e:ywuaeav wt gd lhe wgs wsfcua hes hwa iewsuea w uen uwzeR

mwgue thwsea ygepet fd hes Lfcsue,Yhes wtpeulv lhe tfuov lhe TfnM
esYnhgie ocwsaguo lhe bgtgfu fd lhe ofiaeu pgl, wt hes twpsea acl,R 
xfze lhguotv the Iuenv nese zewul lf cudfia gu lhegs fnu lgzeR

Au lhe aw,t lhwl dfiifneav mwgue t pfuueplgfu lf lhe agbgue aeeyM
eueaR ‑es asewzt osen thwsyesR ‑es ysw,est pwssgea zfse negohlR 
Thfcoh thwafnt iffzea fu lhe hfsgkfuv the nwiIea nglh hes hewa 
heia hgohv lhe ephf fd lhwl bfgpe tlgii sguoguo gu hes tygsglj

A gift and a burden.
xhe pwssgea EflhR
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Raine's Rebellion

The Still Night

T he night was unnervingly still, the hum of Eshavel muted, as 
though the earth itself held its breath. Ayathra stood at the edge 

of the forest, her silver‑streaked hair gleaming faintly in the moonlight. 
Her piercing gaze swept across the horizon, her —ngers clutching a 
pendant etched with an eagle in Sight’a relic of her Jeer:s mantle.

Her breath came in shallow waves as her mind slipped past the 
barriers of time, into the shimmering threads of possibility.

The vision was clearer this time.
“agged images wove themselves into painful clarityN a golden light, a 

young girl engulfed in —re, and a piercing roar that shook the heavens.
”Ro,L Ayathra whispered, trembling. Jhe pressed her hand to her 

temple, but the vision refused to fade. The threads of time felt like 
chains, unyielding and suBocating.

”Caine,L she murmured, her daughter:s name heavy with grief.
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The weight of what she had seen was unbearable. Even as she prayed 
she was wrong, a sharp pang in her chest told her otherwise.

Raine’s Rebellion

The hut was silent, the warm glow of moonlight —ltering through 
the woven reeds. Caine crouched low, her —ngers brushing the soft 
feathers of her eagle, Auren. Her parents: forms were faintly visible in 
the shadows, their rhythmic breathing steady and deep.

Her mother:s warnings echoed in her mind.
The sky is dangerous, Raine. You are not ready. Stay grounded where 

it is safe.
Iut the sky called to her louder tonight than ever before.
Jhe met Auren:s sharp eyes, the bond between them unspoken but 

undeniable. The eagle:s wings twitched, as though sensing her resolve.
”Me:ll prove them wrong,L she whispered, stroking his sleek feathO

ers.
Her heart raced as she rose and stepped into the clearing. The cool 

grass beneath her feet grounded her for a moment, but the pull of the 
heavens was stronger.

Auren spread his massive wings, their silver‑gold sheen catching 
the moonlight. Mith a powerful leap, he launched into the air, his 
talons gripping the leather strap around Caine:s waist. Together, they 
ascended, the rush of wind pulling at her hair as the earth fell away 
beneath them.

The stars seemed closer now, brighter, their light a melody threadO
ing through her thoughts. Higher and higher they climbed, her laughO
ter bubbling up’a 4oyous sound that rang out against the stillness.

Then, near the summit of Eshavel, she saw itN a ripple in the sky.
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3t shimmered like a golden wound, its edges alive with —re. 3t pulsed, 
drawing her closer.

Ayathra:s Marning
Ayathra bolted upright, her vision snapping back to the present. 

Her chest heaved as though she had run for miles. The pendant in her 
hands burned against her skin.

Jhe ran to Dro, who worked by the dim glow of a torch outside 
their hut.

”DroxL she gasped. ”3t:s Caine. Jhe:s gone.L
Dro looked up sharply, setting his tools aside. His movements carO

ried the grace of a leopard, every step calculated and swift.
”Mhat do you mean, goneFL he asked, his voice low and controlled.
”Jhe:s in the sky,L Ayathra said, her voice cracking. ”3 told her not 

to, butY Jurrok is there. 3 saw it in the threads.L
Dro:s 4aw tightened, his e;pression darkening. He grabbed his staB 

and turned toward the trees without another word, his strides swift 
and purposeful.

Jurrok:s Mrath
Caine and Auren ascended, the air growing colder as they neared 

the summit. The ripple shimmered ahead, its golden light brightening 
the night. Auren:s wings faltered for a moment, his instincts warning 
of danger.

”Me:re almost there,L Caine urged, her voice steady despite the 
tremor in her chest. Jhe leaned forward, urging him onward.

Then the ripple became a roar.
A blast of golden —re erupted before them, blinding in its intensity. 

6rom its core emerged Jurrok, his mane‑like hair glowing like molten 
gold, his copper eyes burning with fury. His broad shoulders and 
towering frame e;uded power, and the heat around him shimmered 
like a living Same.
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”qou dare to rise,L Jurrok growled, his voice a low rumble that 
resonated in Caine:s bones. ”Dhild of the earth, you defy the will of 
the sky.L

Auren screeched, circling defensively as Jurrok:s gaze bore into 
them. Caine gripped the leather strap tighter, her heart pounding.

”3 only wanted to Sy,L she said, her voice trembling.
Jurrok:s laughter rumbled like distant thunder. ”qou were warned. 

qet here you are, reaching for what is not yours to claim.L
”3 am my mother:s daughter,L Caine said, her voice growing steadO

ier. ”The sky is my birthright.L
Jurrok:s roar tore through the air. 6lames erupted around him, 

searing the night. The heat struck Auren7 his feathers singed as he 
screamed, his wings faltering.

They plummeted, the golden light consuming the dark.

The Aftermath

Dro reached the base of Eshavel —rst. The trees opened to reveal 4agged 
rocks strewn with ash. 3n the dim light of the approaching dawn, he 
saw her.

Caine:s broken body lay cradled in the roots of an ancient tree, 
Auren:s charred feathers scattered around her.

Dro dropped to his knees, his —ngers trembling as he gathered her 
lifeless form into his arms. His tears fell silently, mingling with the ash 
that covered her.

Ayathra arrived moments later, her face pale and stricken. Jhe 
stopped a few feet away, her trembling hands reaching out, then falling 
to her sides.

”Jhe was 4ust a child,L Dro murmured, his voice thick with grief.
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Ayathra:s tears fell silently. ”3 should have told her everything,L she 
whispered. ”3 should have prepared her.L

”qou warned her,L Dro said bitterly, his gaze —;ed on their daughter. 
”Iut she was too much like us. Too much like you.L

Ayathra turned her gaze skyward. The faint glow of Jurrok:s light 
still lingered on the horizon.

”This is not the end,L she said softly, her voice heavy with both 
sorrow and resolve.

Eagle:s 6arewell
At dawn, Ayathra ascended to the peak of Eshavel. Jhe carried 

Caine:s ashes in a simple vessel, her steps slow and deliberate. ?ne of 
Auren:s remaining feathers was tied to the vessel, a tribute to the bond 
they had shared.

At the summit, she held the vessel aloft.
”6rom the sky, you came,L she whispered, her voice breaking. ”To 

the sky, you return.L
Jhe scattered the ashes into the wind, watching as they danced and 

disappeared into the light.
Cemoving a single feather from her pendant, she cast it into the air. 

The feather caught the wind, rising high before bursting into a cascade 
of golden sparks. The sky seemed to darken in mourning.

As Ayathra descended, a weight settled over her. Jhe had left behind 
not 4ust Caine, but a part of herself’the eagle she once was.

The Birth of Ole

!onths later, Ayathra stood once again at the base of Eshavel, her 
hand resting on her swollen belly. Dro knelt beside her, his —ngers 
brushing the earth as he whispered a Buiet prayer.
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”3 feel her spirit,L Ayathra said, her voice soft but steady. ”Caine:s 
lightY it hasn:t left us.L

Mhen ?le was born, the rain fell gently, wrapping the land in a 
silver mist.
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Legacy of 
Esh'avel

T o the east of Eshavel lay the village, a sprawl of wooden huts 
capped with slender reed roofs. The air was alive with the 

sounds of life—children laughing as they chased one another through 
the trees, the gentle murmur of water from the well, and the low hum 
of men’s voices as they sat under the ancient banyan tree, exchanging 
stories.

The village, born of the Crst nails driven into stone by Iro’s hands, 
had grown into a sanctuary. zts people thrived beneath the watchful 
gaAe of Eshavel, their lives a testament to resilience and unity. Iro had 
built this place long ago as a home for “yathra, and over time, their 
love had rooted itself in the land, sprouting a family and a thriving 
community.

Iro often wandered among the villagers unnoticed, his presence an 
unassuming but steady assurance.

kThe mighty Iro can shift the moon with a ”ic‑ of his wrist,H the 
elders would say, passing tales to wideLeyed children.



TSE B“KT RB“IDRz59 F:

kOather Iro carved the rivers and taught the trees to sing,H others 
added, their voices Clled with reverence.

Iro smiled at the embellishments, never correcting them.
“ Oather’s Iraft
This morning, Iro sat under a grove of old oa‑ trees, sunlight 

dappling the ground around him. Sis hammer rested heavily in his 
hand, its worn handle a companion to years of labor. Refore him lay a 
metallic sheet, its surface etched with careful lines that resembled the 
intricate spots of a leopard.

Se struc‑ the metal cleanly, the rhythmic sound reverberating 
through the grove. zt was soothing—a melody of creation. Today’s 
wor‑ was specialY he was crafting a gift for “yathra, a symbol of the 
legacy they had built together.

“s he lifted the hammer again, a shadow ”itted through the trees. 
Se lowered his tool and glanced toward it, his lips curling into a smile.

kPle, you can come out. z see you.H
The shadow hesitated, then stepped forward to reveal his youngest 

daughter. Ser dar‑ curls framed a face full of curiosity and mischief, 
her brown eyes spar‑ling as they met his.

kWou’re up early,H she said, brushing a stray leaf from her tunic.
Iro’s grin widened. k?erhaps you’re the one who slept in.H
Ple wrin‑led her nose. kz don’t thin‑ so.H
Khe approached him, her small hand resting on his forearm as she 

peered at the wor‑space.
kNhat are you ma‑ing-H
k“ gift for your mother,H Iro replied, gesturing to the halfLCnished 

sheet. kKomething to honor all she’s given us.H
Ple tilted her head, thoughtful. kzs it her birthday-H
kMo,H Iro said, his voice softening. kzt’s something more. “ re6

minder of where we’ve been and where we’re going.H
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Ple’s brow furrowed. k9oes she need reminding-H
Iro chuc‑led, setting the hammer aside. kMot really. Rut it’s good 

to have something that lasts—something that tells our story long after 
words fade.H

Ple sat crossLlegged beside him, her small hands clasped under her 
chin. kNill you tell me the story, too-H

Iro paused, studying her. Ser dar‑ eyes brimmed with curiosity 
and something deeper—a hunger to understand.

kPf course,H he said, reaching for a stic‑. kRut it’s a long story, and 
you’ll have to listen closely.H

kz always listen,H Ple said, pujng out her chest.
kThen pay attention,H Iro teased, drawing a circle in the dirt.
“s he moved the stic‑, the shapes came alive, catching the light as if 

they shimmered on their own.
The Ktory of Ireation
kzn the beginning,H Iro began, kthere was only Bight and Eshavel. 

