Chapter 1

The hushed reverence of the Grand City Archives enveloped Ren as he meticulously
copied an ancient inscription onto a fresh roll of parchment. Sunlight streamed through the
arched windows, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air and casting long shadows across
the towering shelves. His quill scratched against the parchment, the only sound disrupting the
profound silence of the room.

“Finished yet? I need results, Ren. The king will be here any moment, and I have to show
him we haven’t been wasting our time—and more importantly, Ais time—or else...” Theron’s
voice, sharp with an impatience that had become all too familiar, finally breached Ren’s intense
concentration.

“Just a bit more, Uncle,” Ren replied, his frustration simmering just beneath the surface.
He adjusted his grip on the heavy quill, his eyes scanning the faded ink of the ancient scroll one
more time. “I think if I can just decipher this last passage. This might be exactly what we’ve
been looking for.”

The scroll before him detailed the history of the Aevumari, a race of ancient mages, and
the origins of chaos magic. Ren traced the intricate symbols, his voice dropping to an indistinct
murmur as he read the translation aloud: “No one knows why or how the Aevumari died out, but
the gift of Chaos Coils was a blessing to the world.”

He paused, his quill freezing mid-stroke. The text described the one item that could
bridge the gap between commoner and king. The artifact capable of turning anyone into a mage
and capturing the very essence of a magical item into a spellstone.

He pictured himself as an adventurer rather than a scribe. The icy wind whipped through
his hair as he stood on a mountaintop, flanked by two companions: a knight and a rogue. Instead
of a quill, he would hold a staff, its tip glowing with a swirling vortex. A power would course
through him, enabling him to move mountains or part the seas. He would become a mage, master
of chaos, embarking on a grand quest to uncover lost global secrets. He transitioned; he became
heroic, central to narratives exceeding any he transcribed. The daydream felt vivid and real, a
yearning for a life he knew was forever out of his reach.

Ren traced the ancient script, his voice a low, steady murmur that seemed to vibrate in the

room's quiet. “The power of Chaos was a gift, yet it carried a lethal caveat. It was a stable force



for those content with a single gift, but it turned predatory the moment a mage reached for
more.”

“Bah!” The sharp exclamation and a dismissive wave of a hand from the nearby desk
shattered Ren’s focus.

Theron didn’t even look up from his own scattered pile of parchment, though Ren noticed
his uncle’s hand was trembling slightly. “Ancient poets and their flowery warnings,” he
grumbled, his quill scratching furiously as he took notes. “It’s only a gamble, boy, not a death
sentence. The King isn’t coming here for myths about ‘predatory magic’—he wants the
mechanical truth of how to harness it. If we don’t have a logical explanation of how the
Aevumari controlled the flow before his boots hit the hall...”

As he watched the scholar work, he recalled a heated discussion with his uncle just weeks
before. “Why this relentless pursuit, Uncle?” Ren had asked, gesturing to the stacks of
crumbling texts. “We both know the stories. Mages who seek more than one spell... they rarely
meet peaceful ends.”

Theron shook his head back and forth, his eyes gleaming with feverish intensity. “No..
No... Those are cautionary tales, Ren, meant to keep the timid in line! The power is dwindling.
The Chaos Coils are fading with each generation. If we don't unlock the deeper secrets, magic
itself will become nothing more than a whisper of the past.”

Ren had felt a familiar chill at his uncle’s reckless ambition. The accepted wisdom was
clear: one spell, carefully mastered, was a singular truth—a hundred percent certainty in a world
of variables. But to learn a second was to fracture the intent. Multiple spells turned the mind into
a chaotic lottery; with two, the chance of pulling the right thread was a coin flip; with three, the
odds plummeted further. The danger wasn’t just a failed cast, but the unintended consequence. In
the heat of a life-or-death moment, reaching for a shield and pulling a flame instead was a death
sentence. To learn more was to surrender one’s agency to the roll of a die, turning a mage from a
master of craft into a panicked witness to their own power.

