Chapter 1
Cortha stood at the threshold of Eldertree Forest, her ancient staff secured firmly on her back. The village council's urgent summons had brought her to this place, tales of missing hunters and whispers of a shadowy force haunting the woods echoing in her mind.
Before her, the forest unfurled with quiet grandeur, its towering trees bathed in the gentle glow of the moon. The Luminara trees, their silver bark glinting softly, cast a delicate illumination upon the path, while the majestic Heartwood Oaks arched overhead, creating an enveloping canopy. Beneath the foliage, velvety moss glimmered like coals in the dark, and Moonshimmer Blossoms danced as if caressed by an unseen breeze. Evervine twisted elegantly through the branches, its tendrils moving with a purposeful grace.
At first glance, the forest appeared serene—its ancient magic swirling in the air, entwined with the very essence of this place. Yet, as Cortha took in her surroundings, that beauty began to feel suffocating, its enchantment thick and heavy. The radiant glow of the moss and the shimmering blossoms transformed from welcoming to constrictive, as though the forest was tightening its grip.
Her companions, veterans shaped by countless skirmishes and bound by an unspoken bond, moved silently behind her. Joren’s sword caught the moonlight, a sharp flash cutting through the dimness, while Lyra’s keen eyes flitted over the trees. Thrain shifted his pack, his steady presence offering strength. They all felt it—the mounting tension, the subtle change in the air.
“Are we ready?” Cortha's voice rang out, steady and resolute.
Joren nodded, determination etched on his face. “Whenever you are, Cort.”
Cortha cast one last glance at the forest, the weight of its ancient energy pressing upon her. She led them deeper into the woods, but with each step, the air grew heavier. The sounds surrounding them faded, as if the trees were holding their breath. The once-gentle wind turned sharp and frigid, rushing past them like an ominous warning.
 
 
“Stay vigilant,” she murmured, her senses alert. Something was wrong—she could feel it.
Then it happened. A shadow darted at the corner of her vision, quick and fleeting. Her heart skipped a beat. She reached for her staff, fingers tightening around the wood. The shadow vanished before she could fully process it, but the chill that swept up her spine lingered.
Cortha froze. The forest had grown too quiet, too still. The air, thick with magic, pressed against her chest. She fought the urge to look back, though the sensation of being followed had grown unbearable. The rustling of leaves, the shifting of branches, now seemed deliberate—like something waited just beyond the shadows.
“It’s nothing,” she muttered, trying to shake the unease that tightened in her chest. A trick of the woods. A fleeting movement. She pushed the thoughts away, forcing herself to breathe evenly. The woods were enchanted—but something else stirred beneath that enchantment, something darker.
She turned to her companions. They stood tense, their eyes sharp, and Cortha knew they felt it too. The forest’s once peaceful silence now felt like a weight, pressing down on them. The air crackled with an invisible tension.
"I’ll ward us," she said, her calm voice betraying little of the storm inside her.
She extended her hand, tracing an arcane symbol in the air. The forest’s magic thrummed, responding to her power. The wards flared to life, light spilling around them, creating a protective shield. The pressure in the air lessened, but only slightly. 
She cast a wary glance behind her, where ancient trees loomed like sentinels in the darkness. The forest held an unusual stillness tonight – not the peaceful quiet of nature, but rather the tension of something holding its breath. Whispers drifted between the leaves as her fingers traced the intricate sigil upon the stone, hovering at the edge of understanding. She pushed the thought aside, focusing on completing the complex magical ward.
The finished symbols cast a glow, creating shadows that danced and twisted among the underbrush. Cortha stepped back to examine her work, but the satisfaction she felt at completing such a task dulled beneath a growing awareness of something ancient stirring in the woods around her.
The magical wards she'd cast earlier hummed with discord – faint at first, but growing stronger with each moment. Through her arcane vision, she watched the protective barriers flicker, as if something tested their boundaries.
"Lyra? Joren? Thrain?" she called, her voice steady despite the mounting tension. Her companions scouted the area, but years of experience had taught her to trust her instincts in these treacherous woods. The hairs on her arms rose as the air thickened with an electric charge, like the moment before a lightning strike.
A movement caught her eye – swift and deliberate – at the edge of the clearing. Her hand gripped her sword as she turned, only to spot a small fox-like creature that regarded her with intelligent eyes. It sat still, its tail wrapped around its feet, watching. Something about its gaze made her skin crawl. As she took a step toward it, the creature tilted its head and released a sound that was neither bark nor growl – something that made the ward-light flicker.
The voice struck her mind: "You tread too far, Cortha."
The fox vanished into the underbrush as wind tore through the clearing, scattering leaves and carrying a chorus of voices that whispered: "Too late, too late, too late..."
Joren appeared at her side, his drawn blade ready. "Are you alright, Cort?"
"We need to move," she replied, watching the trees bend inward, their branches reaching like grasping fingers. 

Cortha's brow furrowed as an eerie sound reached her ears, her steps faltering. She glanced over at Lyra, whose expression mirrored her own unease. The air seemed to thicken with tension, the forest growing unnaturally quiet. 
"Did you hear that?" Lyra whispered, her voice tense and wary. Cortha remained silent, her keen eyes scanning the dense trees surrounding them. A prickling sensation crept up her spine - they were not alone. "There is danger here," she murmured, her tone brooking no argument. "We must press on."
Lyra nervously checked over her shoulder, half-expecting some dark creature to emerge from the shadows. Cortha's voice grew firmer as she urged the group forward, though her uncertainty lingered. She could feel an ancient, powerful presence watching them from the depths of the forest.
Suddenly, Cortha froze, her heart pounding. There, through the veil of mist, a formidable figure materialized. Wispy branches entwined around its ethereal form, ancient symbols glowing along its limbs. Cavernous pits of darkness seemed to bore into Cortha's very being.
"Who dares to disturb the sacred realm of Eldertide?" boomed the Guardian's voice, resonant with echoes of forgotten tongues. The ground trembled beneath their feet.
The group instinctively took a step back, weapons poised. But Cortha raised a hand, her eyes locked on the imposing presence before them. This was no mere fable - the legends were true. The Guardian of Eldertide had awakened.
 
 
 
 
“I am Cortha,” she declared boldly, her voice firm despite the tremor of fear in her heart. “We come in peace. We seek only passage.” The ancient Guardian turned its head, its ethereal tendrils twisting and swirling like wisps of black smoke. A tense silence fell upon them. “You seek passage,” the Guardian's voice resounded, its piercing gaze fixed on Cortha. “But your path leads to darkness. You awaken forces that should remain undisturbed.” A shiver ran through her spine. The Guardian's words were a dire warning. She glanced at her comrades, Joren's sword at the ready as he braced for battle. “Who are you?” Cortha demanded, steeling herself to meet the Guardian's piercing stare, though every fiber of her being urged her to turn away. “I am the Guardian of Eldertide, bound by ancient covenant to this land. I safeguard all that is sacred... and all that is hidden. Your presence stirs the winds, Cortha”. Her heart skipped a beat. Her breath caught in her throat. And just as quickly as it had appeared, the Guardian's form began to fade into the mist once more. As the mist cleared, the forest returned to an ominous stillness. Cortha stood transfixed, shaken to the core by their encounter with such a powerful being.
As they trekked through the ominous forest, Cortha's staff radiated with a dim light, struggling against the encroaching darkness. The trees seemed to shift and sway, as if possessed by some malevolent force. Cortha's keen eyes detected a broken rune peeking out from beneath gnarled roots of an adjacent tree. It was ancient and unsettling, and before she could study it further, it vanished into the earth. Undeterred, they pressed on with the aid of her glowing staff. After hours of arduous travel, they emerged into a clearing, where an immense tree stood tall, its bark adorned with cryptic runes. "This must be the source of the disturbances," Cortha whispered in awe.
Thrain furrowed his brow in deep thought. "How do we gain entrance, my companions?" 
Cortha examined the ancient runes with a keen eye. "These are protective seals, but I have studied their kind before. Allow me to decipher them." 
Lyra stepped forward confidently, her Elvish gaze fixated on the markings. "I too have encountered similar spells in my journeys. Allow me to assist." With a soft murmuring of arcane words and delicate tracing of her fingers, the runes began to glow and shift, revealing a hidden passage within the tree's bark. 
"Well done, Lyra," Cortha praised, impressed by her skill. 
A small smile of pride graced Lyra's face as she replied, "Let us not linger. The journey ahead awaits." 
The passage led them deep beneath the roots of the ancient tree into a vast, glowing cavern. Crystals of all sizes glittered and glowed, casting a gentle light throughout the space. And at its center stood a spectral figure, its form constantly shifting between light and shadow. As they approached, the figure solidified into a magnificent creature made of pure energy. It was powerful beyond measure, yet vastly different from the guardian they had encountered earlier. Its deep voice boomed across the cavern, sending shivers down their spines.
Its voice thundered through the depths of the cavern, sending shivers down their spines. Cortha stepped forward, her courage unwavering as she faced the powerful being. "We come seeking to vanquish the disturbances that plague your realm," she declared boldly. The creature's piercing gaze fixed upon her, analyzing her worthiness. "Prove yourselves worthy, and I may consider aiding you." For a moment that felt like an eternity, the apparition loomed over them, its form flickering with an otherworldly energy. Then, in a voice that seemed to shake the very foundations of the earth, it spoke. "I sense a great storm approaching," it intoned with a deep and ominous tone, instilling a sense of dread in all who heard it. Cortha's heart skipped a beat as the words hung heavily in the air, carrying a weighty prophecy that chilled her to the core.
“What do you mean?” Cortha asked, her voice steady despite the unease creeping into her thoughts. 
The figure did not answer immediately. Instead, it seemed to consider her for a long moment, its eyes narrowing even further, as though it could see beyond her outward appearance, peeling back layers of her past, present, and future. For an instant, Cortha felt exposed, like she was standing naked in front of a crowd. The spectral figure’s form shimmered, the glow of its ethereal body flickering like a candle’s flame in a breeze. Joren drew his sword, Lyra readied her daggers, and Thrain prepared a defensive spell. Cortha raised her staff, focusing her mind and drawing on the arcane energy around her. 
Realizing that brute strength would be futile against this foe, Cortha recalled a binding spell imparted by her mentor, the renowned Archmage Eldrin. She began chanting the ancient incantation, pouring every ounce of focus into it. "By the stars' light and earth's might, you are bound!" she proclaimed. The creature let out a tortured shriek that reverberated through the cavern as its form started to waver and distort. Cortha pressed on, intensifying the spell's grip on the creature. And with one final burst of energy, the being vanished in a blinding burst of light.
 
"What's on your mind, Cort?" Lyra asked, her voice cutting through the silence. 
Cortha turned toward her, offering a small smile. "Just thinking. We’ve only dealt with part of the problem. The magic we’re dealing with is old and strong. I don’t trust that it's over." 
Lyra raised an eyebrow. "You’re always thinking. Sometimes, a win’s just a win." 
Cortha suddenly clenched her jaw. “Someone has cast an enchantment. It's faint, but I can feel traces of nether magic.” 
Lyra frowned. “Nether magic? That’s dangerous. Only those who’ve fallen to darkness can wield it with such subtlety.” 
“I know,” Cortha muttered, her fingers tightening on her staff. “It’s not a natural presence in this forest. Whoever it is, they’ve been here before.” 
“Let’s head back to the pass,” Cortha said, urgency in her tone. “We can’t risk staying here.” 
As they set off into the woods, the darkness felt thicker, more oppressive than before.  
As the sun set on their journey, the fellowship made camp on the banks of a rushing river. Joren tended to the fire, his rugged face dirtied from the day's travels. Lyra danced by the water's edge, her feet dipping into the crisp stream. Thrain sharpened his battle axe, ever vigilant for any lurking threats in the surrounding trees. Cortha perched atop a nearby boulder, observing her comrades with fondness. "Remember Windermere?" Joren asked with a sly grin, stirring up memories of their past adventures. "When we had to disguise Thrain as a noblewoman to infiltrate that grand ball?" Lyra erupted into laughter at the thought. "Oh, how could I ever forget? You were quite the sight, Thrain!" Thrain grumbled playfully, remembering the chaos and close calls of that night. Cortha chimed in with admiration, "You played your part well, my friend. We wouldn't have obtained that crucial information without your bravery." As Joren added more logs to the fire, its crackling warmth filled the stillness of the evening. "Truly stunning in that gown," Joren teased Thrain, who couldn't help but crack a smile at the memory. "I'd rather face a dozen ogres than endure that ordeal again," Thrain joked as they settled in for a peaceful night under the stars.
“I can’t wait for a good meal and a comfortable bed,” Joren sighed, leaning back. “This life of adventure is tough on the body.” 
Thrain nodded in agreement. “Yes, a restful night’s sleep would do us all good.” 
Lyra splashed her feet in the water, sending shimmering droplets into the fading light. “And a trip to the market. I could use some new arrows—and maybe a treat or two.” 
The day had been long, and the group found themselves setting camp in a small clearing, the fire crackling warmly between them. The soft glow illuminated their faces, casting long shadows around the trees.  
Cortha, Lyra, and Joren were joking and laughing, their voices a comfortable hum in the night air, but Thrain sat a little further away, his back against a tree, staring into the flames with a distant expression. 
He’d been quieter than usual, his eyes betraying a deep-set weariness that Cortha had begun to notice more often. She watched him for a moment before glancing over to Lyra, who was tossing a small rock into the air and catching it with practiced ease. She debated approaching him, but it was Lyra who noticed first. 
“Oi, Thrain! You’re not planning on brooding all night, are you?” Lyra’s voice rang out, teasing but with a knowing edge. “You’re starting to look like one of those statues you’re always complaining about. You know, the ones with the sour faces.” 
Thrain grunted, not looking up, but the corner of his mouth twitched in a reluctant smile. “If I wanted to look like a statue, I’d at least pick a decent pose. Something heroic. Not one of those miserable ones.” 
Lyra laughed, but she didn’t let up. “You’re too soft, old man. You need to lighten up a bit. I swear, you’ve been walking around like the world’s about to end.” 
Thrain’s smile faded, and he shifted his gaze to the fire, watching the flames lick the air. “The world’s always about to end, girl. It’s just a matter of whether we’re ready for it.” 
There was a weight to his words, a tiredness that Cortha had seen before, but it was something deeper than the usual exhaustion after a long day’s march.
As they neared the village of Eldertide, a wise elder emerged from the shadows. His beard was as white as snow, and his eyes shone with hope.
"Have you triumphed?" he inquired eagerly.
"The curse has been lifted," Cortha declared confidently. "The forest will no longer haunt you."
Relief washed over the elder's face. "You have done our village a great service. We are forever grateful."
In gratitude, the villagers gifted them a heavy pouch of gold, as promised. Cortha accepted it and passed it to Thrain, who divided the coins among their crew.
Lyra grinned, tucking her share into her pocket. "Another successful mission."
Thrain beamed, his voice filled with warmth. "Aye, a fine day's work indeed."
 
At the edge of the ancient woodland, Eldertide Village lay nestled in peaceful slumber. Its enchanting dwellings were crafted from sturdy timber and natural fieldstone, adorned with thatched roofs of blooming wildflowers. Serpentine pathways of polished cobblestones meandered through meticulously tended gardens, where fanciful gnome sculptures stood sentinel. For ages, Cortha had honed her arcane abilities under the tutelage of the renowned gnome sorcerer, Eldrin. His humble abode, perched on the forest's edge beside a tranquil river, was a haven of tranquility and knowledge. With each step towards his familiar cottage, Cortha's spirits lifted higher. The dwelling was now overrun with verdant vines and fragrant blossoms, smoke wafting from its chimney and filling the surrounding air with a medley of herbs and spices. As she rapped on the door, a comforting voice called out from within - that of Eldrin himself. The entrance swung open to reveal the wise old sorcerer, his time-worn visage lighting up at the sight of his student. Inside, a warm fire danced merrily in the hearth, illuminating Eldrin's cluttered yet methodical workspace. Shelves brimming with rare ingredients and mystical tools lined the walls, while a map of Archemere hung proudly above. The subtle glow of aether permeated every corner of the room - a force that Eldrin had long taught Cortha to harness since her youth.
He introduced her to the ancient art of sorcery - imbuing objects with the power of aether. She learned to infuse swords with the strength of mountains and cloaks with the stealth of shadows. The rituals and incantations for enchantments captivated her, and she quickly excelled in the craft. With each lesson, her fervor and abilities grew stronger.
Eldrin often spoke of how true sorcerers were a rare breed. Many could perform simple spells, but those truly connected to the aether were scarce. Growing up, she witnessed the respect Eldrin commanded. Villagers sought his counsel for everything from everyday ailments to arcane matters, and scholars and adventurers spoke of him in hushed tones. As Cortha's own powers spread, people began seeking her out as well, some in awe and others in disbelief. Recognizing her potential, Eldrin encouraged Cortha to take on challenges in nearby villages. With each victory, her renown grew. Eventually, she formed a fellowship with other skilled companions who joined her on daring quests. The villagers looked to them with hope, believing they could solve mysteries and battle supernatural forces.
Years ago, Cortha had been an ordinary girl in Silverleaf, known mostly for her curiosity and love of adventure. She would wander the woods, climbing trees and exploring hidden places. It was during one of these explorations that she first discovered her magical talent. While scaling a tall oak tree to reach a bird’s nest, her grip slipped. Instead of the expected impact, she felt an odd sensation—time seemed to slow, and she floated gently to the earth, unharmed. Shaken but unhurt, Cortha kept the experience to herself. She came from a family of common beggars, and she didn’t want anyone to think she was strange. But over the next few weeks, strange occurrences persisted. Whenever she reached for something out of her grasp, it would inexplicably move toward her. Word of her abilities eventually reached Eldrin, the village’s reclusive arcanist. One evening, as Cortha sat by the river, lost in thought, he appeared before her as if stepping out of the shadows. 
“Cortha,” he said, his voice soft but firm. “I’ve heard of your talents. You have a gift.” 
Fear and confusion filled her eyes. “I don’t understand what’s happening.” 
Eldrin’s expression softened. “Fear is natural when facing the unknown. But with understanding and practice, you can turn fear into strength. I can teach you how to control your abilities. Will you let me help you?” 
That moment marked the beginning of her journey. Under Eldrin’s mentorship, she learned to control her gifts and uncover the mysteries of aether magic.  
The chamber was hushed, the only sound the gentle crackle of the hearth. Cortha sat in the midst of the room, her legs crossed and hands resting on her knees as she gazed intently into the scrying pool before her. The water's surface was still, its mirrored sheen reflecting only a faint glimmer from the fire dancing in the hearth.Her breathing grew deep and steady as she channeled the magic coursing through her veins. Gradually, ripples appeared on the water's surface, distorting and shifting the reflected images. With every passing moment, Cortha's focus intensified as she delved deeper into the mysteries hidden within the pool.
"Reveal to me what I must know," she whispered to herself, her voice a mere breath amidst the silence of the chamber.
The water responded, swirling and churning as Cortha strained to make out the visions taking shape before her— a dark figure cloaked in shadow, slipping swiftly through a dense forest. The figure paused and turned, revealing its face for a fleeting moment before disappearing into another scene entirely. As the vision unfolded before her eyes, Cortha's heart quickened with anticipation.
This time, she saw a sprawling city she knew all too well—the capital of Archemere. But something was amiss; the streets were deserted and an oppressive weight hung in the air like a shroud. Her breath caught in her throat as she leaned forward, trembling fingers reaching out to grasp at the images that seemed almost tangible. Yet as quickly as they had appeared, they vanished into a maelstrom of chaotic swirls and jagged shapes.
In that moment, an overwhelming pressure bore down on Cortha's mind, threatening to crush her under its weight. And then came a voice—distant yet piercingly clear—"Be wary, Cortha. You tread upon paths that should remain closed."
Cortha gasped, her hand jerking away from the scrying bowl. The vision shattered, the water settling back into stillness. Her head throbbed painfully, and a wave of nausea rose in her stomach, making her dizzy. She clutched her temples, her fingers digging into her skin as the room spun around her. 
"By God," she murmured, struggling to steady her breathing.  
Her vision blurred, and for a moment, she thought she saw dark figures lurking in the corners of the room, just beyond her grasp. She shook her head vigorously, willing her mind to focus. Nay, it was but an illusion. Yet the feeling persisted, like a lingering curse that haunted her. Cortha struggled to rise from her seat, using the edge of the table for support. Her head spun with dizziness, a consequence of overusing her powers. Eldrin had warned her of this price. The more she delved into scrying, the more it drained her energy. "I must cease," she whispered to herself, though the tempting pull to try again lingered, like an insidious whisper in her ear. The urge to uncover more information, to peer into what lay ahead, was almost irresistible. But at what cost? Her heart pounded in her chest, her body weak and trembling from exhaustion. With great effort, Cortha let out a deep breath and tore her gaze away from the scrying bowl. Her mind still reeling with fragmented visions, she stumbled away from the table, consumed by overwhelming weariness and a gnawing sense of unease.
The morning sun filtered through the trees, casting dappled shadows on the ground as Cortha packed her belongings. She had an early start today, her mind focused on the journey to Thornridge, a village nestled not far from the capital. This village, a quiet settlement surrounded by thick forests and rocky hills, held a history of sturdy survival, with stone homes built to withstand the harsh conditions. She’d meet her crew there and check the community board for jobs—a regular task, though one that always promised something different. Securing her staff, Cortha double-checked her satchel to ensure she had all the essentials. Her fingers brushed against a smooth, rounded stone, and she pulled it out—a communication stone, enchanted by her crewmate Thrain. She murmured the destination into the stone’s surface. “Thornridge.” The stone pulsed softly in her hand, a brief spark of warmth and light, before its power hummed low once more. 
As Cortha approached Thornridge, a sense of unease crept over her like a cold, clammy hand. The once bustling village was now eerily quiet, with only a few people moving about in hushed whispers. The vibrant chatter that usually filled the air was absent, replaced by an oppressive silence. Cortha's keen eyes scanned the villagers' weary and anxious expressions, noting the dark circles under their eyes and the tension in their shoulders. Even the comforting shade of the ancient oak tree in the center of town couldn't dispel the thick atmosphere of fear and uncertainty. As she joined her crew near the community board, Lyra's sharp gaze swept over the area. 
“Something’s not right,” Thrain muttered, looking over the nearly empty board. 
Cortha nodded, her face grim. “Agreed. This place feels… off. And look at this board—there’s hardly anything here. That’s not normal for Thornridge.” 
She recognized them as Elias and Miriam, two residents of the village. "The Crimson Fist is causing trouble again," Elias expressed, his voice conveying deep concern. Miriam's gaze hardened at his words. "Yes, and we can't trust anyone these days - not even those we believed were our allies." Her words had an undertone of betrayal, as if she had already faced suspicions within her own home. Elias tightened his grip on the cane. 
“It wasn’t always like this. Thornridge used to be a place of peace.” He sighed, a mix of anger and despair in his voice. “But now, it’s like we’re all living on the edge of a knife.” 
Miriam nodded, her expression softening as she placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get through it, Elias. But we need to be vigilant. Times are changing, and we can’t afford to be caught off guard.” 
As Cortha listened, a chill ran down her spine. The mention of the Crimson Fist brought back memories of her past encounters with the rebels. Jediah was a dangerous figure, merciless and unrelenting in his crusade. Rumors spread that his family, the Jahej clan, were once honorable but had succumbed to the forbidden powers of nether magic. Now banished and disgraced, they sought retribution against the Blejek Council and anyone who stood in their way.  
 
Joren's fists tightened, his frustration written all over his face. Cortha, feeling the same unease, made her way to the community board. She navigated through the small crowd until she saw a new notice pinned in the center. The headline caught her eye: "Rebel Leader Jediah Claims Victory Over Blejek Force at the Battle of Maylyk!" Her stomach twisted as Joren began to read aloud. "The Blejek force was outnumbered and defeated near the eastern borders. This victory has given even more territory to the Crimson Fist, making them even harder to control." The implications were significant. Manny's win wasn't just a single battle; it was a rallying cry for those who resented the Blejek Council. With each triumph, he gained more power, more followers, and his threat to the kingdom grew stronger.  


Chapter 2
The next morning, she woke to the smell of baked bread, her stomach rumbling. Following her nose, she found herself at the local bakery. Inside, Miriam greeted her, handing over a fresh breakfast roll and a steaming mug of coffee. Cortha thanked her, savoring the warm, comforting meal as she looked out the window.The warm scent of freshly baked bread wrapped around Cortha like a comforting embrace as she stepped into Miriam’s bakery. The cozy space was filled with the soft glow of afternoon sunlight filtering through the window, casting long shadows on the wooden counters. Miriam, wearing her usual apron dusted with flour, was at the stove, stirring a pot of stew. The comforting hum of the bakery—its hearth, the occasional clink of a pot—created a brief respite from the tension that had been building in the village. 
“Cortha,” Miriam greeted, offering a tired but welcoming smile. “I was wondering when you’d stop by. You’ve been running ragged lately, haven’t you?” 
Cortha returned the smile, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Could use something to lift the spirits,” she said, her tone light but laced with an undercurrent of unease. She moved to the counter, where the trays of bread and pastries were arranged neatly, each loaf golden brown and inviting. 
“I’ve got just the thing,” Miriam replied, cutting a thick slice of warm bread and placing it on a wooden board. The rich, earthy scent of the bread mingled with the savory aromas of the stew, creating a sense of comfort in the otherwise tense atmosphere. 
As Cortha took the bread, she glanced around the bakery, noticing the quiet murmur of customers, all of them villagers who seemed to share the same weary, cautious air. Miriam had always been a pillar of the community, but something in the way she carried herself today seemed different—more burdened, as though she were carrying a weight that no one else could see. 
“You look like you have something on your mind,” Miriam said softly, her eyes flickering toward the door as if ensuring no one was listening. “I know that look.” 
Cortha paused, her fingers curling around the warm bread. There was an odd sense of stillness in Miriam’s voice, as though she were testing the waters before diving into a deeper conversation. Miriam had always been a trusted figure, someone who had seen the darkest corners of the village over the years. If anyone could sense the shifting tides, it would be her. 
“Things aren’t good,” Cortha admitted, leaning in closer. “The village is nervous. The Blejek Council’s influence, the Crimson Fist, the unrest... it’s all coming to a head. I don’t know what to believe anymore.” 
Miriam set down her spoon and wiped her hands on her apron, her expression growing more serious. “Believe this, Cortha,” she said, her voice low and almost conspiratorial. “The Crimson Fist isn’t the only danger lurking around here. There are whispers, rumors—things you won’t hear in the Council chambers, things the villagers won’t say out loud.” 
Cortha raised an eyebrow, intrigued. Miriam wasn’t one for gossip or idle chatter. If she was speaking in riddles, it meant she knew something. 
“What kind of rumors?” Cortha asked, her curiosity piqued. 
Miriam hesitated for a moment, her eyes darting toward the window. When she spoke again, her voice was barely above a whisper. 
“There’s talk that some of the Blejek soldiers have been bought off,” she said, lowering her voice even further. “Not all of them are loyal, Cortha. Some are turning a blind eye to the Crimson Fist’s movements for the right price. And don’t get me started on the nobles… there’s talk of Black Market dealings, shady connections. I don’t know how deep it runs, but it’s deeper than people realize.” 
Cortha’s heart skipped a beat, her grip tightening on the bread in her hand. “Bought off? By who? And what do they want?” 
Miriam looked at her, her eyes filled with a mix of concern and resignation. “You know how it is, Cortha. Power, money, influence. People will sell their souls for the right price. As for who’s behind it... I don’t know. But it’s happening right under your nose. You’ll see it in the way the soldiers turn their backs, in the way the noble houses move behind closed doors. You just have to pay attention.” 
The weight of Miriam’s words hung in the air like a storm cloud, thick with unspoken truths. Cortha stood silent for a moment, processing the implications of what Miriam had just revealed. If the Blejek soldiers were being bought off, then the Crimson Fist had allies within the very institution she had sworn to serve. The foundation of everything Cortha believed in was crumbling before her eyes. 
“And you’re sure about this?” Cortha asked, her voice steady despite the unease roiling in her chest. “This isn’t just village talk?” 
Miriam gave her a knowing look, her tired eyes reflecting a lifetime of seeing the village’s darkest secrets. “There are always things we don’t want to see, Cortha. People like you and me, we can keep our heads down and pretend everything is fine... or we can open our eyes to what’s really happening. But I can tell you this much—whatever’s going on, it’s not going to stop until someone does something about it.” 
Cortha nodded slowly, absorbing her words. A storm was coming, and the winds had already begun to change. 
“Thank you, Miriam,” she said quietly, her resolve hardening like the bread in her hand. “I’ll keep my eyes open.” 
Miriam offered a faint smile, though it was tinged with the sadness of someone who had seen too much of the world’s ugliness. “It’s not just your eyes that need to be open, Cortha. It’s everyone’s.” 
As Cortha turned to leave, she felt the weight of Miriam’s warning settle in her chest. The truth was becoming clearer with each passing day: Thornridge was caught between the tightening grip of the Blejek Council and the chaos of the Crimson Fist. And as the village teetered on the edge, Cortha was beginning to understand that she might have to choose a side in this growing storm. 
But the question that gnawed at her wasn’t which side she would pick—it was whether the truth would destroy everything she had worked so hard to protect. 
 
 
Her peace was interrupted by the sound of hoofbeats. A group of Blejek soldiers entered the square, their uniforms crisp, faces hard. Cortha watched as the lead soldier dismounted, addressing the gathering crowd. 
“Good people of Thornridge!” his voice rang out. “We bring urgent news. There are those among us who wish to tear our communities apart, to sow chaos. Be vigilant. Report any suspicious activity. A reward will be given for information on spies in our midst.” 
The villagers’ murmurs grew anxious, whispers rippling through the crowd. Cortha’s eyes narrowed as she recognized one of the men in the group—Tezlin, the second son of Elodin, leader of the Blejek Council. Their gazes met for a fleeting moment before he turned away, disappearing into the gathering. 
The Blejek’s warning hung heavily over Thornridge. Cortha walked the square, passing familiar faces etched with fear. Elena, the widow, clutched her shawl tightly, her face pale as she listened to the rumors of spies. Jonas, the innkeeper, watched from his doorway, a frown creasing his brow. And Amara, the village weaver, stood quietly near her stall, her eyes shadowed by whispers that questioned her loyalty. The night was quiet in Thornridge, but the stillness felt deceptive. Cortha paced the edge of the village, her boots crunching against the frost that had begun to settle on the earth. The horizon was painted with the faint light of the dying sun, casting long shadows over the homes that stood like sentinels in the growing darkness. The villagers were retreating inside, their day’s labor done. Yet even as they sought shelter in their homes, a palpable unease hung in the air, like the calm before a storm. 
Miriam walked beside her, her expression unreadable. Cortha could feel the tension in her—the way Miriam’s eyes flickered from house to house, from person to person, as though she expected danger to spring from any corner. It wasn’t just the worry of an incoming attack from the Crimson Fist; there was something more personal behind her gaze, a distrust that Cortha had seen creeping into her demeanor for days now. 
“I don’t trust them,” Miriam muttered under her breath as they passed a group of villagers gathered around a small fire. 
Cortha glanced at her. “The people?” 
Miriam gave a sharp nod. “They’re too quiet. Too obedient. It’s unnatural. People who have suffered this much—who’ve been abandoned by the Council, left to fend for themselves—don’t just sit idly by. They react. But here? They’re... waiting.” 
Cortha felt the weight of her words settle in her chest. It was a quiet observation, but it stung with truth. The villagers had been left on their own for too long, and their apathy—if that was what it was—worried her. Was it fear, resignation, or something darker? Could they have been swayed by the Crimson Fist’s message, seduced by promises of a new order? 
“There’s no room for complacency,” Miriam continued, her voice lower now, more intense. “Someone in this village is feeding them information. Someone is hiding their true allegiances.” 
Cortha’s eyes narrowed. She could feel it too—the shifting dynamics, the sudden subtle changes in behavior among the villagers. But Miriam’s conviction unsettled her. There was a fire behind her distrust, a determination to unearth something that Cortha couldn’t see yet. Miriam had always been cautious, pragmatic, but this was different. Her instincts were sharper now, more dangerous. 
“Miriam,” Cortha said, her voice firm, “We need to focus. If we start suspecting everyone, we won’t be able to trust anyone.” 
Miriam’s eyes locked onto hers, a flash of something hard beneath the surface. “And if we don’t start suspecting everyone, it’ll be too late. You’re not seeing it, Cortha. The Crimson Fist is here. And they’re already inside. It’s only a matter of time before they make their move.” 
Cortha stopped at Mara’s stall and purchased herbs and vegetables. Mara’s weary smile faltered. “It’s hard these days, Mistress Cortha. But we’re surviving.”
The once-lively village square felt subdued. Cortha moved through the market, the weight of Thornridge’s struggles pressing against her. The Crimson Fist’s shadow loomed over the community, yet as she glanced at her crew, a steady resolve filled her. They would face what lay ahead together.
“Every bit counts,” she replied with a nod before continuing on.
Thin broth filled tin cups clutched by children near an older woman wrapping shawls around them. Her gentle expression hid exhaustion. Cortha approached, offering a small smile.
One child looked up. “Mistress Cortha, will the Blejek send soldiers to protect us?”
Cortha knelt, placing a hand on his shoulder. “The Council hasn’t forgotten you. They’re working to bring peace.”
The boy nodded, though doubt lingered in his eyes—echoing Cortha’s own uncertainty. She straightened, meeting the older woman’s silent thanks and recognizing the resilience etched into her face. Thornridge endured, but even the strongest hearts faltered under mounting pressure.
The tension in the village felt tangible. Whispers, wary glances, and hesitant words followed her every step. Something about certain villagers nagged at her: those too eager to offer information or too quiet when war came up. Miriam’s warnings seemed justified—there was treachery among them.
Elias’ words echoed in her mind: “Living on the edge of a knife.” Thornridge’s precarious existence had become a battle against collapse.
A cluster of villagers stood at the square’s edge, their eyes darting nervously. One spoke up as she passed. “People are saying it’s time for a change. That we should fight for ourselves instead of waiting for the Council.”
Cortha stopped, her heart pounding. Hearing it from someone loyal to the Council made it painfully real. She turned, her voice steady. “Who are they listening to?”
The man lowered his gaze. “I don’t know. But they say the Crimson Fist gives people a voice—a cause.”
Her chest tightened. This was more than fear. It was a shift in loyalty. The Crimson Fist’s influence seeped into Thornridge, waiting for one betrayal to ignite chaos.
 
 
 
The village of Thornbridge lay in ruins, the remnants of former lives scattered across the landscape. Smoke curled into the sky from the smoldering remains of homes and businesses, dark tendrils mingling with the clouds as if trying to reach out for a forgotten past. The once vibrant community now echoed with silence, the lifeless streets bearing witness to the chaos that had descended upon them.   
The Crimson Fist had struck again, their relentless campaign of terror spreading like wildfire across the villages surrounding the capital. Where once stood proud structures, now only ashes and charred timbers remained. Each assault seemed more devastating than the last, an escalating symphony of destruction that played out against the helpless backdrop of rural idylls. The people of Thornbridge, caught in the crucible of this ferocity, had either fled or fallen. 
Communities in fear and despair peppered the countryside. Cortha and her crew had heard the news as they traveled through this once picturesque landscape, their hearts swelling with inescapable dread. With each grim report, their spirits sank further into the abyss of worry and sorrow. 
The Crimson Fist had become a force of chaos and destruction, their actions motivated by a radical opposition to the Blejek. Their name, once known to few, now spread infamy across the land, carried by the hushed voices of terrified citizens. Their ambition was to undermine the Blejek's authority through fear and devastation, targeting innocent villages with brutal, unforgiving tactics.   
As they approached Thornbridge, the smell of burning wood and scorched earth filled the air. Cortha's heart ached at the sight of the once-thriving village now reduced to ashes. The streets were filled with haunting silence, broken only by the occasional sobs of survivors sifting through the rubble for any remnants of their former lives. 
Joren, clenched his fists in anger as he surveyed the destruction. "Those bastards," he growled, his voice filled with fury. "How can they justify this? Attacking innocent people, burning their homes to the ground..." Cortha's heart broke for Joren, who knew firsthand the impact of raiding on villagers. His own parents had been killed in a raid very similar to the ones happening all over the country now. 
Lyra placed a hand on his shoulder, her eyes filled with sorrow. "It's their way of creating fear and chaos," she said quietly. "They want to break us, to make us lose hope." 
Thrain shook his head in disbelief. "And it's working," he muttered. "Look around. People are terrified. They don't know where to turn or who to trust." 
The ruins of Thornbridge stretched before her, a skeleton of what was once a thriving village. Charred beams jutted into the air like broken ribs, and ash blanketed the ground, crunching under Cortha’s boots as she walked. The wind carried the faint scent of burnt wood and something darker, more acrid—a haunting reminder of the lives lost here. 
She stopped in the center of what had been the town square. The fountain, once a gathering place for laughter and gossip, was now a crumbled ruin, its stone stained black by soot. Cortha knelt, her fingers brushing against the remnants of a child’s toy, half-buried in the ash. A small wooden soldier, its paint faded but intact. 
Her throat tightened. This could have been mine. She remembered the toys her father had carved for her, the way her mother’s laughter had filled the house as they played. The Crimson Fist had taken it all, leaving behind nothing but ghosts. 
As she rose, her gaze shifted to the horizon. The sun was setting, casting the ruins in an eerie golden light. Shadows danced across the wreckage, and for a moment, she thought she saw figures moving—phantoms of her past, lingering just out of reach. 
Her fingers clenched around the hilt of her sword, anger surging in her chest. This wasn’t just destruction. This was cruelty. A warning. 
She turned her back on the wreckage, her steps purposeful as she strode toward Nyx. The mare snorted softly as Cortha approached, sensing her rider’s unease. 
“Let’s go,” Cortha murmured, swinging into the saddle. Her voice was hard, her resolve unshakable. Thornbridge was gone, but its memory would live on in her fight. 
 
 
 
The history of Nether and Aether magic is as old as the land of Archemere itself.
Nether and Aether magic, two opposing forces, have shaped Archemere's history. Nether magic, steeped in darkness and decay, grants power at the cost of corruption that scars both its practitioners and the land. In contrast, Aether magic, tied to light and life, fosters healing and growth, revered as a divine gift.
Legends tell of the Twin Suns, Arion and Arianne. Arion, corrupted by Nether magic, could not be saved by Arianne’s Aether powers. The Cataclysm of Umbra, unleashed by Morvath the Accursed, a power-hungry Nether mage, left the land scarred, a reminder of the enduring struggle between light and shadow.
Her steadfast horse trotted along the cobblestone path, bringing her closer to the quaint, crooked cottage that belonged to the old gnome, Eldrin. She dismounted and tethered her loyal steed to a nearby post, gently patting its flank in appreciation for the miles it had carried her.  
The door creaked open to the welcoming sight of Eldrin standing in the entrance, his wrinkled face breaking into a wide, affectionate smile.  
"Welcome back, Cortha," he greeted, his voice like warm honey, vibrant with genuine affection. The familiarity of his tone and the cozy ambiance of his home made the burdens of her long journey feel like distant memories. "I trust your journey was uneventful?" he asked, his eyes scanning her face for any signs of distress.  
A relieved smile spread across Cortha's lips as she stepped into the familiar warmth of Eldrin's study, the scent of aged parchment and herbs filling the air.  
 "Indeed it was," she responded, her voice carrying a mixture of weariness and satisfaction. "But I have much to tell you of my travels."  
 
They settled into the soft, worn chairs near the hearth, the flickering fire casting dancing shadows upon the walls lined with books and trinkets. As they sat together, the tension in Cortha's shoulders eased, and she began to recount the details of her journey.
"Eldrin, I wanted to talk to you about the Blejek." 
Eldrin's eyebrows lifted in curiosity. "The Blejek? What about them?" 
 
Cortha recounted the events of the past few days: the news bulletin about the Battle of Maylyk, the warning the Blejek had given the townsfolk about the Crimson Fist, and the dark-haired man who seemed to be a figure of authority among them. Eldrin listened intently, his expression growing more serious with each detail. 
 
"The dark-haired man," Cortha said, leaning forward, "he seemed... different. He spoke with a certainty that made me uneasy. They warned the town about the Crimson Fist, but I feel like there's more to their story." 
 
Eldrin sighed, his gaze distant for a moment before focusing back on Cortha. "You have good instincts, Cortha. The Blejek likely did not just come out of concern for their citizens. They have their own motives, and their warnings often come with hidden truths." 
 
"What do you mean?" Cortha asked, her curiosity piqued. 
 
"The Blejek did warn the townsfolk about the Crimson Fist," Eldrin began, "but they did not tell them the whole truth about the Crimson Fist’s ultimate goal. The Crimson Fist seeks to conquer the Blejek and bring Nether into our realm. They want to spread it, to teach it, and to integrate it into our lands as they’ve done to theirs. They believe that by harnessing the power of the Nether, they can achieve true strength and control. But they ignore the cost: the corruption and devastation it leaves in its wake. Those who wield Nether magic often bear physical markers and suffer profound effects. It is a power that consumes as much as it grants." 
 
The Blejek Council, formed after the fall of the First Arcanum Empire, has long governed Archemere from its fortress in the capital. Its greatest challenge emerged during the Crimson Rebellion, when the arcanist Redrik led a failed coup, leaving scars of distrust and birthing the Crimson Fist—a shadowy faction opposing the Council.
Though Redrik was defeated, the Crimson Fist endured, resurfacing over the years to sow chaos. Recently, new leaders have revitalized the group, escalating their guerrilla tactics and straining the Council's resources. For many council members, the conflict is personal, marked by lost companions and fractured families.
Eldrin’s face was lined with thought as he gazed into the hearth, his fingers tapping a rhythmic beat against his knee. Cortha leaned forward, her brow furrowed in frustration. 
“I don’t get it,” Cortha said, her tone edged with impatience. “The Blejek Council has resources, influence—why haven’t they crushed the Crimson Fist already?” 
Eldrin’s lips twitched, almost imperceptibly. “It’s not so simple. The Crimson Fist is... resourceful, with connections that run deeper than you’d imagine.” 
Cortha narrowed her eyes. “Connections? You sound like you know them personally.” 
Eldrin’s fingers stilled, and he leaned back in his chair, his expression carefully neutral. “I’ve studied them. Their tactics, their magic.” His gaze flickered briefly to the fire, then back to Cortha. “Nether magic isn’t something you face lightly. It corrodes everything it touches—people, morals, even trust.” 
Cortha picked at the edge of her cloak, her frustration boiling over. “And what about their leaders? Jediah, Vexa—someone has to know where they’re hiding.” 
Eldrin’s jaw tightened, his composure slipping for the briefest moment. “Jediah and Vexa...” His voice softened, almost too low for her to hear. “They’re not to be underestimated. They—” 
He stopped abruptly, his eyes flicking to her as if realizing he’d said too much. Cortha’s gaze sharpened. 
“You’ve met them.” It wasn’t a question. 
Eldrin hesitated, the silence heavy between them. "Yes. But that is not a story for today".
 
Eldrin leaned forward, his eyes never leaving hers, his expression unreadable. “There are forces in this world—forces that cannot and should not be controlled. I sense you are growing in power, Cortha, but remember this: the more you seek to unravel, the more danger you invite. Some things are not meant to be understood.”
“How can I know what’s safe?” 
Eldrin’s gaze met hers, his eyes filled with an unspoken sorrow. “You won’t. That is the peril of seeking too deeply. The line between understanding and corruption is finer than you think.” He paused, his voice growing more somber. “You must be cautious, Cortha. Power such as yours… it can be a beautiful thing, but it can also be a destructive force. If you are not careful, the magic you seek may end up controlling you, rather than the other way around.” 
The room seemed to grow colder, the air thick with the weight of his words. Cortha felt the enormity of what he was saying pressing down on her, the flickering flame of her own ambition suddenly feeling dangerously close to an inferno. 
“I’ll be careful,” she said, her voice a quiet promise, though the doubt lingered in her mind. She had always believed that understanding magic was the key to mastering it. But now, she wasn’t so sure. 
Eldrin nodded, a small, sad smile crossing his lips.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After several long hours of intense study, Eldrin finally looked up from his ancient, leather-bound tome and regarded Cortha with a thoughtful expression. He seemed to weigh his words carefully before he spoke.
"Cortha," he began, "I believe you are ready for the next step in your training."  
Cortha's heart skipped a beat at his words, her breath catching in her throat. All her life, she had dreamed of mastering the intricacies of evocation, commanding the unbridled force of fire, ice, and lightning.  
With a measured nod of agreement, she signaled her readiness. Her eyes sparkled with eagerness, barely able to contain the thrill bubbling inside her. She awaited Eldrin's instruction with bated breath and she wouldn't let a single word slip by unnoticed.  
However, as Eldrin began to teach Cortha the fundamentals of evocation magic, she found herself struggling more than she had ever imagined. The basics, which Eldrin made look so simple, seemed like an insurmountable mountain to her. Despite her best efforts—studying late into the night by candlelight, repeating incantations until her voice grew hoarse, and practicing gestures until her hands ached—she seemed unable to grasp the concepts of evocation.  
Each attempt was met with failure. Her spells lacked the vigor and precision necessary for evocation, fizzling out before they could even take shape. Fiery sparks would extinguish mere inches from her fingertips and bolts of lightning dissipated into harmless static. The elements refused to bend to her will, no matter how desperately she tried. Cortha stood in the clearing, her hands raised, palms outward as she focused on the target—a sturdy oak trunk twenty paces away. Sweat dripped from her brow, her breath ragged. 
“Again,” Eldrin instructed, his tone calm but firm. 
She growled under her breath and conjured the evocation spell once more, summoning a bolt of crackling energy. It arced through the air but dissipated inches from the tree. 
Slamming her hands down to her sides, Cortha turned to Eldrin, her voice sharp. “I’m trying! It’s not working!” 
Eldrin sighed. “Evocation requires precision, discipline. But it also demands understanding—of yourself, of the magic. You’re forcing it. Magic isn’t a hammer, Cortha; it’s a key. Try again.” 
Cortha stared at the tree, frustration mounting. She clenched her fists, but something deep within her whispered that she was holding the wrong key. 
 
Frustration gnawed at the edges of her resolve, eating away at her confidence like termites in rotting wood. She watched Eldrin from the corner of her eye, every graceful motion of his hands, every confident chant, and the ensuing results—blazing flames and crackling lightning—were a painful reminder of her inadequacy. With a flick of his wrist, he could summon destructive forces at will, illuminating the room with a spectacular display of magical prowess.  
Jealousy, tinged with despair, welled up inside her as she observed his effortless mastery. Try as she might, she couldn't seem to replicate his feats. Each failed attempt weighed down her spirit as an arcanist. Her heart sank further with every fizzled spark and dissipated bolt, her attempts at evocation magic falling flat time and time again.  
Yet, despite the mounting frustration and the incessant whisper of failure in her mind. Cortha stood in the center of the clearing, her arms raised as she tried to summon the swirling flames that had once come so easily to her. Sweat dripped down her temples, her jaw clenched as she whispered the incantation again, this time louder. Sparks flickered at her fingertips, but the fire refused to obey, sputtering out like an extinguished candle. 
Her frustration boiled over, and she let out a sharp cry of anger, kicking a nearby log. The sound startled Nyx, who whinnied softly from the edge of the clearing. 
“Pathetic,” Cortha muttered to herself, dropping her hands. 
“Hardly,” came a familiar voice. Cortha turned to see Eldrin leaning casually against a tree, his staff resting against his shoulder. His silver hair caught the moonlight, giving him an ethereal presence that only made Cortha feel smaller. 
“I’ve seen worse,” he said with a faint smile, but his tone lacked its usual warmth. 
“I can’t do it,” Cortha blurted out, her voice breaking. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I used to feel it—like the magic was part of me. Now it’s like... like I’m reaching for something that isn’t there.” 
Eldrin approached, his gaze piercing but kind. “Magic isn’t just power, Cortha. It’s balance. Focus. If you’re clouded by doubt or anger, the magic will reflect that.” 
Cortha looked away, ashamed. “I’m not doubting. I’m... I’m angry because I should be better by now. I can’t keep failing, not with everything at stake.” 
Eldrin placed a hand on her shoulder, forcing her to meet his eyes. “You’re not failing. You’re learning. Even the most gifted arcanists hit walls, and tearing them down requires patience. And courage.” 
She nodded, though his words didn’t fully soothe her. Deep down, she feared he was just trying to soften the blow of his disappointment. 
 
 
With each failure, Cortha's confidence waned, her doubts growing stronger with each passing moment. Every time she miscast a spell or failed to conjure even the simplest of magical flames, she felt a chipping away at her once steadfast resolve. The whispers in her mind, those shadowy inklings of inadequacy, grew louder, taunting her with thoughts of her own limitations. She had always prided herself on her dedication, her relentless pursuit of mastery over the arcane arts. It was the one thing she had that set her apart from her parentage. 
 As days turned into weeks, her struggles didn't wane; instead, they seemed to intensify. The arcane symbols and gestures that had once come so naturally to her now seemed like a foreign language, almost impossible to decipher. The harder she tried to force understanding, the further it seemed to slip away. Hours turned into days and days into weeks as she practiced tirelessly, the candle on her desk burning long into the night. She grew accustomed to the quiet stillness of the pre-dawn hours, the only sound being the steady turning of parchment pages and the soft chant of incantations.  
Her small room became a battleground of sleepless nights and weary mornings, cluttered with spell books, notes, and half-written scrolls of past failures. Despite the dark circles under her eyes and the aching of her muscles from holding ritualistic postures, she refused to yield.  
Doubt crept into her mind like a shadow, whispering cruel words of self-doubt and inadequacy. She began to question everything she thought she knew about herself and her abilities, wondering if perhaps she was simply not cut out for the path of an arcanist. Through everything, however, Eldrin’s confidence in her did not once waver. 
That evening, as they rested by the fire, Eldrin approached Cortha with a small, leather-bound book. He handed it to her without a word. 
“What’s this?” she asked, running her fingers over the worn cover. 
“My journal from when I was learning evocation,” he said. “Every failure. Every misstep. Every time I thought I’d never master it. I want you to read it. To see that even I wasn’t perfect.” 
Cortha looked at him, her eyes wide. “You’re really giving this to me?” 
“Temporarily,” he said with a smirk. “But yes. You’ll see that you’re not alone in your struggles. And maybe, just maybe, it’ll help you realize that being great isn’t about being flawless. It’s about persevering.” 
For the first time in days, Cortha felt a genuine smile tug at her lips. “Thank you.” 
Eldrin inclined his head. “Rest well, Cortha. Tomorrow, we push harder.” 
 
  
Back in the cottage once more, Cortha let out a deep breath, letting the familiar scents of the wooden walls and burning herbs calm her racing heart. She focused her concentration, channeling the raw power of the arcane through her veins like a rushing river of energy. Her fingers tingled with anticipation, and a bead of sweat trickled down her forehead as she closed her eyes and visualized the spell in her mind's eye. Every rune, sigil, and gesture materialized in her imagination with crystal clarity, their meaning and purpose etched into her very soul.  
With all the determination she could muster, she whispered the ancient incantation, her voice barely audible yet imbued with power. The words carried the weight of centuries of arcane knowledge, ancient and potent. As she spoke the final syllable, she felt the magic surge through her, a forceful wave of energy that made her muscles tremble and her heart pound.  
Before her eyes, the spell began to take shape, a shimmering cascade of flame and lightning that danced and crackled with untamed ferocity. The room filled with the roar of the elements, an orchestra of fire and thunder that both terrified and exhilarated her. It was unlike anything she had ever experienced, the sheer force of it slamming her back into the far wall, knocking the breath from her lungs.  
 
 Chapter 3
Eldrin was watching from the corner, his eyes wide with a mixture of awe and horror. He had always believed in Cortha's potential, had seen the spark of greatness within her, but even he had not dared to imagine that she would unleash such raw, unbridled power. The magnitude of the magic she wielded left him speechless, his mind racing to comprehend the implications of what he was witnessing.  
As the spell reached its climactic peak, a blinding flash of light filled the room, its brilliance cutting through the air like a blade. Every detail of the study was illuminated in stark relief, the shadows fleeing before the radiance. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the magic dissipated, leaving behind a silence that felt almost oppressive.  
For a brief moment, the room was still, the air heavy with the residue of Cortha's powerful incantation. Slowly, she picked herself up, wincing as she felt tender spots that would undoubtedly bloom into bruises by morning. She had done it. She had mastered evocation magic in a way neither she nor Eldrin had ever thought possible.  
But as the dust settled and the adrenaline began to ebb away, that triumph turned to icy terror. There, crumpled on the floor, was Eldrin. His face was pale, almost ashen, his eyes closed and his breathing shallow and labored. Panic surged through her, her heart clenching in her chest. She rushed to his side, fear gripping her tighter than any magical force ever could. Eldrin lay unmoving, caught in the aftermath of her spell, and Cortha wondered if in her moment of triumph, she had paid a price far greater than she was prepared to bear.  
Heart seizing, Cortha rushed to his side, her hands trembling as she checked his pulse. It was weak and thready, barely discernible beneath her touch. Panic surged through her veins as she realized the gravity of the situation – Eldrin was near death, and it was all her fault. 
Desperation clawed at Cortha's heart as she gazed down at Eldrin's unconscious form. She had never felt so helpless, so utterly lost. 
With tears streaming down her cheeks, she clutched Eldrin's hand in her own, willing him to wake, to open his eyes and reassure her that everything would be alright. But he remained still and silent, his breathing shallow and ragged as he teetered on the brink of oblivion. 
In a moment of desperation, Cortha closed her eyes and reached out with her mind, seeking the faint glimmer of Eldrin's consciousness amidst the darkness that threatened to consume him. She whispered a prayer to God, a desperate plea for guidance and intervention in her time of need. 
And then, she felt a faint stirring beneath her touch, a flicker of life. Cortha redoubled her efforts, pouring every ounce of her strength and willpower into healing Eldrin. 
As Cortha's magic flowed through Eldrin's body, the color returned to his cheeks, his breathing steadied, and his pulse grew stronger with each passing moment.  
With a strained gasp that seemed to echo in the silent room, Eldrin's eyes fluttered open, the thick veil of unconsciousness slowly lifting. His hazy vision gradually focused, and his gaze locked with Cortha's, who had been anxiously watching over him. She hadn’t realized she was sobbing until reality crashed back into her awareness, bathing the room in an overwhelming cacophony of noise. It was like a dam had burst; the the candles flickering, the gadgets whizzing, the rush of the river outside, all became painfully loud. Her body shook with the force of her emotions, and she clung to Eldrin’s hand as if it was the only thing keeping her afloat in a sea of fear.  
She tried to stifle the sobs that now erupted uncontrollably, but the floodgates were open. Tears streamed down her face. She leaned closer to Eldrin, feeling his weak pulse through their joined hands, each beat a promise that he was still there, still fighting.  
“I’m so sorry”, she repeated over and over until her voice refused to work anymore. 
Weeks passed in a blur of uncertainty and anxiety, each day melding into the next as Cortha tirelessly devoted herself to nursing Eldrin back to health. The weight of responsibility settled heavily on her shoulders. Every morning, the first light of dawn found her already at Eldrin’s side, her eyes heavy with fatigue. She would check his pulse, the warmth of his skin, and the clarity of his breath with a precision that spoke of both love and desperation.  
From the hearth, the aroma of carefully prepared meals wafted through the modest dwelling, a blend of herbs and spices meant to fortify his weakened body. She chopped, salted, and simmered with a meticulous hand, ensuring every dish was perfect. Bowls of rich broths and hearty stews graced the table..  
The Healer's Hut stood at the edge of Eldertide, nestled amidst a cluster of ancient oak trees whose gnarled branches reached out protectively over its thatched roof. Cortha approached the humble structure withmcuriosity and reverence, her footsteps quiet on the worn path leading to its weathered door.Pushing the entrance open, Cortha was greeted by the warm, earthy scent of herbs mingling with the faint hint of wood smoke from a small hearth. Inside, the hut was dimly lit by the soft glow of oil lamps, with shelves lined with jars of dried plants and neatly stacked bundles of healing herbs.At a sturdy wooden table in the center of the room, an elderly woman with kind eyes and hands weathered by years looked up from her work. This was Old Mirren, the village's revered healer and keeper of age-old wisdom in the art of practical healing."Mistress Cortha," Old Mirren greeted. "What brings you to my humble abode today?"Cortha approached respectfully, her eyes alight with curiosity and a genuine eagerness to learn. "I've come to seek your guidance, Old Mirren," she replied earnestly. "I wish to deepen my understanding of healing, beyond the confines of magic."Old Mirren smiled warmly, gesturing for Cortha to join her at the table. "A wise decision, young one," she said, her voice a gentle murmur. "Healing is more than magic—it is patience, knowledge of the body's ways, and the skillful application of nature's gifts."As Cortha settled opposite her, Old Mirren began to share her wisdom. She spoke of the medicinal properties of common herbs—how yarrow could staunch bleeding, how comfrey could soothe inflammation, and how willow bark could ease pain. She demonstrated the proper way to clean and dress wounds, using simple bandages and poultices crafted from herbs gathered in the nearby woods."Patience and observation are your greatest allies," Old Mirren advised gently, her weathered fingers demonstrating the precise wrapping of a bandage around a makeshift model of a wound. "Healing is not always swift, but with care and knowledge, one can ease suffering and restore health." 
Cortha marveled at the healer's expertise. "How did you learn all this, Mirren?" 
Mirren paused, her eyes distant as she recalled her past. "My mother was a healer, as was her mother before her. I learned by her side, just as you are now. But it was more than just a family tradition. When I was a young girl, our village was struck by a terrible illness. "I vowed then to dedicate my life to healing, to ensure no one else would suffer as we did.Cortha felt a deep respect for Mirren, admiring her strength. 
Despite the demanding hours, Cortha never faltered. By the dim light of the lanterns, her fingers deftly mixed and measured, concocting healing potions from ancient recipes taught to her by Eldrin. These elixirs, stored in small, intricately carved bottles, were administered with gentle hands, their contents intended to mend broken bones and soothe internal scars wrought by battles Eldrin could no longer fight himself.  
 
 
As the moon climbed high and the world outside their walls fell into darkness, Cortha kept a vigilant watch over his condition. Her eyes, though reddened by relentless vigilance, never left his form. She tracked each wince of pain, each labored breath, and each fleeting smile of sleep's relief. It was during these solitary hours, while the rest of the world lay in slumber, that she whispered prayers of hope to whatever gods were listening, beseeching them to grant her the strength to save this gnome she loved so dearly.  
Her hands, though calloused and worn, moved with a delicate grace, bringing cool compresses to his feverish brow and adjusting pillows to ease his rest. The nights were long, and the shadows sometimes whispered of doubts, but Cortha held steadfast. His life depended on her, and she was determined to guide him back from the brink, no matter the toll it took on her own weary soul.  
But Cortha could not bring herself to accept his praise. The weight of what happened bore down upon her like a leaden weight. 
Though Eldrin had forgiven her for her transgressions, Cortha could not forgive herself.  
Cortha's mind raced with thoughts of the villagers who had lost everything. She could see the fear and despair etched into their faces, the weight of their loss hanging heavy in the air. Her crew had always relied on the goodwill of these communities to survive, taking on jobs and bounties to make a living. But now, with the villages in such dire straits, there were no funds to be had, no work to sustain them. 
As the days turned into weeks, the reality of their situation began to sink in. With no jobs available and no money to be earned, Cortha and her crew found themselves struggling to survive. Their supplies dwindled, and the once lively banter that had filled their camp was replaced by a heavy silence. 
Each day brought new challenges as they scoured the countryside for food and resources. They hunted and foraged, doing their best to make do with what little they could find. But it was never enough, and the constant strain began to take its toll on their morale. 
The flames crackled softly in the hearth, casting dancing shadows across the small room where Eldrin lay on a makeshift bed of blankets and cushions. Cortha sat beside him, her brow furrowed with worry as she gently dabbed a cool cloth against his feverish brow. Eldrin's breathing was shallow and uneven. Thrain entered quietly, his footsteps muffled by the thick rugs that lined the floor. In his hands, he carried a tray laden with steaming bowls of broth and herbal teas. "He needs nourishment," Thrain remarked softly, his voice low and steady. "And rest. The body can only heal if it has the strength to fight." Cortha nodded gratefully, her eyes briefly meeting Thrain's before returning to Eldrin's pale face.The campfire crackled softly in the crisp night air, the warmth battling the encroaching chill. Thrain sat across from Cortha, his broad frame hunched as he sharpened his axe, the rhythmic scraping filling the silence. He cast a glance her way, watching her as she poked at the fire with a stick, her face shadowed with exhaustion. 
“You’ve barely slept,” he said, breaking the quiet. 
Cortha didn’t look up, her voice distant. “There’s no time for sleep. Not with Eldrin like this.” 
Thrain’s jaw tightened as he set his axe aside. “And what about you? If you collapse, who’s going to help him then?” 
Her head snapped up, a sharp retort already forming, but it died on her lips when she met his gaze. There was no accusation in his eyes, only worry. The weight of his concern was almost palpable, and it softened the edge of her response. 
“I’m fine,” she said, though her voice lacked conviction. 
Thrain leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You’re not fine, Cortha. You’ve been pushing yourself harder than anyone else here. You don’t need to carry all of this on your own.” 
She sighed, her shoulders slumping as she stared into the flames. “It’s not just about Eldrin. It’s everything. If I don’t… If I don’t keep moving, I’ll start thinking. And if I start thinking, I’ll fall apart.” 
Thrain was quiet for a long moment, the firelight dancing in his eyes. “You don’t have to hold it all in,” he said softly. “Not with me.” 
Her breath hitched at the quiet sincerity in his voice, but she quickly masked it with a faint smile. “You’ve got enough to worry about without me adding to it.” 
“I’ll worry anyway,” he replied, his voice steady. “Might as well let me help.” 
Cortha didn’t respond, but the way her shoulders relaxed ever so slightly didn’t go unnoticed by him. 
 
 "Thank you, Thrain," she murmured, her voice tinged with exhaustion. "For everything." Thrain inclined his head slightly, acknowledging her gratitude with a brief nod. "It's the least I can do," he replied quietly. "Eldrin has done much for us all. Now it's our turn to ensure he makes it through this." Together, they carefully lifted Eldrin's head and helped him sip from the bowl of broth. His grip on the cup was weak, but he managed to swallow a few sips before sinking back into a fitful sleep. Cortha adjusted the blankets around him, her touch gentle to make him as comfortable as possible. "He's strong," Thrain observed quietly, his gaze fixed on Eldrin's still form. "But even the strongest need help sometimes." Cortha nodded in agreement, a faint smile touching her lips despite the worry etched on her face. "He's lucky to have you," she remarked softly. Thrain's expression softened slightly at her words. "And you," he replied simply. "I'm the reason for this.", Cortha said sadly. "You've been too hard on yourself.", Thrain replied. 
One evening, as Eldrin settled himself more comfortably in his bed, his body still weary but gradually regaining strength, he gazed at the flickering candlelight casting shadows upon the walls. Beside him, Cortha sat attentively, her hands folded in her lap.  
Eldrin's eyes, though tired, held a depth of concern that did not escape her notice. "My dear," he began gently, "there is something we must discuss."  
"What is it, Eldrin?" she asked, her voice trembling slightly.  
Eldrin locked eyes with her, his face somber and grave. "I know that you blame yourself for what happened," he started, pausing momentarily to gather his thoughts. "But you must understand that it was not your fault," he continued, each word measured and sincere. "You acted with the best of intentions, and though the outcome was not what we had hoped for, your courage saved my life."  
He took a deep breath, his demeanor shifting as he spoke of their future. "As my strength continues to return," he said, "I intend to resume our lessons once I am fully recovered."  
But before he could continue, Cortha shook her head resolutely.  
"I'm sorry, Eldrin," she said firmly, her voice tinged with sadness. "But I cannot continue our lessons. Not after what happened." 
Eldrin regarded her with a look of concern. "You have a gift – a talent for the arcane unlike any I have ever seen. To turn your back on that now would be a tragedy." 
Cortha sighed, her heart heavy. "I know," she replied. "But I cannot bear the thought of putting you in danger again. I cannot risk your life again for the sake of my own ambition." 
Eldrin started, "Once, I made a grave error. I was young, arrogant, and believed I could manipulate powers beyond my comprehension." Cortha was captivated, never having heard Eldrin discuss his past mistakes. "I was trying to cast a potent spell, one that could have brought immense good to our realm," Eldrin recounted, his gaze distant as he remembered. "However, I misjudged. The spell went awry, causing devastation instead of restoration. An entire village suffered. Lives were lost, homes were ruined." Cortha felt a pang of sorrow in his words. "What did you do?" she inquired softly. Eldrin sighed, his posture slumping slightly. "I endeavored to make amends. I dedicated years to aiding in reconstruction, utilizing my abilities to heal and rebuild. Yet, the burden of guilt, the realization that my actions led to such anguish, it tormented me." He paused, inhaling deeply before proceeding. "It took me a while to forgive myself, Cortha. I had to understand that despite my good intentions, I was still fallible. We all err. What matters is how we rectify our mistakes." Tears formed in Cortha's eyes as she absorbed Eldrin's tale. He reached out, gently clasping her hand. "It's natural to feel remorse, to feel regret. But don't let it overwhelm you. Use it as a catalyst for progress, for transformation. You possess a kind heart, Cortha. You are capable of immense good. Don't allow your past missteps to define you."  
The room was dim, lit only by the flickering light of a single candle. Eldrin sat propped up in bed, his gaunt features illuminated by the glow. Despite his weakened state, there was an unmistakable fire in his eyes. 
 
Cortha stood by the doorway, arms crossed, her expression guarded. “I’ve made my decision,” she said, her voice steady but taut. 
Eldrin shook his head slowly, the movement pained but deliberate. “You’ve made a mistake.” 
The words hit her like a slap, and she flinched before she could stop herself. “I did what I thought was right. People needed help more than I needed training.” 
“People will always need help, Cortha,” Eldrin replied, his tone sharp. “But running from what you could become won’t save anyone. Least of all yourself.” 
“I’m not running!” she snapped, stepping closer. “I—” 
“You are.” Eldrin’s voice was calm but unyielding, cutting through her protest. “You left because you were afraid. Afraid of failure. Afraid of power. Afraid of becoming something you couldn’t control.” 
The accusation struck a nerve. Her fists clenched at her sides, and she struggled to find the right words. “I didn’t leave because of fear. I left because people were dying, and no one else was willing to step up.” 
Eldrin leaned forward, his breath labored but his gaze piercing. “And now? Are you willing to step up for yourself? Or will you let that guilt keep holding you back?” 
The silence that followed was heavy, the air between them charged. Cortha turned away, her jaw tight, refusing to let him see the tears threatening to spill. 
 
 
Eldrin's strength did continue to return, and before long, he was back on his feet once more. But try as he might, he could not convince Cortha to change her mind about her decision to abandon her training. 
He knew that she was making a mistake but try as he might, he could not sway her from her chosen path. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One evening, as darkness settled around them and the flickering flames cast long shadows on their faces, the weary group sat around their makeshift campfire. Joren, who had been lost in thought for days, finally broke the silence that had been as thick as the evening mist. "We can't keep going like this," he said, his voice strained and tinged with a deep frustration that echoed through the night. His hands clenched into fists. "We're barely surviving, and it's only getting worse." His eyes darted around the circle, searching for a glimmer of hope or a solution that had eluded him.  
Lyra nodded slowly. "We need to find a way to turn this around," she murmured, her voice soft but carrying a sense of urgency. "There has to be something we can do." She glanced at each of her companions, hoping for some spark of inspiration, but the fatigue and hopelessness on their faces mirrored her own.  
Thrain, ever the pragmatist, let out a heavy sigh that seemed to carry the weight of the world. "It's not just us," he said, his tone somber. "Every village around the capital is suffering. No one has the money to hire us for jobs anymore. We're all in the same boat." He gestured vaguely towards the darkened horizon, where the glow of distant fires marked the suffering of their neighbors.  
Cortha felt the gravity of their plight press down on her shoulders. She listened intently to her crew's concerns, her heart heavy with the enormity of their struggles. She knew they were right – their current situation was unsustainable. Every place The Crimson Fist touched seemed to wither and die, leaving a trail of smoldering ruin in their wake.  
 
 
 
Cortha navigated the dimly lit alleyways of Levendown, her senses sharp. The cool night air brushed against her skin, carrying hints of wood smoke and muffled laughter from nearby taverns. Following rumors of a Crimson Fist agent in the city, she remained vigilant. Turning a corner, a figure emerged from the shadows. Clad in dark leather armor with crimson embellishments, the operative's face was partially obscured by a hooded cloak, revealing only steely eyes. 
"Who goes there?" the operative's voice pierced the silence, authoritative and sharp. They extended a hand, fingers poised. 
Cortha raised her hands in a peaceful gesture. "I am seeking information," she declared firmly, locking eyes with the operative. "Regarding the Crimson Fist." 
A chuckle resonated from beneath the hood. "You have courage, entering our domain," he remarked, a hint of arrogance in his tone. 
"I have witnessed the actions of the Crimson Fist," Cortha persisted. "Thornbridge was just the beginning. I want to understand the reason behind it." 
The operative scrutinized her, their gaze calculating. "Why? Because power is not granted, it is seized," they responded. "The Crimson Fist aims to transform this realm, to establish order through might." 
Cortha's brow furrowed. "At what cost?" she challenged, her voice edged with disbelief. The operative's lips twisted into a smile devoid of humor. "Every cause demands sacrifice," they argued. "But you wouldn't comprehend, outsider. You only see the surface, not the depths of our purpose." Cortha's hands tightened into fists at her sides, anger bubbling up inside her. She was confronted with a fanatic, unwavering in their convictions and unapologetic in their deeds. "Thornbridge will not be forgotten," Cortha declared. The operative's stare hardened, a spark of defiance lighting up in their eyes. "Do what you must," they said. "But remember this—where there is disorder, there is opportunity. Our influence extends far beyond your understanding." With that ominous warning lingering in the air, the operative turned and vanished into the darkness, leaving Cortha alone in the alleyway. 
 
 
 
 
Later that night, the two sat by the fire, their voices low to avoid waking the others. 
“Do you ever wonder if we’re just like them?” Lyra asked, her eyes fixed on the flickering flames. 
Joren frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“All this killing,” she said. “Even if it’s justified, even if it’s for a cause… does it make us any better than them?” 
Joren’s hand tightened around the hilt of his sword. “We don’t kill for pleasure. We don’t destroy innocent lives. That’s the difference.” 
“But what if the lines blur?” Lyra pressed. “What if, one day, we can’t tell the difference between justice and revenge?” 
Joren’s silence was heavy. Finally, he said, “That’s why we have each other. To remind ourselves what we’re fighting for. To keep us grounded.” 
Lyra smiled faintly, though her eyes remained sad. “I just wish I could believe it will end. That there’s a world waiting for us where we don’t have to fight anymore.” 
Joren’s voice was quiet, almost tender. “If there isn’t, then we’ll make one.”  
 
Cortha stood by the edge of the forest, her eyes scanning the treeline as she watched her crew make their final preparations to depart. They couldn't stay here any longer; every direction they turned led to barren landscapes, devoid of food, opportunities, or hope. Each of her crew members had personal missions that called them away, pulling them towards different horizons.  
They had made a pact to regroup when the time was right, understanding that for now, recovery and reflection were crucial. They were all seasoned wanderers, accustomed to the solitude and the uncertainty that came with drifting with the winds. Joren approached Cortha, placing a hand on her shoulder, his grip both firm and gentle. 
"You take care of yourself, Cortha," he said, his voice filled with genuine concern. "We'll meet again soon, I promise."  
Cortha nodded, though her heart felt leaden with the weight of their impending separation. "You too, Joren," she replied softly. "Stay safe out there."  
Lyra, ever the mischievous spirit, gave Cortha a quick but heartfelt hug. "Don't get into too much trouble without us," she said with a playful smirk, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "And remember, if you need us, just send word. We'll come running."  
Thrain was the last to offer his goodbyes, his demeanor as stoic as ever. He clasped Cortha's hand in his own. "You have a gift, lass," he said. "Don't let it go to waste. But be careful. The world out there is dangerous, and we need you in one piece." 
With a final round of heartfelt farewells, Joren clasped Lyra's hand in a momentary squeeze, his eyes reflecting a mixture of sadness and determination. Thrain gave a firm nod to both of his companions. The three friends mounted their horses, the leather creaking under their weight, and with a shared glance that spoke volumes, they spurred their steeds into motion. Hooves pounded against the earth as the horses surged forward, carrying them off into the sprawling horizon. 
Cortha stood rooted to the spot, her eyes following the diminishing figures until they were mere specks against the vast expanse of the landscape. A profound sense of loss and longing filled her heart, causing a deep ache. It was as if a part of her was galloping away with them. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling the chill of isolation despite the warm sun overhead.  
Yet, despite the sorrow she felt, Cortha acknowledged the necessity of this separation. She knew, deep within, that this was the right decision for everyone involved. With one last lingering look at the road ahead, she turned back toward the village. 
 
 
 
 
It seemed like a lifetime ago that the Blejek officials had ridden into town, arriving like harbingers when they first spoke of The Crimson Fist. Yet, threaded through their dire warning was a tantalizing offer. A reward for those brave enough to rise against the terror.  For Cortha, that offer began to linger in her mind like a relentless echo, refusing to be silenced.  
Every tragic tale from the surrounding villages added fuel to the fire burning within her. She would listen to the stories of sorrow and devastation, of families torn apart and homes reduced to ashes, and the weight of their grief settled heavily on her shoulders. Each time she passed by the faces of people who had lost everything—the hollow gazes of the children, the worn expressions of the elders—her resolve hardened. Empty job boards became reminders of her new life that had been stolen away. Amidst all of this, the thought of that reward gnawed at her. 
Cortha knew that the reward for information leading to the capture or death of Crimson Fist operatives could provide funds to sustain herself, to ensure she had food in her belly. More than just a financial lifeline, it could bring some semblance of justice to those who had suffered.  
 
 
 
 
But it wasn't merely about the money. Sure, financial stability was a significant concern, but there were deeper scars not reflected in any coin pouch. The devastation in Thornbridge had left an indelible mark on her heart, a shadow that lingered wherever she went. Every time she closed her eyes, the vivid memories of that catastrophic day played on an unforgiving loop in her mind. She could still see the village engulfed in unforgiving flames that licked the sky with intense ferocity.  
The anguished cries of its people reverberated in her ears. She remembered the children clutching their mothers, their small faces contorted with fear, and the old men who had lived their entire lives in Thornbridge, their eyes filled with a sorrow that only a lifetime of memories turned to ash could understand.  
The acrid smell of burning wood and flesh was heavy in the air, an odor so powerful that it seemed almost tangible, as though it could drape itself around her like a toxic cloak. Even now, she could almost taste the bitterness at the back of her throat, the sensation so real it was as if she had never left that horrific scene.  
These images had not just invaded her dreams; no, they had seared themselves deep into her soul, becoming a part of her very essence. 
Rage simmered beneath her calm exterior, a storm waiting to erupt. It surged through her veins, fueled by the helplessness she felt. The Crimson Fist’s unchecked cruelties were a constant torment, and the thought of standing by, doing nothing, was unbearable. Cortha could not abide the atrocities, the continued reign of terror. She was driven by a fierce desire to see justice served, to bring an end to the nightmare and to ensure that peace might once again settle over the lands they all called home.  
Cortha paced her camp, brow set in a grim line, eyes sharp in the dim campfire light. Each step stirred dust, rising like faint smoke. The forest's quiet hum felt indifferent, almost taunting. The fire that ravaged Thornbridge had burned deep, leaving more than just the charred remains of a town—it left questions that seared her thoughts, doubts only justice could soothe. 
"It's time for action," she muttered, voice low and edged. "I can't wait for things to change. I have to change them." Her words hung in the night air, daring fate to watch as she carved her own path. 

Chapter 4
Her journey promised danger, shrouded in the mystery of the Crimson Fist—a shadowed network as elusive as smoke. Their agents walked unseen among villagers, their faces hidden, their loyalties buried deep. Uncovering the one who lit that devastating fire would be like drawing blood from stone. 
But Cortha held one weapon they lacked. Her arcane power pulsed through her, sharp and focused, a gift few could rival. With it, she could cut through the lies and misdirection, find her quarry, and deliver the reckoning Thornbridge deserved. She closed her eyes, the night air filling her lungs, steadying her pulse. 
She was prepared to face whatever lay ahead. Thornbridge would see justice, and she would not rest until the embers of vengeance cooled. The hunt had begun. 
 
Cortha entered the ruined market square, where villagers worked among tents and half-built stalls, scraping together the foundations of a new life. The air was thick with voices and the subtle pulse of trade, news flowing with every exchange. She moved through the crowd, listening, her gaze sharp for anyone who might have clues about the fire's dark origin.Cortha entered the bustling market square, her dark cloak flowing behind her as she moved with purpose through the crowd. The air was filled with the scent of fresh bread, the cries of vendors peddling their wares, and the hum of everyday life. It should have felt like any other town—peaceful, normal—but there was an unsettling tension in the air, a whisper of something more. 
She kept her head low, her gaze focused ahead, yet her senses were keen, alert to every movement around her. She had learned long ago that even the smallest gesture could reveal more than words ever would. 
As she passed a stall laden with fruits, an elderly woman glanced up, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly as they met Cortha’s. For a moment, the woman’s lips twitched, then quickly curled into a polite smile, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. Cortha noted the brief flicker of recognition before the woman turned her attention back to her apples. 
But it was the two men by the blacksmith’s forge who made her pause. They had been talking in low voices, but the moment Cortha passed, their murmurs ceased. One of them, a broad-shouldered man with a patch over his left eye, looked at her with a sharp, calculating stare. Cortha could feel his gaze on her back, heavy and assessing. She wasn’t sure if he recognized her from her past deeds or if he was simply another villager suspicious of strangers, but the tension in his eyes felt like more than casual curiosity. 
As she walked on, a young woman with a child in tow stopped to watch her, her brow furrowing slightly as if unsure whether to trust the woman who had entered their town. Cortha could see the flicker of doubt in the woman’s eyes before she quickly averted her gaze, pulling her child closer, as though to shield them from something unseen. 
Cortha clenched her jaw but did not slow her pace. She had seen such reactions before. Her reputation preceded her—her deeds and her choices were known far and wide, and not all of them were celebrated. Some people feared the very name of her actions, the power she wielded, the enemies she had made. 
Her reputation wasn’t just a shield; it was also a shackle. 
 
 
After questioning several townsfolk, her attention settled on a cluster of merchants setting up makeshift booths. She approached, her voice steady. "Excuse me. I'm looking for information about the night Thornbridge burned. Did anyone here see something unusual?" 
The merchants exchanged wary glances before an older man with a weathered face and a trace of kindness in his eyes stepped forward. "What do you need to know, miss?" 
"Anything you remember from that night might help," Cortha replied. "I’m looking for anyone who might have noticed something out of place.” 
The merchant scratched his chin, thinking. "Now that you mention it… there was talk of a stranger in town. Tall man with a scar along his cheek. Word is, he was seen talking to a group with Crimson Cloak tattoos." 
Cortha's pulse quickened. A lead—a whisper of direction in the maze of shadows she was navigating. 
Closing her eyes, she took a steady breath, focusing. She extended her senses, calling on her magic to brush against the energy in the square, sifting through echoes of recent events. She sought any residue of malevolent magic, a hint of the destructive force she suspected had fueled the fire. It was a skill that required precision, separating the lingering traces of ordinary lives from something darker, more charged. 
For a moment, her senses tingled—a faint, chilling echo. 
 