Orom them, the world was born. The Cre that created the Crst spar‑ 
was no ordinary ”ame—it was a song.H

Ple’s eyes widened as the shapes in the dirt shifted, the drawn Cre 
seeming to ”ic‑er before her.

kBight sang the notes,H Iro continued, kand Eshavel wove them 
into the earth. Together, they formed a mountain that would hold the 
balance of all things. Orom its pea‑, the divine spo‑e, setting time and 
life into motion.H

The lines in the dirt swirled into the shape of a towering pea‑, its 
summit piercing the heavens.

kRut not all was well,H Iro said, his tone dar‑ening. kOor even as 
life grew, shadows formed. The people who wal‑ed the land forgot the 
song. They carved the mountain’s ”esh, burned its trees, and dran‑ its 
rivers dry. Eshavel wept, her heart brea‑ing for her children.H
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kNhy didn’t she stop them-H Ple as‑ed, her voice trembling.
Iro glanced at her, his face solemn. kRecause she loved them, even 

when they forgot her,H he said. kKhe hoped they would remem6
ber—that they would see her beauty and care for it. zt was a ris‑ she 
gave them as a giftY the choice to remember or to forget.H

Ple frowned, her Cngers tracing the lines of the circle. k9id they 
ever remember-H

Iro smiled faintly. kKome did,H he said. kThat’s why we tell these 
stories, Ple. To remind ourselves, and each other, of what we can 
become.H

“ Oamily’s ?romise
Iro’s hands returned to the metallic sheet, his tools carving intri6

cate patterns into its surface. Ple watched him wor‑, her mind turning 
over the story.

kOather,H she said suddenly, kdo you thin‑ z’ll ever ma‑e something 
li‑e that-H

Iro paused, glancing at her. kBi‑e this gift-H
Ple nodded. kKomething that tells a story.H
Iro set down his tools and reached for her hand.
kWou already are, Ple,H he said. kEvery word you spea‑, every choice 

you ma‑e—it’s part of your story. “nd one day, you’ll tell it in ways z 
can’t even imagine.H

Ple’s chee‑s ”ushed, but she smiled. kNill you help me-H
k“lways,H Iro said, his voice warm. kThat’s what fathers are for.H
“yathra’s 5eturn
The sound of footsteps drew their attention. “yathra appeared at 

the edge of the grove, her silverLstrea‑ed hair catching the sunlight. 
Ser sharp, discerning eyes scanned the scene, her movements as grace6
ful and deliberate as an eagle in ”ight. Khe carried a woven bas‑et, 
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its contents hidden beneath a cloth patterned with intricate designs 
resembling feathers.

kIro,H she called, her voice melodic. k9inner’s ready.H
Iro set his tools aside and stood, dusting o@ his hands. k?erfect 

timing,H he said. kz was Aust telling Ple the story of Eshavel.H
“yathra’s gaAe softened as she approached. k“nd did you listen well, 

little one-H
Ple beamed. kz didB Oather says z’ll tell my own story one day.H
“yathra ‑nelt beside her, brushing a curl from her face. kWou al6

ready are, my love,H she said. k“nd z can’t wait to hear it.H
Together, they wal‑ed bac‑ toward the village, the sounds of laugh6

ter and life wrapping around them li‑e a warm embrace. Pverhead, an 
eagle circled—“uren’s descendant—its cry splitting the air as it soared 
toward the horiAon.

“s the sun dipped below the edge of the world, the light caught the 
metallic sheet Iro had left behind beneath the oa‑s, its surface glinting 
with the promise of a legacy still unfolding.
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Ebele

T he village buzzed with life as the sun hung high in the sky. 
Children darted through the square, their laughter rising like 

the song of birds. Sticks clattered in rhythmic games, their movements 
an unspoken language Ebele couldn’t decipher.

He leaned against the weathered frame of the hut, his slender —ngers 
brushing its grooves. The wood, smoothed by countless hands, was 
his anchor as he watched from the edgesjunseen, but not unnoticed. 
Every shout of xoy, every burst of running feet tugged at him and 
pushed him away at the same time.

He wanted to xoin them, to shake loose the tight coil of anBiety in 
his chest. “ut the thought of stepping forward felt as impossible as 
lifting the entire “engata.

What if I stumble? What if I ruin their game? What if they look at 
me the way they did when Father’s body came home?

The questions gnawed at him.
“ehind him, his mother’s soft voice broke the quiet. ”Ebele.M
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He turned to see Ysata, her silhouette framed by the sunlight. Her 
braided hair glinted gold where it caught the light, and her steady gaze 
seemed to penetrate the walls he’d built around himself.

”Wou’ve been here all morning,M she said, approaching with quiet 
grace. ”?hy don’t you go and play with themIM

Ebele lowered his eyes, scu ng the dirt with his foot. ”… don’t want 
to.M

…t wasn’t entirely a lie. ?anting and;being able;felt like two diDerent 
worlds.

She studied him for a long moment, her face softening. ”Wou spend 
too much time alone,M she said, her voice tinged with worry. ”Wour 
father and brothers- they’d want you to —nd xoy, even if they can’t be 
here to see it.M

The mention of them pressed against an old bruise. Ten chairs once 
crowded their cooking —reL now there were two. He swallowed.

”… couldn’t leave you here by yourself,M he oDered. The words were 
as much an eBcuse as they were the truth. …f he was watching her, if he 
was useful, it meant fewer chances for loss to sneak in.

Her laughter was gentle, a balm to his uncertainty. She reached out, 
brushing a hand over his dark curls.

”Wou’re a good boy, Ebele. “ut you don’t have to carry my burdens. 
That’s my xob.M

His shoulders loosened under her touch, though the weight in his 
chest lingered.

”Ko you need anythingIM he asked, eager to redirect the conversa5
tion, to be needed again.

”… was about to gather —rewood,M she said, her voice shifting back 
to practicality.

”…’ll do it.M His response was quick, his resolve —rm. ”…’ll be back 
before you even notice …’m gone.M
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She hesitated, then nodded, a small smile curving her lips. ”Ylright. 
“ut don’t wander too far. ?e’ll need to start dinner soon.M

He nodded, gripping the aBe a little too tightly as he turned toward 
the trees.

Kuty, he understood. Kuty was safer than games.
…nto the 7orest
The woods swallowed Ebele whole, its cool embrace a refuge from 

the noise of the village. The earthy scent of moss and pine —lled the 
air, grounding him. Here, surrounded by towering trees and shifting 
patches of sunlight, he could breathe without feeling watched.

The aBe felt heavier in his hand as he ventured deeper, but his 
thoughts grew lighter with each step. The hum of the forestjthe 
rustle of leaves, the distant call of birdsjwas a rhythm he could move 
with, unlike the quick, unpredictable dance of village games.

6ut here, no one eBpected him to laugh at the right moment or 
speak without stumbling. Trees didn’t ask questions.

He reached a small clearing and slowed, choosing a fallen branch 
he could break down later. Ys he folded his —ngers around the wood, 
a —gure stepped into view, startling him.

…t was a girl.
Her dress, a deep red that stood out against the green of the forest, 

swayed with her steps. Her hair, braided with golden threads, shim5
mered in the dappled light. She seemed to belong to the forest and yet 
apart from it, her presence both magnetic and unnerving.

She caught his gaze and smiled, her eBpression sharp and knowing.
”?hy are you always staring at meIM she asked.
Ebele’s grip tightened on the aBe, and his cheeks 8ushed. ”…’m not,M 

he muttered, though the words felt hollow even to him.
The girl laughed, the sound light and teasing. ”Wou’re a terrible liar. 

?hat’s your nameIM



R. C. O6SE44

”Ebele,M he said, barely above a whisper.
She stepped closer, her con—dence unsettling. ”…’m 6le.M
Her name fell from his lips before he could stop himself, soft as a 

prayer. ”6le.M
Her smile widened, a 8icker of amusement in her dark eyes. ”…’ve 

seen you before,M she said. ”Wou’re always watching, but you never talk 
to anyone.M

Ebele looked away, embarrassed. ”…’m not good at talking.M
6le shrugged, unbothered. ”Raybe you don’t need to talk much. 

“ut you’re here now. ?here are you goingIM
”7irewood,M he answered, gesturing to the aBe.
”Then …’ll come with you,M she said, already moving to xoin him.
Ebele blinked, caught oD guard. ”?hy would you want toIM
”“ecause … want to,M she said simply. ”6r are you going to stop meIM
7or a heartbeat, he considered refusing. This was his safe place, his 

quiet. “ut the thought of telling someone;no;to their face made his 
stomach twist almost as much as xoining the games did.

He shook his head. ”9o. …’m not going to stop you.M
Y Shared @ath
They walked in silence at —rst, their footsteps crunching against the 

forest 8oor. Ebele kept his gaze forward, still unsure what to make of 
the strange girl who had so easily inserted herself into his day.

”Wou don’t talk much, do youIM 6le asked at last.
Ebele shook his head, a faint smile tugging at his lips despite him5

self.
”?ell,M 6le continued, undeterred, ”…’ll do the talking, then. Tell 

me about your family.M
”…’m the youngest of ten,M he said after a pause.
6le let out a low whistle. ”TenI That’s a lot of brothers and sisters.M
Ebele nodded. ”They’re all gone now. Ry father too.M



THE FYST “FYCN“…OK 4A

Her teasing eBpression softened. ”…’m sorry.M
”…t’s xust me and my mother now,M he added, his voice quieter. 

”She’s all … have.M
6le studied him, her curiosity mingled with something gentler. 

”Wou take care of her, don’t youIM
He nodded again. ”She’s strong. Stronger than anyone … know. 

“ut- sometimes … wish … could do more.M He hesitated, then added, 
”…f …’m not helping, … feel like …’m failing them. Yll of them.M

”Wou’re not failing,M 6le said, the certainty in her tone surprising 
him. ”Wou came out here alone with an aBe for her. That’s more than 
most.M

Her words settled over him like a cloak that almost —t.
The Shadow of Secrets
They reached a thicker part of the woods, where the trees grew 

closer together and the light thinned. 6le slowed, her steps turning 
cautious.

”Wou asked why …’m always on the edge of the village,M she said.
Ebele glanced at her. ”Weah.M
”Ry mother says it’s safer there,M 6le said, her tone careful. ”She 

says we’re diDerent.M
”KiDerent howIM
She hesitated, —ngers —dgeting with the golden threads in her hair. 

The easy con—dence she’d shown before 8ickered.
”…t’s complicated,M she said at last.
”… can keep a secret,M Ebele said, his voice steady despite the 8utter 

in his chest. ”…’ve- had to keep a lot of things.M
6le met his gaze, something unspoken passing between them. 7or 

a moment, she seemed on the verge of saying more.
“efore she could answer, a soft cry echoed through the trees.
Reeting Ysata
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Ebele tensed, tightening his grip on the aBe. 6le motioned for him 
to follow as she darted toward the sound.

They emerged into a small clearing where a woman knelt beside a 
bundle of —rewood, her face pale and strained.

”Ysata,M 6le called, her voice cutting through the tension.
The woman looked up, her dark eyes weary but sharp. Her hair, 

braided like 6le’s, gleamed in the fading light.
”?ho’s thisIM she asked, her gaze shifting to Ebele.
”Y friend,M 6le said quickly. ”This is Ebele.M
Y;friend.
The word landed in his chest with a quiet shock. 9o one his age had 

called him that before.
Ysata studied him for a long moment before nodding. ”Thank you 

for helping her,M she said, her voice steady despite the tightness in her 
posture.

Ebele shook his head. ”… didn’t- … mean, she helped me.M
Ysata’s lips quirked into a faint smile. ”That sounds like her.M
She reached for Ebele’s hand, surprising him. ”Thank you. Truly.M
Her grip was —rm but warm, and Ebele felt a 8icker of understand5

ing. This woman, like his mother, carried the weight of the world on 
her shoulders and still found the strength to keep moving.