Theron finally looked up and turned, his eyes hollowed by a lack of sleep and a
deep-seated dread. “Let’s just say the King does not take kindly to those who waste his
resources. There are places in this city much colder and quieter than these archives, Ren. Do not

make us find them.”



Ren blinked, the ominous words settling in his mind like lead. A brief, forbidden ache to
see such power firsthand flickered in his chest, only to be stifled by the gruesome imagery of his
uncle’s warnings. Theron’s childhood lessons had never been about ‘gifts’; they were vivid
accounts of ambitious fools torn apart by the attempt to weave a second spell. “Imagine trying to
catch smoke, Ren,” his uncle’s grave voice echoed from the past. “To wield more than one is to
invite a storm with no anchor. It turns inward, and it never leaves a survivor whole.” The magic,
Ren reminded himself, was a narrow, lethal path—no matter how much the King wanted to walk
it.

For weeks, the King’s shadow had stretched over the archives, turning Theron’s scholarly
passion into a frantic obsession. Under royal decree, his uncle demanded Ren transcribe every
scrap of chaos lore they could uncover. Ren had kept his silence out of respect, but a quiet
frustration was festering. This wasn’t the man who had raised him; the uncle who once preached
caution and the lethal cost of meddling with chaos had vanished, replaced by a man who acted as
if the King’s wrath was the only danger left in the world.

Theron’s meticulous eye had become almost cruel, tearing up perfect copies and citing
illegibility where Ren knew his hand was precise and elegant. “Again, Ren,” his uncle would
sigh, the discarded parchment rustling on the floor like fallen leaves, “the essence must flow
from the letters. If the transcription is flawed, the truth remains hidden.”

Ren felt a weary resentment toward the work. The specific answers they sought, the
secret to the Aevumari’s control, remained frustratingly out of reach, as elusive as the ancient
mages themselves. Every lead seemed to dissolve into a paradox, and pages of shifting,
indecipherable script that defied logic followed every clear passage. He was tired of the magic’s
unpredictable nature and its constant defiance of order. It wasn’t just a lost history; it was a ghost
that refused to be caught, leaving Ren to drown in an endless sea of ink and repetition.

His uncle Theron sat at a large oak table some distance away, surrounded by a formidable
stack of books and scrolls, muttering to himself as he deciphered a complex diagram related to
the last scroll Ren transcribed—a text detailing the harnessing of chaos magic through a Chaos
Coil.

Ren looked down at his parchment, his quill halting as he noticed a dusting of fine stone
grit scattered across the fresh ink. He picked up the page, shaking the grains onto the floor where
they fell with a dry, sand-like patter. He cast a weary glance toward the top of the heavy stone



shelves, where the shadows pooled thick against the vaulted ceiling. A faint, sharp scritch
echoed from above. The unmistakable sound of something sharp on masonry. Another tiny
shower of debris followed drifting through the candlelight.

“Rats,” he muttered, rubbing his tired eyes. “One more thing I have to deal with.” He
sighed, watching a larger flake of stone settle near his inkwell. It looked as if the very edges of
the bookcase were crumbling away under the weight of the pests. He shook the thought away;
the archives were ancient, and the King’s constant demands were enough of a haunting without
imagining the ceiling coming down on his head.

He traced a convoluted symbol, a knot of lines that seemed to writhe on the page, and a
familiar unease settled in his stomach. The root of their magic, why certain artifacts held power,
remained mysterious, like chaos itself. After the mage drew out the magic, the source became
barren, raising questions about the intentions of those who originally imbued it. And acquiring
the magic itself was a gamble in the truest sense; none could predict the spell that would take
root until it was already a part of them, another unpredictable facet of the chaotic energies they
sought to control.

A sharp, metallic clang rang out somewhere in the archives. Ren jumped, the sudden
noise cutting through his concentration like a blade. Before he could even turn his head, a heavy
thud followed. His hand, already mid-motion, jerked instinctively, catching the edge of the open
inkwell and sending it toppling. He watched in a daze of growing horror as a black plume of ink
splattered across the parchment, rapidly drowning the intricate chaos coil diagrams he had spent
all day carefully transcribing.