As Cortha sifted through the ambient energy of the town, the familiar chaos of human lives washed over her: gamblers’ bitter frustration, drunks’ sorrowful regrets, a tangled hum of daily troubles she had long learned to ignore. 
But something darker lurked beneath this noise. She pressed forward, narrowing her focus on the faint prickle at the edge of her senses, following it like a shadowed trail through the ruins. The sensation thickened as she neared the village’s charred center, where the fire had raged most fiercely. 
Her pulse quickened. The energy here felt alien, thick and oppressive, clinging to her like fog. She shivered. This was no ordinary malice. She whispered to herself, “This is Nether energy.” 
A jolt of fear mingled with fascination. Cortha had studied Nether magic, read of its corrupting force, yet this was the first time she’d felt its touch—a dark, corrosive magic, nothing like the aetheric energies she wielded. 
She crouched, pressing a hand to the scorched earth. Faint traces of a ritual, twisted and malevolent, pulsed beneath her fingertips. The land itself seemed poisoned, scarred by this force. Her thoughts raced. The Crimson Fist’s symbols and rites—elusive and veiled—needed to be understood if she was to stem the spread of their corruption. 
As she probed deeper, the energy recoiled, resisting her. She felt its dark currents push back, wrapping around her senses, seeking to unnerve her. Gritting her teeth, she steadied herself, forcing her mind to pierce the layers of darkness. She wouldn’t let it overwhelm her. She followed the faint thread of energy, feeling it pull her deeper into the heart of Thornbridge’s ruin.The air was thick with the scent of charred wood and earth, a lingering reminder of the destruction that had razed this place. Cortha stood at the edge of the ruins, the remnants of a once-thriving village now nothing more than broken stone and ash. She’d been here for hours, moving through the rubble with a precise and practiced gaze, searching for something—anything—that could reveal the truth of what had happened. 
Her fingers brushed against a charred beam, the heat still faintly emanating from it, a silent testament to the fire’s fury. As her hand moved, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching her, something hidden just beneath the surface. She took a steadying breath and forced herself to focus. She had a job to do. 
She pulled her cloak tighter around her, feeling the familiar weight of her dagger at her side. But it wasn’t the blade she turned to now. 
Cortha closed her eyes for a moment, seeking the connection she feared and yet knew she had to embrace. Her thoughts fell into the quiet hum of her magic—the cold, heavy pulse of Nether energy stirring within her. The Nether was never far from her mind. It had been with her since the fire, since that night when everything had changed. It was a part of her now, an unwelcome companion that clawed at her insides, whispering promises of power and control. 
Focus, she told herself. This is for justice. For answers. 
Her breath caught as she reached out, feeling the energy of the ruins, the distortion in the air. The crackling of magic thrummed in her ears as she extended her senses, letting the Nether sweep through her, curling around her thoughts like a serpent. There was something here, a trace of dark power woven into the land, something familiar and yet so very wrong. 
I shouldn’t be doing this, she thought briefly, her stomach turning as the coldness of the magic seeped deeper into her. But there’s no other way. 
The sensation of the Nether coursing through her was like plunging her hand into ice water, the shock of its coldness biting through her skin and into her veins. It had always been like this—sharp, invasive, but necessary. She tried to ignore the way it made her heart race, the way it twisted inside her chest, pulling her deeper into the darkness. 
She breathed through it. The power, raw and untamed, surged in response to her will. She focused on the traces of energy left behind by the fire—the remnants of the blast that had consumed everything. The air thickened as the magic responded, rippling around her. She could feel the echoes of the destruction, the rage and fear that had filled the villagers’ last moments. 
But with it came the whispering. The same voice that always called to her when she used the Nether magic. It was more a feeling than a sound, a low hum at the back of her mind, urging her further into its depths. Let go. Give in. Use it all. You can control it. You can control them. 
Her hands trembled, the air growing colder with each breath she took. She clenched her fists, fighting the pull, the desire to embrace the power fully. She’d done it before, used the magic to its fullest extent, but each time it left a bitter taste in her mouth. It was a power that consumed, that clawed at her soul and twisted her sense of right and wrong. 
Is this what it takes to win? To bring justice? 
The thought lingered like a dark cloud. She had used the magic to defeat countless foes, to track down the enemies who had torn her life apart. But every time, it left her feeling emptier, like she was losing a part of herself. 
Cortha, you’re stronger than this. You can use it, but you can’t let it control you. 
Her voice was a whisper against the raging storm inside her. She had to keep control. Had to stay strong. But the magic—it called to her, promising power, promising victory. The temptation to embrace it fully, to let it strip away her doubts and fears, was always there, just beneath the surface. 
But she didn’t let it. Not this time. 
With a steady breath, she pulled the magic back, forcing it into a narrow channel of her control. The icy tendrils of Nether energy receded, leaving a faint, lingering chill in the air. She exhaled, the air around her trembling as the magic faded. 
Just enough to know where to go next, she thought, pushing away the nagging unease that clung to her like a second skin. No more. 
But as she surveyed the ruins again, her heart heavy with the weight of the secrets they held, she couldn’t help but wonder—how much longer could she keep this up? How long before the magic consumed more than just her hands, before it claimed something she couldn’t get back? 
With one last glance at the remnants of the village, she turned and walked away, the faint echo of Nether magic still whispering in her ear. 
I will find them, she promised herself, but I won’t let them take me. 
 
 
 
Soon, her patience was rewarded. Cortha crouched low, studying a trail of footprints pressed into the soft earth, leading deeper into the dim forest. Her pulse quickened as she read the tracks, each step drawing her closer. 
Signs of a campsite emerged: a ring of stones where a fire had once burned, scattered debris—a torn scrap of cloth, a broken flask—marked signs of a hasty departure. Someone had been here recently. 
Examining the site closer, Cortha spotted a half-buried scrap of parchment, its edges blackened by fire. She carefully unfolded it, her eyes narrowing as she read the scrawled words: “Meet at the old mill. Midnight. Bring the supplies.” 
Her heart raced. The abandoned mill on Thornbridge’s outskirts had been empty for years—an ideal meeting place for shadowed dealings. Mr. Scar must have met with his accomplice there the night of the fire. Cortha tucked the note away, her grip tightening. 
Standing alone in the forest, she held the note like a talisman. The words, “Meet at the old mill,” burned into her memory. She knew the meeting had already passed, but if she hoped to track down the man with the scar, she’d need every skill she possessed. 
Taking a steadying breath, Cortha closed her eyes, her mind honing in on the task. She exhaled, her breath misting in the cool air. She approached a nearby stream, its gentle current murmuring alongside the rustling leaves above. The moon cast its glow across the water, bathing the scene in a silvered light that felt almost enchanted. 
Kneeling by the water, she let the cool dampness seep through her robes, grounding herself. Holding the singed note over the water’s surface, she traced its charred edges thoughtfully, then whispered a soft incantation. Her voice merged with the night’s symphony, weaving a spell that wrapped around her, each syllable unfurling like a tendril of mist. 
The water rippled, reflecting shifting patterns of moonlight. Her thoughts sharpened, her focus narrowing in on the scarred man. She pictured him, drawing upon her inner energy, letting the image solidify in her mind. 
Gradually, the water stilled, transforming into a mirror. The reflection in its depths shifted, revealing not the forest, but the dim interior of an inn. Flickering lanterns cast a warm glow over worn tables and benches, filling the air with the scents of ale and smoke, the murmur of quiet conversations. There, seated at one table, was the man with the scar, his features half-hidden beneath a hood, his tattooed arm concealed. But she recognized him at once. 
Cortha watched intently, studying every detail—the rustic layout, the men surrounding him in shadow, his cautious glances. Her spell held, the scene becoming more vivid with each second, pulling her deeper into the room’s quiet tension. 
Satisfied, she committed every detail to memory—the layout of the room, the faces, the faintest hints of hidden gestures. Finally, with a deep breath, she released her hold on the vision. The image faded from the water’s surface, dissolving back into the moonlit stream as Cortha withdrew from the spell. 
 
Cortha gathered her belongings with steady precision, her movements practiced and sure. Each item she packed served a purpose: her enchanted staff, the vial of invisibility potion, and a handful of charms for unforeseen dangers. Every piece had its place. 
With her gear secured, she stepped out toward the inn she had seen in her scrying. As she approached, her loyal black mare lifted her head and gave a quiet whinny. “Hello, my dear,” Cortha murmured, stroking Nyx’s soft nose. “Adventure calls us again.” Nyx, her steadfast companion through countless trials, stood ready, calm and prepared. After saddling and feeding her, Cortha mounted in a single fluid motion, and the two set off. 
Nyx sensed the urgency, galloping through the twilight with a sure, powerful gait. The landscape blurred around them, dark trees and misty fields slipping past in the fading light. Cortha pressed on, letting her mind work through her plan as they rode, the inn growing closer with every beat of Nyx’s hooves. 
By nightfall, they reached the edge of the town where the infamous Inn of Shadows loomed. Cortha slowed Nyx to a trot, taking in the town’s crooked streets and dim lanterns, which seemed to breathe secrets from every corner. She dismounted a short distance from the inn and tied Nyx to a post beneath a tree. Leaning against the gnarled trunk, she scanned the area, her gaze hardening as she took in her surroundings. 
The Inn of Shadows was a den of whispers and double-crosses, a place where secrets and treachery flowed as freely as the ale. Its entrance was marked by a worn wooden door, scarred from years of use, and an old, creaking sign that swayed in the breeze. Cortha knew she’d have to be careful. Here, one wrong move could spell disaster. 
Her eyes locked on the inn’s entrance. She would need patience to corner the scarred man alone—no simple feat in a place like this. Cortha drew a steady breath, her mind set. 
 
Cortha crouched low behind the thick trunks, just a few paces from the inn’s lantern glow. She settled deeper into the undergrowth, her gaze fixed on the entrance, where laughter and muffled voices drifted out into the cool night. The damp moss beneath her pressed into her skin, grounding her. 
Her mind ran through every possibility—distraction, stealth, escape—each scenario more intricate than the last. Calculations swirled in her thoughts, each plan building on the next. 
Suddenly, a stumble broke her concentration. She tensed, eyes narrowing as a staggering figure came into view. Mr. Scar, drunk and unaware, lurched into the clearing. Without noticing her, he hurriedly dropped his pants. Cortha froze, caught off guard by the absurdity of the moment. Luck was with her, but for a heartbeat, she almost couldn’t believe it. 
Not wasting a second, Cortha whispered an incantation. Power surged through her, and her form melted into the shadows, the stealth spell cloaking her in the darkness. She moved silently through the underbrush, her steps measured and deliberate. Each movement was precise, every leaf and twig parting without a sound, as her focus remained on the man with the scar. 
Her breath was steady, in sync with her quiet advance. She drew closer, every nerve attuned to the rhythm of his movements. When she was near enough, she heard the shallow, uneven breaths of the man. 
Without hesitation, Cortha emerged from behind a towering oak. She raised her hand, arcane energy pulsing within her. With a fluid motion, she released the spell. A surge of power erupted from her palm, striking Mr. Scar squarely in the back. His body stiffened instantly, eyes wide with shock, but no sound escaped his lips. The stunning spell held him in place. 
Calmly, Cortha stepped forward, her fingers already tracing the air to weave another spell. Wisps of magic spiraled from her fingertips, forming thick, enchanted ropes. With a sharp flick of her wrist, the ropes shot forward, binding his wrists and ankles with a precision that bordered on instinct. The man fell, his body thudding against the forest floor, helpless and unable to resist. 
Cortha stood over him, her presence unyielding. 
She knelt beside him, her face close to his. "You're coming with me," she said, her voice soft but firm. 
The man's eyes burned with rage, but he remained still, unable to move. Cortha placed her hand on his shoulder, her mind already reaching for the final spell. 
Closing her eyes, she pictured the gates of the Blejek mansion. The familiar pull of teleportation surged through her, and the world around her began to blur, shifting toward her destination. 
 
When Cortha opened her eyes, she stood before the grand gates of the Blejek mansion. The moonlight bathed the towering structure, casting long shadows on the stone path. The guards at the gate stared in disbelief at the sudden appearance of the bound man and the woman who stood beside him. 
Cortha raised her hand, signaling for them to approach. "This man is responsible for the fire in Thornbridge," she said, her voice steady and commanding. "He is a member of the Crimson Fist." 
The guards hesitated, momentarily stunned by her arrival. Their gazes flickered between her and the immobilized man at her feet. After a brief pause, one of them stepped forward, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. His eyes shifted between Cortha and the captive, wary but intrigued. 
He motioned for another guard to fetch someone inside. Within moments, a small group of Blejek officials emerged from the mansion, led by the dark-haired man Cortha had seen when the reward for the Thornbridge fire was first announced in the village. 
As the man approached, Cortha felt the weight of his gaze. For a fleeting instant, she thought she saw a flicker of recognition in his eyes, but it quickly disappeared, replaced by indifference. 
The other officials crowded around, their expressions shifting between shock and mild amusement as they inspected the scarred man lying at Cortha's feet. An older official with a neatly trimmed beard and a skeptical air stepped forward, his boots scraping against the stone. 
"This man," the bearded official said, prodding the bound figure with his boot, "you claim he started the fire in Thornbridge?" 
"Yes," Cortha replied, her tone unwavering. She handed them the note with the meeting details and recounted the steps she had taken to track him down. 
The officials exchanged glances, clearly impressed despite themselves. The bearded man nodded slowly, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his lips. "Well, this is quite the feat." 
 
Cortha’s gaze flicked back to the dark-haired man. His expression was one of utter boredom, eyes half-lidded as though the entire situation were beneath him. Her blood simmered at his disinterest, but she masked her anger. 
"Isn’t this exactly what you wanted?" she asked, her voice cutting through the silence. "A lead on the Crimson Fist, and someone willing to act?" 
The man blinked slowly and shrugged. "It's... commendable," he said, his tone flat. "But we'll need to verify your claims before rewards are given." 
Cortha clenched her fists at her sides, fighting to remain calm. "Of course," she said, betraying no sign of her frustration. "But you should move quickly. The longer he stays, the more time his comrades have to cover their tracks." 
The bearded official nodded and turned to the guards. "Take him inside. We need to get the truth out of him." 
Two guards stepped forward, hauling the scarred man to his feet and dragging him away. Cortha started to follow, but one of the officials raised a hand, halting her. 
"You've done your part," the official said. "We'll handle it from here. You can wait in the antechamber." 
With a sharp exhale, Cortha stepped back, watching as they took the man inside. 
 
 
In the small antechamber, Cortha paced, her thoughts a whirlwind. She replayed the past few days in her mind, searching for something she might have missed. Every minute that passed felt like an eternity, a reminder of how uncertain everything was. 
Finally, the door opened. The bearded official stepped in, his face grim but not unkind. 
"We've confirmed your story," he said. "He was indeed part of the group responsible for the Thornbridge fire. You've done well." 
Cortha's shoulders sagged with relief. "What happens now?" 
"You’ll receive your reward, as promised," the official said. "And we’ll use the information he gave us to hunt down the rest of the Crimson Fist." 
The official’s gaze softened as he took in her weary expression. "You’ve done a great service for us," he said. "You’re welcome to stay the night. We’ll discuss everything further in the morning." 
Cortha blinked, surprised by the offer. "I… thank you," she murmured, her fatigue settling heavily on her shoulders as the adrenaline that had carried her through the day began to fade. 
The guards escorted her through the gates and into a small guest house on the grounds, separate from the main building. Inside, the room was modest but comfortable, with a sturdy bed, a small table, and a chair. A fire crackled warmly in the hearth, casting a soft glow over the room. A handmaid appeared shortly after Cortha was shown to her room. She was a middle-aged woman with kind eyes. "My name is Elara," she introduced herself. "I'll help you get cleaned up. You must be tired and hungry." 
Elara brought a bowl of warm water and a cloth, gesturing for Cortha to sit. She set to work, gently but efficiently ridding Cortha's hair of the lice that had taken residence during her travels. As she worked, she spoke in soothing tones about nothing in particular, offering a small respite from Cortha's chaotic thoughts. 
"We'll need to burn these clothes," Elara said, eyeing the tattered and dirty garments Cortha had been wearing. "I'll bring you something clean to wear." 
Cortha nodded, feeling a strange mix of relief and discomfort at being tended to. Once Elara finished with her hair, she handed Cortha a set of simple but clean clothes, similar in style to what she usually wore but made of finer fabric. 
"Rest now," Elara advised, guiding Cortha to the bed. 
Despite her exhaustion, Cortha found it difficult to sleep. The bed, though more comfortable than anything she’d ever lay in, was unfamiliar, and her mind was still racing from the events of the day. She tossed and turned, her dreams plagued by images of fire and shadows. 
At one point, she awoke in a cold sweat, disoriented and anxious. The room felt both too quiet and too foreign. She was used to the open sky above her, the sounds of the wilderness as her lullaby. This enclosed space, no matter how comfortable, felt suffocating. 
She tried to relax, forcing herself to focus on the positives. She had accomplished something significant, and tomorrow she would claim her reward. 
 
The next morning, Cortha awoke to a soft knock at the door. Elara entered, her smile warm and calm. “Good morning, Cortha. The council wishes to see you—they have questions, and some information to share.” 
Cortha nodded, pushing past her lingering grogginess. She dressed swiftly and followed Elara to a small sitting room in a separate building from the main house. Inside, plush chairs surrounded a table laid with fresh fruit and bread, offering a quiet sense of comfort. 
As Cortha took a seat, a group of officials filed into the room. The dark-haired man from the previous day was absent, but the bearded official took a seat across from her, accompanied by several others. They introduced themselves formally. The bearded man was Elodin, the council leader; Sarafen, a sharp-featured woman with piercing blue eyes, led intelligence and espionage; Marc, a burly figure, commanded the military; Thaddeus handled finance and resources; and Elani oversaw magical research and development. At last, the dark-haired man entered, introducing himself curtly as Tezlin, head of special operations. 
Elodin leaned forward, eyes sharp. “We have questions,” he began. “We need to understand your abilities, your background, and the path that led to the capture of your captive.” 
Cortha inclined her head, ready. “Ask what you need to know.” 
The interrogation unfolded with intensity. Each official’s gaze fixed on her, their expressions neutral but curious. They began with the basics, prying into her early life, her village, her family, her friendships. No detail seemed too small; each answer prompted another question. 
Soon, their focus sharpened, homing in on the unusual. They pressed her on the first time she sensed her magic—how it felt, what she saw, who had been there. When they reached her training under Eldrin, they leaned in, riveted as she described his unrelenting discipline, the hours dedicated to mastering her craft, his high standards that shaped her. 
Their primary curiosity, though, was her scrying ability. Eyes widened, they asked question after question, drawn by the rarity and precision of her skill. One official finally broke the silence with admiration tinged with suspicion. “Scrying with such clarity is rare, even among the skilled,” he said, his tone probing. “How did you come to possess it?” 
Cortha drew a steadying breath, recounting the long, painstaking path to mastery. She spoke of hours spent in solitude, the focused rituals, the endless trial and error that refined her vision. She recalled the disappointments—visions that flickered out as quickly as they had come—and the eventual breakthroughs, hard-won and rare, that revealed the skill’s true depths. 
As she spoke, the officials listened, their interest unmistakable. For the first time since her arrival, she sensed a measure of respect. 
 
The council seemed especially curious about Cortha’s training under Eldrin, whose legend loomed large across the realm. As one of the few remaining arcanists of his caliber, Eldrin’s deeds had reached near-mythic status. During the Siege of Stormkeep, he played a critical role in defending the fortress against an onslaught of marauding trolls. Using an untested form of weather manipulation, he conjured a violent storm that unleashed torrents of rain and bolts of fierce lightning, turning the tide of battle. After that day, the people called him “Stormcaller.” 
From his experience at Stormkeep, Eldrin perfected a spell now infamous in battle and revered in rural communities: Tempestus Invocare. With it, he could summon storms, strike down enemies with lightning, and summon winds fierce enough to tear through enemy ranks. While terrifying on the battlefield, the spell was also valued by farmers, capable of ending droughts that threatened their lands. 

Chapter 5
But Eldrin’s magical prowess extended beyond the battlefield. Inspired by the spectral murmurs in the Labyrinth of Echoes, he crafted Ethereal Embrace, a spell allowing the caster to phase through walls and become incorporeal for brief moments. This magic was a priceless asset in the arts of espionage and escape, a spell so secret that only a few had even heard its name. 
Perhaps the most mesmerizing of Eldrin’s creations, however, was Draconic Illusion. Through his mastery of illusions, Eldrin could conjure projections of fierce, life-sized dragons, realistic enough to terrify seasoned warriors and distract entire armies. The illusions could change the course of a skirmish, creating diversions where none thought possible. 
Eldrin’s influence on the magical arts left an indelible mark on Archemere. His spellbook, The Grimoire of Eldrin, had become a treasure of legend among arcanists. Many young wizards and sorcerers sought to emulate his path, venturing into dangerous quests and secluded arcane realms, hoping to find inspiration for their own legacy-spells and artifacts. For them, Eldrin’s achievements were more than myth—they were a challenge to the next generation of mages in Archemere. 
 
Elodin leaned back in his ornately carved chair, his gaze steady. "Cortha, we believe your talents could serve us well. We have a proposal." 
Cortha’s eyes widened as the word sank in. "A proposal?" 
He nodded, leaning forward with hands clasped on the polished table. "We’d like to offer you a temporary position with the council. Your scrying abilities are rare, precise—exactly what we need to track the Crimson Fist." 
For a moment, Cortha’s world tilted. She had expected many outcomes from this meeting—interrogation, perhaps even punishment—but a job offer? That possibility had never crossed her mind. She took a deep breath, steadying herself. "I… I’m honored," she managed, her voice barely a whisper. "What would this role require?" 
The stern woman with piercing eyes, Sarafen, spoke up. "You would use your scrying to locate and gather intelligence on threats to our realm, with the Crimson Fist as your top priority. You’d work with our arcanists and strategists, feeding us critical intel." 
Cortha nodded slowly, sensing a chance in this unexpected turn. 
"In addition to your reward," Elodin added, sliding a heavy pouch of gold across the table, "you’ll receive a salary and resources to further develop your skills." 
The offer promised more than Cortha had dared to dream: purpose, stability, the means to strike at the Crimson Fist on a scale she’d never had before. Yet, a price hovered unspoken. Aligning herself with the council meant stepping into their world—a powerful order she knew little about. Could she trust them? 
After a brief silence, she lifted her chin, her voice clear and resolute. "I accept. I’ll do all I can to help." 
The council members exchanged pleased glances. "Excellent," Elodin said. "You’ll have the information and resources to begin. If you prove effective, we’ll grant you access to our arcane library, our strategists, and the support you’ll need." 
The Blejek Citadel loomed above her as Cortha entered the grand council hall. Polished marble floors stretched beneath her boots, the sound of her footsteps muffled by the plush carpets that lined the room. The towering windows looked out over the city below, casting an opulent glow over the long, glittering table at the center of the room. It was a stark contrast to the dim, muddy streets she had come from, where the only light was that of flickering candles in alleyways, and where the ground never felt solid beneath her feet. 
She stood at the threshold, her heart pounding in her chest. The arcanists were seated at the long table, their robes of fine fabric whispering as they shifted in their seats, all of them looking far more at ease in this setting than she ever could. 
Lord Aldric Thorne was the first to glance in her direction, his steely gaze scrutinizing her every movement. His expression gave nothing away, but Cortha knew that in his eyes, she was still the girl from the back streets—the one who fought to be seen, not the one who belonged. 
Stop. Focus. You’ve come this far. 
Cortha squared her shoulders and moved forward, feeling the eyes of the others on her. Lady Seraphina Vale’s sharp gaze followed her, and for a brief moment, Cortha felt the flicker of doubt. Lady Seraphina had always exuded an air of effortless grace—everything Cortha wasn’t. She was the very embodiment of power, control, and beauty, whereas Cortha felt out of place, like she was made of rough edges and fractured pieces.The great hall of the Blejek Citadel loomed around Cortha as she entered, the weight of the decision pressing down on her. She had just left an intense meeting with Elodin, where he had made his offer: to help track down the Crimson Fist, a task that would put her in the heart of the realm’s political intrigue. The weight of his words echoed in her mind. The council needed her. They were offering her a chance to prove herself, to show that she was more than just an arcanist from humble origins. 
Cortha felt her breath catch as she approached the round table where the council members sat. The air was thick with the tension of unspoken words and motives. 
Elodin, the council leader, sat at the head of the table, his piercing gaze scanning the room. He had the calm demeanor of a man who had seen much, a ruler not easily moved by emotions. He smiled when he saw her enter, the expression unsettling in its sincerity. “Ah, Cortha. I trust you’re ready to begin. Your skills will be invaluable in this task.” 
Cortha straightened, trying to maintain composure. “I’m ready,” she said, her voice steady but her heart pounding. 
Sarafen, a cold and calculating figure, was sitting at one of the far sides of the table. His face was an inscrutable mask, eyes always measuring, calculating. He was the one who had questioned her abilities most during the meeting. There was no warmth in his gaze, only cold logic. "It remains to be seen whether she can handle the responsibility," he said, his tone clipped. "We've all seen the cost of underestimating a threat. If she fails, it could cost us dearly." 
Cortha met his gaze evenly, though inside, she felt the sting of his dismissal. She had known Sarafen's type—always calculating, always weighing the cost of everything and everyone. He wasn’t a man of trust, but of precise manipulation. His loyalty, if it could be called that, was to the realm, not to any individual. 
Marc, the council’s military strategist, shifted in his seat, his posture rigid. His pragmatic outlook had earned him respect among the military faction, but Cortha could see the unease in his eyes. “I agree with Sarafen,” he said, his voice deep and commanding. “But we need results. This isn’t about niceties. We need someone who can take action when the time comes. And that means, Cortha, you’ll have to prove yourself—quickly.” 
Marc’s words were blunt, his loyalty to strategy and military pragmatism clear. He saw things in terms of usefulness, and right now, Cortha’s magic and skill were just another tool to be wielded. 
Elani, the council’s expert on magic, was the last to speak. Her eyes were alight with curiosity, almost too eager. “I’m intrigued,” she said, her voice softer than the others. “What kind of magic does she bring to the table? We’ve seen glimpses, but... to be sure, it’s not just your typical arcane abilities, is it?” 
Elani leaned forward slightly, a spark of excitement in her gaze. Cortha could feel the weight of the older woman’s scrutiny, her focus shifting from Cortha’s outward appearance to something deeper—perhaps the raw power she sensed within Cortha, something that could be manipulated, used, or even nurtured. 
Cortha felt an odd mix of unease and a strange sense of belonging. At least Elani wasn’t immediately dismissive, though her interest could just as easily be dangerous. 
Elodin leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled together. He watched the interaction between the council members with a quiet satisfaction. “We all have our doubts, I’m sure. But trust is earned, not given freely. I believe in Cortha’s potential. And with that belief, I’m confident she’ll rise to the challenge we’ve laid before her.” 
The others remained silent for a long moment, the tension thick between them. Sarafen’s narrowed eyes, Marc’s impassive expression, and Elani’s curious gaze all weighed heavily on Cortha. 
Finally, Sarafen spoke again, though his words seemed to hang in the air like a warning. “I trust we’ll be keeping a close eye on this situation, Elodin. A mistake could have dire consequences.” 
Cortha met his gaze, holding it longer than necessary. Sarafen's words didn’t escape her. His distrust wasn’t just about her—it was about what she represented. Something he didn’t quite understand, or perhaps something that scared him. 
Elodin gave a sharp nod, the authority in his posture returning. “Of course. We are all on the same side here. Cortha, you are now officially part of this mission.” 
With that, the tension in the room didn’t fully dissipate. There were still unspoken words between them all, lingering in the air like smoke. Cortha felt the weight of their scrutiny on her back as she turned to leave the room. She had just accepted the council's offer, but she could already feel the distrust that simmered beneath the surface. The road ahead would be far from simple. 
 
 
"Ah, Cortha," said Lord Davian Gray, his voice smooth as he nodded at her. "I trust you’ve found the meeting of the Council to be enlightening?" 
Cortha offered a forced smile. "Yes, Lord Gray. Quite enlightening." 
The others looked at her expectantly, as if waiting for her to say more, to prove she belonged. She could feel her heart racing, the pressure building in her chest. 
Tezlin sat at the far end of the table, arms crossed and face impassive. Cortha’s gaze flickered to him for a moment, but she quickly turned away. She could feel the unspoken judgment in Tezlin’s eyes, the lingering disdain that came from a man who, like many others, didn’t believe in the worth of someone like her. 
I’m not like them. I don’t want to be like them. 
Her fingers curled into fists at her sides, but she kept her face neutral. As an arcanist, she had power now—real power—but it felt like an armor that never quite fit. It didn’t protect her from the sneers or the doubts that still haunted her. It didn’t erase the years of feeling invisible. 
"You’ve all been gracious to offer me a seat at this table," Cortha said, her voice even. "But you must know that I will never forget where I come from. I am not one of you... but I will prove that I am worthy of my place here." 
The words rang in her ears, as though she had spoken them to herself more than anyone else. She had come a long way from the girl begging for scraps, from the woman who had been made to feel small at every turn. And yet, she still felt the bitter taste of inadequacy on her tongue. 
A deep silence hung over the room, and for a moment, Cortha allowed herself to breathe. The faces around her were unreadable, but she knew that they were judging her, just as they always would. 
I will prove them wrong. 
The thought was a promise—a promise to herself as much as it was to them. 
 
 
 
 
 
After accepting the job offer and discussing the details of her new role, Cortha was escorted out of the council building. 
As she rounded a corner, Cortha heard muffled voices.  
"Her parents were beggars," Tezlin said, his voice dripping with disdain. 
Cortha's heart sank as she realized they were talking about her and recognized the voice of the man from the previous day. 
A woman’s voice responded, quieter, but Cortha caught the words, "The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree." The woman giggled. 
Tezlin responded halfheartedly, "No. It doesn’t." 
Cortha quickened her steps, in a rush to leave. As she rounded the next corner, the woman glanced up and spotted her. She made a face before looking away, unwilling to make eye contact. The stone halls of the Blejek Citadel were silent, save for the echo of footsteps on the cold marble floors. Cortha walked briskly, her boots clicking softly against the floor, her mind preoccupied with the latest council meeting. She’d been assigned a new task—one that would see her venturing deeper into the heart of the Crimson Fist’s operations—and the weight of it hung heavily on her shoulders. The pressure to prove herself was always there, but today it felt sharper. 
As she neared the grand staircase, she spotted Tezlin ahead, leaning casually against the pillar, his ever-present smirk playing on his lips. He had a way of making the most mundane moments feel like a game of cat and mouse, and today was no exception. 
“Well, well,” Tezlin said, his voice smooth as silk, but with an edge that sent a prickling sensation down Cortha’s spine. "If it isn’t the arcanist herself. Quite the spectacle you made in the council today. I’m surprised they let someone of your... origins sit at the table." 
Cortha’s jaw clenched, but she held her ground, her gaze steady despite the fluttering tension in her chest. "I’ve earned my place," she said, her voice cool. "Not that it’s any concern of yours." 
Tezlin’s smirk widened, his eyes narrowing with amusement. "Earned your place, hmm? That’s an interesting way to put it. I suppose when you come from such... humble beginnings, it must feel like an accomplishment just to be included in the conversation." He stepped closer, his tone dripping with mockery. "Tell me, Cortha, how does it feel to rub elbows with people who actually know the weight of power?" 
Cortha could feel her blood pressure rising, but she forced herself to remain calm, her hands by her sides trembling with the effort to restrain her anger. "I’m not interested in your games, Tezlin." 
"Oh, but you should be," he said, his voice soft but carrying a sharpness that made her stomach churn. "You see, power isn’t just about magic or titles. It’s about knowing when to bow your head and when to step aside. You might have your spells, but you lack something that can’t be taught in any book or tower." 
Cortha narrowed her eyes, her pulse quickening as she tried to gauge his true intentions. "What’s that?" 
"Respect," Tezlin said, almost too casually, as if he were toying with her. "Respect from those who deserve it. Not just the poor souls who pity you for your... hardships." He paused, his eyes gleaming with something darker. "I’m sure you’ve earned their respect in other ways, though. A little... magic here, a little charm there, perhaps?" 
Cortha’s face flushed with a mix of anger and humiliation, but she refused to show weakness. "You’re wasting my time, Tezlin." 
With a soft chuckle, Tezlin pushed off the pillar, brushing past her with a deliberate closeness that made her muscles tighten. "Am I? Or am I simply trying to make sure you remember where you came from? It’s a long way from the gutters to the gilded halls. Just don’t forget that." 
As he walked away, his laughter lingered in the air, and Cortha stood frozen, her mind swirling with a mixture of confusion and rage. Was this just idle cruelty, or was there something deeper? Tezlin's words had cut deeper than she wanted to admit, and now she couldn't help but wonder—what was his true game? 
 
 
Cortha's cheeks burned with a mix of embarrassment and anger. She straightened her back, holding her head high as she walked past them. Cortha refused to let it bother her. She had a job to do, and she wouldn't let the condescension of a few aristocrats deter her. 
 
 
Back in her makeshift camp, Cortha unpacked the documents and maps the council had given her. As she spread them out on the ground, her mind kept drifting back to the aristocrats' conversation. Her parents had been beggars but she would never allow herself to be one. She worked hard for everything she had, and her crew relied on her. She wished she had been born of just a slightly higher birth. She would always have her parentage hanging over her. She would always have something to prove.sink into her chest. 
The offer had been a dream for someone like her—a chance to move from the shadows of the lower class to the halls of power, to stand at the side of the Blejek Council, the very figures who shaped the realm. But as the doors to the council chamber had closed behind her, so too had the door to something much darker. 
She stared at her reflection in the glass window across the room, the dim light casting shadows on her face. What have I gotten myself into? 
It had been easy, almost too easy, to say yes to Elodin’s offer. He had smiled at her with that strange, reassuring warmth, and the others had made their subtle suggestions and veiled threats. The council needed her, but what did they really want? 
Her thoughts turned to Tezlin's dismissive sneer, Sarafen's coldness, Marc's calculated pragmatism. She had felt the weight of their judgment as if it were a physical thing, pressing against her skin. And Elani—Elani who had looked at her with interest, with curiosity—was that just a way to manipulate her, to make her feel more capable than she truly was? 
Or am I just being paranoid? 
She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to quiet the storm in her mind. But the voices of the council lingered in her ears. They saw her as a tool. Something to be used. Nothing more. Elodin’s faith in me... She clenched her fists. But if they really trusted me, they wouldn’t be watching me so closely. They wouldn’t have left me feeling so exposed. 
A part of her longed to retreat, to withdraw into the safety of her past—a past where she had nothing to prove to anyone, where survival itself had been her only goal. But the offer, the possibility—it was so much bigger than anything she’d ever imagined. Her magic, her skills—she had something they all wanted. 
And yet, the more she thought about it, the less she believed in their promises. 
She thought of the beggar girl from earlier that day, Elsa, and the way the child’s hopeful eyes had met hers. Cortha had stopped for just a moment to share a piece of bread with the girl, the kind of gesture that used to be routine in her life, back when she had nothing but the clothes on her back. Elsa had whispered, “You’re like me, aren’t you? Like the ones who come from the streets.” 
The words had hit her harder than she’d expected, a sharp pang in her chest. Like me. She wasn’t like anyone anymore. She’d left that life behind, or so she’d convinced herself. She was moving into a world of power, of control—but at what cost? 
She dragged a hand through her hair, frustration creeping into her thoughts. What if I don’t belong here?She threw a nearby rock hard at a nearby tree, singing the tree where her manna flowed through the rock.  
 She could feel the weight of the day lifting from her shoulders, but in its place came the familiar suffocating pull of sleep. She closed her eyes, but the moment she did, the visions began. 
It started with a flicker—just a small spark in the distance, dancing like a wisp of smoke. The fire was distant at first, but it grew, feeding on something unseen. The flames stretched higher and higher, licking at the sky, turning the night air into a burning haze. 
Then, she was there—standing in the midst of the inferno. It was the same fire she’d seen years ago, when the village of Thornbridge was consumed by flame. But this time, it was different. The fire didn’t come from the outside. It was inside her. The heat rose within her chest, burning hotter, fiercer than any fire she had ever witnessed. The fire wasn’t just in her memories—it was in her soul. 
She tried to scream, but her voice was swallowed by the roaring flames. No, this isn’t me. This isn’t real. 
But the heat surged, igniting her skin, turning her body into a furnace. She could feel her heart racing, the pounding of it like the roar of the blaze. Every breath she took was a struggle, the smoke choking her throat, filling her lungs with a suffocating burn. 
And then the shadows came. 
They slithered across the ground like living things—dark tendrils creeping from the edges of the fire, twisting, expanding, until they surrounded her. They were made of nothing, yet everything at once. Faces lurked within them—faces she recognized but couldn’t name. They were the faces of those who had used her, the council members who whispered behind closed doors, the ones who pulled the strings from the shadows. 
One figure stepped forward from the blackness. A shape cloaked in darkness, its features indistinguishable. It raised its hand, and the shadows bent toward Cortha, closing in on her like a trap. 
“No!” she gasped, trying to move, but her feet were rooted to the ground. The flames were hot against her skin, the shadows cold against her bones. 
“You cannot escape your fate,” the figure whispered in a voice that wasn’t quite a voice. It was a presence, a cold wind that seeped into her very being. “You are bound to the fire. Bound to the darkness.” 
Cortha opened her mouth to scream, but the fire consumed her once more, the flames surging higher, crashing over her like a tidal wave of heat. The shadows followed, relentless, devouring everything in their path. She felt herself slipping, drowning in the heat and darkness. 
And then, with a sudden jolt, she woke up.She blinked rapidly, trying to shake off the remnants of the nightmare that clung to her like a shroud. 
She wiped her face with trembling hands, struggling to ground herself in the present, away from the burning visions that still lingered in the back of her mind. 
It was just a dream. Just a nightmare. She repeated the words to herself, but the weight of the fire and the shadows didn’t leave her. They never did. 
Her fingers brushed against the cool metal of her dagger, which was always within arm’s reach. She’d learned long ago that the only way to fight the fear in her chest was to cling to the cold reality of steel. 
Cortha swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up. Her room was small, a single candle flickering softly in the corner, casting dancing shadows on the walls. The shadows seemed to move on their own, but she didn’t want to focus on that now. 
She moved to the window and pulled back the heavy curtain. The night air was cool against her skin, but it did little to soothe the burn in her chest. Below, the city was quiet, the streets empty, but in the back of her mind, she could feel the pressure of the looming council. The weight of their expectations, the silent watching eyes of those who sought to control her. 
It’s not just the fire, she thought, her gaze lingering on the dark horizon. It’s them. The council... they’re in the shadows, waiting. 
Cortha turned away from the window and began to pace, trying to shake the unease that gnawed at her gut. It wasn’t just the nightmare that disturbed her—it was the feeling that it wasn’t merely a dream. That something was coming, something that would ignite the fire within her once again. 
But the shadows, they were the real threat. 
The shadows are watching. She could almost feel them now, like a thousand unseen eyes, judging her, waiting for her to falter. They were the ones who lurked behind the council’s closed doors, the ones who whispered in the dark, feeding the flames of ambition and destruction. 
And Cortha knew—deep down—that if she didn’t act soon, if she didn’t take control of the fire inside her, she would become nothing more than another pawn in their game. 
A flame to be controlled. A shadow to be consumed. 
With a determined breath, she stepped toward the door. It was time to stop hiding in the shadows, to stop letting fear dictate her actions. Cortha had always been more than her past, more than the flames that had shaped her. She had power, and she would use it. But she would also be careful, watching for the shadows that moved just beyond the reach of her sight. 
The fire and the shadows would come for her, sooner or later. But Cortha would be ready. She had no choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The next day, Cortha made her way to Eldertide, intent on enjoying a quiet glass of wine at the village inn. The market bustled around her, a lively weave of traders’ voices, the scent of fresh bread, and the perfume of blooming wildflowers. But as she passed a narrow alleyway, a soft, plaintive sound halted her—a child’s cry. 
Turning, Cortha saw a small girl, thin and barefoot, clutching a threadbare blanket around her shoulders. The girl’s wide, frightened eyes stirred something deep in Cortha, bringing her back to memories she had buried but never truly forgotten. In that moment, she wasn’t the seasoned arcanist; she was again the hungry, desperate child, alone in the alleys of a distant city. She remembered the icy nights, the raw ache of hunger, the sting of rejection from those who turned their eyes away. She remembered those days before Eldrin found her, before he taught her to unlock her potential. 
Cortha knelt, extending a hand. “What’s your name?” she asked, her voice soft. 
“Elsa,” the girl whispered. 
Cortha smiled, seeing herself in Elsa’s weary eyes. “Elsa, would you like something to eat?” 
The girl nodded, and Cortha led her to a nearby stall, buying a warm loaf of bread. Elsa tore into it hungrily, her small hands clutching the food like a lifeline. Cortha watched, her thoughts drifting to the life Eldrin had given her—one of purpose and power, yet anchored in the knowledge of what it meant to have nothing. 
As Elsa finished the bread, Cortha knelt again, resting a gentle hand on her shoulder. “If you ever need help, come find me. My name is Cortha.” 
Elsa nodded before darting back into the crowd, vanishing as swiftly as she had appeared. Cortha remained for a moment, watching the spot where Elsa had stood. She was no longer that beggar child, but she would never forget where she came from. She thought of men like Tezlin, with their mocking sneers and endless wealth, who looked down on the hungry while feasting on Archemere’s finest. What right did they have to judge the starving?Cortha walked briskly through the bustling market streets, her cloak trailing behind her as she maneuvered through the crowd. The scent of fresh-baked bread and roasting meats mingled with the harsher, earthy aroma of the alleyways. Her eyes scanned the busy scene, but they couldn't help but be drawn to a small figure huddled against the stone wall of a nearby building. 
A girl—no older than seven—sat in tattered clothing, her hands held out, waiting for the pity of passing strangers. The skin around her eyes was sunken, her face pale, streaked with dirt. A thin, trembling breath escaped her lips, barely enough to be heard over the noise of the market. 
Cortha's gaze softened as she approached, feeling the familiar pang in her chest. 
"Please, miss... could you spare a coin for my family?" The girl’s voice was quiet, a hushed whisper. Her eyes were wide, pleading. 
For a moment, Cortha stood still, the sound of the bustling marketplace fading as her thoughts raced back to her own childhood. She could remember the long days of walking these same streets, though they had seemed so much larger then. The mocking stares, the whispers about the girl from the gutter who would never amount to anything more than a shadow in the streets... It had been so easy to fall into the trap of bitterness, of wondering why she had to fight for everything, why the world seemed to turn its back on those who needed it most. 
But this girl—Elsa—was a mirror of her younger self, a girl with dreams too fragile to survive the harshness of the world. Did I survive by chance or by sheer will? 
She shook her head and kneeled down to the girl’s level, pulling out a small purse of coins. Her fingers trembled slightly as she placed a silver piece in Elsa’s hand. 
"Here. Don’t lose hope." 
Elsa’s face lit up with a genuine smile, her small fingers closing around the coin like a lifeline. 
"Thank you, miss. Thank you so much!" 
Cortha smiled, but the warmth never quite reached her eyes. Was this what I was meant for? To be someone who gives a fleeting moment of kindness and then disappears into the crowd, forgotten? The ache in her chest tightened as she rose to her feet and turned away, the weight of Elsa’s grateful gaze lingering on her back like a burden. 
 
Chapter 6
 
 
The old, weathered cottage looked as it always had, nestled among a garden brimming with herbs and rare magical plants. Cortha knocked, and after a moment, Eldrin appeared, as sharp and lively as ever. 
“Cortha!” he greeted, his face brightening with a warm smile. “It’s been too long. Come in.” 
Inside, the familiar scents of herbs and incense filled the air. Eldrin motioned for her to sit at the small wooden table, pouring them each a cup of tea. 
“Here to resume your lessons?” Eldrin asked, his eyes gleaming. 
Cortha took a steady breath. “Not exactly. I came to thank you, Eldrin. I managed to capture a Crimson Fist member, and the council offered me a job.” 
Eldrin’s eyebrows rose. “That’s remarkable, Cortha. To see you achieve this... I’m proud of you.” 
Cortha’s smile softened. She reached into her pouch, drawing out a portion of her reward, and set it on the table. “Please, take this. I owe you.” 
Eldrin shook his head, gently pushing the money back. “I can’t accept that.” 
“Please,” she urged. 
After a pause, Eldrin gave in, tucking the money away with a nod of gratitude. “Thank you, Cortha.” 
 
As Cortha trekked down the dusty road, her boots stirred up clouds of fine earth. She hefted her weathered leather pouch higher on her shoulder, fingers brushing the smooth, cool surface of the enchanted stone within. Taking a steadying breath, she activated it, its soft glow casting a faint light across her face. With measured words and a focused mind, she projected her message through the arcane channel. 
“Gather at the small village just beyond the capital’s reach.” 
Hours later, Cortha found her crew gathered at a dimly-lit inn. As she stepped inside, her eyes met those of Joren, Lyra, and Thrain. 
Joren was first to approach, his broad frame filling the doorway as he spotted her. With a grin, he clapped her shoulder. “Cortha! Been keeping out of trouble?” 
“Barely,” she replied with a laugh. “What about you? How were the mercenaries?” 
“Gruff as expected, but good training. Picked up some new moves, earned a few coins.” He dropped into a chair, stretching his legs. “Rough crowd, but they know what they’re doing.” 
Next came Lyra, sharp-eyed and silent as she slipped through the crowd. She took a seat, nodding to both of them. “Good to see you, Cortha. And Joren,” she added with a slight smile. “I’ve been scouting for a caravan. Pays well, but the bandits are relentless.” 
“Run into many fights?” Joren asked, intrigued. 
“Enough to keep things interesting,” Lyra replied with a smirk. “But nothing I couldn’t handle.” 
Thrain arrived last, weariness evident in his normally calm demeanor. He joined them at the table, offering a tired smile. “Healing work wears on you, but it’s rewarding. The villagers were thankful.” 
Cortha glanced around the table, pride and relief swelling within her. “I’m glad you’re all back safely. I missed you.” 
Joren raised his mug. “To the crew, reunited.” 
They lifted their mugs, clinking them in a toast. “To the crew,” they echoed. 
The evening passed with stories shared and laughter renewed. Joren recounted a fierce clash with outlaws, his eyes alight as he spoke of the battle. Lyra detailed a narrow escape from an ambush, her voice proud and steady. Thrain shared stories of grateful villagers and long nights spent healing, a gentle satisfaction in his smile. 
 
Cortha took a steady breath, gathering her thoughts before relaying the recent harrowing events. Silence fell when she finished. Joren’s brows drew together, disapproval etched across his face. 
“We’re a team, Cortha,” he said, his voice laced with hurt and anger. “We should have been there with you.” 
She raised her hands in a gesture of peace, her tone low but insistent. “I know. It was rash. I acted on instinct, and this time it worked. But it could have gone another way.” 
Reaching into her pouch, Cortha drew out several coins, the glint of her reward reflecting in the firelight. She handed a portion to each of them with a quiet, firm, “Here.” 
Lyra, ever the skeptic, took the coins with a sidelong glance. “So, what now?” 
“We’re tasked with tracking threats, starting with the Crimson Fist. They want me to scry, gather intelligence. I want you all with me,” Cortha said, her gaze steady. “I’ll split my salary with each of you if you agree to stay on.” 
Her words settled over the group, carrying both risk and promise. 
Joren frowned. “Does the council know you’ll have us working with you?” 
A sly grin crossed her face. “They didn’t tell me I couldn’t. And I trust you all more than any of them,” she said, thinking of Tezlin. 
The crew exchanged glances, tension melting into shared understanding. Thrain spoke first. “Alright. We’re in. But next time, no more solo missions. We’re a team.” 
 
Laid out on the table were maps, faded documents, and sketches detailing their mission. At the center lay the objective: the Eye of Orlandis, a legendary artifact rumored to hold immense power, now sought by several factions—including the Crimson Fist. 
“The council believes the Eye is hidden within the ruins of an ancient temple deep in Thalor Forest,” Cortha said. “Our mission is to retrieve it before anyone else can.” 
The Temple of Orlandis, buried in the heart of the forest, dated back to the Age of Wonders—a time when magic thrived and knowledge ran deep. Built by the Orlandi, an ancient order of arcanists and scholars, the temple was a masterpiece of magical architecture. Its walls pulsed with protective spells, and every stone bore the mark of enchanted runes. The Orlandi revered wisdom and dedicated themselves to understanding the universe’s mysteries, traversing both light and shadow in their studies. 
The temple served as the heart of their society, housing arcane libraries, laboratories where magic was tested and refined, and sanctuaries for meditation and communion with realms beyond. Governed by a council of elder arcanists, each a master in a distinct school of magic, the Orlandi enforced a strict balance, ensuring knowledge was wielded responsibly. 
At the height of their power, the Orlandi forged the Eye of Orlandis, a crystal sphere containing pure magical energy. Legends spoke of its ability to amplify the strength of any arcanist who held it—a relic capable of reshaping battles and bending the will of fate itself. 
Cortha's gaze fell across her crew. “We’re going into the heart of a forgotten civilization to retrieve an artifact the world has nearly lost. Once we have it, we return to the council. But remember—others will be after it, too.” 
The weight of the task settled over the group. They would need to venture through an ancient labyrinth, unearth its secrets, and escape with a relic of immeasurable power before those who sought to wield it for darker purposes could reach it first. 
 
As they pored over their strategy, the true value of the Eye of Orlandis quickly surfaced in conversation. Lyra, ever pragmatic and sharp-eyed, finally voiced what lingered in the minds of the others. “This artifact could fetch a fortune. We’d never have to take another job if we kept it.” 
Joren crossed his arms, brow furrowed. “She’s got a point, Cortha. The Crimson Fist is tearing through the realm. With the Eye, we’d have a weapon against them—a way to turn the tide ourselves.” 
But Cortha shook her head. “No. I took this mission on the council’s terms, and I intend to see it through.” 
Silence fell as her resolve cut through the temptation. One by one, her crew nodded, the glimmer of doubt replaced by a steadier trust. They’d followed her before and seen her true to her word; this time would be no different. 
 
For days, the crew huddled in the flickering candlelight of their dim, cramped hideout, surrounded by scattered maps, tattered scrolls, and old tomes. The air smelled of ink, dust, and faint mildew, a constant reminder of how long they'd been in this damp, forgotten place. Cortha, despite the weariness that clung to her like a second skin, remained hunched over a delicate parchment, her fingers tracing the ancient markings with the precision of someone who knew just how much was riding on the next few days.
Her scrying was the closest thing they had to a reliable lead. The temple where the Eye of Orlandis was hidden was no ordinary ruin—its stone walls towered like forgotten gods, now overrun with wild, tangled vines that seemed to choke out any trace of its original purpose. Yet, as Cortha’s gaze stretched through the thin veil of the world and into the hidden spaces beyond, she could sense more than just the decay. There was a pulse beneath the overgrowth—an undercurrent of energy, alive with magic, vibrating with a low hum that only she could hear.
She spoke, her voice tight, clipped, as though it carried the weight of the entire mission on her shoulders. “The wards around the Eye aren’t going to be easy. Powerful—ancient. I can feel them.” Her eyes shifted, unfocused as if seeing something beyond the walls. "I might be able to dispel them, but we’ll have to act fast. Once they’re down, the window will be small. We can’t afford to waste time."
Lyra leaned in, her brow furrowed as she studied the map with a sharp eye. She had an uncanny ability to read landscapes, to track the unseen dangers that lurked in the folds of mountains or the shadows of forests. Her fingers grazed the winding roads, the jagged cliffs leading to the temple. She tapped a section of the map with impatience. “This route through the foothills is the fastest, but it's also the riskiest. We've got open ground for a stretch, and I’d bet my last coin that the Crimson Fist will have scouts posted along here.” She glanced up at Cortha. “Can you handle those wards without tipping them off?”
“Do you think we’ll be that lucky?” Joren muttered from where he stood beside Lyra, a restless energy flickering in his dark eyes. He was always the skeptic, the realist, which often made him difficult to work with in moments of uncertainty. But his ability to strategize in the face of danger was unmatched, even if his trust in anyone else's judgment was slim. “They’ll know we’re coming the moment we step onto their turf. It’s not just the wards that’ll keep us from getting in—it’s what’s waiting for us once we do.”
Cortha’s lips curled in a half-smile, one that didn’t reach her eyes. “Then we’ll have to make them regret that mistake.”
Thrain, seated in the far corner of the room, was the quiet anchor of their crew. His large hands moved with practiced care, measuring herbs and potions with precision, each vial carefully prepared as though his life depended on it—and it might. He didn’t speak often, but when he did, it was measured, deliberate, and blunt. His attention was entirely on his work, the rattling of glass jars and the faint scent of crushed herbs the only signs that he was present. “We’ll need more than haste,” he said, his deep voice cutting through the tension like a blade. “If we’re to face whatever’s guarding that temple, we’ll need every advantage. I’m not letting anyone go in unprepared.”
Cortha nodded, the seriousness of the mission settling over her like a weight she could never shake off. “You’re right. I’ll make sure we’re ready. But we’ll have to move quickly—get in, get the Eye, and get out before anyone even realizes we were there.”
The silence in the room deepened as they each retreated into their thoughts, the weight of the plan settling over them. The temple, with its towering walls and hidden dangers, was more than just a relic—it was a beacon of power, drawing them in with the promise of unimaginable force. Cortha’s hand still hovered over the map, her thoughts tangled in the possibilities. Every step would bring them closer to something dark, and yet, they couldn’t turn away. Not now.
Thrain’s voice broke the stillness again. “If we fail, it won’t just be the Eye we lose. It’ll be our lives.” His gaze flickered to each of them in turn, as if daring anyone to ignore the gravity of what they were about to do.
The tension thickened, crackling in the air like the static before a storm.
Joren stood up straighter, his eyes narrowing as he glanced over the map one last time. “Then we’ll make damn sure it’s not a failure.”
The sun was just beginning to climb over the jagged peaks of the mountains when the crew set out, their weary bodies casting long shadows across the damp earth. The air was thick with the scent of moss and wet stone, a reminder that this land, wild and untamed, had little room for mistakes. The path was treacherous—narrow trails carved into the hillsides, where the earth seemed to shift beneath their feet with every step. Slippery rocks, slick with dew, glistened like traps, threatening to send anyone who lost focus tumbling into the chasm below. Cortha led the way, her boots steady as she navigated the terrain, but even her confident steps betrayed a certain unease. They were far from civilization now. The only company they had was the shifting landscape and the weight of their mission.
Behind her, Lyra moved with the practiced grace of someone who had spent more time in the wilderness than in the comfort of a city. She carried a crossbow, always scanning the surroundings, while Joren and Thrain flanked her. The air was thick with tension—not just from the unforgiving terrain but from the growing discomfort between them. Joren’s silence was heavier than it had been days before, a storm building just beneath his skin. Thrain, as always, remained the most focused. His mind was on their supplies—potion ingredients, bandages, salves—every possible detail that could make the difference between life and death. But even he, who usually kept his thoughts locked away, sensed the growing unrest.
Ahead, the forest of Thalor loomed, its dense trees and tangled underbrush casting a long shadow over the group. The very air felt different here—darker, thicker, as if something unseen was watching them. The forest had a reputation: travelers who ventured too deep often didn’t return. The canopy above was so thick that it swallowed the sunlight whole, filtering only narrow slivers of light through the leaves to dapple the forest floor with sickly green patches. Every creak of the branches, every rustle of unseen creatures in the undergrowth, sent a shiver down their spines. There was something alive here—something ancient. Something that didn’t want them there.
"Keep your eyes open," Cortha muttered, her voice low but sharp. "We’ll be through it soon, but we can’t afford to get careless."
The first danger didn’t take long to appear. A rustle in the bushes, a flash of movement, and suddenly, a group of bandits emerged from the shadows, their knives drawn, their eyes hungry for the supplies the crew carried. Lyra reacted instinctively, her crossbow bolt finding its mark in the chest of the nearest bandit before he even had a chance to shout. Joren was already on the move, blade drawn, eyes burning with the adrenaline of the fight. But as the skirmish unfolded, a chill ran through him—not from the bandits, but from something deeper. Something about this mission, this relentless push forward, gnawed at him.
The bandits were dispatched quickly, but the uneasy tension lingered in the air. Their bodies lay sprawled in the dirt, forgotten already, as the group pressed on, heartbeats racing. But Joren’s mind was elsewhere. It had been gnawing at him for days—the feeling that they were being dragged into something bigger than they understood. Cortha was determined, sure of their cause, but Joren wasn’t so convinced anymore. He kept his thoughts to himself, letting the tension simmer beneath the surface.
That evening, as they settled around the campfire, the shadows stretching long against the trees, Joren found himself staring into the flickering flames. The crackling fire seemed to echo in his chest, the weight of his doubt a constant pressure. The others were talking, discussing their next move, but he couldn’t focus. His eyes kept flicking to Cortha, who was sitting across from him, her face illuminated by the firelight, the map of their next destination spread out in front of her. She was calm, as always—calm, but distant. It was the same expression she wore when they’d first been briefed by the Blejek Council. The same expression that made him wonder if she truly believed in what they were doing, or if this mission was just another piece of the endless political games that were always being played around them.
Finally, the silence grew too heavy for him to bear. His resolve solidified, the words slipping from his mouth before he could stop them. "Cortha," he said, his voice steady but tight. "We need to talk."
She looked up at him, brow furrowing in mild surprise, as if she hadn’t expected him to speak so directly. "What’s on your mind?"
Joren hesitated, his fingers twitching at his side, itching for something—an answer, a sign, anything that would make sense of the growing unease inside him. He met her gaze, his words raw. "I’ve been thinking a lot about this mission. About what we’re really doing here. And I’ve got concerns."
Cortha set the map down, her attention fully on him now, her face unreadable but alert. "Concerns about the mission? Or about the council?" Her voice was even, but there was something in her eyes that made Joren hesitate. Had she been thinking the same thing?
"Both," he admitted, his voice quieter now, the weight of his doubt pressing down on him. "The council’s motives. Where this is all leading. I know we’re doing what we’ve been told, but it feels like we’re just... following orders. Like pawns in some game we don’t even understand. I need to know we’re fighting for something real. Something worth it. Not just because they say it’s important."
Cortha stared at him for a long moment, the firelight dancing in her eyes, casting shadows that made her seem older than she was, as if the weight of her role had already aged her. When she spoke, her voice was quieter, tinged with something Joren hadn’t expected—vulnerability. "I get it. I’ve had my doubts too. This mission... it’s bigger than any of us. And there are so many pieces we don’t control." She paused, glancing at the flickering flames. "But we’re here, Joren. And we have to keep going. Because if we don’t, we risk everything."
Joren’s eyes searched her face, looking for something—reassurance, conviction, some sign that this wasn’t all for nothing. "Do you believe in this? In the mission? In what we’re doing?"
Cortha’s gaze softened, her expression becoming something closer to human than the usual calm mask she wore. "I believe in us. I believe in what we’re doing. I may not have all the answers, but I trust that we’re doing the right thing. Together. And that’s enough for me."
The silence stretched between them, heavy and uncertain. Joren felt the weight of his doubt still clinging to him, but there was something else now—a flicker of something like hope. It wasn’t certain. It wasn’t guaranteed. But for the first time in days, he felt like he wasn’t entirely alone in this fight.
"Alright," he muttered, the words feeling heavier than they should have. "I’m with you. For now."
He stood up, the firelight casting long shadows behind him, and walked away. His journey wasn’t just about the mission anymore. It wasn’t about blindly following orders or hoping for a future that might never come. It was about finding his own reason to keep moving forward.

The air thickened as the group neared their destination, the once-proud ruins of the ancient Temple of Thalor. A low mist clung to the ground, swirling around their boots like an omen, and with each step forward, the weight of the past seemed to press against them. The forest was unnervingly quiet now, the usual rustle of birds and animals silenced as if the land itself were holding its breath. Even the trees, twisted and gnarled, seemed to bend away from the temple, as though unwilling to be too close to what had been lost here.
Cortha was the first to break the silence, her voice barely above a whisper, yet somehow commanding in its gravity. "We’re close," she said, her gaze fixed on the faint outline of the temple ahead, nearly swallowed by the creeping mist. Her eyes flicked quickly over the dense undergrowth, instinctively scanning for any threat that might be lurking. "Everyone stay alert."
Joren, a step behind, found his stomach tightening as they moved forward. He’d seen ruins before, even ventured into a few, but none of them had felt like this—like the ground itself was soaked in something ancient, something... wrong. His breath was shallow, and the weight of their mission pressed down on him, heavier with each passing step. He glanced to Lyra, but she kept her eyes forward, her lips set in a grim line. The crossbow she carried, always a comfort, now felt like a heavy burden in her hands. Thrain, ever the pragmatist, moved silently behind them, his sharp gaze not missing a single detail. He didn’t share Joren’s unease—his focus was on what lay ahead, on what they had come for.
The temple materialized through the fog, its massive stone structure almost swallowed by the forest. It was clear that nature had claimed it long ago. Vines and moss tangled around the stone like a death grip, and the crumbled walls looked as though they were trying to sink back into the earth from which they’d risen. The roof had collapsed in several places, leaving jagged holes where the sky peeked through. No birds nested in the rafters. No sound of life came from within. The silence felt unnatural.
Cortha led the way toward the entrance, her steps sure and deliberate. The massive stone archway, once a proud gateway into the heart of the temple, had fallen into disrepair. Half of it had crumbled, but enough remained intact to form a precarious threshold. She hesitated only briefly before slipping through, the others following closely behind, their movements muted by the damp air.
The interior of the temple was a cavern of shadows. The smell of ancient stone and musty decay filled their nostrils as they pressed forward. The humidity was stifling, like breathing in a thick fog, and the air had a strange, almost oily quality to it, as though it had been stagnant for centuries. A faint light filtered through the cracks in the ceiling, pale beams that pierced the darkness in uneven shafts. It illuminated the dust that floated lazily in the air, giving the temple an ethereal, ghostly quality. Everything in this place seemed forgotten, abandoned, and yet there was something alive in it—something that didn’t want them there.
Cortha stopped abruptly, her posture rigid as she raised a hand, signaling for the others to freeze. Her sharp eyes scanned the space ahead, narrowing as though she could see through the stone itself. She didn’t speak at first, but the rest of the group instinctively fell into a tense silence. Even the usual low murmur of the wind outside seemed to have stilled.
"Hold," she finally whispered, her voice carrying a dangerous edge. She stood still for a moment, eyes closed, her fingers twitching as though feeling something in the air. "There’s a ward here. Give me a moment."
Joren watched her closely. He’d seen her use magic before, but there was something different about this. Something that made the hairs on the back of his neck rise. The temple, for all its crumbling age, didn’t feel entirely dead. There was power here—dark, ancient, and barely contained. Cortha drew on her magic, the faint shimmer of abjuration energy flickering around her as she began to unravel the ward’s protection. Her breath slowed as she concentrated, the air around her crackling with unseen energy. For a moment, the whole temple seemed to breathe in unison, the walls groaning like something alive, something aware of their intrusion.
The spell shattered with a soft, almost resigned sigh, leaving the air still once more.
"All clear," Cortha said, exhaling a long breath. "Let’s move."
They continued into the temple, moving through narrow corridors that twisted and turned like a labyrinth. The passageways were damp and claustrophobic, the stone walls slick with years of humidity. The faint scent of incense lingered in the air, mingling with the musty odor of dust and decay. Every step they took seemed to echo louder than the last, bouncing off the stone like a warning, reminding them they were never truly alone in this place.
And then, finally, they stepped into the inner sanctum.
The chamber was enormous—larger than Joren had expected, its vaulted ceiling soaring above them, so high that it disappeared into the gloom above. The walls were lined with faded carvings, depictions of forgotten deities and celestial bodies—gods that no longer had worshippers, whose names had been swallowed by time. The light filtering through the cracks in the stone cast the room in a spectral glow, turning the intricate carvings into twisted, distorted shadows. It felt as though the very air in this chamber was charged, humming with a power that had not been disturbed in centuries.
"This is it," Cortha muttered, her voice reverberating through the chamber, even as she moved further into the space. Her gaze swept over the altar at the center of the room, where broken fragments of what might have been a statue lay scattered in pieces. But it wasn’t the altar that drew her attention—it was the symbols etched into the floor, long faded, their meaning lost to time. Her eyes lingered on the markings, something unsettled flickering behind her cool exterior.
"What are you thinking?" Joren asked, his voice barely a whisper, as though speaking too loudly might awaken whatever spirits lingered in the walls.
Cortha didn’t immediately respond. She was staring down at the floor, her hand hovering just above the symbols, but she didn’t touch them. She was listening to something—something deep within the stone, perhaps, or the ward that had protected the temple for so long.
"I’m thinking we’ve underestimated how deep this goes," she said quietly, her voice strained. "This place... it’s not just a relic. It’s a warning."
Joren felt his chest tighten at her words, the weight of her concern pressing down on him. He wanted to ask more, to understand exactly what she meant, but before he could speak, a low rumble echoed through the chamber. At first, it was just a tremor, nothing more than a whisper of movement beneath the stone. But then the ground shifted underfoot, the air became heavy, and the faintest sound of something stirring in the shadows reached their ears.
And then they saw it. A figure, cloaked in shadows, emerging from the dark recesses of the temple. Not a spirit. Not a figment of their imagination.
A living, breathing being—ancient and terrible, waiting for them.
The chamber was suffocating in its stillness. It was vast, but the air felt too thick, too oppressive, as though it were alive with the weight of centuries. The walls, slick with moisture, pressed in on them, echoing the faintest whispers of forgotten rituals. Even the faint light that filtered through cracks in the ceiling seemed reluctant, as though the temple itself was unwilling to let them have anything.
At the center of it all stood a pedestal of weathered marble, ancient and chipped, but still standing proud. The artifact—their artifact—rested atop it, the Eye of Orlandis. Even in the dim, wavering light, the gem was a thing of impossible beauty. Its countless facets caught what little light there was, refracting it into a thousand different directions. Tiny rainbows danced across the stone, flickering like ghosts. But it was more than just a jewel. It pulsed with an inner light, something alive, something dangerous. It radiated an energy that was both mesmerizing and unsettling.

Chapter 7
Cortha stepped forward, her boots making no sound on the stone floor. Her gaze never wavered from the Eye. A muscle in her jaw twitched.
“There will be more wards here,” she said, her voice low and cautious. There was no triumph in her tone, only the barest hint of concern, as if the mere proximity to the artifact had already begun to settle a weight on her shoulders.
She didn’t wait for a response. Her fingers twitched in the air, drawing invisible symbols, the kind Joren had only ever seen in books. Her brow furrowed in concentration as she muttered the first incantation under her breath, a language older than anything they’d encountered before.
Joren watched her, torn between awe and anxiety. He knew Cortha’s power, had seen her dismantle wards before, but there was something about this place—something wrong. The temple wasn’t just ancient; it felt tainted. The walls groaned like they were alive, pressing in as though the very stones were desperate to keep them from succeeding. It felt as though the Eye were pulling at him, as though it knew him. Or wanted him.
“Keep your focus, Joren,” Cortha’s voice broke through his thoughts. She didn’t look at him, her gaze locked on the pedestal. “Stay alert.”
Lyra, standing just behind him, shifted uneasily. “You think it’ll be enough?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Her eyes were on the gem, but her mind seemed elsewhere, her fingers flexing around the hilt of her sword. “We’re already deep into this damn temple. Who knows what else is waiting for us.”
Cortha’s response was calm, measured, but there was something in her expression—something in the tight set of her lips—that betrayed her nerves. “I don’t think we have a choice.”
The air hummed with magic, thick with the pulse of the wards as Cortha continued to work. Her fingers moved with practiced grace, tracing arcs in the air, each movement deliberate, each breath slower than the last. Sweat beaded on her forehead, catching the faint light of the Eye, making her look more ethereal than ever. But Joren could see it—the strain in her shoulders, the slight tremor in her hands as she pushed deeper into the magic, testing its boundaries.
He was about to speak when a crackle of energy shot through the air, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. The hum of the magic intensified, vibrating the very stone beneath their feet. A thin, almost imperceptible pulse of light seemed to ripple from the pedestal, then snap back.
“Not yet,” Cortha muttered, her voice strained. She didn’t look up, didn’t falter in her work. But they all felt it—the building pressure in the room. The growing urgency.
Time stretched on. It was as if the seconds themselves were holding their breath, waiting for something to break. Joren could hear the soft scrape of Thrain’s boots against the stone, his eyes scanning the dark corners of the chamber. Lyra’s crossbow clicked as she adjusted her stance. But it was Cortha who held them all in place. It was her concentration, her control, that kept them grounded.
The energy shifted, twisted, and then, with a sudden snap, the final ward disintegrated into the air with a faint shimmer, like a mirage fading at dawn. Cortha exhaled in a slow, controlled breath, her entire body sagging with the release of tension. For a moment, she seemed smaller, less certain, like the weight of the temple had finally caught up with her.
She reached out with both hands, her fingers trembling ever so slightly, and wrapped them around the Eye of Orlandis. The moment her skin made contact with the gem, Joren felt the air in the room shift—a subtle, almost imperceptible change. The Eye pulsed with life, its glow intensifying, and he could swear it was alive, its warmth seeping into the very marrow of his bones.
“It’s warm,” she said, her voice low, almost in awe. She looked down at the gem as though it were a fragile thing, but Joren knew better. He knew it was anything but.
Her grip tightened around it, and for a moment, Joren wondered if she was trying to steady herself or the Eye itself. “We’ve done it,” she said, the words coming out with a weary finality.
Her voice broke the spell that had hung over them, and Lyra, who had been watching with bated breath, allowed herself to relax, the tension visibly draining from her shoulders. Thrain’s lips quirked upward, but it was more a reflex than anything genuine. Joren wanted to say something, to offer his congratulations, but the weight of the moment left him mute.
“Let’s get out of here,” Cortha added, her voice a little sharper, the command in it undeniable. She turned, but the Eye stayed firmly in her grasp, its strange pulse thumping beneath her fingers.
They began to move, but every footstep felt like it was dragging them deeper into the temple. Joren could feel it, like the walls were watching them, waiting for them to slip, to falter. The light from the Eye flickered, casting twisted shadows on the walls that seemed to move of their own accord.
And then, as they neared the exit, they heard it. A faint sound at first—barely perceptible, like the faintest scrape of stone on stone. But it grew louder, louder, until it was unmistakable: footsteps.
And not their own.
Cortha froze, her face hardening. The air felt colder, the walls pressing closer. Joren’s hand instinctively moved to his sword, his heart pounding against his ribs.
They weren’t alone anymore.
The moment the Eye was lifted from its pedestal, the temple seemed to exhale in agony. The tremors hit first as a subtle shiver in the stone, followed by a violent quake that rattled the bones of the ancient structure. It was as if the very foundation of the temple had been tethered to the artifact, and with its removal, the entire place was unraveling.
Dust choked the air, thick and suffocating, and every breath felt like inhaling a century's worth of decay. The sound of the stone groaning, the walls creaking as if the temple were alive and resisting its own collapse, filled the space with an eerie finality.
“Move, move!” Joren’s voice cut through the chaos, raw with urgency. He didn’t wait for a response. His instincts took over, and he plunged forward into the crumbling labyrinth, his feet slipping in the thickening dust as he tried to keep his balance. His heart hammered against his ribs, the adrenaline pumping his legs forward even as the floor beneath him buckled and cracked.
Behind him, Lyra’s boots skidded across the dust-slicked floor, her body twisting to avoid falling debris with the grace of a dancer. Her breath was ragged, a harsh rasp in the back of her throat, but her eyes never wavered from the path ahead. Each step felt like it could be her last, but she didn’t let the fear consume her. Fear had no place here. The air was thick with the scent of stone and the promise of death.
“Get moving!” Joren yelled again, turning just enough to see her behind him, her form already slipping out of view as the corridor twisted deeper into the ruin.
Thrain’s voice rang out, rough with exertion, his hands glowing with healing magic as he rushed to keep close to Lyra. “Don’t get left behind! Stay with me!” The light around his palms pulsed and flickered, his healing magic crackling against the crumbling stone, but there was a desperation in his voice that betrayed his calm exterior.
Cortha was in the lead, though she didn’t need to be reminded to stay focused. She was already muttering incantations, weaving protective spells that shot from her fingertips in quick, fluid motions. Her voice was steady, but there was no mistaking the urgency in the way her eyes darted around the collapsing stone walls, the way she kept pulling energy from the earth, her power illuminating the dark corridors and turning the dust into glittering motes.
"Keep moving!" she shouted over the cacophony, the crackle of magic threading through her words. The spells she cast neutralized the traps that triggered as the temple began to fall apart. She was pulling on every ounce of her magic, the edges of her energy flickering, threatening to burn out. But she pushed through. She had to.
Every step felt like a gamble. The stone was groaning beneath their feet, cracks splitting through the walls as though the temple itself was trying to crush them into the earth. Joren’s chest burned, sweat trickling down his brow as the ground quaked again, threatening to throw him off balance. His hand shot out instinctively to grab onto a cracked pillar as a stone fell from above, the air filled with the sharp, metallic sound of it hitting the floor just inches from his face.
“We need to hurry,” Lyra muttered through gritted teeth as she darted around a falling beam, narrowly avoiding it. Her hands scraped against the rough stone of the walls, and when she wiped her forehead, her face was streaked with dirt and blood. She barely flinched, her focus razor-sharp.
Joren saw her—really saw her—her strength and determination stark against the panic creeping into her expression. There was blood on her brow from a cut she hadn’t bothered to notice, but the fire in her eyes burned bright.
"We don't have time for this," Thrain’s voice cut in, his hand glowing brighter now as he pulled her out of the way of falling debris, his magic humming, a desperate attempt to keep them from getting crushed under the weight of the ruins. His expression was strained, his energy waning, but he pushed forward with everything he had.
They rounded a corner, only to face a massive archway beginning to collapse. Joren’s stomach dropped as he saw the stone blocks starting to fall, one by one. Before anyone could react, Cortha's hand shot out, and with a sharp, forceful gesture, a barrier of translucent blue light flickered to life. The force field shimmered with energy, pushing back the debris just long enough for them to scramble through.
“Go, now!” Cortha barked, her voice cutting through the noise like a whip.
The moment they were clear, the barrier flickered out of existence, and the archway behind them crumbled into dust. The entire temple seemed to shudder in response, a deep, vibrating groan that made the floor beneath them ripple like the surface of a lake.
Joren was about to say something when a massive crack split the floor ahead of them, sending a shockwave through the ground. The sound of stone smashing into stone filled his ears. The walls around them seemed to buckle, and debris started falling from above in heavy, chaotic showers.
“Almost there!” Cortha’s voice rang out, but it sounded strained now, her breath coming faster. Her magic flickered, growing weaker with each second.
Joren’s legs screamed in protest as he pushed forward, his muscles burning from the effort, the weight of the sword in his hand growing heavier with each passing second. But there was no time to slow down. Not with the temple collapsing around them, not when their lives were hanging by a thread. They were so close.
Then, in a heartbeat, the floor cracked beneath them, and large chunks of stone crashed down, blocking their path. The air was thick with dust, the scent of panic and stone mingling as Joren’s stomach flipped in horror.
“Lyra!” he yelled, the words ragged as he swung around to pull the stone slab off of a broken doorway, his fingers slick with sweat. His breath was coming in short, jagged gasps, but he didn’t stop. His hand was shaking with the effort, and the stone felt impossibly heavy.
“Help me!” Lyra shouted back, her voice tight with fear as she pushed against another rock, the weight of it grinding her feet into the stone. “It’s too heavy! We need more hands!”
Joren turned, his chest tight, panic rising. She was struggling—he could see the strain on her face as she dug her shoulder into the debris, her fingers bloody and scraped from the effort. He saw it in her eyes too—fear. But there was more than that. There was determination.
“Lyra—move!” he commanded, his voice ragged.
She didn’t hesitate. She was already at his side, pushing, grunting with the force of it. Together, they moved the slab just enough to create a gap, just enough to get their hands through. But the rocks were too much. More kept falling.
“Gods,” Joren muttered, his heart pounding. His own strength was faltering, but he didn’t stop. He couldn’t.

Joren’s muscles screamed in protest, every fiber of his body begging him to stop, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Not while the weight of his crew was crushing them, not while they were trapped beneath rubble, gasping for air in a dying temple. He shoved harder against the stone, sweat stinging his eyes, dirt and dust sticking to his skin, his breathing ragged and labored. His hands burned, slick with blood and grime, but he kept pulling. Each inch of stone felt like it might snap his arms clean off, but he didn’t give in.
His vision blurred, but the low murmur of his teammates, muffled by the stone and chaos, kept him grounded. Then—an unmistakable cry.
“Joren—move!” Cortha’s voice was sharp, edged with strain, but there was no panic. Even now, amid the destruction, her command had the weight of someone who had seen death before and knew how to avoid it. But he didn’t look up at her. Not yet.
The floor beneath them groaned like an ancient beast, and Joren didn’t need to look to know what was coming. He felt the vibrations through his bones, the shift of the earth, the sense that everything was teetering on the edge of collapse. The ceiling above cracked, sending jagged shards of stone cascading down like an avalanche of death. He heard the scream of the wood beams, the snap of the ancient stone supports giving way, and felt the world lurch beneath his feet.
The ground shook violently, and with a deafening crack, the last of the stone pillars buckled. It was the final act of defiance from the ancient temple, a final bow before it collapsed into ruin. More debris rained down.
Joren spun toward the sound, the instinct to protect them overriding every other thought. He dove forward, his body slamming against the jagged stone, the sharp edges slicing into his skin as he threw himself over a fallen teammate. A jagged shard of stone bit into his back as he shielded them with his own body, the pain searing through his muscles.
“Joren!” Cortha’s voice cut through the haze of noise, more controlled now, as if she had already adjusted to the madness of their situation. She moved with precision, but her eyes—they were wide with something deeper than concern. A leader who had seen too much but still demanded action.
He didn’t look back at her. His teeth were clenched so hard he thought they might crack. “Just get everyone out,” he called back, each word a labor. “I’ll cover the rear.”
Cortha hesitated. The sound of crumbling stone filled the air, the walls groaning under the weight of the destruction, and yet for a heartbeat, everything around them stilled. Her eyes locked onto his, and in that instant, they understood each other. She saw his resolve—saw that Joren would never leave them behind, that he would fight until there was nothing left. His body could break, but his spirit wouldn’t. Not like this.
There was no room for second-guessing when it came to Joren. He didn’t need her to fight for him, not when he was already fighting for them all.
“Now!” Cortha barked, and with a final, determined look, she spun on her heel, leading the others toward safety.
Joren turned his focus back to the task at hand. The walls were shaking as if the earth itself was angry, pieces of stone falling faster, the sounds of the temple dying like the death rattle of a beast. He gritted his teeth, muscles straining as he wrenched another heavy stone slab from a fallen crew member. His breath burned in his chest, but there was no stopping now. The weight on his shoulders wasn’t just stone—it was their lives.
The pressure in his chest wasn’t just physical anymore. It was the knowledge that every second counted, that their survival depended on his will to keep going, even as exhaustion clawed at him, urging him to stop. But he didn’t. His hand bled, his grip slipping on the stone, but he kept pulling.
When the last trapped crew member was freed, he staggered back, his legs giving way beneath him. His chest heaved as if he had run miles, the sweat dripping down his face, mixing with the dust that coated every inch of him. His heart was still pounding, but the worst was over. For now.
Lyra appeared at his side, her face pale and drawn from the exhaustion, eyes wide with disbelief. Her breath was shallow, ragged, as if she were fighting not just the physical strain but the mental weight of it all. She didn’t speak immediately. She didn’t need to. Her gaze, filled with a mixture of gratitude and awe, said everything.
"That was... too close," she said finally, her voice breathless, hoarse from the effort.
Joren didn’t respond immediately. He wiped his face, smearing the dirt and sweat together. The lines of exhaustion were etched deep into his face, but there was no satisfaction in his expression. He wasn’t done. Not yet.
Instead, he scanned the group, making sure everyone had made it out. They were alive. Everyone was alive. But the wariness in his eyes never left. There was always more. Always something lurking just beyond their reach.
He caught Thrain’s gaze. The healer was panting, his face ashen, but he was already checking the others, ensuring no one had been too seriously hurt. Thrain’s eyes flicked over to Joren, a silent acknowledgment of the toll the moment had taken on them both.
“Joren,” Lyra said, quieter now. “You—you're alright, aren't you?”
He nodded, though it wasn’t entirely true. His body was a mess of bruises, his back throbbing where the shard of stone had gouged deep, but the pain didn’t matter. What mattered was that they were out. Alive.
But even as he turned his back to her, focusing on the others, something gnawed at him. The temple was only the beginning. It was a fragile illusion, this moment of safety. They had barely scraped by this time. The next—well, he couldn’t afford to think about that. Not yet.
Not until they got out of this cursed place and far from whatever was coming next.