”Come,M Ysata said, rising carefully. ”The forest isn’t safe after 
dark.M

6le stepped closer to Ebele as they began the walk back. ”Wou did 
well,M she murmured.

”… didn’t really do anything,M he replied.
”Wou stayed,M she said. ”Sometimes that’s harder than swinging an 

aBe.M
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Ys they walked back toward the village, the trees thinning around 
them, Ebele felt something shift. The tight coil inside his chest loos5
ened, xust a little.

7or the —rst time in a long while, he didn’t feel quite so alone.
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Chain's Of 
Sacrifice

T he rsta syot fd wynp tilvvew fEes ,thyEevg iylpalpz ahe hfslufp 
lp hmet fd ybces ypw .slbtfpC ’sf taffw ya ahe .vlkBt ewzeg hlt 

tlpeno dsybe .flvew nlah aeptlfpC The bfmpaylp tasea.hew epwvettvo 
cepeyah hlbg lat yp.lepa sf.j dy.e nhltieslpz fd cyaavet vfpz iytaC 
Sevfng ahe Elvvyze vyo petavew vlje y dsyzlve —enev lp ahe nlvwespettC 
-bfje .msvew dsfb lat heysahtAy tlzp fd vlde ahya pfn teebew heysa“
cseyjlpzvo ”eealpzC

HoyahsyBt Efl.e csfje ahe talvvpettg alzha nlah mszep.oC
LTheoBse .fblpzCK
’sf amspew thysivog hlt lptalp.at isl.jvlpzC Hoyahsy taffw ifltewg 

hes thysi zyue tneeilpz ahe hfslufpC Ies asyptdfsbyalfp hyw zsfmpw“
ew hes lp hmbyplaog oea the seaylpew yp mpolevwlpz desf.laoC -he pf 
vfpzes tfysew nlah lbbfsayv nlpztg cma yp eyzveBt thysipett talvv 
hympaew hes bfEebepatg ypw y nysslfsBt setfvEe nyt ea.hew lp hes 
deyamsetC
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LIfn dysFK ’sf ytjewg ahfmzh ahe zsfnlpz asebfs cepeyah hlt deea 
yvseywo nyspew hlbC

Hoyahsy syltew hes ysbg iflpalpz afnysw ahe wltaypa vlpe nhese 
ahe eysah teebew af thyje mpwes yp ywEyp.lpz nelzhaC H bytt fd 
rzmsetAahfmtypwt tasfpzAebeszew dsfb ahe bltag ahels cyppest 
”maaeslpz vlje .ysslfp clswt ycfEe y tey fd taeevC Rlzha .ymzha ahels 
neyifptg se”e.alpz thyswt fd csfjep taystC

L-mssfjgK ’sf zsfnvewg  hlt  Efl.e vfn ypw zmaamsyvC  Ilt  rtat 
.vep.hew ya hlt tlwetC

HoyahsyBt hypw dfmpw hlt ysbg hes zsli rsb wetilae lat asebfsC 
LTheo nlvv wetasfo eEesoahlpz ld ne wfpBa y.aC Wfm bmta zf af ahe 
ElvvyzeAnysp ahebCK

LHpw veyEe ofm heseFK Ilt Efl.e .sy.jewg wltcevled thywfnlpz hlt 
nfswtC The lwey fd amsplpz hlt cy.j fp ahe bfmpaylp deva vlje ycyp“
wfplpz hyvd hlt heysaC

Ies res.e zyue bea hltC LWfm bmtaC Theo peew ofmC ‑ve peewt ofmCK
The bepalfp fd ahels wymzhaes tasm.j ’sf vlje y cvfnC Mfs y heysa“

ceya he dyvaesewg afsp ceaneep ahe tmbbla ypw ahe Eyvveog ahe tees ypw 
ahe .hlvwC

Ie hetlayaew fpvo y bfbepa cedfse pfwwlpzg hlt —yn alzhaeplpzC 
2lahfma ypfahes nfswg he amspew ypw tislpaew wfnp ahe nlpwlpz 
iyahg hlt bfEebepat ”mlw ypw iypahes!vljeC

Sehlpw hlbg ,thyEev hmbbewAy vfng tfssfndmv pfaeC
The -leze Sezlpt
So ahe albe ’sf sey.hew ahe Elvvyzeg .hyft hyw lzplaewC
Mvybet vl.jew ya ahya.hew sffdtg weEfmslpz nffw ypw seewC The 

yls seejew fd tbfje ypw deysC -aeev .vythewg blpzvlpz nlah ahe yp“
zmlthew .slet fd ahe nfmpwew ypw ahe iles.lpz t.seybt fd .hlvwsepC 
The typ.amyso he hyw cmlva pfn cmspew vlje ypo fahes ivy.e bep hyw 
ycypwfpew af Elfvep.eC
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L‑veVK ’sfBt Efl.e sfte ycfEe ahe .y.fihfpog syn ypw wetiesyaeC 
L‑veg nhese yse ofmFK

LMyahesVK
Ies Efl.e .ma ahsfmzh ahe wlp vlje y cey.fpC
Ie amspew ypw tifaaew hes ya ahe ElvvyzeBt ewzeC 1evled tmszew 

ahsfmzh hlbg cma la nyt ”eealpzC Setlwe hes taffw Htyay ypw ,ceveg 
ahels dslzhaepew dy.et taysj yzylpta ahe tmssfmpwlpz rse ypw .hyftC

LMyahesg aheoBse ayjlpz ahebVK ‑ve .slewg iflpalpz afnysw lpEywest 
clpwlpz Elvvyzest lp .hylptC LTheoBse bo dslepwtC 3veyteg hevi ahebVK

’sfBt thysi zyue dfvvfnew hes asebcvlpz hypwC
2ysslfst lp wysj ysbfs dfs.ew Elvvyzest af ahels jpeetg thy.jvet cla“

lpz lpaf nsltat ypw ypjvetC Htyay nyt thlevwlpz ,ceve nlah hes cfwog 
tasmzzvlpz yzylpta y tfvwlesBt zsliC H El.lfmt taslje tivla ahe ylsG the 
.smbivewg cvffw teeilpz dsfb hes aebiveC ,ceve t.seybewg vmpzlpz 
dfs hlt bfahesC

The tlzha fd .hylpt ysfmpw hlt iefiveAysfmpw y cfo nhf hyw fpvo 
—mta cezmp af hfieAtayccew lpaf ’sf vlje y bebfso dsfb ypfahes 
yzeC ’hylpt ahya hyw fp.e ceep ahseyag pfn ce.fblpz seyvlaoC

Ie .sfm.hew cedfse ‑veg zsliilpz hes thfmvwestC
L-ayo hesegK he fswesewg hlt Efl.e res.e cma taeywoC L?f pfa bfEeCK
LSmaAK
L3sfblte beg ‑veCK The taeev lp hlt afpe csffjew pf yszmbepaC
Teyst nevvew lp hes eoetg cma the pfwwewC L7 isfblteCK
’sf amspew ypw ivmpzew lpaf ahe dsyoC
The RlfpBt Tsyi
’sf dfmzha nlah desyv ise.ltlfpg ey.h taslje .yv.mvyaew ypw mpse“

vepalpzC Ie bfEew ahsfmzh ahe .hyft vlje y tafsb zlEep ”ethg hlt cvfnt 
thyaaeslpz cvywet ypw cfpe yvljeC qlvvyzest t.sybcvew dfs .fEes cehlpw 
hlbg .vma.hlpz .hlvwsep ypw wsyzzlpz ahe lp—msew ynyo dsfb ahe nfsta 
fd ahe rzhalpzC
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Ie sey.hew Htyay ypw ,ceveg hlt isetep.e y tmwwep nyvv ceaneep 
aheb ypw ahels .yiafstC H csmayv taslje tepa fpe tfvwles tisynvlpzG 
ypfahes devv nlah y .so yt ’sfBt tayk wsfEe lpaf hlt .hetaC

L1mpVK ’sf cysjew ya Htyayg hymvlpz hes mislzhaC LTyje ofms tfp 
ypw zfVK

L’sfAK
L fVK he sfysewg hlt Efl.e veyElpz pf sffb dfs isfaetaC
Htyay .vma.hew ,ceveBt hypw ypw tambcvew afnysw ahe aseevlpeC 

,ceve zvyp.ew cy.j fp.eg eoet nlweg cedfse ahe tbfje tnyvvfnew ahebC
’sf amspew cy.jg .heta heyElpzg —mta yt -mssfj taeiiew dsfb ahe 

”ybetC
-mssfjBt lbiftlpz dsybe sywlyaew bepy.eg hlt vlfp!vlje deyamset y.“

.epamyaew co ahe ”l.jeslpz rsevlzhaC Ilt bype fd zfvwep hyls zvfnew 
vlje bfvaep beayvg ypw hlt .fiies eoet cmspew nlah .smev ybmtebepaC

L2evvg nevvgK -mssfj wsynvewg hlt Efl.e y tlvjep ahseyaC LThe blzhao 
’sfg isfae.afs fd ahe neyjCK

’sfBt —yn alzhaepewC LReyEe ahlt ivy.eg -mssfjC Thete iefive hyEe 
wfpe pfahlpz af ofmCK

H isewyafso zslp tiseyw y.sftt -mssfjBt dy.eC LWfm bltmpwestaypwg 
’sfC Po 4myssev ltpBa nlah ahebC 7aBt nlah ofmCK

’sfBt rtat .msvewg hlt bmt.vet aymaC LThep dy.e beC ReyEe aheb fma 
fd ahltCK

L‑hg cma ahya nfmvwpBa ce ypo dmpgK -mssfj imssewC
Ie zetamsewg ypw tfvwlest wsyzzew isltfpest cy.j lpaf ElenAElv“

vyzest cfmpw lp .hylptg dy.et taseyjew nlah tffa ypw aeystC Hbfpz 
ahebg Htyay ypw ,ceve seyiieysewg ahels eysvles et.yie .ma thfsaC 
,ceveBt eoet bea ’sfBtg dmvv fd deys ypw tfbeahlpz vlje ceasyoyvNxYou 
said run. You said we’d be safe.