“No!” he hissed, his own penmanship now ruined by a dark, spreading stain. He fumbled
for a blotter, his heart pounding with a sudden anxiety, not from the noise, but from his ruined
work. He blotted it frantically, his eyes stinging with tears of frustration. A day’s worth of
research was disappearing before his eyes, replaced by a ruin that would be impossible to explain
to the King. He stared at the mess, his mind already reeling at the consequences.

He looked up, his pulse still thrumming from the spill. His gaze fell upon Theron, who
had slumped forward onto the table, his head resting amidst the scattered parchment. “Uncle?”
Ren called out. His voice was a hesitant whisper, a thin sound easily swallowed by the towering
shelves and the suffocating weight of countless unread words. Silence was the only answer,

punctuated by the steady, unmoving posture of the man at the desk. A fleeting thought, a



desperate reach for comfort, flickered through Ren’s mind: perhaps Theron had simply
succumbed to an impromptu nap, a common enough occurrence during their late-night sessions.
But as the seconds stretched, a prickle of unease tightened at the back of Ren’s neck. His uncle’s
slumber was too still, his breathing too quiet, and the heavy thud that had preceded this rest felt
nothing like the soft lapse of someone falling asleep.

A sharp, metallic click echoed from the main hall, shattering the stillness. Ren’s head
snapped toward the heavy archive doors, his heart lurching into his throat. The sound of the latch
was unmistakable. Someone was coming. If it was the King’s guard, or the King himself, finding
the Royal Archivist asleep amidst a ruin of spilled ink would be catastrophic.

Panic surged through him, sharper than the unease from moments before. He couldn’t
allow Theron’s vulnerability and negligence to be discovered. He had to wake him, and he had to
do it now.

Pushing back his chair with a jarring scrape, he rushed towards his uncle. As he drew
closer, the horrifying reality became clear. A dark stain bloomed on the back of Theron’s
embroidered robe, spreading rapidly across the fabric. But as Ren rounded the table, his breath
hitched in his throat, a wave of nausea washing over him. Theron’s head lolled to the side, and a
jagged, crimson gash cut across his throat. Theron’s face contorted in a silent grimace of pain;
his vibrant eyes were now wide and unseeing, staring blankly at the aged wood of the table. The
wound was deep, exposing the raw flesh beneath, and more blood pulsed from the severed
arteries, not only pooling on the smooth wood of the table but also spreading across the
parchment beneath his head. The vibrant red liquid seeped into the delicate fibers, blurring the
drawn diagrams of the Chaos Coil and smearing the elegant script that Ren had been laboring
over, turning the precise symbols into illegible streaks.

Ren stood frozen for a moment, disbelief and horror warring within him. He hadn’t heard
a struggle and had seen no one else. Whoever had done this had been swift and silent. He looked
around, his eyes falling on a gleaming dagger lying beside Theron’s hand. In a moment of sheer
panic and morbid curiosity, Ren reached down and picked it up, his hand trembling as he held
the cold, foreign metal. Ren realized he had been a couple dozen paces away when his uncle,
consumed by the very chaos magic Ren was growing to resent, had been murdered, which sent
an icy dread through him. The killer might still be close, might not even have known he was

here.



A sudden commotion erupted from the main hall. The heavy double doors groaned as
someone threw them inward, and the clattering of armored boots echoed through the room like a
rhythmic pulse of thunder. Ren’s breath hitched; he had expected only the King or a guard to
arrive for their report, but the monarch strode into the archives flanked by three of his personal
guards. The King’s face was not the mask of cold authority Ren feared, but a distorted visage of
utter shock.

“Theron!” the King’s voice boomed, a raw, jagged sound that seemed to vibrate the very
shelves. As Ren moved to speak, the guards reacted with lethal speed. One of them caught Ren
by the shoulder, shoving him back with enough force to send him stumbling away from his desk.
A gloved hand went to a sword hilt while another guard stepped into a defensive line, shielding
the King as if Ren who ink-stained and trembling were a sudden threat.