They stumbled out of the temple just as the entrance crumbled behind them, the last remnants of the ancient structure buckling under the weight of its own age. Dust erupted from the ruins, a choking cloud that hung thick in the air, stinging their eyes and coating their lungs with its fine, dry particles. The ground shuddered beneath their feet, as if the forest itself was shivering in response to the temple's collapse.
Joren hit the dirt first, his body slamming into the earth with a grunt, his arms braced to shield his face. His sword scraped the ground, catching on a jagged rock. He stayed there for a moment, gasping, feeling the sharp sting of air in his chest, the oppressive weight of what they had just survived pressing down on him. His body screamed for rest, for a chance to stop, but his mind wouldn’t let him—he couldn’t afford to relax just yet.
Thrain’s voice broke through the dust storm as he dropped beside him, his breath coming fast and shallow. "Is everyone... is everyone alright?"
Lyra had already gotten to her feet, her legs unsteady but her eyes burning with a fire that didn’t quite match her pale face. She wiped a streak of dirt from her brow, leaving a smeared trail of blood. Her sword was sheathed, but her hand still hovered near the hilt, like she was ready for another fight at any moment. When she turned to look at them, there was awe in her gaze—uncertain, but bright. "We did it."
Her words landed heavy in the silence between them, but they felt like an echo of something bigger than just their survival. Cortha was already on her feet, adjusting her grip on the Eye, holding it up to the light. It gleamed in her palm like something impossibly fragile and ancient, its facets catching the sunlight and scattering it across the ground in fractured rainbows.
Cortha took a moment to stare at it, the gleaming artifact more than just a piece of treasure—it was a symbol, one that carried more weight than any of them could fully understand. The Eye had been the key to their mission. And now it was theirs. It was both a triumph and a reminder of how close they had come to losing everything.
Her voice broke the tension, steady despite the chaos that still swirled in her mind. “We did,” she said, a half-smile tugging at the corner of her lips, but it was tempered by the exhaustion that threatened to swallow her whole. Her body was screaming for rest, but she refused to let herself falter—not yet. Not when there were more questions to answer, more dangers on the horizon.
Joren wiped his brow, sitting up with a grunt, his muscles protesting the movement. His sword was heavier now, weighted not by the steel but by the realization that they weren’t out of danger yet. There was always something else lurking in the shadows. Always another price to pay.
His eyes flicked to the forest around them, the quiet after the collapse deafening. The trees stood still, their shadows long and cool, as if the world itself had paused to catch its breath. But the air felt wrong—too still, too quiet. The birds were gone. The rustling of leaves, the distant hum of insects, all absent. It wasn’t just the temple that had fallen—it was as if the land itself was holding its breath, waiting for something else to happen.
Lyra knelt beside Cortha, her gaze fixed on the Eye. There was something in her eyes—fascination mixed with a hint of fear. "Do you think it’s… safe?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. There was a slight tremor in her tone, but it wasn’t just the dust that had caught in her throat—it was the weight of what they had just done. What they had stolen.
Cortha met her eyes, her expression guarded. "It’s never been 'safe,'" she said, her tone hard, but not unkind. "Nothing in this world is. But this—" She raised the Eye higher, the sunlight catching it again, creating a fleeting rainbow of color at their feet. "This is the key. And now, we hold it."
Her words hung heavy between them. The key to what, though? What had they really uncovered here? The temple had been a tomb—both a prison and a puzzle, its walls lined with secrets that had buried themselves deep into the land long before their time. And now that the Eye was in their hands, what would they do with it?
Joren stood, wincing as his muscles protested, his gaze distant. The road ahead of them was uncertain. There would be no quiet rest, no moment of peace. He knew it. They all did. Whatever forces had built the temple—and whatever had been guarding the Eye—wouldn’t just vanish because they had survived. The only thing certain was that their journey wasn’t over.
Lyra stood up beside him, brushing dirt from her clothes, her expression unreadable. “You think someone will come for it?” Her words were blunt, her gaze flicking toward the treeline as if expecting something to emerge from the shadows at any moment.
“Doesn’t matter,” Joren muttered, the words bitter in his mouth. “We take it to the council. Let them deal with the fallout. We’ve done our part.”
His voice didn’t carry the usual certainty, and they all noticed it. The council. They were supposed to be allies, but Joren wasn’t sure anymore. Allies with their own agendas, their own plans for power. The Eye—this artifact—was too dangerous to just hand over without understanding what they were really dealing with.
“Not just the council.” Thrain’s voice came low, thoughtful, his gaze never leaving the Eye. “There are people far worse than them who would kill for this. You think the temple’s the end of it? You’ve seen the way the stones glow, the way it calls. It’s not done with us yet.”
Cortha’s eyes flicked to him, her mouth tightening. “Then we’ll be ready for them,” she said, though her voice carried none of the confidence she wanted it to. Not this time.
The forest, once a backdrop to their struggle, now felt more like a cage, the walls of ancient trees closing in around them, the weight of what they had just stolen pressing down on their shoulders. The world had grown quiet, but not peaceful. It was the quiet of something waiting.
And that was the worst kind of silence.
The sky above the ruined temple had turned a muted grey, the last remnants of twilight fading into the darkened canopy of trees. The silence felt unnatural, heavy with the weight of what they had narrowly escaped, pressing in from all sides. The only sound was the soft crackle of their campfire, its flickering light casting distorted shadows on the trunks of ancient trees. The air was thick with the scent of smoke, dust, and the earthy bite of nightfall. A gust of wind rustled through the forest, but even the usual hum of nocturnal creatures seemed to have retreated, as if the land itself was holding its breath.
The group had made their way to the outskirts of the temple ruins, setting camp under the shroud of trees, where the remnants of the battle and the day's destruction still lingered. They were weary, each of them worn in their own way—some nursing bruises or cuts, others sharpening blades or cleaning their weapons, their faces grim with exhaustion. The firelight barely illuminated their haggard faces, making the shadows under their eyes look deeper, their shoulders more slumped. It was a far cry from the proud, fearless warriors they had once been; now they were just survivors, battling the physical and emotional toll of the day.

Chapter 8
Joren sat on the edge of the firelight, his back leaning heavily against the gnarled bark of an ancient oak. His eyes were shut, the dark rings beneath them telling a story he didn’t need to speak. His chest rose and fell slowly, the rhythm of his breathing struggling to shake off the remnants of adrenaline still running in his blood. He hadn’t allowed himself to feel it earlier—the pain, the exhaustion—but now, in the stillness of the night, there was no escaping it. The weight of his role, of the lives he had been tasked with protecting, hung around him like a suffocating cloak. His muscles were tight with fatigue, his head heavy, but still, he stayed alert, his mind too sharp for sleep.
Beside him, Lyra sat on a weathered log, her eyes flicking between Joren and the fire. She had been quiet since the temple had collapsed, her mind running over the chaos they’d barely escaped. The crash of stone, the terrifying weight of the ceiling above them, the shuddering earth beneath their feet—it had all happened too fast, and yet, here they were, still alive, still breathing. But not without scars.
She hadn’t missed the way Joren moved, the tightness in his posture, the forced steadiness of his gaze. He’d always been the one to hold things together, to take the burden on his shoulders and never show a crack in the armor. But now, as he sat there, with the flames dancing in his tired eyes, she saw something else—something raw, something human.
Without thinking, Lyra nudged his shoulder with hers, a gentle push that broke the stillness between them. “Hey,” she said softly, her voice quiet but steady. “You alright?”
Joren blinked, his eyes unfocused for a moment, as if he had to pull himself back from wherever his mind had wandered. He turned to look at her, the exhaustion in his gaze clear, but there was no sign of weakness. Not yet. “I’m fine.”
But Lyra knew him too well. She studied him, her eyes narrowing with suspicion. “No, you’re not. I’ve been watching you. You look like you’re about to collapse.” There was a smirk on her lips, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes—those eyes that were too sharp to miss the strain in his every movement.
Joren exhaled through his nose, a faint chuckle escaping him, but it was a dry, brittle sound. “It’s not the worst I’ve been through,” he said, and though the words were meant to brush off her concern, the way he said them told another story. He had been through worse, yes—but at what cost?
Lyra tilted her head, her brow furrowing slightly. She didn’t push him, not right away. Instead, she let the silence hang for a moment, studying him. There was something about Joren’s strength that always made him distant, like a fortress no one could breach. But tonight, in the dim firelight, she could see the cracks—slight, almost imperceptible, but enough for her to understand that the man who carried everyone else was quietly buckling beneath the weight of it all.
“You’re always the strong one, Joren,” she said after a pause, her voice softer now. “Always the one who keeps it together. But you don’t have to carry it all alone, you know?”
He didn’t answer immediately. His eyes moved past her, drifting toward the shadows of the trees, the flickering flames reflecting in his gaze as if they were the only things anchoring him to the moment. He was thinking, trying to find the words, or perhaps too tired to find them at all. The silence between them stretched, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was just... true.
Finally, he spoke, his voice low, almost lost in the crackling of the fire. “I know,” he said, barely above a whisper, his throat tight. “But sometimes... sometimes it feels like if I stop, if I let go, everything will fall apart.” His fingers curled slightly around a worn leather strap at his wrist, the weight of his words pressing down on him. “I can’t let that happen.”
Lyra didn’t know what to say to that. She knew the burden of carrying the team, of being the one who could never break. She had seen the way Joren had protected them all—shielding them with his body, keeping them moving when they wanted to stop, bearing their pain like it was his to carry. But even he wasn’t invincible.
Without a word, she reached out and placed her hand on his arm, her fingers pressing gently into his worn muscles, the touch both a question and a promise. “You’re not alone, Joren,” she said quietly, her voice firm but soft. “None of us are. We’re all in this together.”
For a brief moment, he met her eyes, and something in his chest fluttered—a flicker of relief, of something close to peace. It was fleeting, but it was enough to make him swallow past the lump in his throat.
“I know,” he murmured, almost too quietly to hear. “I know. But it’s hard to let go, sometimes.”
Lyra didn’t press him further. She just stayed beside him, the two of them sitting in the quiet, their shoulders brushing against each other in the calm of the night. The fire crackled, the warmth from the flames providing a small comfort in the cold air that crept through the trees. The world felt vast and indifferent, but here, in this moment, they weren’t alone. They had each other.
And for now, that was enough.
But somewhere in the distance, deeper within the forest, something stirred—an unspoken promise that their troubles were far from over. The Eye was in their hands now, but what it had unleashed had only just begun.
The road back to the capital was long, and the sky stretched like a vast, indifferent canvas above them. The darkening clouds pressed down, a heavy blanket that muted the landscape into shades of grey. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and the distant rustling of branches. Cortha’s mare, Nyx, moved with a quiet, steady rhythm beneath her, each hooffall a reminder of the weight they carried—not just in the pack, but in the promise made to the council.
Lyra, ever the one to question and push, glanced over at Joren, her expression a mix of curiosity and restrained longing. Her fingers idly traced the edge of her cloak, as if she were trying to wrap her thoughts around something she couldn’t quite grasp. “Cortha, are you sure we shouldn’t keep it?” she asked, her voice quieter than usual, as though the very suggestion might be dangerous. “Think of what we could do with it. What it could do for us.”
The mention of the Eye of Orlandis, wrapped securely in the leather satchel, seemed to ignite something in Lyra’s eyes—a glimmer of possibility, of ambition. The artifact’s power was undeniable, a relic of ancient magic that had been lost for centuries. Cortha could feel the pull of it too, like a whisper in the back of her mind, tempting her to seize it, to ignore the rules and the risks. But Cortha had always been cautious, pragmatic. It wasn’t just about power; it was about control.
“No.” Cortha’s voice was firm, a low, unwavering command. She didn’t look at Lyra, not wanting to see the flicker of disappointment that she knew would be there. "We’re not keeping it. We’re returning it to the council as agreed. The deal’s done."
Joren, who had been silent for most of the ride, exhaled a long breath and shook his head, the weight of their choices settling on his broad shoulders. His hand gripped the reins a little tighter, his knuckles white against the leather. “Alright. You’re right. We’ll see this through.” There was a touch of resignation in his voice, as if he’d already weighed the consequences of defying Cortha, and found them far too heavy to carry.
The ride continued in silence after that, the distant city of Archemere looming like a jagged silhouette on the horizon, its tall towers cutting through the thickening mist. The quiet was oppressive, a reminder of the tension between them. Cortha’s mind wandered back to the moments they had spent in the ruins, to the strange mix of awe and terror the Eye had inspired in them all. It had been a brief, intoxicating taste of something far beyond their reach, and yet, it was nothing more than a cursed artifact—too dangerous to keep, too precious to ignore.
By the time they reached the gates of the capital, the sun had dipped below the horizon, leaving only the sickly glow of lanterns flickering against the rising fog. Cortha’s heart beat a little faster as the familiar streets opened before her. The city felt colder than usual, its grandeur more suffocating than awe-inspiring. She knew what awaited her within the walls of the Blejek Citadel—a council eager to receive their prize, but with their own demands and judgments to pass.
As soon as she dismounted, a sharp voice called to her from the shadowed archway. Cortha’s stomach twisted. She hadn’t expected Tezlin to be the one waiting for her.
His presence was unmistakable, even in the dim light. Tall, composed, and far too calm for the likes of her, Tezlin stood with his arms folded, his expression unreadable. There was something about his stillness that irritated Cortha, a calmness that contrasted too sharply with her own gnawing sense of unease.
“Cortha, I presume?” His voice was smooth, but there was an edge to it, as though he already knew more than she was willing to share. “I’m Tezlin. I’ll be handling your debriefing.” His hand extended, offering a polite but distant greeting.
Cortha hesitated, just a moment too long, before shaking his hand. Her fingers trembled slightly in his grip, a reaction she quickly suppressed. There was something about the way his hand felt—cool, deliberate—that unsettled her more than she cared to admit. He smelled of leather and wood smoke, an intoxicating mix that stirred something deep inside her, a distraction she didn’t need. She forced herself to focus. He was just another obstacle, just another cog in the machine she had to navigate.
Tezlin’s gaze didn’t shift as he motioned for her to follow. They moved through the halls of the Blejek Citadel, the familiar stone walls echoing their steps. The air inside was thick with the scent of polished marble and old secrets. The grandeur of the place felt like a suffocating weight, pressing in from all sides. She had never liked the Citadel, the way it loomed over the capital, a constant reminder of the power the council held. The halls twisted like a maze, each corner more oppressive than the last.
Finally, they reached a secluded room. The door closed behind them with a soft, final thud. Inside, the air was heavy, the silence between them suffocating. Tezlin didn’t take a seat, but his stillness filled the room, making it feel smaller
The flickering light of the dimly lit room cast long shadows across the stone walls, making everything feel smaller, more oppressive. Cortha stood in front of the large oak table, the Eye of Orlandis still resting there between them. Its dark surface gleamed under the weak light, but it was the weight of its presence—its untold promise and potential—that truly dominated the room.
Tezlin, standing just a few paces away, barely spared it a glance. His expression was detached, almost bored, as though this entire exchange were a mere formality. He stood with his arms crossed, leaning slightly against the edge of the stone wall, his posture a deliberate display of indifference. His dark eyes, cold and unblinking, skimmed over Cortha with that same dismissive air that made her blood boil.
"Quite the artifact," he remarked dryly, his voice flat, as if discussing an object as mundane as a table or a chair. His gaze lingered on her for a moment longer than the Eye, but only just.
Cortha’s jaw clenched, a tightness spreading across her chest as her frustration began to simmer. She could feel her pulse quicken, the anger in her gut starting to rise like a tide she couldn’t control. She’d faced death, danger, and uncertainty to retrieve this artifact, and here he was, treating it like a trinket. His casual dismissal was like a slap to the face.
“It wasn’t easy to retrieve,” Cortha’s voice was tight, each word coming out like a sharpened blade. “My team and I went through a lot to get this.”
Tezlin didn’t even flinch, his gaze flicking back to the Eye for a moment before his shoulders rose and fell in a dismissive shrug. “I’m sure you did,” he said, his voice cool and uninterested.
Her hands tightened into fists at her sides, her nails digging into her palms. She tried to keep herself composed, but the injustice of it all, the feeling that everything she had worked for was being belittled by someone who clearly didn’t understand the weight of their actions, sent a rush of heat through her.
Cortha’s voice trembled with controlled rage. “Is your only personality trait being a snob who doesn’t care about anything?” The words slipped out before she could stop them, her frustration finally bubbling over the edge.
Tezlin’s eyes flickered with surprise, and for the briefest moment, his indifference cracked. A smile, almost imperceptible, tugged at the corner of his lips. But then, just as quickly, his face hardened again, that faint amusement shifting into something unreadable. For the first time since they’d met, she saw a glimmer of something—something that wasn’t just the mask of a well-crafted, self-serving persona. Guilt, maybe. Or discomfort. She couldn’t be sure, but it was enough to give her pause.
Her suspicion deepened, an unsettling thought creeping into the back of her mind like a shadow at dusk. She narrowed her eyes at him. “The artifact wasn’t real, was it?” she asked, her voice steady but the sharp edge of suspicion threading through each syllable.
Tezlin’s expression tightened for a moment, his jaw clenching, before a flicker of discomfort flashed across his face. It was so brief, so fleeting, that she almost wondered if she’d imagined it. But no. She had seen it.
“Why?” she pressed, her anger now sharpened into something more dangerous.
Tezlin’s eyes flicked away for a fraction of a second, his gaze flitting to the side, avoiding her scrutiny. When he spoke again, his voice was flat, devoid of emotion, but Cortha could sense the coldness underneath, the distance he kept between them. “We had to be sure you could be… trusted.” His words were deliberately clipped, the finality in his tone making it clear that this was a subject he didn’t want to explore further.
Cortha’s breath hitched, and then, without warning, fury surged through her. She stood up so quickly that the chair scraped loudly against the stone floor, the sound echoing through the empty room like a warning bell. Her heart raced, her pulse pounding in her ears as her fists clenched at her sides.
"So, this was all a test?" Her voice cracked with the weight of her disbelief. “You sent me on a dangerous mission for a fake artifact just to see if I was trustworthy?” The words tasted like ash in her mouth, the betrayal stinging sharper than any blade.
Tezlin didn’t flinch. He simply regarded her, his face unreadable, his eyes betraying nothing. For a moment, Cortha thought he might respond with some carefully worded justification, but instead, his expression softened, just the slightest hint of something almost resembling sympathy crossing his features. It only made her rage burn hotter.
His voice remained steady, unaffected. “You can stay in the room in the east building tonight,” he said, his words almost mechanical. He gestured toward the door, as though giving her orders rather than offering an explanation. “The maids will tend to your injury,” he added, his gaze briefly flicking down to the gash on her arm, still fresh and angry-looking.
Cortha looked at him, her chest rising and falling with barely contained fury. She wanted to scream, to throw the Eye of Orlandis at him, to demand answers, but instead, she felt something worse settle in her gut—disillusionment. She had been used. Played like a pawn. The mission had never been about recovering an artifact. It had been about testing her loyalty, her reliability. A game to him, and she had fallen for it.
Cortha didn’t wait for him to say anymore. "Keep your damn room in your damn eastern building," she spat, striding towards the door. She slammed it behind her with a satisfying bang, feeling a rush of vindication as she left the council building and made her way back to the streets of the capital. 

That night, as the village settled into the gentle embrace of dusk, Cortha spread her bedroll beneath the open sky. The cool air, carrying the scent of damp earth and pine, wrapped around her like a familiar, comforting blanket. Above, the stars stretched across the expanse, sharp and vivid, twinkling with a kind of quiet wisdom. They were the only ones who seemed to understand the weight she carried, the quiet bitterness of a world where people judged her without ever truly seeing her. The breeze stirred the leaves above, a soft rustle like whispers from an old friend, soothing her in ways no silk-lined bed ever could.
The village, nestled at the foot of the jagged hills, seemed to pulse with its own rhythm. The distant calls of owls echoed in the darkness, and the fireflies flickered like small stars among the brush. Cortha closed her eyes, feeling the weight of the earth beneath her. It had been a long time since she felt so far from the expectations of others, from the gaze of those who saw only her role, not her.
She hadn’t quite realized how much she needed the solitude until now, after weeks of navigating the harsh, judgmental gaze of the Blejek Council. There, in the heart of the capital, she had been reduced to a tool in their hands, to a pawn in their carefully calculated game. The nights spent on the road, the days buried in the forest—those had been the moments where Cortha had found herself again. Here, beneath the vast canvas of stars, she found peace.
The next few days bled together in quiet, simple tasks. Cortha took on whatever the village needed. She found herself clearing a goblin camp on the northern edge of the village, the pungent scent of their filthy nests lingering in the air as she hacked through their crude barricades. The villagers watched her with a mix of curiosity and gratitude, some muttering words of thanks, others simply eyeing her with respect. It didn’t matter; she wasn’t looking for recognition.
Later, she helped a farmer patch a broken fence, the splintering wood scratching against her palms as she worked. The rhythmic thud of hammer against nail was meditative, each strike a step away from the turmoil of the capital.
She even found herself helping the village healer, a woman named Miri who seemed to have an uncanny ability to tend to wounds both physical and emotional. The village was suffering through a mild plague—a cough and fever that spread from one family to the next—but it was manageable. Cortha gathered herbs and prepared salves, listening to Miri’s soft, reassuring voice as she explained the remedies in her simple, rhythmic way. There was a quiet strength in the healer, an acceptance of the way things were. Cortha admired that. It was a strength she had never fully grasped, always striving to change things, to fix them. But the healer seemed to find peace in knowing some things were simply out of her control.
In the evenings, Cortha returned to Eldrin’s garden. The old man’s hands were increasingly unsteady as he worked the soil, and Cortha noticed the subtle signs of decline that seemed to weigh on him more each day. His once-bright eyes had dulled, the energy of his youth fading into the shadows of his advancing years. It troubled her, but she didn’t have the words to express it. All she could do was sit beside him, quietly tending to the plants that seemed to hold more life than their caretaker.
His stories were a balm to her spirit. They were the kind of tales that carried the weight of generations, the kind that made her feel grounded, connected to something larger than herself. His voice, raspy but steady, spoke of times when the world was different, simpler. He spoke of places Cortha had never seen, of battles fought not with weapons but with ideas. It was in these moments, these quiet exchanges, that Cortha felt a connection to something beyond her own restless desire for change.
But even in the midst of all this peace, the same thought lingered like a shadow at the edge of her mind: she couldn’t stay here forever.
The week passed with the same comforting routine, but by the end, the clarity Cortha had been searching for began to solidify. She had come here to find respite, but now she had to leave. She could feel the weight of her responsibility calling her back to the capital. There were too many loose threads, too many questions that needed answers. She needed to find her place in this ever-shifting web, no matter how tangled it might be.
On the final evening before her departure, she sat with Eldrin in the fading light. The sun had dipped behind the hills, casting long shadows over the garden. The soft hum of crickets and the occasional hoot of an owl filled the silence between them. Eldrin sat with his hands folded in his lap, his eyes distant but aware. He knew her well enough to sense the restlessness that had been building in her.
“I need to go back to the capital,” Cortha said, her voice quiet but firm. There was no hesitation in her words, but she could feel the weight of the decision settling over her like a cloak. “There’s work to be done, and I need to find my place in it.”
Eldrin didn’t respond immediately. He simply studied her for a moment, his gaze steady, as if weighing the truth of her words. Then, he nodded slowly, his old face creased with the weight of time and understanding.
“You have a great destiny ahead of you, Cortha,” he said, his voice deep with something almost like pride, though it was tempered with a hint of something else—perhaps regret, perhaps acceptance. “Follow your heart and trust your abilities. You’ll do great things.”
His words were simple, yet they felt like a profound truth settling into her bones. Cortha wasn’t sure if she believed in the kind of destiny Eldrin spoke of, but she knew one thing for certain: she couldn’t stay here, caught in this small, quiet life, forever.
The wind shifted, and for a moment, she thought she could hear the faintest whisper of the capital calling her back. The journey ahead would not be easy, but it was one she had to take. The questions, the danger, the unknown—they were all waiting for her. And she was ready.

Cortha’s footsteps were deliberate as she made her way toward the gates of the capital mansion, the weight of her decisions pressing down on her chest. The stone walls of the capital loomed ahead, their cold, grey surfaces reflecting the late afternoon light, as if the city itself was judging her for what she was about to do. The guards at the gate recognized her, their eyes flicking with the kind of professional disinterest only soldiers possessed. With a curt nod, they opened the gates and allowed her entry, the hinges groaning under the strain, a reminder that nothing in this place came easily.
The path to the mansion was the same as before—well-worn cobblestones, their edges smoothed by the countless feet that had passed over them. The city’s smell was familiar now: a mixture of salt from the nearby port, the faint tang of exhaust from the carriages, and the underlying scent of stone and iron. The air felt thick, heavy with the unspoken expectations of the council, their unseen eyes tracking her every move.
She was led to the same outbuilding, an annex to the mansion that smelled of old wood and forgotten paperwork. Inside, the council members sat around a large, scarred table, their faces a mixture of anticipation and guarded calculation. Among them stood Tezlin, his figure as unyielding as ever, eyes fixed on the map before him. The soft flicker of candlelight cast long shadows across his face, but he gave her only the briefest of nods. No warmth. No recognition of the journey she’d taken.
Cortha’s mouth tightened. The previous tension between them had evaporated, but that didn’t mean she trusted him. She couldn’t afford to.
"Welcome back, Cortha," one of the councilors greeted her, his voice clipped, as if he were reading from a script. "We have a new task for you. It’s an important one."
Cortha’s gaze sharpened, her eyes narrowing as she braced herself for whatever came next. She had learned by now that the council’s 'important' missions often came with a price.
"What’s the mission?" she asked, her voice level, though there was an edge to it that even she could hear.
Tezlin, the ever-distant tactician, spoke without hesitation. "We need you to investigate and gather intelligence from several surrounding villages. Use your magical surveillance to monitor key locations linked to the Crimson Fist."
Cortha swallowed her initial retort, nodding as her thoughts raced. The Crimson Fist. She had heard the name in whispers, in taverns where the talk turned to fear and suspicion. The group was a growing threat, their influence spreading like a dark stain across the land, tainting everything it touched. But this task... this felt different. It was more than a simple hunt.
"I can do that," Cortha said, her voice steady, though her mind raced with questions. She had no intention of becoming just another tool for the council’s games. Not again.
Thalor, the elder councilor with the graying hair and deep-set eyes, gestured toward a large map spread across the table. The parchment was old, frayed at the edges, and the ink had begun to fade in places. The map itself was a labyrinth of territories, villages, and smudged markings—each one an important point in the council’s endless war against the Crimson Fist.
"The Crimson Fist is led by a man named Manny," Thalor began, his voice grave. "But in the darker circles, he’s known as the Netherborn. He is the father of Vexa and Jediah, who serve as his lieutenants. Manny’s command of Nether magic is unmatched. It is said he can wield its corrupting power with devastating effect."
Cortha felt her stomach tighten at the mention of Nether magic. It was a forbidden power, one that twisted the very essence of its user, consuming them from within. The council had long outlawed it, and for good reason. Those who dabbled in it often found themselves unrecognizable—more monster than man.
Lady Aeloria, a sharp-eyed council member with a sharp tongue to match, leaned forward, her short auburn hair framing her face like a lioness’s mane. "Manny’s ambitions go beyond mere power," she added, her voice low and dangerous. "His goal is to spread the use of Nether magic across the land. As you know, this magic is banned due to its corrupting influence. Prolonged use leaves visible marks on the user, and eventually consumes them, turning them into something inhuman."
The words hung in the air, heavy with the unspoken understanding of what was at stake. Cortha’s pulse quickened as she stared at the map, tracing the marked locations with her eyes. The villages listed were spread across the region—remote enough to avoid immediate suspicion, yet critical to the Fist’s operations. Every mark on the map represented something—someone—that had already fallen under their influence.
"What of his children, Vexa and Jediah? What roles do they play?" Cortha asked, her voice tight with the weight of her own unease. Her instincts told her that the Fist’s children were just as dangerous as their father, perhaps more so.
Thalor motioned to Eirik, a younger councilor with dark, calculating eyes. Eirik’s calm precision cut through the tension in the room like a knife. "Vexa is a skilled warrior and a brilliant strategist. She’s fiercely loyal to her father and shares his belief in the supremacy of Nether magic. Jediah, however, is a charismatic leader, capable of rallying their forces and spreading their cause. Together, they make a formidable force that has been difficult to counter."
The other council members exchanged quiet murmurs of agreement. Cortha’s gaze flicked over them. They were all so sure of themselves, as if their words alone could sway the tides. But Cortha knew better. This was no simple mission, and these people were not simple rulers. They were players in a game, and she was their piece.

Chapter 8
A chill settled over the room as Eirik continued, his voice carrying a touch of finality. "There’s also Manny’s brother, Becker. He’s the wild card—unstable and dangerously unpredictable. His obsession with Nether magic surpasses even Manny’s, and his actions are driven by madness, not strategy."
Cortha absorbed the information, her mind already working through the implications. Three powerful figures, all connected by blood and the deadly magic that bound them. Each one more dangerous than the last. The council had faith in her, but that faith felt like a weight around her neck. She wasn’t some hero in their grand narrative. She was a tool—one that they would use and discard when they were done.
"We have faith in you, Cortha," Thalor said, his voice steady and cold. "May Aether’s light guide you through this dark time."
Cortha didn’t respond. Instead, she stood up, the weight of her resolve settling deeper into her bones. She didn’t need Aether’s light. She had her own fire to guide her.
As the meeting wound down and the council members began to disperse, Cortha lingered near the door, her thoughts clouded by the complexity of the task ahead. The grand hall was slowly emptied, the sound of shuffling feet and hushed voices echoing off the stone walls. She had half-turned to leave when she felt a light touch on her shoulder.
She froze, her muscles tensing, then relaxed when she saw Lady Seraphina standing behind her, a warm smile on her face. There was something different in the air between them now—a kind of unspoken understanding, born from shared experience.
"You’re still here," Seraphina said, her voice low, with a hint of something softer than the usual steel. "I wasn’t sure you would be."
Cortha looked at her, surprised. "I wasn’t sure either."
Seraphina’s smile faltered for just a moment, her sharp eyes reflecting something like regret. "Be careful, Cortha. There’s more at stake here than you know."
Her words hung in the air, heavy with meaning. Cortha’s heart skipped, but she nodded, a simple acknowledgment of the weight Seraphina’s words carried. She wasn’t sure how much of the council she could trust anymore, but one thing was certain: there was no going back.
The game had begun, and she was already in too deep.
 The sun hung low in the sky, casting long, honeyed shadows over the neatly kept gardens of the Blejek headquarters. The scent of blooming roses mixed with the earthy fragrance of freshly clipped hedges, filling the air with a subtle sweetness. Cortha followed Seraphine down a winding stone path, the crunch of their footsteps the only sound breaking the calm, except for the occasional rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze. The gardens stretched out in all directions, a well-maintained maze of flora designed to impress, not soothe.
As they walked, Cortha's mind drifted. She’d been in the Blejek headquarters for weeks now, still trying to find her footing among these strangers—some allies, some potential enemies. She’d never been one for social gatherings, preferring the solitude of her own thoughts to the polished façades of high society. Yet, here she was, heading toward a gathering of the realm’s most influential. The weight of the moment pressed against her chest, but she pushed the unease aside. There was work to be done. The war against the Crimson Fist needed all their efforts.
The soft hum of conversation grew louder as they neared the gathering, the chatter turning into laughter and lighthearted debate. When they rounded the corner, the sight that greeted them was like something pulled from a painting: a group of elegantly dressed lords and ladies, lounging around a wrought iron table that seemed too pristine to have been touched by any real use. Delicate china clinked softly as servants moved about, placing fresh platters of pastries and cups of tea. The scene felt almost too perfect, as though it was staged—nothing like the raw tension Cortha had left behind on the battlefield.
Seraphine’s smile was warm, but there was something calculated in the way her eyes darted over the group, assessing each face before leading Cortha closer. Cortha wasn’t sure what Seraphine was hoping to gain by presenting her here like this. In her world, war was never a polished affair. But she pushed the thought aside and followed her mentor’s lead.
Seraphine’s voice rose, smooth and commanding, cutting through the low murmur of conversation. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she called, her presence radiating authority, “allow me to introduce Cortha, our newest ally in the fight against the Crimson Fist.”
There was a brief, awkward pause. The sound of porcelain meeting porcelain faltered, and all eyes shifted to Cortha. The faces before her were sharp, finely chiseled in that way that only wealth and status could create. Even the air around them felt different—heavy with the weight of their expectations, their curiosity. Cortha’s stomach tightened, but she forced herself to stand taller. The murmurs of the crowd were distant now, like the echo of a drumbeat before a march. She could feel the heat of their gaze, but she had long learned to steel herself. She was no longer the frightened girl who cowered in corners.
The first to approach was a woman with the grace of a swan and the cold eyes of someone who had never known hardship. Her dark hair, streaked with silver at the temples, was pulled back in an intricate braid that matched her poised demeanor. When she spoke, her voice was as smooth as velvet, but with an edge that suggested every word was measured, calculated.
“I am Lady Eleanora Fairweather,” she said, rising from her seat with a practiced elegance. Her gaze lingered for a fraction of a second longer than necessary, a subtle examination before she extended a hand toward Cortha. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cortha. Seraphine has spoken highly of your efforts.”
Cortha took her hand, feeling the delicate warmth of Lady Eleanora’s touch, the kind of warmth that was offered without any real sincerity, just enough to make one feel seen, without ever truly being known. “Thank you for having me, Lady Eleanora,” Cortha replied, her voice steady but guarded.
Next, a man with sharp features and an aura of command moved forward. Lord Alaric Blackwood had the air of a man who was used to being obeyed, a presence that demanded respect even before he spoke. His eyes, dark and calculating, swept over Cortha with a quickness that made her feel exposed, as though he could see through her, unravel her very thoughts. His deep voice came next, resonating with a low, gravelly tone.
“Lord Alaric Blackwood,” he introduced himself, his hand clasped firmly in hers. “Welcome to our gathering, Cortha. Your contributions have not gone unnoticed.”
Cortha nodded respectfully, her fingers lingering slightly longer in his grip than was necessary. “Thank you for your kind words, Lord Blackwood.”
A jovial voice boomed from her left. Cortha turned to find a man who seemed to radiate warmth and mirth—Harlan Windermere, a man whose round face and broad grin seemed to suggest he might be more comfortable at a tavern than at a gathering of nobility. He clapped her on the shoulder, his laughter almost too loud for the setting.
“Harlan Windermere, at your service!” he announced, his eyes twinkling with enthusiasm. “Anyone who fights the Crimson Fist is a friend of mine!”
His boisterousness made Cortha smile, though there was a guarded edge to her reaction. She wasn’t used to this kind of open camaraderie. “I’m grateful for your support, Lord Windermere,” she said, grateful for the warmth his presence seemed to bring—however superficial it might be.
A tall, ethereal woman with pale skin and a cool, calculating gaze came next. Isadora Nightingale’s features were delicate, almost elfin, but her presence held an authority that made even Seraphine seem slight by comparison. There was something almost predatory in the way she studied Cortha, her eyes sharp, unblinking, as though weighing her worth in a single glance.
“Isadora Nightingale,” she said simply, her voice as cold and precise as a winter’s breeze. “I’ve heard much about you, Cortha.” Her words were measured, though the faintest hint of skepticism tugged at the corners of her lips.
Cortha held her ground, not flinching. “It’s nice to meet you, Lady Nightingale.”
Finally, a young man stepped forward, his tousled brown hair falling in loose waves around his forehead. He had the look of someone who didn’t take himself too seriously, his smile easy, almost mischievous. There was an air of recklessness about him, but it was paired with an undeniable charm. His voice was light, almost flirtatious as he introduced himself.
“Cedric Stonebridge,” he said with a wink, his gaze lingering on Cortha just a moment too long. “It’s always a pleasure to meet someone as intriguing as you, Cortha.”
Cortha felt her cheeks flush ever so slightly, but she quickly recovered, offering him a polite smile. “Thank you, Lord Stonebridge.”
Seraphine motioned toward the empty seats around the table, her hand sweeping across the delicate china and gleaming silverware. “Please, join us. We were just enjoying some tea and discussing the latest news.”
Cortha hesitated for a moment before walking forward, the weight of the conversation pressing down on her like an unseen hand. As she took a seat, she couldn’t help but wonder how much of this was truly about strategy, and how much of it was about playing games of power. The Blejek elite had no interest in losing their grasp on the realm, and she was beginning to understand that they weren’t just allies—they were players in a larger, darker game. A game she wasn’t sure she was ready to play.
The chatter resumed, light and cordial, but the undercurrent of something darker hummed beneath it all. Cortha couldn’t shake the feeling that, despite the tea and the pastries, something far more dangerous was brewing. The Crimson Fist had their eyes on this very moment—and so did those sitting around this table.
Cortha paused at the edge of the stone terrace, feeling the weight of the moment settle on her shoulders like a mantle she hadn’t yet earned. The garden stretched before her, an endless expanse of clipped hedges and vibrant flowers that seemed to mock her unpolished presence. The glow of the setting sun bathed everything in a warm, almost sickly light, the golden hue reflecting off the marble and stone of the Blejek headquarters, making it all feel too perfect, too pristine.
She had always felt out of place in places like this—where wealth and power dripped from every surface, and every word spoken was carefully crafted to serve some hidden purpose. She tugged at the sleeves of her simple traveling cloak, the fabric threadbare in spots from long days on the road. Her boots, worn and scuffed, felt heavy beneath her. She was surrounded by people whose lives had been defined by luxury and entitlement, and yet here she was, with nothing but the weight of her reputation to keep her standing tall.
Seraphine, in contrast, appeared entirely at ease, her posture regal even in the midst of such casual conversation. She moved with a grace that seemed to slow the world around her, guiding Cortha through the gathering without so much as a glance backward. Cortha followed in her wake, determined to hold her ground despite the unease curling in her stomach.
When they reached the group, the laughter that had previously filled the air faded as the lords and ladies turned to greet them. Cortha could feel every gaze land on her with a mixture of curiosity, expectation, and something darker—something calculating. She was an unknown, an outsider brought in to join their ranks in the battle against the Crimson Fist, but the real question on everyone’s mind was why they should trust her.
Seraphine stepped forward, her voice cutting through the thickening tension like a blade. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she announced, “allow me to introduce Cortha, our newest ally in the fight against the Crimson Fist.”
The pause that followed was far from subtle. Cortha could feel her breath catch in her throat as the weight of their eyes pressed in on her. She resisted the urge to shrink back, squaring her shoulders and meeting the gaze of each person with steady resolve. This was no longer about the Crimson Fist. This was about her. About proving she belonged here.
Lady Eleanora Fairweather was the first to extend her hand, a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes playing at her lips. There was something too calculated about her, something sharp hidden behind her polished exterior. "Lady Eleanora Fairweather," she said smoothly. "It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cortha. Seraphine has spoken very highly of your efforts."
Her words were friendly enough, but there was an edge to them, as though she were measuring Cortha’s worth in real time. Cortha took her hand, noting the cool, controlled pressure of her grip. “Thank you for having me, Lady Eleanora.”
Lord Alaric Blackwood, ever the pillar of stern authority, followed next. His presence was commanding, his sharp features cut like stone, his eyes narrow and calculating. He surveyed Cortha with a gaze that seemed to dissect her, peeling away layers before even a word had been exchanged. When he did speak, his voice was rich and deep, carrying the weight of someone used to giving orders and having them obeyed without question.
“Lord Alaric Blackwood,” he said, his gaze holding hers with an unyielding intensity. “Welcome to our gathering, Cortha. Your reputation precedes you.”
Cortha nodded, forcing herself to meet his eyes without flinching. “Thank you for your welcome, Lord Blackwood.”
Then there was Harlan Windermere, a man whose belly and boisterous laughter made it hard to believe he had anything to do with the darker side of the political game. He exuded a warmth that felt as out of place in this garden as Cortha did. His hand slapped against his chest with a grin that seemed to fill the entire space. “Harlan Windermere, at your service!” His voice boomed, rattling the delicate teacups on the table. “Anyone who’s going after the Crimson Fist is a friend of mine. I look forward to working with you, Cortha!”
Cortha smiled, her discomfort momentarily eased by his presence. “I’m grateful for your support, Lord Windermere.” His enthusiasm was infectious, even if she couldn’t quite shake the suspicion that he was the type to laugh loud enough to cover his true intentions.
Then came Isadora Nightingale. The name alone seemed to suggest some ethereal beauty, but the woman who approached was far from soft. Her presence was cool, almost chilling, and her eyes—dark, calculating—seemed to pierce right through Cortha. Isadora’s beauty was a weapon, and she wielded it with practiced precision. When she spoke, her voice was low, almost haunting, with an intensity that left no room for pretense.
“Isadora Nightingale,” she introduced herself, her gaze never wavering. “I’ve heard much about you, Cortha.”
Cortha held her gaze, trying to ignore the feeling that she was being appraised like a piece of fine jewelry. “It’s nice to meet you, Lady Nightingale.” Her tone was polite but firm, a subtle challenge, though she knew better than to show her hand too early.
Finally, there was Cedric Stonebridge, a young lord with tousled brown hair that looked as though he’d just rolled out of bed—deliberately. His smile was wide, his eyes flashing with a mischievous gleam that hinted at something both charming and dangerous. He leaned in as though the rest of the gathering could fall away for a moment, just the two of them in a private world.
“So, Cortha,” he murmured, his voice low enough to make her lean in slightly. “Tell me. What’s it like to be at the center of all this excitement?”
She glanced at Seraphine, but her mentor was already engaged in conversation with Lord Blackwood. The words hung in the air for a moment, and Cortha chose them carefully, knowing that the slightest slip-up could undo her.
“It’s challenging, but rewarding,” she said, her voice steady. “There’s a lot at stake, and I’m committed to making a difference.”
Cedric’s grin only widened, his eyes gleaming with something that made her skin prickle. “I admire your dedication,” he said, leaning back, eyes never leaving hers. “It’s rare to meet someone with such clarity of purpose.”
Before she could respond, Seraphine’s voice interrupted with a light laugh. “Cedric, do try not to overwhelm our guest with your charm.”
He chuckled, pulling away with a teasing glint in his eyes. “I can’t make any promises, Seraphine.”
The conversation shifted then, and for a while, the atmosphere grew lighter. Talk turned to the latest gossip, the court’s scandals, and the oddities of life in the capital. But as the sun dipped lower, casting a fiery glow across the horizon, Cortha couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all a performance—a delicate dance of words and gestures, each of them playing their part. She was here to join their game, but she wasn’t sure yet if she could play by their rules.
Lanterns were lit, casting a soft, golden glow over the garden, the flickering light contrasting against the darkening sky. The warmth of the evening wrapped around her, but Cortha felt a coldness creeping in, a realization that this was only the beginning.
As the gathering drew to a close, Lady Eleanora stood, the subtle signal for the end. “Thank you for a delightful evening,” she said, her smile polite but with an undercurrent of finality. “And thank you, Cortha. I hope we see more of you.”
Cortha stood, her legs stiff beneath her, and nodded with appreciation. “Thank you for having me. It was a pleasure meeting you all.”
Seraphine’s arm slid through Cortha’s as they walked away, her voice soft but filled with an unexpected weight. “You did wonderfully,” she said, and there was something more in her tone, something almost like approval—but not quite. “I’m proud of you.”
Cortha smiled, though the words felt heavier than they should have. “Thank you, Seraphine. I’m glad I came.”
But as they walked back toward the main building, the oppressive weight of the evening settled back into her chest. She had made it through, yes. But the real challenge had only just begun. The game they were all playing was far from simple, and Cortha was starting to wonder if she could survive it without losing herself.
The crew scattered, each member heading to a different village, a fragmented web of individuals moving toward their separate investigations. Cortha was assigned to the southern village, a thriving market town nestled in the valley where merchants from across the realm converged. The air was thick with the aroma of roasting meats, fresh bread, and pungent spices from the east. The sounds of haggling merchants mingled with the clink of coin and the rhythmic thumping of carts on cobblestone streets. She couldn’t help but notice the bustle—the vibrant colors of silks, the flickering of lanterns against the fading daylight, the mingling scents of fresh produce and the earthy tang of livestock. It was a town of life, of commerce—but somewhere beneath that layer, something darker was stirring.
Cortha’s cloak fluttered around her as she entered the market, her eyes scanning the crowd for anyone who might stand out. She kept her steps light, careful not to draw attention. Her powers—her curse, depending on how you saw it—had become second nature. A network of magical sigils and charms appeared with subtle gestures, invisible to anyone but herself. They tethered her to key spots the council had flagged, humming softly with the energy of observation. She moved seamlessly through the crowds, letting the magic cloak her in illusion, obscuring her true identity from the eyes of the villagers. From sunrise to sunset, she blended with them, watching, noting every irregularity in their movements. She was more a shadow than a person, her presence unnoticed as she studied their rhythms.
It was early evening when Cortha began to notice it: a pattern. A handful of individuals, mostly men with rough, hardened faces, who appeared every few days at an unassuming warehouse on the edge of town. They came and went at odd hours—always alone, always after dusk. The air between them was tight with secrecy, their eyes flicking around before entering. It felt like more than simple trade—there was an urgency in their movements, a deliberate slowness that felt off. Cortha leaned against the weathered stone of a nearby building, her eyes narrowed in concentration.
The night deepened, and the quiet hum of the town began to change. The market’s energy faded as most of the stalls closed for the night, but the warehouse on the outskirts still glowed, a flicker of light from behind its walls, accompanied by muffled voices. That was when she knew—something was happening there.
She waited until the village was fully submerged in darkness before slipping from her perch, using her magic to keep her steps silent. The full moon cast its pale light across the cobblestones, and she moved like a wraith, unseen, unnoticed. The warehouse loomed ahead, isolated from the rest of the town. A group of men had gathered, and as she crept closer, their muffled conversation began to filter through the cracks of the stone walls.
With her magic, Cortha cast a spell to sharpen her hearing, focusing in on their hushed dialogue. Words slipped through her mind, fragmented at first, but then pieced together—“The Crimson Fist will rise… no more delays… we’ll have control of the south… the Council won’t know what hit them…” Her pulse quickened. She had been right. These were no ordinary traders. They were connected to the Crimson Fist, that shadow organization she’d been hunting for months. And their plans were far from the simple sabotage she’d imagined. They were building something, something larger.
As she crouched behind a pile of crates, trying to avoid detection, one of the men abruptly stepped out of the warehouse and started down the alley. Cortha moved swiftly, staying close behind, her eyes tracking every movement, every shift in his posture. The man’s steps were quick, purposeful, and he glanced over his shoulder every few moments, clearly on edge. Cortha pressed herself against the shadowed wall of a nearby building, her breath shallow, holding herself still.
The man turned sharply down another narrow alley, moving toward a hidden door in the back of an unmarked building. She didn’t need to be told twice. This was where the heart of the operation lay.
The door was heavy, old wood reinforced with iron. He knocked in a distinct, rhythmic pattern—three sharp raps, a pause, and then two more. Cortha’s fingers twitched as she memorized the sequence. She was good at remembering things, little details that others might miss. The door creaked open, and the man slipped inside. She waited, letting the seconds tick by, until the echo of his footsteps faded.
Her eyes glinted with determination as she moved toward the building. There were no guards in sight, only a single flicker of torchlight seeping through a crack in the stone. Cortha closed her eyes for a moment, letting her magic weave around her. The air hummed with power as she whispered an invisibility spell, feeling the familiar rush of energy surge through her. She stepped forward, her feet barely making a sound on the cold stone floor as she passed the guards, who remained oblivious to her presence.
The corridors inside were dank, the smell of moss and damp stone clinging to the walls. It felt like the earth itself was swallowing the building whole, and as she moved deeper, the oppressive weight of the place seemed to close in around her. The sounds of the voices grew louder, and she carefully approached a large, round room.
The chamber was dimly lit by torchlight, shadows dancing across the stone walls. Around a massive table sat Manny Eldridge and his lieutenants—Kaelith the Silent, a figure draped in black, her face obscured by a mask; Thorgar the Brute, whose bulging muscles were a stark contrast to the fragile table beneath him; Selene the Enchantress, her unnerving presence filling the space like a suffocating fog; Garrick the Tracker, whose gaze seemed to pierce the very air around him; and Astrid the Alchemist, her calculating eyes fixed on Manny as she twisted a vial between her fingers.
Manny’s voice cut through the silence. “Our plans are unfolding exactly as we expected. The South will be ours. The Council is too distracted with their petty games to stop us.”
Cortha’s heart pounded in her chest, the realization sinking in. This wasn’t just a power struggle; this was a war in the making. The Crimson Fist’s reach was far greater than she had imagined.
Kaelith’s masked gaze swept over the room, her eyes flicking toward Cortha’s hidden position. Cortha froze, holding her breath, retreating further into the shadows. It was a beat, a moment that stretched longer than it should have, before Kaelith’s attention returned to Manny, and the conversation continued.
“Take care with the Council,” Selene warned, her voice like honey and poison. “Their agents are more skilled than we thought.”
Cortha pressed a hand to her mouth, swallowing the urge to cough. She had to leave, now. Her invisibility spell was wearing thin. She slipped back through the corridors, her mind racing with the implications of what she’d learned.
By the time she emerged from the lair, the first light of dawn was creeping across the horizon. The chill of the night had settled into her bones, but her heart raced with the weight of her discovery. As she mounted Nyx, her faithful mare, and rode back into the village, she felt the sting of the cold wind on her face, a reminder that time was slipping away. The Council had to know. The danger was greater than any of them realized.
And as the sun’s first rays broke over the landscape, Cortha knew she was no longer just a pawn in this game. She was in the middle of something far more dangerous, and the stakes were higher than ever.
The war room of the Blejek Citadel was a cavernous, stone-clad chamber, where every inch of the walls seemed to breathe with history and the weight of past decisions. Lanterns flickered in the dim light, casting shadows that danced over the intricate maps and symbols etched into the floor and walls—markers of battles fought and lands claimed. The air was thick with the scent of damp stone and old parchment, a reminder that this was a place where the fate of the realm was decided, often at great cost.
Councilor Thalor stood at the head of a long, polished table, his usually composed features now hard with grim resolve. His voice cut through the air like the sharpest of blades. “We face a grave threat. The city of Neskilen is under siege by the Crimson Fist, led by Vexa and Jediah.”
A gasp rippled through the room like an undercurrent in a storm. The mention of those names, the leaders of the Crimson Fist, was enough to send a chill down anyone's spine. Cortha felt it more keenly than most, the cold coil of dread creeping through her chest. Neskilen wasn’t just a city—it was the heart of the Blejek’s strategic defenses, a symbol of their strength, and the only major stronghold standing against the Crimson Fist’s relentless advance.
Thalor's voice echoed through the heavy silence. "Our scouts report that the attack began at dawn. Vexa and Jediah’s forces overwhelmed the city’s outer defenses with brute force and dark magic. The situation is dire. We must act swiftly."
The murmurs of the council swelled into an anxious hum, each member processing the news through their own lens of priorities and fears. Cortha stood at the back of the room, her arms crossed, eyes narrowed, though she made no sound. The weight of her silence was not lost on the room. She had been following the Crimson Fist's movements for weeks now, but this... this felt different. There was a cold precision in the air, a sense that something more was at play.
Chapter 9

Councilor Eirik leaned forward, his long, sharp face betraying his military past. "We need to mobilize our forces immediately. Reinforcements must be sent to Neskilen. If we lose the city, it will be a devastating blow to everything we've built against the Crimson Fist."
The words landed heavily, and Cortha’s stomach clenched. Neskilen was the kind of place that had kept the Crimson Fist at bay. Without it, the Blejek would be vulnerable. Her orders had been clear—continue the fight in the surrounding regions, gather intelligence, disrupt the enemy—but not this. Not Neskilen. She knew that, as much as the council might say otherwise, her own involvement could change the tide.
Lady Aeloria, ever the voice of reason, nodded, but her expression remained cool, distant. "Our mages can offer support from a distance, but we will need soldiers to hold the line. What is the status of our forces in the surrounding regions?"
Before anyone could respond, a young scout, his face pale and eyes wide, stepped forward with a map clutched in his shaking hands. “Our troops are stretched thin,” he said, voice tight. "But we can pull units from nearby garrisons. It will take time to marshal enough forces for an immediate response."
Cortha felt the sting of impatience in the air, her fingers twitching. Time. They didn’t have much of it. The council needed action now, but there was something else—their forces weren’t just stretched thin; they were on the verge of breaking, all while the Crimson Fist consolidated power at their borders. And she was standing here, being ordered to do what? Wait?
Thalor’s eyes swept over the room. "We cannot afford to hesitate. Reinforcements will be dispatched immediately, but we must also ensure that our other strongholds remain secure." His gaze lingered on Cortha for a moment, his piercing eyes betraying nothing, yet somehow she felt the weight of his silent command: keep going, follow your orders, but don’t forget this city.
A quiet tension filled the room, palpable and suffocating. Cortha, however, was no stranger to pressure. She knew her role here wasn’t to strategize; it was to follow through. But still, the unease churned within her. The council’s words didn’t sit right, especially as Lord Aldric Thorne, the seasoned military strategist, stared down at the map, his expression hardening.
"We cannot afford to delay any longer," Aldric growled, his voice like gravel grinding underfoot. "Neskilen’s siege has been pressing for weeks, and if we don’t respond soon, the city will fall." His eyes flicked to each council member, expecting them to understand the gravity of the situation. “This is no longer a question of strategy. It’s a matter of survival.”
Lady Seraphina Vale’s gaze, however, was calculating, her fingers tapping lightly on the armrest of her chair. Her eyes never fully left the map. "Yes, the siege is critical," she agreed, but there was something in her tone that suggested she wasn’t just thinking about Neskilen. "But we cannot afford to send all our forces to one battle. If we pour too much into this, we’ll expose our other strongholds. Neskilen is important, but so is the future. We need to think beyond the immediate threat."
The exchange between Aldric and Seraphina was quiet but fraught with underlying tension. Cortha could feel it in her bones, the clash of their priorities—Aldric's unwavering commitment to immediate action versus Seraphina's cold, strategic view of the long game. As they locked eyes, Cortha noticed how Seraphina’s lips pressed into a tight line, her calm composure a veneer over something sharper.
Councilor Rowan Blackwood, ever the intellectual, adjusted his spectacles and leaned in, his voice low but full of intent. "A distraction," he murmured. "This siege—could it be a diversion?" His eyes moved over the map with a sharp intensity, as though piecing together something more subtle than the obvious. "The Crimson Fist might be using Neskilen to shift our focus. We could be missing something more important, something that threatens us in the shadows."
The room fell silent as Rowan’s words sank in. Cortha’s brow furrowed. There was something in his voice—too calculating, too cold. She turned her attention to Lady Isolde Ravenscar, who was seated across from him, her hands resting on the table like two silent threats. Was Rowan speaking the truth, or was he just setting the stage for his own manipulations?
Cortha's mind raced, threading through the complexities of the situation. She wasn’t sure who to trust anymore. But one thing was clear: the stakes were higher than anyone in this room was willing to admit.
“I’ll go,” Cortha said, her voice cutting through the tension like a dagger. “If Neskilen falls, it’ll be too late for reinforcements to matter. I’ll make sure the city holds. But I’ll need freedom to act without oversight. This needs to be handled quietly, swiftly.”
The council turned toward her, surprise flickering across their faces. Thalor regarded her silently for a moment, and for a brief moment, Cortha thought he might refuse. But then, he nodded slowly, his expression unreadable. "Do what you must," he said. "But remember, Neskilen is only one piece in a larger game. Make sure you’re looking at the bigger picture."
The weight of his words hung heavy in the air as Cortha turned to leave. The council may have given her permission, but it was clear they were already playing their own games. Neskilen’s siege was only the beginning. What came next would decide the fate of them all.
As she stepped out of the war room, the weight of the decision pressed down on her chest. Her mission had just grown far more dangerous.
The stone walls of the war room felt as though they were closing in on Cortha, pressing in with the weight of unspoken tensions. Flickering lanterns cast long shadows across the grim faces of the council, their expressions caught in the eerie light as they argued over the fate of a city they had never truly set foot in. The map of the realm, laid out on the table before them, was a tapestry of delicate ink and painstaking detail—every border, every road, a silent witness to the decisions that would shape the future of the realm.
Rowan Blackwood’s voice broke the silence, low but piercing as he addressed Lord Davian Gray. His words hung in the air like smoke, curling into the cracks between the councilors’ thoughts. "And what of the economic impact?" he asked, eyes scanning the map as if the territory itself was a commodity to be traded. "With Neskilen under siege, we lose more than just soldiers—we lose trade routes, agricultural resources, access to the eastern territories. The realm’s prosperity will be set back for years, decades even." His fingers tapped on the table, not in thought but in a calculated rhythm, as if every second counted, every delay feeding into his vision of a changing world.
Lord Davian didn’t flinch, didn’t look up from the parchment in front of him, his mind clearly somewhere else. He rubbed his fingers over a series of numbers, his face a mask of disinterest. But when he spoke, it was with a quiet malice that sent a chill creeping through Cortha’s veins. "True," he muttered, his voice laced with an almost imperceptible sneer. "But Neskilen’s fall could also open new opportunities. New markets. A city’s collapse would allow those of us in commerce to capitalize. We could acquire what was once out of reach." The words slid off his tongue with practiced ease, as if they had been said a hundred times before, as if he had rehearsed them in the privacy of his own chambers.
Cortha’s stomach churned at the thought. She could see it in his eyes—the same gleam of cold ambition she had seen in others before. The fall of a city was nothing more than a business transaction for Davian, a chance to shuffle his assets, to rebuild from the wreckage. But to think of the countless lives lost, the innocents caught in the crossfire, all in the name of profit—it made her skin crawl.
The room seemed to hold its breath as Lady Isolde Ravenscar, the fierce advocate for the realm’s defenses, slammed her fist against the table. The sound was sharp, the echo reverberating against the stone walls like the crack of a whip. "A city’s collapse isn’t just a loss of trade," she growled, her voice a rumbling storm ready to break. "It’s a loss of lives. A loss of honor. If we allow Neskilen to fall, we’re not just losing markets. We’re losing everything we’ve fought for." Her eyes, wild with emotion, locked onto Davian, challenging him, daring him to say otherwise.
The air between them crackled with tension. Cortha could see the jagged edges of their ideologies grinding against one another, and she wondered how long it would take before the entire council broke apart at the seams. There was no unity here, no sense of shared purpose. Each one of them was driven by something darker, something more personal than the survival of the realm.
Tezlin stood beside Cortha, his silence as heavy as the stone walls surrounding them. His face was unreadable, his hands clasped behind his back, but Cortha knew him well enough to sense the storm brewing just beneath the surface. She glanced at him, searching for something—anything—to tell her where his loyalties lay. But he said nothing, his eyes fixed on the council members as if he could see through their polished facades and into the lies they wore like armor.
A sharp voice broke through the brewing storm. High Priest Aric Thalor, his hands folded in front of him, his voice steady and calm but laced with an unmistakable authority. "And what of the people of Neskilen?" he asked, his gaze sweeping the table with a quiet fury. "Are we truly willing to sacrifice them, to leave them to suffer at the hands of the Crimson Fist, simply because it is convenient for us?" His words lingered in the air, hanging like smoke from a fire that refused to be put out.
The room fell silent, as if Aric’s voice had punctured something deep within them. Cortha could feel the shift in the air, the weight of his words sinking into the stone floor. Aric was not just a spiritual leader—he was a man who understood the cost of war, who saw the lives behind the strategy. In that moment, Cortha felt a flicker of something almost forgotten: a sense of duty to the people, to the innocents who would bear the brunt of the decisions made in this room.
But Rowan’s voice cut through the moment like a blade. "The cost of war is never pretty," he said, his tone flat, his eyes cold as they fixed on Aric. "Lives are lost every day, and that’s the price of power. We must think beyond sentimentality. Neskilen may be a city worth saving for now, but we must ask ourselves—at what cost? How long can we afford to bleed resources into this fight when the rest of the realm teeters on the brink?" His eyes flicked over the table, calculating, assessing, as if the lives of thousands were nothing more than figures in a ledger.
Cortha’s heart raced. The room was charged now, each member playing their part in a dangerous game of manipulation and power. She could see the fractures forming—subtle, but undeniable. Neskilen’s siege was the spark, but the fire was already burning beneath the surface. Some wanted the city to fall, not for the reasons they claimed, but for reasons far more insidious. The thought of who might benefit from that fall made her blood run cold.
The longer she stood there, the more she realized the truth: This war, this council, it was a game. And she was playing in a war of lies, alliances, and betrayal.
Who could she trust? Which of them was playing a longer game, hiding their true intentions behind carefully crafted masks? Was Seraphina’s reluctance to commit to Neskilen born of wisdom, or was it something darker, a desire to manipulate the tides of war to her own advantage? Was Rowan truly a strategist, or was he playing a dangerous game of chaos and control?
The room spun with uncertainty. Cortha’s breath caught in her throat, and she knew, deep down, that she was teetering on the edge of something far more dangerous than the fall of a city. If she wasn’t careful, she could become nothing more than a pawn in their deadly game.
And that thought—those words—left her with a sense of cold dread settling deep in her bones. She was surrounded by monsters, and she didn’t know who would strike first.

The air in the war room grew thick with the tension of a hundred unsaid words. Lanterns flickered in the corners, casting pale light on the stone walls as maps were rolled out, scrolls of orders were unrolled, and messengers scrambled in and out of the room like rats fleeing a sinking ship. The faint clatter of soldiers preparing for their next move echoed from the hallways. The sound was almost too orderly, too calculated—like the hum of a machine that had long ago learned to run without feeling. Cortha sat at the far end of the table, her hands folded tightly in her lap, trying to block out the noise. She wanted to focus, to engage, but every part of her wanted to be somewhere else. Somewhere where it mattered.
Her fingers tapped against her thigh, betraying the impatience she was trying to conceal. I should be out there, she thought. The strategy session felt like a mockery of the urgency outside these walls. The council was moving pieces on a board, too detached, too safe in their stone citadel. Their talk of reinforcements and military tactics, of how to control the flow of resources, ignored the human cost. The people of Neskilen… They were little more than pawns in this game of kings and merchants, of men like Lord Davian Gray who spoke of profits over lives.
The night stretched on, and the room seemed to suffocate under the weight of the decisions being made. I can't be in two places at once. That thought circled in Cortha’s mind as the hours dragged by. I have to move faster. I have to be part of the solution.
By the time the first light of dawn began to creep over the horizon, a quiet tension had already descended upon the Blejek Citadel. The council’s reinforcements—Lord Aldric’s forces—marched out to Neskilen, heading toward the southern borders in preparation for the next phase of the war. Their uniforms gleamed dully in the first rays of sunlight, their footsteps pounding like a distant drumbeat, as though announcing to the world that the siege was no longer a matter of strategy, but of inevitability.
Meanwhile, Cortha and her crew were preparing for their own mission. It wasn’t glamorous. There were no parades or speeches for what they were about to do. Just the same, they couldn’t afford to wait for Neskilen’s fall.
The next week was a blur of grim determination. She and the crew gathered again at their usual meeting spot—the narrow alley between two crumbling buildings near the edge of town. A constant drizzle had coated the cobblestones, making the streets glisten in the grey morning light. The place smelled of damp earth and old soot, an ever-present reminder of the city’s decay. They huddled together, shadows against the fog.
Cortha wasted no time. "I may have found a hideout," she said, her voice calm but underlined with a steely edge. She didn’t allow herself the luxury of emotion—not yet. "There’s a warehouse in the southern village. I saw several people entering through a hidden entrance. It’s connected to the Crimson Fist."
Joren, standing beside her, furrowed his brow, his dark eyes narrowing as he processed the information. His fingers flexed involuntarily at his sides, a habit that always came out when he was worried. "We’ve seen similar activity in our area," he muttered, the lines on his face deepening with concern. "They’re more organized than we thought. This is bigger than we imagined." He shot a glance toward Lyra, who had been uncharacteristically silent, and she gave a small nod, acknowledging the growing threat.
Lyra stepped forward, her sharp eyes glinting with focus. She was the quiet one, but when she spoke, it always cut to the heart of the matter. "I intercepted coded messages," she said, her voice low but intense. "They’re planning something major. The coordination is troubling." Her lips pressed into a thin line, her fingers twitching at the memory of the cryptic symbols she'd decoded. "We’re not just up against a few scattered cells anymore. This is a network. A well-oiled machine."
Cortha's mind raced as the implications hit her. A network. A machine. She knew they were fighting an enemy that wasn’t just brutal—it was organized, ruthless, and strategic. The longer they waited, the more they allowed the Crimson Fist to tighten its grip.
She ran a hand through her hair, pushing back the frustration that threatened to boil over. "We need to move now," she said, her voice sharper than she intended. "The longer we delay, the harder it’ll be to track them. We’ll never know what they’re planning next." The fear of what next might be—of the violence they might unleash—clawed at her chest, but she swallowed it down. No more distractions. Not now.
After a long, pregnant silence, the crew nodded in unison. There was no more room for doubt, only the hard inevitability of action. The weight of their decision hung in the air, and without another word, they turned to leave.
By nightfall, Cortha returned to the Blejek mansion, the last rays of the sun dipping behind the horizon, casting the city in long, stretching shadows. The streets felt emptier now, the quiet settling over them like a heavy blanket, muffling everything—except for the thudding of her own heart.
The mansion loomed ahead, an imposing silhouette against the darkening sky. The guards at the gate recognized her now, acknowledging her new status with a respectful nod, though their eyes never lingered for too long. Cortha couldn’t tell if it was out of respect or fear. She didn't care. She was here for answers, not pleasantries.
As she entered the halls of the citadel, the familiar scent of polished wood and stone filled her lungs. She could almost hear the ghosts of past council meetings echoing in the hallways—discussions of power, of empire, of lives shattered for the sake of a greater cause. It was all the same. No matter where she went, it all came back to the same thing: who would be left standing when the dust settled.
But tonight, the weight of her decisions felt different. It felt more personal.
As Cortha made her way to the council chambers, a knot tightened in her stomach. The game was changing. She could feel it in the way the air hummed with tension, in the whispers of those who thought she didn’t hear them. In the flicker of eyes that darted away when she walked past.
Who among them was playing a longer game?
And more importantly, who would she become in the end?
The door to the council chambers swung open with a creak, the sudden shift in the air making her tense. She stepped into the room, and it hit her again—this was where the real decisions were made. And whatever happened here next would decide if she and her crew could outlast this war or become just another casualty in a game far larger than they had ever anticipated.
The scent of blooming jasmine clung to the air, mingling with the sharp tang of freshly cut grass. The soft murmur of the fountains, their waters trickling over stone, provided a delicate backdrop to the clamor in her mind. Cortha walked slowly through the mansion’s garden, the path winding through clusters of vibrant flowers and overgrown ivy. The lanterns lining the stone walkway flickered like soft fireflies in the dusk, casting warm pools of light onto the polished marble steps before her. She reached the base of the steps, her boots clicking softly against the stone, each step measured, deliberate. The weight of the day's decisions pressed on her shoulders—Neskilen's fall loomed, and the Crimson Fist’s shadow stretched longer with each passing hour.
Her fingers brushed the cool marble railing as she ascended, the weight of the stone beneath her hand grounding her in the moment, even as her mind raced with every report she'd received. The soft glow from the lanterns made her feel oddly detached, as though the mansion was trying to shelter her from the storm that was gathering beyond its walls. The faint sound of footsteps behind her pulled her from her thoughts.
“Well, well, if it isn’t the hero of the hour,” came a voice, rich with humor but sharp enough to carry an edge.
Cortha stopped, her breath catching for a moment as she turned. There he was—Cedric Stonebridge, leaning casually against a column, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. His posture was relaxed, but there was an undeniable tension in the way his eyes tracked her every movement, as if waiting for a reaction. His grin was too wide, too practiced, and she couldn’t help but wonder what he was really thinking.
He pushed off from the column and strolled toward her, the faint glint of lantern light catching in his dark eyes, making them shimmer with mischief. His boots made soft echoes against the marble as he approached, and for a brief second, Cortha wondered how someone so smooth could have ever survived the chaos of this world.
“Cedric,” she said, her voice polite but controlled. She wasn’t in the mood for his games—not tonight. Not when the tension in her chest was so tight she could barely breathe. The weight of his gaze felt like a pressure on her skin, but she refused to let it show.
He chuckled, a low, rich sound that somehow always managed to make her feel both unnerved and oddly at ease. “Come now, Cortha. You look far too serious.” His voice was smooth, almost coaxing, as though he could ease her burden with a few words. “Why don’t you join me for a drink? We could toast your latest success.”
Cortha raised an eyebrow, the corner of her lips twitching ever so slightly, despite the exhaustion gnawing at her insides. His optimism was maddening, yet strangely endearing, like a child asking to play in a storm. But there was no time for that, not now. She had bigger fish to fry than indulging in Cedric’s distractions.
“I don’t have time for that, Cedric,” she said firmly, her tone steely, a hint of warning there. "There’s much to attend to."
Cedric placed a hand over his chest in exaggerated shock, his eyes wide in mock offense. “You wound me,” he said, his voice dripping with theatrical charm. “A drink to celebrate your bravery? Surely, you can spare a moment.”
Cortha rolled her eyes, the familiar irritation stirring in her, but she fought the smile that tugged at her lips. Damn him, she thought. He’s impossible.
Without another word, she pushed past him, brushing past his arm with an ease that said she wasn’t impressed by his charm anymore. His laughter followed her, echoing off the marble walls, and she could almost hear the smirk in his voice.
“Don’t be a stranger, Cortha,” he called after her, still grinning, his voice carrying over the quiet hum of the garden. “I promise I won’t bite.”
Her steps quickened, the sound of his voice becoming a faint buzz at the back of her mind. She didn’t have time for distractions—time was running out, and Cedric’s flirtations were a luxury she couldn’t afford.
As she reached the door to the mansion, the soft light spilling from the hall beyond seemed to beckon, but the reality of what lay within those walls still felt heavy, suffocating. She pushed the door open, the warmth of the interior a stark contrast to the cool air outside. Inside, the weight of expectation, of duty, clung to her more than the fading scent of jasmine or the dimming glow of the lanterns. She didn’t know how much longer she could keep this up. How much longer she could keep playing the part they wanted her to.
But as the door clicked shut behind her, a part of her knew: there was no turning back now. The game had already begun.

The council chamber was silent, save for the soft rustling of parchment and the low crackle of a distant fire. The stone walls, adorned with intricate carvings of ancient battles and revered leaders, felt oppressive in their grandeur, each corner imbued with a history that seemed to hold its breath as Cortha stepped forward. The large oak table at the center was cluttered with maps, scrolls, and untouched goblets of wine, but her mind was on the task at hand. She spread the carefully charted maps before her, each crease and ink mark drawn with precision that spoke to the effort and urgency of her findings.
Her fingers traced the lines and arrows on the map as she spoke, her voice firm but tinged with the quiet frustration of too many sleepless nights. "The surveillance data shows clear patterns," Cortha explained, her gaze shifting from the map to the council members. "These movements are deliberate, calculated. The Crimson Fist is organized in a way we haven’t seen before. They’ve established multiple hidden entrances—tunnels, doorways—places they can use to move without detection."
The air in the room felt thick with tension as each council member leaned in, their attention sharp. Cortha could feel their eyes on her, but she was used to the weight of their scrutiny by now. This was the price of being trusted with the task that most would shy away from—being the one who uncovered the truth, even when it was hard to stomach.
Tezlin, seated near the far side of the table, didn’t speak immediately. His fingers drummed lightly on the edge of his seat, his usual cool demeanor betraying the unease bubbling beneath the surface. His gaze was fixed, not on the map, but on her. She could sense the wheels turning in his head, the quiet processing of the information, the way he was mentally calculating the next steps.
The silence stretched, thick and suffocating, before a voice broke through it.
"Excellent work," Lord Davian Gray said, his voice clipped and authoritative. He leaned forward, his dark eyes piercing into the details of Cortha’s report. "We must act swiftly, before they move again."
Cortha nodded in acknowledgment, feeling a rush of pride at the praise, but there was no time to dwell on it. She had learned the hard way that victories, no matter how small, were fleeting in their world.
But before she could offer a response, the calm, measured voice of Lady Isolde Ravenscar sliced through the murmurs of approval. "Your crew has done well, Cortha, and we are grateful for that. However, the next phase will require more... precision. You and Tezlin will handle it, alone."
A murmur rippled through the council. Cortha exchanged a glance with Tezlin, her stomach tightening. She saw the flicker of emotion in his eyes, but he masked it quickly, his face betraying nothing. Cortha knew him well enough to recognize the tension in his posture, the way his jaw clenched just slightly. It wasn’t the first time they’d been chosen for a mission together, but there was something about this task that felt different, like a weight neither of them was fully prepared for.
Seraphine Vale, the most enigmatic of the council members, regarded them with quiet intensity. She had been watching Cortha closely throughout the meeting, her sharp eyes never wavering, as if measuring her every reaction. "Cortha," she began, her voice smooth but with an undercurrent of sincerity, "you’ve proven invaluable to this cause. Perhaps it’s time we gave you something permanent here. A place of your own."
The words struck harder than Cortha had expected. A permanent place. The weight of that simple sentence lodged somewhere deep in her chest, in a place she didn’t want to acknowledge. It wasn’t just about the room—it was a sign of something more, something deeper. A sign of belonging. Of trust.
Seraphine’s gaze softened, her lips curling into a faint, approving smile as she added, "The eastern building room—it's yours if you want it."
Cortha fought the swell of emotion that threatened to rise, nodding quickly to mask the sudden flood of thoughts and memories. This is not home, she reminded herself, but the idea of having a place, of being seen for something more than just a tool to be used—it was enough to stir something inside her, something long buried.
"Thank you, Seraphine," Cortha said, her voice steady despite the tumult in her chest. "I’ll think about it."
Tezlin turned to her then, his expression unreadable, but the glint in his eyes was unmistakable. He was proud, perhaps more than he let on. "It’s well-deserved," he said, his voice quiet but sure. "As for our next mission," he continued, shifting his attention to the room, "we’ll need to be at our best."
Cortha straightened, the weight of her newfound responsibility settling over her like a mantle. I can’t fail. She met his gaze, her own resolve hardening in response. "I understand," she said firmly. "We won’t fail."

Chapter 10
The meeting adjourned shortly after, the members filing out with purpose, their voices murmuring in low tones as they discussed logistics and resources. But Seraphine stayed behind, her footsteps silent on the cold stone floor as she approached Cortha, her hand resting lightly on her shoulder.
"You’ve come far, Cortha," she said, her voice softer now, almost a whisper. "And I mean it—you have a place here. You always will."
Cortha looked up, meeting Seraphine’s eyes. The older woman’s gaze was heavy with meaning, with something Cortha couldn’t quite place. Trust? Fear?
"Thank you," Cortha replied, her voice thick with gratitude, but also with something else—a knot of uncertainty. A place here. It was more than just a room. It was a promise. And promises, Cortha knew, were fragile things.
As Seraphine left the room, her presence fading like the last embers of a fire, Cortha was left standing alone before the council’s empty chairs. The echoes of the day’s decisions reverberated in her mind. A place to belong. A mission to accomplish. And Tezlin—Tezlin, who would be at her side once more.
She stood there for a long moment, the silence settling around her like a weight she could not shake. There was no going back now. The war, the Crimson Fist—they were all closing in, and the next move would define them all.
The next task was set. And Cortha would see it through, no matter the cost.
"Your next task is critical."
The senior council member’s voice rang out, harsh and commanding, reverberating off the high stone walls of the grand hall. His words sliced through the air with the sharpness of a blade, each syllable deliberate, as if weighing the gravity of what was to come. The chandeliers above, heavy with centuries of dust, flickered in response, their dim light casting jagged shadows that crept across the polished marble floors, wrapping the council room in a tense, uneasy glow. The thick tapestries hanging from the walls, depicting ancient battles and long-forgotten leaders, seemed to stir in the faint breeze, as though they too were listening to the gravity of the words being spoken.
The council members sat in uneasy silence, their faces half-lit by the flickering candlelight, their expressions a mix of apprehension and determination. The man at the head of the table, his face lined with age and experience, leaned forward, eyes narrowing as he addressed the room. His gaze, cold and unwavering, swept over the gathered members before finally resting on Cortha. The weight of it was palpable, as if he could see into her very soul.
His voice dropped to a near whisper, though the intensity didn’t diminish. "We need you," he said, locking eyes with Cortha. "You will assist our spies in infiltrating the Crimson Fist’s hideouts. This operation will require precise coordination. You will ensure our agents are inserted and extracted safely. Their lives—and the success of this mission—depend on you."
The air seemed to still. A murmur rippled through the room, but it wasn’t a whisper of excitement. It was a low hum of anxiety, the weight of the task settling heavily on each of the councilors, their discomfort palpable in the way their shoulders tensed and their fingers drummed on the table. They were all too aware of the stakes—the Crimson Fist’s reach was spreading, and the council’s position had grown more precarious by the day.
Cortha’s stomach tightened, the gravity of the task sinking in. She could feel the eyes of the room on her, waiting, expecting. And in that moment, she felt the weight of their expectations, the crushing pressure of being the one they depended on.
"I’m ready," Cortha replied, her voice steady, but not without the flicker of doubt that threatened to break through. She was ready—or at least, that’s what she told herself.
The senior council member nodded, his approval barely noticeable, but it was there. He shifted his gaze to the rest of the council. "Good. Tezlin will meet with you to discuss the specifics of the strategy." His tone was final, as though his words left no room for objection, no room for hesitation. The matter was settled.
Cortha’s heart sank as she heard the name. Tezlin. The last person she wanted to be paired with. They had worked together before, their personalities clashing like oil and water, but this time, the stakes were higher. The thought of being stuck with him in the trenches—again—stirred something deep in her gut, a mixture of resentment and frustration. She clenched her jaw, willing herself not to show the irritation flickering beneath her calm exterior. Great, she thought, just what I needed.
The council meeting dissolved soon after, each member leaving with their own tasks in hand, the tension still lingering in the room. Cortha gathered her papers, her mind racing through the details. She was more than capable of handling this assignment, but the prospect of working so closely with Tezlin… well, that was another challenge entirely.
The stone walls of the corridor felt cold as Cortha made her way to the debriefing room, her footsteps echoing in the emptiness. The scent of old books and parchment lingered in the air, mixing with the faint smell of burning wax from the candles. When she entered the room, Tezlin was already there, sitting at a large wooden table, his back to her as he flipped through the detailed report.
He didn’t look up when she entered. She couldn’t decide whether to be grateful for his silence or irritated by it.
The tension in the room was palpable, thick and suffocating. Cortha stood for a moment, watching him, her eyes narrowing in distaste. It wasn’t that she didn’t respect his skills—Tezlin was undoubtedly one of the best in the field—but there was something about him, something cold and detached, that grated on her nerves. He was a man of few words, and even fewer that she cared to hear.
She cleared her throat, and his gaze flicked up to meet hers, his eyes cool, unreadable.
"I assume you’ve read the report?" she asked, her voice clipped, as she moved to sit across from him.
He nodded, setting the document aside. "I have." His voice was calm, measured, with just a hint of detachment.
Cortha bristled at the way he spoke—like he was talking about something as casual as the weather rather than the lives of the undercover agents they were about to risk. But she kept her frustration in check. "Then you know what we’re dealing with. The Crimson Fist is more organized than we thought. We’ll need precision. Speed."
Tezlin didn’t reply immediately. He studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable, before he spoke. "You don’t like this, do you?"
Cortha stiffened, surprised by the bluntness in his tone. She met his gaze, her jaw tightening. "What’s your point, Tezlin?"
"That you’re angry," he said. "About being paired with me."
Her lips curled into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. "I don’t have time for this. The mission comes first."
Tezlin leaned back in his chair, his fingers tapping rhythmically on the table. "It’s not personal, Cortha. We’re both professionals." He didn’t say it like he meant it, though. His words were more of a dismissal than a reassurance.
"Let’s just get to the plan," Cortha snapped, unwilling to engage in a pointless exchange. She wanted to be done with this debriefing and back to the action, where she could feel like she was actually making a difference, not stuck in some cramped room with a man whose coldness made her want to scream.
The next few hours passed in silence, save for the sound of parchment being unrolled and the scratching of pens on paper. Cortha focused on the task at hand, forcing herself to tune out the annoying presence across from her. Every detail of the operation had to be perfect. They would be infiltrating the hideouts of the Crimson Fist, a group that had managed to slip through the council’s grasp time and again. Their underground network was vast, their influence growing, and this mission was their only chance to strike before it was too late.
The room, lit only by the flickering candlelight, felt as oppressive as the weight of the mission. Cortha felt a knot form in her stomach as they laid out the details of the agents’ movements, the routes they would take, the risks they would face. It was clear that one misstep could cost them everything.
When the final details were discussed, Cortha stood, the exhaustion from the long hours weighing on her shoulders. Tezlin followed suit, his face still impassive, though Cortha could feel the silent tension between them. They were far from a team, and it would take more than strategy and preparation to make this work.
As they left the room, Cortha couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off—that they were walking into a trap. But there was no turning back now. The council had entrusted them with this task, and there was no room for failure.
Not this time.
Tezlin stood over the list, his sharp eyes scanning the names and details, the weight of the mission settling heavily in the space between them. The glow of the oil lamps flickered in the dimly lit room, casting long shadows that danced against the cold stone walls. The air was thick with the scent of aged paper and dust, the kind of atmosphere that made every word seem more important, as if the very stones beneath their feet understood the gravity of the moment.
He muttered, his voice low and distant, more to himself than to Cortha. "We’ll need precision." His fingers traced the lines of the list with methodical care, but there was something in his posture that betrayed him—slightly hunched, shoulders tense. He wasn’t just reading; he was weighing the cost of failure.
Cortha stood beside him, her face unreadable, eyes scanning the list with a practiced glance, but beneath the calm, something flickered. Her pulse quickened, the pressure of the mission creeping under her skin. She had been through this before—missions, ambushes, escapes—but there was something different this time. The stakes were higher, the players more dangerous. The Crimson Fist was no longer a shadow in the dark. It had become a beast, clawing its way into the heart of the realm.
She inhaled slowly, pushing aside the creeping unease, and spoke, her voice steady, though her mind raced. "I’ll set up barriers and scrying points to track their movements. We can’t afford to let them be noticed."
Her words hung in the air, but Tezlin didn’t respond right away. His brow furrowed, the kind of deep furrow that told her he wasn’t just calculating strategy. No, this was something more personal. He was wrestling with the burden of leadership—the kind of burden that made men like him wear their silence like armor.
Finally, he turned to her, his gaze sharp, calculating, as if trying to peel back the layers of her resolve. "Can you handle this?" His voice was direct, almost too direct, like he was testing her, looking for any sign of weakness. It was a challenge disguised as a question.
Cortha’s jaw tightened, a flash of annoyance cutting through her composure. She felt the familiar stirrings of irritation—Why does he always have to push? She didn’t need his doubts. Didn’t need the reminder that she was on the line just as much as he was. She squared her shoulders, meeting his gaze head-on, the fire in her eyes flickering like a spark in the dark. "Of course," she replied, her tone sharp, though it carried the barest hint of defiance. "This isn’t my first mission."
A heavy silence settled between them. The air in the room grew dense, thick with something unspoken. They were two people who had walked this path together before, and yet, each time, there was a distance—a gap between them that neither had ever quite bridged. Their personalities clashed like thunderclouds, unpredictable and dangerous.
Tezlin’s eyes narrowed, his expression unreadable for a moment, but the weight of their shared understanding pressed down on him. Finally, he let out a quiet sigh, the tension in his posture easing just a fraction. "I know," he said, his voice softer now, but still carrying that gravitas, that weight of experience. "But this is different. These are trained operatives. We can't afford mistakes."
There was a finality to his words, a truth that neither of them could deny. The Crimson Fist had never been this organized. Never this dangerous. They weren’t just criminals—they were a force. A storm gathering strength in the shadows.
Their eyes locked, and in that brief moment, a silent challenge passed between them. Both of them knew how to play the game, how to stand tall in the face of adversity. There was trust between them, but it was the kind of trust built on scars and battles fought side by side—not friendship, but an understanding. A raw, unspoken agreement that neither would let the other fail.
The silence stretched longer this time, suffocating in its weight. Cortha felt the pressure of it, but she didn’t flinch. She refused to. There was no room for hesitation, no room for doubt. The mission was too critical. Too dangerous.
She broke the tension first, though her voice was quieter than usual, tinged with something almost weary. "Let’s get to work."
Her words cut through the thick atmosphere like a knife. They didn’t need to say more. There was nothing left to say. The mission came first, always. The list was in front of them, the strategy clear—yet neither of them could ignore the gnawing feeling at the pit of their stomachs that something was missing. Something about this mission felt wrong.
But that wasn’t something they could afford to dwell on. Not now.
Cortha refocused on the list, her mind already shifting into the rhythm of the plan. There were no more distractions. No more challenges. Just the cold, harsh reality of the task ahead. She needed to set the barriers, organize the scrying points, make sure their movements weren’t detected.
Tezlin’s voice broke through her thoughts, softer this time. "We move tonight," he said. His words weren’t a request, but a statement of fact. There was no time to waste. The Crimson Fist wouldn’t wait for them to prepare.
"Understood," she replied, already planning in her mind. She could see the paths they’d need to take, the wards they’d need to set, the angles they’d have to cover. It wasn’t just about stealth. It was about survival. Their survival.
As they turned to leave the room, the door creaked closed behind them, the shadows swallowing them up. The hallways of the Blejek Citadel felt colder now, emptier, as if the building itself was holding its breath, waiting for the storm that was coming. The weight of the world pressed down on them as they stepped into the unknown.
Cortha didn’t look back. There was nothing behind her but the echo of their footsteps on the cold, unforgiving stone floor. The mission was ahead of them, and she couldn’t afford to falter now. Not when everything they had worked for—everything she had fought for—was hanging in the balance.
They would either succeed or fall, and only one of those options was acceptable.
 