LWfm teegK -mssfj tylw vlzhavog Lcseyjlpz ofm beypt cseyjlpz eEeso“
ahlpz ofm hfvw weysCK
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’sfBt cseyah .ymzhaC The nelzha fd eEeso vlde lp ahe Elvvyze teaavew 
fp hlt thfmvwestC Ie hyw cmlva ahlt ivy.e nlah hlt fnp hypwtC Dfng la 
.fmvw ce mpbywe ce.ymte fd hlbC

L2hya wf ofm nypaFK he ytjewg hlt Efl.e sfmzhC
-mssfj veypew lpg hlt nfswt wsliilpz nlah byvl.eC LWfms vlde dfs 

ahelstC H tlbive eE.hypzeCK
H MyahesBt -y.slr.e
’sf .vftew hlt eoetC
7p ahe wysjpett cehlpw ahebg bebfslet sfte vlje zhftatN Ho“

yahsyBt vymzhaes mpwes ahe cypoyp aseeg 1ylpeBt rsta .sog ‑veBt tbyvv 
hypw nsyiiew ysfmpw hlt rpzesC The Elvvyze zsfnlpz dsfb sfmzh 
tafpet ypw albcesC The isfblte he hyw bywe af Hoyahsy fp ,thyEevBt 
tvfieAahya he nfmvw isfae.a nhya aheo hyw cmlvaC

2hep he fiepew hlt eoet yzylpg hlt zyue nyt taeywoC
LRea aheb zfgK he tylwC LHvv fd ahebC 7Bvv wf laCK
-mssfjBt zslp nlwepewC L2lte .hfl.eCK
L-neys lagK ’sf ywwewg Efl.e vlje tafpeC LSo nhyaeEes hfpfs ofm 

hyEe vedaCK
Mfs y heysaceyag -mssfjBt eoet hyswepewC Lqeso nevvgK he tylwC LSo 

ahe .fEepypa 7 anlta ypw ahe .hylpt 7 nlevwN ofms vlde lp ivy.e fd ahelstCK
’sf jpevaC
-fvwlest tmszew dfsnyswg clpwlpz hlt nsltat ypw ypjvet lp heyEo 

.hylptC The .fvw clae fd beayv wmz lpaf hlt tjlpg cma he wlw pfa ”lp.hC 
Thlt nyt pfa ahe rsta albe he hyw deva nelzha vlje ahltAfpvo pfng la 
nyt .hftepg pfa dfs.ewC

Ie vldaew hlt heywg teys.hlpz ahe asee vlpeC
TheseA—mta  ceofpw  ahe  tbfjeg  hyvd!hlwwep  co  veyEetA‑ve 

nya.hewg hes tbyvv hypwt .vybiew fEes hes bfmahg aeyst taseyblpz 
wfnp hes dy.eC ,ceve ypw Htyay .sfm.hew cetlwe hesg HtyayBt ysb 
nsyiiew isfae.alEevo ysfmpw cfah .hlvwsepC
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LSe tasfpzgK ’sf .yvvew af hesg hlt Efl.e cseyjlpzC LTevv ofms bfahes 
7Bvv rpw bo nyo cy.jCK

‑ve thffj hes heywg tfct .hfjlpz hesg cma hlt nfswt dfmpw y ivy.e 
lp hes yponyoC

-mssfjBt vymzh e.hfew yt ’sf nyt wsyzzew afnysw ahe nylalpz thlitC
Mfsethywfnlpz ahe -hli
Ht ahe lpEywest heswew ahe sebylplpz .yialEet afnysw ahe thfseg ‑ve 

vlpzesew ya ahe ewze fd ahe aseetg hes tbyvv rtat .vep.hew tf alzha hes 
pylvt cla lpaf hes iyvbtC ’hylpt .vlpjew vlje y .smev tfpz yt Elvvyzest 
nese dfs.ew mi .smwe sybit fpaf ahe thlitC

-he nya.hew yt ,ceve ypw HtyayApfn seveytew ypw dfszfaaep 
yblwta ahe .fpdmtlfp fd -mssfjBt cyszylpAbevaew cy.j lpaf ahe dfs“
etag zmlwew co fahes ”eelpz ElvvyzestC Theo nese tydeg dfs pfnC

Sma ahe lbyze fd hes dyahesg cfmpw ypw ceyaepg cmspew lp hes blpwC
Ie vffjew tbyvves cepeyah ahe nelzha fd lsfpg oea tfbehfn vyszes 

ahyp he hyw eEes ceepN y byp .hfftlpz .hylpt tf fahest .fmvw nyvj 
dseeC

‑ve amspew ypw sypg hes deea ifmpwlpz yzylpta ahe eysah yt the sy.ew 
afnysw ,thyEevC The yls afse ya hes vmpztg cma the wlw pfa tvfnC

Hoyahsy hyw af jpfnC The ‑sy.vet hyw af jpfnC Theo nfmvw rpw 
y nyo af cslpz hlb hfbeC

Theo hyw afC
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World of 
Shadows

T he ship groaned like a wounded beast, its timbers straining 
against the relentless push of the waves. Below deck, the air was 

su—ocatingya heavx blend of sweat, eScrement, and despair. Chackled 
to the Ioor, Aro sat with his back against the cold wooden wall, his 
head tilted toward the faint crack of starlight ’ltering through the 
planks above.

Ht had been hoursyor perhaps daxsysince he was last on solid 
ground. Time had become meaningless in this dark void. jround him, 
other prisoners lax in various states of eShaustion or despondence, 
their bodies curled into themselves as though trxing to retreat from 
their own eSistence.

AroLs legs ached where the iron shackles bit into his Iesh, raw 
and inIamed. Ee shifted, letting out a low groan as he adKusted his 
weight. Eis stomach churned violentlx with the motion of the ship, 
and the nauseating stench around him didnLt help. Reaning forward, 
he retched, bile splattering the Ioor.
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js he wiped his mouth, his exes caught a faint glimmer near his feet.
j shard of light, small but luminous, danced across the woodN

en planks. ‑or a moment, the sight transported him. Ee rememN
bered the stars he once called home, their brilliance wrapping him 
in warmth and purpose. Ee remembered DshavelLs peak, jxathraLs 
laughter,  leLs small hand wrapped around his ’nger.

“ow those memories onlx deepened the ache in his chest.
Eis name had once carried weightyAro, the balance!keeper, the 

one who stood between worlds. But here, shackled and broken, he felt 
like a hollow shell, his identitx stripped awax like skin from his back.

Ee closed his exes.”What good is a balance‑keeper in chains?
The Feck of Fespair
j sharp xank on the chain around his ankles Kolted Aro from his 

thoughts. The violent pull slammed his head against the bars behind 
him.

q n xour feet, prisonerWM a guttural voice barked, followed bx the 
butt of a riIe driving into his ribs.

Aro gritted his teeth as pain Iared through his side.
jround him, prisoners groaned and shu8ed, dragged to their feet 

bx eGuallx rough hands. The guards, brutish ’gures cloaked in smoke 
and ’relight, herded them toward the stairs. Aro was forced to ascend 
with the others, his chains rattling with everx step.

Yhen he ’nallx emerged onto the deck, the icx wind struck his 
bare skin like needles, and he shivered violentlx. The prisoners were 
corralled into a tight circle, their emaciated forms pressed together for 
warmth. The sea roared around them, its black depths an eternal void. 
jbove, the skx was a blanket of stars, indi—erent to the su—ering below.

j sudden shriek tore through the heavx silence.
Aro turned.
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j box, no older than twelve, thrashed against the grip of a towering 
soldier. Eis wide, tear!’lled exes locked onto a woman being dragged 
to the center of the deck.

q9ive me mx mamaWM the box screamed, his small ’sts pounding 
futilelx against the soldierLs chest.

The woman fought back ’ercelx, her cries a miS of rage and desperN
ation. But her captor was unxielding. Yith a cruel laugh, he raised his 
spear and drove it into her left exe.

The world seemed to slow.
Blood spraxed across the deck as the woman crumpled, clutching 

her face in agonx. The boxLs scream broke into raw, wordless sound.
AroLs breath came in ragged gasps as he watched the brutalitx unN

fold. Eis hands clenched into ’sts, nails biting into his palms. Dverx 
part of him screamed to move, to act, but the chains turned his bodx 
into an anchor.

The Branding of Aro
q…ouWM one of the guards growled, his ga0e locking onto Aro. qCtep 

forwardWM
Aro didnLt move.
The guard advanced, grabbing Aro bx the collar and xanking him 

to his feet. qYhatLs xour name, box‘M
AroLs Kaw tightened. Ee remained silent, his ga0e de’ant.
q“ameWM the guard roared, slamming the butt of his riIe into AroLs 

stomach.
Foubling over in pain, Aro ’nallx rasped, qH am not deaf.M
The guardLs exes narrowed. Hnsolence, even small, was a luSurx few 

survived here.
qAommandantWM he barked. qBring the ironWM



TED RjCT BRjA7BH-F O1

zoments later, a glowing brand was brought forth, its red!hot 
surface shimmering in the torchlight. The guard grinned maliciouslx 
as he pressed it against AroLs chest.

j scream tore from AroLs throat as the searing pain consumed him. 
The smell of burning Iesh ’lled the air. The other prisoners recoiled, 
horror etched into their gaunt faces.

Yhen the iron was removed, Aro collapsed to his knees, his chest 
heaving. The mark throbbed like a second heart, pulsing heat through 
his ribs.

q…ou have a new name now,M the guard sneered. qjnd everxone will 
know it.M

Aro stared at the deck, vision swimming. j part of him wantN
ed to believe thex had burned his old name awax. jnother, smaller 
partystubborn and Guietyknew thex hadnLt.

Dbele and jsata
Eours later, the deck cleared, leaving onlx the dead and the dxing.
Aro sat slumped against the railing, his bodx trembling with eSN

haustion and pain. The brand on his chest burned in time with the 
slow, relentless roll of the waves.

j faint whimper caught his attention.
Turning, he saw the box from earlier crouched beside the womanLs 

broken form. Tears streamed down his face as he gentlx wiped her 
brow with shaking hands.

qCheLs all H have left,M the box whispered, though no one had asked. 
qFonLt leave, zamaP donLt leavePM

AroLs heart twisted.
Cummoning what little strength he had, he crawled toward them, 

chains scraping against the planks.
qCtax backWM the box cried, his voice trembling with fear. qFonLt 

touch herWM
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Aro raised his hands, palms open. qHLm here to help,M he said, his 
voice hoarse but steadx.

The box hesitated, then nodded once.
Together, thex lifted the womanyawkward and painful, but careN

fulyand carried her to a Guieter corner of the deck. Aro tore strips 
from his tattered shirt, using them to bind her wounds as best he 
could, hands gentler than his si0e suggested.

qCheLs all H have left,M the box repeated, his voice breaking. qFonLt 
let her die.M

Aro met the boxLs ga0e, his own exes heavx with emotion. qHLll do 
everxthing H can,M he said. qYhatLs xour name‘M

qDbele,M the box replied softlx. qHt means 2mercx.LM
The name struck a chord deep within Aro.”Mercy. On a ship like 

this.
q…our mother is strong, Dbele,M he said. qCheLs fought to stax with 

xou this long. CheLll ’ght through this too.M
The boxLs small hands trembled as he gripped AroLs.
q…ou promise‘M he whispered.
Aro hesitated. Ee had broken promises beforeysome bx choice, 

some bx force. But looking into the boxLs exes, he could not turn awax.
qH promise,M he said.
jsataLs jwakening
Time blurred into a sluggish, pounding rhxthm of waves and pain.
jt last, the womanyjsataystirred. Eer good exe Iuttered open, 

clouded with confusion. Che Iinched at the sting of the bandages and 
the throb behind her ruined exe.

Eer ga0e fell on Aro, and she instinctivelx shrank back. qYhere is 
Dbele‘M she rasped.
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Aro placed a hand on her shoulder. qEeLs safe,M he said. qEeLs Kust 
there.M Ee nodded toward the box, curled close bx, ’nallx asleep from 
sheer eShaustion.

jsata tried to rise, panic Iashing across her face. Aro gentlx but 
’rmlx kept her from straining.

qElease,M he said, his voice steadx. q…ou need to conserve xour 
strength. Ee needs xou alive.M

Eer breathing slowed, and she looked up at him, her eSpression 
softening as she searched his face.

qYho are xou‘M she asked.
qAro,M he replied simplx.
Eer exe widened. qThe Aro‘M she whispered. qThe balance!keepN

er‘M
Aro frowned, the old title feeling out of place amid salt and blood. 

qEow do xou know that name‘M
qzx grandmother spoke of xou,M jsata murmured. qChe said xou 

were a guardian of balance, set between worlds. Che said xou would 
return when the world needed xou most.M

AroLs ga0e drifted down to the still!smoldering brand on his chest. 
qThe world doesnLt need me,M he said Guietlx. qH couldnLt even proN
tect mx own village. zx own child. HLve failed more times than H can 
count.M

jsata reached out, her ’ngers brushing the edges of the mark. Ht had 
been meant as a tool of humiliation, a scar to de’ne him bx anotherLs 
will. Eer touch was gentle, reverent.

q…ou still carrx the divine within xou,M she said. qThat cannot be 
taken awaxynot bx chains, not bx ’re.M

Eer words stirred something in Aroya Iicker of warmth, fragile 
but undeniable. Ee had been manx thingsF warrior, builder, husband, 



z. A. - CD?G

father. Aaptive. But perhaps those things had not been erased, onlx 
buried.

j Eromise in the Farkness
That night, as the ship drifted through the endless sea, Aro sat 

beneath the narrow strip of skx visible from the upper deck. Dbele lax 
curled beside jsata, their forms silhouetted against the faint starlight.