The king ignored the guards’ aggression, rushing toward the desk. He didn’t seem to
notice the silence or the state of the archives. His gaze solely focused on the slumped, unmoving
figure of the Archivist. His heavy footsteps shattered the scholarly quiet Ren had lived in for
years. The monarch reached for Theron with a desperation that left Ren paralyzed and confused.

Ren took a staggered step back, the jagged edge of a stone shelf biting into his spine. He
looked down, his breath hitching as he realized he was still clutching the dagger, the cold metal
slick against his palm. When he looked up, the King’s gaze was already moving. It slid from the
slumped body of his uncle to the blade in Ren’s hand. The silence that followed was chilling, a
heavy, suffocating blanket that seemed to snuff out the candlelight. The monarch’s face, a
moment ago a mask of raw grief, calcified into an expression of cold, damning fury.

“Your Majesty,” Ren began, his voice thin and trembling, a desperate plea for reason. “I...
I just found him like this! I don’t know what happened!” He tried to gesture toward Theron’s
lifeless form, but the movement felt clumsy and incriminating with the knife still gripped in his
fingers.

The king didn’t speak at first. He simply narrowed his eyes, his gaze tracking the slow
drip of blood from the blade to the floor with a terrifying, quiet focus. When he finally looked up
at Ren, there was no room for doubt in his expression—only a cold, absolute certainty that felt
heavier than any shout.

“You speak of ignorance,” the King said, his voice dropping to a low, lethal silkiness that

dripped with disdain. “Yet here you stand, the only living soul in a locked room, still warm from



the deed. The dagger in your hand... the blood on your skin... the evidence does not need a voice
to speak, boy.”

The King took a slow, deliberate step forward, and as he moved, the three guards
mirrored him, their armor clinking in a chilling, rhythmic unison. The heavy thud of their boots
on the stone floor seemed to vibrate through the very shelf at Ren’s back. He found himself
trapped between the unyielding stone and a wall of cold, sharpened steel. “Who else could have
committed such a heinous act in the heart of my own archives?” the King demanded, his shadow
finally swallowing Ren whole.

Fear, sharp and immediate, replaced Ren’s initial confusion and disbelief. Ren dropped
the dagger and stumbled to the left, his mind reeling, trying to grasp the swift and brutal turn of
events. Reasoning proved futile; the monarch’s conviction burned bright. Not now, with the
guards closing in. He found himself trapped, accused, and alone in this grand hall of knowledge
that had turned into a scene of horror.

“But... but I wouldn’t!” Ren stammered, his voice a whisper against the heavy
atmosphere. “Uncle Theron... he is my only family!”

“Family?” the monarch scoffed, a cruel smile twisting his lips. “Or an obstacle? Perhaps
an inconvenient burden to your own ambitions?”

The monarch’s words struck Ren like a physical blow. Ambitions? What ambitions could
he have? He dedicated his life to his uncle’s studies, to endless transcriptions and academic
research. The injustice of the accusation ignited a spark of defiance amidst the fear.

“That’s not true!” Ren exclaimed, his voice gaining a sliver of strength. “I love my
uncle!”

“Love is a convenient mask for treachery, boy,” the monarch retorted, his voice cutting
through Ren’s desperate plea. “Seize him! Take him to the dungeon. We will extract the truth
from him there.”

The guards were upon him now, their gauntleted hands reaching out. He understood with
chilling certainty that the hearing wouldn’t prove fair. Escaping was necessary.

Scrambling through the shelves, he dropped to his hands and knees. The scent of aged
paper and dust filled his nostrils as he moved like a hunted animal through the labyrinthine
stacks; the monarch’s furious face burned into his memory. He understood the necessity of

egress. Ren spotted a small, seldom-used side exit tucked away behind a tall row of forgotten



tomes. It led, he remembered, to the marketplace, only used if the tomes and scrolls needed to be
transported in an emergency. With a final, desperate glance back towards his fallen uncle and the
growing commotion, Ren pushed open the heavy, dust-laden oak door and burst out into the
bustling street.