 Cortha sat hunched over the wooden table, the surface worn and scarred from years of use. It had been a long few days—long days spent locked in this dim, airless room with only the faint scent of stale ink and the crackle of firelight to break the silence. The flickering candle cast a dance of shadows across the map sprawled before her, the intricate markings and symbols like an untold story waiting to unfold. Her finger traced the path ahead, her thoughts running faster than the ink on the page. Every potential scenario, every angle she could take was accounted for, but each time she looked up, she found Tezlin’s piercing gaze on her, his frustration a palpable thing, smothering the space between them.
“We can’t rush in,” Cortha said, her voice tight, but resolute, as she slammed her hand on the table, sending a shudder through the old wood. Her eyes met Tezlin’s, and the weight of everything they had been through hung in the air like smoke. “We need a plan.”
Tezlin’s glare was sharp enough to cut glass. He was standing by the window now, arms crossed, his stance stiff and impatient. The storm clouds rolling in outside seemed to mirror his mood—heavy, threatening, about to break. “We don’t have time for your perfect plans. We need to act now.”
His words hit her like a slap, but she didn’t flinch. The tension in her neck tightened. She could feel the burn of his gaze on the back of her neck, could practically hear the ticking of the clock in his mind. She could feel the weight of it herself, the knowledge that time was slipping away, but Cortha wasn’t someone who acted impulsively. Not anymore.
Her fingers hovered over the map, each crease and contour feeling like a thread she was trying to hold together. Each line a possibility. She could already feel the familiar pressure behind her eyes, the gnawing instinct to control everything, to keep the worst-case scenarios at bay.
“Can we move already?” Tezlin’s voice sliced through the silence again, his tone biting, raw with irritation. He was leaning against the table now, the tension in his jaw betraying the restlessness that had been building in him for hours. The muscles in his arms were taut, like he was ready to spring at any moment.
Cortha didn’t look up. She kept her eyes on the map, but she could feel him closing in on her, the energy in the room shifting. She needed to stand her ground. She had to.
“We can’t rush in, Tezlin.” Her voice was steady, despite the knot in her stomach. “Not without understanding the risks.” She finally raised her eyes to meet his, feeling the heat of his anger and the storm inside her own chest. “This isn’t just about us—it’s about the lives we’re protecting.”
Tezlin scoffed, his mouth twisting into a bitter sneer. The flicker of disbelief was like a knife wound. “You always say that.” He took a step forward, the anger in his eyes like fire now. “But we’ve been waiting too long. The longer we wait, the more likely we’ll lose our chance.” His words were a punch to her chest, and she flinched despite herself.
Her hands clenched into fists, nails biting into her palms. She tried to push down the swelling tide of her own frustration. She couldn’t let this unravel now. “And if we charge in recklessly, we’ll fail,” Cortha said, the words sharper than she intended. She took a breath, the weight of responsibility pressing down like a stone in her stomach. “It’s not just our lives at stake, Tezlin.” Her voice faltered for just a moment, but she pressed on. “I’m responsible for everyone who follows me. If anything goes wrong, it’s on me.”
The silence that followed was thick, suffocating. Her eyes searched his face, but there was no softness in his expression—only a steely resolve she knew too well. He didn’t understand. He couldn’t.
Tezlin’s eyes narrowed. There was a glint in them now, one that said he was already seeing past her words, seeing only the cost of hesitation. The moment stretched and stretched, until the air seemed to snap.
“You’re holding us back,” he muttered under his breath, the words laced with contempt. He turned away from her, as if disgusted by the very thought of waiting any longer. “You can’t lead if you’re afraid to make tough calls.”
His words hit her like a blow to the gut. She felt her insides tighten, but it wasn’t just anger that twisted in her chest. It was something darker, something deeper. A flicker of doubt. Was she holding back because of fear? Or because she was truly making the right call?
She watched him walk away, each step a silent accusation. Cortha’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, she wondered if he might be right. Maybe her need for control was driven by something more fragile than she cared to admit. The weight of their mission pressed against her ribs, suffocating her, making it harder to breathe. She could feel the responsibility of every soul who was counting on her, on them, clawing at her.
But Cortha couldn’t afford to second-guess herself—not now. She wouldn’t.
Tezlin’s shadow loomed over her, but Cortha remained at the table, her eyes fixed on the map, her finger once again tracing the routes they would take. Outside, the wind howled, rattling the windows as if urging her to hurry, but inside, the room was suffocating in its stillness. The weight of the decision hung heavy on her shoulders, the pressure of a choice that felt like it might break them both.
She exhaled sharply, pushing the doubt down as best she could. There was no time to waste on indecision. But there was no room for failure either. Not this time. Not when the stakes were higher than ever before.
The early morning mist clung to the ground like a damp, suffocating blanket, curling around the edges of their camp. The horizon was still caught in the dark grip of night, only the faintest hint of dawn breaking through the blackness. It was cold, too cold, the kind of chill that made your bones ache and your breath come out in clouds. But Tezlin didn’t seem to notice. He was pacing, his footsteps muffled on the wet grass, his movements fast and agitated. His mind was already far ahead, racing through plans, scenarios, outcomes—his thoughts scattered like sparks in a fire, each one leading him down a different path.
Cortha stood at the edge of the camp, her arms crossed tightly against her chest as she watched him. The wind whipped her hair around her face, stinging her cheeks, but she didn’t flinch. She had already made her decision. Now, it was just a matter of seeing it through.
"Tezlin," she called, her voice calm but firm, cutting through the morning stillness like a blade. "We need to talk." Her words hung in the air, and for a moment, she thought he might ignore her. But, to her surprise, he stopped pacing, though he didn’t turn to face her.
“I’ve got nothing to say,” he muttered, his voice clipped, the anger in his words still evident despite the exhaustion in his tone. He didn’t need to say more. Cortha could hear the undercurrent of frustration running through his words, the same way she could feel the pressure building in her own chest. They were both on the edge, but she wasn’t going to back down. Not now.
"You can’t keep charging ahead without a plan," Cortha pressed, stepping forward. Her boots sank slightly into the damp earth as she moved, the grass wet against her skin. "We have to be strategic," she added, trying to keep her voice steady, even though she could feel her patience fraying at the edges. She wanted to reach him, wanted him to understand, but the more she spoke, the more the gap between them widened. "Running into danger recklessly doesn’t make you a hero. It makes you a liability."
Tezlin spun on his heel, his face hard, his eyes burning with something almost dangerous. "I’m not the one who’s holding us back!" he snapped, taking a step toward her, the anger in his posture sending a jolt through the air. "We’ve wasted enough time waiting for the perfect plan that might not even come." His voice rose, biting into the stillness. "You’re too afraid to act, and it’s costing us!" His words were like a lash, cutting through the fog of her thoughts and leaving a mark.
Cortha didn’t move, didn’t flinch. She stood her ground, her eyes narrowing as she met his gaze, unflinching. "I’m not afraid," she said slowly, her voice low, almost a growl. "I’m being careful. There’s a difference." She could feel the weight of the world in those words, like the burden of a thousand lives that depended on the choices she made. "You want to rush in without thinking, fine. But we’re not children, Tezlin. And I won’t let you drag us into something we can’t come back from."
His eyes flashed, the anger still there, but there was something else beneath it—something she couldn’t quite read, something that made her pulse quicken. Was it fear? Regret? She didn’t know. But she could see that something had shifted.
The moment lingered, stretching between them like a taut wire ready to snap. And for a brief, heart-stopping second, Cortha wondered if they would ever see eye to eye. Or if this mission—this fight—would break them both.
Tezlin scoffed, the sound harsh and dismissive, as if he could shrug off the weight of his own pain. He turned his back to her, his hands clenching at his sides, his fists trembling slightly. "You think you’re the only one who’s careful? Who has to think about the consequences?" His voice was rough, jagged, each word like it had been torn from him. "I lost someone because I didn’t act fast enough. Someone I cared about." The words hung in the air between them, heavy, each syllable carrying the weight of regret and grief.
Cortha stood still, her chest tightening at the rawness in his tone. There was a sharpness in his voice she hadn’t heard before—an edge of something darker, something deeper than frustration. She felt the space between them shift, thickening with unspoken truths. She knew this wasn’t just about the mission, wasn’t about waiting for the right moment. This was personal.
Her instincts, honed by years of making split-second decisions, told her to step carefully. To not press too hard, too fast. But this was more than just strategy. He was breaking, and she wasn’t sure she could stop it, but she had to try.
Cortha took a cautious step forward, her boots sinking slightly into the wet earth, the early morning fog clinging to her boots as she closed the distance between them. “What happened?” she asked, her voice softer than she intended, betraying a vulnerability she hadn’t expected. She didn’t want to pry, but she needed to know—needed to understand why he couldn’t see what she saw. What drove him to move so recklessly, to act without thinking?
Tezlin’s eyes flickered—something unreadable there, like a storm gathering behind a wall of ice. He swallowed, his throat working as if the words were stuck there, too thick to get out. He turned away, staring out into the mist that still clung to the edges of their camp, the dampness in the air matching the tension between them. "It doesn’t matter," he muttered, his voice low and brittle, as if admitting it would tear him apart.
But Cortha saw it. Saw the way his shoulders stiffened, how his fists tightened like he was trying to hold something inside, something dark and dangerous. She saw the subtle way he shifted, as if trying to escape the weight of the memory he couldn’t outrun. Whatever had happened, it had carved something into him, something that left him fractured and raw. And now, it was consuming him.
"It matters," she said, her voice firm, but her gaze soft with the hint of understanding that she wasn’t ready to voice. "You don’t have to keep running from it."
Tezlin’s laugh was sharp, a bitter thing that echoed in the cold morning air. “I don’t need your pity,” he spat, his words laced with anger—but there was something more underneath. Something deeper. Fear, maybe? Or a kind of self-loathing that made him lash out. His eyes, narrowed and sharp, avoided hers, like he feared she might see too much.
Cortha took another step closer, despite the space he was trying to put between them. Her voice remained unwavering, though she felt the tremor in her chest, the unease gnawing at her. "I’m not offering pity," she said, slowly, as if the words themselves might break him open. "I’m offering understanding. You’ve been carrying something, Tezlin. And I can’t help you if you won’t let me in."
The silence between them stretched out, thick and suffocating, broken only by the distant rustle of their comrades, preparing for the day ahead. The fire crackled in the background, the sound of it sharp in the stillness. But Tezlin remained silent, his back turned, his posture rigid with tension. Cortha knew he was holding on by a thread, and every second of silence made her wonder if she was the one pulling it too tight.
Finally, his voice came, low and tight, like he was forcing the words out from somewhere deep inside. “I lost my sister,” he said, his voice rough, cracking with the weight of it. “She died because we didn’t move fast enough, didn’t act before it was too late.” The words hung in the air between them, and for a moment, the world seemed to stop. Cortha could hear the ache in his voice, the rawness that betrayed the control he was trying so desperately to maintain. "So now, I don’t wait. I don’t hesitate. And I don’t care who thinks I’m reckless."
His words were like a slap to the face. She had heard of loss, of course—everyone had—but hearing it from him, seeing the pieces of him he was unwilling to show anyone else, hit harder than anything she’d expected.

Chapter 11
Cortha’s heart clenched in sympathy, but she couldn’t let that sympathy take hold. Not yet. She had to keep her focus, had to keep him from breaking completely. She could see how it had hardened him, how it had carved out something in his soul that refused to heal. But there was still something in him worth saving. She had to believe that.
"I’m sorry," she whispered, the words feeling like a betrayal as they left her mouth. She didn’t know what else to say. The loss in his voice had left her breathless, unsure of how to bridge the gap between them. How could you offer comfort to someone so broken, someone who wouldn’t let you in?
Tezlin’s shoulders slumped slightly, but it was a fleeting moment of softness. His posture shifted just enough that it almost felt like he might break open. Then, like a wall slamming down, he stiffened again, his eyes sharp as they flicked to hers. “Don’t be,” he snapped, the bitterness returning to his voice like a shield. “I’m fine. I don’t need anyone’s sympathy.”
But Cortha saw the rawness in his eyes, the crack in the armor he had built around himself. It was only there for a second, but it was enough. It was enough for her to understand that he was far from fine, and that whatever he was running from, whatever pain he was hiding, was going to be harder to outrun than any enemy they faced.
And as she stood there, facing him, she realized that this mission—this fight—might not just be about survival. It might be about saving each other from the ghosts they couldn’t outrun.
The evening air grew heavy with the scent of damp earth as twilight bled across the horizon, casting long shadows over the makeshift camp. A chill settled over the forest, creeping between the trees and threading through the tents. The sound of crackling firewood mixed with the rustle of wind moving through the leaves, a constant reminder that they were not alone in this place—watchful eyes surrounded them, both natural and unnatural.
Cortha and Tezlin worked in practiced silence, their movements sharp and deliberate as they set up surveillance spells around their camp. It was second nature to them now, this dance of preparation. Cortha reached into her pouch, fingers brushing against the smooth surface of a small amulet. The cool metal felt familiar in her palm as she focused, preparing to activate the spell, when her hand brushed against Tezlin’s.
The contact was brief, barely a touch, but it sent a jolt of electricity through her body—a sensation sharp enough to steal her breath. Her heart hammered in her chest, the sudden rush of heat overwhelming in the cool evening air. For a moment, the world seemed to tilt on its axis.
Startled, Cortha recoiled, her fingers trembling as she nearly dropped the amulet. “Sorry,” she muttered, her voice barely above a whisper. She felt the heat of embarrassment flood her face, her skin burning in the way it did when she was caught doing something wrong, even if no one had truly accused her. She quickly turned her attention back to the task at hand, deliberately avoiding his gaze, as though the act of looking at him would make this moment worse.
Tezlin didn’t say anything. He simply stood there, still, his eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her skin prickle. There was something unreadable in his gaze, as if he were trying to see beyond the walls she’d built up. It made her uneasy, but there was no escaping it. He was too close, too sharp. The air between them was thick with tension, a strange, unspoken force neither of them knew how to break. Neither of them moved, but the world seemed to press closer, wrapping them in a moment that neither could escape.
Hours later, the night stretched on, far past midnight. The fire had long since dwindled into embers, casting flickering shadows that danced across the ground and the few remaining tents. Tezlin sat hunched over a map, the faint glow of his lantern illuminating the hard lines of his face. His brow was furrowed in concentration, his fingers tracing over the inked lines of their plans, calculating every move with the precision of someone who had seen far too many things go wrong.
Cortha, on the other hand, found her gaze drifting again, against her better judgment. The way his tousled hair fell over his forehead caught her attention. It was the kind of messy that suggested a lack of care, as if he had been so caught up in the task that he hadn’t bothered to fix it. It gave him a certain rugged charm, making him look almost younger—human in a way that cut through the hard edges of the soldier he usually projected.
Her gaze trailed to the strong line of his jaw, to the tension in his neck, as if the weight of the world rested there. It was subtle, but there. She hated how much she noticed it, hated that her attention kept pulling her back to him. A flutter rose in her chest, a feeling she couldn’t quite name but knew she didn’t want to entertain. She forced herself to look away, focusing on the map in front of her, but it was no use. The thoughts lingered, uninvited.
Focus, she told herself. This wasn’t the time for distractions. There were lives at stake. There were decisions to be made, and every mistake could cost them more than just time.
She sucked in a breath, steadying herself as she pushed the unwelcome thoughts aside. It wasn’t just about the mission anymore. It wasn’t even about the choices ahead. The more time she spent with Tezlin, the more she wondered what she was really fighting for. Was it the realm? Or something else entirely—something she couldn’t name, something dangerous that twisted in her gut whenever their eyes met, or when his voice dropped low and husky like it had that morning?
She forced herself to focus, tracing the map with her fingers, pretending she didn’t feel the weight of his gaze from across the fire. The silence between them was deafening, filled with things neither of them dared to say. But in this moment, beneath the weight of a thousand unspoken words, Cortha felt the true tension of their mission. Not the spells they were casting, or the traps they were setting for the enemy—but the way everything in the world felt like it was slowly pulling them together, or perhaps, tearing them apart.
And neither of them had any idea what it would cost.

Cortha rarely allowed herself the luxury of a day off, but after the council’s stifling briefing and the constant pressure of her duties, she felt the weight of it pressing on her chest. A small break, just a moment to breathe, was all she needed. Eldrin had been on her mind for days now, his calm demeanor and the quiet wisdom that always seemed to untangle the knotted mess of her thoughts. The idea of visiting him felt like a balm to her fraying nerves, a brief escape from the volatile currents of the council and the tangled emotions surrounding her every move.
As she walked through the narrow, winding streets of the capital, the air hung heavy with the smell of wet stone and early spring. The distant murmur of the city swirled around her—faint voices, the clatter of a blacksmith's hammer, the hum of life continuing on, oblivious to the weight of her thoughts. Cortha’s gaze flicked toward the familiar stone buildings, their worn facades a reminder of the city’s long history—its scars, its glory, its decay. She could feel the weight of it, a burden passed from one generation to the next. But today, it didn’t matter. Today, she was just a woman walking toward a small house at the end of the street.
When she reached Eldrin’s modest home, the door was already ajar, as though he’d been expecting her. She knocked lightly, the sound muffled by the thick wood. It creaked open, revealing him standing in the doorway with that same warm smile, the one that never quite seemed to fade from his face. Despite the silver threads in his hair and the deep lines carved into his skin, his eyes still sparkled with the kind of youthful energy that could lift even the heaviest of spirits. Cortha’s breath caught, a brief but welcome flash of comfort.
"Cortha, my dear," he said, his voice low and inviting. "It’s been too long. Come in, come in."
The familiar scent of herbs and old books greeted her as she stepped inside. The room was small but cozy, with shelves of ancient texts crammed into every corner, the light from the hearth casting soft shadows on the walls. A thick rug lay underfoot, threadbare from years of use, but it was still warm, still inviting. She sank into the old armchair by the fire, the worn leather creaking beneath her as though it, too, had been waiting for her to return.
"I’ve missed you, Eldrin," she murmured, her voice softer than usual. The words felt like a confession, like a sigh that had been trapped for far too long.
Eldrin chuckled, a sound that seemed to wrap itself around her like a blanket. "Oh, you know me—always keeping busy with my little projects. But enough about me. How are you holding up, my dear? The council keeping you busy, I imagine?"
Cortha ran a hand through her hair, fingers tugging at the strands in frustration. "You have no idea," she muttered, her gaze fixed on the flickering flames. "And then there’s Tezlin..."
At the mention of his name, Eldrin raised an eyebrow, the corners of his mouth twitching upward as if he were suppressing a knowing smile. "Ah, Tezlin. I’ve heard quite a bit about him. Not all of it good, I must say."
Cortha couldn’t hold back anymore. The tension, the simmering frustration, it all poured out in a rush. "He’s insufferable. Cold, condescending—like he enjoys making everything harder for me." The words sounded sharper than she meant, but she didn’t care. Her hands tightened into fists in her lap, the heat of her anger creeping up her arms. "Every time I try to make progress, he’s there, throwing a wrench in everything. I can’t make a single move without him scrutinizing it like I’m a child."
Eldrin’s expression softened, his eyes narrowing slightly as if considering her words carefully. "Sometimes, those who seem the hardest to reach are the ones who need the most understanding. But I see he’s been a thorn in your side."
Cortha slumped back in the chair, exhaling a long, slow breath. "I don’t know if I have the patience for understanding anymore," she muttered, her voice quiet. "Every time I think we might finally be on the same page, something else happens. And with the council breathing down my neck, I can’t afford to waste any more time on him."
The silence between them stretched for a moment, thick with the weight of unspoken truths. Eldrin studied her quietly, as he always did, his gaze both knowing and kind. The room felt suddenly too small, the air too heavy. Cortha found herself looking at the flickering shadows on the wall, trying to avoid his eyes.
Finally, Eldrin spoke, his voice calm but firm. "Cortha, you can’t control everything. Tezlin, the council, the mission—they’re not yours to carry alone. You have to learn to let some things go, or they’ll consume you." He paused, letting the words hang in the air. "And sometimes, the hardest thing to do is not act, even when everything inside you is screaming to move. Patience, my dear, can be as powerful as any spell."
Cortha looked up at him, the familiar warmth of his presence making her feel lighter, even if only for a moment. "I don’t know if I can do that," she admitted quietly. "Not with everything on the line."
Eldrin smiled softly, the edges of his eyes crinkling. "You don’t have to do it all at once. Just... take it one step at a time. You’ll find your way."
The warmth in his voice, the gentleness of his words, soothed something deep within her. For a moment, the weight of the world seemed to lift just a little. But she knew it wouldn’t last forever. The world outside—the council, Tezlin, the ever-looming threat of the Crimson Fist—was waiting for her. And she would have to face it, sooner or later.
"Thank you, Eldrin," she said, standing and brushing the dust from her trousers. "You always help me see things more clearly."
He patted her hand gently as she moved toward the door. "Anytime, Cortha. Remember, patience isn’t weakness—it’s strength. And when you learn to wield it, you’ll find that the world becomes a little less daunting."
As she stepped back into the cool evening, the weight of her thoughts seemed just a little more manageable. She had no illusions that everything would be solved by a simple conversation. But for the first time in weeks, she felt something like hope stir in her chest—a reminder that there was still space for her to breathe, to think, to act.
And tomorrow, perhaps, would be the day she finally faced Tezlin again, without the ghosts of frustration and doubt clouding her judgment.
Eldrin’s words drifted in Cortha’s mind as she made her way through the city, the path ahead a blur of half-formed thoughts. The capital’s streets were alive with the pulse of evening—carriages clattering over cobblestones, the distant laughter of children chasing each other in the fading light, the clinking of mugs and the clatter of dishes spilling from the taverns. But for Cortha, the bustle was a distant hum, an inconsequential background to the knot tightening in her chest. Eldrin had spoken of patience—strength in restraint. She wasn’t sure how much more restraint she had in her, but she’d try. For now, she needed the reprieve of Lyra’s company more than ever.
As she entered the tavern, the noise hit her like a wall—laughter, shouting, the heavy thud of boots across wooden floors, the clinking of tankards slamming down on tables. The air was thick with the smell of roasting meat, spilled beer, and wood smoke, cloying in a way that felt strangely comforting. This place was a sanctuary for the city’s weary, a refuge from the weight of expectations and ambitions that pressed on the shoulders of every soul who walked its streets.
She spotted Lyra almost immediately. Her friend sat in the corner booth, half-hidden in shadow, with a drink already in hand. Her eyes lit up when she saw Cortha, and she waved her over with the familiarity of someone who had seen it all.
"Cortha! Over here!" Lyra’s voice barely cut through the clamor of the crowd, but it still held that easy warmth that made it impossible for Cortha not to feel just a little bit lighter.
Cortha made her way through the crowd, sidestepping a group of rowdy sailors and squeezing past a waitress balancing a tray stacked high with drinks. She slumped into the seat across from Lyra, feeling the coolness of the wood beneath her palms, the weight of the day beginning to seep out of her body with every breath.
"Lyra, it’s good to see you," she murmured, the words barely more than a sigh.
Lyra grinned, a mischievous glint flashing in her eyes. "You look like you need this more than I do," she said, sliding a mug of ale across the table toward her. The frothy head glistened in the candlelight, offering a moment of quiet solace.
Cortha took a long, grateful sip, the bitter taste spreading across her tongue and easing the tension in her shoulders. "You have no idea. It’s been one hell of a week."
Lyra raised an eyebrow, clearly seeing through her friend’s attempt at understatement. "Tezlin again?" she asked, leaning back in her seat and crossing her arms casually.
Cortha groaned, the weight of the name settling heavily between them. "Of course it’s Tezlin," she muttered, her voice dripping with frustration. "He’s so arrogant and dismissive. Like he thinks he’s the only one who knows what he’s doing. I swear, every time I try to make a move, he’s there, picking it apart like I’m some kind of amateur."
Lyra’s expression softened, a flicker of understanding crossing her face. "You know, I’ve heard he’s got his own demons. Maybe that’s why he’s such a prick." She gave Cortha a knowing look, as though to say you can’t blame him entirely.
Cortha snorted, shaking her head. "Whatever his demons are, they don’t give him the right to treat me like I’m incompetent." She took another drink, the alcohol burning a path down her throat, making her feel slightly more solid, less frayed. "I don’t even know why I put up with it."
Lyra leaned in a little, her voice dropping to a more thoughtful pitch. "Maybe because deep down, you know he’s not all bad. People aren’t always what they seem, Cortha. We’ve both seen that before."
Cortha’s shoulders slumped. She didn’t want to admit it, but there was a part of her that saw the faintest crack in Tezlin’s cold, steely exterior. That same part whispered that maybe, just maybe, he was hiding more than he let on. She exhaled heavily, her fingers gripping the edge of her mug. "I just don’t know how much more of his attitude I can take." The words felt heavy, as if they held a hundred other things she hadn’t said out loud yet.
Lyra’s eyes softened with sympathy, and she reached across the table, squeezing Cortha’s hand with surprising firmness. "Hang in there," she said, her voice steady and comforting. "You’re tougher than you think. And hey, if he gets unbearable, you can always come to me and vent. I’ve got an endless supply of bad jokes to help you forget."
Cortha let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding and gave her friend a half-smile. "Thanks, Lyra. I needed this." She didn’t realize how much she’d missed these quiet moments with Lyra—the kind where they didn’t have to be anything other than what they were, just two friends navigating the chaos together.
The evening passed in a blur of shared stories, familiar complaints, and laughter that felt like a balm to Cortha’s soul. They traded insults and jokes as if the world outside didn’t matter, as if there was nothing more important than the here and now. When the ale began to take its toll and the tavern started to empty, Cortha found herself feeling lighter, the tension in her chest eased by the simple comfort of being understood.
By the time they parted ways, the weight of her worries had diminished, each step back to her quarters feeling just a little easier than the last. There was still much to face—the council, Tezlin, the looming specter of the Crimson Fist—but for tonight, Cortha allowed herself a small, hard-earned moment of peace. She had the strength to face whatever came next, and tomorrow, perhaps, she would find a way to bridge the gap between her and Tezlin, to understand him, or at least to stop letting him tear her apart with his silence.
She had learned long ago that the world didn’t wait for you to catch up, but at least, for tonight, she had a moment to breathe. And that would have to be enough.
The next day, the air in the camp was thick with unspoken tension. The mission was finally underway, and despite the lingering quiet between them, Cortha couldn’t help but feel the weight of Tezlin’s presence at her side. The chill morning mist still clung to the trees, draping everything in a veil of white. The sun struggled to break through, casting fractured light that glinted off the dew-soaked leaves. Birds flitted about, their calls muted in the stillness, as if the world itself was holding its breath.
Cortha, as always, moved with purpose, issuing orders in a steady voice, her mind already working ahead, calculating the possible routes and threats. She could feel the distance between her and Tezlin, but it was different now—not the usual sharp friction, but something quieter. More complex. He didn’t challenge her today, but his presence was an odd kind of weight, like an unresolved question hanging in the air between them.
Tezlin walked a pace behind her, his movements controlled, almost mechanical. His impatience, that prickling sense of urgency that usually defined him, had been replaced with a heavy stillness. It was as though, for once, he was trying to wrestle with the weight of his own restraint. He moved with purpose, but there was an undertone of uncertainty that Cortha hadn’t seen before.
The forest around them seemed to grow darker as they ventured deeper into its depths. The trees were ancient, their gnarled branches twisting into the sky like hands grasping for something beyond reach. Shadows lurked in the spaces between trunks, and the ground was soft with the accumulation of dead leaves and tangled roots. Cortha could hear the faint scurry of unseen creatures, their movements quick and quiet, but it was the silence of the forest that unnerved her most. She could almost feel the eyes of something watching them from the shadows.
And then, as they approached a clearing, the world snapped into focus.
A rustling from the underbrush, a shifting in the air, and suddenly, a group of figures stepped from between the trees. Bandits. Their movements were too calculated, too deliberate, to be simple travelers or hunters. The air seemed to freeze for a moment as Cortha’s hand instinctively went to the hilt of her sword.
Tezlin was already moving, his blade flashing out of its sheath with deadly precision. His body was a study in fluid motion, a predator in his element, but then—he stopped.
He turned, his eyes catching hers. There was something raw in them, a flicker of something beneath the usual guarded exterior. “You lead,” he said, his voice low, but steady. It wasn’t a request. It wasn’t even a command. It was something else entirely—trust.
Cortha blinked, taken aback. She wasn’t used to this side of Tezlin. The arrogance, the sharp edge to his every word, the need to prove something to everyone around him—it was all gone. In its place was something that made her chest tighten with an unfamiliar weight.
“What?” she asked, barely able to mask the surprise in her voice.
“I’m following you,” he repeated, and this time, there was no hesitation. His eyes didn’t waver. “I trust you.”
For a long moment, she said nothing. Cortha wasn’t sure what she expected—maybe defiance, maybe that typical arrogance—but instead, there was only... a quiet, almost painful honesty. The words didn’t sound like Tezlin. They didn’t feel like the Tezlin she knew, the one who always fought for control, who never gave an inch unless it suited him. This was different.
She took a slow breath, forcing herself to meet his gaze, to understand what lay behind those words. Something had shifted between them, something deeper than the friction, something that could either make or break them. She could feel the weight of the decision pressing on her—this moment, this unspoken understanding. It was more than just trust—it was an acknowledgment of their shared burden, their shared fight.
And it terrified her.
She exhaled, her throat tight. “Then stay close.”
Tezlin gave a sharp nod, the briefest flicker of something unspoken passing between them. And then, without another word, they moved.
Cortha’s instincts kicked in as she advanced, her mind shifting into strategy, her senses heightened to the point where the world around her seemed to slow. She wasn’t thinking of the tension between her and Tezlin, or the cracks in their partnership. Right now, the only thing that mattered was survival.
She positioned them swiftly, the way she always did—precise, deliberate. She could hear the bandits now, the low mutterings of their voices as they gathered in the clearing. She was aware of every shift in the air, every movement of the trees around her, every breath that left her chest.
It wasn’t until they were nearly within striking range that she turned to Tezlin, catching his eye. He was there—by her side, ready. She could feel it in the way he held his stance, the stillness in his body. For once, there was no pushing, no pressure. He wasn’t trying to prove anything. He was simply waiting, letting her take the lead.
The thought almost unsettled her.
Cortha’s hand tightened on her sword, her heart beating steady in her chest. This was their moment. Her moment. They could either take down the bandits together, or they could fail. But there was no turning back now. The trust Tezlin had offered her—it couldn’t be squandered.
With a single motion, she made the signal.
The fight was swift, brutal, and chaotic. Cortha moved with the sharp precision of someone who had lived through countless skirmishes, cutting down one opponent after another. She could hear the rhythm of Tezlin’s strikes—his sword a blur beside her, as if he was in perfect sync with every movement, every shift of the battle.
And when it was over, when the last of the bandits fell to the ground, there was no victory cheer. No sense of triumph. Only the quiet aftermath—the sharp, ringing silence that followed every battle.
Tezlin’s eyes met hers, but they didn’t speak. There was no need to. The unspoken understanding between them lingered, raw and fragile, but undeniable.
For a moment, Cortha thought she saw something else in his eyes—a flicker of something she couldn’t quite place, something darker. But it was gone before she could fully grasp it. She turned away, her mind already moving on to the next task.
This was far from over.
The forest around them felt like a living thing, its dense underbrush and towering trees pressing in on all sides. Under the cover of night, the air was cool and damp, thick with the scent of earth and decay. The moonlight barely pierced through the canopy, leaving the ground in shadow, save for the occasional flicker of silver as the clouds shifted. Above, the distant calls of owls echoed in the silence, a natural soundtrack to their mission. Cortha could feel the weight of the night pressing in on her, the quiet too oppressive, too full of potential danger. Every rustle of the leaves felt like an alarm bell, every snap of a twig a signal they were being watched.
She crouched low beside Tezlin, her body blending into the shadows like a shadow itself, barely perceptible against the dark earth. Their breathing was slow and measured, synchronized without needing to speak. In the stillness, even the most innocent sound—a breath, a heartbeat—felt loud.
The Crimson Fist’s hideout loomed ahead, a sprawling compound concealed behind high, stone walls. From this distance, it looked almost like a dark shadow among shadows, its presence barely noticeable under the moonless sky. But Cortha knew better. Every detail, every corner of that place was etched in her mind—the placement of the guards, the gaps in their patrols, the weak points in the walls. Every inch was mapped, not just by eyes, but by the magic that thrummed beneath her skin.
She took a steadying breath, her fingers already moving, tracing the runes carved into the bark of the nearest tree. The symbols were familiar, each line, each curve born of countless hours spent perfecting her craft. Scrying magic wasn’t easy, especially when the target was something this well-guarded, but it was their only advantage. Her fingers moved faster now, tracing the intricate patterns in the wood, each line pulsing with raw energy.
As her hand hovered over the final rune, the air around her seemed to shift. A faint glow danced in her eyes, a bright flare of magic that spread through her vision like wildfire. Suddenly, she could see the compound in its entirety, laid bare before her: the guards pacing along the walls, the flickering of torches along the gates, the crisscrossing patterns of patrols that wove through the dark like a spider’s web. Escape routes were laid out in her mind, each one as clear and precise as the path of a river. She could see it all—every shift, every movement. The guards, too, were no more than moving shapes in her mind’s eye, their fates already decided before they had even realized they were in danger.
“Clear,” she whispered, her voice low but firm, the words cutting through the silence like a blade.
Tezlin’s response was a curt nod, but there was something in his eyes—something that shifted with that simple acknowledgment. It wasn’t quite trust, but it was close. He gripped his weapon tighter, the muscles in his arm taut, his face unreadable. “Let’s hope luck stays with us,” he murmured, and though his voice was steady, there was a tension there. The kind that came from knowing the cost of failure.

Chapter 12
Without another word, they moved. Their bodies melted into the night, movements as fluid and quiet as water. They made no sound, their footsteps barely grazing the earth as they maneuvered through the shadows, drawing closer to the compound. Every step was a delicate dance of timing and precision—one wrong move, one misstep, and the whole operation could fall apart.
The forest around them felt alive with the quiet hum of anticipation. Cortha’s pulse quickened with each step, her senses on high alert. She could feel the magic in the air, the electric tension that came with the proximity of danger. Her fingers twitched at her side, instinctively curling toward her weapon, though she knew there was no need yet. There was still time. Still room to breathe.
But the minutes stretched on, each one seeming longer than the last, and the pressure was suffocating. The air was thick with the weight of their mission, every rustling leaf and shift in the wind a reminder of what was at stake.
A subtle shift in the trees to her left made her freeze for a heartbeat, her body tensing, every muscle screaming for release. But it was nothing—a bird, perhaps, or some small creature lost in the dark. Still, it was a reminder that the smallest mistake could turn their world upside down.
Through the trees, a hand signal cut through the darkness—sharp and deliberate. Cortha’s eyes darted to Tezlin, who had already moved into position, his gaze locked on the compound. With a quick, almost imperceptible gesture, he signaled his readiness. The plan was still in motion. The intel was secure, but they weren’t out of danger yet.
Cortha motioned with a flick of her wrist, and the others moved with her, their movements quick but careful. A shift of weight, the brush of a blade against cloth—the only sounds as they retraced their steps, the tension thickening with every inch they closed between themselves and the safety of the treeline. They moved with the quiet discipline of soldiers, knowing that one mistake, one moment of carelessness, would bring the whole thing crashing down.
And then, finally, they were back in the forest. The air around them felt lighter, the oppressive weight of the compound’s presence slowly lifting from their shoulders. Cortha let out a long breath, one she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. They had made it.
For the first time in what felt like hours, Tezlin’s lips curled into a rare smile—small, almost imperceptible, but there. It surprised Cortha, and for a moment, she almost forgot to respond. She blinked, caught off guard, and then a smile tugged at her own lips. It was fleeting, but in that moment, it felt like a victory in itself—however small.
The success of the mission settled over them like a heavy cloak, but Cortha didn’t let herself relax just yet. There was still much to do. Much to figure out. But in this brief moment, with the sound of the forest around them, she allowed herself the luxury of a breath, of a rare smile shared between them.
Tezlin’s gaze met hers again, no words exchanged, but something unspoken passed between them. Maybe it was trust. Maybe it was something else. Cortha wasn’t sure. But as the forest loomed dark around them, she knew one thing for certain: they weren’t out of the woods yet. Not by a long shot.
Later that evening, the flickering candlelight in Cortha's quarters cast long shadows across the walls, making the room feel like it was closing in on her. She sat at her desk, the papers before her blurred into a single mass of unreadable words. Every stroke of the quill felt like a chore. She had been at it for hours, her mind turning over the same thoughts in endless circles, when a sharp knock at the door broke her concentration.
Her eyes flickered to the door, tension crawling under her skin. She wasn’t in the mood for company. Not now. Not ever. But the sound came again, followed by the faintest scrape of a boot on the floor, and Cortha sighed, pushing her chair back with a groan.
“Come in,” she called, her voice hoarse.
The door creaked open, and there stood Cedric, his youthful face framed by a mop of unruly brown hair. He was smiling that damnable smile—the one that always seemed to suggest he knew something she didn’t, and that it was probably something annoying. Still, she couldn’t help but notice the genuine warmth in his eyes. He wasn’t one to waste time pretending.
"Mind if I come in?" he asked, his voice light, almost too easy for the heavy air in the room.
Cortha didn’t look up immediately, but instead rubbed her forehead, trying to dispel the pressure building behind her eyes. “You’re already in, Cedric,” she muttered, half-smiling. "What's the problem now?"
He stepped inside without waiting for permission, his boots scraping softly against the stone floor. She could tell that something was off the moment he looked at her, his usual upbeat demeanor replaced with something more thoughtful, almost concerned. That wasn’t a look she was used to seeing on him.
Cedric lowered himself into the chair across from her, folding his hands over his lap. The silence stretched for a moment, heavy, like the weight of an unspoken question.
"You’ve been pushing yourself too hard, Cortha," he said quietly, his voice unusually serious. "It's taking a toll on you." His eyes softened, but there was an edge of concern there that made her pause. “I thought maybe you could use a break.”
Cortha couldn’t suppress a bitter laugh. A break. The concept seemed foreign to her. Her fingers flexed on the desk as she considered his words, but the thought of slowing down felt... dangerous. Everything felt dangerous right now.
"A break?" she raised an eyebrow, her voice a little sharper than she intended. "I don’t have time for that."
Cedric didn’t back down. His gaze remained steady. "You always say that," he replied, a trace of a smile pulling at the corners of his lips. "But you’re not invincible, Cortha. You need to rest. Or you’ll burn out before this mission’s even over."
She met his eyes, and for a fleeting moment, she considered ignoring him, pretending she hadn’t heard the truth buried in his words. But the weight of everything—the constant pressure from the Council, the endless responsibilities—pressed against her chest, suffocating. Maybe a little break wasn’t such a bad idea.
"Alright," she muttered, leaning back in her chair, rubbing her temples as if to ward off the growing headache. "What do you suggest?"
Cedric’s grin returned, this time a bit wider. "How about a drink?" he suggested, voice lighter. "There’s a tavern not far from here. I know a place."
Cortha hesitated. The thought of stepping away from her duties—however briefly—felt like betrayal. The world didn’t stop turning just because she needed to breathe. But the fatigue in her bones, the constant gnawing anxiety in the pit of her stomach, won out. She hadn’t allowed herself to truly rest in days. And maybe, just maybe, a small respite wouldn’t hurt.
"Alright," she said, pushing away from the desk, “A drink sounds fine.”
The tavern was a far cry from the sterile halls of the Blejek Citadel. It was small, tucked away on a crooked side street, with the faint smell of wet wood and spilled ale clinging to the air. The low murmur of conversation and the clink of glasses blended with the occasional burst of laughter. The flickering light from the hearth cast the room in a warm, amber glow, a stark contrast to the cold, oppressive stone of the Council chambers. It felt...normal. Too normal. Cortha almost didn’t know how to function in such an environment anymore.
Cedric led her to a corner booth, settling into the seat across from her with an ease that made her want to envy him. His posture was loose, relaxed. His easy smile returned, but this time, there was something less artificial about it. He seemed almost...human, in a way she hadn’t seen before. As if he’d dropped the Council façade and was just a man enjoying a drink at the end of a long day.
He signaled the barkeep, and soon enough, a mug of ale was placed in front of Cortha. The smell hit her immediately—hops and malt, a familiar comfort. She lifted it to her lips, the cool liquid soothing her dry throat. For the first time in a while, she felt her muscles loosen.
Cedric leaned back, his eyes gleaming with amusement. “See? Not so bad, right?”
She snorted, lowering her mug. “Yeah, I guess you were right. It’s...nice.” There was an unexpected ease to the atmosphere, the thrum of the tavern surrounding them like a shield from the world outside. "I didn’t think I needed it, but apparently, I do."
"You’ve been running on fumes for days," Cedric said, his voice unexpectedly soft. “The mission isn’t over yet, Cortha. You can’t do it all by yourself.”
Cortha glanced at him sharply, but there was no judgment in his eyes—just the raw truth of the statement. She wanted to argue, to remind him how much was at stake, how much she had already sacrificed, but instead, she sighed. She wasn’t invincible, after all. She was human.
“Thanks,” she said quietly, the words surprising her even as they left her mouth. It wasn’t like her to admit vulnerability, but with Cedric—well, it wasn’t as hard as she thought.
“Anytime,” he replied, raising his own mug in a mock salute.
When they walked back toward the council chambers, the night air was cool and crisp, cutting through the remnants of her ale-induced warmth. The cobbled streets gleamed in the soft light of the distant lamps, their glow casting long shadows against the stone buildings.
Cedric stayed close by her side, his footsteps light, and for a moment, the world felt a little less heavy. He was no longer the eager young council member with all the answers, but a real person, walking beside her in the quiet of the night.
“Thank you,” Cortha said softly, her voice catching the stillness of the evening. “Tonight was exactly what I needed.”
Cedric smiled gently, his expression sincere. “I’m glad. You can’t keep carrying the world on your shoulders. Not alone.”
She didn’t know if it was the alcohol, the rare conversation, or just the relief of stepping away from the endless pressure, but for the first time in a long while, Cortha allowed herself to relax. Just a little. Enough to breathe.
“Anytime,” he said, his voice warm. “Anytime, Cortha.”
And as the distant glow of the citadel loomed ahead, she wondered if she could hold on to that small moment of normalcy a little longer—before the weight of the world returned.
The sun broke through the haze of the early morning, casting pale, fragile beams across the mist-covered Ford of the Renalu. It was an eerie sight, the fog clinging to the land like a heavy shroud, muffling sound and making everything seem distant, surreal. The river was still, a perfect glassy surface, reflecting the golden and soft lavender hues of the dawn, as though it were unaware of the tension gathering on the banks. Yet, beneath that smooth surface, there was something else—something waiting, lurking. It was the kind of quiet that whispered of violence, of something breaking the stillness, and everyone present could feel it in the pit of their stomachs.
On the northern bank of the ford, the Blejek relief force stood at the ready, a wall of soldiers arranged in neat formations. Hundreds of them, their iron armor gleaming faintly in the weak light. The banners of their house snapped in the chill morning wind, each one a silent reminder of the legacy they fought for. They stood like a single entity, rigid and purposeful, eyes scanning the horizon. There was no sound save for the occasional clink of armor or the low murmur of those around them, their expressions as stern as the cold.
Captain Varek stood at the front, a figure that commanded space, every inch of him a testament to years spent on the battlefield. His battle-hardened face was crisscrossed with scars, each one a story of a conflict survived, a fight won, or lost. His eyes, however, were his sharpest weapon. They never stopped moving, never stopped watching. Every ripple in the water, every movement in the mist, was noted by him with chilling precision. Varek didn’t believe in luck; he believed in preparation, and right now, everything he had learned over the years told him the river was about to swallow them whole.
His voice broke the silence, rough like gravel, cutting through the faint whispers of his soldiers. “Stay alert! We must reach Neskilen by nightfall. The city's defenses are faltering, and they need our support.” The urgency in his tone was unmistakable, though his face remained impassive. They couldn’t afford to waste time here. Not with the Crimson Fist lurking just beyond the veil of mist, their presence like a dark stain in the air.
Thrain, standing among the soldiers, clenched his jaw as Varek spoke. The healer's hands trembled slightly around his carved staff, his knuckles pale against the dark wood. Despite the chaos of the moment—the soldiers preparing for battle, the rising tension in the air—he stood apart from it all, a man caught in the eye of a storm that didn’t care for healing.
His broad shoulders hunched slightly, his posture a little stiffer than usual, betraying the weight on his mind. His staff was more than a tool; it was a symbol of his oath, of his purpose. He had sworn to preserve life, not to take it. But in this world, those two things were rarely separate. His palms were slick with sweat, though the air was cool, the kind of cool that made you feel alive and tense in your very bones. His eyes flicked nervously across the opposite bank, knowing full well what lay there, beyond the mist—the Crimson Fist. It had been days since they had been spotted in the area, moving in like wolves, carving through the lands with a ferocity that left ruin in their wake.
Thrain tightened his grip on the staff, his fingers slipping slightly as he adjusted it in his hands. He tried to steady his breathing, but it was hard with the weight of the situation hanging over him. He was here to heal, but all he could think about was how many lives would be lost today—how many would never be able to be saved, no matter the magic in his blood. Every life he couldn’t save felt like a failure, and in his line of work, failure was measured in blood.
He turned his gaze back toward Varek, seeing the man’s sharp eyes scanning the opposite bank with military precision. There was no doubt in his mind that the captain knew what was coming, but Thrain could only wonder how many of his comrades would be left standing after the bloodshed. The healing magic that he was so proud of would be stretched thin today, that much was certain.
A cold gust of wind broke his thoughts, sending a shiver down his spine, and he looked up at the sky. The light was still soft, the promise of the day not yet realized, but the danger was here, now, in the silence that stretched longer than it should.
Varek’s voice broke the moment again, sharp and commanding. “We move in ten. Make ready.”
Thrain nodded mechanically, though his heart was still hammering in his chest. His mind raced, calculating, preparing for the inevitable.
The river, once calm and still, seemed to hold its breath as they began to march forward, a wall of steel and flesh moving across the ford. The sound of boots hitting the wet earth was muffled by the fog, but the tension only grew. Thrain’s mind was already on the wounded, on the damage this skirmish would leave behind. He hated this—hated feeling like a bystander in a war he didn’t choose.
As the first soldiers crossed, their heavy armor leaving deep imprints in the soft earth, the world held its breath. They hadn’t seen the Crimson Fist yet, but they all knew they didn’t need to. There was no need to spot their enemies—there was only the waiting. And in that waiting, everything felt like it might collapse.
The river below them, once still, began to stir. Something shifted beneath the surface, too quiet to hear but too real to ignore. The earth seemed to hum, as if the land itself had grown weary of the silence. Thrain’s gut twisted. This wasn’t just a crossing. This was the prelude to something bigger, something more dangerous. He could feel it in his bones.
A shout rang out from the far side, slicing through the mist like a knife, and in that instant, everything erupted.
The first arrow was a blur, followed by the sound of steel scraping against steel. Screams of pain pierced the air. It was too late to retreat now. The Blejek soldiers pushed forward, weapons drawn, and Thrain gripped his staff, steeling himself for what was to come.
The battle had begun.
The chamber where Cortha meditated was dim, almost cavernous, with only the faintest light filtering through high, narrow windows. The air smelled faintly of dust and old stone, and the silence was thick enough to feel. Time seemed to slow in this place, the world outside muffled and distant. In the center of the room, a large crystal basin rested on a pedestal, its clear water unnaturally still. It pulsed with a faint glow, a quiet hum emanating from it like the soft reverberations of a distant bell. The sound was so subtle that it felt more like a vibration in the bones than an audible noise.
Cortha sat cross-legged before it, her back straight but not rigid, as though trying to carve out a small space of peace amidst the turmoil she had been engulfed in for days. Her eyes were shut tight, but the rest of the world—the solid stone beneath her, the warmth of the room, even the crispness of her breath—faded as she descended deeper into herself. Her hands hovered just above the surface of the water, fingertips brushing the chilled liquid as she anchored herself in the spell. There was a strange serenity to the practice, but it was a calm born of control, not ease.
Her breathing deepened, steady but not slow, matching the rhythm of the universe. The magic was always there, just beneath the surface, but it had to be coaxed out, directed. And this time, it wasn’t just the world she sought to touch—it was a distant battlefield. She invoked her scrying abilities with a practiced ease, and as her pulse slowed, the water before her rippled in response, images appearing in the gleaming surface like shadows.
At first, it was chaos: the clash of swords, the shouts of men, the sickening squelch of flesh meeting steel. Blood misted the air, crimson splattering against the earth, mingling with the churned mud and smoke. Cortha's jaw tightened, but she focused, eyes narrowing as she forced herself deeper into the vision. She had seen battles before, but this one was different. There was something... off about it. A wrongness in the air, a weight heavier than just the sound of war.
The images around her sharpened, and she zeroed in on one figure—the healer, Thrain. He moved with purpose amid the madness, his broad frame cutting through the chaos. Despite the turmoil around him, there was a strange calm in his every movement, a quiet resolve that stood in stark contrast to the screams of the wounded. But it wasn’t the stillness of the healer that gripped her. It was the thin line of fear on his face, the tension in his shoulders that betrayed the calm he projected. Cortha's focus sharpened, her brow furrowing as she felt a wave of unease crawl over her skin.
Thrain's hands, usually so steady with his healing magic, shook as he bent over the wounded. She saw him clutching his staff tightly, trying to keep it from slipping in his damp grip, as if the pressure was more than just the weight of the battlefield. His mouth set in a grim line, a slight furrow to his brow that spoke volumes about his concern—this battle, the bloodshed, the madness that surrounded him. It was getting to him. And in that moment, Cortha understood. He wasn’t just worried about the men he couldn't heal; he was afraid of something far worse: the fragility of life itself, and his inability to control it.
She followed his every movement, her mind tethered to his like a distant shadow. She could feel his pulse, thudding weakly in her chest. The sense of desperation on the battlefield rippled through her, each cry of pain from a soldier, each desperate attempt to save a life sending waves of emotion crashing through her. The anguish in his face, the helplessness that lingered in his eyes, tore at her gut. She couldn’t help him—not directly—but she could feel the weight of it. The fragility of their cause, the sense that, despite all their strength, they were all teetering on the edge of something irreversible.
Sweat beaded on her forehead as she pressed deeper into the vision, seeking more, needing to understand. Thrain's figure became clearer as the battle raged around him, but Cortha’s attention remained on his growing exhaustion. His movements were slowing, his body sagging under the weight of his oath. He was losing his grip on the situation, on himself. She could see it now—he was on the edge of breaking. The moment he faltered, someone else would die.
Her breath hitched. She needed to warn him, to break through somehow, but the scrying magic wasn’t a direct communication; it was a voyeuristic window, a silent witness to things that were already happening.
The water before her swirled with new images, blurring in her peripheral vision as if the basin itself was trying to reject her gaze. A shadow passed over the battlefield, thick and dark, and she knew it wasn’t just the mist. Her eyes snapped to it, a flicker of movement in the corner of her mind. Something was wrong. A distant shape, a whisper of movement, and then—there.
The Crimson Fist.
Her heart stopped. She saw them in a flash, their silhouette rising against the horizon, indistinct at first but then clear—lean, ruthless, shadows against the blood-soaked earth. There were too many of them. Cortha’s pulse quickened, the vision darkening as she tried to focus, to pull something—anything—out of the scene.
Thrain was too close to the line of fire. Too close to the slaughter. Cortha could feel the pressure rising in her chest, a suffocating weight that nearly stole her breath. Time seemed to freeze for a moment, her body locked in place, her mind racing. She needed to act, but what could she do from here, watching through water that offered no answers?
The vision pulled away from her grasp, slipping like water through her fingers. Cortha’s breathing was shallow now, her heart pounding in her ears. She forced herself to release the spell, to pull away from the water, but the image of Thrain’s tense face, his hand shaking as it hovered over a dying soldier, stayed with her.
The room seemed to darken as the magic dissipated. The hum of the crystal basin became a dull thrum, and Cortha’s mind whirled with the weight of what she had seen. The world outside the chamber felt far away, a faint echo of distant cries and battle cries.
Her hands trembled, still hovering above the basin, as if she were still trying to reach across the divide. She couldn’t ignore what she had felt. Thrain—he wasn’t just struggling with the battle. Something else was haunting him, something that, if left unchecked, could break them all.
Cortha stood abruptly, the air of the room heavy with the weight of her next decision. There was no more time for hesitation. The Blejek soldiers were already in the thick of it. She had to find a way to intervene—before it was too late.
Varek’s gut twisted as he surveyed the troops, his breath forming clouds in the cold air. The valley before him lay shrouded in a dense fog, the world around them muted, as if the earth itself was holding its breath. The trees on the slopes of the valley were dark, their limbs stretching toward the sky like gnarled fingers, their tops swallowed by the mist. The silence was oppressive, the kind that gnawed at your bones, urging you to look over your shoulder at every whisper of movement.
His fingers tightened around the hilt of his sword, the leather handle worn from years of use. The weight of the blade had always comforted him before battle, but tonight, it felt heavy, almost like an anchor pulling him down into the muck beneath his boots. He’d been in enough fights to know that this stillness was unnatural, that something was coming, and that they weren’t prepared for it—not fully.
“Form ranks!” His voice thundered across the field, slicing through the fog, sharp and commanding. The order rang out like a drumbeat, a signal that all the careful preparation was about to be tested. His soldiers responded instantly, as if they were one entity rather than a hundred separate men and women. They moved with a fluid precision honed by years of training, every gesture a well-practiced step in the deadly dance of war.
Shields raised, the cold steel and wood forming a near-impenetrable wall. The metal glinted faintly in the dim light, and the sound of shields locking together was like the shiver of a distant storm. It was a sound that both reassured and chilled, a wall of iron and oak ready to face whatever threat the mist concealed.
Behind them, the archers took their positions, their feet planted firmly in the wet earth, stances like statues. Varek could see their hands working with mechanical precision—each bowstring drawn back, each arrow poised and steady. The archers’ eyes narrowed, every movement synchronized as if they shared a single mind. They were still, as if waiting for the world to break.
The fog hung thick in the air, the valley sinking deeper into an eerie quiet. The tension was palpable, suffocating in its stillness. It pressed on Varek’s chest, making it hard to breathe, making the weight of command heavier than usual. He could feel it too—something was wrong. He had trained his men to fight in all conditions, but this...this felt different. His soldiers were ready. They had the discipline, the strength. But there was something about the stillness of this place that gnawed at him, unsettled him in a way he couldn’t quite articulate. It was as if the land itself was holding a secret—one that the enemy knew and they didn’t.
His eyes scanned the horizon, every shadow a potential threat. The wind had died, and the only sounds were the faint rustling of the soldiers' armor, the occasional cough, the soft shuffle of feet on the damp earth. It was too quiet. He didn’t like it. The enemy, wherever they were, were clever enough to hide in the mist, and that made every step a risk.
"Eyes sharp," he muttered to himself, then louder, to the men around him, "Ready yourselves."
A hand brushed his shoulder, rough and familiar. He turned, surprised to see Captain Mira beside him, her face tight with the same unease he felt. She wasn’t one for hesitation, but her usually calm demeanor was fractured tonight.
“They’re coming,” Mira said in a low voice, her eyes scanning the fog. “I can feel it.”
Varek met her gaze, and for a moment, there was a shared understanding. The old tales—the ones their parents had whispered about—spoke of things that could hide in the mist. Things that preyed on soldiers’ fears. He wasn’t one to give in to superstition, but tonight felt like the kind of night where legends breathed life again.
"Stay sharp, Captain. We’ll hold the line," Varek said, though his voice betrayed a slight tremor, a faint crack in the confidence he usually wore so comfortably.
She nodded once, the faintest flicker of doubt passing through her eyes before it was buried behind her soldier's mask.
"Form ranks tighter. Shields locked," Varek called out, the words coming from somewhere deep within him—some primal, instinctual need to be prepared. His voice rang with the weight of authority, though even he wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince more: the men or himself.
The soldiers obeyed instantly, their movements crisp, yet there was an undercurrent of fear that Varek could feel from the youngest to the oldest. It wasn’t the fear of battle—that was something familiar, something they had all lived with—but something deeper, something older. The kind of fear that came when the earth itself seemed to tremble beneath your feet, when the very air hummed with danger.
Chapter 13
The mist seemed to grow thicker, more oppressive, closing in around them. The valley, once wide and open, now felt like a trap. The sound of the archers’ strings twanging filled the silence, the arrows flying into the fog, striking nothing but the air. Varek’s chest tightened as his gaze tracked their flight. The wind was dead. The fog was their only cover, and their enemy would use it to its advantage.
A scream—low, distant, but unmistakable—cut through the quiet like a knife. It came from somewhere beyond their ranks, somewhere deep in the valley. The scream was followed by a burst of frantic shouting, the noise tumbling through the mist like a wave crashing against rocks. And then, silence again. A silence that rang louder than any battle cry.
Varek’s heart lurched. He could hear the sound of his pulse in his ears, the tightening grip on his sword. Not now, he thought. Not yet. The first casualty, and they hadn’t even seen their enemy.
“Ready, Varek,” Mira whispered, her hand tightening on her own blade, her voice steady despite the cold sweat beading on her brow. The archers had not released a single arrow in response, their bows still drawn, eyes fixed on the unknown.
“Hold,” he muttered, throat dry, eyes darting, unable to settle on anything. “We wait for the signal. Stay sharp.”
The world felt as though it was holding its breath with them. The tension in the air crackled, a waiting game now, the soldiers’ hearts beating in time with the drum of fate. Varek’s eyes narrowed, and as the screams from the distance grew fainter, the air seemed to grow colder. It was almost as if the mist itself was closing in on them, surrounding them, a choking fog of inevitability.
And then, without warning, the ground beneath them shuddered—a low, rumbling tremor that seemed to reverberate through the bones of every soldier present. It was more than a sound. It was a warning. And Varek’s blood turned cold.
“Brace yourselves,” he commanded, every muscle in his body tense, waiting for the inevitable storm to break.
The enemy was coming. And they were not what Varek had expected.
Vexa raised her hand, signaling her forces to halt. "Blejek scum!" she called out, her voice dripping with disdain. "You shall not reach Neskilen. This ford will be your grave!" 
The battle erupted with a primal roar, the air thick with the stench of blood and the acrid tang of sweat. The Crimson Fist surged forward like a flood of iron and fury, their battle cries raw and feral. The first clash was violent, bone-shaking. Steel met steel in a violent symphony of clanging metal, the reverberations of each blow a sharp reminder of how fragile life was. Bodies collided in a tangle of limbs and armor, and the screams—terrified, guttural, anguished—seemed to echo off the jagged cliffs that bordered the valley, swallowed up by the thickening mist that clung to the earth like a disease.
Varek’s heart was a metronome, steady, measured. He gripped his sword with the same firm, practiced hand he’d used a thousand times before. He moved through the chaos with the precision of a machine—strike, parry, step, cut. Each movement was an instinctual extension of his body, carved into him by years of bloody training. His blade sliced through flesh and armor, and with each enemy soldier that fell before him, there was a sharp pang of satisfaction. Yet it was quickly drowned out by the sight of two more taking their place.
For every soldier he felled, the Crimson Fist seemed to grow stronger, their numbers never thinning, their resolve never faltering. The battle had turned from a carefully orchestrated defense to a chaotic frenzy, a war of attrition that seemed to stretch time itself. Varek’s sword bit into the flesh of a Fist warrior, but he barely registered it, his mind already moving to the next target. His legs burned, his arms ached, his chest heaved with each breath. But despite the rhythm of battle, something else gnawed at him—an emptiness deep in his gut, a creeping unease that he couldn’t shake.
The weight of his armor felt heavier than ever before, each plate an added burden, each movement more laborious than the last. His once-sharp gaze, the one that used to pierce through a battlefield and read it like a book, now seemed clouded. The fog that crept into his vision had little to do with the mist surrounding them. It was the fog of doubt, of realization, that the battle was slipping through his fingers.
His soldiers were faltering. He could hear it in the ragged, uneven breaths of his men, the telltale clatter of shields dropping, the hollow clang of metal against metal that signaled hesitation. Fear was creeping in, a virus spreading from one soldier to the next. The line was wavering, and there was nothing Varek could do to stop it. The pride he’d once taken in the Blejek’s discipline felt like a distant memory. How had they fallen so far?
Why can’t we hold this line?
The question rattled in his mind, clanging louder than the battle cries around him. He could feel it, a subtle crack in the unity of his forces. The Crimson Fist had broken through in places—how was that even possible? The once unbreakable discipline of his men was unraveling, and Varek could see it in the slackness of their stances, in the hesitation that had crept into their strikes.
The weight of his failure pressed down on him like an iron vice. I should have done more. The thought burned through his mind, sharp and unrelenting. The faces of his soldiers flickered in his mind’s eye—the young ones, the green ones, the ones who had looked up to him with fresh eyes when they had sworn their oaths. The ones who trusted him.
And now, with every swing of his sword, Varek felt the weight of those oaths pressing into him, dragging him down into the mess of this battlefield.
He parried another blow from a Fist soldier, the clash of their swords reverberating through his arm. His hand shook slightly. He hadn’t noticed it before, but now it was undeniable—his confidence was faltering. His mind was clouded with the specter of his earlier self, that young man who had barely held the weight of command on his shoulders. The first battle, the first time he felt the full gravity of what he was leading his men into. The fear he had felt then, how his hands had trembled, how he had wondered if he was worthy.
What makes me think I’m ready now?
The thought scraped at him, cold and biting. His grip on his sword tightened, and for a fleeting moment, he wished he could go back to that naive, eager young captain. Back to the time when he still believed in his own invincibility, when his heart had burned with the belief that he could lead them all to victory. Now, the fire was dim, the embers sputtering in the suffocating smoke of the battlefield.
Did he ever deserve this command?
The question wasn’t one he could answer, not here, not now. It was a thought for later, for after the battle, for when there was time to sit and sift through his failures. But in the heat of battle, there was no time for reflection. There was only action. But even as he fought, every swing of his blade felt less like leadership and more like desperation.
His breath came in sharp, shallow gasps. His legs ached from hours of combat, his sword arm burning. He cut through another soldier, the crimson spray barely registering as he moved to the next target. His heart pounded in his chest like a drumbeat, urging him forward, but his body was slowing. He could feel it—his movements were sluggish, his thoughts slow to form. The fear, the doubt—it was all settling in like lead in his bones.
The sound of a scream broke through his haze of exhaustion. A soldier—a young recruit, no more than seventeen—fell to the ground with a gurgling cry, his throat slashed open. The body twisted grotesquely as the life drained from it, and for a moment, the entire battlefield seemed to pause, the noise fading into a haunting silence.
Varek's gaze darted to the fallen boy. The sight of his lifeless form pierced him with a sharp, cold clarity. This is what I’ve led them into.
His breath hitched as the weight of his command, of their deaths, crushed him. He couldn’t hold back the rising tide of guilt that threatened to swallow him whole.
The Crimson Fist were relentless, pressing forward with unholy tenacity. Varek gritted his teeth and plunged back into the fight, but the emptiness in his chest, the sinking feeling that they were losing, stayed with him. He was no longer certain that they could hold this line.
And for the first time in years, he wasn’t sure he could lead them to victory.
Jediah, wielding a massive warhammer, smashed through the Blejek lines, his strength and fury unmatched. Varek found himself face-to-face with the brute, their eyes locking in a deadly stare. 
"You fight well for a dead man," Jediah taunted, swinging his warhammer in a wide arc. Varek barely managed to parry the blow, the force of it nearly knocking him off his feet. 
"I will not fall to the likes of you," Varek spat back, lunging forward with his sword. Their duel was fierce and unrelenting, each man determined to outlast the other. 
The battlefield was a cacophony of anguish, the clash of metal against metal, the guttural cries of dying men, and the relentless screams of soldiers caught in the madness of war. The air hung heavy with smoke, the scent of blood mingling with the acrid tang of burning wood and earth. Above, the sky was choked with dark clouds, the heavens seemingly bruised by the storm of violence below. The wind howled, carrying the bitter taste of salt and sweat, as if nature itself recoiled from the carnage unfolding.
Thrain moved through the chaos like a man possessed, his stride purposeful, his hands glowing with an otherworldly warmth. His robes billowed around him, brushing against the soaked earth, but his focus never wavered. He was a healer—no, the healer—the last bastion of hope for those broken beyond repair. His magic, bright and burning like the sun itself, radiated from his hands, casting an ethereal light that contrasted sharply with the blood-drenched darkness of the field. His eyes, usually calm and soothing, now carried the weight of urgency and fear.
A scream cut through the air, and Thrain’s heart lurched. He turned, his boots kicking up the wet earth beneath him, and spotted the soldier—the boy, barely more than a child—writhing in agony. His armor was dented, and his chest bore a gaping wound, the flesh torn open by a blade too cruel to be wielded by any honorable hand. The crimson that soaked his tunic spread rapidly, turning the ground beneath him into a macabre pool.
Without hesitation, Thrain dropped to his knees beside the fallen soldier. The boy’s eyes were wide with panic, his breath shallow and rapid, a faint, sickly sheen of sweat coating his pale face. His hand clutched at the wound, but it was useless; blood poured through his fingers in torrents, and the life seemed to drain from him with every beat of his heart.
Thrain’s lips tightened into a thin line. The world seemed to slow as he pressed his hands to the wound, the warm glow intensifying, pulsating with the rhythmic beat of his own heart. The soldier’s body shuddered in pain, but then a soft light spread from Thrain’s fingers, crawling into the ragged flesh, mending what had been torn apart. The magic worked quickly, knitting the shredded muscles and ligaments back together, closing the wound with an unsettling, wet sound. The soldier’s gasps turned to shallow, labored breaths, but relief started to take root in his expression. The color returned to his face, albeit faintly, as if the magic had only bought him a moment’s reprieve from death’s grasp.
Thrain’s brow furrowed, sweat beading along his temple. His concentration was absolute, but the strain of using such powerful magic in the midst of battle left him light-headed. His fingers trembled slightly, but he fought to steady them, pushing the magic deeper into the soldier’s wounds, forcing it to work faster.
The soldier’s body jerked once more, and Thrain gasped, the last of his strength waning as the magic took its toll. Finally, the boy’s body relaxed, his breathing stabilizing, and Thrain allowed himself a brief exhale. The soldier was alive, for now.
The battle raged on around him, but Thrain barely noticed. His gaze lingered on the boy’s face, his heart aching with the knowledge of how fragile life had become. Another soldier, another life saved—how many would there be tomorrow? Thrain felt no pride, only the grim satisfaction of knowing that he had done what he could.
A voice cut through the haze of his thoughts, the frantic calls of his comrades urging him forward. But Thrain lingered for just a moment longer, the faintest whisper of doubt clawing at him. How long can I keep this up?
Far away, across the battlefield, Cortha stood before the scrying basin, her hands pressed against its cool surface, her knuckles white from the intensity of her grip. The swirling waters within the basin flickered and shifted, capturing every moment of the bloodshed in intricate detail. She could see it all—the line of soldiers, the scattered bodies, the chaos. She could hear the cries, the anguish, the screams that echoed like a choir of the damned. But the worst of it, the worst was the helplessness.
She watched Thrain, his glowing hands moving with precision, his form a beacon of light amidst the darkness. Her stomach churned with a bitter mix of admiration and frustration. How many more will he save? she thought, the weight of the question pressing down on her chest. She couldn’t be there. She couldn’t reach him or the others. All she could do was watch, bound to this scrying basin, her eyes tracing the movements of those she cared about, powerless.
Her lips parted as she took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to steady herself. But the pit in her stomach only deepened. She could feel it—they were losing.
Her eyes snapped back to the basin, watching as Thrain leaned over the soldier, his hands glowing bright, too bright for this place of death. His focus was unwavering, but she could see the toll it was taking on him. Sweat streamed down his face, his fingers trembling. How long could he keep this up? She had seen the strain in his eyes, the way his shoulders had sagged under the weight of his magic. She had seen it in their earlier meetings—the hesitation, the exhaustion that never fully left him.
And she could feel it now, deep in her bones, a gnawing sense of dread.
"Thrain," she whispered, her voice lost in the wind. She wasn’t sure if she was calling to him or to the gods themselves. She knew he could hear her, even if he couldn't answer.
But what good was it? The battle was slipping away, the weight of it too great for one healer, even one as powerful as Thrain, to bear alone. The weight of it too great for any of them to bear alone.
She could feel the darkness of it creeping into her thoughts, stealing the light, like the slow, inevitable crawl of nightfall. They had lost ground, and they would lose more. How many more would die before this was over?
She released her grip on the basin and stepped back, her heart heavy in her chest. A tightness constricted around her throat, but there was no time to mourn, no time to feel sorry for herself. She had a role to play, and it was far from finished. But the heavy weight of failure, of knowing that their fates were already sealed, seemed to hang over her like a dark cloud.
Hold the line, she thought, her mind shouting at the image of her soldiers, her friends, Thrain. Hold the line, until we can find a way to turn it around.
But in the depths of her heart, she knew that the line was already slipping. And she didn’t know if it could be held.