The brand on his chest throbbed in time with his heartbeat, each 
pulse a reminderF he was both marked and not xet ’nished.

Aro closed his exes and whispered a praxer to the Areator.
qHf …ou still hear me,M he murmured, qguide me. Eelp me protect 

them. Eelp me be more than what these chains sax H am.M
jbove, the stars seemed to pulse, their light distant but steadx.
Ee felt the weight of his failuresy-aineLs fall, jxathraLs grief,  leLs 

tears at the forestLs edgeybut alongside it, something newF the small 
weight of a promise made to a box named zercx, and the fragile trust 
in jsataLs single, unwavering exe.

zercx. -enewal. Balance.
The Kournex was far from over. But for the ’rst time since the chains 

closed around his wrists, Aro dared to believe that even here, in this 
world of shadows, he might still carrx light.
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Whispers to 
Esh'avel

T he ruins of the village stretched before Ayathra, each bro-
ken hut and scorched peld a mainful reCinder of ’ro.s ab-

senceP jerched on a zagged rock, her sharm gawe sEemt the land beloEP 
Above, her eagle, —ira, circled in silent vigilanceP The Eorld felt unbal-
ancedOthe harCony she and ’ro had Eorked tirelessly to Caintain 
shattered like glassP

As she descended toEard the forest edge, her stems light and delib-
erate, her gawe fell on Hle, mlaying alone near the treelineP

Ayathra ammroached her daughter, her CoveCents “uid and silentP 
Hle sat on a fallen log, tracing matterns in the dirt Eith a stickP Wer 
usual smark of Cischief Eas dulled, her shoulders hunched Eith the 
Eeight of unsmoken griefP

?”hat.s Erong, Cy loveqM Ayathra asked, her voice gentle but prCP
Hle.s head snammed um, her eyes briCCing Eith unshed tearsP At 

her Cother.s Ruestion, they smilled over, carving tracks doEn her 
cheeksP
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?… Ciss hiC,M she said, her voice treCblingP ?… Ciss YatherPM
Ayathra.s heart clenched, but she kemt her tone steadyP ?… knoEPM
?…t.s all Cy fault,M Hle choked out, her hands curling into pstsP ?…f 

only … had stommed theCOif only … hadn.t told —bele to go to that 
mlaceP We listened to Ce, and then his Cother caCe looking for hiC, 
and noE they.re both goneP And YatherBM

Wer Eords dissolved into sobsP
?Yather gave hiCself um to save CeP ….ve failed hiCP ….ve failed all of 

theCPM
Ayathra knelt before her daughter and mulled her closeP Hle buried 

her face in her Cother.s shoulder, her sCall body shaking Eith the 
force of her guiltP

?Lou knoE,M Ayathra began, brushing her hand through Hle.s dark 
hair, ?your sister 8aine Eould have felt the saCe EayPM

Hle mulled back, her eyes red and RuestioningP ?8aineqM
?4he, too, bore the Eeight of choices that felt unbearable,M Ayathra 

said softlyP ?Kut do you knoE Ehat she taught CeqM
Hle shook her headP
Ayathra cummed her face, her tone prC but kindP ?4he taught Ce 

that even Ehen Ee stuCbleOeven Ehen our choices bring mainOEe 
are not depned by our failuresP ”e are depned by hoE Ee rise froC 
theCPM

Hle sniDed, her tears sloEingP ?Kut Ehat if … can.t riseq ”hat if … 
can.t Cake things rightqM

?Lou have a future ahead of you, Cy child,M Ayathra said, her voice 
infused Eith Ruiet deterCinationP ?And … Eant to shoE you soCe-
thing that Cight helm you understandPM

Hle tilted her head, curiosity smarking beneath her sadnessP ?”hat 
is itqM
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Ayathra stood and e7tended her handP ?”e.re going to —shavelOto 
the realC of the —agle HraclesPM

The :ourney to —shavel
The cliCb toEard —shavel Eas treacherous but breathtakingP
The Countain math Eound through dense forest, Ehere ancient 

trees stretched skyEard, their branches Eoven like the pngers of sleem-
ing giantsP 4treaCs trickled doEn the rocky terrain, their crystal Eaters 
catching the sunlight and casting rainboEs onto the Cossy groundP

—ira “eE ahead, scouting the math and returning meriodically Eith 
sharm cries that echoed through the treesP Ayathra.s CoveCents Eere 
sEift and sure, her balance unEavering as she led Hle um the Einding 
trailP

Hle folloEed, her sCall legs struggling to keem mace, but she mressed 
on, draEn by her Cother.s Ruiet resolve and the faint huC of soCe-
thing calling froC aboveP

?Sother,M Hle asked as they maused near a narroE ledge, ?Ehat is 
—shavel likeB um thereqM

Ayathra sCiled faintly, gawing toEard the toEering meaksP ?…t is a 
mlace Ehere tiCe feels as though it stands still,M she saidP ?”here the 
air huCs Eith the Ehismers of those Eho caCe before usP …t is Ehere … 
prst learned Cy mlace in this EorldOand Ehere your sister left a mart 
of herself for us to pndPM

Hle froEnedP ?Lou.ve never talked Cuch about 8ainePM
Ayathra.s e7mression softened, shadoEs crossing her faceP ?Wer loss 

Eas a Eound so deem that … feared smeaking of her Eould Cake it bleed 
aneE,M she adCittedP ?Kut noE … see that keeming her CeCory locked 
aEay has done you a disserviceP 4he Eould have Eanted you to knoE 
herOto learn froC her EisdoC, not zust froC her absencePM

Hle looked doEn at her feet, then back um at the CountainP ?… Eant 
to knoE her,M she said RuietlyP ?—ven if it hurtsPM
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Ayathra.s eyes shoneP ?Then Ee EillPM
Arrival at —shavel
”hen they pnally reached the suCCit, Hle gasmedP
The realC of —shavel unfolded like a dreaCP A vast mlateau smread 

out beneath an omen sky that shiCCered Eith hues of gold and violet, 
the colors shifting like tidesP ToEering eagles merched on stone millars, 
their feathers gleaCing Eith an ethereal lightP The air Eas thick Eith 
the huC of ancient songs, the voices of oracles mast blending in layered 
harConyP

Ayathra guided Hle to the central sanctuaryOa Cassive circular 
stone carved Eith intricate syCbolsP At its heart stood a medestal, and 
umon it rested a scrollP

?Lour sister caCe here Cany years ago,M Ayathra said, her voice 
reverentP ?4he smoke Eith the Hracles, seeking guidance about the 
future of our meomleP This is Ehere she recorded her visionsPM

Hle ammroached the scroll, her pngers hovering above its surfaceP 
?”hat did she seeqM she askedP

?4he saE you,M Ayathra said siCmlyP
Hle.s head snammed um, her eyes EideP ?SeqM
Ayathra noddedP ?4he smoke of a tiCe Ehen darkness Eould fall 

umon our meomle, Ehen the ties that bind us to —shavel Eould be 
testedP 4he saE a girlOyoung, but Eise beyond her yearsOEho Eould 
rise to lead our meomle into the lightPM

Hle.s breath caughtP ?Lou think that.s CeqM
Ayathra knelt beside her, taking her handsP ?… knoE it is,M she saidP 

?And … believe that everything you.ve been throughOthe main, the 
loss, even the CistakesOhas been mremaring you for this CoCentPM

Hle sEalloEedP ?… don.t feel like soCeone Eho leads meomle,M she 
adCittedP ?… feel like soCeone Eho breaks thingsPM
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Ayathra sRueewed her hands gentlyP ?4o did 8aine,M she saidP ?4o 
did …, onceP The ones Eho feel the Eeight of their choices are often the 
ones Eho can be trusted Eith others. futuresPM

5earning 8aine.s 5egacy
Hver the folloEing days, Ayathra and Hle reCained on —shavel, 

delving into the teachings of the HraclesP
Hle learned to trace the syCbols carved into the sanctuary.s Ealls, 

their Ceanings unfolding like a forgotten languageP 4he mracticed 
listeningOnot zust Eith her ears, but Eith her smiritOto the faint, 
layered songs that drifted through the stoneP

Ayathra shared stories of 8aine@ her perce courage, her stubborn-
ness, the Eay she had argued Eith the divine voice about the fate of 
their meomleP 4he smoke of 8aine.s coCmassion for the Eeak, and of the 
day she had “oEn too high and Cet 4urrok.s preP

4he also smoke of ’roOof his laughter under the banyan tree, his 
strength in battle, his Ruiet tenderness Ehen he thought no one Eas 
EatchingP 4he told Hle hoE he had once stood in the very center of 
that sanctuary, unsure of his oEn Eorth, and had still chosen to carry 
a burden Ceant for CanyP

As they Eorked and learned together, the bond betEeen Cother 
and daughter deemenedP Ayathra saE in Hle the saCe pery deterCi-
nation that had driven 8aineOand “ashes of ’ro.s steady loyaltyP Hle 
began to see her Cother not as an infallible mrotector, but as a EoCan 
of incredible strength and vulnerability, Eho had lost Cuch and kemt 
going anyEayP

YoreshadoEing the Yuture
Hne Corning, as the sun rose over —shavel, Hle stood at the edge of 

the mlateau, gawing out at the Eorld beloEP The horiwon Eas shrouded 
in a faint darkness, a creeming shadoE that seeCed to stretch endless-
lyOa sCoke stain on the edge of the skyP
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?Sother,M Hle said, her voice steady desmite the fear in her eyes, ?… 
Eant to helmP … Eant to be ready for Ehatever coCes ne7tPM

Ayathra stemmed beside her and mlaced a hand on her daughter.s 
shoulder, her gawe prCP

?Lou Eill be,M she saidP ?Kut reCeCber, being ready doesn.t Cean 
being merfectP …t Ceans trusting the Hne Eho called youOand trusting 
yourselfOeven Ehen the math seeCs unclearPM

Hle dreE a sloE breathP The guilt she carried had not vanished, but 
it no longer felt like a chainOCore like a Eeight she could choose to 
liftP

As they descended froC —shavel, both Cother and daughter carried 
a reneEed sense of murmoseP Ayathra.s heart ached for ’ro, but she 
kneE her zourney Eith Hle Eas only beginningOand that together, 
they Eould honor 8aine.s mromhecy and stand against the darkness 
gathering at the edges of their EorldP
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Surok's Hunger

T he sun dipped low in the sky, its golden rays slicing through 
the dense canopy of the Shadowlands. Surok crouched low in 

the underbrush, his sinewy human frame blending seamlessly into the 
wilderness. His movements were smooth and deliberate, but his sharp 
instincts—a legacy of his primal past—remained.