Ren plunged into the vibrant chaos of the marketplace. The shouts of vendors, the
bleating of livestock, and the general clamor of city life assaulted his senses, a direct opposite of
the hushed stillness he’d just fled. Yet, within this noise, he hoped to find anonymity.

He risked a quick glance back. The monarch’s guards, identifiable by their distinctive
crest emblazoned on their breastplates, were emerging from the library, their movements
purposeful and swift. They were like hounds unleashed.

Ren’s mind raced. The monarch’s accusation... it felt like a blow from out of nowhere. He
remembered the polite smiles, the occasional inquiries about his studies with Uncle Theron. Had
it all been a fagade? Had something changed so drastically?

Despite the cordiality, Ren had always been aware of the chasm that separated him and
his uncle from the ruling class. The ruling class tolerated and even valued their knowledge and
scholarly pursuits, but they did not consider them equals. He noted subtle condescension in the
courtiers’ gazes, conversations changing when royalty approached. He and his uncle existed in
the monarch’s orbit, but they were not within his sphere.

This ingrained understanding now fueled his flight. He couldn’t appeal to a sense of
fairness or shared understanding. The monarch’s word was law, and Ren was now branded a
murderer in his eyes. His solitary option involved vanishing, exploring truth independently,
distant from royal protection.

The city, a place of familiar landmarks, now felt unfamiliar and threatening. Every corner
could conceal a pursuing guard, every open space a potential trap. He kept his head down, his
eyes scanning for the quickest route towards the city’s edge, towards the looming stone wall that
marked the boundary of his known world.

Just as the welcoming sight of the outer wall came into view, a shout rang out ahead. Two
guards, having expected his route, emerged from a side street, blocking his path.

Ren skidded to a halt, his heart plummeting. He couldn’t escape.

Ren was unsure of what to do. His adrenaline was fading from his initial flight. He was

far from the familiar streets. In his haste, he had run in the opposite direction of his home. He



found himself within the Low Quarter, a darker, seedier section of town; a locale one should
avoid. It amused him; he revisited that locale within seven days. Theron, his uncle, dispatched
him to order special items from a secluded shop within the district, a matter Theron kept hidden.
Theron scheduled the pickup for this week, but Ren did not know what it entailed. He’d felt so
nervous and out of place, a scholar amidst the city’s underbelly, but that anxiety now seemed
trivial compared to his current predicament. Now, his life depended on his ability to navigate this
treacherous terrain.

He turned and retraced his steps, keeping close to the buildings that followed the curve of
the perimeter wall, staying out of the direct line of sight of the guards he knew were pursuing
him. He then slipped into a narrow alleyway, only two feet wide—a passage frequented only by
stray cats and rainwater runoff. Being of a slight build and not physical, his frame allowed him to
squeeze between the buildings. Encumbered by their armor, the guards could not follow.

As he shimmied his way through the tight space, the fabric of his scribe’s robes snagged
on the rough, uneven stone of the buildings, tearing. He exited the alley, hearing armored boots
near the entrance he had just left. He lost them temporarily.

Gasping for breath and with his robes worse for wear, Ren found himself on another
dimly lit street in this less reputable district. He leaned against a damp wall, trying to catch his
breath and think. He ran a trembling hand through his now sweaty hair, his dark eyes wide with a
mixture of fear and confusion. His composed features were now tight with panic, his thin lips
pressed into a firm line as he fought to control his ragged breathing.

He glanced around. The buildings here were taller, more tightly packed, casting long,
ominous shadows even in the fading light. The air hummed with a unique energy—hushed
conversations, the clinking of unseen objects, the furtive glances of the inhabitants. This was a
world away from the orderly streets surrounding the archives and his uncle’s quiet home.

He needed to get his bearings. He needed to think. His uncle’s house, his initial beacon of
hope, now felt far. Retracing his steps through this maze could lead him right back onto the
guards’ path.