The southern flank of the battlefield was a blur of chaos, a storm of violence that seemed to swell and swallow everything in its path. Smoke curled through the air, thick and choking, clinging to the bloodstained earth beneath. The ground trembled with each clash of steel, each violent burst of magic. In the midst of it all, Vexa stood alone, a solitary figure of power and precision. The weight of her presence was almost physical, the very air around her humming with the dark energy that radiated from her body like an invisible storm.
Her hands crackled with dark magic, tendrils of energy sparking and twisting like serpents hungry for flesh. Each bolt shot from her fingertips with unerring accuracy, striking down Blejek soldiers as though she were some vengeful god of war. Their screams were brief, cut short by the explosion of dark power that consumed them. The bodies crumpled to the ground, their armor useless against the deadly force that coursed through the air. Vexa didn’t flinch, didn’t pause. She was a weapon, sharp and unyielding, carving through her enemies with a calculated brutality that left no room for hesitation.
The land itself seemed to echo her power, the earth beneath her feet pulsing with the rhythm of Nether magic. The ground, scorched and cracked in places, seemed to bend to her will, and the once-green grasses that dotted the landscape now wilted under the weight of her command. The sky above was a thick, oppressive gray, as though even the heavens themselves recoiled from the violence of the battle below. Yet Vexa stood still, rooted to the ground, watching the destruction unfold with cold, unwavering eyes.
Her leather gloves were darkened, the edges stained with the blood of those who had dared to stand in her way. It didn’t bother her—nothing had for years. She had long since shed any pretensions of morality, of compassion. The world had shown her only betrayal, and now she would show it nothing but the cold, hard edge of her ambition.
But as she surveyed the carnage before her, something shifted. A flicker of something soft, something raw, stirred within her. It was barely noticeable, a passing sensation that she pushed down almost instinctively. Her grip tightened on the hilt of her blade, knuckles whitening as the pulse in her chest throbbed with an unfamiliar weight. For a moment, she felt something that she hadn’t in years: doubt.
Her gaze shifted to the bodies of the fallen. The bloodied corpses, faces frozen in agony, sprawled across the battlefield. For a fleeting moment, she saw more than the carnage. She saw them—the people she had once trusted, those she had once fought alongside. The faces of her family, her real family, before her father’s fall from grace, before the whispers had driven them from their lofty position in society. The pain of that betrayal rose up within her, bitter and hot, and for a heartbeat, she wasn’t a conqueror. She was just a woman, broken and angry.
But the moment passed. She blinked, and the faces of the dead shifted back into the bloodstained battlefield. Her hands were steady again, her heart a cold, unfeeling thing. She would not allow herself to feel. Not now. Not ever again. The world had abandoned her once, and it would not do so again. She would take everything she deserved, and no one would stand in her way.
"No one else will betray me," she murmured under her breath, a chilling finality to the thought. She’d learned that lesson well. She had no room for weakness, no time for the kind of softness that had once made her believe in family, in loyalty.
Her eyes snapped back to the present, her mind sharp again as a young soldier approached. His voice trembled slightly, though he tried to mask it with respect. She knew him—one of many who had followed her, eager and full of fervor. He had believed in her cause, had trained under her, and now he stood before her, nervous, unsure, a thin sheen of sweat glistening on his forehead. She had molded him into a soldier, and now he sought her guidance, her command.
“Vexa?” he said, his voice barely above a whisper, as if speaking too loudly might draw her wrath. “What should we do next?”
She stared at him for a long moment, her gaze as cold and sharp as the blade at her side. For just an instant, she saw the fear in his eyes, the way his fingers twitched as he clutched the hilt of his own weapon, ready to follow her command, but uncertain of what that command would bring.
It was too much—too human—and the fleeting pang of something resembling guilt twisted in her chest. She looked away, forcing the thought down. No. Not again.
Her voice, when it came, was a sharp command, a whip-crack of coldness. "We finish this," she said, her tone biting and final. "No hesitation. No mercy."
The soldier straightened, his eyes bright with fear and something else—a flicker of confusion, perhaps, or pity. He nodded quickly, eager to obey, and turned to leave. But before he could retreat, he glanced back. His expression was fleeting, but Vexa caught it—an emotion she didn’t quite understand.
For a second, it felt like everything inside her might shatter. The walls she had built up, the steely resolve, the icy armor she had forged over the years—it all threatened to crack.
But then the soldier was gone, swallowed by the smoke and chaos, and she was alone again, with only the silence of her thoughts and the weight of her choices. The battlefield stretched before her, the endless sea of violence and destruction. She turned her gaze back to the bloodied horizon, pushing the moment away as if it had never happened.
I won’t let it happen again.
With that, she resumed her position at the edge of the battlefield, her hands steady as she summoned the dark magic that flowed through her veins, ready to bring the destruction she had promised. And as the ground trembled beneath her, she knew this war would end on her terms. No more doubts. No more distractions. Only the blood and fire of her vengeance.
There was no place for vulnerability in that world. Only ruthlessness. Only power. Only victory. 
She closed her eyes, the familiar sharpness returning to her mind like a blade sliding into place. 
I will never be weak again. 
The battlefield was a cacophony of violence, a place where hope and fear collided, where the very earth seemed to groan under the weight of death. The sun hung low in a bruised sky, casting a pale, sickly light over the carnage below. The once-pristine green fields of the southern plains were now choked with blood, torn cloth, and the mangled bodies of fallen men. The air stank of sweat and iron, thick with the clamor of clashing swords, the wailing of the wounded, and the guttural shouts of soldiers driven mad by the madness of war.
Varek stood in the center of the chaos, the grim theater of his command. His boots were sunk into the blood-soaked earth, his shoulders hunched under the weight of the world. His breath came in sharp, jagged gasps, the exhaustion of the fight settling deep into his bones. Every scream, every cry of pain that pierced the air felt like a personal assault, a reminder that they were losing—no, they had already lost. His men were breaking. He could see it in their eyes, the panic creeping in, the last vestiges of their resolve crumbling like brittle stone beneath the force of the Crimson Fist’s relentless assault.
"Hold the line!" Varek shouted, his voice cracking like dry timber. He had meant for it to be a command, but the words seemed to fall apart in the air, swallowed by the thunder of the battlefield. His hands were shaking, his grip on his sword as tight as he could manage, but it felt heavier with every swing. The war had drained him—no, it had eaten him alive from the inside out.
"Hold the line!" he repeated, but this time, it was nothing more than a whisper of defiance. His soldiers, once proud and unyielding, now looked more like terrified animals than warriors. Their faces were twisted in fear, their bodies trembling as they fought off their attackers with the ferocity of men who knew they were doomed.
The ground trembled beneath Varek’s feet as a wave of crimson surged through their ranks. The Crimson Fist had breached their defenses, and they were spilling through like a flood, cutting down anything that stood in their path with brutal efficiency. The Blejek soldiers, once a formidable force, were now mere obstacles, easily sliced through by the sharp blades and even sharper intentions of the enemy.
Varek’s breath hitched as he parried a blow, the sound of steel meeting steel ringing in his ears. His sword—his faithful sword—felt foreign in his hand. His arms were heavy, his vision blurred, and his mind was muddled with images of fallen comrades, the faces of those he had sworn to protect now reduced to lifeless forms on the bloodied ground. He could see them in his mind’s eye—Aric, the young soldier who had once smiled at his jokes; Lena, a woman whose spirit had always matched the fire in her eyes. Their faces had been burned into his memory, and now they haunted him like ghosts, the dead weight of their absence a cruel reminder that there was no escaping this war.
He swung his sword again, but this time his movement was slower, more deliberate. The edge of the blade barely caught the enemy’s, his opponent stepping back, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips as he saw the weakness. Varek’s legs felt like lead, his chest tight with the crushing weight of despair. He could see the same fear in his men’s eyes that he felt in his own gut. They were falling apart, disintegrating under the onslaught of the Crimson Fist. The Blejek army, a proud and powerful force once, was now a broken shadow of itself. And he was powerless to stop it.
In the midst of the madness, the world seemed to shrink, the battlefield narrowing down to nothing more than Varek’s own struggle, the thudding of his heartbeat in his ears, and the blood that kept flowing—his, the enemy’s, his men’s. He fought on, but with each swing, his resolve wavered. How much longer could he keep up this charade? How long before he, too, became just another body littering the field?
His grip tightened on his sword again, though it felt like he was holding onto the last vestiges of his fading sanity. He had to keep fighting. He had to keep them alive for just a little longer. Every breath felt like it could be his last, but he forced himself to keep pushing. I can’t let them down, he thought, even though he knew it was already too late. His eyes flickered to his men, their faces contorted in confusion and fear, unsure whether to flee or to stay and fight. His voice rasped in his throat as he shouted one last command.
"Stay with me! Stay with me!" The words tore out of him, desperate, ragged.
But no one was listening. The Blejek forces were unraveling, their courage slipping away like water through cupped hands. Varek's heart hammered against his ribcage, a dull throb that grew louder and louder, deafening him to the world around him. His eyes caught sight of the enemy pushing through their defenses, the inevitable conclusion looming closer with each passing second. He parried another strike, but it was half-hearted, his arm trembling with exhaustion. He had nothing left to give.
Time slowed as his body begged for respite. He was going to die here. They were all going to die here. The thought lingered in his mind as he fought—fought not to survive, but to buy time for the others. To delay the inevitable for just a moment longer.
He could feel the end creeping closer, the suffocating grip of despair tightening around his chest. But still, he fought. He fought because there was nothing else to do.
Die like a soldier, not a coward.
A voice whispered through his mind, and it was enough to make him raise his sword again, to lunge forward and take another life. But the struggle was futile. The weight of it all—the betrayal, the hopelessness, the lives already lost—pressed down on him. And for the first time in years, Varek wondered if it was worth it.
The battlefield was a blur of violence, a living thing that surged and crashed like a wild, uncaring ocean. The sun, dimmed by the heavy smoke of battle, cast long shadows across the torn landscape. The air was thick with the stench of sweat, blood, and the acrid tang of burning flesh. Everywhere Vexa looked, soldiers fought, screamed, and died. The earth beneath her boots was slick with the remnants of the fallen—mud, blood, and shattered armor that made every step feel like she was walking through a graveyard.
But amidst the chaos, there was focus, a deadly calm at its core. Vexa’s eyes, cold and calculating, fixed on the two figures in the center of the fray. Varek and Jediah, locked in a vicious duel, seemed to stand apart from everything else, like two predators circling each other. The noise of the battle—swords clashing, men screaming in agony—was a distant hum to her. She only had eyes for them.
She watched as Varek's face twisted in determination, sweat beading on his brow, his breath ragged. He was fighting with everything he had left, but Vexa could see the weariness in his movements. He was slowing down. His strength was waning, his energy draining like sand slipping through an hourglass. It wasn’t a matter of if he would fall, but when.
Jediah was a whirlwind of fury beside him, the fire of battle in his eyes. The two men were an extension of the war itself—gritty, raw, and relentless. Vexa felt no affection for either of them. They were simply obstacles. A means to an end.
Chapter 14
A twisted smile curved her lips. She didn’t need to be in the thick of it to make her mark. Her fingers curled in the air, drawing from the deep, dark well of power that flowed just beneath her skin. The energy pulsed around her, the air growing thick with malevolent force. She let the darkness coil around her hand like a serpent, a weapon forged from hatred, from the raw, undiluted rage that burned within her.
With a fluid motion, she conjured a spear of shadow. The weapon crackled with dark energy, the edges of the spear shimmering with the promise of death. She could feel its power, the pulse of it in her veins, the pull of it as it answered her call. Her eyes locked onto Varek, who was caught in the midst of parrying a blow from Jediah. The timing was perfect.
Vexa hurled the spear forward with a swift, practiced motion. It cut through the air like a razor, slicing the battlefield apart as it flew toward its target. The shadows left in its wake seemed to stretch and twist, hungry for the kill.
It struck Varek square in the chest with a sickening thud, the force of the blow driving him backward. His eyes widened in shock, his mouth open in a soundless gasp, as if he couldn’t quite comprehend the horror of what had just happened. For a moment, time itself seemed to freeze, a cruel trick of the mind. The battlefield around him continued to rage, but Varek—Varek was still.
The spear’s dark energy pulsed through his body, a cruel, burning agony that robbed him of breath. He staggered, his hands clutching uselessly at the shadowy weapon now lodged deep in his chest. He tried to move, tried to rise, but his body betrayed him. The energy that had once fueled him, the fire that had kept him alive through countless battles, was draining out of him, leaving only the cold weight of inevitability.
His knees buckled. His sword, once a symbol of his strength and command, slipped from his hand, falling to the blood-slicked earth with a hollow clatter. The sound seemed to echo in the silence that followed.
The world around him began to fade. His vision blurred, and the faces of his comrades—his men, his soldiers—flickered in and out of focus. But it was the sky that consumed him in those last moments. The vast, indifferent blue above, stretching endlessly across the horizon, seemed to mock him. He wasn’t sure if he was seeking answers in its depth or if he was simply too exhausted to fight it any longer.
Varek’s body hit the ground with a heavy, final thud, the last breath rattling out of him in a tortured sigh. His eyes, glassy and unseeing, stared blankly at the sky, vacant, empty. He was gone. The captain—the one who had led them through every battle, every skirmish, every death—was no more. And in his place, there was nothing but the silence of his departure.
A cry echoed across the field, one of pure, heart-wrenching despair. A soldier, his armor battered and his face streaked with dirt, dropped his sword and ran to Varek’s side. His heart hammered in his chest as he knelt, his hands trembling as they hovered over the fallen captain’s body. He searched for any sign of life, any flicker of hope, but there was nothing. Varek was gone. His body was already cold, and the blood seeping from his chest stained the earth beneath him.
The soldier’s throat tightened, the knot of grief strangling him as the reality of their loss sank in. He had always followed Varek with blind loyalty. And now, with their leader fallen, the very foundation of their resistance had crumbled.
"Captain…" The word was barely a whisper, lost beneath the roaring chaos of the battle. But it was enough.
The Blejek forces, already on the edge of collapse, faltered. The sight of their captain’s lifeless body shattered their resolve. Fear, sharp and cold, spread like wildfire through their ranks. It wasn’t just a loss of leadership—it was the death of hope. Despair clouded their minds, turning warriors into children, their courage dissolving into terror.
Panic surged through the lines. Soldiers began to break formation, scattering in every direction like insects in the path of a flame. Some fled without thought, their boots pounding against the bloodstained earth as they ran for their lives. Others simply dropped their weapons, overwhelmed by the weight of the moment. The ford, the last bastion of defense, was abandoned, left to fall into the hands of the advancing Crimson Fist.
The Crimson Fist, relentless and merciless, surged forward. They did not hesitate. The tide had turned. There would be no mercy. The Blejek forces were already lost, and Varek’s death had sealed that fate. The air grew thick with the stench of failure and death, and the ground beneath them seemed to tremble with the weight of all that had been lost.
Vexa watched it all from the edge of the battlefield, her dark eyes gleaming with satisfaction. The Blejek forces were in disarray, their spirit shattered. This was the moment she had been waiting for. The battle had tipped in their favor—and she, as always, would be there to reap the rewards of victory.
 Amidst the chaos, Thrain perceived the imminent collapse of their lines. With a voice strong but nearly drowned in the cacophony of battle, he cried out, "We must retreat!" Yet his plea was swallowed by the tumultuous roar of combat and despair. Undeterred, he threw himself into the fray. His hands moved with a practiced grace as he conjured protective spells, the shimmering barriers shielding the wounded from further harm. He knelt beside the fallen, his touch tender as he channeled his remaining energy into healing those he could, each gesture a small defiance against the encroaching darkness. The battlefield seemed endless, and the wounded kept coming, each one pulling at his soul, demanding more than Thrain had to give. He could feel his own strength waning, his magic growing weaker with every life he failed to save. 
He heard another cry from behind him—a woman, her voice trembling in pain. Thrain didn’t even need to look to know who it was. It was Lyanna, the woman who had once been his closest ally, who had saved his life more times than he cared to count. Now, she was lying on the ground, blood pooling around her. 
"Thrain... please," she gasped, her voice filled with desperation. "I can’t… I can’t feel my legs." 
He turned toward her, his heart sinking as he saw the wound—a deep cut across her back, severing her spine. There was no saving her. No matter how much magic he poured into her, she was already gone. 
Thrain knelt beside her, his heart breaking in silence. Her eyes met his, filled with a mixture of acceptance and sorrow. 
"I’m sorry," he whispered, unable to offer more. 
"No... don’t..." Lyanna’s voice was barely audible now, her strength slipping away. "You did... all you could." 
And then she was gone. Just like that. Another life lost. Another failure etched into his soul. 
Thrain stood slowly, his hands trembling as they clenched into fists at his sides. His chest was tight, his breath ragged. 
I promised them I would protect them, he thought bitterly, feeling the weight of his failure like a physical burden. I promised… and now they’re gone. 
A scream echoed in the distance, pulling him back to reality.

The battlefield was an inferno, a hellscape of clashing bodies, blood, and smoke. The air was thick with the stench of sweat, earth, and the metallic tang of blood that clung to every surface. Above, the sky had taken on an unnatural hue—a bruised gray that threatened to choke the light from the world. The sounds of war—the clash of swords, the roar of desperate soldiers, the sickening thud of bodies hitting the ground—were all-consuming. Thrain could feel it all around him, a physical pressure that weighed down on his chest, threatening to suffocate him with its crushing intensity. But he couldn’t stop. Not yet.
He took a steadying breath, forced his legs to move, and pushed past the death that surrounded him. His boots splashed through mud that had turned dark with the blood of his comrades and enemies alike. The battlefield was a broken landscape of broken men, their lives ripped away by an unstoppable tide of violence. He could see the faces of the wounded, their eyes wide with terror, their bodies twitching with the remnants of pain. Their screams cut through the air like daggers, and every one of them felt like a wound to his soul.
He couldn’t afford to stop. Not now. Not when there were so many still in need of saving. But as he turned toward another fallen soldier, his hand hovering above them, ready to summon the magic that had saved so many before, a jagged crack of pain shot through his chest. He faltered for just a second—just long enough to make him feel it, to acknowledge the weight of what he was carrying.
How many more?
The question burned in his mind, an endless cycle that had no answer, no end. How many more lives would slip through his fingers, no matter how hard he tried? How many more would he fail to save? How many more would he lose?
He could feel the strain in his bones, the ache that pulsed deep within him as his magic waned. It wasn’t just the fatigue, the physical exhaustion that made his movements slow, his focus blurry. It was the crushing weight of failure that settled over him like a shroud. Every time he healed one person, he had to watch two more fall. Every time he conjured a shield to protect them, it felt like the world cracked a little more, like his own heart fractured with every death he couldn’t prevent.
His hands trembled as he reached for his healer’s kit, the leather straps worn from countless battles. His fingers brushed the materials inside—a few vials of healing potions, bandages stained with the remnants of past efforts—and he found himself wishing for something more. Something better. Something that could fix the damage he couldn’t undo.
A soldier, barely older than a boy, cried out in the distance. His voice was shrill with panic, a desperate sound that sliced through Thrain’s consciousness. But even as he turned, the scream cut off abruptly, replaced by the sickening thud of a body hitting the ground.
Thrain's stomach turned, and for a moment, he thought he might fall to his knees right there. His hand tightened into a fist. He had promised—he had sworn—that he would save them all. But this war, this endless slaughter, was more than any man could bear. The darkness was closing in. His body was drained, his mind fraying at the edges.
His eyes locked on another soldier, lying on the ground with a gaping wound to his side, blood pooling around him like a dark halo. The man’s breath was shallow, his chest rising and falling in weak gasps, and for a moment, Thrain thought of nothing but that. The quiet desperation in the soldier’s eyes. The way the world seemed to dim just a little more with each life lost.
Thrain crouched beside him, trying to summon his strength, trying to find the energy to heal. But the magic was slow, sluggish, and his thoughts kept drifting, kept circling back to that one question. How many more?
"Thrain..." the soldier gasped, reaching up with a trembling hand. His voice was barely more than a breath, the words lost in the chaos of battle. "Please… save me."
Thrain felt his throat tighten. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know how to reassure him when the truth was that there was nothing more he could do. He could feel the life slipping away from the soldier’s body, feel it like a cold wind stealing warmth from the world.
"Stay with me," Thrain muttered, his voice tight with the effort of holding back the grief that threatened to swallow him whole. He pressed his palm to the soldier’s chest, but even as the light of his magic flickered into life, it wasn’t enough. The wound was too deep, the life force fading too quickly.
The soldier’s hand fell limp in his own, the last flicker of hope extinguished. The soldier’s eyes, once wide with fear, were now vacant, staring up at the sky, a reflection of the vast emptiness that Thrain couldn’t seem to fill. The weight of the loss crushed him, his chest tightening in a silent scream that he couldn’t release.
But there was no time for mourning. No time to give in to the despair that gnawed at his insides.
The battle raged on, relentless, unforgiving. The war was not over. It wouldn’t be until they had all been swallowed whole by the darkness.
Thrain stood slowly, his movements sluggish, his body a dull ache of fatigue. His hand trembled, still slick with blood, as he reached for the next soldier—someone else who needed him, someone else he might fail. And as his fingers brushed against the cool, lifeless skin of yet another victim, the crack in his heart deepened.
There were no answers. No easy solutions.
Only the constant, crushing pressure of trying—and failing—to save them all.
And so he pressed on, a shell of a man carrying the weight of a thousand souls. Each step was heavier than the last, each breath more labored, as the battlefield stretched on before him, an endless horizon of pain and loss.
But there was no choice. No time to stop.
Not yet.
The battlefield stretched out before Cortha like a twisted reflection of hell itself. The sky, once a pale blue, had darkened to a bruised purple, clouds swirling in unnatural patterns as though the very heavens had been corrupted by the bloodshed below. The air was thick with smoke, and the pungent stench of burning flesh mixed with the metallic bite of spilled blood. It wasn’t just the sound of the fight that filled her ears—there was the creak of armor, the frantic clatter of hooves on stone, the rhythmic thudding of arrows embedding themselves in flesh, and the terrible, guttural screams of men and women who had lost everything in a single moment.
Through it all, Cortha stood frozen, her feet rooted to the ground as her gaze locked on the scene before her. Her hands trembled, her breath coming in shallow, uneven gasps. The world around her was alive with chaos, but it felt as though time had slowed down, the images before her unfolding in excruciating clarity.
A soldier—one of her own—lay in the dirt, blood pooling beneath him like a red sea. His face was contorted in pain, his breath rattling in his chest as he struggled to lift his hand, reaching for someone, anyone, to save him. She wanted to move, wanted to rush to his side, but her body betrayed her, frozen in place by the crushing weight of helplessness. She had seen this before, too many times to count, but each time it tore at her like the first.
A few yards away, a woman—a stranger—was writhing in agony as a Crimson Fist soldier stood over her, his blade dripping with blood. The woman’s eyes, wide and unblinking, stared up at the sky as though pleading for a mercy that would never come. It was a look Cortha knew all too well—the look of someone who had already given up, resigned to their fate.
And then, beyond them, the worst of it. The Crimson Fist’s flag, bloodstained and tattered, waved in the air like a banner of victory. They had already claimed the field, had already marked this place as their own, and Cortha could do nothing but watch as they desecrated it.
Her heart twisted painfully in her chest, a knot of grief and fury so tight it felt as though it might suffocate her. The tears welled up, but she forced them down, refused to let them fall. She could feel the heat of them, but there was no time to mourn. Not yet.
She clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms until she felt the sharp sting of blood. The pain was grounding, the sensation a tether to the present, to the reality of what was happening. She could feel her pulse thrumming through her fingertips, a steady rhythm that matched the pounding of her heart.
She was losing them. She was losing all of them, one by one. And the fury that had simmered beneath the surface for so long—since the fire, since the betrayal, since everything that had been taken from her—finally surged to the forefront, flooding her senses with a clarity that burned hotter than any flame.
Her teeth gritted, a low growl slipping from her throat as she spoke through clenched teeth. “I will make them pay,” she muttered, the words thick with venom. Her voice, though low, carried the weight of the vow she had made, not just for herself, but for every person who had fallen to the Crimson Fist’s cruelty.
The ground beneath her felt suddenly distant, as though she were standing on the edge of a precipice, gazing down into the abyss. The sound of a distant scream broke through the roar of her thoughts, and for a moment, her eyes snapped to the side, seeking the source. A woman in the distance, her arm hanging limp, struggling to stay upright as she tried to rally her comrades. The sight hit Cortha like a blow to the gut, and she wanted to run to her, to help, but the sight of the Crimson Fist’s soldiers closing in—dark shapes against the smoke—held her rooted to the spot.
Her breath hitched, a sudden wave of panic threatening to drown her, but she swallowed it back. She couldn’t afford fear. Not now. Not when the stakes had never been higher.
Each step forward felt like wading through quicksand, every motion heavy with the weight of grief and rage. She was walking into a storm, and there was no telling how many more would be lost before the end.
But something had shifted in her. Something had broken loose, and it was no longer just a matter of survival. No longer just a matter of protecting her people.
This was personal.
Her mind flashed to faces—faces of the dead, the ones she had loved, the ones she had failed. The boy from the village she couldn’t save, the old man who had trusted her, the family caught in the fire. And the one face that loomed above all others—the face of Vexa, the leader of the Crimson Fist.
Cortha’s breath came faster now, the need for vengeance fueling her every thought. She didn’t care about the odds. She didn’t care about the cost. She would tear through the Crimson Fist herself, drag them to the ground, and make them beg for mercy. She didn’t care how many lives she had to sacrifice, how many shadows she had to walk through. She had tasted this bitterness before, and she would not rest until it was paid back in full.
The price they would pay would be steep. Every drop of blood would be repaid tenfold.
And with that vow, she finally moved. The battlefield, though still alive with the clash of war, had become distant, muted by the cold fury that now filled her every step. Cortha’s eyes locked on her target—Vexa, and the Crimson Fist soldiers flanking her. No one else mattered. Not anymore.
This was war. And it was time to make them bleed.
The early morning mist still clung to the air as Vexa and Jediah stood side by side on the northern bank, their breaths visible in the cold, jagged gusts of wind that whipped around them. The sun, an ominous sliver of gold, began to claw its way over the horizon, casting a muted, almost ethereal light on the battlefield that stretched out before them. What had once been a sprawling field of green was now an expanse of carnage—a graveyard of bodies, dismembered limbs, and the wreckage of human ambition. Blood stained the earth like a second skin, dark and coagulating, as if the land itself was swallowing the fallen.
Vexa stood tall, her posture unmoving, a stark silhouette against the rising sun. Her eyes—hard, calculating—swept across the aftermath with a chill satisfaction that turned her expression into something cruel and impervious to the weight of the destruction. Her long black cloak billowed behind her, stark against the remnants of battle, and her features remained as unreadable as always. The heat of victory was not for her, not in moments like this. Her focus, unwavering, was always on the end game, the next step.
"Neskilen will fall," Vexa said, her voice a razor-sharp whisper, slicing through the air with the sharpness of a dagger’s edge. The words hung in the air like the cold wind itself, carrying a weight that made the very earth tremble. Her tone had no softness, no room for doubt. It was the statement of someone who had already decided the future, long before the battle had even begun.
Jediah stood beside her, his broad frame half-hidden in shadow, his expression thoughtful but equally grim. He wasn’t a man given to boasting, but he felt the pride of their victory settle in his chest like a lead weight. They had carved their way through the forces defending this stretch of land like a hot knife through butter, and though he could still feel the remnants of the battle in his muscles—his limbs stiff, his sword heavier than it had been when he first drew it—he knew it was only the beginning. The end was coming, and it would be swift.
"Neskilen is nothing," Jediah muttered, his voice low, rough from the hours of shouting commands, fighting, and demanding more from his soldiers than they thought they could give. His voice, unlike Vexa's, carried the weariness of a man who had lived too many lives in too short a time. "The Blejek will learn the price of their defiance. But Neskilen? It’s just another stop on the road."
He let out a bitter laugh, low and hollow, and for a moment, Vexa glanced at him, but only for a split second. The silence between them held no judgment—just understanding. They were both scarred by the long, bloody trail they’d carved across the realm. But that was the cost of power, wasn’t it? There was always a price.
The remnants of their Crimson Fist regiment were slowly regrouping, their movements practiced but worn. The soldiers, hardened by countless battles and driven by their own brand of fanaticism, moved with an efficiency that came from long hours of training and even longer hours of survival. They didn’t speak much. There was no need. They had learned that war was not for words; it was for action, for the quiet, brutal efficiency that came with knowing how to kill and knowing when to die.
They tended to the wounded, none of them sparing a second glance at the dead. The wounded were patched up quickly, given what little aid was available, and sent off to join the remaining ranks. The perimeters were secured with mechanical precision—each soldier moving like a cog in a machine, their faces drawn, their eyes hollow, but the drive to move forward still burning deep within them.
Vexa watched them, her eyes as cold as the river that ran beside them. The Renalu River, once a source of life and travel, now ran dark with blood. The current was sluggish, almost reluctant to move, as though even the water itself could not bear witness to what had transpired. The lifeless bodies of both friend and foe bobbed in the murky red, their faces frozen in expressions of shock, terror, or pain—snapshots of a final moment in time, now forever frozen. Weapons, torn banners, and armor lay scattered across the banks, discarded remnants of a past life. The stench of smoke and death hung in the air like a pall, clinging to their skin, to their clothes, to the very earth beneath their feet.
Yet Vexa didn’t flinch. She didn’t feel the weight of the death around her, not yet. Not when there was still so much to be done. Her eyes were fixed on the horizon, where the jagged spires of Neskilen loomed faintly in the distance. The city, once a shining jewel of the realm, now appeared as little more than a dark smudge against the morning sky, its silhouette already surrounded by the promise of destruction. The Crimson Fist’s shadow was already falling over it.
It was within their reach. Just a little more, and they would have it. The city would fall, and the Blejek’s grip would finally loosen. The realm would be theirs for the taking, and the blood they had spilled today would be nothing compared to what was to come.
Jediah’s gaze followed hers, his brow furrowing slightly as he watched the horizon. "You really think this is enough?" he asked, his voice tinged with doubt, a crack in the otherwise unshakable resolve he had built around himself over the years.
Vexa’s lips curled into a thin, humorless smile, but there was no warmth behind it. "It will be," she said, her voice as hard as the steel of her sword. "But Neskilen is only the beginning. The Blejek... they are a cancer, festering in the heart of the realm. We will cleanse it. And when it’s done, there will be nothing left but us."
Jediah nodded slowly, his mind already turning to the next phase, the next steps in their relentless pursuit of dominance. "I’ll ready the men," he said, his tone clipped, focused. "We move out at first light tomorrow. There’s no more time to waste."
And with that, they turned, the weight of the future pressing down on them like a hundred-pound stone, but neither of them said a word. They both knew that the true war was just beginning, and Neskilen, with its grand spires and proud walls, was nothing more than the first casualty in a much larger fight.
The battlefield was silent behind them, the river still murmuring its mournful song as the Crimson Fist prepared to march on. They were going to take it all. Nothing would stand in their way.
The tension between Cortha and Tezlin was suffocating, thick enough to taste. Days of silence, punctuated only by the occasional harsh exchange, had built to a breaking point. They had never been the easiest of allies—too different, too much at odds with each other’s methods and temperaments—but now, as the final mission loomed closer, their conflict had become a volatile thing. The words they weren’t speaking weighed on the air, heavier than the thick fog that swirled around them. A glance from Tezlin was like a lash to Cortha’s skin, and Cortha’s silence cut deeper than any shout could.
Cortha could feel the heat of their animosity in her bones, a simmering ache that had settled between them, colder than any battlefield wound. Their preparations were nothing more than an unspoken standoff, the sharpness in their eyes a testament to the frayed bond they had fought to hold together for so long. Cortha’s chest tightened with frustration, her mind racing through the strategy, but all of it felt like a distant echo in the face of this crushing tension.
It was going to break soon. She could feel it in her teeth, in her fingertips.
Tezlin stood near the edge of the shadowed courtyard, his back stiff, his jaw clenched. His gaze was locked on the crumbling buildings in the distance, eyes burning with something that Cortha couldn’t quite decipher—anger, or perhaps guilt, or maybe both. They had always been good at pretending. He at least had the courtesy to keep his distance. She appreciated that.
The final infiltration mission had been carefully planned, each step precise, calculated. Nothing would be left to chance. Except they both knew nothing ever went perfectly.
That unspoken knowledge hummed through the air, like the flickering of a dying candle in a windless room. Cortha shifted, her eyes narrowing as she stared into the inky blackness of the night, the weight of her own heartbeat a loud drum in her ears. The night seemed to press down on her, the air thick with an electric tension. The sky above was velvet-black, the stars barely visible through the heavy cloak of clouds, but somewhere beyond that shroud was the city that held the answers they needed—answers that could either save them or doom them all.
Cortha’s fingers twitched, instinctively drawing on the threads of magic that lay buried deep within her. The scrying spell hummed to life, a pale light flickering across her palm, casting ghostly shadows on her face. She held her breath, eyes fixed on the small crystal orb in her hand. Through the shimmering surface, she could see the spies moving into position, their lithe forms gliding like predators in the dark. There was an eerie grace to their movements, a deadly precision. She had trained them well, each one a shadow in the night, each one moving like an extension of her will.
For a brief moment, she allowed herself to breathe, letting the quiet of the moment wash over her. It was always like this before the storm—the calm before the chaos, the silence just before everything shattered.
But the calm never lasted.

Chapter 15
The slightest shift caught her attention. One of the spies, a slender woman with dark hair pulled tight against her scalp, was moving too fast—too jerky. Cortha’s heart skipped a beat, a ripple of unease crawling up her spine. Her fingers tightened around the scrying orb, her breath quickening as she saw the guard.
Too late.
The figure of the guard, standing just beyond the reach of the shadows, froze in place. Cortha’s stomach dropped like a stone in water. The guard’s head snapped toward the spy, his eyes wide and alert in the dark. He’d seen her. No, he knew something was wrong. The world seemed to slow down, the seconds stretching into endless moments of dread.
“Damn it!” Tezlin hissed, a curse barely audible under his breath. But it didn’t matter. It was already too late.
Before Cortha could react, the sound of a raised alarm split the night air—an earsplitting wail that reverberated through the alleyways and crept into her bones. Her heart clenched, and the magic in her palm flickered out, like a candle snuffed by the wind. The peaceful silence of the night was shattered, replaced by a roar of chaos. It was the signal—the inevitable collapse of their carefully laid plans.
Cortha’s mind screamed for control, but everything was slipping away. The moment the alarm was raised, the perimeter went up in flames. Shouts echoed through the streets, and the sharp clang of metal against metal filled the air as soldiers, guards, and operatives alike scrambled in a frenzy. The moonlight glinted off steel, reflecting a thousand fractured images of the battlefield to come.
Tezlin’s face was tight with frustration, his usual calm shattered by the brutal turn of events. “Get to the east gate, now!” he barked, his voice raw with urgency. But Cortha didn’t need the command. She was already moving, her body on autopilot, instincts sharper than ever. She could feel the pull of the magic again, the tension in the air as if the very night itself was holding its breath.
She pushed through the chaos, the sound of her boots against the cobblestones drowned out by the clamor of the mission’s collapse. Her mind raced. This is it. This is the moment where it all falls apart. She could feel it in her gut—the terror, the adrenaline, the crushing weight of everything they had worked for, slipping through her fingers like sand.
Through the haze of smoke and noise, Cortha’s eyes locked onto the spy who had been caught. The woman was struggling, her face pale, her breath coming in short gasps as the guard closed in on her, a cruel grin forming on his lips.
No time to save her. No time for mercy. Cortha felt the sharp sting of failure tear at her chest, but there was no time for guilt, not now. There would be time for that later.
With a flick of her wrist, she invoked a spell, a violent burst of wind rushing through the streets, knocking several of the soldiers off balance. It wasn’t enough to turn the tide, but it was enough to give them a chance—a small chance to retreat, to regroup.
The chaos didn’t stop. The night was already lost, but Cortha and Tezlin had to survive. They had to live to fight another day.
But as they retreated, Cortha couldn’t help but feel the weight of what had just happened—how close they had come, and how far they still had to go. The battle had only just begun.
“Fuck”, Tezlin breathed.  
The scrying orb pulsed with an ominous glow as Cortha’s spell reached deeper, revealing the nightmare unfurling beyond her control. The vision twisted and writhed like a living thing, shadows moving and merging as enemies converged on all sides. They were outnumbered, surrounded—and they hadn’t even seen it coming. Her pulse thundered in her ears, drowning out everything else. Every instinct screamed at her to act, but there was no time to waste in indecision.
Her fingers moved with practiced precision, the flow of magic coursing through her like a violent river. The air thickened as she channeled the energy, the weight of it pressing against her chest as though the very atmosphere were conspiring to crush her. A barrier of shimmering, iridescent light burst into existence, encasing the team in a glowing dome that flickered in and out of focus like the dying embers of a fire.
But the shield wasn’t enough.
They needed more than protection—they needed time, and they needed it now.
Cortha’s teeth ground together as she forced the spell to stabilize, each second stretching into eternity. Sweat slicked her palms, her fingers aching from the strain of controlling such raw, untamed energy. She could feel the spell beginning to fracture under the pressure, the weight of their situation pressing down on her. This wasn’t supposed to happen.
Through the faint haze of the barrier’s light, she watched the spies scrambling to get through the hole in their defenses. One by one, they broke free from the tightening ring of enemies, their movements sharp and desperate. She could see the fear in their eyes, the panic in their movements—but they didn’t hesitate. They trusted her.
When the last operative finally made it through, Cortha released the shield with a sharp exhale, the threads of magic snapping like taut strings in the wind. She barely had time to register the agony that followed before her legs gave way beneath her. The air around her felt thick, stifling—her chest burned as though she couldn’t draw in enough oxygen, and her limbs trembled uncontrollably, the exhaustion and magic aftershock flooding her system.
The world swam, dark tendrils creeping into the edges of her vision. She fought against it, but the fight was slipping away, like sand through her fingers.
Then, everything went black.
The first thing Cortha noticed when she regained consciousness was the faint crackle of a fire. The smell of damp earth and burning wood filled her lungs, grounding her in the reality that she was no longer in the middle of a battlefield. Her eyelids fluttered open, but the world around her was blurry, the edges soft and uncertain. She blinked, trying to focus, and realized she was lying on a bedroll, the warmth of a fire licking at the cold night air.
Voices murmured nearby, their conversations low and cautious, a mix of concern and relief. As the haze cleared from her mind, she realized she was surrounded by her team, but there was a quiet stillness now, a lull in the chaos. Cortha’s pulse was still erratic, her body aching, but there was no immediate danger pressing in.
Tezlin’s voice cut through the murmur of the camp. He sounded different. Softer, less guarded. His usual implacable mask had slipped, and Cortha wasn’t sure she liked it.
“You did it.” His voice was barely above a whisper, but it carried a weight, an undercurrent of something she hadn’t expected. He knelt beside her, his eyes searching hers with an intensity that was almost uncomfortable.
She blinked up at him, disoriented, and the rasp of her breath caught in her throat. Her body felt like it had been trampled by a stampede, the exhaustion still pulling at her bones. But there was something in his expression that made her chest tighten.
“You saved them,” he repeated, his words slow, measured. His hand hovered near hers but didn’t quite touch. Cortha could feel the heat of his gaze, and for a moment, she had the strangest urge to look away.
Cortha struggled to sit up, her muscles protesting the movement. It was a slow, labored process, but when she finally managed to prop herself up, she gave him a weak smile. It wasn’t much—just the barest attempt at normalcy. Just doing her job.
“Just doing my job,” she rasped, her voice hoarse and raw from the magic and exhaustion.
Tezlin looked at her for a long moment, his eyes dark with something she couldn’t quite place. Then, with a subtle shake of his head, he rose to his feet, his back to her. There was something about the way he stood, the stiffness in his shoulders, that felt like an unfinished sentence. Like a conversation left hanging between them, unfinished and unsaid. She could feel it—the gap between them. The unspoken tension that had been building for days. But there was no room for it now. No room for words that wouldn’t help them survive the next day.
The fire crackled, throwing shadows across the camp as the rest of the team shifted and adjusted, their movements more subdued now, the adrenaline from the chaos of the mission slowly draining away into the night. The stars overhead were hidden by the dense canopy of trees, but Cortha could feel them watching, silent witnesses to the aftermath of a battle she wasn’t sure they had won.
But she wasn’t sure she cared anymore.
It had been a near thing. Too near. And the weight of that—of failing to protect her people, of failing to control the outcome—sat heavy in her chest. The mission had been a failure, but only because she had nearly lost everything to make sure the others survived.
Tezlin’s voice broke through the thick silence again, this time less personal, more guarded. “We’ll move at dawn. Keep your wits about you. They won’t give up this easily.”
He turned to leave, but Cortha’s gaze lingered on him. There was something more there. The tension between them wasn’t just the weight of the mission—it was something else, something deeper, and it gnawed at her. But for now, there was no time for questions, no time for the things that had been simmering between them for so long.
The night stretched on. Cortha closed her eyes, letting the warmth of the fire seep into her bones, knowing that tomorrow would bring more bloodshed. More choices. More sacrifices.
And maybe, just maybe, some answers.
Cortha stood alone in the grand council chamber, the weight of her responsibility pressing down on her with every breath she took. The map of the Blejek territories sprawled out before her on the long, worn wooden table, its edges fraying from years of use. She traced the familiar, jagged lines that marked the borders of their lands, her fingers lingering over the areas now threatened by the Crimson Fist’s attacks. The air was thick with the scent of old parchment and the faint, acrid tang of smoke that had seeped into the room from the distant fires raging in the outskirts of the capital. Outside, the night was a heavy cloak, broken only by the occasional flicker of torchlight through the narrow windows.
The silence in the room was unnerving, almost suffocating. It felt too still for the magnitude of the decisions that lay ahead. The usual murmur of the council members had long since faded, their absence like a cold void. Now, the only sound was the crackling of the fire in the hearth, the orange glow casting long, restless shadows across the stone walls. Cortha didn’t know how much longer she could stay here in this hollow quiet. Every minute felt like a countdown to disaster, each breath she drew more labored than the last.
As she adjusted the map, the creaking of the heavy oak door behind her broke the stillness. She didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. The steady, measured footsteps that followed told her all she needed to know. Tezlin.
His presence was almost palpable as he entered the room, his silhouette framed by the dim light from the corridor. His face, usually so impassive, was drawn tight with an unmistakable tension, the lines of his jaw clenched. There was something different in his posture tonight—an edge, a weariness that hadn’t been there before. He didn’t even spare her a glance as he made his way to the table, his steps heavy with purpose. In his hand, he clutched a scroll, its edges crinkled from the urgency with which it had been carried.
Cortha didn’t need to ask what it was; the look on his face said it all. But she did anyway, trying to steady her voice, to maintain the calm she didn’t feel.
"Tezlin, what is it?" she asked, though it came out more strained than she intended. Her gaze flickered to the scroll in his hand, the weight of it making her stomach twist.
He didn’t waste time with pleasantries. With a sharp motion, he handed her the scroll, his fingers briefly brushing hers. The coldness of his touch sent a shiver down her spine, a reminder that even when their hands met, there was a distance between them that had only been growing wider.
"We’ve received word from our scouts," he said, his voice low but steady, with the usual edge of command. "Vexa has launched attacks on our supply lines and outposts. The situation is worse than we thought."
Cortha’s pulse quickened. The words were sharp, biting, but it was the way he said them—like there was more, like there was something just beneath the surface—that caught her attention. She unrolled the scroll, her eyes scanning the hastily scribbled words, the tight, frantic script that spoke of things they could no longer afford to ignore.
The report was harrowing. Each line was a blow to her gut, each sentence another proof that the Blejek’s control was slipping away, fast. Vexa had struck with brutal precision, her forces moving like a shadow, swift and ruthless. Supply caravans, once the lifeblood of their defenses, had been ambushed under the cover of darkness. Entire outposts had been reduced to ashes, their people slaughtered without mercy. Cortha’s stomach turned as she read about the survivors—those few who had managed to escape, only to be left broken and haunted by what they had witnessed. The attacks were coordinated, the strategy clear. This wasn’t random violence. This was a carefully planned campaign, and the Crimson Fist had the upper hand.
The report didn’t pull any punches. It laid out the losses, the devastation, and the cruelty with an unforgiving clarity. It was a reminder of just how fragile their position was.
She looked up at Tezlin, the reality of it all crashing over her like a wave. His face was hard, his eyes focused on something far off in the distance, though she could tell his thoughts were still tethered to the report. To the losses. He’d always been a man of action, but even he knew there was only so much they could do against an enemy this organized, this relentless.
Cortha felt her breath catch in her throat. "How bad is it? Are the borders secure?"
Tezlin’s eyes met hers, but there was no relief in his gaze, no reassuring lie he could offer. "The eastern border is compromised," he said, his voice grim. "The north is holding, but not for long. We need reinforcements, and we need them now. The Blejek won't survive if Vexa moves in full force."
Her mind raced, the weight of his words sinking into her like stones in a well. The eastern border, the one they had relied on for supply routes and troop movement, was wide open. They were exposed. If Vexa pushed through that gap, they would be cut off from their allies, their reinforcements—everything they needed to hold the line.
Cortha felt a flicker of panic rise in her chest, but she buried it quickly, forcing herself to focus. Panic wouldn’t help. She needed to think, to act.
"We can’t wait for reinforcements," she muttered, more to herself than to Tezlin. "We have to strike first. Hit their supply lines, cripple their momentum."
Tezlin shook his head, a dark smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "A frontal assault is suicide. You know that as well as I do."
He wasn’t wrong. But they didn’t have the luxury of time to plan a perfect strategy. If they didn’t act now, if they didn’t push back, the Blejek would be crushed under the weight of Vexa’s relentless assault. And with each passing hour, their options narrowed.
She took a deep breath, her mind racing. "Then we fight dirty," she said, her voice cold with the realization that there would be no clean victory here. "We hit them where it hurts. We bleed them dry."
Tezlin looked at her, his eyes narrowing slightly as if weighing her words, but he didn’t argue. He knew better than anyone that sometimes, survival meant abandoning honor. It meant making impossible choices.
"We’ll need a plan," he said, the edge of urgency creeping into his voice. "And we’ll need it fast."
Cortha nodded, her eyes flickering back to the map. The pieces of the Blejek territories spread out before her like a shattered puzzle, but she would piece it together. She had no choice. They all had no choice.
The council chamber was still, but the silence between them now felt heavier than before—like the calm before the storm. Cortha’s fingers hovered over the map, tracing the lines of potential escape routes, supply chains, and targets. But in the back of her mind, the question loomed: Was this enough?
In the distance, a soft sound echoed through the stone walls—footsteps approaching. The next chapter in their fight was about to begin, and they had no idea just how high the stakes would rise.
 
"Damn her," Cortha muttered, her frustration manifesting as her fingers tightened around the scroll. "She’s crippling our support structures, cutting off essential supplies and reinforcements. We can't sustain this."  
Tezlin nodded, his jaw clenched. "Our troops are stretched thin as it is," he said, the strain evident in his voice. "If we can't secure our supply lines, our efforts to defend Neskilen will be in vain." His eyes bore into Cortha's, seeking a solution. Something about the way he looked at her sent shivers down her spine. She reluctantly pulled her gaze from those hazel eyes and looked back at the map, her mind racing as she traced the intricate network of routes. "We need to fortify our remaining supply routes and outposts," she declared. "Double the guard, set traps, anything to slow her down. And we need to retaliate, hit them where it hurts." 
Tezlin pulled up a chair and sat beside her, his eyes reflecting the flickering firelight that danced around them. "We need a strategy that considers her movements," he said, thoughtful. "Vexa is using Nether magic to her advantage, striking quickly and vanishing before we can mount a proper defense." He leaned forward, the fire casting shadows on his face. 
"Then we need to anticipate her moves," Cortha replied. "She must have a pattern, a method to her madness. We find that pattern, and we can predict her next strike." Her fingers traced the map, her eyes scanning for any clue, any hint of predictability in Vexa's chaos. 
Tezlin leaned back, considering her words carefully. "It won’t be easy," he said, the challenge clear in his eyes, "but it’s our best shot. I’ll gather the intelligence we have on her previous attacks and see if we can find any commonalities." He stood, ready to dive into the labyrinth of information their scouts had gathered, hoping to find that elusive thread of consistency. 
Cortha placed a hand on his arm, her touch light but reassuring. "We’ll get through this, Tezlin," she said softly, her voice carrying a promise of resilience. "We’ve faced worse before." She offered him a small, encouraging smile, knowing that their unity was their greatest strength. 
Tezlin looked at her, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "I know," he replied, his voice barely more than a whisper. "I’ll start compiling the data," he said. "We need to be ready to move as soon as possible." He gave her one last look before turning and leaving the room, his mind already sifting through the information they had. 
Cortha watched him leave then turned her attention to the map once more tracing one route then another.  
 
 The interrogation room of the Blejek mansion was a place of misery, a stark chamber that felt like it was carved from the very bedrock of the earth. The air was thick with the musty scent of old stone, a dampness that clung to the skin and seeped into the lungs. Each breath Cortha drew felt like it required more effort than the last, as if the room itself was trying to crush her spirit. Shadows clung to every corner, so dense and oppressive that they seemed to shift and move of their own volition. The dim light of a single flickering torch cast long, jagged silhouettes across the cold stone walls, distorting reality, making it harder to breathe.
Her stomach churned. It wasn’t just the suffocating air that made her uneasy. It was the man who sat before her, bound to a chair, his body trembling with fear. Mr. Scar. His face was a grotesque mask of bruises, swollen flesh, and dried blood. The remnants of his earlier torment were still etched into his skin, a cruel reminder of what Tezlin had done to extract whatever secrets he held. But it wasn’t just the physical violence that unnerved her—it was the man’s eyes. They were wide, desperate, pleading, but there was something else there, something darker. A defiance that clung to him like a second skin. And fear. Fear so raw, so unfiltered, that it felt like it might spill out and drown them all.
Cortha couldn’t tear her eyes away from him. She stood still, her boots echoing off the stone floor with each deliberate step. She’d seen this before. She had done this before. But it didn’t get easier. It never would.
Tezlin was still, like a shadow in the corner of the room, his presence as oppressive as the darkness surrounding them. He leaned against the wall with the ease of someone who belonged to the night, his expression unreadable, a mask of cold indifference. His dark eyes, though, gleamed with something else—something more dangerous. He was a man who didn’t need to speak to command fear. It radiated off him in waves, thick and suffocating. His silence was an unspoken threat, an ever-present reminder that he had no qualms about doing whatever it took to get what they needed.
Cortha forced herself to look at the prisoner. Her voice cut through the heavy silence, sharp and unforgiving. "Tell us about the Crimson Fist’s operations."
The words hung in the air, heavy with intent. She didn’t wait for him to respond, her gaze fixed on his face, watching every minute flicker of emotion that passed through him. His eyes were wide, frantic. Sweat slicked his forehead, his lips trembling as he fought the spell she’d cast on him. His body tensed, resisting her compulsion, but the fear in his eyes was unmistakable.
"I won’t tell you anything," he snarled, his voice hoarse, barely above a whisper. His words held the brittle edge of defiance, but his terror was too raw to mask it fully. Cortha could see it in the way his hands clenched, the way his jaw worked as he tried to suppress the panic threatening to break free.
Tezlin didn’t flinch. His gaze was as cold and calculated as a predator closing in on its prey. He took a step forward, his movements deliberate, controlled—dangerous. Every inch of him seemed to exude power, as if the very air around him bent to his will. He crouched low, his shadow swallowing the flickering torchlight as he leaned in, his voice a low, menacing whisper that sent a chill down Cortha’s spine.
"You will," Tezlin said, his tone a promise. "One way or another."
Cortha’s throat tightened as she watched him, the weight of their presence in the room pressing down on her. Tezlin wasn’t just a man—he was a force of nature. She had seen him break people before, not just with violence, but with something darker. Something that made people beg for mercy before they even realized they had crossed the line.
But there was something else, too. Something in her own gut that told her the man in the chair had more to give than he was letting on. There was something about the way he held his gaze, as if he knew more than he was willing to share, as if he was playing a game far more dangerous than they realized. She swallowed hard, pushing the thought to the back of her mind.
The cold stone beneath her boots felt uncomfortably familiar. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, trying to stave off the unease that twisted in her gut. The air felt even thicker now, saturated with the stench of blood and metal. Every breath Cortha took was a struggle, as if the weight of the room was too much to bear.
Tezlin’s hand was steady as he reached for the silvered dagger resting on his belt, the blade gleaming with a faint, deadly light. It caught the torchlight, casting a flicker of reflection across the walls—sharp, jagged, promising pain.
Mr. Scar’s eyes darted to the blade, then back to Tezlin, a flicker of fear crossing his features. His lips trembled, but he didn’t speak. His silence was deafening.
Cortha could feel the tension building, could almost taste the raw, electric anticipation in the air. She knew what was coming. She could feel it, deep in her bones. This wasn’t just about extracting information. It was about breaking someone. About getting them to break.
But as the seconds stretched into eternity, Cortha felt something shift within her. A small seed of doubt, planted in the back of her mind. Was this the way? Was this what they were supposed to do? The thought gnawed at her, but she pushed it aside. There was no room for doubt now. Not when the stakes were this high.
"Start talking," Tezlin growled, his voice low and venomous.
The prisoner’s chest heaved with the effort to control his fear, but it was clear he was losing the battle. Cortha could see it in his eyes. He was breaking. And soon, they would have everything they needed.
But as Tezlin’s dagger hovered just above the man’s trembling hand, Cortha couldn’t help but wonder: Would they be ready for what came after?
The stone walls of the Blejek mansion’s interrogation room pressed in like a tomb, cold and unyielding, every inch of the chamber echoing with the scent of blood, sweat, and fear. Cortha stood on the edge of the room, her boots clicking faintly against the floor, her body stiff, locked in place by the mounting tension. Shadows twisted and stretched across the walls, cast by the dim, flickering torch that barely fought off the crushing darkness. The air was thick, oppressive, the kind of weight that settled on your chest and never let go.
Tezlin was the opposite of everything in the room—sharp, undeniable, his presence a force that bent the atmosphere to his will. He loomed over the prisoner, his face carved into a mask of grim resolve, the light glinting off his dagger like an omen. His posture was rigid, precise—too controlled, almost mechanical in its coldness. Every motion seemed deliberate, from the way he held the blade to the way he spoke, his voice low and clipped.
"You will talk," Tezlin said, each word a quiet promise of inevitability. His voice was an iron vice, unyielding, carrying the weight of authority that never needed to be questioned. The blade trailed a slow line down the man’s cheek, drawing a thin ribbon of blood that dripped lazily, staining the collar of his torn shirt. The sharpness of the dagger was like a mirror, reflecting the prisoner’s terror in the tiny beads of sweat that dotted his forehead, in the wild, frantic flares of his eyes. "You can make this easier on yourself by answering my questions. Or we can continue this."
The words hit Cortha like a blow. She could feel her stomach knot in protest, her throat tight as though the air itself had become too thick to breathe. The sight of the blade, gleaming with the promise of pain, turned her insides cold. Tezlin was a man of brutal efficiency, a soldier forged in the fires of battle, and she had trusted him—trusted him with her life more times than she could count. But now, in the cold heart of this room, watching him take so much pleasure in the prisoner’s fear, Cortha wasn’t sure she recognized him anymore.
Is this what the Blejek Council demands? What they want? The thought stabbed into her mind with cruel clarity, and yet, something deeper in her rebelled. She had fought beside Tezlin, had seen him make impossible decisions, but this… This wasn’t justice. This was cruelty dressed up as duty.
Her eyes flickered over to Mr. Scar, the man bound to the chair, his face a swollen mess of cuts and bruises. His breath came in shallow, panicked gasps, his whole body trembling under Tezlin’s watchful gaze. His eyes flickered between Tezlin and Cortha, but when they met hers, there was something else there—a raw, pleading desperation, as if he could see in her the only possible way out of his nightmare.
Cortha’s hand twitched toward the hilt of her sword. The instinct was there—the need to stop this, to put an end to the pain. But her fingers stalled in midair. What would the council think? A whisper of doubt lingered in her mind, a shadow of a question that gnawed at her like a disease. If she stopped Tezlin, if she interfered in this process, what would they say? Would they see her as weak? Would they believe her incapable of doing what needed to be done? The weight of duty pressed down on her chest, cold and suffocating, and the fear of failure—of failing the council—paralyzed her.
Tezlin’s voice broke through her spiraling thoughts, sharp as the dagger in his hand. "We’re running out of time, Mr. Scar." His words were slow, deliberate, as if he was savoring each one. "You know what we want. Tell us about the Crimson Fist."

Chapter 16
The man’s chest heaved, his face a contorted mess of pain, but no words came. His eyes darted between Cortha and Tezlin, panic flooding his gaze. Cortha could see him breaking, unraveling in front of them. He was afraid, yes, but there was something else—something that stung. What would he say to make this stop? His silence felt like a betrayal. They needed him to talk. But the longer he remained mute, the more Cortha could feel the heaviness of her own indecision pressing on her soul.
Her stomach twisted again, bile rising in her throat. She didn’t want to be here, didn’t want to watch the man’s suffering. But there was no way out. No way to undo what was happening.
Tezlin’s hand tightened on the dagger’s hilt, his eyes narrowing with the quiet fury of someone who had already made up his mind. "Speak," he growled, his voice like the scrape of metal on stone. "Do not waste my time."
The prisoner whimpered, his body shaking uncontrollably. "Please…" he pleaded, his voice barely more than a breath. "I can’t… I don’t know." His words were a mess, broken and pathetic, like the last desperate attempt of a man trying to crawl his way out of the abyss.
The sound of his voice, weak and pleading, struck Cortha like a fist to the gut. It was the sound of someone who had given up—someone who had already surrendered to the horror surrounding them. She knew it was a lie, knew he was stalling, trying to avoid whatever came next. But the agony in his voice, the pleading in his eyes, gnawed at her conscience like nothing ever had before. This wasn’t just about information. This wasn’t just about the mission. This was about something deeper, something that threatened to swallow them all whole.
Tezlin’s eyes didn’t leave Mr. Scar’s face. His silence spoke louder than any words ever could. Cortha couldn’t bring herself to stop him, but the weight of her indecision grew heavier with every passing second. The prisoner’s face was streaked with tears now, a picture of a man who had lost everything. And for the first time in a long time, Cortha wasn’t sure who she was fighting for anymore.
She swallowed hard, forcing the bile back down, the taste of it sour and sharp. The knife-edge of their mission was clear now, as sharp and unforgiving as Tezlin’s blade. There was no turning back. Not now. Not when so much was at stake.
But as she looked into the captive’s wide, terrified eyes, she couldn't help but wonder—What’s the cost of this?
The air in the interrogation room hung heavy, thick with the scent of sweat, blood, and iron. The flickering torchlight cast sharp, jagged shadows across the cold stone walls, creating an atmosphere so oppressive it felt like the very stones were closing in on them. The chamber had become an almost sacred place of suffering—a place where time seemed to stretch, every second pulling the soul deeper into the muck.
Tezlin stood over the prisoner, his figure a dark silhouette against the flame’s trembling light. He had become a fixture of this grim room, his presence so steady, so unyielding, it was like he had always belonged here, like he was made for this. His face, usually sharp and calculating, now held a raw, almost fevered edge—eyes burning with something darker than duty. It was a look Cortha hadn’t seen before, a kind of primal intensity that unsettled her to her core. He was pushing the prisoner further, breaking him down in ways that felt almost too methodical, too detached.
The man’s resistance was evaporating like water under a scorching sun. His once defiant posture had crumbled, shoulders hunched, his chest heaving with panicked breaths as sweat poured down his face, mixing with the fresh wounds Tezlin had so expertly carved into his skin. Blood stained his torn shirt, dripping down to the floor in thick, red rivulets. His eyes darted between Cortha and Tezlin, wild, desperate. His voice, when it came, was barely more than a rasp, trembling in the silence between them.
"I—I'll tell you everything… Just... please, stop…" His words trembled, weak as the flickering candlelight on the stone table. His resolve had shattered—like glass, brittle and sharp, now reduced to fragments of desperation. Tezlin’s blade had drawn it out of him, sharp and cold, as though it were the only language the man understood. Each drop of blood spilled had been a page turned in the story they needed to uncover.
Tezlin’s eyes never left the man. His grip tightened on the hilt of the dagger, the pressure of his presence growing with every confession that came.
"The Crimson Fist," the man choked out, gasping between ragged breaths. "They have hideouts... In the city's underbelly... in places you can't see, can't find." His words came faster now, fear spilling over in an uncontrolled flood. “The old church, the tunnel under the east bridge... There’s a safe house beneath the old mill… They... they’ve got secret routes... escapes. You’ll never catch them, never—"
Tezlin didn’t flinch. His face was impassive, a steel mask hiding whatever lay beneath. "Names," he ordered. "Leaders. Who are they?"
The prisoner’s eyes bulged, panic coursing through him. "I—I don’t know their real names! They’re... they’re like ghosts... faces in the dark. But… there’s one... a woman, Vexa—she’s the one who—"
Cortha felt a chill rush over her, as if a cold hand had slid down her spine. Vexa. The name echoed in her head, a fleeting whisper of a shadow she had heard in passing, but never thought to pursue. So they’re real. The leaders. The ones pulling the strings. Her mind raced, thoughts spiraling as Tezlin pressed on, the information pouring out like a dam breaking—locations, escape routes, and strategies that had once been a mystery, now laid bare.
Yet, despite the rush of answers that came flooding out, Cortha’s stomach churned. They were getting what they needed, but at what cost? With each word the prisoner spoke, each piece of crucial intel that fell from his lips, something inside Cortha twisted. The sight of the man, broken and trembling, clawing for some kind of mercy, made her stomach turn. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t justice—it was brutality.
She stole a glance at Tezlin, and for the first time, she saw the cracks in his armor. His eyes burned with a strange, feverish intensity, a predatory gleam that was far removed from the cold, disciplined soldier she had once known. There was something feral about him now, something untamed that couldn’t be hidden beneath the veneer of professionalism. The man she had fought beside, the man she had trusted—he was slipping into something darker.
Her mind flashed back to the countless battles they had survived together—those days when they fought side by side, when their mission had been clear, their sense of right and wrong unwavering. But here, now, in this room, that clarity had blurred, dissolved into something unrecognizable.
What had become of him? What would he become?
Cortha’s pulse quickened as the weight of her own indecision settled on her chest. Is this the price of justice? Her thoughts screamed as she watched Tezlin press on, every word, every gesture a confirmation that this was the path they had chosen. The council wanted answers, and Tezlin was delivering them with terrifying precision. But it wasn’t just the answers Cortha was concerned with now. It was the man beside her—the man she thought she knew, the man who was slipping further into something monstrous.
She could feel the darkness in the room tightening around her, the cold stone walls seeming to draw in closer with every passing moment. The echoes of the prisoner’s sobs, the desperate pleas for mercy, mixed with the sharp, clipped commands of Tezlin. There was no mercy here. There never had been.
The interrogations were no longer isolated events—they were a constant, an agonizing rhythm that Cortha found herself unable to escape. Each day, each session bled into the next, the weight of it pressing down on her like a physical force. When she entered the chamber now, it wasn’t just the prisoners she feared. It was the slow, creeping sense of corruption that had taken root inside her, inside Tezlin. It was the growing realization that the line between duty and cruelty was thinner than they had ever imagined.
Time lost meaning in that place. The endless hours stretched and blurred into one long, grim cycle. Cortha’s mind had become accustomed to the sound of chains clinking, the muffled cries of men broken by pain. She could no longer hear the difference between the prisoners’ voices and her own thoughts. They had become a part of her—entwined, inseparable. She could feel the walls closing in around her, the stone absorbing every sound, every breath, until the air felt thick with the weight of the suffering that had soaked into its very foundations.
And as Tezlin spoke again, his voice low, almost predatory, Cortha’s chest tightened. She had known this day would come. She had known that sooner or later, they would all have to cross a line they could never return from. But now, standing in the aftermath of it, she wasn’t sure who she had become—or who Tezlin was anymore.
The fire inside him was consuming them both, and neither of them knew how to stop it.
The air in the room was thick, laden with the stench of sweat, blood, and stale stone. It felt like the walls themselves were pressing in, closing the space between them until the world outside seemed miles away, unreachable. The small interrogation chamber was dimly lit by a single candle flickering on a nearby table, casting long shadows that twisted like ghosts in the corners. The harsh, uneven light made the scene before Cortha appear almost unreal—a nightmare that blurred the lines between what was right and what was necessary.
Elric, slumped in a battered wooden chair, was barely holding himself together. His skin was bruised, his shirt torn, and his eyes—wide, frantic—flitted from one corner of the room to the other, as though searching for a way out that didn’t exist. His chest heaved with shallow, panicked breaths, the raw, ragged sobs escaping him now and then. He was a shell of a man, a soldier caught in a web that had already begun to consume him. But this wasn’t the first time Cortha had seen a man like this. She had seen dozens—maybe hundreds—of faces twisted by fear and pain, voices pleading for mercy that never came. But still, each time it felt like a shard of something deep inside her was being chipped away. And today, as the weight of his fear washed over her, it felt heavier than ever.
Tezlin stood beside him, his presence like a looming shadow, cold and unyielding. His voice was a whip crack—sharp, commanding, as he pushed Elric further into the pit of desperation. “You know what we want. Names. Locations. The network. Now.” His tone was smooth, detached, like he was simply conducting a business transaction. No emotion, no hesitation—just a demand for results.
Elric’s eyes flared, his hands trembling as they clutched the edges of the chair, his nails digging into the wood. “I—I don’t know anything!” His voice was hoarse, breaking on the edges, like the words were physically painful to speak. “I’m just a foot soldier! Please… I don’t know anything, I swear!”
Tezlin’s expression didn’t change. He moved closer to the man, a predator closing in on its prey, his dark eyes locked onto Elric’s with an almost eerie calm. Without a word, he pressed a thumb against the man’s throat, his fingers tightening just enough to silence him. Elric’s voice choked off, his eyes widening in terror as he struggled to breathe. The room held its breath, a tense, suffocating silence that stretched on longer than it should have.
“You know more than that,” Tezlin said softly, his voice barely a whisper now, but it carried an icy finality. “Tell me. Or I’ll make you regret it.”
Cortha’s heart skipped in her chest, and her stomach twisted violently. She had been here before—watching, waiting, silently screaming inside. But this time it felt different. The desperation on Elric’s face, the way his body convulsed with fear, it all felt too real. Too raw. She had tried to intervene before, tried to soften Tezlin’s methods, to reach for a compromise that never came. But the Blejek Council had made their position clear—no mercy, no hesitation. They wanted answers, and they wanted them fast. The Crimson Fist’s reign of terror had to be stopped, no matter the cost.
The silence stretched on, broken only by Elric’s labored gasps as Tezlin’s thumb remained firmly pressed against his throat. Cortha’s fingers clenched into fists, the muscles in her hands straining with the effort to stay composed. The room seemed to close in around her, the walls tightening as though they were conspiring with the suffocating atmosphere. Her chest felt tight, her breath shallow and uneven. She had been part of this for too long now, too deep. The blood on her hands was no longer a distant stain—it was part of her, in her, the weight of it pressing down on her more with each passing day.
Her eyes flicked over to the decanter of water sitting forgotten on the side table. She took a step toward it, her legs heavy, as though the very act of moving required a force greater than her own. She reached for the decanter, the glass cool and smooth in her hand, and poured a small amount into a cup. The water shimmered in the flickering light, the only thing in the room that seemed unaffected by the growing tension. She stared at it for a moment, as if it held the answers to the questions swirling inside her, as if it could wash away the nausea, the guilt, the sense that she was no longer in control of her own decisions.
Elric’s sobs broke through the silence, the sound gut-wrenching, raw. His shoulders shook violently, the tremors of his fear almost palpable. He was falling apart in front of them, but he was also the tool they needed. The more he broke, the more they would learn, the closer they would get to tearing apart the Crimson Fist and ending this madness. She should have felt relief. But all she felt was a rising tide of disgust, of hopelessness, as the room seemed to shrink around her.
The water in her cup rippled as her hand shook, and she closed her eyes for a moment, breathing deeply, trying to center herself. Focus, she told herself. Just breathe. She had to be stronger than this. She had to push past the unease, the flickering doubts that danced at the edge of her thoughts. But with each breath, the weight in her chest grew heavier, as though it was all crashing down around her.
She wasn’t just watching anymore. She wasn’t an outsider, looking in at the horrors unfolding. She was part of it now, just as complicit as Tezlin in extracting the information they needed. It was all a machine, and she was a cog in its gears. No one had ever warned her how this would feel—the erosion of her own humanity, bit by bit, each interrogation, each scream, each sob, each drop of blood spilled. The moral lines had blurred long ago, and now, there was only this—the endless cycle of extraction, of brutality, of necessity.
And yet, despite the revulsion gnawing at her insides, despite the way her stomach twisted in protest, she couldn’t stop herself. The world outside—the one they were supposed to protect, the one that was slipping into chaos—didn’t allow for hesitation, for weakness. If they didn’t break the Crimson Fist now, it would only get worse. More lives would be lost. More blood would spill.
Cortha glanced back at Tezlin, watching as he leaned in closer to Elric, his expression cold, implacable. She didn’t know how long he had been like this, how long the darkness had been creeping into him, but it was unmistakable now. It was in his eyes, in the way he moved, in the quiet authority with which he commanded the room.
Her gaze shifted back to Elric, still trembling, still begging, his words now little more than incoherent pleas.
Cortha turned away, her heart heavy, and she swallowed the rising tide of bile in her throat. There were no heroes in this room. Only soldiers. Only survivors. And sometimes, survival came at a cost too high to comprehend.
The room was cold, the stone walls pressed in with a relentless heaviness that made the air feel thick, stifling. Even the dim light from the single flickering candle did little to dispel the oppressive silence, hanging like a weight between them. The stone beneath her boots felt damp, the chill creeping up her legs as she stood there, watching Tezlin work.
But it was the faint, endless rustle of the trees that lingered in her mind, the only sound that had ever brought her any sense of peace. It came from somewhere deep within her memory, a memory from years ago, long before the Blejek Council had turned her life into this… this war.
She had been in the forest then, Nyx by her side, the mare's soft snorting blending with the whisper of leaves in the wind. The canopy above had been thick, the sunlight filtering through the branches in scattered patches, a dappled dance of gold and green. Back then, the world had felt simpler—clearer, somehow. She could feel the earth beneath her feet, steady and sure. And though she hadn’t known it then, there had been a peace in that simplicity, a peace that now seemed impossible to grasp.
But that was before the Council, before this web of shadows and blood, before the endless nights spent in darkened rooms, torturing herself with the knowledge of how far she had fallen.
I’ve changed, she thought bitterly. And so has the world around me.
The thought caught her, unbidden, and she clenched her jaw against it. The bitter taste of it lingered, sharp and cold, but she couldn't let herself dwell on it. Not now. If she did, if she let that bitterness seep into her bones, if she let the doubt spiral in like it always did in the quiet moments, it would destroy her. It would drown her.
It was too dangerous, too reckless. Who else would fight if she succumbed? The Crimson Fist was out there, feeding on the chaos, striking when the world was weakest. If she faltered, if she let herself be consumed by the darkness inside, the realm would fall.
She took a slow, steadying breath, forcing the tension from her shoulders. She could still feel the weight of everything pressing down, but she could handle it. I am still Cortha, she reminded herself. I am still fighting for what’s right.
The words rang hollow, even to her, but they were enough to push the doubt away, at least for a moment. She stepped forward, setting the cup of water down with a sharp clink that seemed to echo louder than it should have. The motion felt almost mechanical, the same way her thoughts had become lately—focused only on the next step, the next choice, the next moment of survival. Tezlin’s voice continued to cut through the air, harsh and commanding, but Cortha barely registered the words anymore. She had learned to tune out the noise. Focus. Focus on the endgame.
She had to. She needed to.
Elric’s eyes snapped to hers, wild and desperate, and for a fleeting moment, she thought she saw a flicker of recognition in them—perhaps the same hollow look that she had seen in her own reflection in darker times. She locked her gaze with his, unflinching. His terror was palpable, suffocating in its intensity. He was a man broken—physically, emotionally, spiritually. He had nothing left to cling to but the hope of survival, and that hope was slipping through his fingers.
And yet, despite that raw, unbridled fear that hung in the air, Cortha felt the heat of something else building inside her. The anger—yes, the anger was there—but it wasn’t the righteous anger she had once felt when she had stood before the Council, pleading for justice. No. Now, it was about something else.
It was survival.
Her hand tightened around the edge of the table, her fingers curling into the rough wood as she steadied herself. She could feel the pulse of her own heart, the rapid thrum of her blood as she stood there, trapped between the woman she used to be and the one she had become. The woman who would do whatever it took. The woman who would fight and kill, if necessary, to protect what was left of this realm.
The Crimson Fist will not win. Not on my watch.
It was a thought she had forced herself to repeat every night before sleep, and it had become a mantra she could almost believe. Almost.
She leaned in closer, her voice lower but no less commanding. “Tell us what you know,” she said, the words sharp, slicing through the air. The calmness in her tone surprised her, almost. It was as though something had clicked within her, some barrier she had not realized was there. But it wasn’t mercy that guided her now. It was strategy. The same cold calculation that had seen her through countless missions, countless decisions where there had been no easy answers, only the need to survive.
“You’ll speak,” she continued, her voice growing colder. “And you’ll save yourself from more pain. If you don’t… we’ll find a way to make you talk.”
The words felt like a poison she had just swallowed, but she kept her gaze steady on Elric. She wouldn’t flinch. Not this time. He was a pawn, just like everyone else in this game. He had made his choices, just as she had. His survival—or his death—was irrelevant in the bigger picture.
Her stomach twisted. She didn’t want to admit it, but the toll was starting to show. The emotional weight of this life—of these decisions—was starting to gnaw at her. She was more tired than she let on, and it was harder to swallow the taste of betrayal when every mission, every conversation, every choice, felt like another layer of her humanity being stripped away. But there was no room for weakness now. Not here. Not now.
Tezlin continued to stand by, his sharp eyes fixed on Elric, unblinking, unwavering. His expression never wavered—his presence, as cold and unyielding as the walls surrounding them. Cortha could feel his eyes on her, too, the silent judgment that lingered, unspoken but ever-present. She knew he thought she had softened, that she had lost her edge. But they were different. Tezlin had long since abandoned any pretense of humanity, and Cortha... well, Cortha wasn’t sure anymore.
Elric’s breath hitched, his eyes darting between them. It was as if he could sense the fracture in her resolve, the moment of hesitation. His body shook, a silent sob escaping him, his voice cracking as he spoke, “I… I don’t know much… But I know… there’s a meeting tomorrow. At the docks. I don’t know who, but… but it’s important. They’ve been planning something. Something big.”
Cortha’s breath stilled. The words hung in the air, heavy and dangerous, like a storm cloud ready to burst. Tomorrow. The docks. Something big.
It wasn’t much. But it was enough. Cortha’s pulse quickened, her focus narrowing to that one fragile thread of information. She nodded sharply, and though the weight of Elric’s confession felt like another cut to her soul, there was no time to dwell on it.
Her mind was already racing, calculating the next steps, the implications. The game had changed again.
And she would be ready.
Every new captive was another piece in the twisted puzzle they were struggling to solve. Each session chipped away at Cortha's resolve, until she barely recognized the woman she had once been. The heavy stone walls of the Blejek mansion seemed to press in closer with every passing day, the flickering torchlight casting long shadows across her path, as if even the walls were whispering secrets she wasn’t meant to hear. It felt as though the weight of it all was wearing her down, slowly, relentlessly—like the pulse of an unseen tide.
She didn’t understand how Tezlin managed to endure it. His posture never wavered. His focus never faltered. He was the perfect machine, every movement calculated, every word precise. But Cortha felt herself crumbling, bit by bit, with each confession, each twisted piece of information. Her hands shook at night. Her sleep was fractured. She could barely remember what it felt like to be at peace. And Tezlin? He didn’t seem to feel it.
It wasn’t that she resented him for it—not exactly. But there was a gnawing feeling in her chest, something raw and bitter. Every time she looked at him, her own resilience felt like it was slipping away. She’d never known him to be human before. She’d never seen him vulnerable. But tonight… tonight was different.
Cortha’s boots made soft, uneven sounds as she walked through the Blejek mansion’s hallways, the air thick with the scent of old stone and stale firewood. The flickering torchlight bounced off the cold walls, casting shadows that seemed to stretch forever, deep into corners she had long since stopped inspecting. Her mind was far from the long corridors, though. The interrogation had been brutal—another round of whispers and half-truths, but nothing solid, nothing that brought her any closer to understanding the bigger picture. Every time she thought she might be making progress, it seemed as if the goalposts had moved, and all she could do was chase them further into the dark.
But tonight, something pulled her toward the war room.
Tezlin sat alone, hunched over the map that covered the table in front of him, his back rigid, his eyes narrowed in concentration. The shadows caught the angles of his face, and for the first time since she had known him, he seemed… broken. Not physically, no. His body was as unmoving as ever, but there was something in his gaze—something that made him look human, vulnerable, in a way she’d never seen before.
She hesitated at the door, watching him for a long moment before stepping inside. Her voice, when she spoke, was soft, almost unsure. “Tezlin?”
He didn’t look up immediately, his eyes tracing some invisible line across the map. But when he did, the emptiness there hit her like a physical blow. His gaze had lost its sharp edge, the cold calculation that always seemed to define him. The look in his eyes was… distant. Defeated.
“What is it, Cortha?” His voice was flat, devoid of its usual edge, the words carrying a weight she hadn’t heard before. Weariness clung to him, as though every breath was too much.
She stepped closer, unable to mask the concern in her voice. “Are you… alright?”
Tezlin’s laugh came out bitter, an empty sound that didn’t reach his eyes. “Not the knight in shining armor you expected?” His voice was rough with exhaustion, the kind of exhaustion that ran deeper than just physical fatigue. It was the sort of weariness that settled in your bones, that made you question why you bothered getting up in the first place.
Cortha frowned, feeling something knot in her chest. “I’ve never seen you like this before,” she said, her voice quieter, tinged with disbelief.
Tezlin met her gaze, and for a moment, the mask of indifference cracked. His eyes were hard, yes, but now they seemed tinged with something more—something vulnerable. “Run away if you want,” he spat, his tone sharp, laced with frustration. “If you can’t handle it. No one will chase you down.”
The words stung more than she expected. “I wasn’t judging you,” she said, her voice tight, the hurt evident in her chest. “And I’m not running away.”
There was a moment of silence, thick with tension, where only the distant sounds of the mansion seemed to fill the air—the low creak of the building settling, the occasional whisper of the wind outside. Cortha felt it then—the space between them, stretched thin and brittle. Tezlin wasn’t just shutting her out; he was actively pushing her away. And she could feel it, like a wall of stone being built right in front of her.
He gave a short, dismissive snort, his gaze dropping back to the map. “You think you know me? You think you understand what this really is?” His voice was lower now, quieter, but there was an edge to it. “You don’t.”
Cortha didn’t know how to respond to that. She had thought she understood him—thought she had seen through his cold exterior to the man beneath. But now, with the exhaustion weighing on him and the hardness in his eyes, she wasn’t sure of anything.
Chapter 17
The war room was suffocating in its silence. Outside, the wind howled, shaking the windows, but inside, it felt like the walls were closing in. The weight of the decisions she had made, the weight of this entire mission, pressed down on her like a heavy fog.
She hadn’t seen it before, not like this—the way Tezlin was unraveling, bit by bit, until nothing was left but a soldier who didn’t know how to stop. She had thought he was indestructible, an instrument of vengeance. But now she could see that even he had limits. He was just a man, no different from the rest of them, broken by the weight of the endless violence they were all caught in.
And Cortha could feel it too—how this mission, this endless cycle of interrogation and betrayal, was starting to break her. She had seen it in the flicker of emotion in Tezlin’s eyes when he had questioned Elric—the Crimson Fist operative. The grief had been there, raw and unguarded, in a way that wasn’t just the loss of comrades or the burden of battle. It had been personal. Cortha had seen that grief in her own reflection, mirrored in his stare. They were all losing pieces of themselves.
“I’m not running,” Cortha finally said, her voice steady but firm. “But you…” She hesitated, the words sticking in her throat. “You’re not invincible, Tezlin. You’re human.”
He didn’t respond, but for the first time, Cortha saw the cracks in the facade he had worked so hard to maintain. And for the first time, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what was inside.
Cortha hesitated outside Tezlin's door, her hand gripping the cold iron handle. The air in the hallway felt heavy, as if it carried the weight of her own indecision. She could hear the faint sound of scratching—a pen against paper. It was a sound that, under normal circumstances, might have been soothing, but tonight, it grated on her nerves. She had seen something in Tezlin earlier, a crack in the armor he always wore so effortlessly. Something that made her hesitate now, her chest tight with unease.
Finally, summoning her resolve, she pushed the door open. The hinges groaned softly, the sound amplifying the oppressive quiet of the room. Inside, Tezlin sat at his desk, his back rigid, the sharp angles of his frame outlined by the flickering light of a single oil lamp. The room smelled of parchment, old ink, and steel—a testament to the countless hours he spent here, alone, drowning in his obsession with the Crimson Fist.
“Tezlin,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. It felt intrusive in the stillness of the room. He didn’t turn, his pen continuing its deliberate motions over a sheet of parchment. His silence was a wall, deliberate and impenetrable. But she stepped closer anyway, her boots making faint echoes against the polished stone floor.
“You can’t keep this up forever,” she said, her tone sharper now, cutting through the quiet. “I’ve seen it in you, Tezlin. You’re unraveling.”
He paused, the pen halting mid-stroke. Slowly, he set it down, his hand lingering as if reluctant to let go. His head dipped slightly, his shoulders sagging under an invisible weight. “What do you want me to say, Cortha?” His voice was low, hoarse. “That you’re right? That I’m falling apart?” He laughed bitterly, the sound devoid of humor. “I don’t have the luxury of falling apart.”
The words hit her like a slap, and she took another step closer, her eyes fixed on his back. “Luxury?” she echoed, her voice filled with disbelief. “Tezlin, this isn’t about luxury. This is about survival. And if you keep pushing yourself like this, you won’t have anything left to fight with.”
He turned then, his movements slow, deliberate. When his eyes met hers, the impact was immediate. They were hollow, shadowed by sleepless nights and something far darker—grief that had settled so deeply it seemed to have hollowed him out.
“My sister is dead,” he said flatly, the words cutting through the space between them like a blade. “She’s dead because of the Crimson Fist. They burned her alive, Cortha. Do you understand that?” His voice cracked on the last word, betraying the composure he fought so hard to maintain. “And I wasn’t there to save her.”
Cortha’s breath caught. She had known about his sister—everyone had. It was whispered in the corridors of the Blejek mansion, the tragedy that had shaped Tezlin into the relentless figure he was now. But hearing it from him, in his own voice, was something else entirely. It stripped away the stoicism, revealing the raw, unfiltered pain beneath.
“Tezlin…” she began, but he cut her off, his voice rising.
“No,” he said, his tone sharp and unyielding. “Don’t pity me. Don’t you dare. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I do this. Every interrogation, every piece of intelligence—it’s all for her. Because if I stop, if I let myself feel any of it, they win. They get to keep her death as a victory.”
“You think this is winning?” she shot back, her voice trembling with anger. “You think letting that pain consume you is what she would’ve wanted?”
He flinched at that, a flicker of vulnerability breaking through the anger in his eyes. “What do you know about it?” he hissed. “What do you know about carrying something so heavy it feels like it’s crushing you every damn day?”
Cortha stepped closer, her voice softening, though it lost none of its intensity. “I know what it’s like to carry guilt, Tezlin. To feel like you’ve failed the people you care about. But this—this isn’t the way. You’re not avenging her. You’re destroying yourself.”
The room fell silent except for the faint crackle of the lamp. Tezlin leaned heavily against the desk, his hands gripping the edge as if to ground himself. For a moment, he looked utterly lost, a man caught in the undertow of his own grief.
“What am I supposed to do, Cortha?” he asked finally, his voice breaking. “What do you want from me?”
“I want you to let someone in,” she said firmly. “I want you to stop carrying this alone. Because if you keep going like this, you’re not just going to lose yourself—you’re going to lose the war.”
Her words hung in the air, heavy and unrelenting. For the first time, she thought she saw a flicker of understanding in his eyes, a glimmer of something that might have been hope. But it was gone as quickly as it came, replaced by the familiar mask of determination.
“Go get some rest, Cortha,” he said finally, turning back to his desk. His voice was quieter now, but the wall between them was firmly back in place. “We have work to do tomorrow.”
Cortha hesitated, torn between pushing further and giving him the space he clearly wanted. Finally, she turned and walked to the door, her footsteps slow and deliberate. As she left, the weight of their conversation settled heavily on her shoulders. She couldn’t shake the feeling that, no matter how hard she tried, she was losing Tezlin to the same darkness they were fighting against.
He shook his head sharply, his jaw set with a stubbornness that Cortha knew all too well. “No,” he said through clenched teeth. “It makes me stronger. I can’t let it make me weak.” 
“But it is,” Cortha murmured, her voice thick with understanding. “It’s making you crueler. You’ve become someone you don’t even recognize anymore. And I know you don’t want that. I know you’re still in there.” 
Tezlin stood abruptly, his chair scraping loudly against the stone floor. His fists were clenched at his sides, and for a moment, Cortha feared he might lash out. But he didn’t. Instead, his shoulders slumped, the fight draining out of him like air from a punctured balloon. 
“You think I don’t know that?” he whispered, his voice cracking slightly. “You think I don’t feel it every damn day? The anger, the hatred, the need for revenge—it’s all consuming. But it’s the only thing keeping me moving. Without it…” His voice trailed off, and he didn’t finish the thought. 