His dark eyes zicked to a rat scurrying across the forest zoor. The 
creature fro’e, sensing the predatorWs presence, but it was too late. 
xith a sudden, zuid motion, Surok lunged. His ‑ngers, unnervingly 
dejterous, snatched the rat midAsprint.

xithout hesitation, he bit into its zesh.
The metallic tang of blood ‑lled his mouth, a visceral satisfaction 

spreading through him. He tore the meat apart, his Maw working as if 
driven by something deeper than hunger—something animalistic that 
clawed at the edges of his humanity.

Cs he ‑nished, Surok rose to his full height, his tall ‑gure casting 
an ominous shadow over the riverbank. The rushing water mirrored 
his face—a lean, angular visage marked by grime and hunger. His eyes, 
dark as a starless night, gleamed with the predatory hunger of a beast.
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“ut he was no beast—not entirely.
“eneath his savage instincts lay a mind sharp and calculating.
Surok turned from his rezection and drew a small, translucent 

stone from the folds of his cloak. ”t glimmered faintly with stolen 
radiance. Holding it up to the waning light, he murmured,

?Chavel, watch me. xatch as ” remake this world into something 
stronger—something worthy of its true rulers.L

The stone pulsed once in his hand, as if in answer—or warning.
The 0ncounter
C faint rustling in the trees pulled Surok from his reverie. His body 

tensed, every muscle coiling like a spring. His hand darted to the hilt of 
a knife strapped to his belt, and he bared his teeth—a human gesture 
edged with feral menace.

?Show yourself,L he growled, his voice low and commanding. ?9r 
”Wll ‑nd you myself.L

The forest answered with silence, save for the whisper of leaves 
shifting in the wind.

Then, in a blur of movement, something struck him, driving him 
to the ground.

He rolled instinctively, bringing his knife up, but his attacker was 
faster. C strong hand pinned his arm, and the blade clattered to the 
earth.

C voice hissed close to his ear, cold and unyielding. ?Eemember me, 
SurokKL

His lips twisted into a sneer as he recogni’ed the voice. ?Cyathra.L
She leaned closer, dark eyes locking onto his. Her hair spilled over 

her shoulders like ink, and though her form was entirely human, her 
movements still carried the zuidity and precision of a hunter in zight.

SurokWs instincts screamed danger—but he didnWt zinch.



TH0 DCST “DCO1“”EY B…

?-ou donWt look so powerful now,L she spat, her knife pressing 
against his throat. ?Tell me why ” shouldnWt end you here.L

Surok managed a laugh despite her grip. ?-ou could kill me, yes,L 
he rasped. ?“ut you wonWt. -ouWre here for something more. Cnswers, 
perhapsK Cbout OroK Cbout the shipsK 9r maybe: about the shadow 
swallowing your landsKL

Her knife bit deeper, drawing a thin line of blood. ?Speak, Surok. 
9r ”Wll carve the truth out of whatWs left of you.L

C Test of xills
SurokWs grin widened, a zicker of madness dancing in his eyes.
?OroKL he said. ?9h, heWs beyond your reach, Cyathra. Taken beq

yond the shores your people call home. 0ven if you had the strength 
to follow, youWd ‑nd only chains and despair.L

Her grip faltered—slightly—but his  sharp senses  caught the 
tremor.

?xhere is heKL she demanded. ?xhat use could he be to youKL
He chuckled darkly. ?The same use as your people2 labor. SubMuq

gation. 0very stone they carry, every lash they endure—it all serves to 
build a kingdom that will outlast even the stars.L

?Diar,L she snarled, though doubt zickered in her eyes.
SurokWs ga’e turned mocking. ?”f you doubt me, look to the northq

ern shores. To the rivers choked with shadows, to the ships that cut the 
water like teeth. There, youWll ‑nd the proof of your failure.L

CyathraWs Maw tightened. Her mind raced—visions of darkened 
coasts, of missing villagers, of Oro in chains.

?xhen ” ‑nd him,L she said, each word a promise, ?”Wll tear your 
empire apart.L

His voice dropped to a whisper, dripping with venom. ?Then youWll 
need power, Cyathra. Rore than the 9racles ever gave you. Cnd we 
both know what that rePuires.L
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The “argain
She stiNened, his words cutting deeper than any blade.
SurokWs smile widened. ?Det me help you,L he purred. ?”Wll give you 

the strength to ‑nd Oro—to survive what waits beyond the northern 
shore. “ut in return:L

He paused, savoring the tension in her shoulders.
?Gledge your daughter to my service.L
Eage zared in CyathraWs eyes. Her knife pressed harder, drawing 

another bead of blood. ?-ou will never touch 9le.L
?Then youWll lose her,L Surok said, his voice eerily calm. ?The shadq

ows will take her, Must as theyWll take everything else. -ou know whatWs 
stalking your village. -ouWve seen what happens to those who stand 
alone.L

3or a moment, CyathraWs composure wavered.
She pictured 9leWs tearAstreaked face, OroWs bound hands, EaineWs 

fall through searing light. The weight of every choice pressed against 
her ribs.

?” can give her a place,L Surok continued smoothly. ? ot as a 
victim, but as a weapon. Serving at my side instead of buried beneath 
someone elseWs war.L

CyathraWs ‑ngers tightened on the hilt. 3or one dangerous heartq
beat, the temptation zickered—not for herself, but for a future where 
9le survived at any cost.

Then she shoved him back, her resolve hardening like stone.
?”Wll ‑nd another way,L she said.
Surok laughed as she stepped away. ?Time is not on your side, 

Cyathra. The shadows are hungry. Cnd even ChavelWs light is fading 
from your world.L

C Alimmer of Hope
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Cyathra zed through the forest, her breath ragged and her heart 
heavy. 0ach step carried a fresh wave of doubt2CWhat if he’s right? 
What if I can’t reach Cro? What if I lose Ole too?

Cs despair threatened to close over her, something brushed against 
her cheek.

She paused and lifted her hand.
C feather rested in her palm—pure white, glowing softly in the 

dimness. ”ts light pulsed gently, out of rhythm with the darkness 
around her.

C voice, calm and steady, echoed in her mind. ?Seek Re, Cyathra. 
The path is narrow, but it is yours to walk.L

The OreatorWs presence washed over her, not as thunder or zame, 
but as a Puiet, unyielding certainty. She closed her ‑ngers around 
the feather. xarmth surged through her chest, pushing back the chill 
Surok had left behind.

The weight of despair lifted slightly, replaced by a spark of stubborn 
hope.

She turned her ga’e toward the northern hori’on. The Mourney 
ahead would be fraught with danger—ships, chains, shadows—but 
she would not walk it alone.

ChavelWs light still burned, faint but steady, guiding her steps.
Cnd as the Shadowlands deepened, CyathraWs resolve only grew 

stronger. Together, she and 9le would face whatever lay ahead—and 
somewhere beyond the hori’on, they would ‑nd Oro.
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The Edge of 
Freedom

T he Forest’s Edge

The forest swelled before Cro, its dense foliage teeming with 
shadows and the faint rustle of nocturnal creatures. Banana leaves 
hung heavy from the trees, their broad fronds pltering the moonlight 
into fractured katterns on the ground. Cro crouched low, the earthy 
scent of the underbrush grounding him as he scanned the terrain.

Twenty kaces to his right, voices cut through the humid night 
air. The glow of torches Aared intermittently, light casting Aic’ering 
shadows across the trees. “ man moved through the brush, his eyes 
sweeking dangerously close to where Cro lay hidden.

“sataWs hand brushed his shoulder, her kresence steady deskite the 
tension. The white lines of war kaint on her chee’ caught the faint 
light, star’ reminders of the battles theyWd already fought.

”je need to move,H she whiskered, her voice trembling Eust enough 
to betray her fear.
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Cro shoo’ his head slightly, his eyes pNed on the akkroaching pg—
ure. ”qot yet,H he murmured.

Ihe hesitated but nodded, raising a hand to signal the others in their 
grouk:seven men and women huddled in the dar’ness:to stay still.

The jeight of Cakture
Dt had been three months since their arrival on the island:three 

months of caktivity and degradation.
Itrikked of their clothing and dignity, they had been herded li’e 

cattle into plthy kens unpt even for livestoc’. The nights were cold, 
their only comkany the hogs that shared their ;uarters. The days were 
worseO bac’brea’ing labor under a whik that seemed to enEoy their 
kain.

Sarly on, Cro had tried to pght bac’, attemkting to steal a riAe while 
their caktors slekt. The kunishment had been swift and brutal:a 
whik searing across his bac’, leaving scars that burned even now.

Their caktors werenWt Eust cruelM they were deliberate. Their malice 
was systematic. Cro saw the mar’ of Iuro’ in them:the way they 
sneered, the gleam in their eyes as they wielded their kower. Le had 
seen this dar’ness before, and it sic’ened him.

Eagle.
The thought came unbidden:“yathraWs old form, 9aineWs fall, 

6leWs face strea’ed with tears. Le tried to bury it, but it clung to him 
li’e a shadow. Le had lost too much already. Le could not lose these 
keokle as well.

Ebele’s Hunger

”Cro.H
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The soft voice of Sbele kulled him from his thoughts. The boy 
clutched his motherWs hand, his eyes wide and rimmed with eNhaus—
tion.

”DWm hungry,H he whiskered.
Cro forced a smile, resting a hand on the boyWs shoulder. ”jeWll pnd 

something soon,H he said. ”zust stay close to your mother.H
“sata bent down, brushing a hand over her sonWs hair. ”Dt wonWt 

be much longer, Sbele,H she murmured. Ler voice was steady, though 
Cro could see the strain beneath it.

Le admired her strength. 5eskite the kain and fear in her every 
movement, she remained a steady anchor for her son:li’e “yathra 
had once been for 6le. The thought tightened his chest.

Not this time,?he told himself.?I will not watch another child lose 
everything.

“ 5eskerate Sscake
The grouk moved low through the thic’ets, their bodies brushing 

against damk foliage. The earthy scent of the forest mingled with the 
faint acrid tang of smo’e from the caktorsW camkpres. “head, the 
distant whinny of horses and the rhythmic kound of hooves sent a 
chill through Cro.

Le fro7e, body tense, every sense sharkening. ”9iders,H he said 
under his breath.

“sata stiYened beside him, her grik tightening on the small dagger 
she carried. ”5o you thin’ theyWve found usGH

”Ki’ely,H Cro said grimly. ”But weWve been careful. KetWs hoke itWs 
not us theyWre trac’ing.H

”Loke doesnWt ’eek us safe,H Jino hissed from behind, his frustra—
tion boiling over. ”je shouldWve turned bac’. This is suicide.H
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Cro turned, his eNkression calm but his voice edged with steel. 
”8ouWd krefer the kensG The whikG jatching your ’in suYer while you 
stand by, kowerlessGH

”“t least weWd still be alive,H Jino shot bac’.
Cro stekked closer, his voice drokking to a deadly whisker. ”Df 

we donWt pght for our freedom, weWre already dead. “nd if you ’eek 
sowing doubt, youWll doom us all.H

Jino glared at him but relented, muttering under his breath as he 
fell silent.

“ shark crac’ sklit the night.
…unpre.
The forest erukted in chaos. Bullets tore through leaves and sklin—

tered tree trun’s, sending shards of bar’ Aying.
”9unAH Cro shouted, grabbing “sataWs arm and kulling her for—

ward.
The grouk scattered, the shouts of their kursuers growing louder 

behind them. CroWs heart kounded as branches lashed at his face, the 
sound of bar’ing dogs closing in.