A sudden sound-the heavy thud of armored boots echoing from the nearby street—jolted
him back to reality. They were still close. He had to move fast.

Ren lunged into the labyrinth of the lower district, his breath coming in jagged, burning

gasps. He didn’t have a destination; he only had the desperate urge to put distance between



himself and the King’s shadow. He sprinted blindly, his head constantly snapping back to check
for the glint of royal armor in the darkness behind him.

“Just rough her up a bit. Not bad for this size payout. We can keep anything she has on
her as well. Might have a little fun with...”

He heard the voices as he rounded a sharp corner at full tilt, his eyes fixed on the
alleyway he had just left, and slammed into a wall of solid weight. There was a sharp collective
gasp and a metallic chime as a pouch hit the cobbles, spilling a shower of coins that scattered
like sparks across the damp stone. The impact threw Ren backward, his feet slipping on the slick
surface as he fell hard onto his rear.

Stunned, he looked up. City guards did not surround him, but a group of cloaked figures
who had clearly been in the middle of a clandestine exchange. The air between them was thick
with a sudden, violent tension. They stared down at him their faces twisted into expressions of
cold, murderous fury at having their business interrupted.

“Sorry... ——sorry,” Ren stammered, his voice cracking as he scrambled backward on his
hands and rear, never taking his eyes off the group. Curses hissed through the air like steam
followed by guttural oaths as he struggled to find his footing. One man spat a final, biting insult
about “blind urchins” as the group scrambled to reclaim their scattered coins before the sound of
the collision drew unwanted eyes.

Ren finally lurched to his feet, his breath coming in ragged hitches. He felt the heavy,
cold cling of his robes, now soaked through with the brackish water of the puddle he’d landed in.
The damp fabric hung off him like a leaden weight, the chill of the street seeping into his skin
and grounding him in a reality far more brutal than the archives. He turned and fled, the wet slap
of his thin boots against the cobbles echoing his frantic heartbeat.

He ran until his lungs felt like they were filled with broken glass, and his mind cycled
through the King’s accusatory glare and the accusation of “murderer.” He was lost in a haze of
exhaustion and terror when a voice, sharp and distinct, sliced through the low hum of the city
streets.

“Ren?”

Ren flinched. He spun around, ready to bolt again, his eyes scanning the unfamiliar faces.

“Ren! Theron’s nephew, is that you?”



It took a moment, and a second, louder call of his name, for him to focus on the figure
standing in the doorway of a dimly lit shop.

“Ren!”

The voice was steady and familiar, pulling him from the edge of collapse. Ren looked up
to see the owner of the potion shop standing in a narrow doorway. Even in the gloom, the shop
owner’s presence carried a certain warmth, though his furrowed brow clearly indicated his deep
reluctance. Ren’s mind immediately flooded with the memory of his last visit. The sharp,
peculiar scent of dried valerian and bitter sulfur that had clung to the man’s clothes and filled the
cramped aisles of his shop.

It was an odd, unsettling place where Ren had felt as though the very jars on the shelves
were watching him, but Elias had been patient. Now, the man looked at Ren’s wet, ink-stained
robes and panicked expression, and his incomplete smile faltered. He didn’t step forward to
welcome him; instead; he hovered in the threshold, his eyes flickering to the dark street behind
Ren as if weighing the danger of letting the boy inside.

“Over here, lad!” the shop owner called, waving a slender hand from across the narrow
street. “Got something for you.”

Ren hesitated, every instinct screaming at him to keep moving, to dissolve into the
shadows of the city’s underbelly. Yet, a strange gravity anchored him to the spot, a sense of odd
familiarity that felt impossible to ignore. The man knew his name—knew his uncle. In a city
where Ren was now a nameless fugitive, that recognition felt like a tether, drawing him toward
the only person who seemed to see him as something other than a murderer.

Ren crossed the street with measured and cautious steps. The shop owner stood framed in
the doorway, the interior of his shop a shadowy realm of towering bookshelves crammed with
colored bottles and the faint, wild scent of herbs and powders.