Cortha shifted her weight, her boots scuffing lightly against the stone floor as she took a deliberate step closer. The faint glow of the lantern on Tezlin’s desk threw deep shadows across the room, highlighting the taut lines of his face and the tension in his hands. She could see how tightly he gripped the edge of the desk, his knuckles pale against the dimly lit wood. The air between them was thick, like the weight of a storm just before it breaks.
“Tezlin,” she began, her voice steady but edged with something softer, almost pleading, “you can’t carry this alone. You have to let it go. You’re not the only one fighting this battle anymore.” Her voice faltered for a moment as she searched for the words, but her resolve held. “We’re all in this together. But if you don’t find a way to heal—to move past this—it’ll consume you.”
Tezlin finally met her gaze, and the intensity in his eyes struck her like a blade. They were stormy and sharp, filled with a pain so deep it seemed endless. For a fleeting moment, she saw something shift in his expression—an unguarded flicker of vulnerability. It was as if the walls he had so meticulously built were crumbling, brick by brick, just long enough for her to glimpse the rawness inside. His voice, when he spoke, was hoarse, almost broken.
“I don’t know how,” he admitted, each word carrying the weight of a confession he’d held back for far too long. “But I can’t stop. Not while they’re still out there. Not until they’re gone.”
Cortha swallowed hard, the lump in her throat making her chest ache. She understood that torment too well. How many times had she stood in his place, staring down the abyss of vengeance, ready to lose herself in it completely? She glanced at the desk where maps and reports were scattered in chaotic disarray, the evidence of countless sleepless nights and unrelenting pursuit.
“Then let me help you,” she said, her tone firmer now, carrying an urgency she couldn’t suppress. “But not like this. You’re burning yourself alive, Tezlin. And if you keep going, there won’t be anything left of you when it’s over.”
For a moment, the room fell into silence. The only sounds were the faint crackle of the lantern’s flame and the muted hum of the wind outside the stone walls. Tezlin’s shoulders sagged slightly, a barely perceptible release of the tension that seemed to have been holding him upright. His lips pressed into a thin line before he gave a slight, reluctant nod.
“Thank you,” he said quietly, the words almost a whisper. They carried no promise, no absolution—just a quiet acknowledgment of her offer. “But don’t expect miracles.”
Cortha allowed herself a small, almost imperceptible smile, one tinged with understanding rather than triumph. “I don’t need miracles, Tezlin. I just need you to remember you’re not alone.”
She turned toward the door, her footsteps echoing faintly in the stillness of the room. As she reached the threshold, she paused, her hand resting on the doorframe for a moment longer than necessary. The weight of Tezlin’s pain clung to her like a second skin, heavy and inescapable. She glanced back, catching one last glimpse of him silhouetted against the lantern’s glow—his head bowed, his hands trembling ever so slightly against the desk.
When the door closed softly behind her, Cortha let out a shaky breath, her chest tightening under the weight of everything unsaid. She walked the dimly lit corridor back to her quarters, the cold stone beneath her feet grounding her in a way that words couldn’t. Her mind raced with possibilities, strategies, ways to help him before he unraveled completely.
And yet, as she reached her room and shut the door behind her, she couldn’t shake the feeling that time was slipping through her fingers. The Crimson Fist wasn’t just Tezlin’s demon to fight—it was hers too, theirs together. And every moment spent fighting their inner battles brought the real enemy closer to their doorstep.
She glanced out the small, frost-covered window at the vast expanse of darkened fields beyond, a chill creeping into her bones. Somewhere out there, their enemies were plotting, moving, gaining ground. If they couldn’t find a way to hold themselves together, everything they’d fought for would collapse.
Tomorrow, she thought grimly, tomorrow they’d need to be stronger. For now, though, she let herself feel the weight of it all—the grief, the exhaustion, the hope buried somewhere beneath it. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep her going. For now.
The room was dimly lit, the fire in the hearth crackling low, casting restless shadows that danced along the stone walls. Tezlin stood by the window, his silhouette sharp against the moonlight filtering through the frost-laced glass. His shoulders were tense, his posture rigid, like a coiled spring that refused to snap. With a heavy sigh, he ran a hand through his disheveled hair, the strands sticking up in erratic angles. His voice, when it came, was quiet but charged with a raw, simmering intensity.
“I know,” he said, his tone weary and brittle. “I’m sorry. But this war—it isn’t just strategies and skirmishes for me. It’s personal. My sister…” His voice caught for a moment, but he forced himself to continue, his gaze fixed on some distant point beyond the glass. “She was killed by them. The Crimson Fist took her from me. I will destroy them, Cortha. Whatever it takes.”
Cortha’s breath hitched, the weight of his words sinking in like stones in her chest. She had always known Tezlin as sharp and unyielding, a man who saw the battlefield as a chessboard and himself as the master of its pieces. But this...this was different. Beneath the calculating exterior was a well of grief and rage, so deep it threatened to consume him. She stepped closer, her boots scuffing softly against the worn wooden floor.
“I’m so sorry, Tezlin,” she said, her voice quieter now, almost hesitant. “I didn’t know.” Her words felt small, inadequate, as if they could never measure up to the weight of his loss.
Tezlin turned to face her, and the look in his eyes was like a storm—anger and sorrow crashing together in waves. “You couldn’t know,” he said, the sharp edge of his voice cutting through the space between them. “You can’t understand.”
The accusation stung more than she cared to admit, but she swallowed her retort. He wasn’t wrong. How could she understand? The pain he carried was a burden she’d never borne. And yet, the guilt clawed at her, a gnawing ache that demanded she try. She took another step closer, her hand reaching out but stopping short of touching him.
“You’re right,” she said, her voice steady but edged with urgency. “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through. But I want to. Let me help you, Tezlin. Don’t shut me out.”
For a moment, his mask slipped. The hardness in his features softened just enough to reveal the exhaustion beneath, the battle he fought not just on the field but within himself. He let out a shaky breath, his gaze dropping to the floor.
“Thank you, Cortha,” he said, the words quiet and uneven, as if they’d been dragged out of him. “I’ve been...too hard on you.” He hesitated, the faintest flicker of vulnerability breaking through his usual stoicism. “I just—I don’t know how to let this go.”
The admission hung in the air between them, heavy and fragile. Cortha nodded, her heart aching for him in a way she hadn’t expected. “You don’t have to do it all at once,” she said gently. “But you don’t have to do it alone, either. Whatever happens, I’m here.”
Tezlin’s lips pressed into a thin line, and he gave a small, almost imperceptible nod. The firelight cast fleeting warmth over his face, but the shadows in his eyes remained.
They stood in silence for a moment, the only sound the faint crackle of the dying fire. Outside, the wind howled through the narrow streets, a reminder of the world beyond this room—a world still waiting to be saved or damned by their choices.
Finally, Tezlin straightened, his composure slipping back into place like armor. “We should focus on the next move,” he said, his voice firmer now, though the cracks in it were still there if she listened closely. “The Crimson Fist won’t wait for us to sort through our ghosts.”
Cortha nodded, though her chest still felt tight. “Agreed. But Tezlin,” she added, her gaze locking onto his, “don’t forget what you just said. You’re not in this alone.”
He didn’t respond, but something in his expression shifted—a flicker of acknowledgment before he turned back to the window, his hands clasping behind his back.
As Cortha left the room, the weight of his grief followed her, a haunting echo in her mind. She knew Tezlin’s pain wouldn’t fade easily, just as she knew that their shared enemy, the Crimson Fist, wouldn’t rest until everything they cared about lay in ashes. The stakes had never felt higher, and the path forward had never felt more perilous.
But for now, there was work to be done. The war didn’t wait for broken hearts or wounded souls—it demanded action. And she would be ready. They both would, or it would destroy them.
The dim room felt more like a tomb than a place for justice. Shadows stretched long across the damp stone walls, flickering with each hiss of the sputtering lantern overhead. The air was heavy, not just with the acrid smell of old blood and damp mildew, but with the weight of too many secrets. Cortha sat stiffly at the splintered wooden table, her arms crossed, her eyes drilling into the man slouched before her. He reeked of fear and sweat, his tunic stained and clinging to his trembling frame. Yet, his eyes, rimmed red from exhaustion, still burned with a quiet defiance.
Tezlin loomed nearby, pacing. His boots struck the uneven stone floor with a rhythmic thud, each step echoing like a countdown to the man’s breaking point. His shadow moved with him, tall and jagged, amplifying his presence in the small, suffocating room. He didn’t speak yet—he didn’t need to. The weight of his presence said enough.
Cortha leaned forward, her voice low but cutting, her words precise and deliberate. “You’ve seen what we can do. You know how this ends if you don’t talk. Tell us about the Crimson Fist’s plans.”
The man flinched but didn’t immediately answer. His gaze flicked between Cortha’s piercing eyes and Tezlin’s relentless pacing, as if weighing which of them would end him first. After a long silence, he swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing visibly in his thin neck.
“Fine,” he rasped, his voice cracking under the strain. “But I want protection. If I tell you, the Crimson Fist will hunt me down. They’ll make what you’ve done here look like mercy.”
Tezlin stopped mid-step and turned, his expression cold and unreadable. He moved closer, leaning down until his face was just inches from the prisoner’s. His voice was low, steady, and dangerous. “You’ll have protection. As much as we can offer. Now speak.”
The man hesitated, his breath coming in short, shallow bursts. He licked his cracked lips, his resolve crumbling like dried mortar. “There are spies,” he said finally, his voice trembling but urgent. “Inside the capital. Deep inside. They’ve wormed their way into the council’s inner circle. That’s how Jediah and Vexa have been staying ahead of you. They know everything. Movements, plans, resources... everything.”
Cortha’s stomach churned. The weight of his words hit her like a blow. She forced herself to keep her voice steady, though her pulse hammered in her ears. “How many? Who are they?”
“I don’t know names,” the man said, shaking his head violently. “They’re well-placed. Trusted. That’s all I know. But they’re feeding your every move straight to the Crimson Fist.”
The room fell into an oppressive silence, broken only by the drip of condensation from the ceiling and the faint rasp of Tezlin’s controlled breathing. He turned abruptly, stepping back toward the table, and planted his hands on its surface. “We’re missing something,” he said, his tone sharp and unyielding. “This isn’t just a rebellion. This is systematic. Coordinated. Someone in the Blejek is working against us.”
Cortha met his gaze, frowning. “Tezlin, you don’t know that. This could be an attempt to sow discord. Misdirection.”
Tezlin’s eyes narrowed, his expression hardening. “No,” he said firmly. “It fits. The way they’ve been ahead of us at every turn? The council leaks. The failed operations. It’s not a coincidence. There’s a rot in the Blejek, and it’s running deep.”
“Or it’s your paranoia talking,” Cortha countered, her tone sharper than she intended. “We’re all under pressure, and it’s making you see enemies everywhere.”
“Pressure doesn’t explain precision,” Tezlin snapped, straightening. His hands clenched into fists at his sides. “They’ve known too much. Too much. This isn’t nerves, Cortha. This is betrayal.”
Cortha shook her head but said nothing. She wanted to believe he was wrong—needed to—but the gnawing doubt had already sunk its teeth into her. If Tezlin was right, if there were spies in the council, it would mean unraveling everything they’d worked for.
She turned back to the prisoner, whose shoulders sagged with exhaustion, his head bowed. “You’re certain about the spies?” she asked, her voice quieter but no less insistent.
“Dead certain,” he muttered, his tone defeated. “You think they’d trust someone like me with the details? No. But I’ve heard things. Seen things. Enough to know.”
Tezlin stepped away from the table, his pacing resuming, each step more restless than the last. “If this is true, then we’ve been compromised from the start. We’re not just fighting an enemy out there—we’re fighting one within.”
Cortha glanced at him, her chest tightening. The room felt colder now, the flickering lantern light doing little to dispel the growing shadows. “Then we need proof,” she said, forcing herself to sound resolute. “We can’t act on suspicion alone.”
“Proof will come,” Tezlin said, his voice dark. “One way or another. But until then, we trust no one.”
His words hung heavy in the air, their implications suffocating. Cortha looked at the prisoner one last time before rising from her seat. “We’ll see about getting you protection,” she said, her tone clipped. “But don’t think for a second that you’re safe if you’ve lied to us.”
The man nodded weakly, his defiance extinguished.
As they left the interrogation chamber, the corridor beyond felt no less oppressive. The walls seemed to close in, the torches casting long, jagged shadows that danced with a malevolent life of their own.
“If there are spies,” Cortha said quietly, her voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry, “we’ll need to move fast. Before they realize we know.”
Tezlin gave a curt nod, his jaw set. “Then we start now. No more second-guessing. No more hesitation. We’re running out of time, and the Crimson Fist is counting on us to fail.”
The stakes had never felt higher, and the enemy had never seemed closer.
The interrogation room was suffocating. A single oil lamp flickered on the table, casting warped shadows on the stone walls. The air smelled of sweat, old blood, and the damp chill of a subterranean chamber. Cortha’s boots scuffed against the rough-hewn floor as she shifted her weight, her sharp gaze fixed on the captive slumped before her.
He was scruffy, somewhere in his late thirties, though hardship had aged him beyond his years. His face was pale and grimy, framed by unkempt hair that hung in clumps. A sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead, evidence of the hours he’d spent under their relentless questioning. His shoulders sagged as if carrying an invisible load, but his eyes—sunken and bloodshot—still held a glint of defiance.
Cortha leaned forward, the chair creaking beneath her. Her voice cut through the heavy silence like a blade. “We know there are leaks. You’re going to tell us who’s responsible.”
The man’s head drooped as though her words carried physical weight. He stayed silent, breathing heavily through his nose. His hands, bound in front of him, twitched—whether from cold or fear, she couldn’t tell.
Tezlin stood nearby, his tall frame a shadow against the wall. His arms were crossed, and his expression was carved from stone, his eyes glinting with a dangerous edge. “He’s stalling,” he said, voice low but taut with restrained anger. “If he knew anything useful, we’d have it by now.”
At Tezlin’s words, the captive stirred. A ragged sigh escaped his lips as he raised his head, his gaze flickering from Cortha to Tezlin and back again. There was something there—fear, hesitation, and the faintest flicker of guilt. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out at first. Finally, in a voice rough as gravel, he rasped, “I know there are spies… inside the council.”
Cortha’s pulse quickened. Her hand curled into a fist on the table. “What spies? Names.”
The man flinched at her intensity, licking his cracked lips. “I don’t know names,” he muttered. “But the Crimson Fist has people on the inside. They’re feeding information—your movements, plans, everything. I overheard… pieces. It’s high-ranking. Trusted people.”
The lamp sputtered as Cortha exchanged a glance with Tezlin. His jaw was set, his dark eyes drilling into the captive. He took a step forward, the sound of his boots echoing in the room. “You expect us to believe you only just decided to share this?” His voice was low, but the menace in it was unmistakable. “After sitting through hours of interrogation?”
The captive cowered slightly under Tezlin’s glare. “I—I didn’t want to believe it,” he stammered. “Thought maybe it was just talk. But they know too much—always a step ahead. It’s real. They’re in too deep.”
Cortha’s mind raced. The council was the realm’s bedrock—powerful, divided, and fragile at the best of times. A network of spies within its ranks could shatter everything. The thought of it churned her stomach. She’d noticed cracks in their foundation—whispers, mistrust, inconsistencies—but this was worse than anything she’d feared.
“Specifics,” she snapped. Her voice sliced through the captive’s rambling. “Give me something I can work with.”
The man hesitated, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard. His voice was a strained whisper. “I don’t know much… but I’ve heard a name. ‘Thorne.’ It’s come up more than once.”
Cortha shot to her feet, the chair scraping loudly against the stone. The name struck her like a physical blow. Thorne—a name that carried weight in the council chambers. A name tied to power, influence, and the realm’s defenses.
Tezlin stepped closer, his face dark with suspicion. “Lord Aldric Thorne,” he muttered, as if testing the name aloud. “A military strategist. A patriot. Or so he claims.”
“It doesn’t make sense,” Cortha said, pacing now, her mind spinning. The room seemed to close in on her, the air heavy with the weight of revelation. “Thorne would never... He’s devoted to the realm. He’s too proud to stoop to something like this.”
“Or maybe he’s the perfect candidate,” Tezlin said coldly. “Respected. Untouchable. Who would suspect him?”
The captive’s voice broke through their exchange, desperate and hoarse. “I’m not saying it’s him for sure. Just… the name. I swear, that’s all I know.”
Cortha stopped pacing, her hand brushing the hilt of her dagger. She stared at the man, her eyes narrowing. “If you’re lying—”
“I’m not!” the captive cried, shrinking back in his seat. “That’s all I know, I swear!”
The room fell into a tense silence. The only sound was the faint sputtering of the lamp, the flame casting jittery shadows that seemed to mock them. Cortha turned to Tezlin, her voice low and urgent. “We need to act on this. If there are spies in the council…”
He nodded grimly, finishing her thought. “Then we’re already compromised.”
The air in Cortha’s chambers felt colder than it should, despite the steady crackle of the hearth in the corner. Shadows danced on the stone walls, their flickering shapes mocking her with their restless movement. Her fingers tapped an uneven rhythm on the wooden table, the sound breaking the silence like tiny splinters cracking underfoot.
"Lord Thorne," she muttered, her voice rough, almost disbelieving. The name felt foreign on her tongue now, weighted with the captive's accusations. He wasn’t just a council member—he was the council member. The backbone of Blejek’s military, a man whose strategies had turned the tide of countless battles. To suggest he was a traitor was unthinkable. And yet, here she was, thinking it.
Tezlin’s boots scraped against the floor as he stepped closer, his shadow looming over her. His voice, sharp and uncompromising, cut through her spiraling thoughts. “You can’t go to him alone, Cortha. If there’s even a shred of truth to this, you’re walking into the lion’s den. You don’t know who else could be in on it.”
She turned toward him, her brows furrowed. “And what would you have me do? Sit here and wait while the Crimson Fist tears us apart from the inside? Thorne needs to answer for this. If he’s guilty…” Her voice faltered, the words catching in her throat. The image of Thorne, the man she had respected, standing before her as a traitor—it was too much.
“If he’s guilty, you think he’ll admit it?” Tezlin scoffed, his tone laced with skepticism. “He’s not some common thug you can shake down for answers. He’s powerful, cunning, and if he’s working with the Fist, he’s already ten steps ahead of us.”
The fire popped in the hearth, sending a cascade of sparks into the air. Cortha turned back to the table, staring at the map spread across its surface. It was covered in notes and markings—potential strongholds of the Crimson Fist, supply routes, vulnerable villages. She traced a finger along the lines absentmindedly, the doubt gnawing at her insides.
“What if it’s not just him?” she asked, her voice quieter now, almost a whisper. “What if this runs deeper? The council, the soldiers, the merchants… How far does this rot go?”
Tezlin crossed his arms, his expression hardening. “Then you’ve got a bigger problem than one traitor. And it’s not just your problem, Cortha. It’s all of ours. But you can’t afford to make this personal. Not now.”
Cortha straightened, her jaw tightening as she turned to face him. “It’s already personal,” she said, her voice low but firm. “The Crimson Fist burned Thornbridge to the ground. They murdered Tezlin’s sister. They’ve torn apart families, villages, and now they’re threatening the one thing holding this realm together. Don’t tell me not to make it personal.”
The silence that followed was heavy, punctuated only by the faint whistle of wind outside the chamber window. Tezlin’s eyes softened for a moment, his usual sharpness giving way to something more vulnerable. He sighed, running a hand through his dark hair.
“Fine,” he said, his tone gentler but no less serious. “But if you’re going to confront Thorne, we do it smart. No marching into his estate demanding answers. We gather evidence. We set a trap if we have to. But we don’t act on whispers alone.”
Cortha nodded, though the tension in her shoulders didn’t ease. “You’re right,” she admitted reluctantly. “We need more. But where do we start?”
“The captive,” Tezlin said without hesitation. “He knows more than he’s saying. And if he doesn’t, someone he’s connected to does. He’s a thread, Cortha. Pull it.”
Her lips pressed into a thin line as she considered his words. The captive had given them just enough to sow doubt but not enough to build a case. There was more to uncover, but time wasn’t on their side. If Thorne—or anyone else on the council—was truly working with the Crimson Fist, every second they delayed gave the enemy an advantage.
“Then we work the thread,” she said finally, her voice resolute. “And when we find the truth, we use it. No matter how ugly it gets.”
Tezlin gave her a curt nod. “Good. Because if this is as big as I think it is, you’re going to need every ally you can get.”
As he turned to leave, Cortha let her gaze drift back to the map. Her hand clenched into a fist at her side. Somewhere in the twisted corridors of power, someone was pulling strings, manipulating the council like pieces on a chessboard. And now, doubt had crept into the one place she had always thought unshakable—her faith in the people she fought alongside.

Chapter 18
The fire crackled, casting fleeting shadows on the walls, and she wondered if those shadows were closer to the truth than she dared to admit.
The room reeked of damp stone and stale sweat, a reminder of how long the prisoner had been confined to his cell. The lantern’s flickering light cast erratic shadows on the walls, giving the man’s gaunt face a ghostly appearance. His lips were cracked, his eyes bloodshot, but there was a spark of defiance behind the exhaustion—a flicker of pride in the danger he represented.
Tezlin leaned in, his jaw tight, the tendons in his neck straining. “And Jediah? What is he planning?” His voice was low, sharp, cutting through the heavy silence like a blade.
The prisoner hesitated, his gaze darting between Tezlin and Cortha as if gauging which of them might be the greater threat. His tongue flicked nervously over his parched lips before he spoke, his voice rough. “He’s planning something big. Bigger than anything you’ve seen before. A full-scale assault. They want to cripple the capital, bring the whole council to its knees.”
Cortha stiffened, her pulse quickening. The words weren’t entirely unexpected, but hearing them confirmed made the air feel heavier. She exchanged a tense glance with Tezlin, who looked as if he was barely keeping himself from grabbing the man by the collar and shaking more answers out of him.
“Where are they gathering?” Cortha pressed, her voice steady, though her fingers clenched into fists at her sides. She leaned closer, her shadow falling over the prisoner like a looming specter.
The man shook his head slowly. “I don’t know the exact place. Jediah doesn’t share details with the likes of me. But it’s remote, somewhere they can rally and strike fast. By the time you find it, it might be too late.”
Tezlin muttered a curse under his breath, stepping back and running a hand through his hair in frustration. The flickering lantern light caught on the deep lines of his face, making him look older, wearier. He turned to Cortha, his expression grim. “We need to get this to the council immediately. If they’re mobilizing for an attack, we have to be ready.”
Cortha nodded, though her thoughts churned. “Agreed. But if the council is compromised…” She trailed off, her voice heavy with the weight of implication. She glanced back at the prisoner, her eyes narrowing. “And what about the spies? Who’s working with Jediah inside the capital?”
The prisoner’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. “Oh, you’ll figure it out, eventually. But by then, you might be dealing with more than just spies. The Crimson Fist has deeper roots than you think.”
Cortha’s jaw tightened, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of a reaction. She turned sharply on her heel, motioning for Tezlin to follow. The iron door groaned as it swung open, and the two stepped into the corridor. The air outside the cell was no less oppressive. The walls seemed to close in, the narrow passage dimly lit by sputtering torches.
As they walked, Tezlin’s voice dropped to a low, urgent tone. “If there are spies within the council, this goes beyond just preparing for the attack. We’re fighting an enemy that already knows our every move.”
Cortha’s boots scuffed against the stone floor, her strides purposeful despite the turmoil in her mind. “We can’t let fear cripple us. Paranoia is exactly what they want—it makes us sloppy. We need to stay focused. Verify everything. Everyone.”
“And if it’s Thorne?” Tezlin asked, his tone cold but his eyes searching. “What if it’s someone we’ve trusted for years?”
Cortha’s silence was answer enough. She didn’t want to think about that—not yet. They reached the end of the corridor, the heavy wooden door ahead marked with the sigil of the Blejek Council. Cortha paused, her hand hovering over the iron ring handle. She turned to Tezlin, her eyes hard.
“If we don’t stop them, the capital will burn,” she said. “And if there are traitors in that room, we’ll drag them out into the light.”
Tezlin nodded, his expression as resolute as hers, though the tension in his shoulders betrayed his unease. “Then let’s not waste any more time.”
Cortha pushed open the door, and the echo of it creaking against its hinges reverberated through the room beyond. The chamber was grand but suffocatingly cold, the high ceilings and stone walls offering no comfort. Members of the council turned to face them, their faces a mix of curiosity and suspicion. Somewhere among them, Cortha thought, could be the hand guiding the enemy’s blade.
She stepped forward, her voice steady, but a storm churned within her. “We have urgent news. The Crimson Fist is mobilizing, and if we don’t act now, it won’t be just the villages that fall. It’ll be all of us.”

Eddard’s chambers were austere, dominated by the scent of parchment and the faint tang of ink. Shelves lined the walls, stacked with leather-bound tomes and scrolls, while the only adornments were a single banner bearing the Blejek crest and a worn sword mounted above the fireplace. A wide oak desk, cluttered with maps and reports, separated Eddard from the room’s entrance. The man himself, tall and wiry, looked up sharply as Cortha and Tezlin entered. His gray eyes gleamed with an edge of impatience, a man burdened by years of leadership and intrigue.
“Tezlin. Cortha.” His voice was brisk, the words clipped. “What is it?”
Tezlin stepped forward, his boots echoing against the polished stone floor. His voice, usually calm, carried a tense undercurrent. “We’ve confirmed what we suspected. There are spies within the capital. Possibly within the council itself.” He paused, letting the words settle like a storm cloud. “They’ve been feeding information to the Crimson Fist—our strategies, movements, vulnerabilities. And Jediah is planning a large-scale attack on the capital. It’s imminent.”
The room seemed to contract under the weight of the revelation. Eddard’s expression didn’t falter, but the tightening of his jaw betrayed his reaction. Around the room, council members exchanged anxious glances, their whispers swelling like a rising tide.
Eddard silenced them with a raised hand. “Quiet.” His tone was steel. “This is dire. We must act swiftly. Have you pinpointed the spies?”
Cortha shook her head, stepping forward. Her voice was calm, but her fingers twitched at her sides. “Not yet. But we’ve traced patterns in their leaks. It narrows down who had access to the information. The real problem is time—we don’t know when Jediah will strike or how far his influence spreads. Every moment we delay puts us at greater risk.”
Across the room, Seraphine Vale spoke up. The soft light from a nearby lantern caught the glint of silver strands woven into her dark hair. Her voice, though gentle, carried the weight of authority. “We’ll need to reassess everything. Cortha, it’s no longer safe for you to remain outside the main council grounds. Consider making the eastern barracks your base. You’ll be closer to resources—and further from prying eyes.”
Cortha’s lips pressed into a thin line, but she nodded. “I’ll arrange it. Whatever it takes to stay ahead of this.” Her gaze flicked to Tezlin, who returned a slight nod of agreement.
The council erupted into discussion, voices overlapping as plans began to form. Lord Thorne leaned forward, pointing at a map sprawled across the central table. “The walls are fortified, but the northern gate is vulnerable. If the Crimson Fist strikes there, it’ll be chaos. We need scouts monitoring it day and night.”
Lady Isolde Ravenscar, clad in chainmail that glinted in the firelight, countered with a sharp edge to her tone. “Scouts won’t be enough. If spies are among us, they’ll know where we’re weakest. We need to consider setting traps—turning their plans against them.”
Tezlin crossed his arms, his brow furrowing. “And what if the traps fail? We can’t afford to waste resources on gambits that might not work.”
The tension crackled like a taut wire, but Eddard cut through it again. “Enough. We’ll do both—secure the northern gate and plant misdirection. If Jediah thinks we’re one step behind, he’ll grow careless. But we cannot delay. Cortha, Tezlin, continue your investigation. Find the spies.”
Cortha inclined her head, but a knot of frustration tightened in her chest. Investigating within the council felt like searching for a shadow in the dark, and time was slipping through their fingers like sand. Still, she forced herself to meet Eddard’s gaze. “We’ll uncover the truth. But if Jediah’s attack comes before then, we’ll need every hand prepared.”
“Then prepare them,” Eddard replied, his voice softer but no less commanding. “Failure is not an option.”
As the meeting wound down, Cortha and Tezlin retreated to a quiet corridor. The flickering torchlight danced across the stone walls, casting long shadows that felt like unseen eyes. Tezlin exhaled sharply, running a hand through his dark curls. “You heard them. If there’s a traitor in the council, every move we make could be watched.”
Cortha’s shoulders tightened as she glanced back toward the chamber doors. “I know. And if we don’t act carefully, we could end up doing their work for them.”
He studied her, his usual sharpness tempered by concern. “You’re taking the barracks, then?”
“I don’t have a choice.” Her voice dropped to a murmur. “If Seraphine’s right, being closer to the council could be the only way to stay ahead of this. But if the traitor’s there…”
Tezlin shrugged grimly. “Then you’ll be walking straight into the viper’s den.”
Cortha’s lips curled into a wry smile, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
The Blejek Citadel was quiet at this hour, the night wrapping its cool fingers around the marble towers. Cortha stood near one of the windows in the council chambers, staring out into the city below. The flickering lights of the distant houses seemed so far removed from the storm brewing within the citadel's walls. 
Tezlin, leaning against the far wall, broke the silence. "You’re still thinking about Thorne, aren’t you?" 
Cortha nodded slowly, her eyes fixed on the darkened skyline. "The pieces don't fit, Tezlin. I don’t want to believe it. But I have to. I can't ignore it anymore. If Thorne's involved, it changes everything. But there's something else... something I haven’t fully grasped yet." 
Tezlin moved to stand beside her, his voice low. "You’re talking about Seraphina." 
She glanced at him sharply, her stomach tightening. "How did you know?" 

Tezlin’s lips twisted into a wry, almost bitter smile, the kind that didn’t reach his eyes. "Because I’ve been thinking the same thing. Seraphine’s always been... too perfect. Too eager to play the role of the council’s golden child. She never makes mistakes, never steps out of line, and somehow, she’s always exactly where she needs to be at the right moment. It’s unnatural. And I didn’t like how quickly she latched onto you when you joined." He crossed his arms and leaned back against the cold stone wall, his gaze narrowing. "You’ve been here for years and still look like you’d rather fight a chimera than sit in on another council meeting. But her? She’s as at home in these halls as if she built them herself."
Cortha turned away from him, her fingers tightening around the edge of the window frame. The rough stone bit into her skin, grounding her. Beyond the glass, the city sprawled beneath a shroud of gray clouds, its streets alive with the muted hum of evening activity. Lanterns flickered in the gloom, casting pools of light that failed to pierce the growing shadows.
Her voice, when she spoke, was tight, laced with the conflict she couldn’t shake. "She’s been kind, Tezlin. Helpful in ways no one else has bothered to be. She offered to keep me close, to guide me when I had no one else. She—" Cortha stopped, exhaling sharply. "She made me feel like I belonged here when no one else did." Her knuckles turned white against the stone. "But now... I don’t know. It feels too... strategic. Like she’s playing a game I don’t understand, and I’m just another piece on her board."
Tezlin’s eyes softened for a fleeting moment before his usual guarded expression returned. "Kindness can be a weapon too, Cortha. Don’t mistake her charm for sincerity. If she’s clean, great. But if she’s not..." He trailed off, leaving the unspoken threat hanging in the cold air between them.
Cortha pushed herself away from the window, pacing to the other side of the room. The weight of his words pressed down on her, making her feel like the very walls of the Blejek Citadel were closing in. The room’s dim torchlight flickered across the tapestries depicting Archemere’s history—battles won, treaties signed, enemies vanquished. All those moments had been shaped by decisions made in these very halls, decisions laced with betrayal as often as loyalty.
"Maybe I’m being paranoid," she said, her voice lower now, almost to herself. "But if she is working against us, it would explain so much. The leaks. The perfect timing. The way she’s always one step ahead of everyone else."
Tezlin pushed off the wall, his boots scraping against the stone floor as he moved closer to her. His presence was steady, a quiet contrast to the storm of thoughts raging in her mind. "Paranoia’s what’s kept us alive this long. Don’t second-guess yourself now. Trust your instincts. If Seraphine’s playing us, we need to figure it out before she does any real damage."
Cortha looked up at him, searching his face for some reassurance, some sign that they weren’t hurtling toward disaster. But all she found was a reflection of her own doubt and determination. She let out a slow breath, her resolve hardening. "We’ll watch her. Closely. If there’s something to uncover, we’ll find it."
Tezlin nodded, a flicker of approval crossing his face. "Good. But be careful. If she’s as dangerous as we think, she’s already watching you."
Tezlin’s eyes darkened, his expression hardening. "And that’s the thing, isn’t it? Everyone’s got their angle. Every single one of them. But Seraphina? She's a different breed. She's connected to the realm’s magic, a pillar of the council's heritage. She knows the power she holds, and she’s never been shy about using it. There’s a reason why she's been on the council for as long as she has." 
Cortha crossed her arms tightly across her chest, a wave of unease washing over her. "What are you suggesting?" 
Tezlin stepped closer, his voice quiet but filled with certainty. "What if she knew about the spies? What if she’s been playing both sides, feeding information to the Crimson Fist to protect her own interests? She has the power to manipulate the council from within. To keep them distracted while the real threat moves in the shadows. And she’s been doing it for a long time." 
Cortha shook her head, trying to push the thoughts aside, but they clung to her like a second skin. "Seraphina wouldn’t do that. She’s not... like them." 
Tezlin’s gaze didn’t soften, though his tone lost none of its intensity. "None of us are like them. But desperation drives people to do things they never thought possible. And I’m not so sure Seraphina hasn’t already crossed that line." 

The room felt suffocating, the air thick with unspoken words. Cortha stood by the window, her hands pressed against the cold stone as she stared out at the darkening city. Below, the streets of Archemere buzzed with their usual rhythms—guards on patrol, merchants closing up their stalls, pedestrians bundled against the chill. But inside the chamber, all she could hear was the pounding of her own pulse.
Tezlin’s eyes never left her, his gaze sharp, almost predatory. He had always been quick to see the shadows in a person, the lies buried beneath smiles and pleasantries. But now, the suspicion in his eyes was aimed at something—someone—she hadn’t even considered before.
Her mind raced. She thought of Seraphina—her calm, composed presence at every council meeting, always there with a solution, always ready to lend a hand when things felt chaotic. A friend. Or so Cortha had thought.
But now, in the wake of the revelations, every little detail about Seraphina’s actions began to unravel. The way she had inserted herself into Cortha’s life, the way she had been so quick to offer her support, to be the steady hand guiding Cortha when everything else seemed unstable... it felt like a well-played hand in a game Cortha hadn’t known she was part of.
"Her support for you," Tezlin muttered, his voice like gravel, "it was never about kindness. It was about control."
Cortha swallowed, her throat tight. "I—I don’t want to believe that. She’s been nothing but helpful to me. In a world full of backstabbers, she’s been... an ally." Her words felt hollow, even to her.
"Think about it," Tezlin pressed. "You think she’s the only one who saw you as a pawn in this game? She was always in a position to know things before anyone else. And now, when everything’s falling apart, it’s her who’s always there, offering solutions like she’s the only one who has the answers."
A shiver ran down Cortha’s spine. She could hear Tezlin’s words echoing in her mind, each one slicing deeper than the last. Could it be true? She had trusted Seraphina. Believed in her. And now, with every second that passed, the woman who had seemed like a beacon of stability appeared more like a shadow—a figure lurking in the corner of the room, just out of reach.
Tezlin’s voice cut through her spiraling thoughts. "You have to ask yourself—did she lead you into the middle of this web of spies, or is she the one weaving it?"
The weight of his words slammed into her chest, like a physical blow. The thought of being manipulated again, of having her every move anticipated and controlled, made her stomach churn. It was unbearable.
"I..." Cortha hesitated, struggling to find the words. She had thought she knew the world she was living in, had thought she understood the players. But now, it felt like the ground was shifting beneath her feet, and she couldn’t tell who was friend or foe. "I don’t want to believe it," she whispered, barely able to voice the fear that had taken root in her chest. "But what if you’re right? What if she’s been playing us all along?"
Tezlin's gaze softened, though it wasn’t out of pity—no, not from him. It was a rare glimpse of something human in his usually unreadable face. But it didn’t offer her much solace. "Then we do what we’ve always done. We expose the truth. No matter how painful it is. Because in the end, the truth is all we have left."
The words should have comforted her, but they only left a bitter taste in her mouth. Exposing the truth meant tearing down everything she had built, everything she had trusted. It meant tearing herself apart.
She let out a shaky breath. "I don’t know if I can handle more betrayal, Tezlin."
He moved closer, the weight of his presence a stark contrast to the lightness of her words. His hand landed on her shoulder, solid and unyielding. For a moment, there was a quiet understanding between them—two people who had seen too much darkness, two people who had come to trust each other because they had no one else. But even his touch, meant to offer comfort, felt burdened by the weight of the world.
"You’re not alone in this," Tezlin said, his voice low but firm. "We’ll figure it out, together. You don’t have to carry this alone."
Cortha nodded, though a knot twisted deeper in her chest. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe in the simple truth of his words. But with every passing moment, a sinking feeling grew inside her. Tezlin was right: she wasn’t alone in this, but maybe, just maybe, she had never been alone in the first place. She had never truly known who was standing beside her.
As she looked at him, her mind swirled with the same question that had haunted her for days. Who can I trust?
The silence stretched between them, heavy and suffocating, as the world outside continued on, oblivious to the unraveling of the only thing Cortha had believed in—her own certainty. The citadel’s cold stone walls seemed to close in around her, each step away from the truth taking her further into a place she couldn’t quite escape.
And as they stood there in the dim light, Cortha realized the truth wasn’t just something to be uncovered—it was something that would break them all.
Cortha’s fingers tightened around the cold stone of the window frame as she gazed out at the city below. The evening air carried the faint hum of distant voices, the clatter of carts, and the rhythmic thud of footsteps on cobbled streets. But here, in the quiet of the citadel, those sounds felt miles away, as if they belonged to another world entirely. The city of Archemere sprawled beneath her like a sprawling canvas of smoke and stone, each brick in the buildings and each flicker of light from a distant window holding a hundred stories. But it all seemed so insignificant compared to the turmoil swirling inside her.
The council—those men and women draped in power, their voices as polished as the marble floors beneath their feet—had become a labyrinth of hidden agendas. She had always known politics was a game of shadows, but now, it felt like the walls of this ancient citadel were closing in on her. Every step Cortha took, every decision she made, felt under scrutiny, not just from the council, but from forces she couldn’t yet see. Seraphina, that warm, composed figure who had extended her hand to guide her through the murky politics of the Blejek, was beginning to feel more like a puppet master than a friend. Was she simply playing a role? Was she truly on their side, or had Cortha been duped from the start?
Her stomach twisted with a sharp, bitter realization. Trust—it was a luxury she could no longer afford.
She turned back to the window, fighting the gnawing unease that had lodged itself like a splinter in her chest. The city might have looked calm, but she could feel the storm brewing inside the walls of the Blejek. The spies, the double-crosses, the whispered promises that might all be lies—these were the true battlegrounds. She couldn’t afford to ignore any hint of treachery, especially not when everything she had fought for hung in the balance.
The soft creak of the door behind her broke her from her thoughts. Cortha straightened instinctively, heart hammering in her chest. She half-expected it to be Seraphina, her face calm, her every step calculated. But the figure who entered the room wasn’t Seraphina. It was Selene Nightshade.
Selene’s presence was a contrast to everything Cortha had grown used to—quiet, unassuming, yet there was something unsettling about the way the woman moved, like a shadow slipping through a crack in the door. Her dark cloak trailed behind her like smoke, and the dim light of the chamber seemed to bend around her, making her appear even more like a ghost than she already was. Selene’s face was a perfect mask of neutrality, her expression unreadable, and her eyes, black as ink, held a dangerous kind of stillness.
"Everything alright?" Selene’s voice was calm, but there was a sharp edge to it, as though she already knew the answer and was simply waiting for Cortha to admit it.
Cortha turned to face her, forcing a smile that felt brittle, as though it might shatter at the slightest provocation. "Just thinking," she said, her voice unsteady, betraying the storm raging inside her.
Selene’s gaze flickered over her, her eyes sharp, taking in every detail, every shift of Cortha’s posture. There was no warmth in the way Selene looked at her—just the cold, calculating attention of someone who saw through masks, someone who knew the game for what it truly was.
"I’d be careful, Cortha," Selene said, her voice low, almost a whisper, but every word seemed to echo in the room. "There are more eyes on you than you realize."
The words struck Cortha like a slap, her breath catching in her throat. She had always known there were spies within the capital, hidden eyes watching from the shadows. But Selene’s warning felt different—personal, as though it were aimed squarely at her. For a fleeting second, Cortha wondered just how many of those eyes belonged to people she had once trusted. Was Selene one of them? Could she be part of the game too, manipulating Cortha just like the others?
She swallowed hard, trying to steady herself, but her heart was beating faster now, each thud a reminder that the walls were closing in, and she wasn’t sure she could stop them from crumbling down.
Selene took a step closer, her presence overwhelming despite her silence. Cortha could feel the weight of her words hanging in the air, a threat cloaked in the form of advice. The warning lingered in the room, heavy and suffocating, making it hard to breathe, harder still to think.
Cortha couldn’t shake the feeling that the world around her was a game of pieces, all of them being moved, jostled, and played by hands unseen. But who was playing her? And, more importantly, who could she trust to play by her side?
For a moment, she said nothing, just staring at the woman in front of her. Selene’s face was impassive, but her eyes—those eyes—spoke volumes, a thousand unspoken secrets swirling just beneath the surface.
"Is that a warning, or an observation?" Cortha asked, her voice tight, unwilling to let Selene see just how deeply the words had cut into her.
Selene’s lips curved into the faintest of smiles, but it was a smile without warmth, as cold and sharp as a blade. "Take it as you will. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you."
Cortha felt her pulse quicken. The pieces were falling into place now, but the picture they formed was one she didn’t want to see. Everywhere she turned, there was danger. The threat of spies within the council, the suspicion of betrayal from Seraphina, the chilling reminder from Selene that nothing was ever as simple as it seemed. Cortha was no longer sure who was playing the game and who was being played.
And in that moment, as Selene turned to leave, Cortha was left standing alone in the silence, the weight of her thoughts pressing down on her chest like an anvil. The room felt colder now, as if the very walls were closing in, and the city outside seemed far too distant for comfort. There was no escaping the web she had become entangled in, and no way to know who would be there to help her untangle it—or if anyone was at all.
The storm was coming. And she had no choice but to face it.

The heavy silence that followed Cortha’s words seemed to stretch on for far too long, each second an uncomfortable weight pressing down on the room. She stood in the center of the council chamber, the flickering torchlight casting long shadows across the cold stone walls. Her mind buzzed with questions, her chest tight with a mix of frustration and uncertainty.
Eddard, the council leader, finally broke the silence, his voice as solid as the stone beneath them. His pale, gaunt face gave little away, but there was a certain weight in his tone that commanded attention. "Cortha, your efforts have been invaluable. You’ve done more than we could have hoped." His eyes, dark and unreadable, briefly met hers. "For now, however, there are no immediate tasks for you."
Cortha blinked, the words landing like a punch to the gut. No immediate tasks? She had risked everything for this council, fought off shadowy enemies, and uncovered threats that no one had even acknowledged. And now they were telling her to rest?
Her voice came out sharper than she intended. "So, what now? What should I do in the meantime?"
Seraphina, seated to Eddard’s right, gave a soft, knowing smile. It was the same warm expression she always wore, but today it felt like a mask—carefully placed, carefully crafted. Her silver eyes glimmered under the dim light, too bright, too calculated. "We’d like you to rest for a moment," she said, her tone soothing, almost maternal. "However, there is a social event this weekend we’d like you to attend. It’s an opportunity to gather subtle information and build relationships that may prove useful."
Cortha raised an eyebrow, the irony not lost on her. A social event? While the world seemed to be unraveling around them, while the Crimson Fist lurked on the horizon, they wanted her to play diplomat? She swallowed the rising bitterness, forcing herself to focus. "A social event?" She couldn’t mask her surprise. "What kind of event?"
Eddard’s voice cut through the air with the precision of a blade. "It’s a gathering of influential figures from various sectors," he explained, his hands folded neatly in front of him, each movement calculated. "We need to maintain strong alliances. Your presence would not only represent the council, but also allow you to gather intelligence in a more informal setting."
The words hung heavy, their meaning too clear to ignore. Gather intelligence. Cortha had lived in the heart of Archemere long enough to know that "gathering intelligence" was often just a polite way of saying "spy." Her stomach twisted at the thought of playing that game again. The art of subtlety—of pretending to be something she wasn’t—was exhausting.
Tezlin, who had been silent until now, spoke up. His gravelly voice cut through the tension in the room. "It’s important, Cortha. Sometimes the best information comes when people feel at ease. They speak more freely in such environments." He met her gaze, his face a mixture of pragmatism and something darker—perhaps wariness, perhaps just a reflection of the unspoken tension between them.
Seraphina’s smile deepened, her lips curving in that way Cortha had grown used to, but it no longer felt as reassuring as it once had. "Besides," Seraphina added, her tone syrupy sweet, "it will be good for you to take a break from your recent tasks. And, as I mentioned, you could make the eastern building your own space."
Cortha’s thoughts froze for a moment. Make the eastern building my own space? It was an offer of comfort, of luxury, but it felt hollow. The eastern building was far from a sanctuary. It was just another part of the citadel, another reminder of the walls closing in around her. She hadn’t asked for a place to call her own—she had asked for action, for purpose, for a chance to make a difference. But now, the council wanted her to retire into the shadows, to sit in the luxury of a gilded cage.
Her fingers tightened into fists at her sides. The idea of attending a social event—mingling with nobles and influential figures—felt absurd, even trivial. The threats she had uncovered, the whispers of spies, the looming presence of the Crimson Fist—these were real dangers, not whispered conversations over wine and fruit platters. But even as the thoughts swirled in her mind, she knew the cruel truth. Politics had a language all its own, and sometimes, survival depended on learning how to speak it. Appearances, alliances, alliances—it was all part of the game, and if she wasn’t playing, she’d be left behind.
"Alright," she said, the words coming out slowly, as if they tasted foreign on her tongue. A subtle nod followed, a signal of her reluctant acceptance. "I’ll attend."
The room shifted with her decision, as if some unseen force had moved the pieces on the chessboard. The silence returned, thick with anticipation, before the sound of her cloak rustling against the cold marble floor broke through. She turned and walked toward the door, the echoes of her footsteps ringing out in the empty chamber like a warning.
As she stepped into the hall, the weight of the council’s request settled on her shoulders like a stone, and the grandeur of the citadel felt more suffocating than ever. Outside, the city of Archemere was alive with the sounds of evening—the soft hum of the marketplace, the calls of street vendors, the laughter of children chasing each other in the twilight. Yet all of it seemed distant, like a world she no longer belonged to.
The social event—she could already feel the weight of it, the hollow politeness, the masks everyone would wear. She had lived in these halls long enough to know the games they played. Nobles, merchants, diplomats—they all wore their smiles like a second skin, hiding blades beneath their delicate fingers. She would be expected to do the same. The thought churned her stomach.
Chapter 19
But she didn’t have a choice, did she? In this world of power and manipulation, sometimes playing along was the only way to survive.
The door shut behind her, and as she stepped into the dimly lit corridor, her mind churned with what lay ahead. The path ahead was paved with uncertainty, the future as unclear as the shadowy depths of the Blejek halls. But one thing was certain: the real battle wasn’t in the ballrooms or the banquets. It was in the spaces between the words, the unspoken agreements, the alliances forged in whispered conversations.
And Cortha was going to have to learn to navigate it all if she wanted to see another day.
Cortha’s boots slapped against the cobblestone as she walked briskly down the narrow alleyways, the familiar hum of the city swirling around her. The air was thick with the smells of roasted meat and sweet bread from the market district, a stark contrast to the tension that twisted her gut. Every step felt heavier than the last, the weight of the council’s request pulling at her with an insistent tug. A social event, they’d said, as if the threat of the Crimson Fist could be brushed aside with wine and pleasantries. She could still taste the bitterness of that offer in her mouth.
Her mind buzzed with uncertainty—who, exactly, could provide the guidance she needed to survive this charade? She needed someone who could hold her own in a room full of nobles and spies, someone who knew how to turn a smile into a weapon. Then, as if summoned by the thought, it hit her. Lyra.
Lyra had always been the one to slip into any crowd, her social grace and sharp wit as fluid as the wine in the goblets she’d hold so effortlessly. She knew how to play the game, how to hide a dagger behind a laugh, and Cortha needed someone who understood the stakes—someone who wasn’t afraid to get their hands dirty.
Turning sharply, she altered her course, cutting through the bustling streets of the market district. The sounds of bartering and laughter filled the air, the city alive with its usual blend of chaos. Merchants hawked their wares, the scent of fresh herbs mingling with the dust kicked up from the hurried footsteps of passersby. Cortha’s mind, though, was far from the lively streets. She barely registered the clamor around her, too focused on the upcoming gathering, on the subtle war being waged with every word spoken in those polished halls.
She reached the small, cozy inn nestled between the market stalls, its warm glow beckoning to her like an oasis in the night. A quick glance at the simple wooden sign hanging above the door confirmed it was the place—The Velvet Hearth. Inside, the crackling fire cast flickering shadows across the low ceiling, and the scent of burning oak mingled with the quiet murmur of conversations.
Lyra sat by the fire, her back straight, the kind of composure that always made Cortha feel as though she was in the presence of royalty—even though Lyra never acted as though she were above anyone. Her dark hair fell in soft waves around her face, and her eyes—sharp, dark, and always calculating—lifted to meet Cortha’s gaze. She gave no outward sign of surprise, just the smallest, almost imperceptible smile.
"Cortha," she said, her voice smooth like velvet, with that edge of curiosity that was so distinctly Lyra’s. "You look like you’ve just been handed a dozen poisoned daggers. What’s on your mind?"
Cortha’s lips quirked, grateful for the directness of Lyra’s words, which cut through the tension like a knife. She took a seat across from her friend, feeling the familiar comfort of being in her presence. Lyra had always been a sanctuary from the world’s noise, someone who understood the weight of silence and the dangers of too many words.
"I need a favor," Cortha said, her voice steady but carrying the gravity of the request. She filled Lyra in on the council’s demand—about the gathering of influential figures, about the need to gather intelligence and build alliances. She paused, letting the words sit between them, her eyes fixed on her friend’s unreadable expression.
Lyra’s gaze remained locked on hers, the flickering firelight dancing in her eyes. When she spoke, her tone was quiet, but there was a distinct sparkle of intrigue behind it. "A social event, you say?" She leaned forward slightly, her lips curving into a playful smile. "Now, that sounds like my kind of trouble." She didn’t wait for Cortha’s response, already finishing her thought. "And you want me to help you navigate it. I’m guessing you’re not so keen on mingling with the crowd on your own."
Cortha’s shoulders relaxed just a fraction. Lyra—of course. She wasn’t just a companion; she was a weapon in her own right, one that Cortha had often wished she could be.
"Exactly," Cortha said, her voice laced with both gratitude and frustration. "I can handle the threats, the sword fights, the actual danger. But these people—" She gestured vaguely to the room around them, the warmth of the inn’s hearth a stark contrast to the coldness of the political world she was being thrust into. "I don’t know how to play their game. I need someone who can read a room, pull the strings without anyone realizing. You’ve always been able to do that."
Lyra leaned back in her chair, considering the request, her fingers absentmindedly tracing the rim of her teacup. The firelight glinted off the silver rings that adorned her fingers, the subtle shimmer of wealth and status woven into every movement. "I’ll help," she said, her voice calm, but there was something in her tone that Cortha couldn’t place—a hint of something more. "But you’re right. It’s been too long since I’ve attended something this... interesting. You’ll need to be on your toes. People will be watching."
Cortha felt a small flicker of hope, the smallest relief that Lyra would be at her side. "Thank you," she said, her voice low but sincere. "I couldn’t do this without you."
Lyra smiled again, but this time it was different—less playful, more calculating. "We’ll need to be careful. The last thing you want is to step into the lion’s den with a target on your back. We’ll need to plan carefully. And impressions are everything in these circles."
Cortha nodded, her thoughts racing. "Right. The capital’s markets should have what we need. Do you know where we should start looking?" She wasn’t so out of place in the market district, but in the highborn quarters, she felt like a stranger.
Lyra’s eyes lit up at the challenge, a mischievous glint sparking in the depths. "Leave it to me," she said, her voice filled with that quiet confidence that had always given Cortha reassurance. "I know just the place."
"Good," Cortha replied with a steady nod. "Tomorrow morning, we’ll go. I want to make sure we’re prepared. The council will be watching, and I can’t afford to be caught off guard."
Lyra’s smile broadened, a wicked edge to it. "No one will even know we’re watching them, Cortha. Trust me."
As they spoke, the fire crackled in the hearth, its flames casting dancing shadows across the walls. Cortha felt, for the first time in days, a spark of hope—though it was dim and fragile, like the embers glowing softly before the final light. But this was just the beginning. The game was changing. And in this world of power, every alliance mattered—especially the ones forged in secret.
The narrow lane was alive with the early bustle of the day, sunlight filtering through the towering buildings to cast dappled shadows on the cobblestone street. The vibrant storefronts on either side were stacked with goods—jewelry sparkling like fallen stars, bright bolts of fabric that rippled in the morning breeze, and heavy crates of spices, their earthy scent mingling with the sweet, warm scent of freshly baked bread. The city felt different in the morning light, almost alive, like it was holding its breath, waiting for the inevitable chaos of the day to unfold.
Cortha felt the weight of the city pressing down on her. It was the same weight she’d carried since the council's request had been made: the pressure to play a game she didn't fully understand, among people whose faces could change like the wind. Her boots tapped quietly on the cobbles as she walked, her thoughts swirling, her every step dragging her closer to an unknown event, an uncertain future.
She glanced over at Lyra, who was beside her, walking with the easy confidence of someone who belonged to this world. The wind caught the edge of Lyra’s dark cloak, and her hair, always perfectly in place, shifted like a shadow beneath the hood. Lyra wasn’t bothered by the high stakes; she never was. For her, life was a series of moves and countermoves, a game to be won, and she was always two steps ahead. Cortha envied that about her.
"Here we are," Lyra murmured, her voice low and smooth. She gestured toward a small shop tucked between two larger, more imposing buildings. The sign above the door was simple, with faded letters: Vera’s Tailoring.
Cortha had been expecting something grander, but the shop’s quiet charm was enough. The windows were smudged with a dusting of age, but through them, she could see the shelves lined with bolts of fabric—rich velvets, silks, and brocades in deep blues and reds. A cool draft slipped through the cracks in the door as they entered, and a bell jingled softly above them.
The interior was warm, a fire crackling in the hearth and casting shadows on the walls. It smelled of old wood, lavender, and the faintest trace of tobacco. Behind the counter stood a woman with silver hair twisted into a tight knot at the back of her head, her hands steady despite the signs of age in her face. She looked at them with sharp, assessing eyes, and though her movements were deliberate, they had the grace of someone who had honed their craft for decades.
"Welcome, welcome," the tailor greeted them, her voice thick with the accent of someone who’d spent her life in this part of the city. She waved them in with a friendly smile, her hands already reaching for a measuring tape. "Come, come. I know exactly what you need."
Cortha and Lyra exchanged a glance. Cortha hadn’t expected the process to feel so... personal. The woman’s gaze, though warm, was not the kind that missed a thing. She saw everything—the way Lyra’s posture was perfect but subtly braced, the way Cortha’s fingers flexed nervously around the strap of her satchel. A flicker of something passed between them, but Cortha didn’t have the time to decipher it before the woman ushered them to a plush velvet seat.
As the tailor measured and prodded, Cortha felt a knot tighten in her chest. Every movement of the tape, every gentle tug of fabric, felt like a step further into a world she was desperately trying to navigate. She hated the thought of being on display, of being dressed up like a doll for a performance she didn’t understand.
Lyra, however, was in her element. She stood with her hands behind her back, observing, almost detached, as if she were studying the seamstress’s every move. When the woman brought out the first gown—a deep emerald green velvet with intricate gold embroidery—Lyra’s eyes lit up, and her voice dropped to a conspiratorial murmur.
"Remember, Cortha," she said, her tone light but full of hidden weight, "in these circles, subtlety is everything. You have to listen more than you speak. Pay attention to how people hold their wine, how they let their words slip when they think no one is watching."
Cortha nodded, though the words felt like distant echoes. She had always been a woman of action, not words. It had kept her alive in more than one battlefield. But this—this was a different kind of fight. There were no swords, no shields, only whispered promises and veiled threats.
Lyra continued, her eyes never leaving Cortha’s as she adjusted the sleeve of the gown. "Every gesture, every glance—it means something. People think they’re hiding their secrets, but they’re not. They’re right there, on the edge, waiting for someone to catch them."
Cortha took in the advice, the weight of it settling heavily on her. She was starting to understand that this wasn’t just about looking the part—it was about playing a role. Becoming someone else, someone who could move through this world without being noticed, until the time was right. But she wasn’t sure she was cut out for it.
"How do you do it?" Cortha asked quietly, her voice betraying a hint of frustration. "How do you make it all look so easy?"
Lyra glanced at her, her lips curling into a smile that was too sharp to be comforting. "Practice," she said simply. "And understanding that everyone has a price. You just have to figure out what it is."
Cortha didn’t have a response for that. She wasn’t sure she liked the implications, but she couldn’t deny the truth in it. In a city like this, everyone had a motive. She was no exception.
After a few more gowns—each one more stunning than the last—they settled on an ensemble: a dark blue silk gown with silver thread running through it, the cut sharp and simple, yet undeniably elegant. Lyra’s gown was a deep wine-red, with delicate lace accents around the bodice, and together, they looked like a perfect match for the evening ahead.
As they left the shop, the world outside felt heavier, but in a way, more familiar. The gowns clung to them like new skin, and Cortha could already feel the subtle shift in how people looked at them. They had entered the lion’s den, and the stakes had already risen.
The following days were filled with frantic preparations. Cortha found herself at once dreading and anticipating the event. Lyra’s presence gave her a measure of confidence, but she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was off. That there was something more to this gathering than even the council had let on. She just didn’t know what it was yet.
As the event drew closer, the tension between them built. Cortha’s sense of unease gnawed at her like a persistent itch, while Lyra seemed as cool and composed as ever, her excitement palpable. Cortha couldn’t decide whether it was envy or dread she felt. Either way, she knew one thing for sure: when the night came, they’d have to be ready.
Because in a place like this, one mistake could cost everything.
The grand hall loomed before them like a towering testament to the wealth and control that the Blejek Council wielded over Archemere. Marble columns, carved with intricate designs of long-forgotten heroes, stretched to the high ceiling, holding up delicate chandeliers that dripped with crystal, casting a warm, almost oppressive glow. The light pooled on the polished floors like liquid gold, reflecting the grandeur of it all. The air was thick with the scent of floral perfumes and the faint trace of incense that burned lazily from ornate censors. It was suffocating in its perfection.
Nobles in shimmering gowns and sharp, tailored coats clustered in tight groups, their conversations like an orchestra of murmurs, punctuated by the occasional laugh. There was a harmony to the way they moved, their gestures calculated, every word carefully chosen. The servants drifted like shadows, gliding between the guests with trays of crystal flutes filled with amber liquid and delicate, finger-sized morsels of food that looked more decorative than edible. It all felt like a well-rehearsed performance—a play where every actor knew their lines and roles, but none of them were truly alive.
Cortha felt the weight of it, a slow, grinding pressure in her chest that had little to do with the corset under her gown and everything to do with the eyes she knew were already sizing her up. The dress was beautiful—soft, midnight blue satin that shimmered faintly as she moved—but it felt wrong on her. Too much fabric, too much elegance. It wasn’t her. She was a soldier, not a princess. A killer, not a courtesan. And yet here she was, forced into this world where every glance was a potential weapon, every word could carve an alliance or bury a reputation.
Her breath caught for a moment as the scent of spiced wine and honeyed pastries mingled with the sharper scent of fear that lingered beneath her skin. She straightened her back and adjusted the neckline of her gown, her fingers tight against the fabric as though to remind herself that she was still grounded in the here and now, not lost in the spectacle.
"Here we go," she murmured under her breath, her voice betraying a tightness she couldn’t shake.
Lyra, of course, didn’t seem to feel it. Her lips curved into the faintest smile, her dark eyes scanning the room with the practiced air of someone who had belonged here her whole life. She nodded, her movements fluid, almost effortless. "Remember," she said, her voice a low whisper in Cortha’s ear, "subtlety and observation. It’s not just what you see, but how you move within it."
Cortha nodded but wasn’t sure she entirely understood. In this place, everything felt wrong. It wasn’t just about being noticed or unnoticed. It was about pretending to be something you weren’t, pretending to be what they wanted to see. The realization hit her like a stone sinking into water—this was more than a celebration. This was a stage where they would be watched, measured, and scrutinized for weaknesses.
The sounds of her heels on the cold marble floor echoed too loudly in her ears as they entered the hall. People paused mid-conversation, eyes flicking over to them. Cortha could feel the weight of those glances like heat against her skin, some curious, others open with skepticism, and a few laced with outright disdain. But she didn’t falter. She kept her shoulders back, her steps steady, her gaze focused on the spaces between the guests as though she could navigate her way through them without ever being seen, without letting them see the cracks forming in her composure.
Lyra, on the other hand, moved with a grace that was both effortless and deliberate, her gaze flicking briefly over the room before returning to Cortha. There was a quiet power in the way she stood—like she owned the space she occupied, even when she wasn’t speaking. She was everything Cortha wasn’t in this moment: comfortable, confident, and detached.
They made their way through the crowd, their presence like a ripple through still water. Then, as if summoned by the currents of the room, a tall figure approached. His posture was impeccable, his coat a rich shade of crimson that would have looked ostentatious on anyone else, but on him, it only added to his polished appearance. Lord Alaric Blackwood, one of the most influential members of the council, stood before them, his smile warm, though his eyes were sharp—calculating.
"Lady Cortha," he said, his voice smooth and almost too rehearsed. "I’ve heard much about your recent endeavors. Quite impressive."
Cortha met his gaze, forcing her smile to be genuine, though it felt like a mask being held up too long. "Thank you, Lord Alaric," she replied. Her voice sounded steadier than she felt. "It’s been challenging, but rewarding."
Before she could say more, a voice cut through the air like a blade. It was sharp, deliberate, and filled with disdain.
"Challenging, indeed," Lady Isadora Nightingale sneered, her dark hair perfectly in place, her piercing blue eyes sweeping over them like a hawk hunting prey. "But one must wonder how long such success can last without the proper upbringing and connections."
The words were honey-coated poison, and the look she gave Cortha only sharpened the sting. Lady Isadora’s reputation was well-known—she was the kind of woman who thrived on reputation alone, using the sharpness of her tongue to tear down those she deemed beneath her.
Lyra, however, wasn’t so easily rattled. She stepped in with the kind of smooth confidence that Cortha envied, her voice polite but unyielding. "Lady Isadora," Lyra said with a nod, her eyes cool and unreadable. "Always a pleasure. Cortha’s accomplishments speak for themselves."
There was a moment of heavy silence, the kind that felt like the air had been sucked out of the room. Cortha stood still, her gaze briefly meeting Lyra’s, a silent thank you passing between them. Lady Isadora’s lips curled into a thin smile before she turned on her heel, sweeping away with a rustle of her silk skirts that could’ve been a warning.
Cortha let out a quiet sigh, the weight in her chest loosening just slightly. "Thank you, Lyra," she muttered, keeping her voice low enough that only her companion could hear.
Lyra gave her a small, unreadable smile, her voice a quiet murmur as she leaned in. "Don’t let her bother you," she advised, though her eyes never stopped scanning the room. "Some people can’t stand it when someone upends their carefully built world."
Cortha nodded, but a flicker of unease still twisted in her gut. This wasn’t just about appearances—it was about power, and control. And she had just made her first enemy in this den of vipers.
The grand hall buzzed around them, a symphony of whispered conversations, clinking glasses, and soft laughter. The walls, draped in rich tapestries depicting battles long past, seemed to close in on her, the weight of history pressing down like a suffocating blanket. Every piece of decor spoke of a world that had been built on the backs of those who had never been invited to these halls. And yet, here she was—an outsider, still trying to figure out the rules of the game.
But Cortha was no stranger to games. She had fought battles with more than her life on the line. And in this room, in this hall, she was prepared to play. Even if the stakes were higher than she could have imagined.
 