“ scream tore through the air.
“sata fell, her body crumkling to the ground. Blood seeked from 

her calf, dar’ening the earth beneath her.
”JotherAH Sbele cried, drokking to his ’nees beside her.
Cro ’nelt, his hands slic’ with her blood as he tried to staunch the 

wound. “sataWs breath came in ragged gasks.
”…o,H she rasked. ”Iave Sbele.H
”DWm not leaving you,H Cro said percely. Le turned to the boy. 

”Sbele, stay close to me. 5o you understandGH
The boy nodded, his face kale with fear.
Itrength Beyond Jeasure
The bar’ing grew louder.
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CroWs heart hammered as the prst dog burst through the trees, 
its eyes glinting with malice. Cro stekked forward, klanting himself 
between the dog and “sata. Lis muscles coiled li’e a skring, his body 
alive with raw adrenaline.

The dog lunged, teeth bared.
Cro moved with inhuman skeed, snatching a thic’ branch from the 

ground and swinging it in a brutal arc. The wood connected with the 
dogWs s’ull with a sic’ening crac’, sending it skrawling.

“nother dog charged, but Cro was ready. Lis instincts burned, 
guiding his movements as he dodged and struc’ with krecision, each 
blow fueled by memories of chains and pre.

”Sbele, helk your motherAH he shouted, his voice cutting through 
the chaos.

The boy scrambled to drag “sata behind a tree, his small frame 
straining with eYort. CroWs arms ached, his breath ragged, but he 
didnWt falter. Sach swing of the branch, each calculated movement, 
was a testament to his determination:to the kromise he had made 
on that shik.

I will protect them.
“t last, the surviving dogs retreated, whimkering bac’ into the 

dar’ness.
“ Joment of Iafety
Cro drokked the branch and rushed bac’ to “sata and Sbele.
“sataWs face was kale, her breath shallow. Cro ’nelt beside her, his 

hands steady deskite the tremor in his chest.
”8ouWll be alright,H he said prmly. ”jeWre not far now.H
Sbele clutched his motherWs hand, his young face etched with wor—

ry. ”jhat do we doGH he as’ed.
CroWs Eaw tightened. Le loo’ed at the others, huddled and sha’en. 

”je ’eek moving,H he said. ”Together.H
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“sataWs eyes Auttered oken, her voice barely more than a whisker. ”D 
canWtC DWll only slow you down.H

Cro shoo’ his head. ”D wonWt leave you,H he said. ”DWve left too many 
behind. jeWll ma’e it. Trust me.H

The words were as much for himself as for her.
The Call of “nshara
Lours later, as the grouk rested in the safety of a hidden clearing, 

Cro ga7ed toward the hori7on. The night had deekened, but in his 
heart he felt the kull of a klace he had never seen and yet somehow 
’new.

”“sata,H he said softly.
Ihe stirred, wincing as she shifted her inEured leg. ”8esGH
”ThereWs a city across the sea,H Cro said. ”“ city where our keokle 

are in chains.H
Ler eyes met his, fear temkered by a Aic’er of resolve. ”“nshara,H 

she whiskered.
”8es,H Cro said. The name felt heavy and right on his tongue. ”je 

have to go there. je have to free them. jhat we escaked from here is 
only a fragment of what they face.H

Sbele loo’ed uk at Cro, his young face lit by the faint glow of their 
small pre, determination burning in his eyes. ”jeWll go too,H he said. 
”jonWt we, JotherGH

“sataWs liks curved into a faint, weary smile. ”8es,H she said. ”jeWll 
go.H

Cro nodded, his own resolve hardening. This escake was not the 
endM it was the edge of something larger.

The city of “nshara awaited:and with it, the chance not only to 
reclaim their freedom, but to stri’e at the heart of the world Iuro’ was 
trying to build.
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The Storm 
Breaks

T he forest seemed to hold its breath as Cro crouched in the shad-
ows of the palisade. The air hung thick with tension, mingled 

with the scent of damp earth and the acrid bite of smoke wafting from 
the distant yres of the compound. The setting sun cast long shadows, 
its yerE glow revecting oB the iron bars of the gate ahead. W—erE sound, 
e—erE shift in the foliage, felt ampliyed in the eerie stillness.

’eEond the gate, the enemE mo—ed in disciplined formation. Iar-
riors in black robes and tiered hats patrolled the grounds, their mo—e-
ments precise, their —oices sharp and commanding. The plantation 
house beEond loomed as a stark reminder of the crueltE entrenched in 
this placeHa monument to its master‑s dominion. xts dark windows, 
shrouded in laEers of soot and grime, seemed to watch e—erE mo—e-
ment below, unblinking and ominous.

Cro pressed his back against the rough bark of a tree, his breath-
ing steadE, his thoughts sharp. Lis leopardAlike reveSes and instincts, 
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honed through Eears of battle, had kept him ali—e where others had 
fallen. Tonight, theE would guide him once more.

’eside him, REathra stood tall and —igilant, her keen eEes scanning 
the compound with an eagle‑s precision. The light breeje tugged at 
her dark hair, streaked with white like feathersHa mark of all she had 
seen and carried. Dhe seemed car—ed from the —erE essence of the wild, 
her presence eSuding both strength and freedom.

OIe‑re outnumbered,F she whispered, her —oice sharp Eet calm, 
each sEllable a testament to her strategic foresight. Ler gaje remained
 ySed on the enemE below, cataloging e—erE detail, e—erE weakness in 
their formation.

Cro‑s qaw tightened. OTheE think numbers will sa—e them,F he 
murmured. OIhat theE don‑t realije is that fear holds them togeth-
erHand fear crumbles under courage.F

’ehind them, ?le and Wbele waited, their Eouthful faces shadowed 
bE the enormitE of what laE ahead. Wbele clutched his dagger tightlE, 
the leatherAwrapped hilt slick with sweat, while ?le‑s eSpression was a 
storm of fear and resol—e. TheE were EoungHtoo Eoung, Cro thought 
with a pang of guiltHEet their resol—e burned as yercelE as anE seasoned 
warrior‑s.

OYather,F ?le said softlE, her —oice Mua—ering but steadE. OIhat if 
we fail2F

Cro turned to her, his piercing eEes meeting hers with steadE 
warmth. OYailure is gi—ing up before the yght begins,F he said. O3ou 
are stronger than Eou know, ?le. ’oth of Eou are.F

Wbele straightened his shoulders, qaw set with determination. OIe 
won‑t fail,F he said.

Cro placed a hand on each of their shoulders, his grip yrm but 
reassuring. OThen staE close, and trust in Eoursel—es. This battle isn‑t 
qust for todaEHit‑s for all the tomorrows that will follow.F
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The shadows deepened as the sun slipped below the horijon, cast-
ing the forest in twilight hues. R nightbird‑s crE pierced the airHa 
signal from the others hidden in the woods.

The time had come.
Cro nodded to REathra, and together theE mo—ed forward, silent 

as the creatures of the wild. Wach step brought them closer to the 
compound‑s heart, where the faint clang of iron and the murmur of 
—oices hinted at the life within. ’ehind them, ?le and Wbele mirrored 
their mo—ements, the soft crunch of their boots mu<ed bE the forest‑s 
damp undergrowth.

The plan was simple, Eet fraught with peril. REathra‑s sharp eEes 
had noted a gap in the patrolHa momentarE weakness in their other-
wise disciplined mo—ements. xt would be their waE in.

TheE reached the edge of the treeline, where the palisade cast long, 
qagged shadows across the ground. The acrid smell of the compound‑s
 yres grew stronger here, mingling with the stench of fear and oppres-
sion that clung to the air.

Cro raised a hand, signaling the others to halt.
REathra slipped ahead, her mo—ements vuid and precise, her form 

melding with the shadows. Dhe reached the gate‑s edge, pressing her 
back against the cold iron bars, and gestured for the rest to follow.

TheE mo—ed swiftlE but cautiouslE, breaths held, hearts pounding 
like war drums.

xnside the compound, the warriors mo—ed with practiced e=ciencE, 
their —oices carrEing an undercurrent of tension. Cro‑s sharp eEes 
caught sight of their leaderHa towering ygure draped in crimson 
robes, his face obscured bE a dark —eil. Lis presence eSuded authoritE, 
and the warriors deferred to him with unMuestioning loEaltE.

Cro‑s qaw tightened. This man was the linchpin of the enemE‑s 
strengthHthe embodiment of the fear that kept their people bound.
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REathra returned to Cro‑s side, her eSpression grim but resolute. 
OThe gap is there,F she said, Obut it‑s tighter than x thought. Ie‑ll need 
to be faster than the wind.F

Cro nodded, his gaje locking with hers. OThen we‑ll be the storm.F
Iith a silent signal, the four mo—ed as one.
TheE slipped through the gapHshadows within shadowsHtheir 

breaths barelE audible o—er the faint crackle of the compound‑s yres. 
The warriors patrolling the grounds were obli—ious, their gajes trained 
on the perimeter, blind to the threat that had alreadE breached their 
defenses.

The group reached their yrst co—er inside the compound? a stack of 
barrels and crates, reeking of oil and grain. Cro‑s senses picked up the 
faintest shift in the air, the distant sound of a footstep too close for 
comfort.

Le motioned for the others to staE hidden as he drew his blade, its 
edge gleaming faintlE in the dim light.

R guard approached, his footsteps steadE, his spear held looselE at 
his side. Cro tensed, muscles coiled like a predator readE to strike. 
The guard passed within a hair‑s breadth of their hiding spot, his eEes 
scanning the darkness without seeing them.

Cro waited until the man‑s back was turned before signaling them 
to mo—e again.

Rs theE edged closer to the plantation house, the enormitE of their 
task loomed o—er them. This wasn‑t qust a battle for freedomHit was 
a battle for their —erE souls, for the promise of a world unshackled bE 
tErannE.

xn that moment, as theE prepared to strike, Cro felt the weight of 
historE press against him. This was a yght that would echo through the 
ages, a deyance that would light the path for those who would follow.
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Rnd so, with the forest‑s breath held once more, theE mo—ed for-
ward into the heart of darkness, readE to car—e their mark into the 
fabric of destinE.
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The Reckoning of 
Shadow's Gate

T he crescent moon hung low, casting a silver glow over the com-
pound. A faint hum of tension permeated the air as the guards 

began their nightly shift change. Cro crouched in the shadows, his 
form blending seamlessly with the dim light. His muscles coiled like a 
predator’s, every motion deliberate. The scars that crisscrossed his dark 
skin gleamed faintly in the moonlight—reminders of battles fought 
and lost.

He listened to the steady rhythm of the sentinels’ boots crunching 
on gravel, their movements mechanical. Cro inhaled deeply, steadying 
his resolve.

Tonight was not just a raid.
Tonight was vengeance, freedom, and the reclamation of his peo-

ple’s dignity.
He stepped forward, the shadows reluctant to release him. His 

leopard‑like grace gave him an almost otherworldly presence as he 
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strode toward the iron gate. The zickering torches above cast dancing 
shadows across his face, illuminating his piercing ga“e.

!Stop”W barked a sentinel, raising his rize.
The man’s armor was patched together, a motley assortment of 

salvaged metals and leather, but his weapon gleamed—a symbol of the 
oppressors’ dominance.

!?ho do you think you areIW the man demanded.
Cro halted, standing tall. His voice was calm, a low rumble that 

carried the weight of his conviction. !B am the reckoning you’ve prayed 
to avoid.W

The guard sneered, his grip tightening on the rize. !Lig words for 
a dead man walking.W

Cro’s lips curled into a faint smirk. !B’ve heard enough talk. Fet’s 
see if you can back it up.W

The guard’s Nnger twitched toward the trigger, but Cro was faster. 
He moved in a blur, striking the rize aside as he drove his Nst into the 
man’s jaw. The guard collapsed like a broken marionette, his weapon 
clattering uselessly to the ground.