“Theron was a good friend,” the shop owner said, his voice a low murmur. “And I knew
your father too, a long time ago. Before...” He trailed off, his gaze distant for a moment. “His
package is ready.” With that, he turned and disappeared back into the depths of his shop.

Ren stood there, bewildered. His uncle’s package? Now? A mix of suspicion and a sliver
of intrigue warred within him. What might Theron have requested from this odd person?

The shop owner reappeared, carrying a simple, unassuming knapsack. He tossed it down

the short flight of steps to where Ren stood.



“Guess this is yours now,” the shopkeeper said, his enigmatic eyes fixed on Ren.

Ren fumbled with the knapsack, almost dropping it. “What do you mean, ‘guess this is
yours now’?” he asked, a knot of unease tightening in his stomach. Did this peculiar fellow
possess comprehension of current events? Did he somehow know about the murder, about Ren
being hunted? The shop owner’s words hung in the air, heavy with unspoken meaning.

The enigmatic shop owner offered only a curt nod, his gaze unwavering, before tossing a
heavy, dark cloak after the knapsack. “Hurry along home now, lad,” he rasped, his voice low and
urgent. With a swift, almost dismissive swish of his ornate ebony cane, he seemed to usher Ren
away, a silent “begone” in the gesture.

The shop owner’s abrupt dismissal and the unexpected gifts left Ren feeling more
perplexed than relieved. The cryptic nod and the urgent instruction to go home stirred a fresh
wave of unease.

Ren’s arms plunged into the cloak, and he drew it tight around him. The rough-spun
fabric was thick and warm, a welcome barrier against the evening chill. He drew the deep hood
up over his head, enveloped in a cocoon of shadow that helped to obscure his features and the
distinctive cut of his scribe’s robes. Slinging the weighty knapsack over his shoulder, he felt the
solid bulk of its unknown contents press against his back. What could be in here? He wondered,
a flicker of curiosity battling his immediate need for escape. Common sense, however, prevailed.
Now was not the time to satisfy his curiosity; survival took precedence.

Ren stumbled toward the threshold, the warmth from the interior spilling out for a
fleeting second, carrying that thick, familiar scent of sulfur and dried herbs. He opened his
mouth, intending to offer a jagged word of thanks, but the heavy thud of wood meeting the frame
cut him short. The door was closed.

He stood frozen, his wet robes clinging to his skin like ice. He glanced up at the shop,
searching for a face in the darkened windows or a sign that the enigmatic owner was still there,
but the doorway was empty. The shopkeeper had vanished as quickly as he’d appeared,
withdrawing into the safety of his strange sanctuary. Ren shivered on the cobbles, the silence of
the street feeling even more profound now that the momentary offer of warmth had so abruptly
revoked itself.

With the cloak providing a semblance of anonymity, Ren made his way toward home.

Each step was a mixture of apprehension and a desperate yearning for the familiar. As he



navigated the winding streets, he spotted a group of city guards, their armor glinting in the fading
light, rushing with purpose towards the Grand City Marketplace district. A chill ran down his
spine, a stark reminder of the chaos he had just escaped. He pulled the cloak tighter around
himself, grateful for the small measure of disguise it offered. The sight of his uncle’s house, with
its warm, inviting windows, brought a momentary surge of comfort, an antithesis to the icy dread
that still clung to him.

He hesitated at the alley’s opening, surveying the quiet street. Had the guards followed
him? Were they lying in wait? The thought sent a shiver down his spine. Had coming here been a
reckless mistake, guided more by emotion than logic?

Despite the uncertainty, an almost imperceptible pull drew him forward. It was a subtle
tug, deep within his gut, a feeling that this house, this familiar place, held some answer, some
solace, or perhaps even some danger he needed to face. He couldn’t explain it, but the pull was
undeniable.

Taking a deep breath, Ren stepped out of the alley and onto the street, his eyes scanning

every shadow, every doorway as he approached the silent house.
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