 The grand hall of the Stonebridge estate buzzed with a mixture of laughter and murmurs, the air thick with the scent of expensive perfumes and the hum of highborn conversation. Rich tapestries, heavy with the weight of history, lined the walls, and chandeliers hung above, casting a soft glow on the guests below. The polished floors reflected the movement of the crowd, creating the illusion of shimmering waves. It was an event meant to dazzle, but beneath the glittering surface, tensions simmered—Cortha could feel them, thinly veiled like a trap waiting to snap shut.
She moved through the crowd, her heels clicking against the stone, her eyes scanning the room. Beside her, Lyra, always the more effortless social butterfly, whispered comments about the guests they passed. The two of them, women both marked by different kinds of strength, made their way toward the heart of the room, where a small group had gathered near the punch bowl.
Lord Cedric Stonebridge, ever the charmer, was there, his presence almost as large as the gleaming smile that stretched across his face. He spotted them and his eyes lit up, flashing with an attention Cortha knew all too well.
"Lady Cortha," he said, his voice a smooth drawl, a tad too sweet to be fully genuine. He took her hand and raised it to his lips, brushing a kiss against her knuckles. "You look absolutely stunning tonight. Might I steal you for a dance later?"
Cortha blinked, taken off guard by his forwardness, but her mask of politeness quickly settled back into place. She could feel Lyra's eyes on her, knowing that her friend had caught the subtle tension in the air, but it was a game Cortha had learned to play well. "Perhaps," she said, her tone even but guarded, her gaze briefly flicking to his eyes, where the same flirtation still smoldered.
Cedric gave a knowing wink before moving on, leaving her with an odd sense of relief. His flattery was as hollow as the air that clung to it, but it wasn’t a battle worth fighting right now. There were bigger things to focus on.
Not far behind them, Lady Seraphina Fairweather, draped in a gown of deep blue silk, made her way over with a smile that seemed to illuminate the room. Her beauty was the kind that didn’t demand attention, but quietly ensnared it. She waved her hand, and Lyra immediately returned the gesture.
"Cortha, Lyra," Seraphina greeted, her voice smooth like honey, though there was a sharpness just beneath the surface. "It’s so lovely to see you both here. I trust the evening is treating you well?"
Lyra, ever the conversationalist, smiled warmly. "We are, thank you. It’s a beautiful event."
Cortha offered a small smile, but there was something about Seraphina that always put her on edge—too perfect, too polished. "Seraphina, you look radiant tonight," she said, her voice warmer now, though she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was subtly amiss.
Seraphina beamed, her eyes briefly flickering to Lyra before returning to Cortha. "Thank you, dear. It’s always a pleasure to see such strong women here. If you need introductions, or anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask."
The offer, though seemingly gracious, carried a weight that Cortha couldn’t place, but she nodded nonetheless. "I’ll keep that in mind, Seraphina."
As Seraphina moved away, the air around them felt slightly thicker, as though the crowd had drawn a breath and held it in. Cortha turned her attention to the far side of the room, where Alistair stood by one of the grand windows. His posture was casual, but there was always a predatory quality to the way he observed everything. And now, with a stunning woman on his arm, Cortha felt the familiar prickle of suspicion crawl up her spine.
"Alistair," she muttered, her eyes narrowing as he caught her gaze. His smile stretched wider, cold and knowing.
"Lady Cortha," he greeted with mock surprise, his voice smooth like velvet, as though they were old friends. "What a pleasant surprise to see you here." He didn’t even seem remotely surprised.
Cortha kept her expression neutral, though inside, a knot tightened. "I didn’t expect to see you either," she replied, her tone carefully even, betraying none of the unease that swirled in her gut.
"Well, one must make appearances, mustn’t we?" Alistair’s gaze flickered to the woman at his side, a striking beauty with auburn hair and piercing green eyes. "Allow me to introduce my companion, Lady Elara."
Elara gave a soft smile, but it was the kind that never quite reached the eyes. "A pleasure, Lady Cortha," she said in a voice like silk and shadows.
Cortha gave a polite nod, though her thoughts raced. Something about Elara was... off. It was subtle, like a wrong note played in a melody, but it sent a ripple of unease through her. "The pleasure is mine," she said, but the words felt distant, even to her.
Alistair’s eyes glinted, a cold, unreadable gleam passing over his features. "Enjoy the evening," he said before turning with Elara, leaving Cortha to stew in the lingering tension they’d left behind.
"He's always up to something," Lyra muttered under her breath, her voice thick with suspicion.
Cortha didn’t respond immediately. Her eyes followed Alistair’s retreating figure, a sense of dread creeping through her chest. "We’ll have to keep an eye on him," she said quietly, the weight of the unspoken threat settling over her like a heavy fog.
As the evening dragged on, the crowd continued to shift around them—some familiar faces, others not—but it was Lord Alaric and Lady Seraphina who remained the brightest of the group. Their kindness felt like a brief reprieve from the calculated coldness that often defined these events. But even their warmth couldn’t drown out the uncomfortable feeling building in the pit of Cortha’s stomach.
Eventually, they found themselves speaking with Lord Harlan Windermere, an elderly noble whose face had softened with age. His eyes were sharp, though, and his words cut through the surface-level pleasantries that filled the room like a knife through cloth.
"You must be Cortha," he said warmly, his hands trembling slightly as they clasped in front of him. "I’ve heard a great deal about you. You’re doing important work, my dear."
Cortha's shoulders relaxed at his kindness, a brief moment of respite. "Thank you, Lord Harlan," she said, a genuine smile touching her lips for the first time that evening.
He leaned in slightly, his voice lowering to a more confidential tone. "Don’t let the naysayers get to you," he advised. "Change always meets resistance, but it’s worth it."
His words held a weight to them that Cortha knew all too well. She gave a nod, the tightness in her chest easing just a fraction. "I’ll remember that," she replied softly, feeling the night’s tension lift, if only slightly.
The rest of the evening unfolded with a strange mix of encounters—some friendly, others less so. By the time the event drew to a close, Cortha felt like a coil had been wound tightly within her, and the relief of stepping into the cool night air felt like a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.
Lyra gave her arm a squeeze, her gesture simple but grounding. "Another night survived," she said with a wry smile, her voice full of irony.
Cortha smiled, the weight of the evening still pressing on her shoulders, but she didn’t have the energy to acknowledge it fully. She merely nodded, already bracing herself for whatever would come next. Whatever it was, she knew it would be far from simple.
The grand hall of the Stonebridge estate was a sea of faces, a shifting blur of silk and velvet, gold and silver gleaming beneath the weight of expensive chandeliers. The murmurs of conversation mixed with the clink of crystal glasses, and the air was thick with perfume, wine, and the faint scent of old wood and polished marble. The room seemed too large to be real, a cavern of opulence, but Cortha moved through it as if it were a cage she’d been forced into.
Her heels clicked sharply against the smooth marble floor, a constant rhythm that matched the beat of her own racing heart. She smiled and nodded as she passed various highborn figures, exchanging pleasantries that meant nothing but were expected of her. Her gaze, however, was drawn to the far corner of the room, where Tezlin stood. He was surrounded by a cluster of influential men and women, their eyes rapt on him as though he were some kind of rare creature on display. Tezlin was never just part of a crowd—he became the crowd. His presence rippled outward, drawing people to him like moths to a flame.
Chapter 20
She moved closer, her fingers tightening on the glass in her hand, its cool surface a reminder of the tension crawling beneath her skin. The conversation around Tezlin was a gentle hum, punctuated by soft laughter and the clink of crystal against polished wood. The highborns leaned in closer as if hanging on his every word, all too eager to bask in the glow of his confidence.
Cortha could barely hear the words themselves—something about the latest developments in the capital, no doubt—but she could feel the subtle, shifting power that seemed to settle around him. It was magnetic, suffocating, the kind of influence that made everyone else feel a little smaller, a little less certain.
Just as she prepared to join the group, a shrill laugh pierced the air, unmistakably harsh. Cortha froze, the sound a slap against the otherwise smooth fabric of the evening. She turned sharply, her heart already sinking. The girl who stood beside Tezlin was young, no more than eighteen, with a face full of mischief and eyes that gleamed with too much confidence. She wore a dress of crimson, a bold choice for someone who clearly had no problem drawing attention to herself, and she was draped on Tezlin’s arm as though she were a part of him, a shiny ornament to be admired.
"Oh, look who finally decided to show up," the girl mocked, her voice sharp and biting. "I didn’t realize they’d lowered the bar to let peasants in tonight."
The words were like a dagger in the back, aimed directly at Cortha’s chest. She felt the insult curl in her gut, sour and bitter, and a rush of heat flooded her face. Her stomach twisted, her breath caught in her throat. It wasn’t the first time someone had used her status as a weapon, but it still felt like a punch to the gut, the sharpness of it stinging more than she cared to admit.
Cortha’s mouth opened slightly, her lips parting as if to fire back, to lash out with some biting retort. But before she could find her voice, Tezlin’s expression shifted.
She saw the change in him instantly—the way his face hardened, the way his jaw tightened, the way the temperature in the room seemed to drop a few degrees. His gaze snapped to the girl, his eyes narrowing in that way Cortha had come to dread, like a predator sizing up its prey. He didn’t flinch. He didn’t hesitate. His hand, usually so smooth and controlled, shot out and gripped the girl’s arm. His fingers dug into her skin, a sudden and brutal force that made the girl gasp in pain.
“That’s enough,” Tezlin said, his voice colder than ice, sharper than glass. His words were like a hammer striking an anvil, each one heavy and unyielding. “You will show Cortha the respect she deserves, or you can leave. Your choice.”
For a moment, the room held its breath. The young woman’s laughter, which had been so light and mocking moments before, faltered. The air seemed to shift, and Cortha watched as the girl’s confidence crumbled in real time. Her face drained of color, eyes widening in shock, lips trembling as she looked between Tezlin’s unwavering gaze and Cortha’s own.
"But Tezlin—" she began, her voice now small and pleading, as if trying to comprehend what had just happened.
Tezlin cut her off, his grip tightening, his voice a sharp whip. “No excuses.”
There was no pleading with him, no bargaining. His eyes bored into hers with an intensity that said there would be no further conversation on the matter. The girl’s bravado shattered completely, and she muttered a half-hearted apology, the words barely audible, her voice choked with embarrassment. She dropped her gaze to the floor, the weight of her own shame pulling her down as though she were sinking into the very stones beneath her feet.
The silence in the room was oppressive now. It pressed in on Cortha, thick and suffocating. The girl, still red-faced, hurried away from the group, her footsteps ringing loudly in the now-quiet hall. The tension lingered in the air like smoke, twisting and coiling as the party slowly returned to its awkward murmur. But the moment had changed something.
Tezlin released the girl’s arm, his fingers brushing across the delicate fabric of her sleeve with a smoothness that bordered on cruel. His gaze didn’t leave Cortha, not for a second. She could feel the weight of his eyes on her, cold and unreadable. There was a moment of silence between them, a beat too long to ignore, before he finally spoke, his voice low and deliberate.
“Don’t let them get to you,” he said, his tone an odd mixture of reassurance and control. "Some people like to test boundaries. Let them."
Cortha swallowed, her chest tight, her pulse still thrumming in her ears. She wasn’t sure what to make of his words—or of the way he had dealt with the girl. His anger, sudden and raw, had been a surprise. But then again, everything about Tezlin was unpredictable.
She forced a smile, even though it felt tight and unnatural. "I’m fine," she replied, her voice not quite steady.
Tezlin’s gaze softened, just a fraction, but it wasn’t the warmth of concern. It was more like an acknowledgment that he’d done what needed to be done. Then he turned away, rejoining the conversation with the others, as though nothing had happened.
Cortha stood there, her body stiff, her thoughts spiraling. She had expected Tezlin to brush it off, to laugh it off, to make it nothing. But this… this was different. His reaction had been sharp, decisive. It was the kind of power that demanded respect. But it also left her wondering how much control he really had—and whether it was a power he wielded for her, or for his own purposes.
As the conversation picked up again, Cortha found herself standing on the edge of the crowd, feeling the weight of the evening’s shift press on her shoulders. She couldn’t help but feel a growing sense of unease—because something about the way Tezlin had acted felt too calculated, too controlled. She had a sinking suspicion that there was much more beneath the surface of his actions, and that this night, and the people around her, were playing a much more dangerous game than she had initially realized.
The ballroom of the Blejek Citadel glittered like a jewel—gold, silver, and velvet draped across the room in a seamless display of Archemere’s grandeur and political power. The rich scent of exotic perfumes mingled with the faint, ever-present smell of polished wood and aged stone. Chandeliers overhead sparkled like a constellation, casting a soft glow that made the whole room seem suspended in a dream. Noblemen and women swirled about in flowing gowns and crisp suits, their laughter rising and falling like a symphony of socializing. The clink of crystal glasses, the smooth rustle of silk, and the low hum of whispered conversations filled the air with a tension that was palpable, though veiled beneath layers of civility.
Lyra leaned casually against a marble pillar, her wine glass held loosely in one hand, her posture seemingly relaxed, but her mind was sharp. She was always on the move—never comfortable in these gilded cages of formality—but tonight she’d learned to master the art of stillness. While others chatted, laughed, and made polite small talk, she watched. She was a quiet observer, studying the subtleties of power and influence that played out between the cracks in their carefully constructed façades.
Her eyes scanned the room, lingering on groups and individuals, noting the quiet shifts that betrayed deeper motives. Lyra had learned long ago that the words people spoke were often less important than the way they spoke them. Tonight, the air felt thick with secrets—every glance, every gesture seemed to carry a weight, an unspoken history of alliances and rivalries.
She caught a low exchange between a noblewoman in a sapphire gown and a man with graying hair. The words were quiet, meant to be overheard by no one but each other. The noblewoman spoke in a hushed voice, her lips almost pressed to the man’s ear. “Lord Blackwood hasn’t been seen at the council meetings lately. Do you think something’s amiss?”
The man’s gaze flickered over his shoulder, his eyes darting around like a predator scanning for threats. “I hear there’s a... disagreement brewing with Lord Thorne. He might be aligning with Lady Ravenscar.”
The noblewoman’s smile curled, a touch too sharp for casual conversation. It wasn’t the innocent smile of a friendly exchange—it was the smile of someone who saw a potential advantage, who understood the game. Lyra felt a jolt of recognition. These weren’t just idle rumors—this was the beginning of something. Alliances, shifting allegiances, all tangled in the subtle webs of political maneuvering.
Lyra’s fingers tapped idly against the side of her wine glass, a rhythmic motion that masked the quiet storm of thoughts racing through her mind. These were the kinds of clues she’d been trained to notice—the whispers of power and discord, the undertones of ambition and fear. The nobles of Archemere were all playing a game, but it was a game that demanded careful observation. One wrong move could spell disaster, and Lyra had no intention of being caught off guard.
Before she could ponder further, a tall, imposing figure loomed before her. Lord Eddric, his silver beard gleaming in the soft light, smiled down at her with a mixture of amusement and calculation. He was a man who had lived long enough to know how to wield power with subtlety, his presence commanding, his eyes constantly watching for any advantage.
“Ah, Lady Lyra,” he said with a bow that was more theatrical than respectful. “I trust you’re enjoying the festivities?”
“Of course, Lord Eddric,” she replied smoothly, her voice light, laced with the kind of politeness that masked her sharpness. “The music is lovely, though I must admit, I prefer the more exciting parts of a gathering like this. What brings you to the quieter corners of the room?”
Lord Eddric’s eyes twinkled, though there was a tension behind them, something guarded, a warning wrapped in his words. “I find it’s always best to know who’s listening before making any bold statements. Not all ears are friendly, my dear.”
His words sent a ripple of unease through her, though she didn’t show it. Lord Eddric was a player in this game, just like her, but his moves were always cautious, calculated. He had likely seen enough of the world to know that trust was a commodity few nobles could afford. He was reminding her, without saying so outright, that no one was exempt from the dangers of the court. He was setting the tone—a subtle, veiled challenge to remind her that she was no more untouchable than the rest of them.
As he moved away, Lyra’s gaze flicked to the far corner of the room, where Lady Isolde stood speaking with Lord Thorne. The noblewoman’s crimson dress was a stark contrast to the muted colors of most of the other guests, and her posture was poised, controlled—an image of careful elegance. But there was something about the way she held herself, the way her gaze never strayed far from the people around her, that unsettled Lyra. She was always assessing, always measuring, and that made her dangerous.
Lady Isolde’s fingers fluttered over the rim of her wine glass as she spoke to Lord Thorne, her gestures small but deliberate. The words they exchanged were too quiet to hear from where Lyra stood, but their body language told another story. There was something there—something more than casual conversation. Lyra didn’t trust it. The way Thorne leaned in a little too closely, the way Isolde didn’t back down even when he spoke. There was an energy between them, like two pieces of a puzzle locking into place. An alliance, perhaps? Or a rivalry, carefully cloaked under the veil of politeness?
Lyra felt her instincts flare to life. She knew the game of court politics well, and she was certain there was more to Lady Isolde than met the eye. Isolde’s carefully measured words and serene demeanor couldn’t hide the sharpness beneath. She was a player in her own right, and Lyra wasn’t sure if she was about to find herself caught in an alliance—or a trap.
Her mind raced as she moved through the crowd with easy grace, her eyes never straying from the scene in the corner. Lyra wasn’t just here to observe for Cortha—she was here to stake her own claim, to navigate the intricate dance of power that ran through these halls. Every noble, every whisper, every exchange held the potential for leverage, for advantage.
The stakes were high. The city was tense, with the Blejek Council and its many factions quietly squabbling for control. The rumors of unrest were everywhere, and the nobles could sense it in the air, like the distant rumble of thunder before the storm. Lyra knew that every smile, every friendly word, hid a potential knife to the back. No one was safe. Not even her.
And as the night unfolded around her—glittering, delicate, poised—Lyra knew that the real games were only just beginning.
The war room was cloaked in shadows, the only light coming from a handful of flickering candles that barely pushed back the darkness. Cortha stood over the oak table, her fingers tracing the lines of the map with a precision that came from years of experience. The parchment was old, worn along the edges from countless use, and its surface was covered in hastily scrawled markings, some faint, others bold. Each one represented a potential strike, a potential lead in their increasingly desperate chase of the Crimson Fist.
Her crew had gathered around her—Tezlin, Joren, Lyra, and Thrain—each of them focused, eyes scanning the details with a mixture of determination and weariness. The scent of ink, parchment, and candle wax hung in the air, mixing with the underlying tension of the room. They had been at this for hours, piecing together fragmented intelligence, using both arcane means and traditional reconnaissance to track the elusive leaders of the Crimson Fist.
"We’ll need to tighten our surveillance here," Cortha murmured, her charcoal marking another spot on the map. "These places are too important to leave uncovered. If we want to understand their movements, we need to be right on top of them."
Tezlin’s face was grim, his jaw clenched. "They’re becoming more daring. These aren't just strikes; they're statements. They want us to know they’re out there, they want us rattled." His eyes flicked over the map, as if searching for a thread that might unravel the entire scheme. "We can't afford to wait until they make the first move. We need to anticipate them."
Joren, leaning against the stone wall with his arms crossed, grunted in agreement. "They won't get the drop on us this time," he said, his voice low, rough with years of command. "We’ll be shadows on their every step. If they so much as twitch, we’ll know about it."
Lyra’s sharp, calculating eyes gleamed as she chimed in, the thrill of the chase evident in her posture. "They're getting sloppy, and that's the best part. When they think they've gotten comfortable, that's when we'll strike. They won’t even see us coming."
Thrain, the ever-practical one, shifted his weight, the heavy pack on his shoulder making a soft thud as it settled. He was the quietest of them all, but his presence filled the room with a quiet intensity. He looked at each of them in turn, his eyes unwavering. "We'll do what we need to. Get in, get the intel, and get out." His voice was firm, but there was something else beneath it—an unspoken acknowledgment of the danger they were about to walk into. "If things go sideways, we’ll improvise."
The weight of their task hung heavily in the air, and as they exchanged glances, each of them knew the stakes. Their homeland, their people, were at the mercy of the Crimson Fist. And failure was not an option.
The map was their world now, each marking a potential point of no return. They stood on the precipice, staring into the abyss of war, yet they were ready to leap.
Outside, the sun began to dip below the horizon, casting the sky in an array of oranges, purples, and fiery reds that seemed to bleed into the cobblestone streets of the government headquarters. The long shadows stretched across the plaza, a stark contrast to the warm, bustling atmosphere inside the central hall where Cortha and her team now moved.
The hall was alive with the hum of idle chatter, the clinking of glass, and the rustle of silk gowns. It was the usual after-hours gathering of the noble class, a place where fleeting alliances were forged, and secrets whispered. But to Cortha, it felt like a veneer—too perfect, too polished for what was to come.
She and her crew had hoped for a brief reprieve, a moment to unwind before the next stage of their mission. But the universe, it seemed, had other plans.
The heavy wooden doors of the hall suddenly slammed open with a force that silenced the room. All eyes turned as a disheveled figure, breathless and frantic, stumbled through the threshold. His uniform was covered in dust, his face pale, as though he'd just run a marathon. The messenger scanned the room in a panic, searching for the people who could make sense of the nightmare that had just unfolded.
"Cortha! Tezlin!" His voice cracked as it reverberated through the hall, causing a ripple of unease among the guests. Conversations stopped mid-sentence. Even the clinking of glasses paused as the tension in the room tightened.
Tezlin’s eyes locked on the man the instant he entered, a coldness settling over his features. He could already sense the urgency, the impending danger. "What is it?" His voice was low, sharp, and filled with a quiet intensity that made the messenger flinch.
The messenger took a shaky breath, his gaze flickering nervously to the crowd before he spoke again. "It’s the Blejek convoy… they were ambushed. The Crimson Fist… they’re making a move. A big one." His voice faltered, but the message was clear. He was barely holding it together.
A collective gasp filled the room, though it was swallowed quickly by the weight of the news. The gravity of the attack sank in like cold steel pressing against their chests. Cortha felt her heart skip a beat, the room around her blurring as the world narrowed to that one terrifying statement. Her mind raced, her pulse quickening.
Tezlin turned to her, his face drained of color. Their eyes met, and for a brief, silent moment, it was as if time stopped altogether. There was nothing in those few seconds—no words, no sounds—just the realization of what this meant: a direct strike at the heart of their allies. The Blejek family had long been a cornerstone in their fight against the Crimson Fist, and now that foundation had been shattered.
A heavy silence descended on the hall, the usual murmurs replaced by an oppressive stillness. The few nobles who had dared to approach Cortha and Tezlin hesitated, sensing the shift in the air. Their respite, the calm they had so desperately wanted, had evaporated into thin air.
Cortha's jaw tightened, her hand clenching into a fist as the weight of what they faced now became even clearer. The Crimson Fist was no longer content to hide in the shadows. They were moving, and they were moving fast. The battle had just escalated.
And they were all caught in its storm.
The dimly lit war room felt colder now, the air thick with the weight of impending disaster. Cortha stood at the head of the table, her posture rigid but her mind racing. Her fingers tightened around the edge of the map, a knot of tension tightening in her chest. The flickering candlelight cast long, erratic shadows against the stone walls, but it couldn’t chase away the dread creeping into her bones. The time for strategies and planning was past—now it was about damage control.
“Tell us everything,” Cortha’s voice was steady, too steady, as though she could force the world to slow down if she just held herself together long enough. But beneath the calm, a churning unease was taking root. The stakes had just shifted again, and she wasn’t sure they could keep up.
The messenger, his clothes soaked in dust and sweat, looked as though he might collapse right where he stood. His eyes flickered over the group, a flash of desperation barely masked by his brittle composure. He took a deep breath, as if bracing himself for the weight of the words he had to speak.
“The convoy was transporting supplies and horses to Neskilen,” he said, his voice trembling at the edges. “They were attacked just past the Renalu River. Most of the supplies were taken—food, medicine, weapons—everything that was supposed to keep Neskilen fortified. And many of the horses were either killed or stolen. The few survivors...” He hesitated, swiping a hand over his forehead, as if trying to wipe away the horror that lingered in his mind. “They reported seeing Vexa and Jediah leading the attack.”
Cortha’s hand tightened into a fist, her pulse quickening. The Renalu River. That was far too close. Too close to where the Blejek convoy had been expected to cross. She glanced over at Tezlin, her thoughts mirroring his. The same sinking feeling, the same desperate knowledge that they were always one step behind.
Thrain, standing in the corner with his arms crossed, was uncharacteristically rigid. His face was taut, the calm healer’s demeanor cracking under the pressure of the news. He wasn’t one to give in to rage, but it was there now, bubbling just beneath the surface. His fists clenched so tightly that the knuckles turned white.
“How could this happen?” Thrain’s voice was low, sharp with fury. “Those supplies were critical. Every last item was needed to keep Neskilen secure. This was supposed to be a safe route, a predictable one.”
Joren, leaning against the stone wall with his arms crossed, was already thinking several moves ahead. He ran a hand through his unkempt hair, frustration and calculation flashing across his features. “They had inside information. No way they could have known the convoy’s route otherwise.” His voice was tinged with suspicion, and Cortha could see the strategist inside him already working through the possibilities. “Someone sold us out.”
The words hit like a fist to the gut, a deeper betrayal than any ambush. The thought of an informant in their midst made Cortha’s stomach turn, but she couldn’t afford to let that suspicion consume her—not now. She took a slow breath, trying to steady herself, and placed a hand on Tezlin’s arm, grounding him before his anger could explode.
“We need to focus on what we can do now,” she said, her voice quieter but firm. “Finding the survivors and getting more details. Maybe there’s a chance to salvage something—track their movements.” She glanced back at the map, then back to the messenger, whose eyes were wide with fear. “This isn’t over. We just need to see it through.”
Tezlin was already moving, his mind calculating their next steps with a precision born of years spent in the field. “Where are the survivors now?” His tone was cool, controlled, but there was a flicker of something raw beneath it. Worry, maybe. Or a deeper fear that had no place in front of the messenger, but Cortha could see it all the same.
“They’re being tended to in a nearby village,” the messenger answered, his voice shaky now. “They need medical supplies and protection. The villagers are doing their best, but they’re overwhelmed. The attack was brutal.”
A part of Cortha wanted to throw caution to the wind, rush out and find these survivors herself, to confront whatever threat lay out there. But she knew that rash decisions would only make matters worse. The room was heavy with the weight of their options—each one dangerous, each one leading them deeper into the enemy’s web.
Lyra, who had been uncharacteristically quiet until now, spoke up, her voice biting with urgency. “I’ve got contacts in the city,” she said, her eyes flicking to the door, as if already mentally stepping into the street. “I’ll find someone who’s seen something. Someone always talks, no matter how quiet they think they’re being. I’ll make sure we have every scrap of information we can get.” Her words were sharp, confident—too confident, maybe—but Cortha didn’t argue. The city had eyes everywhere, and if anyone could get the truth, it would be Lyra.
“Good,” Cortha said. “We’ll split up. Find out what you can. The rest of us will focus on the survivors. Thrain, you’re with me. We need to make sure they’re taken care of—fast.”
The healer’s lips pressed into a thin line, but he nodded. There was a sharpness to his movements now, a sense of purpose that usually accompanied someone about to perform surgery. He was no warrior, but when it came to the wounded, he was as steadfast as any fighter.
“I’m not leaving anyone behind,” Thrain muttered under his breath, though it wasn’t clear if he was speaking to Cortha or himself. It was a vow, but there was a shadow of doubt in his voice.
Cortha gave him a long look, wondering if he truly believed that vow—or if he was just trying to hold himself together.
With the plan set, they moved quickly. Cortha’s heart pounded as she left the room, the weight of the mission growing heavier with each step. The path ahead was a tangled mess of uncertainty, but one thing was clear: if they didn’t act fast, the consequences would be dire. They were already on borrowed time.
The village lay in the shadow of the Renalu River, a small and humble settlement that felt too close to the chaos unfolding on the outskirts of their territory. The once peaceful town was now a haven for fear, with villagers huddling in corners and whispers filling the air. The houses were simple stone structures, their roofs thatched and worn, some even missing sections from the last storm.
As Cortha and Thrain approached, the village felt more like a ghost town than a place of refuge. The few villagers who hadn’t fled eyed them warily, their eyes darting nervously as they moved past.
The healer’s hands were steady as he moved to the makeshift infirmary, a small hut near the village center. The survivors were inside, bruised, bloodied, and terrified. Cortha could hear the low murmurs of their voices before she even crossed the threshold, the air inside thick with the smell of sweat and blood.
She stepped into the room, her gaze falling on the battered bodies of the survivors. One woman, her face pale and drawn, clutched her side where a bandage was hastily tied around her torso. Cortha’s breath caught in her throat at the sight, but she didn’t falter. Not here. Not now.
“We need everything you can tell us,” she said, her voice rough, but there was no room for hesitation. "Start from the beginning."
And as the survivors began to speak, Cortha’s world grew even darker. The Crimson Fist was moving faster than she had imagined, and they were leaving destruction in their wake. The road ahead was about to get even more treacherous.
The battlefield was still. Too still. The air was thick with the acrid scent of smoke, the faint remnants of fire clinging to the earth like a reminder of the chaos that had unfolded. A sharp wind stirred the ash, lifting it in lazy swirls before letting it fall back to the ground. Thrain stood at the edge of the wreckage, eyes sweeping over the bodies, his body rigid in a way that was unfamiliar. Normally, he would be kneeling beside the fallen, offering what comfort he could in his quiet way, but today there was no peace to be found. Not here, not now.
His fists were clenched at his sides, the familiar tension in his arms a physical manifestation of something darker—something gnawing inside him, like a wound that refused to heal. The battlefield had always left a mark on him, but this... this was different. The faces of the fallen soldiers—some young enough to still have the softness of childhood in their features—haunted him, their blood staining the earth beneath his boots. They had barely begun to live, and now they were just... gone.
"Thrain," came a voice, soft but unyielding. Cortha. Her presence, steady and grounding, was the only thing keeping him tethered to the world around him. Even though she, too, carried her own burdens—her own demons—he found comfort in the simple fact that she was there. Still, he didn’t turn to face her immediately. He couldn’t. His eyes remained fixed on the horizon, where the last of the campfires flickered weakly, as though even the flames were too tired to burn any longer.
The losses were too heavy to ignore. He knew that, but it didn’t make them any easier to bear. This skirmish had cost them far more than it should have. The young soldiers—barely out of their teens—had gone to war thinking it was some kind of game. Now they were little more than crumpled bodies, their hopes and dreams snuffed out like a candle in the wind.
"I know you’re not one for ceremonies," Cortha said, her voice softening, her words trailing off into the distance between them. She had seen him like this before—his reluctance to embrace the violence that was part of their world. She knew the weight it put on him, the way it eroded the very person he tried so hard to be. "But... this is something we need to acknowledge."
Thrain let out a long breath, his shoulders sagging as if the weight of the world had suddenly settled on them. "How many dead?" he asked, his voice thick, rougher than he intended. The question felt empty as soon as it left his mouth. What did it matter, really? How many? They were all just numbers, weren’t they? All the same, his chest tightened with the thought.
"More than we can afford," Cortha replied, her tone unwavering but heavy with the burden of the truth. "And our supplies... they’re nearly gone."
Thrain’s jaw tightened, his eyes flickering to the discarded weapons and broken armor scattered across the field. The weight of the situation settled into his gut like a leaden stone. His fingers curled into fists, the muscles in his arms trembling. As a healer, his job was to preserve life, to tend to the broken and the wounded. But here, on this field, there was no healing. Not for the dead. And not for him.
Chapter 21
He glanced at the bodies of his comrades—men and women he had fought beside for years. He had known them, joked with them, seen their faces light up with a fleeting moment of joy. And now... now they were just corpses, no different from the enemy. War had a way of erasing the line between good and evil, turning every battle into a meaningless game of survival.
He looked at the ground, his eyes fixing on a piece of broken armor—a discarded helmet with the insignia of their faction still faintly visible beneath the dirt. The guilt was suffocating. He wasn’t supposed to be here. Not like this. He had always believed in the sanctity of life, the power of compassion. But war had a way of stripping those beliefs down, reducing them to whispers drowned out by the cries of the wounded.
"We can’t keep doing this," Thrain muttered, his voice almost lost in the wind. He wasn’t speaking to Cortha, but to himself. It was a plea, one he wasn’t sure he even believed anymore. “Not like this. The cost is too high.”
Cortha stepped closer, her boots crunching on the dry earth. Her hand settled on his shoulder, warm and firm—a quiet anchor amidst the storm in his chest. “I know,” she said softly, but her words held a strength that made him flinch. “But we don’t have the luxury of choices anymore. Not when lives are at stake. We fight because we must.”
Thrain’s breath caught, his eyes flickering toward her. She was right, of course. But that didn’t make it any easier. He didn’t want to be a soldier. He wanted to heal, to fix what was broken, to help the world. But this... this world was beyond repair.
"I know," he replied, his voice barely audible, the words too heavy for him to fully say. His gaze remained on the field of fallen comrades, the weight of their deaths pressing down on him like a physical force. The blood they had spilled—his blood, their blood—was something he would never forget.
For a long moment, neither of them spoke. There was nothing left to say.
"Let’s move," Cortha said, her voice breaking through the quiet. Her tone was sharp now, filled with a determination that seemed to fuel the air around them. "We need to get to that village. Help those people. Then we’ll figure out our next steps."
The crew quickly gathered their gear, the weight of their exhaustion suddenly forgotten in the face of the new threat. There was no time to mourn, no time for reflection. The Crimson Fist had struck a deadly blow, but Cortha wasn’t about to let them shatter what little resolve they had left. They would fight back—there was no other choice.
The wind carried with it the last echoes of battle as they moved out. The road ahead was long, and every step felt like it carried them deeper into the heart of the storm. But in the quiet between them, there was a shared understanding—an unspoken promise that they would do what had to be done. No matter the cost.
The world around them shifted as they walked, the once-familiar path now a place of tension and uncertainty. But Thrain, for all his anger and frustration, knew one thing: this was far from over. It couldn’t be. Not while there was still breath in his lungs.
The council chamber was thick with tension. The usual hum of strategy and debate was conspicuously absent, replaced by a weighty silence that clung to the air. The room, ornate with its stone walls and banners of old victories, felt colder today, the flickering candles casting long, sharp shadows that seemed to stretch unnaturally toward the table. Maps, ink-stained and dog-eared, were scattered across the surface like discarded thoughts, yet no one touched them. They were all too absorbed in the gravity of the news.
Cortha stood at the head of the long oak table, her back straight, but her hands clenched tightly behind her. She’d never been one to openly show her nerves, but today, it was hard to mask the unease simmering just beneath the surface. Her gaze swept the room, scanning the faces of the council members, each one drawn tight with concern. The flicker of candlelight caught on Tezlin’s brow, a subtle tension in his posture that betrayed his composed exterior. To her right, Seraphine sat with a furrowed brow, her sharp eyes betraying an unsettling calm. Eddard, ever the stoic, looked like a man already steeling himself for bad news.
It was Eddard who spoke first, his voice low, but weighted with the kind of quiet urgency that demanded attention. "We've received confirmation," he began, his eyes briefly meeting Cortha’s, "Manny, the leader of the Crimson Fist, has captured and fortified Blaniey Fort."
A shudder ran through the room, though it was more felt than heard. Cortha’s jaw tightened, her breath drawing in sharply. Blaniey Fort was not just a stronghold—it was a symbol. To lose it would not only be a strategic catastrophe but a blow to morale that could ripple through the entire realm.
Seraphine’s hand, resting on the edge of the table, tightened into a fist, her usually composed face betraying the subtle flicker of panic. "How?" Tezlin asked, his voice steady but with an undercurrent of impatience that mirrored his growing frustration. "How did they manage to take it? What about our defenses?"
The air in the room seemed to thicken, and Seraphine’s eyes narrowed as she spoke. "We were outnumbered, caught off guard. Manny’s forces are... formidable. They moved quickly, bypassing some of our outer defenses, overwhelming the garrison before they even knew what hit them. The soldiers there were green, underprepared." She paused, her expression one of quiet fury. "It was a massacre."
Cortha felt the weight of that word, massacre, settle over the table like a heavy, oppressive cloud. The loss of life, the utter devastation, echoed in her mind, and she had to force herself to focus. “Manny has made his move,” she murmured, more to herself than to the others. She exhaled slowly, her eyes lingering on the maps before her. "We need to understand his strategy. Fortifying Blaniey Fort means he’s planning to hold it—possibly using it as a staging ground for further attacks or to control the surrounding region."
Thaddeus, the elder among them, shifted in his seat, his fingers tapping absently against the wood. "Blaniey Fort is not just a strategic location," he said slowly, his voice gravelly, worn with age and experience. "It’s a symbol. Its fall will demoralize our forces, rattle the confidence of our allies, and embolden the Crimson Fist like nothing else can. The message it sends is clear—Manny is taking control."
The weight of his words hung heavy in the air, and Cortha’s gaze hardened, though the flicker of doubt still lingered in the back of her mind. How had they let it fall?
"We can’t allow this to stand," Tezlin said, his voice cutting through the tension like a blade. He leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table, eyes gleaming with urgency. "But we can’t rush in blindly either. We need more information—intel on the fort’s defenses, the layout, and Manny’s forces. The last thing we need is another disaster."
Cortha nodded sharply, her mind already working through the possible outcomes. "We’ll need to move quickly, but strategically," she said, her voice firm with resolve. "We can't afford to make any more mistakes. If we take this back, it has to be done right."
Eddard, ever the pragmatic one, let out a quiet sigh of agreement. “I’ve already sent scouts to gather intelligence on the fort’s current state. They should be back with a detailed report in the next few hours.” His eyes flicked to the others around the table. “But we need to prepare for the worst. Manny doesn’t take risks unless he’s sure he can win.”
Cortha’s gaze sharpened as she considered the implications of what he’d said. Manny was no fool. If he’d taken Blaniey Fort, it wasn’t just about the fort. It was about sending a message, gaining control of the surrounding region, and destabilizing the balance of power. This was a game of far higher stakes than a simple siege.
The door to the chamber creaked open, interrupting her thoughts, and a young messenger entered, eyes wide with urgency. "Lady Cortha," he gasped, his breath coming in sharp pants, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we’ve just received a report from one of the scouts. It’s worse than we thought.”
Cortha’s heart skipped a beat. The air in the room seemed to grow colder, and she straightened, her eyes locking on the messenger. "What’s happened?"
The messenger took a deep breath, steadying himself. "Manny's forces are not just securing the fort. They’ve also taken control of the nearby villages, and reports are coming in that they’re using the civilians as leverage. He’s not just fortifying the position—he’s creating a network. He’s drawing the people in, setting up a chokehold around the entire region."
A collective gasp spread through the room. Cortha’s mind reeled as the implications began to settle in. Manny wasn’t just playing for land. He was playing for power.
Tezlin’s hand slammed onto the table, his knuckles white with the force of his grip. "This is no longer just a fight for Blaniey. He’s taking control of the entire region. If we don’t act now, we risk losing everything."
Cortha’s thoughts raced. She’d suspected as much, but hearing it aloud made the reality sink in like a weight in her chest. There was no time to waste. They had to act, but carefully. There was no room for mistakes now.
“We have no choice," Cortha said, her voice a razor’s edge. "Prepare the forces. We’ll move at first light. And this time, we won’t be caught off guard."
As the council members filed out, the tension in the room didn't dissipate. If anything, it grew. The walls that had once been a symbol of unity now felt like they were closing in. And for the first time in a long while, Cortha realized just how high the stakes had truly become.
The room hummed with the strained energy of a dozen minds spinning in uncertainty, the weight of Blaniey Fort’s fall pressing down on them all. The cold stone walls of the council chamber seemed to close in, amplifying the quiet murmur of voices as each member weighed the grim implications of the day’s news. Outside, the wind howled against the narrow windows, as if nature itself sensed the storm that was brewing.
Cortha stood at the map table, tracing her fingers over the parchment, her mind working furiously to connect the dots. The fort, the villages, Manny’s growing power—everything was slipping out of their control. She was trying to hold on to something solid, something she could act on. But the room felt too small, too suffocating, as the weight of responsibility pressed against her chest like an iron shackle.
Seraphine’s presence at her shoulder was a brief but tangible relief. The noblewoman’s hand landed on Cortha’s, warm and firm, a quiet gesture meant to steady, to reassure. The silence stretched before them, heavy and uncertain, until Seraphine’s voice cut through it, low but unyielding. "We'll need all our resources, and the best minds we have, to reclaim Blaniey Fort. You're one of those minds, Cortha. Your insights, your abilities—they'll be crucial."
Her words, though spoken with the calm confidence of someone used to being listened to, rang hollow in the stillness. Cortha looked up at Seraphine, trying to draw strength from the older woman’s conviction. But beneath her polished exterior, Seraphine too was battling her own fears. Cortha could see it in the tightness of her jaw, the slight tremor in her hand as she withdrew it from Cortha’s.
Cortha’s throat tightened. She’s right. We have to stop Manny—but what if we fail?
"I’ll do whatever it takes," Cortha said, her voice sharp, the words a vow. But even as she spoke, doubt gnawed at her. "But we also need to ensure the safety of the surrounding villages. Manny might use them as leverage." Her eyes flicked toward the map again, her thoughts already turning to the next move.
Tezlin, ever the strategist, leaned against the table, arms crossed. His eyes, sharp and calculating, moved from Cortha to the others, weighing the situation as always. "Perhaps we can use that against him. If Manny believes we’ll be more focused on the villages, more concerned with civilians, he might divert some of his forces to defend them. That leaves us with an opening."
The suggestion was met with a low murmur of agreement, the council’s collective energy shifting as hope flickered to life. The room, once heavy with dread, now seemed a little less oppressive. But Cortha knew this was no simple victory—just a glimmer of possibility, a thread they could grasp at to keep the enemy off balance.
"I’ll need to stay close to the front lines," Cortha said quietly, her thoughts already spiraling out of control, adjusting and recalculating. "I’ll keep an eye on Manny’s movements. If he takes the bait, we’ll have to act fast." She turned to Tezlin, meeting his gaze with a hard intensity. "This can’t be a diversion we miss."
Eddard, who had been silent until now, stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the stone floor in a sharp protest. His face was as unreadable as ever, but there was a fire in his eyes now. "Enough talk. We can’t waste time on theory." His voice was a rough growl, a command that brooked no dissent. "We’ll regroup once the scouts return with their reports, but in the meantime, we prepare. I want everyone ready for an operation that will test every last one of us. Manny won’t let this go without a fight."
The sound of boots scraping across the stone echoed as the council members began to file out, a strange mix of resolve and uncertainty settling over the group. Even those who remained seemed to carry an invisible weight. Cortha remained at the table, her mind already racing through the next steps, each one fraught with complications.
Tezlin stood beside her, his quiet presence a contrast to the storm of thoughts racing through her mind. "You’re not alone in this," he said, his voice soft but heavy with the unspoken understanding that had always existed between them. "You know that, right?"
Cortha nodded, though the words felt hollow in her mouth. But I am alone in this. The truth of it settled in her stomach like a stone. Every decision, every step forward, fell on her shoulders. She was the one who had to lead them through the storm, the one who had to find the cracks in Manny’s defenses before everything fell apart.
The door to the chamber opened, and Seraphine lingered on the threshold, her figure framed by the dim light spilling in from the hallway. She caught Cortha’s eye, her expression softening for a moment, then firming as she stepped back into the room. "Remember," she said, her voice low but insistent, "we’re all in this together. We’ll reclaim Blaniey Fort, and we’ll show Manny that his efforts are futile."
Cortha swallowed, the weight of Seraphine’s words pressing on her chest, but there was something bitter in the back of her throat, something she couldn’t swallow. "We’ll stop him, Seraphine," she said, her voice steadier now, as if to convince herself more than anyone else. "We have to."
The noblewoman nodded once, then left, the door swinging shut behind her with a heavy finality. The chamber was silent once more, save for the wind that seemed to moan through the cracks in the stone.
Cortha turned back to the maps, her fingers grazing the edges of the parchment, tracing the outlines of the fort, the villages, the land beyond. This was no longer just about strategy or reclaiming lost ground. This was a war for survival, and the stakes were higher than ever. If Manny succeeded here, it would be only a matter of time before his influence spread farther, consuming everything in its path.
They couldn’t fail. They wouldn’t fail.
But Cortha knew, deep down, that the cost of victory was something she wasn’t ready to face. Not yet. She glanced at Tezlin, his face impassive as ever, yet something in his eyes—something she couldn’t quite read—made her stomach tighten. He was in this as much as she was, and if they were going to survive, they would have to walk this path together, no matter the price.
The room felt colder as the last echoes of the council’s words faded away, but Cortha had no time to dwell on it. Manny had started a war. And in this war, there would be no mercy.
The moon hung low over the Blejek Citadel, a pale crescent casting fragile light across the cobbled streets, the glow softening the harsh edges of the night. Beneath its waning luminescence, the Citadel loomed like a hulking shadow, its jagged spires and heavy stone walls seeming to curl inward, watching. Cortha’s boots echoed sharply against the stones as she walked through the winding corridors, her mind still tangled with the earlier council meeting, where words had been sharp as knives, cloaked in politeness, but leaving wounds nonetheless.
She replayed the conversation in her mind, the thinly veiled threats, the promises that felt as hollow as the walls around her. The weight of it all sat on her chest, the pressure of expectations pressing against her ribs. They wanted results, they demanded answers, but did they know how deep the danger ran? How far the rot spread? Cortha wasn’t sure they understood, or if they even cared.
Her hand brushed the cold stone of the hallway, fingers trailing over the carvings that lined the walls, ancient symbols that had seen more generations than she could count. They were just that—symbols. The real power here, the kind that had dragged them into this war, was something far more dangerous, far less visible.
Turning a corner sharply, Cortha’s gaze locked onto a figure waiting ahead, half-hidden in the shadows. The faint glint of silver caught her eye before she could react fully. Elder Vanya Elara. She hadn’t expected her.
The old woman stood with the stillness of someone who had long ago become part of the stone itself. Her silver hair caught the light in strange ways, seeming to shimmer with an ethereal glow, though it was merely the reflection of the torchlight. Her robes—dark, flowing—gave her the air of an ancient spirit, or perhaps something far more sinister. There was an inscrutable calm to her, a calm that, over the years, Cortha had learned to both trust and fear. There was always something behind Elara’s quiet words, something deeper.
“Elara,” Cortha said, halting a few paces away, her voice cautious but composed. She didn’t trust the silence that hung between them. “I thought you’d be with the council.”
The Elder’s smile was faint, barely there, as if the expression itself had learned not to stretch too wide in this dim, flickering light. “Ah, yes, well,” she replied, her voice low, smooth, like a ripple across a still pond, “I’ve already had my fill of their endless chatter for today.” She tilted her head slightly, her eyes narrowing in a way that made Cortha feel like the other woman was peeling her apart, layer by layer. “But you... you seem to carry the weight of this all. You understand what’s at stake here, don’t you?”
Cortha’s stomach churned, the edges of her control slipping as the words tangled in her throat. She’d expected a simple exchange, a quick formality. Not this. She met Elara’s gaze, steady but suspicious, trying to read the ancient woman. “I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” she replied, her voice edged with a quiet wariness.
The Elder’s smile didn’t falter, but her eyes—those sharp, calculating eyes—seemed to darken slightly, as though some hidden truth was beginning to surface. “Oh, I think you do,” Elara murmured, the faintest trace of amusement playing at her lips. “You’ve been investigating the Crimson Fist, yes? But be wary of what you might uncover, Cortha. Not all enemies are what they appear to be.” Her words, cryptic and heavy with meaning, lingered in the air like smoke—impossible to grasp, yet impossible to ignore.
Cortha’s heart skipped a beat. A chill crawled up her spine as her instincts flared. Enemies? Inside the council? The thought unsettled her more than it should have. She’d felt the distrust brewing, but this? This was something far darker, far more insidious.
“Dangers… within the council?” Cortha asked, the question slipping from her lips before she could stop it. The words sounded hollow, even to her own ears, but she couldn’t help it. Something about Elara’s presence, her unspoken authority, made everything feel a little more fragile, like the world they stood in was poised on the edge of something too dangerous to touch.
Elara’s lips curled into a tight, almost imperceptible grin. Her voice dropped even lower, now carrying a weight that made the hairs on the back of Cortha’s neck stand on end. “Not all enemies wear the same mask, my dear. Be careful who you trust.” She paused, her gaze sharpening. “Sometimes, a friend can lead you astray... and sometimes, for their own good, they will.”
The words hit harder than they should have, settling deep in Cortha’s chest. She felt the air shift around them, heavy with the knowledge that Elara knew more than she let on—and that Cortha was only just beginning to glimpse the cracks in the walls she’d trusted for so long.
Cortha opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Elara raised a hand, cutting her off with a slow, deliberate gesture. “Enough of that for now.” Her voice softened, shifting back to something less alarming, but no less dangerous. “You have your path, Cortha. And I have mine. But remember this: sometimes the truth lies in the places you least expect.” She stepped back, a finality in her movements that left no room for argument.
With a whisper of her robes, Elara turned, disappearing into the shadows, her figure fading like a dream that couldn’t quite be grasped. Cortha stood frozen for a moment, her mind whirling, trying to make sense of the cryptic warning.
The corridor around her felt suddenly too cold, the stone walls too oppressive. Cortha’s pulse was quick, her breath shallow, as she struggled to pull her thoughts together. What the hell was that?
Elara had planted something in her mind, something dark and dangerous, and Cortha knew better than to dismiss it. She had no clear answers, no certainty about what it all meant. But one thing was painfully clear: she wasn’t the only one watching. The Blejek Citadel, with its grand halls and opulent corridors, was a house built on more than just stone. There were deeper currents here, currents that no one, not even the council, could see until it was far too late.
Cortha took a deep breath, steadying herself. She couldn’t afford to let fear or doubt control her now—not when there was so much at stake. But something in her gut told her that Elara’s warning was only the beginning. There were darker games being played here—games that would force her to question everything she thought she knew. And when the truth finally surfaced, it might cost her more than she was willing to pay.
With that unsettling thought weighing on her, Cortha turned and continued down the hallway, the flickering torchlight casting long shadows on the cold stone floor. The Citadel felt even darker now, as if it were holding its breath—waiting for something to break.

The evening air in Ardenle was thick with the hum of life—laughter, clinking mugs, and the constant murmur of conversation spilling out from every tavern and inn. The city, alive with the warmth of an early spring evening, felt like a patchwork of fleeting moments: the flicker of lanterns casting long shadows, the distant shouts of street vendors, and the occasional crash of glass from someone too far gone to notice the fragility of the night.
Tezlin found himself once again at the heart of Cortha’s crew, this time on the cusp of another night out. He never quite fit into the easy rhythm of their group, but tonight, he was here, nonetheless, swept along by the gravity of their company. Joren, the ever-reliable swordsman, clapped him on the shoulder as they entered The Gilded Flagon, the tavern of choice for the night’s revelry. The moment they crossed the threshold, the atmosphere enveloped them—thick with the smell of roasting meat, spiced wine, and the earthy tang of ale. Smoke from the hearth curled through the rafters, and the glow of lanterns bathed the room in a flickering, amber haze.
"Here we are," Joren said, voice booming over the noise. "A place where even the hardiest souls come to forget their troubles—or find new ones."
Tezlin’s lips twitched in amusement as he followed Joren to a corner table where the others had already settled. Lyra, with her typical fire and energy, was exchanging jests with Thrain, the group’s healer, who, despite his calm and reserved nature, had a dry wit that matched her quick tongue. Tezlin settled in next to them, trying to focus on the conversation but instead letting the ebb and flow of the tavern wash over him—the distant melodies of a fiddler, the clatter of dishes, the low hum of voices in the background. It was a strange kind of comfort, the noise and heat of the place, but for Tezlin, it also felt hollow.
"Come now, Tez," Joren grinned as he slapped a tankard in front of him. "Don’t tell me you’ve gone soft on us. What’s life without a little laughter, huh?"
Tezlin didn’t answer immediately. He was never one for such things. Laughter, camaraderie—it all felt too fragile, too easily lost. Instead, he took a slow drink, the bitter sting of ale sharp against his tongue, before allowing himself a small, fleeting smile at Joren’s antics. Joren was recounting an old skirmish with bandits—one that, according to him, had involved a dozen men, a fire-breathing beast, and a princess who was, at the time, not at all impressed by Joren’s heroics. Lyra snorted into her drink, rolling her eyes as Thrain raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical of the embellishments.
Despite his usual detachment, Tezlin found himself chuckling, his guards slowly slipping away as the night wore on. The sound of their laughter seemed to blend with the tavern's energy, making the world feel less distant, less heavy. But even in this fleeting moment of peace, a part of him remained on edge—like an unfinished note, suspended in the air, waiting to resolve.
Hours slipped by unnoticed. The revelry continued around them, the joviality of the tavern unbroken. But as the night drew deeper, a certain quiet crept in. The drink had loosened their tongues, the stories had wound down, and the faces of other revelers began to blur together as they stumbled out into the cool embrace of the streets.
Tezlin, though not drunk, felt something shift within him. Something unspoken—something like connection—had crept up on him, and he found it difficult to ignore.
Then, as if drawn by some invisible thread, his attention flickered to the door. Cortha had been unusually quiet the past few hours, her mind undoubtedly elsewhere, even if her presence remained firm in the group. She had remained the anchor of their team, her every move deliberate, her mind always several steps ahead. She had been too still tonight—too absent—until now, when she stood and excused herself, her gaze lingering on Tezlin for a fleeting moment. There was nothing overt in her look, but the weight of it—her gaze soft, almost unreadable—carried a tension between them that wasn’t there before.
“I have to go,” Cortha said, her voice steady, though there was a subtle tension in the way she held herself. “Duty calls.” She gave them all a warm smile, the kind she reserved for moments of goodbye, and turned to leave.
Tezlin watched her go, a feeling—a pang—stirring in his chest that he wasn’t sure how to place. Something unfamiliar churned beneath the surface, too raw to articulate. It wasn’t longing. Not quite. But it was the feeling of something being left behind, of her absence pressing in on the space she’d just occupied.
He exhaled, shaking his head slightly, trying to banish the thought. Cortha had her reasons for leaving. Eldrin had called for her, no doubt. There were bigger things in motion than whatever quiet moment they shared here, in this tavern filled with the hum of ordinary lives.
But that didn’t stop the feeling from lingering in the quiet moments that followed.
Chapter 21
The crew continued to enjoy the night, their laughter and chatter filling the void left by Cortha’s departure. Tezlin allowed himself to relax, sinking into the rhythm of their easy camaraderie. Joren was in the middle of recounting another exaggerated tale, his gestures becoming more dramatic as Lyra teased him mercilessly. Thrain, ever the stoic, listened in silence, occasionally offering a sarcastic remark.
Tezlin leaned back in his chair, the warmth of the ale coursing through him, the weight of the day lifting off his shoulders. He didn’t often feel part of this—this easy connection—but tonight, the walls between him and the others were thinner, the cracks almost imperceptible.
Time slipped on, unnoticed, as the last of the revelers stumbled into the streets, leaving behind only the faint echo of their laughter. Tezlin lingered for a moment, watching them go, feeling the abruptness of their departure. There was something in the air tonight—something unspoken, something more than just the comfort of familiarity.
And as the tavern quieted, as the last of the fires dimmed and the shadows stretched long against the walls, Tezlin couldn’t shake the feeling that the peace they had found tonight was only temporary, and that, soon, something would pull them all back into the darkness they had been trying to escape.
But for now, it was enough.

The night was thick with the kind of silence that felt like it had weight, pressing in on their senses as Cortha, Tezlin, and the crew moved through the jagged terrain. The ground beneath them was an uneven patchwork of rocks and dirt, sharp as broken glass in places and slippery with moss in others. But they didn’t flinch, didn’t falter. Each of them had been trained to read the land as they would an old, worn map. Their boots, worn from months of travel, kissed the earth gently, barely leaving a mark, each step placed with the kind of discipline that only experience could forge.
The wind whispered through the narrow gaps between the craggy peaks, carrying with it the scent of distant rain, of wild things that moved unseen in the forest. The moon was little more than a sliver in the sky, casting a faint, ghostly light that barely reached the ground, but it was enough. The crew knew how to use the darkness as a cloak.
They split into smaller groups, each one a well-oiled unit with a singular purpose. The night would be long, and they needed every advantage they could muster.
Joren led his group up the highest hill, the climb slow but steady, each member a shadow amongst shadows. Their cloaks melded with the night, blending into the inky blackness so seamlessly it was as if they were part of the very darkness itself. At the summit, the world spread out before them—a patchwork of rocky hills and valleys, forests creeping toward the horizon like dark waves of ocean. From this vantage point, they could see it all: the undulating lines of the land, the trails of wildlife, the whispers of movement far below. The hill was not just a physical height, but a psychological one, a place where they could feel the land shift beneath their feet, sense the pressure of the wind, and detect the faintest tremor in the air.
Joren stood still for a long moment, his gaze sharp, searching. His knuckles were white around the hilt of his sword, but his expression was calm—almost detached. He was used to the hunt, used to waiting in the quiet, the dead space between action. His group mirrored him, each member silent but alert, waiting for the next move.
Far below, in the dense thickets of the forest, Lyra and her team set up a perimeter. Her dark eyes flicked between the trees, the underbrush, the gaps in the leaves. They’d done this dance a thousand times before—laying a web of observation and secrecy, each movement planned and executed with surgical precision. She could practically taste the tension in the air, the expectation of something about to unfold.
Time seemed to crawl, stretching each second like taffy. The world felt too alive in its stillness, the sharp edge of every sound amplifying the silence. The creak of a branch underfoot. The wind tugging at the hems of their cloaks. The distant murmur of the earth beneath them. It was like waiting for a storm that never arrived.
Then, as if summoned by the stillness itself, movement broke the monotony. Shadows flickered across the valley below—three figures, their forms barely discernible in the dim light. Their cautious steps and furtive glances told Cortha and her crew everything they needed to know. The hunt had begun in earnest.
Tezlin’s hand twitched near his dagger. He’d long since learned the value of patience, of control, but this—this was the kind of thing that gnawed at him. The thrill of pursuit, the moment before the storm. He glanced at Cortha, who stood silent and still, her sharp eyes never leaving the distant figures. Her posture was rigid, but her mind was working. He knew her well enough to see the shift in her—like a predator sensing a shift in the wind.
“They’re heading for the mine,” Lyra muttered under her breath, her voice tight with the knowledge of the land. “They always go there when they’re cornered.” Her words were heavy with meaning—because they both knew what the mine meant. Abandoned, forgotten by most, its entrances crumbling with age, the mine had become a refuge for the desperate.
“The mine,” Cortha echoed, her voice low and controlled, a far cry from the emotion that flickered in Tezlin’s chest. There was no surprise in her tone, just the cold recognition of a well-worn path.
Joren’s hand raised slowly, the signal passed down the line. He wasn’t rushing, wasn’t panicking. They had the upper hand—they were the ones in control. They had the advantage. The hunted were about to become the hunted.
“Stay close,” Joren whispered, his voice barely a breath, but the weight of command in it was unmistakable. The team responded in perfect synchronization, every movement fluid, every step designed to minimize sound. Their bodies blended with the jagged rock formations and overgrown brush, moving like shadows, becoming part of the landscape.
The mine loomed ahead now, a yawning mouth in the earth, dark and foreboding. Cortha could almost taste the dampness in the air as they neared it, the smell of wet stone, of decay. It was a place that had seen too many forgotten souls, too many secrets buried under layers of dust and rot. Her instincts flared—this wasn’t going to be as easy as it seemed.
Tezlin’s heart beat a little faster as they approached, every nerve taut. He could hear the faintest shift of footsteps ahead, the slow, careful way the figures moved, as if they sensed they were being watched. Cortha, ever the tactician, was calculating the angles, anticipating their every move. She wasn’t rushing. She wasn’t reacting. She was preparing.
For Tezlin, it was a strange kind of stillness—an unsettling calm before the chaos. His hand brushed against the hilt of his dagger, and he exhaled slowly, letting the tension slip from his shoulders. They would wait. They would see what the shadows revealed before they acted. 

 
 The air was thick with tension, the kind that settles like a weight on your chest. Every step felt like it might crack the earth beneath them, but the forest—dense with trees whose gnarled roots twisted like the fingers of some forgotten god—held them in its quiet grip. The scent of damp leaves mingled with something sharper, like the cold, metallic bite of iron. There was no wind, not even the soft rustling of branches overhead. Only stillness. And the ever-growing murmur of voices, seeping in from the distance, getting louder, clearer.
Cortha’s boots sank silently into the undergrowth as she moved forward, each step careful, calculated, like a predator testing the ground before closing in for the kill. Her fingers twitched, the pale skin of her hand raised in front of her, palm outward, as if trying to halt the very air itself. The gesture was unnecessary, but the old habits died hard. She'd learned too many times that it wasn’t just the enemy you had to watch—it was the sound of your own breath, the rustle of your own cloak, the way your heartbeat thrummed in your chest.
Tezlin, her most trusted ally, was a step behind her, as always. She could hear him shift his weight, the soft scrape of leather on leather, but he knew better than to speak. His silence was a mark of respect, or maybe it was just the result of years spent alongside her, knowing that even the faintest whisper could be the end of everything.
Behind them, Nyx—Cortha's black mare—shifted her hooves uneasily, sensing the gravity of the moment. The animal’s instincts were sharper than most of the men they traveled with. Cortha would’ve preferred to leave her tied up in the clearing, but she couldn’t afford the risk of leaving Nyx alone. Not in these woods.
The voices—still growing—were not the faint chatter of a casual camp. They were urgent, harsh, like the men were preparing for something. Cortha crept a little closer, her cloak brushing against the damp earth. The canopy of trees above, dense and unruly, cast the area in a twilight gloom, the sun barely breaking through to touch the ground.
She lowered herself to her knees, the wet soil seeping through the fabric of her pants. She’d been trained to move through silence, but today, it felt like the forest was watching her, waiting. She didn’t like that feeling. It was the same way she’d felt when they'd tracked down the Crimson Fist’s messenger—the slow, inevitable realization that you were already too late.
"Stay here," she muttered to Tezlin, her voice barely more than a whisper.
He didn’t respond, but she knew he understood. He would do nothing to jeopardize their mission.
Cortha’s fingers curled tightly, and she focused, drawing on the sliver of magic that remained just beneath her skin. The moment stretched, the air thick with the pressure of anticipation, but she didn’t falter. With a breath, she pushed forward, stepping into the clearing just beyond the trees.
There, gathered around a fire, were a half-dozen men. Their faces were shadowed, but the dark outlines of their hoods, the harsh angles of their jaws, made it clear they weren’t just travelers. No, these men were soldiers of some kind—dangerous, desperate, and all too familiar.
Cortha’s fingers twitched. She recognized one of them immediately. The man with the patch over his left eye—a former lieutenant in the Blejek army, someone who'd been implicated in several illegal trade dealings before disappearing into the wilds. What was he doing here? More importantly, who had he brought with him?
She didn’t have the luxury of waiting for answers. Her hand flew to the hilt of her sword, but before she could move, Tezlin’s voice cut through the silence, low and rough. "Cortha."
She froze, eyes narrowing in his direction. He wasn’t one for shouting, but the urgency in his tone left no room for doubt. Something was wrong.
She turned, slow, deliberate, her mind racing. That voice—it wasn’t right. There was something in it that made the hair on the back of her neck rise. Something... familiar.
Tezlin’s expression was tense, his gaze fixed behind her. "We’re not alone."
The battlefield was a blur of flashing steel and blood-soaked earth. The evening sky hung heavy with dark clouds, the fading light casting long shadows across the carnage. The scent of sweat, iron, and dust clung to the air like a shroud. Each swing of a sword, each scream from the dying, seemed to echo off the trees, the sound amplified by the dense forest around them.
Joren led the charge, his battle axe raised high, a savage grin twisting his lips as he cleaved through the enemy ranks. His movements were raw, instinctive, like a beast unleashed. He didn’t think about strategy—he just fought, his body moving faster than his mind could catch up, a blur of brute force and reckless abandon.
"To the left!" Tezlin barked, his voice cutting through the noise, sharp and precise. His eyes never stopped scanning the field, his mind working a hundred steps ahead of the chaos. The enemy was trying to flank them, a group of soldiers creeping around their perimeter, eager to strike at their exposed side.
“I see them.” Cortha’s voice was low, almost drowned out by the clash of weapons, but Tezlin knew she understood. She was already moving, her dark eyes locked onto their would-be attackers. But before she could give the order to pivot, Joren was already gone, charging headfirst into the melee.
“Joren, wait!” Tezlin’s command was swallowed by the cacophony of war, his words lost as the warrior plowed ahead, roaring like a madman.
Cortha’s jaw tightened, a flicker of both exasperation and begrudging respect in her gaze. “One day, he’ll learn the value of patience.”
Tezlin’s lips curled into a wry smile, though there was a hint of pride behind his weary eyes. “I doubt it. But at least he’s useful when it comes to drawing attention away from the rest of us.” His hand drifted to his blade, eyes narrowing as he prepared to back up Joren’s reckless charge, knowing full well that if he didn’t act now, things would spiral out of control.
Meanwhile, Thrain, ever the steady presence at the rear, was too absorbed in the wounded to notice his own fatigue. His healing magic flowed through his hands with fluid ease, but the strain was evident in the set of his shoulders. A soldier staggered past him, blood pouring from a gaping wound in his side, and Thrain immediately knelt beside him, his focus unwavering despite the chaos around them.
“Hold still,” Thrain murmured, his voice calm, yet tinged with a quiet urgency. His hands glowed with soft, pulsing light as the magic began to weave its way into the soldier’s flesh. The man winced, but didn’t flinch. He trusted Thrain more than anyone—trusted him with his life.
Cortha’s eyes darted to him as she fought off a pair of Crimson Fist soldiers. She saw the blood staining Thrain’s sleeve, the gash across his arm that he had been ignoring all battle. Her stomach churned, the nagging worry that had always been there flaring into something sharper.
“Thrain, watch your back!” she shouted, her voice hoarse as she sliced through the last of her attackers. She was met with nothing but a brief flicker of a glance from the healer. The faintest hint of a smile touched his lips, but it was gone in an instant.
“I’m fine, Cortha. They need me more than I need to heal myself.”
Her heart tightened, and she felt the familiar frustration rise in her chest. Thrain's selflessness was his greatest strength—and his most dangerous flaw. He always put others before himself, but she knew that kind of sacrifice came at a cost. She didn’t know how much longer he could keep it up before it broke him.
“No, Thrain—” She moved to call out again, but her words were cut short by the scream of a nearby soldier. His leg had been shattered by a blow, and he crumpled to the ground, writhing in pain. Without a second thought, Thrain rushed toward him, his expression turning grim.
“I’ll be right back,” he said, his voice calm but with a subtle undertone of finality that told Cortha he was already lost in the needs of the battlefield.
Before she could protest, he was gone, his hands already glowing as he knelt by the fallen man’s side, his magic weaving through the air like threads of light.
Tezlin caught Cortha’s eye, his expression unreadable as he watched Thrain. He sighed, a sound that spoke of both resignation and something deeper, more resigned to the healer’s unyielding nature. “Let him be. It’s who he is.”
Cortha’s jaw clenched, and for a moment, she didn’t know if she was more frustrated with Thrain or with herself for not being able to stop him. The battle continued around them, their odds worsening by the second as the Crimson Fist pushed forward relentlessly. Yet, even as the blood of their enemies soaked the earth beneath them, they fought on—each of them struggling with their own demons, their own personal battles.
Tezlin’s voice cut through her thoughts, steady and focused. “We need to push them back, Cortha. Now.”
She gave a short nod, her eyes flicking to where Joren was still wreaking havoc in the enemy’s midst, his battle cry cutting through the din like a war drum. There was no turning back now.
Her breath steady, Cortha gripped her sword tightly, the weight of it grounding her as she moved toward the front lines. The night was growing darker, the air colder, but she didn’t notice. The battlefield, the blood, the screams—it all faded to a dull roar as she focused on the task at hand.
They would survive this—if only just.
The air was thick with the acrid stench of sweat, blood, and smoke. The battle raged around them, a cacophony of clashing steel, the sharp crackle of magic, and the anguished cries of the wounded. The scent of earth and metal mingled with the rising tension in the air. Joren staggered back to his comrades, panting but triumphant, his chest heaving with each breath. His armor was dented, his face streaked with dirt and blood, but his eyes still burned with that feral light—the one that came alive in the midst of battle.
He glanced over at Thrain, who was kneeling beside a fallen soldier, his hands glowing with soft, healing magic. The healer’s face was etched with concentration, the lines of fatigue deepening around his eyes, but his focus never wavered. Even as swords clashed and bodies fell, Thrain’s presence remained a quiet anchor, unshaken by the chaos surrounding them.
Joren grinned, his breath still ragged. “You know,” he called, slapping a hand onto Thrain’s shoulder with a force that was more playful than threatening, “if you’re gonna keep saving our asses like this, you might need a bit of protection yourself.” His eyes twinkled with a challenge, a playful spark that was always present when the heat of battle ebbed for a moment.
Thrain didn’t even glance up from his work. His voice, as always, was steady, almost unnervingly calm amidst the carnage. “And you’re always going to charge headfirst into danger, Joren. Someone has to patch you up when you get yourself killed.”
The words were dry, without malice, but Joren couldn’t help but laugh—low, genuine, and full of the kind of laughter born of a shared understanding that death might be just a breath away.
Joren’s shoulders relaxed, his nervous energy flowing into the laughter, even as his eyes swept the battlefield once more. He gave a nod of approval to Thrain’s unflinching composure. “You’re a stubborn one, I’ll give you that.”
Cortha watched the exchange with a small smile, despite the weight of the situation pressing down on her. She could always count on her crew, their strange, unspoken camaraderie holding steady even in the face of violence. Joren was reckless, Thrain was too selfless for his own good, and Tezlin—always calculating, always ahead—was the glue that kept them together. They weren’t perfect, but they complemented each other in ways that made them stronger than they should have been. And for that, she was grateful.
But even as her lips curled, a sharp voice broke through her thoughts, drawing her back to the fight.
“More coming from the north,” Tezlin said, his tone razor-sharp, cutting through the noise with practiced ease. His gaze was fixed on the horizon, his mind already anticipating their next move. “Get ready.”
Joren was already in motion, his massive axe raised above his head like a battering ram, the war cry on his lips primal and unrestrained. Thrain, still bent over the wounded soldier, glanced up briefly, offering a quick, reassuring look in Cortha’s direction. It wasn’t much, but it was enough. Thrain always had that ability to reassure with just a glance, his calm presence a balm to her anxiety.
Tezlin, meanwhile, was already issuing orders to the others, his voice steady and confident. His mind was always two steps ahead, his sharp eyes constantly scanning the battlefield, anticipating where the next threat would come from. His attention never wavered, not even for a moment.
Cortha exhaled sharply, drawing in a breath that tasted of iron and dust. She felt the storm of battle rise within her again, that familiar rush of adrenaline flooding her veins. They were a team. Despite their differences, despite the cracks in their personalities, they were still a force to be reckoned with. Together, they could weather this storm.
“Ready?” Cortha called out, her voice low, but firm. She looked over the group—Joren charging ahead, Thrain steadying himself, Tezlin preparing to direct their next move. They were all ready, even if they didn’t show it the same way.
They were more than a team—they were a last line of defense. And whatever came next, they would face it together.
Several days later, they stumbled out of the mine shaft, their faces smeared with dirt, blood, and exhaustion. Their steps were heavy, the weight of what they’d done pressing down on them, but there was a quiet sense of victory in the air. The mission was complete, though it had come at a cost. The mine was secured, the forces of the Crimson Fist scattered, but there was no illusion of peace.
The landscape outside was bleak, the forest scarred from the recent battles. The trees stood like broken sentinels, their once-proud trunks charred from the firestorms that had ravaged the area. The distant mountains were shrouded in mist, their peaks barely visible under the heavy clouds that loomed overhead. The air was thick and oppressive, the silence after the storm ringing in their ears.
Cortha took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the past days pressing into her bones. They had struck a blow against the Crimson Fist, but the war was far from over. They had yet to deal with the full force of their enemies, and the region was still in danger. But as the first rays of sunlight broke through the clouds, they stood tall, their heads held high—not because they had won, but because they had survived.
The tension in the air was palpable as each member of the team took a moment to collect themselves, their individual thoughts heavy on their minds. There was no sense of triumph in Cortha’s chest, only a grim acknowledgment that the fight was far from finished.
“We’ve got a long road ahead,” Tezlin said, breaking the silence as he surveyed the desolate landscape before them. His voice was uncharacteristically quiet, a touch of weariness seeping into his usual composure.
Cortha nodded, her eyes narrowing as she looked toward the distant horizon. The region may have been secured for now, but their enemies were still out there, waiting, gathering strength.
They’d struck a blow—but the war was still on. And it wasn’t over until every last one of them was either dead or standing.
The map on the table was an intricate web of inked lines, marks, and scratched notes, each one detailing the movements of the Crimson Fist—a network of lies, betrayal, and violence that spread like a cancer across the land. The thick scent of burning wood from the hearth mixed with the stale air of the cramped room, and outside, the wind howled through the mountain passes, its cold fingers creeping under the cracks of the door.
Cortha’s finger traced a series of points on the map, stopping at the locations where they had tracked the movements of the enemy. The parchment was worn, frayed at the edges, but it held more weight than any golden treasure. Every mark was a possible lead, a key to unraveling the Crimson Fist’s plans. She felt the pressure of the task in the tightness of her chest, the gnawing worry that they might be too late to stop the bloodshed that loomed on the horizon.
"We need eyes on these places," Cortha murmured, her voice low but firm as she circled several marked areas with the tip of her finger. "We have to know what they’re planning—what their next move is."
Tezlin leaned over her shoulder, his dark eyes scanning the map with a cold precision that made it seem like the parchment would burn under his gaze. "Their movements have become bolder," he said, his voice calm but laced with a quiet fury that Cortha had come to recognize over the past weeks. "They're not hiding anymore. They're testing us, pushing us to act. If we don’t stay one step ahead, we’ll lose the advantage."
Joren, standing across the room with his arms crossed, grunted in agreement. His scarred face was set in a grim line, the harsh lines of his brow telling the tale of a life spent on the front lines. He had seen death up close more times than he cared to remember. "We’ll watch their every move," he said, his voice low, full of the weight of years spent fighting. "If they so much as twitch, we’ll be there."
Lyra, sitting cross-legged on a nearby chair, cracked her knuckles with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. "They won’t get away this time," she said, her voice laced with an edge of excitement. Her eyes glittered with the kind of intensity Cortha had come to expect from her. Lyra’s skill in tracking and gathering intelligence was unparalleled—sometimes even unnervingly so.
Thrain, the dwarf healer, sat at the edge of the table, adjusting the heavy pack on his shoulders. His gruff demeanor was at odds with the gentle nature that had earned him the role of healer, but Cortha had learned that Thrain’s stubbornness was as much a strength as his healing ability. "We’ll get the intel we need," he said, his voice gravelly but resolute. "And I’ll patch up anyone who gets themselves into trouble. But don’t be foolish enough to need me for anything more serious."
Cortha looked around the room at the faces of her crew. They were an odd bunch—wildly different in temperament, in experience, and in their motivations—but she knew they were the only ones she could trust. In this world of constant shifting allegiances, they had become more than just comrades. They were the last hope this land had, whether they were ready for that burden or not.
She folded the map and placed it on the table, her eyes meeting each of theirs. "Let’s get to work. The Crimson Fist won’t stop until they’ve burned everything to the ground. We can’t let that happen."
The moon was a silver crescent in the ink-black sky, casting only faint light over the jagged landscape that stretched before them. The wind whispered through the rocks, carrying with it the scent of pine and damp earth. The world felt suspended, frozen between breaths, as if even nature itself was holding its own in this tense moment.
The team had split into smaller groups, each assigned a specific task—eyes and ears on the ground, moving with the stealth of shadows, searching for any hint of the Crimson Fist’s plans.
Joren’s group made their way up a steep hill, their boots barely making a sound on the rocky terrain. The ground was uneven, littered with loose stones that threatened to betray them at every step. Joren took the lead, his movements sure and swift, though there was a dangerous gleam in his eye that made it clear he was always ready for a fight. When they reached the top, he sank down to one knee, pulling a set of spyglass lenses from his pack. His eyes scanned the valley below, every muscle in his body tensed, waiting for movement.
"I’ve got eyes on the valley," Joren muttered, his voice a whisper of a growl, as he shifted the lenses to get a better view. "Nothing yet."
Lyra’s group, meanwhile, had taken up a position near the edge of a dense forest, their cloaks pulled tight around their frames, blending with the shadows like ghosts. The trees stood like silent sentinels, their limbs twisted and bare from the harsh winds of winter. Lyra crouched low, her sharp eyes darting between the underbrush, scanning for any movement, any sign that the enemy was nearby.
"I don’t like this," she muttered, her fingers grazing the hilt of her dagger. "It’s too quiet."
Thrain, closer to the river, was the last to settle into his position, though his mind was never fully at ease. His eyes darted around the dense foliage, his ears straining to catch even the faintest sound that might signal danger. The river’s rush was a constant murmur in the background, a soothing but deceptive noise. There could be nothing lurking in that sound—a trap, a whisper of a threat.
Chapter 22
The night dragged on, each hour stretching longer than the last. Every rustle of leaves, every whisper of wind felt like the sound of danger. But then, at last, Joren’s voice broke through the tension.
"I’ve got something," he said, his tone tight, a warning in his voice.
Lyra’s head snapped toward him, her face hardening. "What is it?"
"Figures," Joren murmured, lowering the spyglass. "Shadowy. Moving through the valley. Headed toward the mine shaft. They’re making their move."
The mine shaft. Cortha’s blood ran cold at the mention of it. The last place they’d expected to find them. It was an old, abandoned mine—long since forgotten by most, but the Crimson Fist had a habit of turning even the most forgotten places into their hiding spots.
"We need to move," Cortha snapped, already pulling on her gear. "We can’t let them get inside. If they’re meeting there, we need to know what they’re planning."
Thrain’s face darkened, and he adjusted the straps of his pack. "We need to be careful. There could be traps set up around the entrance. They’ll be expecting us."
"Then we’ll give them what they’re expecting," Joren said with a grin, the feral gleam in his eye returning. "Let’s make it interesting."
But even as they began to move, a shadow of doubt crossed Cortha’s mind. The mine was not just a place. It was a symbol of everything they were fighting against—a remnant of the Crimson Fist’s deep-rooted presence in the region. If they failed here, if they let this go unchecked, they’d be facing something far worse than they could imagine.
Her pulse quickened. The stakes were higher than ever, and the darkness ahead was closing in faster than she cared to admit.
The old mine shaft loomed ahead, a jagged wound in the earth, swallowing the light of the moon as though it were starved. The land around it was barren, stripped of life by years of neglect, or perhaps by the hand of something far more sinister. The air carried the sharp, bitter scent of decay, a reminder that nothing in this place had seen the touch of care for generations. The only sound was the whisper of the wind, cutting through the trees like a warning.
Cortha led the team with calculated precision, her footsteps barely making a sound as she moved through the underbrush. Her black cloak melded with the darkness, the only visible part of her being the glint of determination in her eyes. Every movement she made was sharp and deliberate, honed by years of experience. The weight of the mission pressed down on her chest, but it wasn’t just the pressure of the task at hand—it was the sense of betrayal that had been gnawing at her ever since the Blejek Council had sent them into this mess. She had trusted them, but now every step felt like one deeper into the shadows they hadn’t told her about.
Behind her, Joren was the first to break the silence, his voice low and controlled. "We’re close. Keep your eyes peeled." The edge in his voice was palpable, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword, the leather of his gloves creaking with tension. His posture was stiff, every muscle coiled like a spring ready to release at the slightest provocation. The scars on his face and arms were a testament to the battles he had fought—each one a memory, each one a piece of his soul taken. He was the kind of man who never trusted an easy victory, who expected pain before progress. Cortha knew the darkness he carried—knew that behind every bold move lay the shadow of a man who had lost too much. But that darkness had always served him well. It was a weapon, and right now, they needed every weapon they could get.
Lyra moved like smoke through the trees, her lithe figure merging with the night. She was the one who knew how to disappear, how to blend into the shadows and reappear with the secrets of those who thought they were safe in their quiet little corners of the world. Her eyes flicked around, taking in every detail—the rustling leaves, the subtle shift in the wind, the faintest sound of something shifting in the dark. She had always been able to read a situation with the precision of a blade. But tonight, something was off. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, the quiet pressing in on her as if it were about to crack open and swallow them whole.
Thrain’s heavy boots thudded softly against the rocky ground as he trailed behind her, his brow furrowed in concentration. He wasn’t a man of stealth—his presence was as solid and unwavering as the earth itself. Yet, he moved with an unexpected grace, his broad shoulders lowering slightly as if to better absorb the weight of the task at hand. The faint glow of his healing magic pulsed in the depths of his fingertips, the ever-present hum of power that would, if needed, restore life where death threatened to strike. But there was a wariness in his eyes tonight that was more than just the usual caution. The land was cursed, and he could feel it. The mine’s pull on him was an ancient, malignant thing that had taken root in the earth.
Cortha halted, holding up a hand. The others froze, their bodies tensing. It wasn’t just instinct—they’d all learned to read the subtle shifts in the air, the signs that danger was near. Joren’s sharp eyes were already scanning the darkness ahead, his hand gripping the sword hilt so tightly it had gone pale. He nodded once, a slight motion that Cortha knew was his way of communicating that the way forward was clear—for now.
They crept closer, their breaths steady but shallow, the oppressive atmosphere of the mine shaft pressing against them like an invisible weight. The faint sound of voices, low and muffled, drifted through the air. Cortha’s heart skipped a beat, and her grip tightened on the hilt of her blade. This was it. The leaders of the Crimson Fist were close, and they were talking, planning, scheming.
Cautiously, Cortha led the way forward, her senses straining. The smell of metal and earth filled her lungs—rusted iron rails, damp stone, and stale air that had been trapped in this dark place for far too long. Her boots sank into the muck of the tunnel floor with each step, the squelching sound barely audible in the heavy silence. As she rounded a bend, she saw them.
The Crimson Fist leaders, huddled around a makeshift table carved from rock, their faces lit by the flickering glow of a single lantern. Their voices were harsh, each word a cruel whisper carried on the air. Cortha leaned in, keeping to the shadows, listening, absorbing. Each word they spoke was a thread in the larger web of violence they were weaving. Their plans were bold, their intentions clear—nothing short of domination, the spread of the Crimson Fist’s control over the entire region.
"I’ve heard the whispers," one of them said, a woman with a cruel, rasping voice. "The Blejek Council grows weak. The land will fall, and we will rise."
Cortha’s stomach churned, the words wrapping around her like a vice. The Blejek Council had been a distant authority, untouchable, but now their own corruption was being turned against them, used as a weapon by the very people they should have been controlling. She could feel the heat of betrayal rising in her chest like a furnace. She had trusted them. But she couldn’t afford to think of that now.
As the leaders continued their plotting, Cortha pulled back, retreating with careful movements. Her senses screamed at her to hurry—there was no telling how much longer they would remain undetected. She motioned for her crew to follow, her fingers brushing the cool stone as she retraced her steps.
Just as they reached the exit, the sudden sound of footsteps—heavy, deliberate—echoed through the tunnel, the vibrations shaking the walls. Cortha’s pulse spiked. "Damn it," she whispered under her breath, cursing herself for letting her guard slip. Their cover was blown.
Joren was the first to react, pulling his sword free in a single, fluid motion. His face was a mask of grim resolve. "We fight. We don’t retreat."
The rest of the team moved with lethal coordination, drawing their weapons. Lyra’s dagger gleamed coldly in the dim light as she took position, her body low, ready to spring. Thrain muttered a curse, his hands already glowing with healing magic—power that was meant to save lives but would soon be used to strike down enemies.
The footsteps grew louder, closer. The air was thick with the scent of sweat and fear, but there was no turning back now. They had what they came for, but the cost was clear. The fight was on.
Cortha’s eyes narrowed as she steadied herself, feeling the weight of their situation settle over her like a cloak of inevitability. "We move on their command," she said, her voice sharp. "No mercy. For the land. For the truth."
The first shadow appeared at the edge of the tunnel. Then the floodgates opened.
The crackling tension in the air was suffocating as Joren and Tezlin charged forward, their swords gleaming in the flickering torchlight. Each swing was a calculated strike, each movement a brutal extension of their anger. Joren's face was a mask of grim concentration, his scarred hand gripping the hilt of his blade so tightly his knuckles were white. His steps were heavy, deliberate, the weight of his past battles carried in the way he moved—like a man who had long since given up on the idea of mercy. He struck with brutal precision, each cut a testament to years of surviving on the edge of violence. The clang of metal against metal rang through the air, but Joren barely heard it. The only thing that mattered was the enemy, falling before him.
Tezlin, on the other hand, was a study in controlled fury. Her movements were fluid, graceful even, a contrast to Joren’s raw power. Her blade danced through the air like it was an extension of her own body, slashing through the Crimson Fist soldiers with a speed that left no room for hesitation. There was something almost detached in her approach, her eyes sharp but distant, as though she was watching a play unfold rather than fighting for her life. Her past had taught her to strike first and ask questions later. The faces of her fallen loved ones flashed in her mind, urging her to make every blow count.
Lyra weaved between her comrades with a predator’s grace, the dagger in her hand a blur of deadly intent. She wasn’t here to fight in the traditional sense. No, she moved like the shadows themselves—striking quickly, retreating just as fast. Every time she drew blood, she vanished into the night like a whisper, only to reappear a moment later with another victim in her sights. Her heart raced, but it wasn’t fear she felt. It was the rush of being in her element, a place where the chaos of battle was a well-practiced dance. The Crimson Fist soldiers never knew what hit them. She had no patience for drawn-out confrontations. She was here to end it.
Thrain, always the protector, stayed behind, his hands glowing with the familiar green pulse of his healing magic. His breath came in slow, measured bursts, but his focus was absolute. The rest of the crew needed him more than ever—he could feel the sting of their injuries before they even came to him. The pain of his comrades was a constant reminder of the stakes at play, and he would not let them fall. His magic flowed over them like a balm, knitting wounds and easing exhaustion. But Thrain wasn’t invincible, and tonight, the cost of his protection became painfully clear. He had barely managed to save Joren from a near-fatal wound when he felt the sharp, biting pain of a blade cutting across his own side.
It was a deep cut—too deep—and for the first time in years, Thrain stumbled, his vision blurring. His hand instinctively went to the wound, his fingers slick with blood. He gritted his teeth, but there was no time to dwell on the pain. The battle raged on around him, and his comrades needed him. He would not let his own weakness be their downfall.
Cortha stood on the periphery of the chaos, her eyes scanning the battlefield with cold calculation. She wasn’t just fighting—she was waiting. There was a moment coming, one that would turn the tide of this battle. Her fingers twitched, her magic thrumming at her fingertips, ready to unleash hell upon the Crimson Fist’s stronghold. The weight of her decisions pressed heavily on her shoulders, but she knew this was the only way to end it. The storm that had been building inside her for so long was about to break. And when it did, there would be no going back.
"Now," Cortha muttered under her breath, her voice lost in the roar of the battle. She raised her arms, the air around her crackling with raw energy. A blue glow emanated from her, pulsing like the heartbeat of a dying world. Her storm magic was ancient, powerful, and she had spent years learning to harness it. The ground trembled beneath her feet, the air thickening with the impending power. There was no mercy here, no hesitation. She was going to end this—once and for all.
"By the ancient powers vested in me, I summon forth the storm!" Cortha’s voice rang out, loud and clear, cutting through the battle. Her words carried with them the weight of centuries, the force of countless warriors who had called upon this power before her.
Lightning split the sky, and with it came the fury of a thousand storms. The Crimson Fist outpost was caught in the eye of the storm, its defenses obliterated in a flash of light and heat. The walls of the stronghold buckled and crumbled, the very earth beneath it turning to ash. The air was thick with the scent of burning flesh, the screams of men being consumed by the fire and lightning.
Cortha floated above the chaos, her eyes glowing with an unnatural light. Her body hummed with power, but there was no satisfaction in her gaze—only the grim acceptance of what needed to be done. The Crimson Fist had been a scourge on the land, oppressing the innocent and wielding power with no regard for the cost. This was the reckoning. She had known it would be this way, but the reality of it still twisted her insides.
Her heart beat in time with the storm, but there was no triumph in it, only a cold, unwavering resolve. She had told herself this was the only way to end it. But as she watched the outpost crumble, as the fire and lightning consumed everything in its path, a deep, hollow guilt gnawed at her. She hadn’t intended for this—this collateral damage. The innocent people caught in the blast, the lives upended in an instant.
Thrain’s shout broke through the noise, his voice full of pain. Cortha’s eyes snapped to him, but she couldn’t move. She had already made her choice, and there was no turning back.
Thrain’s injury was more than just a wound. It was a reminder of their fragility, the reminder that every decision had its cost. Cortha’s storm raged around her, but inside, she was consumed by a storm of her own. The chaos of battle was nothing compared to the turmoil within her heart.
"Thrain!" Lyra shouted, her voice cutting through the cacophony as she darted towards him. She reached him just as he collapsed to his knees, blood pooling beneath him. The fierce resolve she had carried into the fight was gone now, replaced with a panic that she hadn’t allowed herself to feel until this very moment.
Joren, his face set in a grimace of pain, cut down another Crimson Fist soldier and turned toward the sound of Thrain’s name. But even he, a man who had seen enough bloodshed to numb his conscience, couldn’t ignore the silent plea in the healer’s eyes.
The battlefield felt like it was closing in, the stakes higher than ever. The outpost had been decimated, but the battle was far from over. The storm had only just begun.
The clang of steel and the growl of men in pain filled the air, but for a moment, it all faded away, swallowed by the voice that cut through the madness like a blade through flesh. It was a voice she knew well—too well. Cold, mocking, and utterly familiar.
“You really think you can stop us, Cortha?”
The words struck her like a slap. Cortha’s sword arm froze mid-swing, her hand trembling just above the soldier she’d been aiming to decapitate. The storm magic swirling around her seemed to hesitate, almost as if it sensed her shock, pulling back from the deadly surge she had summoned. The wind stilled. The crackle of lightning dimmed. For a breath, the world seemed to hold its breath.
Her pulse quickened, thudding painfully in her chest. There was no mistaking that voice. She’d spent years burying it in the darkest corners of her mind, but now it was there again, sharp as ever, dragging the past back into the present with brutal clarity.
With a swift, panicked motion, she turned—her boots grinding against the wet, blood-slicked earth—and there, stepping out from the shadows, was a face she had tried to forget. A man who had once haunted her nightmares, his cruel features etched into her memory. His expression was unreadable, yet his eyes—those eyes—glinted with the same malicious gleam she remembered from before. They were the eyes of a predator, the eyes of a man who relished the pain of others, the eyes of someone who had always known how to make her feel small, insignificant.
For a split second, the storm above her faltered, swirling nervously in the air as if it too could sense the weight of her past colliding with her present. Cortha’s breath hitched, her chest tightening as memories began to resurface—memories she had buried so deeply she’d thought they would never see the light of day again.
"You..." Her voice trembled, but she quickly regained her composure. “How are you still alive?” The words felt foreign, like a betrayal of everything she had fought for since walking away from that life.
The man smiled then, a thin, cruel twist of his lips. He stepped forward, his boots sinking into the mud as though he were strolling through a garden rather than a battlefield. The smell of burning flesh, of charred earth, and blood was thick in the air, but it didn’t seem to faze him. Nothing did. “You still remember me, I see. I had hoped you would have forgotten. But then again, that’s always been your problem, hasn’t it?”
Her heart lurched in her chest, her stomach churning. The bitterness in his voice was familiar—too familiar. Damn it, she thought, clenching her jaw, fighting the instinct to step back. She wouldn't show weakness, not now, not in front of him.
“I thought you were dead,” she forced out, her voice thick with disbelief. The storm above her seemed to hesitate, gathering power again, but Cortha couldn’t help the surge of confusion that washed over her. He had been one of them—the ones who had played with her when she was younger, when the storm magic inside her had been barely contained, like an untamed beast. They had sought to control her, to use her as a weapon, offering her power she didn’t understand in exchange for her obedience.
But she had been stronger than they had anticipated. She had fought back when they tried to harness her, tearing away from them when the grip they had on her became too tight. She had run. She had hidden. She had believed she was free.
But now—now he stood before her, untouched by time, untouched by death.
“Death is a fleeting thing, Cortha,” he said with a hollow, humorless laugh. “You of all people should know that.”
The words hit her like a fist to the gut. Cold sweat broke out across her brow, and her breath quickened. She could feel the ground beneath her feet shifting, the weight of his words settling over her like a storm cloud. The power of the storm she had summoned trembled in the air, responding to her inner turmoil.
He had been part of the faction—the ones who had manipulated her, twisted her, used her. They had preyed upon her naivety, her desperation for control, and had offered her a path to power. She had almost taken it. She had almost given in.
But something inside her had resisted. She hadn’t known what the storm was at the time, only that it was dangerous and unpredictable. It had been the only thing that had saved her—the storm inside her. It had made her strong enough to break free.
Yet even now, as she stood before him, facing him with the storm at her command, she felt the weight of that past pressing in on her. The storm magic had always been both a gift and a curse, a power that tied her to a world she’d wanted to escape. And now, standing here, facing him—one of the last remnants of that world—she wondered if she would ever truly be free.
“Tell me,” he continued, his voice smooth and cutting, “do you still think you can control the storm, Cortha? Do you still believe you’re the one wielding it?” His smile widened, darkening his features. “You were never in control. You were always just a tool—just like the rest of us.”
The words stung like a whip, the truth of them settling into her bones. No, she thought, swallowing back the surge of emotion rising in her chest. I am not just a tool.
Her hand shot out, and with it, the storm raged in response. Lightning crackled, arcs of white-hot energy cutting through the air, striking the earth in a brilliant flash. The wind howled, fierce and unrelenting, as if it too was reacting to the storm within her. She was not a tool. She was not just a weapon.
But even as the storm rose, Cortha couldn’t shake the fear that twisted in her gut—the fear that no matter how much power she wielded, there was always something more dangerous, something she could never escape. The Crimson Fist had never let her go. They were like shadows, creeping at the edges of her life, waiting for the moment when she would slip.
The battle around her raged on, but for that moment, the world was suspended, frozen in the tension between them. Cortha stood tall, her eyes locked with his, knowing that everything had changed in the span of a few seconds. The past had returned, and with it, the consequences of every choice she had ever made. The storm above her swirled in response, but the true battle was just beginning.
"Let’s see if you’re still the storm’s master, then," he whispered, stepping closer, his shadow stretching over her like a predator closing in on its prey.
And in that moment, Cortha knew—this wasn’t just a battle for survival. This was the reckoning.
The air was thick with the acrid scent of smoke, the sharp tang of blood mingling with the damp earth. The battlefield stretched out before Cortha, littered with broken bodies and discarded weapons, a grim reminder of the violence she had unleashed. Yet, in that moment, none of it mattered. Her focus was fixed solely on the man who stood before her, his silhouette carved from the shadows like a predator, his eyes gleaming with something far darker than mere malice.
"How dare you," Cortha muttered, her teeth clenched so tight she thought they might crack. Her voice trembled with a fury that seethed beneath the surface, threatening to burst free. The storm above her seemed to feel it, the winds howling louder, the clouds swirling in a frenetic dance that mirrored the chaos within her. Lightning arced through the sky, and the air hummed with an electric tension that made every nerve in her body stand on edge.
The Crimson Fist leader didn’t flinch, didn’t even seem to notice the danger in the air. His grin spread, slow and predatory, a thing of cruelty. He tilted his head slightly, studying her with an unnerving calm that made her skin crawl. "Oh, it’s not what I want from you, Cortha," he said, his voice smooth and low, like syrup laced with poison. "It’s what you’ve always wanted from yourself. You think you can walk away from who you really are, but you can’t. You’ll never escape what you’ve been made to be. You’re one of us. You always have been."
The words hit her like a fist to the gut, each syllable striking deep into the core of her being. You’re one of us. She had heard those words before, back when she was younger—too young to understand the weight of the manipulation. Back when they had used her. The storm magic within her had been their tool, their weapon.
Her breath caught, her mind reeling. The storm above her faltered, the winds suddenly uncertain, as though the very elements were questioning their loyalty to her. The faintest tremor passed through Cortha's body, a crack in the armor she had carefully built over the years. Memories—too many memories—flooded her, relentless and unforgiving. Her training. Her lessons. The lies they had fed her. The promises of power. The suffocating grip they had held on her, convincing her she was nothing without them.
For just a second, Cortha’s resolve wavered, and the storm she commanded wavered with her. The fury that had been so sharp moments before softened, like a blade that lost its edge in the face of doubt.
“No!” she shouted, her voice raw, desperate. She dug her heels into the ground, forcing herself back into control, forcing the storm back under her will. The wind whipped around her, howling once again with the force of a thousand voices. Lightning crackled across the darkened sky, a flash of power that matched her emotions, the very air vibrating with the energy of her fury.
Her hands trembled, but she held onto the storm, her fingers tingling with the crackle of magic. She focused—on the here and now, on the fight, on her team—on what was at stake. There were lives on the line. Her focus hardened.
"You're lying," she hissed, narrowing her eyes at the leader. Her voice was low but fierce, her words cutting through the air like a blade. "I am not one of you."
But even as she spat the words, doubt slithered into her chest, a cold, insidious thing that wrapped itself around her heart. Was he lying? Or had she always been a part of something darker, something she could never truly escape?
The leader’s amusement faded, replaced by a dark, knowing smile that made her stomach twist. "You’ll see in time, Cortha," he said, his voice a cruel whisper in the thick, oppressive air. "The storm is not just your gift—it’s your legacy."
The words echoed in her mind, chilling her to the bone. Legacy. Was that what she was? Just another pawn in a game too big for her to see?
He lunged then, a blur of motion, his form a shadow against the blinding light of the storm. But Cortha was faster. She snapped her arm out, and in that instant, the storm answered, a pulse of raw energy that tore through the air. Lightning arced, splitting the sky open, and the blast collided with the Crimson Fist leader’s chest, sending him sprawling back with a guttural cry of pain.
The ground beneath them cracked, the shockwave of the blast sending debris scattering in every direction. The storm raged above, the air thick with the acrid scent of ozone and burning metal. Cortha’s heart pounded in her chest, the adrenaline flooding her senses, but she didn’t let up. She couldn’t. Not now.
The leader hit the ground with a sickening thud, gasping for breath, his body trembling with the aftershock of the blast. His clothes smoldered, scorched from the lightning’s fury, but his eyes—those eyes—still gleamed with that same twisted amusement.
He coughed, struggling to catch his breath, but managed a low, mocking laugh. "You’ll never escape who you really are," he rasped, his voice thin but cutting, like glass shattering in her chest.
Cortha stood frozen, her pulse hammering in her ears, the storm around her still crackling with energy, but her mind was elsewhere. His words echoed in her thoughts, cutting through the chaos like a razor.
Who am I?
The question lingered, clawing at her, gnawing at her very soul. She had spent years trying to outrun the shadow of her past, trying to build something better, something worth fighting for. But with every battle, with every confrontation, the storm whispered the truth she had long tried to ignore. She wasn’t free. Not really.
The leader’s body shuddered, and his head lifted, his eyes locking with hers. He wasn’t done. And neither was she.
But even as the storm raged, as the battle continued to tear through the landscape, Cortha couldn’t help but wonder if he was right. Would she ever truly escape the legacy of the storm? Or was she destined to be its vessel forever?
The wind howled again, a haunting reminder of the power that surged within her—and the darkness that still lay ahead.