Krom the shadows, Cro’s voice rang out like a battle cry. !Dow”W
The Assault
The hidden survivors burst forth, their desperation turned to fury. 

Each of them bore the marks of a life under tyranny—faces gaunt from 
hunger, eyes hardened by loss.

Ayathra led the charge, her tall frame silhouetted against the torch-
es. Her curved blade, etched with ancient runes, gleamed as it caught 
the Nrelight. She moved with the precision of a hawk diving for its prey, 
each strike Nnding its mark.

Ole and Ebele moved in tandem, their youthful energy an asset 
amid the chaos. Ole, her braided hair streaked with ash, darted be-
tween enemies, using her agility to turn their si“e against them. She 
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spotted a stack of barrels and kicked them into the path of an advanc-
ing guard, buying precious seconds for Ebele, who defended her zank 
with his twin daggers.

!Stay close”W Ole shouted, her voice sharp but steady.
!B’m with you”W Ebele replied, his movements unpolished but de-

termined. A lifetime of labor had given him strength, and he wielded 
it now with unyielding resolve.

The clash of steel and the screams of the dying Nlled the air, min-
gling with the acrid stench of blood and burning oil. Cro moved 
through the fray like a tempest, his primal instincts honed by years of 
survival. A single sweep of his blade disarmed one foe, while a brutal 
kick sent another sprawling.

!Hold the line”W Cro roared, his voice cutting through the cacoph-
ony. !Yush them back”W

Step by step, they drove the enemy toward the plantation house.
The Puel
As they pressed forward, the heavy double doors of the house 

creaked open, revealing Surok.
His black robes zowed around him like li8uid shadow, and his 

golden mane shimmered in the torchlight. The blade in his hand was 
no ordinary weapon—it seemed to absorb the light, its edges rippling 
like dark water.

!Cro,W Surok called, his voice a chilling calm amid the chaos. 
!9ou’ve brought your rabble to die at my gates. A bold choice.W

Cro stepped forward, his grip tightening on his blade. !9our reign 
of terror ends tonight, Surok.W

Surok smirked, his fanged teeth glinting. !9ou think you can defeat 
meI B am the Shadow Sovereign. My name will be etched into eterni-
ty.W
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!9our name will be forgotten,W Cro growled. !9our legacy ends in 
ash.W

Surok lunged, his movements unnaturally fast. The black blade 
arced toward Cro, but he met it with his own, the clash sending sparks 
into the air. The two combatants circled each other, their strikes a 
deadly dance of power and precision.

The earth beneath them seemed to pulse, an echo of the curse that 
bound the Shadow Fands. Cro felt its oppressive weight clawing at his 
resolve, whispering of failure, loss, and chains.

He pushed it aside, focusing on the man before him.
!Po you feel it, CroIW Surok hissed, his strikes growing more fero-

cious. !The darkness that clings to this landI Bt is a part of me, a part 
of you. 9ou cannot escape it.W

Cro countered with a powerful strike that sent Surok staggering. 
!The darkness belongs to you, Surok,W he said through gritted teeth. 
!Bt dies with you.W

Their blades locked, and for a moment, the world seemed to hold 
its breath. Cro’s muscles strained as he pushed against Surok’s un-
holy strength. Llood dripped from his arms, but his determination 
remained unshaken. Lehind him, he could hear Ole’s shout, Ebele’s 
grunt, Ayathra’s blade Nnding its mark—reminders of everything he 
fought for.

For them. For Raine. For every name they tried to erase.
?ith a sudden twist, Cro disarmed Surok, sending the dark blade 

skittering across the ground. He drove Surok to his knees, his own 
blade poised at his enemy’s throat.

!Kor my people,W Cro said, his voice a low growl.
Surok sneered, even as blood trickled from his lips. !9ou cannot kill 

a shadow.W
Cro’s blade plunged into Surok’s chest.
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The Shadow Sovereign let out a guttural scream, the sound echoing 
across the battleNeld. The ground trembled, and the air seemed to 
ripple as Surok’s body disintegrated into ash. A gust of wind swept the 
remnants into the night, leaving only silence.

Aftermath
The survivors stood fro“en, weapons limp in their hands, as though 

afraid that any movement might wake the nightmare again.
Cro turned to them, his chest heaving. !Bt’s over,W he said.
His voice carried no triumph—only the weight of what had been 

lost and what still lay ahead.
Ayathra stepped forward, placing a hand on his shoulder. Her 

touch was gentle, grounding. !The curse is broken,W she said softly, 
her voice a balm against the night.

Cro nodded, his ga“e lifting to the hori“on where the Nrst hint of 
dawn brushed the sky. !Then we rebuild.W

Around them, the compound that had once been a symbol of 
domination now lay cracked and smoldering. Chains lay broken in the 
dirt. The cries of the wounded mingled with the Nrst tentative sobs of 
those reali“ing they were free.

The battle was won, but their Nght for a future had only just begun.
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The Farewell

C ro had no time to luxuriate in victory; the battle was not yet 
truly over.

The cries of the wounded mingled with the heavy silence of the 
dead, and the weight of his people’s survival pressed against his chest. 
Strength and instinct carried him forward as he turned, ramming his 
blade through the last attacker’s chest with a feral growl.

When the Bnal body fell, the battleBeld stank of sweat, blood, and 
burning wood. jodies lay sprawled across the sand, motionless save 
for the inzured, whose groans rose faintly against the restless tide. Cro’s 
people had survived, but most of their warriors were gone. Those still 
standing bore deep wounds, their eyes glaFed with exhaustion.

Arom the corner of his vision, Hyathra descended.
Eer sharp gaFe swept the Beld, as piercing as an eagle surveying 

the hunt. She approached Cro, her movements swift and decisive. 
Without a word, she slipped his arm over her shoulder and bore his 
battered weight away from the wreckage.

Eer human form carried the grace and strength of her namesake, 
every muscle taut with purpose. She climbed to the top of an ancient 
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tree overlooking the carnage below. There, she laid him down among 
the branches, her hands trembling only slightly as they touched his 
bruised and bloodied skin.

Aor hours, Hyathra tended to him. She brought water, cleansing 
blood and dirt from his wounds. Eer touch was gentle but Brm, her 
focus unshakable.

When he Bnally stirred, his head throbbed as if the weight of the 
world pressed against his temples.

?What happened”Y Cro’s voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper.
Hyathra’s golden eyes met his. ?:ou killed Surok,Y she said, her tone 

heavy with unspoken meaning.
?1id R”Y
She nodded. ?Hnd in doing so, you freed these people. Kook.Y
She gestured to the ground below.
Cro raised his head, vision swimming, and took in the sight. Eis 

people were rebuilding- some gathered wood, others tended to the 
wounded or soothed frightened children. The spark of life was return—
ingMfaint, but real.

?We won,Y he murmured, a weak smile tugging at his lips.
Hyathra shook her head. ?This is only the beginning,Y she said, her 

voice steady but laced with sorrow.
Cro frowned. ?Why do you say that”Y
Eer gaFe turned distant, Bxed on the horiFon. ?What Surok started 

will not end with him. Eatred lingers in the hearts of men and women, 
festering like an open wound. Hcross the world, our people remain in 
bondage. This victory is only a spark in the darkness.Y

Cro’s hand found hers, his touch grounding her. ?Then R will light 
the Bre,Y he said softly. ?R am not afraid of the future.Y

Eer lips curved into a small, sad smile. ?:our courage will carry you 
far,Y she said. ?jut it will not be without cost.Y
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She reached into her hair and drew out a single feather. Rts edges 
shimmered faintly, as though holding a light only she could see. …lac—
ing it in his hands, she whispered, ?Rnside this feather lies every secret 
R could not speak. Rt is a guide, a legacy meant for our child. jut since 
she has gone to Hsh’avael, it belongs to you now.Y

Cro’s throat tightened. ?HyathraN R cannot accept this. ‑ot if it 
means losing you.Y

?:ou must,Y she insisted, her voice Brm though it trembled at the 
edges. ?This is your path, Cro. :ou will carry our story to the ends of 
the earth. When the time comes, you will pass this feather to the next 
generation. 2nly the truth within it can break the chains of captivity.Y

?Come with me,Y he pleaded, his voice breaking. ?We can do this 
together.Y

Tears glistened in her eyes as she cupped his face. ?R wish R could,Y 
she said. ?jut R have seen the threads of fate, and our paths must 
partMfor now. :ou will not be alone. Hsata will walk with you. She 
will be a good companion.Y

?R will never love her as R love you,Y he said, raw with emotion.
Hyathra’s hand brushed his cheek. ?:ou do not need to,Y she 

replied. ?:our love for me is eternal. Rt will carry you through the 
darkest nights.Y

Hsata stepped forward, her tiger3like gaFe steady though tears 
rimmed her eyes. Hyathra turned to her and placed a hand on her 
shoulder.

?…rotect him as R would,Y she said. ?Ee will be good to you, even 
in the hardest times.Y

Hsata nodded, her zaw set with determination. ?R will.Y
Hyathra leaned forward, pressing a Bnal kiss to Cro’s lips. ?R will 

always be watching over you,Y she whispered. ?Kook to the skies, my 
love.Y
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Cro’s hand tightened around the feather, its faint glow warming his 
palm. ?R will Bnd you again,Y he vowed. ?jefore my last breath, R will
 Bnd you.Y

She smiled, sorrow and hope mingled. ?Hnd R will be waiting.Y
Hs Hyathra stepped back, her form began to shimmer, the golden 

light of Hsh’avael enveloping her. Cro reached for her, but she was 
already fading, her Bgure dissolving into the wind.

Eer voice, soft and distant, echoed in his ears. ?Jo north, Cro. 
There, your zourney begins.Y

The (ourney jegins )revised4
When Cro and his companions arrived in the new world, the air 

was heavy with an unfamiliar energy. Trees stretched impossibly high, 
their branches intertwining like ancient sentinels guarding secrets. 
The ground beneath their feet hummed faintly, alive with power.

Cro turned to Hsata, who stood close beside him, her instincts on 
high alert. jehind them, 2le and Lbele clung to one another, their eyes 
wide with wonder and fear.

?Where are we”Y Hsata whispered.
Cro glanced at the feather in his hand, its glow pulsing softly. 

?Hsh’avael,Y he said. ?We’re exactly where we’re meant to be.Y
Hs the four of them began their trek northward, the wind rose, 

carrying with it the faint sound of drums. Cro tightened his grip on 
the feather, feeling its warmth seep into his skin. The road ahead was 
shrouded in mist, but he marched forward, his steps sure and steady.

jehind him, the others followed, their fates intertwined by the 
legacy Hyathra had entrusted to them. The future stretched out end—
lessly before themMan uncharted horiFon Blled with both peril and 
promise.

Hnd as Cro led his people into the unknown, he felt her presence in 
every breath of wind, every rustle of leaves. Hyathra was with himMher 
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spirit in the feather, in the sky, in the story that was only beginning to 
unfold.



About the 
author

 

M.C.Rose is a writer from Montreal 
Quebec. Her prst yoetrh collection was 
yublisde2 in 015A witd yrolipc yress. G 
reciyient of tde Cana2a Grts Counsel 
,rantx M. C. Rose syent mucd of der 
ekyeriences as a syogen wor2 artist in tde 
communith. Her yassion is delyin- otdv

ers pn2 tdeir 'oice an2 -i'in- tdem a safe syace to sdare tdeir stories 