A legacy.
The word clung to Cortha’s mind like a fog, seeping into every crevice of her thoughts. She had always believed her power was a part of her—an extension of her will, a tool she could wield to protect the innocent, to strike down those who threatened her world. But now, standing on the blood-soaked earth, the remnants of her latest confrontation smoldering in the distance, the question refused to leave her: Was it really her power?
The storm she summoned crackled above her, a tempest of pure fury that had once felt like an ally, a reflection of her inner strength. But now it seemed foreign, untamed, a force she barely controlled. She clenched her fists, trying to still the tremor in her hands, but the doubt, dark and insidious, crept into her chest. She had always thought her connection to the storm was a gift—a mark of her unique potential. But was it a gift? Or a curse? Something twisted and old, forged by hands long forgotten, only now revealing itself?
Her eyes scanned the battlefield, but her mind was elsewhere. The shadows cast by the storm seemed to stretch, as though mocking her, whispering that her past was not hers to escape. The Crimson Fist leader’s words echoed in her head, his accusation clear: You’re one of us. You always have been. How could she not hear them? How could she not see the weight they carried?
Shaking her head, Cortha forced herself to breathe, to focus. She would deal with the questions later. There were lives at stake. Her team was waiting. The mission was far from over.
But the gnawing uncertainty clung to her, despite the adrenaline still pumping through her veins.
She turned back to her team, but even as she met their eyes, she felt the space between them widen, like an invisible chasm had formed. Tezlin, steady as ever, but the sharpness in his gaze betrayed the tension in his mind. His posture was rigid, though he knew better than to show weakness. The others—her ragtag crew of misfits and warriors—moved like clockwork around her, each one part of the well-oiled machine she had come to trust. But something about their unity, their focus, felt distant now.
"What's the plan?" Tezlin’s voice broke through the silence, his tone flat but laced with concern. He wasn’t one to ask questions unless they were crucial, and that momentary crack in his otherwise stoic demeanor told Cortha all she needed to know: he felt it, too.
Cortha swallowed hard, her thoughts still racing as she turned her attention to the task at hand. "We follow the trail," she said, her voice steady despite the turmoil within her. "The Crimson Fist are hiding something, and we need to find it before it’s too late." She paused, her gaze scanning the horizon where the last remnants of their battle still smoldered. The ground was scorched, the air heavy with the scent of burnt flesh and ozone. Bodies lay scattered, both friend and foe, their forms now twisted in unnatural positions.
She gripped her sword tighter, the cool metal grounding her. But the storm… the storm was still with her, a gnawing presence that threatened to unravel her control if she let it. The winds whispered around her, pulling at her hair, as if urging her to listen—to remember—to question everything she thought she knew.
Tezlin didn’t press her. He never did. But his eyes lingered a moment too long, and she felt the weight of his unspoken words. Cortha could sense his concern, his unease. They had been through too much together for him not to know when something was wrong.
"You're sure you're ready for this?" His voice was low, careful, like he was trying to reach her without pushing too hard. There was no judgment, only understanding, but that only made the question sting more.
Was she ready?
Her mouth went dry. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words stuck. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for anything anymore—not for the fight, not for the questions, and certainly not for what awaited her on the other side of the Crimson Fist’s machinations. But there was no choice.
“I have to be,” she said, the words coming out far more forcefully than she intended. The storm answered her, crackling louder, surging around her like an angry animal eager for release. She gritted her teeth, forcing herself to ignore it. Later, she told herself. You will deal with it later.
"Alright," Tezlin said, his tone shifting as he surveyed the battlefield. "We'll move out in two minutes. Make sure everyone’s ready."
Without waiting for her reply, he turned to bark orders at the others, his back stiff, his movements precise. But Cortha noticed the subtle way he glanced over his shoulder, as if he, too, could feel the undercurrent of something unspoken between them.
Chapter 23
As they regrouped, Cortha’s mind raced ahead, trying to separate herself from the storm of thoughts swirling within her. Her power. The Crimson Fist. Her legacy. She needed answers, but she couldn’t afford to get lost in the past—not yet. Too much was at stake. The secrets they were chasing were darker than any she had encountered, and every step they took seemed to lead them deeper into a web of lies and manipulation that threatened to swallow them all.
And deep down, beneath the rising fear and the doubts gnawing at her, Cortha knew that whatever truth they uncovered would not be one she could easily walk away from. It was a path they had all been walking for years, and it would take more than just strength to survive it. It would take everything.
As the team began to move, Cortha allowed herself one last glance at the horizon, where the shadows of the storm seemed to shift in the distance. The truth was out there—somewhere. But would it be the salvation they sought, or the final blow to everything they had fought for?
Only time would tell.

 
 "Lady Cortha!" a voice called from below. She glanced down to see one of her own soldiers, a young man named Tharek, waving frantically. "We've secured the main gate! But there are civilians trapped inside!" 
 
 
Cortha's heart sank. Civilians? Here? She clenched her fists, feeling the magic drain from her body as the storm began to subside. "Gather a rescue party," she ordered, her voice firm yet tinged with sorrow. "We will do what we can to save them." 
 
 
As Tharek hurried off, Cortha descended to the ground, her boots crunching on the scorched earth. The air was thick with smoke and the acrid smell of burnt flesh. She moved through the wreckage, her eyes scanning for any signs of life. 
 
 
A faint whimper caught her attention. She followed the sound, pushing aside a fallen beam to reveal a small family huddled together. The parents were dead, their bodies shielding a little girl who trembled with fear. Cortha knelt beside her, gently brushing away the debris from the child's face. 
 
 
"It's alright," she whispered, though she knew it was a lie. "You're safe now." 
 
 
The girl looked up at her, her eyes wide with terror. "Are you... are you going to hurt me?" she asked, her voice barely audible. 
 
 
Cortha felt a lump form in her throat. "No, dear. I'm here to help you." She reached out, but the girl flinched, cowering further into the rubble. 
The battlefield had quieted for a moment. The sounds of clashing swords and war cries seemed distant, muffled by the haze of smoke and the weight of exhaustion that hung over the survivors. Cortha moved carefully through the aftermath, her boots sinking into the blood-soaked earth, her gaze sweeping over the fallen. 
At the edge of the clearing, she noticed a small figure—a little girl, no older than seven or eight, with dirt-streaked skin and tear-filled eyes. She was huddled by a fallen soldier, her small hands clutching a bloodstained piece of cloth, a feeble attempt at stopping the bleeding from the man’s chest. The soldier’s face was twisted in agony, though his life had already slipped away. 
Cortha’s heart clenched. She could see the girl was trying to be brave, trying to hold it together in the face of something far too big for her. Cortha’s instinct was to keep moving, to focus on the bigger picture, but something stopped her. She had seen war, had lived through its horrors, but something about the child’s eyes—empty, lost—spoke to something deeper within her. 
Without a word, Cortha knelt beside the girl. She could feel the weight of her armor, the heat from the distant fires, but in that moment, it felt like all of it faded. The child looked up at her, not with fear but with a hollow desperation. The silence between them was thick with unspoken grief. 
“It’s not your fault,” Cortha said softly, her voice gentle as she reached out, placing a hand on the girl’s shoulder. Her words were an attempt at comfort, but the girl only shook her head, her small form trembling. 
“My mama... my papa... they’re not coming back,” the girl whispered, her voice breaking. She pressed her face into her knees, her hands curling into fists. “They promised they’d protect me.” 
Cortha felt the sharp sting of those words, like a blade cutting through her. She swallowed hard, the weight of her past creeping into her thoughts—loss, betrayal, and the hollow ache that had never quite left her. She had once been the child in this position, searching for comfort, searching for answers in the aftermath of war. 
“I lost my family too,” Cortha said, her voice quieter now, as though she were talking to herself as much as to the girl. “When I was your age, I lost everyone I loved. And for a long time, I didn’t know what to do with that feeling... with that pain.” 
The child lifted her eyes again, her gaze softening, though still filled with sorrow. Cortha’s heart ached, but she pressed on. 
“I was angry, scared, and alone. And I learned that sometimes... sometimes, you have to carry that pain with you. You never forget it, but you get stronger.” She glanced away for a moment, her eyes focused on something beyond the child, but her mind racing with memories she had long buried. “But you don’t have to carry it alone.” 
The little girl sniffled, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Will... will I ever see them again?” 
Cortha's throat tightened. Her mind flashed to the battlefield, to all the lives lost, to the faces she’d never forget. She had no easy answers, no promises that could make this better, but she did know one thing. 
“You will carry them in here,” Cortha said, placing a hand over her heart. “And the strength they gave you will be inside you, always. But you have to stay strong. For them.” 
The girl didn’t speak, but she nodded slowly, as if the weight of Cortha’s words settled within her, offering a flicker of something—hope, perhaps, or simply the comfort of understanding. Cortha remained there, her gaze locked with the child’s, feeling a surge of protectiveness that seemed at odds with the fierce warrior she had become. 
She wanted to tell the girl everything would be okay. She wanted to assure her that the world would be kind, that there would be peace again. But the reality was far from that. Cortha had seen the destruction, felt the brutal weight of war. She had walked away from so much in order to fight, to survive, to avenge those lost. And in that moment, looking into the girl’s eyes, she couldn’t help but wonder—at what cost? 
The sound of approaching footsteps broke the quiet moment. Joren appeared, his face grim but still carrying the weight of the battle on his shoulders. “Cortha,” he said, his voice low. “We need to move.” 
Cortha stood, though she lingered for a moment, watching the child with a deep, conflicted gaze. The girl had stopped crying, but her eyes were still filled with a painful wisdom that no child should have to carry. 
“I’ll stay with her for a while,” Cortha said, her voice steady, but her thoughts racing. “Make sure she’s safe.” 
Joren nodded, though there was an understanding in his eyes. He didn’t argue. He simply waited, a silent promise in the way he watched her. For a moment, Cortha allowed herself to let the world slow down—to hold onto the softness she had found in the midst of so much darkness. 
As the child finally took her hand from her knees, a slight sense of peace washed over her, but Cortha knew it wouldn’t last. She had her own battles to fight, her own demons to face. The war wasn’t over, and she wasn’t sure when or if it ever would be. 
But, for the briefest of moments, Cortha let herself believe that something good could come from this—the girl, the life she would rebuild, the memories of her parents that she would carry, even in the harshest of times. 
And with that thought, Cortha turned, ready to face what came next, the weight of the battle ahead pressing down on her shoulders once more. 
 
 
 
"Lady Cortha!" Tharek's voice snapped her back to reality. He was running towards her, his face pale. "There's more," he said, panting. "In the southern wing, we found... we found-" 
 
 
"Show me," Cortha interrupted, rising to her feet. She couldn't bear to hear the rest. Not yet. 
 
 
Tharek led her through the ruins, past the remnants of what once was a bustling courtyard, now reduced to ash and stone. They reached a collapsed section of the wall, where a group of her soldiers were attempting to clear the debris. 
 
 
"Clear that rubble!" one of them barked, sweat dripping from his brow despite the chill in the air. "We need to get them out!" 
 
 
Cortha stepped forward, her heart pounding in her chest. As the soldiers worked, she could see glimpses of what lay beneath - a makeshift infirmary, its patients crushed under the weight of the fallen structure. Among them, a nurse, her uniform stained with blood, was desperately trying to administer aid to a wounded soldier. 
 
 
"Stop," Cortha commanded, her voice steady despite the turmoil within her. "Let me try." 
 
 
She extended her hands, focusing her remaining energy. A soft glow enveloped the area, tendrils of light weaving through the cracks, lifting the rubble with gentle precision. The soldiers paused, watching in awe as the sorceress performed her miracle. 
 
 
Once the path was clear, Cortha approached the nurse, who looked up at her with a mixture of gratitude and reproach. "Thank you," she murmured, her voice hoarse. "But why... why did this happen?" 
 
 
Cortha didn't have an answer. She only nodded, her gaze falling to the injured soldier. "We will take care of them," she promised, though she wasn't sure if she could keep that promise. 
 
 
As the soldiers moved to carry the wounded away, Cortha turned to Tharek. "Secure the perimeter. Ensure no one else is trapped." 
 
 
Tharek nodded, his face solemn. "Yes, Lady Cortha." 
 
 
Left alone amidst the carnage, Cortha sank to her knees, her mind reeling. She had won the battle, but at what cost? Innocent lives lost, futures shattered. Was this truly the price of justice? 
 
 
Her thoughts were interrupted by a soft cry. She looked up to see the little girl from earlier, standing amidst the wreckage, her eyes filled with tears. "My mommy and daddy..." she sobbed, her voice breaking. 
 
 
Cortha's heart ached. She rose and approached the child, kneeling before her. "I'm so sorry," she whispered, reaching out to comfort her. "I never wanted this." 
 
 
The girl stared at her, confusion and fear warring in her eyes. "Why did you do it?" she asked, her voice trembling. 
 
 
Cortha hesitated, searching for the right words. "Sometimes, in order to protect the many, we must make sacrifices. But that doesn't mean we forget those who are lost." 
 
 
Breathless and battered, Cortha and her crew made their escape from the mine shaft, their mission accomplished but their journey far from over. The fate of the region still hung in the balance, and they knew that their work was far from done. But as they emerged into the light of day, they did so with heads held high, knowing that they had struck a decisive blow against the forces of darkness that threatened their land. 
The battle was over. The noise of clashing swords and screams had faded into an eerie silence, broken only by the crackling of distant flames and the soft murmurs of the wounded. Lyra stood at the edge of the battlefield, her gaze sweeping over the carnage. Her heart was heavy, her stomach churning. Everywhere she looked, there were bodies—soldiers and civilians alike—lying lifeless on the ground. The air smelled of smoke and blood, a stench that clung to her skin like a second layer of filth. 
She could feel the bile rising in her throat, a sickening wave that threatened to consume her. The faces of the fallen were all too familiar: the terrified expressions of children, the vacant eyes of the elderly, the bloodied forms of families who had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. People who had never asked for this war, never chosen to be caught in the middle of it. They were just... victims. 
“How many innocents?” she muttered under her breath, her fists clenched at her sides. “How many more had to die for this madness?” 
The ground was stained with death, and Lyra’s chest tightened with the weight of it. She had fought alongside Cortha, had followed her into the fray, but now she felt the full impact of what had just occurred. The civilians caught in the crossfire—they didn’t deserve this. They had been swept up in something that had nothing to do with them. The bloodshed was senseless, and it made her sick. 
Behind her, Cortha stood tall, her face a mask of resolve. She was inspecting the battlefield with a cold, calculated expression, her gaze moving over the fallen as though this was just another day in the war. For a moment, Lyra felt a sharp pang of anger toward her—a sense of disillusionment creeping in. How could she be so... unaffected? 
“You’re not bothered by this?” Lyra’s voice cracked as she spoke, but she didn’t care. She was too angry to hide it. She turned to Cortha, her eyes wide with disbelief. “These people—these families—what’s left of them? You see that and you’re just... standing there?” 
Cortha’s brow furrowed slightly, but her response was calm, too calm. “We’ve done what we had to do, Lyra. This war—this fight—it's not about saving every soul. It's about survival. It’s about protecting the future.” 
Lyra's breath caught in her throat, and she took a step forward, her voice rising in frustration. “But they didn’t ask for any of this! Look at them! They were just trying to survive, too. How many more will die before we’re done with this? Is it worth it, Cortha? Is this the price we’re willing to pay?” 
Cortha turned to face her, her posture stiff, her eyes locked on Lyra’s with a mixture of pity and resolve. “Sometimes, sacrifices have to be made. War is brutal. But we’re fighting for something bigger than ourselves. If we let every loss eat away at us, we’ll never win.” 
Lyra’s hands trembled, her anger mixing with something else—fear. Fear that Cortha was right, that this war had become something bigger than they could ever truly understand. But fear wasn’t enough to make her stop caring about the innocent lives that had been lost. 
The battlefield was quiet now, save for the crackling of fire and the muffled groans of the wounded. Lyra stood frozen in place, her hands trembling, her chest tight as she took in the scene. The bodies of men, women, and children lay scattered across the blood-soaked ground like discarded playthings, their faces twisted in terror, their eyes staring into nothingness. The air was thick with the stench of death—blood, sweat, and smoke—and the ground beneath her boots felt slick with something far worse than just dirt.
She couldn't breathe. She couldn't think. The weight of it all was suffocating.
“And what about them?” Lyra demanded, her voice hoarse, barely above a whisper. Her eyes scanned the bodies, flitting from one ruined form to the next. "What about the people we’re supposed to protect? What about the children? The mothers? The fathers?" Her voice broke, her body trembling with emotion. Her gaze locked on a small, lifeless body lying beneath a pile of charred rubble, a child's broken toy clutched in a limp hand.
Cortha didn’t look at the body. She never did. Her eyes remained fixed on the horizon, on the path that lay ahead, not on the mess they’d left behind. There was no time for sentiment, no room for weakness. She exhaled, a deep, long breath that felt more like resignation than anything else.
“I know it’s hard,” Cortha said, stepping closer, her voice quieter now, but still firm, like the steel in her spine that never bent, never wavered. She wasn’t cold, but she was pragmatic—too much so for Lyra’s liking sometimes. “I know it’s painful. But we can’t let that stop us. We can’t let the grief of the moment cloud our mission. We have to keep moving forward.”
Lyra’s chest tightened, her heart heavy with something she couldn't name—doubt, fear, maybe guilt. There was something wrong with this, with the way they’d been fighting, with the way Cortha always seemed to push forward like a machine, grinding down everything in her path. She had always admired Cortha’s strength, her ability to keep going no matter what, but now, in the aftermath of so much destruction, Lyra wasn’t so sure. Was that strength? Or was it just a refusal to face the truth? The truth that civilians were dying—more and more with each mission. That collateral damage was inevitable, a price they had to pay for victory.
A whisper of a thought, small and insistent, wriggled into her mind: What if we're not on the right side of this?
It had been creeping up for weeks now, sneaking through the cracks in her resolve like a slow poison. What if they were just as bad as the people they fought? What if all their efforts, all their bloodshed, was no different than what the Crimson Fist was doing?
“I’m not sure I can keep doing this, Cortha,” Lyra said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them. They felt raw, jagged, like she’d just pulled out a piece of herself and handed it to Cortha. “I’m not sure I can keep standing by and pretending that this—this—is okay.” Her voice cracked at the end, and she swallowed hard to keep herself from breaking.
For a moment, Cortha didn’t say anything. The air hung heavy between them, charged with something Lyra couldn’t name—something that had been building for days, maybe weeks. Cortha’s expression hardened, her jaw tightening as though she were preparing for battle, but there was a flicker of something else in her eyes, something almost vulnerable. It was gone too quickly for Lyra to be sure, but for that brief second, Cortha wasn’t the unshakable leader. She was just a woman, weary and burdened by the same things Lyra was.
Cortha nodded slowly, acknowledging what Lyra had said without dismissing it. “I know,” she said quietly, almost gently. “It’s hard. But if we don’t keep going, if we don’t fight through this, everything we’ve done will be for nothing.”
Her words hung in the air, as heavy as the smoke curling in the distance. Lyra knew what Cortha meant. She knew that there was a bigger mission at stake—something greater than any of them. Something that couldn’t be ignored. They’d come too far to turn back now, and Cortha’s voice, steady and resolute, was like a tether, pulling Lyra back from the edge of doubt.
But at what cost?
The weight of Cortha’s words settled in Lyra’s chest like a stone. She could hear the distant cries of the wounded, see the faces of the dead in the corners of her mind. The dead who had once been someone’s child. Someone’s father, someone’s mother. And none of it felt like it meant anything. Not anymore.
Lyra looked away, unable to keep her gaze fixed on Cortha. The ground beneath her feet was uneven, but it felt more solid than anything else in the world at that moment. She stepped back, distancing herself from Cortha, from everything. "I… I need time to think," Lyra whispered, her voice barely audible above the hum of the wind. "I need to figure out what this all means."
Cortha didn’t argue. She didn’t push, didn’t demand that Lyra fall back into line. Instead, she simply nodded, her expression softening again, as if to say I understand. The silence between them stretched, thick and uncomfortable, but Cortha said nothing more.
Lyra didn’t wait for her to speak. She turned away, her boots crunching on the charred earth as she moved toward the edge of the battlefield. The cries and moans of the dying grew distant as she walked, and the weight of their suffering seemed to fall off her shoulders, but only for a moment. There was no escape. The air around her felt oppressive, suffocating, like it was trying to force the truth into her lungs with every breath.
As Lyra stood at the edge, watching the flickering flames consume what was left of their once-stronghold, she realized the truth. The divide between her and Cortha wasn’t something that could be fixed by a few words or a shared mission. It was something deeper, something growing between them like a shadow, something that could never be ignored again.
War did that to people. It didn’t just break bodies—it broke minds, hearts, and souls. It forced you to make choices, terrible choices, and sometimes, you couldn’t see the line between right and wrong. Sometimes, you didn’t even care anymore.
Lyra pressed her hands to her face, trying to hold back the tears, but there was no holding back the questions that burned in her mind.
She didn’t know how much longer she could walk this line.
But for now, there was nothing to do but keep moving forward.
The wind carried the scent of smoke across the village, stinging Cortha’s eyes as she stood at the edge, her gaze fixed on the flames devouring what remained of the Crimson Fist’s outpost. The blackened ruins were a stark contrast to the lush green of the surrounding fields, which now seemed impossibly serene against the chaos just beyond. The sky above was a sickly gray, a swirling mass of ash and smoke rising into the heavens like a funeral pyre. The air felt thick, suffocating, and the heat from the flames prickled at her skin, even from a distance.
Nyx stood beside her, her black coat glistening with sweat, eyes wide and restless. The mare pawed at the earth, snorting as though she could feel the weight of Cortha’s distress. Cortha’s hands tightened on the reins, the leather biting into her palms. She didn’t even notice it.
The crackling of the fire was deafening, but beneath it, Cortha could hear the shouts of fleeing villagers—men, women, children—running in every direction, their faces a blur of terror and confusion. Their cries mingled with the rhythmic sound of the flames, and the once peaceful village felt like it had been swallowed whole by the firestorm she had helped set in motion.
She had ordered the attack, believed it was necessary, believed it was part of a larger plan. The Crimson Fist had dug its claws deep into the region, using fear and violence to control the population. Weakening their hold was essential. That was the justification she’d clung to, the reason she’d given herself to quell the rising guilt in her gut. But now, as she stood here, watching the villagers scatter like frightened animals, it all felt wrong.
The fire had spiraled out of control.
A woman appeared before her, her clothes torn, her face smeared with soot and streaked with tears. She had the look of someone who had been through a war, though it was only now that Cortha could truly see the full scope of what her decisions had caused. The woman’s hands trembled as she reached out, her voice cracking, raw with emotion. “Why? Why did this happen?” she demanded, her voice desperate, almost pleading. “We were just trying to live our lives.”
Cortha’s throat tightened, the weight of the woman’s question heavy on her chest. She wanted to respond, wanted to offer some kind of comfort, but she couldn’t. There were no words to undo the destruction, no words to justify it. Why did this happen? Cortha repeated the question in her mind, but she already knew the answer: Because they had chosen to fight. And in war, people—innocent people—got caught in the crossfire.
Her gaze drifted to the village again, where the fire had already consumed the outer structures, and the wind pushed the smoke closer, making it harder to breathe. She could see the flickering shadows of those fleeing, some carrying bundles of belongings, others dragging children along by the arm. The sky seemed to darken, as if nature itself was mourning the lives that had been lost, both in the village and the countless others who had been caught in the wake of the Crimson Fist’s destruction.
Her hand moved absentmindedly to Nyx’s mane, her fingers running through the coarse strands, trying to steady herself. She needed to focus. She needed to remind herself that this was a necessary evil. But in the pit of her stomach, something twisted painfully. She felt the weight of her decisions pressing down on her like an iron chain. Every choice, every attack—each one had led to this, and it felt as though the distance between right and wrong was shrinking, becoming impossible to distinguish.
“We’ll do better,” she murmured to Nyx, though the words felt hollow, as though she were trying to convince herself more than the mare. The soft sound of her own voice was swallowed by the crackling flames, but Cortha felt a tremor run through her, a flicker of doubt. How could they do better? Was it even possible now? How many more lives would be sacrificed before the end of it?
A whisper of wind swept through the scene, pulling at her cloak, and for a moment, she allowed herself to close her eyes. The turmoil inside her raged louder than the fire, louder than the screams, and it threatened to tear her apart. She had come so far, sacrificed so much, but at what cost? Would it ever be enough?
Lyra’s face flashed in her mind, her voice still echoing from their last conversation—the words that had been unspoken but hung between them like a sword ready to drop. Lyra had always been so certain, so idealistic. But now? Now, Cortha could see the cracks forming in her ally, her friend. She knew Lyra would never admit it, but there was a growing rift between them, one that couldn’t be ignored. We can’t let that stop us, Cortha had told her. But how long could they keep going down this path, knowing the destruction they left in their wake?
The woman in front of her was still waiting for an answer. Cortha could see the pleading in her eyes, the raw pain that mirrored the anguish in her own heart. She wanted to apologize, to explain, but there was nothing that could fix this. Words were useless now.
“I’m sorry,” Cortha whispered, barely audible over the roar of the flames. The words were inadequate, empty, but they were all she had. “I didn’t want this.” Her voice broke, and for the first time in a long while, Cortha felt the weight of everything pressing down on her—too much for anyone to bear alone.
The woman stared at her for a long moment, then turned, her shoulders trembling as she stumbled away, still crying, still lost in her grief. Cortha stood there, watching her go, unable to move, to offer anything else. There was nothing she could do for her now. There was no way to take back the destruction they had caused.
With a final glance at the burning village, Cortha turned away, her mind already calculating their next move, her heart heavy with the knowledge that this was far from over. The fight was just beginning—and no matter how much she hated what it was doing to them, to her, there was no turning back now. The cost of victory would only rise from here, and she could feel the dark shadow of doubt creeping in, threatening to consume everything.
But for now, there was nothing to do but keep moving forward.
The moon hung low over the dense forest, casting long, jagged shadows that stretched across the narrow dirt path. The air felt heavy, thick with the scent of damp earth and pine. Cortha’s breath was shallow, the only sound beside the whisper of the wind and the soft hoofbeats of her horse, Thorin, as he moved uneasily beneath her. The gelding was normally steady, but tonight, something had unsettled him. His eyes were wide, nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air, sensing danger that Cortha couldn’t quite place.
“Easy, boy,” she murmured, her voice low and calming as she stroked his sweat-slicked neck. She shifted in the saddle, feeling the unease crawl along her spine. Something wasn’t right. The forest felt… wrong. She had grown used to the silence of the woods, the way it seemed to watch and listen, but tonight, it was as if the trees themselves were holding their breath, waiting.
She slid off Thorin’s back with practiced ease, her boots landing softly on the dirt. The crunch of her feet against the forest floor felt too loud in the otherwise oppressive stillness. Cortha bent down to check the gelding’s hooves, her hand running over his legs with a familiar touch, searching for a stone or injury. Her fingers grazed over the rough texture of his coat, but the sense of something watching her grew stronger.
Just as she finished inspecting the last hoof, a cold, slithering voice cut through the silence, sending a shiver up her spine.
Chapter 24
“Don’t move, Cortha.”
Her heart jolted, a sharp spike of adrenaline flooding her system. Every muscle in her body locked in place, her fingers trembling as she fought to keep her composure. She didn’t need to look behind her to know who it was. The voice was unmistakable—Becker. He had the kind of presence that wasn’t meant to be heard, only felt. A ghost in the shadows, a figure whose motives were always hidden behind layers of half-truths and ambiguous loyalty.
Her eyes darted to the dark treeline, her instincts screaming to move, but the cold press of steel against her throat stopped her. The blade was precise, practiced—he knew exactly where to hold it, just enough to keep her paralyzed with fear, but not enough to kill. Yet.
“What do you want, Becker?” Her voice didn’t crack. It shouldn’t. It was as much a challenge as it was a question. Her heartbeat pounded in her chest, but her face remained stoic. She had faced worse.
“Just a little insurance,” Becker’s voice was disturbingly casual, as though he was discussing the weather instead of holding a knife to her throat. His breath was warm against her ear, sending a chill down her spine. “You see, I have plans, and your cooperation would be... beneficial.”
Cortha’s skin crawled at the weight of his words. Becker never did anything without a reason, but she didn’t know what he was after now. She tried to steady her breath, her mind racing, calculating. What could he want from me? What’s his angle?
She could feel his other hand slide down her arm, a possessive grip that made her skin prickle with disgust. His touch was cold, like a shadow, like something that didn’t belong in the world of the living.
“And if I don’t cooperate?” she asked, forcing the words out past the lump of ice in her throat.
A sinister chuckle echoed in the stillness, low and dangerous, sending a shiver through her. “Well, let’s just say I’m very good at making people... disappear.” The words felt like poison, slipping into her ears and coating her thoughts with dread. He didn’t need to say more. She knew exactly what he meant.
The knife pressed closer, the blade just a hair’s breadth from her skin. Her breath caught in her throat, but her mind stayed clear. She had been in worse situations—hadn’t she?
Suddenly, something shifted in the air, like the forest itself had taken a deep breath. A figure materialized from the shadows, silent as a wraith. Tezlin. His movements were precise, each one measured and deadly, like a predator sizing up its prey. His bow was drawn in an instant, the string taut, an arrow aimed directly at Becker’s heart. His posture was calm, but there was a tension in the air, a promise of violence that hummed beneath his quiet exterior.
“Let her go, Becker,” Tezlin’s voice was low, a growl that rumbled through the night, filled with a quiet authority that was impossible to ignore.
For a moment, the world held its breath. The wind stilled, the trees seemed to lean in closer, and Cortha could almost feel the weight of the silence pressing in from all sides. Becker didn’t flinch. He never did. Instead, he tightened his grip on her arm, dragging her closer, the knife cutting into her skin just enough to send a trickle of blood down her neck.
Tezlin didn’t waver. His eyes were locked on Becker’s, cold and unblinking, waiting for the smallest movement.
“You’re out of your depth, Becker,” Tezlin added, his voice a dangerous promise.
Becker’s lips curled into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, the kind of smile that suggested he was always one step ahead. But Cortha could see the flicker of doubt, the subtle shift in his stance. He was calculating, always calculating, but even Becker knew when a fight wasn’t worth it.
Then, in a move so fluid it seemed almost effortless, Becker released his grip on Cortha. He shoved her away with a surprising force, the impact sending her stumbling back a step. Her hand shot out to steady herself against Thorin, but her attention never wavered from Becker. He was already retreating, vanishing into the darkness with a quiet rustle of leaves.
Tezlin didn’t lower his bow. He kept it trained on the empty space where Becker had been just a moment before, waiting for any sign of movement.
“Are you alright?” Tezlin’s voice softened, though the edge of danger still clung to his words, a silent reminder of the tension that had just unfolded.
Cortha nodded, her hand still pressed against the gelding’s side. She was shaken, yes, but not broken. Not yet. “I’m fine.” Her voice was steady, but the pulse in her throat betrayed her. She glanced back into the darkness where Becker had disappeared, her thoughts a tangled mess of confusion and suspicion.
What the hell was that about?
She felt the weight of Tezlin’s gaze on her, but for once, she didn’t meet his eyes. She didn’t want to see the unspoken question there—the one that had been hovering between them for days, unaddressed.
But there was no time to dwell on it. Not tonight.
“Let’s move,” she said, her voice a little sharper than she meant. There was no room for hesitation. Becker had made his move, and she needed answers. Fast.
Tezlin nodded, his movements silent as ever. The tension lingered, but it wasn’t the kind that would break easily. Neither of them were going to get any answers standing around.
And the night was far from over.

 
 
The world seemed to shrink around Cortha as she urged Thorin through the dense underbrush, the horse’s hooves crunching softly against the fallen leaves and twigs. Her breath was shallow, rasping, like the scrape of a blade on whetstone. She clung to the reins as if letting go would unravel her entirely. Thorin’s ears flicked nervously, picking up the tremor in her hands.
The forest loomed like a living thing, branches clawing at the fading light above. The air was thick with damp earth and decay, every shadow stretching too long, too dark, as if something unseen was slinking closer. Cortha didn’t need to look over her shoulder to feel it: the oppressive weight of Becker’s presence still clinging to her like cobwebs she couldn’t shake.
“Stop,” Tezlin said, his voice low, sharp as a blade. His bow was still drawn, the arrow poised, his knuckles white around the shaft. He scanned the darkened expanse with a predator’s vigilance, his eyes flicking between every shadow and shifting leaf. “We’re not out of this yet.”
Cortha halted Thorin, gripping the reins tighter to steady herself. She felt the prickle of sweat sliding down her spine, her armor chafing where it clung to her damp skin. “Do you see him?” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the hum of insects and the distant rustle of the wind.
“No.” Tezlin’s reply was curt. He tilted his head, listening. His jaw clenched, and for a moment, she thought she saw a flicker of something—fear, maybe, or fatigue—before his face settled back into its mask of focus. “But he’s out there. Or something is.”
The knot in her stomach tightened. Becker wasn’t just a fugitive; he was a viper coiled in the grass, and she could still feel the ghost of his blade against her throat. She brushed at her neck as though she could wipe the memory away, but it clung stubbornly, a phantom wound.
Tezlin lowered his bow, though only slightly, and turned to her. His eyes, sharp and pale in the dim light, locked on hers. “Are you hurt?” he asked, his voice quieter now but no less intense.
“I’m fine,” Cortha lied, forcing steel into her tone. Her body betrayed her, though—her fingers trembled on the reins, her breathing shallow and uneven. “Just… shaken.”
He didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. “We have to move. If Becker’s running, he’ll want to regroup. And if he’s not…” Tezlin trailed off, his expression darkening. “We don’t want to find out.”
Cortha nodded, nudging Thorin forward. The horse obeyed reluctantly, his ears flicking at every sound. She envied Tezlin’s composure, his ability to switch between hunter and protector so seamlessly. He walked ahead now, his bow ready again, his body tense with purpose. He moved like a man carrying the weight of too many battles, but with no intention of letting it crush him.
The forest closed in around them as the last vestiges of daylight faded, the sky above turning a bruised purple. Shadows seemed to grow teeth, the wind whispering secrets that Cortha didn’t want to hear. She focused on Tezlin’s silhouette ahead of her, his every step deliberate, calculated.
“I should’ve seen it coming,” Cortha muttered, more to herself than to him. Her voice cracked on the words, and the bitterness in them surprised even her.
Tezlin glanced back, his gaze narrowing. “Don’t start,” he said. “Becker’s been slipping through our fingers for months. He’s good at what he does. Too good.”
“That’s what worries me,” Cortha replied. Her tone was edged with frustration—at herself, at Becker, at the endless chase that seemed to go nowhere. “He’s more than just good. He’s connected. He knew where we’d be. He was waiting.”
Tezlin didn’t respond immediately. When he did, his voice was quieter, almost reluctant. “You think we’ve got a mole.”
“I think we’ve got more than that,” Cortha said grimly. “I think Becker’s not just a piece of this. He’s a messenger. And someone’s pulling the strings.”
The silence that followed was heavier than the forest itself. Tezlin’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t argue. He’d seen the same signs, the same patterns. This wasn’t just about Becker. It never had been.
They rode in silence for a while longer, the night pressing in around them. Cortha’s thoughts churned, circling back to the fight—the flash of Becker’s blade, the cold calculation in his eyes, the smugness that said he knew something she didn’t. The memory of it burned, a reminder of how close they’d come to failure.
Ahead, the trees began to thin, and the faint outline of the Blejek mansion’s spires appeared against the horizon. Relief flickered in Cortha’s chest, but it was short-lived. The mansion was safety, yes, but it was also where the real questions would begin.
“Let’s hope the council is ready for answers,” Tezlin muttered as they approached the gates. His voice was weary, but his grip on his bow was as firm as ever.
Cortha nodded, though her stomach churned. Becker was out there, and he wasn’t alone. Whatever game he was playing, it was only just beginning—and they were already several moves behind.
The road back to the mansion stretched endlessly, a dark, winding thread through the forest. The rhythmic clatter of hooves against damp earth filled the air, steady but muted by the mossy ground. Cortha kept her gaze fixed on the path ahead, though her thoughts churned like a storm-tossed sea. The weight of the evening—the blood, the near-miss with death, the unspoken truths—pressed down on her chest, making it hard to breathe.
Tezlin rode beside her, his posture rigid, his face set in an unreadable mask. The usual sharpness in his eyes was dulled, replaced by a heaviness that Cortha felt as keenly as her own. He hadn’t said a word since they’d left the forest. She didn’t know if it was exhaustion or something deeper holding his tongue, but the silence between them was thick, fraught with everything they weren’t saying.
When the mansion finally came into view, its silhouette rising against the starlit sky like a hulking beast, Cortha felt a strange mixture of relief and dread. The walls, once symbols of security, now loomed cold and indifferent, their jagged shadows stretching long across the gravel drive.
As she swung her leg over Thorin to dismount, her muscles screamed in protest. The strain of the ride, coupled with the adrenaline crash, left her limbs weak and unsteady. Tezlin was at her side in an instant, his hand firm on her elbow. She didn’t miss the way his fingers lingered just a moment too long, grounding her even as she tried to pull away.
"Inside," he said softly, his tone more an order than a suggestion. His face was drawn, his eyes scanning the perimeter with the intensity of a predator.
"Tezlin, you should—"
"I’ll stay out here," he interrupted, stepping back and releasing her arm as if it burned him. His voice carried no room for argument, but his gaze betrayed a flicker of something else—something he quickly masked by turning away. "Go. Get some rest."
"Rest?" Cortha barked a bitter laugh, the sound harsh in the stillness. "Do you honestly think—"
"Just go, Cortha," he cut her off, his voice sharper now. He didn’t look at her, his focus locked on the darkness beyond the gate. The words hung heavy between them, final.
She hesitated, the urge to press him warring with the exhaustion clawing at her. But Tezlin was like a locked door, and tonight she didn’t have the strength to find the key. With a reluctant nod, she turned and walked toward the mansion.
The stone steps felt colder than usual under her boots, each one carrying her further away from Tezlin and the unspoken things between them. At the threshold, she paused, casting a glance over her shoulder. He was still there, a lone figure against the vast night, his silhouette taut and solitary.
Cortha didn’t call out to him. She couldn’t. Instead, she pushed the heavy door open and stepped into the mansion’s oppressive quiet.
Dawn came reluctantly, dragging pale light through the narrow windows of her room. Cortha blinked into the dimness, the lingering shadows of restless dreams clawing at her mind. She sat up slowly, the thin blanket pooling around her waist as she rubbed the ache from her temples. Sleep had been fleeting and cruel, offering no solace from the weight of her thoughts.
Her room felt smaller than usual, the stone walls pressing in like a cage. The air was stale, carrying the faint scent of damp wood and burnt wax from the dying candle on her bedside table. She pushed herself to her feet, the chill of the floor shocking her senses awake.
Dressing was a mechanical process. The worn tunic and trousers were familiar, a second skin she barely noticed anymore. But today, every tug of the laces and buckle of the belt felt like a struggle, as if the fabric itself resisted her. She pulled on her boots with unnecessary force, her frustration bleeding into the action.
Her thoughts wandered as her hands worked. The Crimson Fist. Becker’s betrayal. Tezlin’s silence. Each thread tangled with the others, forming a knot she couldn’t unravel. They were fighting a war with no clear battle lines, no guarantees of victory. And the mansion—this place that should have been a sanctuary—felt more like the eye of the storm.
The halls outside her room were eerily quiet. The servants, if they were awake, moved like ghosts, their presence felt but unseen. Cortha made her way toward the war room, her footsteps echoing softly against the stone floor. The mansion seemed alive in its stillness, every creak and groan of the old building whispering secrets she couldn’t quite catch.
By the time she reached the heavy oak door of the war room, her pulse had quickened. Whatever awaited her on the other side—plans, strategies, arguments—would only serve to tighten the noose around her already strained resolve.
She took a deep breath, her hand hovering over the iron handle. The world outside this room was teetering on the edge of chaos, and she was supposed to be one of the ones to pull it back. But as she pushed the door open and stepped inside, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the weight of it all might crush her before she even had the chance.
The door to Cortha’s room groaned as she pushed it open, the sound echoing down the dimly lit corridor. The hallway stretched ahead, cloaked in flickering shadows cast by oil lamps mounted on uneven stone walls. The faint smell of smoke and damp earth lingered, a constant reminder of the building's age and the countless lives it had sheltered—or condemned—over the years.
Cortha’s footsteps were deliberate, the soles of her boots striking the stone in a measured rhythm that betrayed her unease. The silence here wasn’t peaceful; it was the kind of silence that pressed against your ears, taut with unspoken tensions. The few people she passed moved quickly, their eyes downcast or darting nervously toward unseen threats. No one lingered in these halls without purpose; it was as if the weight of the city’s turmoil demanded constant motion.
When she reached the heavy oak doors of the council chamber, she paused, her fingers brushing against the cold iron handle. A deep breath, steadying but insufficient, and then she pushed the door inward.
The room beyond was a stark contrast to the hallway. Bright oil lamps hung from wrought iron fixtures, casting a harsh, unwavering light over the council’s faces. The air was cool and still, but it carried an unrelenting gravity. The council chamber was a battlefield of minds, where strategy was a weapon as sharp as any blade.
Tezlin sat at the head of the long table, his posture as rigid as the high-backed chair beneath him. His fingers rested lightly on a spread of parchment and maps, but his eyes—sharp, calculating—were scanning the room as if it held answers no one had yet spoken. To his left, Councillor Varyn leaned forward, his fingers drumming a staccato beat against the polished wood, the only sound punctuating the uneasy murmurs of the others.
Cortha felt their gazes the moment she entered. Some were curious, others scrutinizing, and a few outright hostile—expressions carefully tempered by the veneer of decorum. She ignored them all, letting her eyes fall on the map dominating the table’s center. It was marked with red ink, the dots scattered like blood splatter. Each one represented a hideout of the Crimson Fist. Or, at least, a suspected one.
“Cortha,” Tezlin said, his voice low but commanding. He didn’t rise, but his eyes softened just a fraction as they met hers. “Good, you’re here. We’re finalizing plans.” He gestured to the chair beside him, a clear invitation.
She crossed the room, her footsteps deliberate, the floorboards creaking under her weight. Every movement felt amplified in the oppressive silence, every breath a reminder of the stakes. She sat, her eyes fixed on the map. The constellation of red dots seemed to pulse under the lamp’s light, their implications heavy in her mind.
“We need to act,” Varyn said sharply, breaking the silence. His impatience crackled in his voice. “The Crimson Fist is growing bolder by the day. If we wait any longer, we’ll lose this opportunity.”
“And if we rush in without precision,” Lady Seraphina Vale countered, her tone cutting but measured, “we risk playing into their hands. They’ve outmaneuvered us before.”
The tension crackled like an exposed wire, and Cortha felt the weight of their expectations settle squarely on her shoulders. Tezlin’s gaze didn’t waver, his expression unreadable but his meaning clear: it was her turn to speak.
Her throat tightened, but she forced herself to exhale slowly, grounding her nerves. “These hideouts…” she began, her voice steady but quiet. She leaned closer to the map, her fingers brushing its surface as she traced the pattern of the red marks. “They’re not random. They’ve been positioned to draw us out, to split our resources.”
Varyn’s drumming fingers stilled. “What are you suggesting?”
She hesitated, feeling the familiar tug of doubt—the fear of being wrong, of making the kind of mistake that cost lives. But there was no room for that now. “We need to confirm which ones are legitimate before we act. If we spread ourselves thin, we’ll lose more than just the advantage. We’ll lose people.”
“And how do you propose we do that?” Varyn’s tone was laced with skepticism.
“I’ll scry again,” she said, the words heavy in her mouth. “But not just for locations. I’ll look for movement—patterns that give away their operations. And I’ll need someone in the field to corroborate what I see.”
A silence followed her words, the kind that demanded resolution.
“Tezlin,” she said, glancing toward him. “You’ve worked with scouts before. Pair me with someone who can move fast, someone who can verify without drawing attention.”
Tezlin nodded, his approval subtle but unmistakable. “I’ll make arrangements. But time is critical.”
“Time is always critical,” Varyn muttered, but he didn’t argue further.
Cortha looked back at the map, her mind already spinning with possibilities. The red dots blurred as her vision sharpened inward, thinking of what came next. She could almost hear the whispered warnings in her head—caution and fear, urging her to tread carefully. But caution wouldn’t win this war, and fear wouldn’t keep anyone alive.
The council’s murmurs resumed, shifting to logistics and strategies. Cortha stayed silent, her eyes fixed on the map, knowing that soon, she’d have to face the risks she had just proposed. And she wasn’t sure if even she believed in her plan.
The chamber’s air was thick with the smell of oil lamps and old parchment, but as the cold gust swept in through the narrow, unshuttered windows, it carried with it a damp chill that cut to the bone. Cortha wrapped her arms around herself briefly, the tension in her shoulders tightening as she tried to ignore the distant growl of thunder. The storm was coming, but it wasn’t the one she feared most.
Her fingers hovered over the map on the table, tracing the inked lines and red dots that represented potential targets. The ink felt damning, as if the decisions she was about to make were already soaked in blood. She forced herself to breathe deeply, but her chest felt tight, each inhale catching on the edges of her doubt. "We’ll need to coordinate our attacks," she said at last, her voice steady, though it carried a faint tremor of uncertainty. She hated how easily her fear found its way into her tone, but there was no taking it back now. "If we strike at multiple locations simultaneously, we can divide their forces. Speed and surprise will be our best chance."
Across the table, Tezlin nodded, his expression unreadable except for the faint downward curve of his lips, a sign of the weight he carried too. His hand brushed the hilt of the dagger at his hip—a habit of his when the stakes grew dire. "Exactly. Smaller units, each with a clear target. We move fast, and we move together. No hesitation, no room for error." His tone was clipped, practical, but Cortha caught the tension in his jaw, the way he avoided looking at the others for too long. He wasn’t as composed as he wanted them to believe.
The murmurs around the table grew louder as the councilors exchanged glances and hushed opinions. Councillor Varyn was the first to speak, his voice as sharp as a blade. "And what if we’re wrong?" His gaze locked onto Cortha, unflinching. "What if we miscalculate? One mistake, and this whole operation crumbles. The Crimson Fist isn’t some band of disorganized rebels. They’re coordinated, ruthless. You of all people should know that."
Cortha’s jaw tightened at the jab, but she refused to rise to the bait. She had scars—both visible and unseen—that told her just how dangerous the Crimson Fist was. Her voice came low and measured. "And if we do nothing? If we let them expand their reach unchecked? How many more innocents will die while we sit here debating risks?"
The room fell silent, save for the occasional crackle of the oil lamps. Lady Seraphina Vale broke the tension, her voice smooth but edged with steel. "Cortha’s right. Hesitation has already cost us too much. But this plan needs precision. We can’t afford to send our people into a trap."
"That’s why we verify the intelligence before moving," Cortha said, her tone firm now, steadied by the hint of support in Seraphina’s words. "I’ll scry again. Pinpoint their movements. And we send scouts to corroborate—quietly, no attention drawn."
Varyn snorted softly, leaning back in his chair with a skeptical arch of his brow. "More magic. More risk. If you’re wrong—if the scrying fails—"
"It hasn’t failed yet," Tezlin interrupted, his tone carrying the weight of finality. He leaned forward, his fingers pressing into the edge of the table as his eyes swept over the councilors. "Cortha’s magic has been our only edge in this fight. Question it all you want, but without her, we’d be stumbling blind."
Cortha glanced at Tezlin, surprised by the firmness in his defense. His loyalty was a rare constant in a world where even allies often felt unreliable. Still, it didn’t lessen the burden on her shoulders. If she was wrong, it wouldn’t just be her failure—it would cost lives.
Another gust of wind slipped through the window, ruffling the edges of the map. Outside, the thunder was louder now, rolling like a distant drumbeat. The storm wouldn’t wait, and neither could they.
"We don’t have time for second-guessing," Cortha said, her voice cutting through the quiet. She pressed her palm against the table, leaning into the weight of her own words. "If we’re going to act, we act now. Or we risk giving the Crimson Fist time to strengthen their defenses, to dig in deeper. This is our moment. We can’t waste it."
Tezlin nodded again, his lips pressing into a firm line. "I’ll assign the scouts and coordinate the units. You focus on the scrying. We’ll need precise locations before we move."
The councilors exchanged glances, their collective tension settling over the room like a thick fog. One by one, they nodded their reluctant agreement. Even Varyn, though his scowl deepened, couldn’t find the words to argue further.
As the discussion shifted to logistics, Cortha let her eyes drift back to the map. The red ink blurred for a moment, her mind wandering to the faces of the people they were trying to protect. The faces of those they’d already failed to save. The weight of their expectations pressed down on her chest like a stone, but beneath it was a flicker of determination.
The storm outside was closer now, the rain beginning to tap against the glass. It was a reminder, as constant as her doubt: time was running out. And with it, any chance of turning the tide.
The council chamber was a suffocating hive of voices, each word rising and falling in sharp bursts like blades clashing in the dark. The torches lining the walls cast flickering shadows across the room, dancing over the faces of the Blejek Council like specters of doubt and ambition. Cortha stood at the far edge, leaning against the cold stone wall, her arms crossed and her gaze fixed on the fraying threads of order unraveling before her. The air was damp with tension and the faint scent of burning pitch, mingling with the musty tang of old stone.
The tapestries high above, adorned with the sigils of Blejek’s rulers, swayed gently in the draft that slithered through the chamber. They seemed to mock the human turmoil below, their embroidered legacies indifferent to the discord in the room. Cortha let her eyes trace the intricate patterns of swords and crowns, her mind half-distracted by the futility of the scene before her. It was as if the councilors had forgotten the stakes entirely, strangled by their own egos and ambitions.
Councilor Thalor, seated near the center of the table, slammed a fist against the oak surface. The impact rattled goblets and scattered loose papers, his voice cutting through the cacophony. "Enough of this endless squabbling. We must consolidate our forces. Prioritize the defense of key strongholds." His words carried a weary authority, but his bloodshot eyes betrayed sleepless nights and the relentless pressure of his position. "The Crimson Fist grows bolder with each day. Their attacks are coordinated—methodical. If we spread ourselves too thin, we’ll hand them the advantage.”
Across the table, Lady Aeloria leaned forward, her sharp features shadowed by the torchlight. Her eyes were hard, the corners of her mouth pulled taut in restrained defiance. "And what do you propose, Thalor? That we cower behind walls and wait for them to come to us?" Her voice cut like steel through the murmur of dissent. "We have intelligence on their strongholds, detailed enough to strike where it hurts. If we don’t dismantle their operations now, they’ll entrench themselves so deeply that we’ll never root them out."
Cortha’s gaze flicked to Tezlin, seated slightly apart from the others. His hands rested flat on the table, his fingers splayed as if grounding himself. When he finally spoke, his voice was calm, but his words carried an edge that made Cortha’s chest tighten. "Aggression without preparation is suicide." He turned his gaze toward Aeloria, his expression unreadable but heavy with unspoken judgment. "You’ve seen the reports as well as I have. These aren’t ordinary rebels. The Crimson Fist has resources, tactics—magic. If we rush in, they’ll turn our aggression into their advantage. Securing alliances, gathering more intelligence, fortifying our weakest points—these aren’t delays; they’re necessities."
The room erupted into a low hum of arguments and muttered agreements. Cortha could feel the divide deepening like a crack in the foundation beneath their feet. Aeloria’s jaw tightened, her knuckles whitening as she gripped the edge of the table. Thalor was muttering something to Lord Blackwood, whose booming voice rose above the noise.
"This is war!" Blackwood bellowed, his fist slamming into the table with a force that silenced the room. His presence was commanding, his broad shoulders squared and his dark eyes piercing each councilor in turn. "Every day we waste in deliberation is a day the Crimson Fist tightens their hold on our people. We can’t afford inaction."
The words hung in the air, thick with accusation and urgency. Cortha felt her pulse quicken. She glanced at Tezlin, whose mouth was set in a grim line, and then to Aeloria, her fiery resolve unwavering. Neither would back down, and the council seemed to teeter on the edge of implosion.
Chapter 25
Cortha cleared her throat, stepping forward, her boots clicking against the cold stone floor. "If I may," she said, her voice calm but firm, slicing through the lingering tension. All eyes turned to her, some expectant, others skeptical. The weight of their gazes felt like an iron chain wrapped around her chest. "This division plays into the Crimson Fist’s hands more than any hesitation or aggression ever could. They thrive on chaos. If we want to stand a chance, we need unity—now."
"Unity doesn’t solve strategy," Aeloria snapped, though her words lacked the venom they held earlier.
Cortha stepped closer to the table, planting her hands on its edge. "No, but it prevents us from crumbling before we’ve even begun." She looked around the room, her gaze meeting each councilor’s in turn. "We take Thalor’s advice to consolidate our forces. We use Aeloria’s intelligence to strike decisively, but not recklessly. Tezlin is right—alliances and preparation are critical. But none of it matters if we can’t agree to move forward."
The room was silent for a long moment, the tension still thick but now laced with something new—consideration. Cortha leaned back slightly, her hands dropping to her sides. Her heart hammered in her chest, but she refused to let it show.
Tezlin spoke at last, his voice steady. "Cortha’s right. We balance offense and defense. Gather intelligence and secure alliances. But we also plan a strike—a single, precise strike that hits them where it hurts most."
Aeloria gave a reluctant nod, her jaw still tight. "Agreed. But it must be soon. The longer we wait, the harder it will be to land a blow that counts."
Blackwood grunted his approval, and the others slowly followed suit. Cortha let out a slow breath, her hands curling into fists at her sides. The storm outside began to build, the distant rumble of thunder growing louder. It wasn’t just the skies preparing for a reckoning—it was all of them.
But in the back of her mind, Cortha couldn’t shake the thought: unity or not, they were teetering on the edge of disaster.
The chamber hummed with the undercurrent of barely restrained frustration, the heavy scent of incense lingering in the air like a memory of past rituals. The high stone walls, engraved with runes of power and ancient history, seemed to close in on the council, trapping them in their endless bickering. Torches flickered in their sconces, casting long, wavering shadows that danced along the cold floor. It felt as though the very room was holding its breath, waiting for someone—anyone—to take control.
Thalor’s voice sliced through the tension, a sharp command that reverberated off the stone walls. “Order!” His tone was a brittle crack, like the sound of wood snapping under pressure. The room fell silent, but the quiet was not peaceful. It was a silence teeming with anticipation, with every eye fixed on the council leader, watching for the next crack in his composure.
Cortha’s gaze was steady, though her stomach churned. She could see the weight of command etched in the lines of Thalor’s face, his expression taut as though every decision he made was a stone added to the pile he was already struggling to carry. He ran a hand through his graying hair, his eyes narrowing as he collected himself. “We will require a comprehensive strategy—one that encompasses both defense and offense,” he said, his voice a shade less forceful than it had once been. The words came out clipped, measured, but beneath them Cortha could hear the exhaustion, the weariness of a man who had been trying to hold together a fractured kingdom for far too long. “We’ll send scouts to monitor the Crimson Fist’s movements, pinpoint their vulnerabilities. At the same time, we’ll fortify our positions. Prepare for potential attacks. But no rash actions. We need patience.”
Lady Aeloria’s sharp eyes flashed with irritation. She crossed her arms, her fingers tapping against her sleeves in a rapid, barely controlled rhythm. “Patience? Thalor, the Crimson Fist isn’t waiting. Every hour we delay, they grow bolder. You think our ‘patience’ is going to save us?” Her voice was a knife wrapped in silk, the kind of quiet fury that could turn a battlefield. Her lips pressed into a tight line, and for a moment, Cortha could see the ghost of her own fears reflected in Aeloria’s gaze—fears of waiting too long, of the enemy slipping through their fingers once again.
Thalor met her gaze squarely, the flicker of regret that passed through his eyes quickly masked by resolve. But Cortha knew him well enough to see the cracks in his armor. His exhaustion was palpable, but he still had the grit to hold the council together—barely. “Understood,” he said, his voice more brittle than before. “We reconvene in three days with updated intelligence and a concrete plan. Until then, our scouts and mages will be on high alert. This meeting is adjourned.”
The weight of his words hung in the air long after they left his mouth. A collective sigh seemed to pass through the room, a mixture of relief and frustration. Some of the councilors stood and began to shuffle out, their faces tight with unresolved tension. Others murmured to one another, casting quick, furtive glances in Cortha’s direction. The noise of their departure felt like an echo of the fractured unity that gripped them all—each one too set in their own ways to reach an agreement, each one too proud to bend for the good of the whole.
Cortha didn’t move immediately. She remained standing at the edge of the room, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, her back pressed against the cool stone wall as the councilors filtered out one by one. The weight of the meeting pressed down on her, suffocating. She could feel the gnawing ache in her chest, the sense of futility creeping up like a shadow she couldn’t shake. This wasn’t just about a strategy; it was about a council too fractured to stand united, too fractured to have any hope of winning the war against the Crimson Fist.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the soft click of boots against stone. She turned, her gaze locking with Seraphina’s as the woman approached. The once unshakeable confidence that had defined her was gone now, replaced by something else—something Cortha couldn’t quite place. Concern? Worry? Seraphina’s usual regal composure was gone, replaced by something more raw, more vulnerable. Her brow furrowed, and for the first time in a long while, Cortha saw her as more than just a powerful figure on the council.
"Cortha," Seraphina said, her voice quieter than usual, almost hesitant. "Walk with me for a moment."
Cortha didn’t hesitate. She nodded, pushing off the wall and falling into step beside Seraphina as they made their way through the chamber. The sound of their footsteps was muted by the heavy air that seemed to swallow everything, making the distance between them and the others feel even more profound.
Seraphina’s pace was slower than usual, her eyes flicking over the scattered remnants of the meeting—papers, empty goblets, the occasional flickering torch. She wasn’t looking at the room, though. She was looking inward, lost in thought. The silence between them was thick, but Cortha didn’t press her. She knew Seraphina would speak when she was ready.
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Seraphina spoke. Her voice was soft but edged with something dangerous—frustration or fear, Cortha couldn’t tell. "This isn’t working, Cortha. You see it, don’t you? Thalor’s trying to hold the threads together, but it’s falling apart at the seams. They’re too divided. We’re too divided."
Cortha’s chest tightened at the words. She couldn’t help but nod. "I know. But if we push too hard, we risk breaking everything."
Seraphina’s gaze flicked to her, sharp as ever, but there was a flicker of something softer—perhaps resignation. "We’re already broken. What’s left to lose?"
The question lingered in the air like a dark cloud, too heavy to ignore. Cortha’s mind spun, the weight of the council’s indecision pressing down on her. The stakes were higher than they’d ever been, but no one seemed willing to make the hard choices. They were all waiting for someone else to make a move.
And the Crimson Fist was moving faster than they were.
Cortha hesitated, her boots clicking softly against the stone floor as she followed Seraphine out of the council chamber. The heavy oak doors closed behind them with a finality that echoed through the stillness. The corridors of the citadel felt like a different world, the air cooler, the stone walls bare and unyielding. Where the council chamber had been grand and ornate, this part of the citadel was stark, its stone unadorned except for the occasional flickering lantern casting weak pools of light. The faint hum of the torches barely cut through the dense silence, and the shadows seemed to cling to the corners of the hall, as though the walls themselves were trying to hide from the chaos that had erupted within them.
Seraphine’s footsteps were measured, yet there was an edge to her movements, an urgency Cortha couldn’t ignore. The air between them was thick with unspoken thoughts, and the echo of their footfalls seemed to amplify the weight of everything unsaid. Neither of them spoke for a few moments, their steps reverberating against the cold stone, a soft percussion in the otherwise hushed halls. Cortha felt the tension in her shoulders, the tightness in her chest. She had heard it—the discord, the chaos—the cracks in the foundation of the Blejek Council were deepening, and she could feel the fissures stretching further with every passing moment.
Finally, it was Seraphine who broke the silence, her voice low, tinged with a heavy resignation. “You saw the discord in there,” she said, her words carefully measured but laced with frustration. “The council is fractured, Cortha. The kind of fracture that will bleed us dry if we don’t address it. And that division, that’s what’s going to destroy us. Not the Crimson Fist. Us.” Her gaze flicked toward Cortha, a fleeting moment of vulnerability passing through her sharp features before she looked away. “There are those who are trying to do what’s right, but there are others who have their own agendas. And beneath it all, there’s fear. Fear can be a powerful motivator—but it can also lead us to do stupid things.”
Cortha’s jaw tightened. She had seen it. She’d felt it, the undercurrent of panic running through the council. It was hard to ignore the way the room shifted when Lady Aeloria spoke, her impatience palpable, or the way Lord Thorne’s stern gaze seemed to narrow with suspicion every time someone suggested a course of action that didn’t fit with his vision of control. “I saw it,” Cortha replied, her voice quiet but firm. “It’s troubling. But Thalor’s right. We can’t rush in without a plan. We need a balanced approach, not just impulsive action.”
Seraphine’s expression softened, but there was no warmth in it. The worry that clouded her eyes made Cortha realize just how tired the woman was—tired of trying to hold everything together with no one else willing to make the hard choices. “Thalor may be wise,” she murmured, “but even he struggles to keep them in line. The fear, the ambition—it’s eating away at us all. It’s like a cancer, spreading slowly, festering in the edges of every decision we make. The council, they’re too divided to see it. And it’s making us weaker by the day.”
Cortha swallowed hard, the weight of Seraphine’s words pressing down on her chest. She glanced at the woman walking beside her, sensing the toll this had taken on her. “What can we do?” she asked quietly. “How do we bridge the divide?”
Seraphine’s smile was faint, but there was nothing kind in it—only the cold bite of experience. She stopped walking for a moment, her fingers brushing the stone wall as though seeking some kind of grounding in the cold, unforgiving surface. “We do what we can,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, as though afraid someone might overhear the truth of her words. “But sometimes, Cortha, it’s not enough. The council won’t listen unless they see unity—unless they see results. And sometimes…” She trailed off, her words falling into a silence so deep it swallowed them whole. “Sometimes, we’re forced to make choices we’d rather not. Choices that’ll rip everything apart even further.”
Cortha’s throat tightened at the implication, the cold reality of Seraphine’s words sinking in. She wanted to believe that they could pull together, that there was still time to salvage this, but the path ahead felt more like a narrow bridge over a chasm than a road to resolution. Every decision, every move they made, was a step into the unknown, a gamble with consequences they couldn’t yet see. And it wasn’t just the Crimson Fist that threatened them—it was their own division, the inability to come together as a united front, that was already doing its damage. The council’s fractured state was a ticking bomb, and no one seemed to realize just how close they were to the detonation point.
As the two women continued down the corridor, the low murmur of voices from the council chamber filtered in through the stone walls, distant but still present. Cortha’s mind was a whirl of conflicting thoughts—strategies, alliances, betrayals. What was their next move? What were they even fighting for, if they couldn’t even trust the people who were supposed to lead them? She didn’t have an answer, not yet.
When they reached the courtyard, the cold night air hit them like a slap in the face. The sun had dipped below the horizon, leaving behind the remnants of daylight—an orange hue still clung to the edges of the sky, casting long shadows that stretched across the sprawling grounds of the citadel. The sound of wind rushing through the trees was the only thing that seemed to make sense, the rustling leaves offering a momentary reprieve from the chaos in the citadel. But even here, in the relative quiet, there was a sense of foreboding. The Crimson Fist loomed in the distance, their threat growing with each passing day. Cortha could feel the weight of their presence like a shadow at the back of her mind, pulling at her every thought.
Seraphine’s voice broke through her reverie. “You know what needs to be done, Cortha. We’re running out of time.”
Cortha glanced at her, the unease she had been suppressing bubbling to the surface. “We don’t have much time,” she agreed. And for the first time, she allowed herself to think the unthinkable: What if it wasn’t the Crimson Fist they needed to fear most, but the fractures in their own leadership?
The thought lingered, cold and heavy, as the wind picked up, carrying with it the distant rumble of thunder. They were out of time. The storm was coming.
Tezlin's voice cut through the tangled thoughts swirling in Cortha’s mind, calm and measured, yet carrying an undercurrent she couldn’t quite place. "Cortha."
She turned, blinking in surprise, not realizing how tightly wound her body had become until she saw him standing just behind her. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes—those sharp, penetrating eyes—were searching her in a way that unsettled her more than she expected. It was as if he was seeing through her, peeling back the layers of her guarded thoughts, exposing the turmoil she had been too busy to acknowledge.
She hesitated before responding, her gaze drifting back toward the council chamber where the bickering continued—a discordant symphony of egos and ambitions. She could still hear their voices, louder than they should be in a space meant for diplomacy, each voice fueled by fear, resentment, or the need for control. The weight of their argument pressed against her chest, but she turned away, unable to focus on them any longer. Her mind was already far ahead—on the next fight.
"I need to get ready," she murmured, her voice barely audible, as if the very act of speaking would bring her dread into sharper focus. "Not just for this—" She swallowed hard, trying to gather the right words, but they felt too heavy, too frail. "For the next step. For whatever comes after." She let her eyes drift again to the councilors, still locked in their petty quarrels, too wrapped in their own power struggles to see what was really at stake. And what would happen when they finally realized just how close they were to losing everything. "Physically. Mentally."
Tezlin didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he stepped closer, his boots muffled against the cold stone floor, until he was right beside her. His presence was steady, unwavering, but there was something different about the way he looked at her now—something beyond his usual detached assessment. He studied her as if he were searching for an answer she hadn’t spoken yet.
"And you think preparing for battle will be enough?" he asked, his voice quiet but edged with something sharp. Something that tugged at the knot of frustration tightening in her chest. "You’ve been fighting the Crimson Fist for how long now? What makes you think that the next fight will be any different?"
His question stung, though she didn’t want it to. His words, layered with years of experience, cut through the veneer of her resolve. He wasn’t wrong. She had fought so many battles already—battles against the Crimson Fist, against the council, against herself—and she still felt the weight of every loss, every misstep, every time the ground beneath her shifted. What made her think this would be any different?
"I don’t know," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper, as if admitting the truth aloud would somehow strip her of what little resolve she had left. "But I need to be ready. For everything." Her chest tightened, the familiar ache of uncertainty gnawing at her. "I can’t just stand back and—"
"And watch the others fight for you?" Tezlin interrupted, his words sharp, like a blade cutting through her defenses. His tone wasn’t cruel, but it was too honest, too raw for her to ignore.
She flinched, the sting of his words landing squarely in the pit of her stomach. There was no room for denial now—he was right. He always saw through her, knew the words she kept buried beneath layers of pretension and armor. She was a fighter, yes, but she wasn’t immune to her own fears. She hadn’t been prepared for what the Crimson Fist had become, for the weight of leadership and the uncertainty of a fractured council. She was still learning, still adjusting.
"I’ll do whatever it takes to win," she said, her voice firm now, though there was a tremor that betrayed her. She lifted her chin, steeling herself against the swell of doubt that threatened to break through. "But I don’t want to let this divide us. I don’t want to be like them—like the others. I don’t want to fall into the same traps."
Tezlin raised an eyebrow, the faintest hint of a smile curling the corner of his mouth. But it wasn’t the smile she knew—the one that carried warmth and unspoken affection. No, this one was a smile edged with the weight of experience. And maybe a touch of bitterness. "Maybe it’s too late for that."
Before she could respond, the heavy doors to the council chamber creaked open, the sound echoing like a harbinger of something worse. Lady Seraphina stepped into the hallway, her boots striking the stone with a purposeful rhythm that seemed to shake the very air around them. The usual poise in her posture was gone, replaced by a tension that radiated from her every step. Her face, normally so composed, was taut, drawn tight with frustration—an emotion Cortha had never seen her wear so openly.
Seraphina’s eyes flicked to Cortha for just a moment, a silent communication passing between them before the woman turned her attention back to the chamber’s entrance, her gaze narrowing as she prepared herself for the inevitable chaos that awaited within. The weight of the political game had never been so apparent on Seraphina’s features, each wrinkle around her eyes a testament to years of maneuvering, years of playing the part of the calm, collected leader. But even Seraphina wasn’t immune to the unraveling of their fragile unity. The power struggles, the fear that had seeped into the council’s veins—it was all too much.
Cortha couldn’t help but feel the cold knot of dread settle deeper in her gut. What had begun as a council united against a common threat had splintered into something far more dangerous. The Crimson Fist, yes—they were the obvious threat. But now, in this moment, with the council’s divisions laid bare before them, Cortha understood that the true danger might lie not in the hands of their enemies, but in their inability to act together.
Seraphina’s voice, sharp as the crack of a whip, broke the silence. “Enough of this,” she said, her words cutting through the murmur of the council. “We’re past the point of polite debate. We need decisions, now.” The quiet menace in her tone spoke volumes. She wasn’t just calling for action—she was demanding it, and anyone who didn’t see that would be swept aside. It was a stark reminder that beneath the polished surface of nobility, beneath the careful words and political niceties, there was always a darker current waiting to rise. And right now, that current was swallowing them all.
Cortha’s heart hammered in her chest. She knew it was coming—knew it had been inevitable—but the weight of Seraphina’s words settled over her like a cold shroud. This wasn’t just a fight for survival anymore. This was a fight for the very soul of their leadership. And Cortha couldn’t afford to blink.
 
 
 
 
 
 
The atmosphere around Kedal was tense as the sun rose, casting long shadows over the battlefield. The armies of the Blejek, under the command of Sir Lorel, had assembled in tight formation, their armor gleaming under the early morning light. They had the advantage of numbers, but Manny, the ruthless leader of the Crimson Fist, possessed something far more dangerous—Nether magic and a fierce determination to see his vision realized. 
 
 
As dawn broke, Sir Lorel rode along the lines of his troops, his face a mask of calm determination. His soldiers stood at attention, their weapons ready and their eyes fixed on their leader. 
"Hold your ground," Sir Lorel commanded, his voice steady and clear. 
 
 
The Blejek army roared in response, a sound that echoed across the plains and reverberated through the hearts of every soldier present. Confidence filled the ranks, but an underlying current of apprehension flowed just beneath the surface. The threat of the Crimson Fist and their dark magic loomed large in their minds. 
 
 
On the opposite side, Manny surveyed his forces with a cold, calculating gaze. His daughter, Vexa, and son, Jediah, stood beside him, their faces hardened by the struggles they had faced. His brother, the crazed Becker, was there as well, eyes gleaming with anticipation. 
 
 
"Today, we show them the true power of the Nether," Manny said, his voice low but firm. "We will crush their spirits and bring about a new era." 
 
 
Vexa nodded, her eyes flickering with dark energy, while Jediah tightened his grip on his sword. Becker cackled softly, his mind already lost in the chaos to come. 
 
 
The sound of metal meeting metal echoed across the battlefield as the two armies clashed. Sir Lorel took the lead, expertly wielding his blade with power and accuracy. His soldiers, displaying their discipline and training, followed closely behind him. 
Manny's forces were unstoppable. The Crimson Fist fought with an intensity that bordered on insanity, their Nether-enhanced abilities giving them an advantage that the Blejek found difficult to overcome. Vexa moved through the battlefield like a ghost, her attacks quick and lethal. Jediah fought with sheer power, easily taking down opponents. Becker, untamed and erratic, caused disorder wherever he went. 
In the midst of the chaos, Sir Lorel found himself standing in front of Manny. The two leaders confronted each other, the tension palpable in the air. Sir Lorel's sword emitted a soft glow of Aether light, in stark contrast to the dark aura enveloping Manny. 
"You've crossed a line, Manny," Sir Lorel stated firmly, his voice unwavering in the face of adversity. "This stops now." 
 
 
Manny grinned, lifting his hand to conjure a surge of dark energy. "You can't prevent what's bound to happen, Lorel. Nether magic will change this world." 
The battle raged on at the edge of Kedal, the city lit by the fierce glow of fire and the crackling energy of magic. The ground shook as the last of the defenders fell back, the Crimson Fist’s assault relentless. Amidst the chaos, Manny Eldridge, leader of the Crimson Fist, stood at the front lines, his cloak swirling around him as he raised his hand, directing his forces with a chilling calm. 
Cortha had arrived with Tezlin just as the battle neared its climax. The air was thick with the scent of smoke and blood, and the ground beneath their feet was slick with the remnants of shattered stone and splintered wood. She and Tezlin made their way through the destruction, cutting through the chaos to find their target. 
“Where is he?” Cortha muttered, eyes scanning the battlefield. 
“He’s here somewhere,” Tezlin replied, his voice sharp with urgency. “Keep your eyes peeled.” 
Then, through the smoke and rising dust, they spotted him—Manny Eldridge, standing tall and defiant, his blackened cloak billowing like the shadow of a storm. He stood near the center of the devastation, his hands raised as if drawing power from the very earth beneath him. 
Cortha’s heart pounded. The time had come to confront him. 
Without hesitation, she charged forward, her sword drawn, Tezlin at her side. But before they could close the distance, Manny’s voice rang out across the battlefield, effortlessly commanding attention amidst the chaos. 
“You don’t understand,” Manny called, his voice like a dark melody carried by the winds. “This is not just a war—it’s the beginning of a new era. The realms are too small, too fragile. I will tear down the walls that separate them. With Nether magic, we will reach across the boundaries of life and death. All will bow to the Crimson Fist.” 
Cortha faltered, the words catching her by surprise. She had anticipated a fight, a desperate clash with a madman, but this was different. There was something in his tone—a quiet, unwavering conviction—that unsettled her. 
“You’re mad,” she shouted, closing the distance despite the creeping dread that curled in her stomach. “You can’t control the Nether! It’s too powerful!” 
Manny turned to face her, his expression one of amusement rather than anger. “Control? No. I don’t need control. I seek to merge what is, with what could be. The Nether magic... it’s only the beginning. I have plans far beyond even this war.” 
His eyes gleamed in the firelight, a feverish intensity behind them. “The realms are too divided, too fractured. But when the veil between them thins—when the lines between life, death, and the unknown are erased—I will reign over them all. I’ll reshape the very fabric of existence.” 
Cortha’s grip tightened on her sword. His words were not those of a simple rebel. This was something far more dangerous. A mad ambition that could bring the world to its knees. “You’re willing to destroy everything for this? People will die. The realms will collapse!” 
Manny smiled darkly, a cruel glint in his eyes. “Then let them. The old world must fall for the new one to rise.” He glanced up at the sky, his arms outstretched as if to embrace the storm of magic swirling above. “And when I control the Nether, I will have the power to change the very course of time. I will reshape the realms, and they will kneel to me... to the Crimson Fist.” 
Cortha's mind raced. The Nether… reshaping the realms? There was no such power in history. Or at least, none that had ever been wielded with such ambition. Could he truly be trying to tear down the boundaries between worlds? To merge realms? What kind of power was he seeking? 
Tezlin stepped forward, his voice laced with anger. “You’re playing with forces you don’t understand, Manny. This won’t end well for you.” 
Manny gave him a sideways glance, the smile still playing on his lips. “Oh, Tezlin, you have no idea what I’ve learned. The Nether holds answers to all things. Life, death... everything in between. It is the true source of power. And I will unlock it.” 
With a flick of his wrist, the air around him shimmered, a wave of dark magic radiating outward. Cortha staggered back, the oppressive weight of it pressing against her chest. It was unlike anything she’d ever felt before—this wasn’t just magic. This was something darker, something ancient. 
“Now, leave me, or join me,” Manny said coldly, the threat in his words clear. “The realms are on the brink of a new era, and there’s no place for those who stand against me.” 
Cortha’s grip tightened around the hilt of her sword, her knuckles white, her breath shallow as she faced him. There he stood—Manny Eldridge. The man who had once held the power of a noble family, the man who had commanded respect. Now, he was a shadow of his former self, a thing driven by his insatiable hunger for dominion. His features were gaunt, drawn taut by years of obsession, and the dark magic swirling around him had hollowed out his humanity. What was left was something monstrous—something twisted by the very forces it had sought to control.
Chapter 26
Her heart thudded in her chest, an unsteady drumbeat that matched the heavy weight of the moment. She had known the stories—of a man whose ambition knew no bounds, of a man who had turned his back on everything that once made him human in the pursuit of something darker, something forbidden. The air between them was thick, heavy with the weight of an inevitability neither could escape.
Cortha’s voice cut through the tension, steady despite the turmoil within her. "Your plans end here," she said, her words sharp, laced with a cold resolve she was barely able to hold onto herself. There was a tremor deep within her, but she wouldn’t let it show. She had come too far to back down now. She couldn’t let him succeed. Not when everything they had fought for was teetering on the edge.
Manny’s lips curled into a grin, the dark magic around him humming, crackling in the thick air. "You think you can stop me?" His voice was like gravel scraping against stone, each word laden with venom. He stepped forward, the air shifting around him, his presence pressing down like a weight, suffocating. "You’ve no idea what I’m about to do. This isn’t just about the Crimson Fist. This is about the very fabric of reality itself."
Cortha’s heart skipped a beat, something inside her recoiling at the implication. "What do you mean?" Her voice faltered, the darkness in Manny’s words sinking in.
Manny didn’t respond directly, instead gesturing to the horizon, where the thin veil between life and death hung precariously. The wind seemed to quiet as he spoke, and for a moment, it felt as though time itself had stopped. "You see, Cortha," he continued, his voice smooth now, almost affectionate in its cruelty, "I’ve learned things. Things you could never understand." His gaze flicked toward the sky, his eyes alight with a fevered brilliance. "The Nether magic... it’s more than a weapon. It’s a key. A key to the gates that separate this world from the next. When the barriers fall, when the realms merge—there will be no death. There will be no life. There will be only power."
Cortha’s stomach twisted. She had suspected there was more to his madness, but to hear it spoken aloud made it all too real. He wasn’t just after control; he was trying to unravel the very essence of existence itself. And if he succeeded—when he succeeded—there would be no going back. The lands they fought for would collapse into a twisted, hellish amalgamation of death and decay.
A cold, sharp terror gripped her chest, but she forced it down. There was no room for fear now. Only resolve.
"You’re wrong," she said, her voice firm despite the chaos that was rising in her mind. She stepped forward, the weight of her sword heavy in her hand, the steel now feeling like more than just a weapon. It was a promise—her promise to stop this madness, no matter the cost. "I won’t let you destroy everything."
Manny’s smile stretched wider, his teeth gleaming in the dim light. "It’s already begun, Cortha. You’re too late."
Before she could respond, the ground beneath them trembled, a low, ominous hum vibrating through the earth. The air thickened, the pressure mounting, and with a snap of his fingers, Manny unleashed a blast of dark energy that sent Cortha sprawling backward. Her sword was ripped from her hand, spinning through the air before embedding itself in the dirt several feet away.
The battle had begun in earnest, but this—this was unlike anything she had faced before.
The sound of steel clashing with steel echoed across the battlefield, a chaotic symphony that filled the air with the stench of blood and sweat. Sir Lorel fought with all the skill and precision of a seasoned warrior, but even his expertise was beginning to falter. Manny’s forces were unstoppable, their Nether magic amplifying their strength beyond the limits of what was humanly possible.
Cortha pushed herself to her feet, her body aching, her head spinning from the force of Manny’s attack. She could feel the weight of the fight pressing in on her, the sense of inevitability hanging over every move. Around her, the Blejek soldiers struggled to hold their ground, their lines breaking under the relentless assault. Without their leader, without Sir Lorel at the front, their discipline was slipping, and the fear was palpable in every movement.
"Form up!" Sir Lorel’s voice rang out, but even he seemed to be losing his grip on the battlefield. His blade swung in wide arcs, but there was a desperation in his movements now, a desperation that Cortha couldn’t ignore. The Blejek army was faltering.
The ground shook again, this time with a deeper, more resonant force, and Cortha turned to see the crimson glow of Manny’s power expanding outward like a rising tide, consuming everything in its path. The Blejek soldiers, once so confident, now moved with an air of uncertainty. Their shields trembled in their hands, their faces painted with fear as Manny’s influence spread.
With one final, brutal strike, Manny brought Sir Lorel to the ground. His sword clattered away, useless. The mighty general of the Blejek army lay in the dirt, defeated, the life draining from him as Manny stepped over his fallen form. His eyes glinted with a victorious malice as he turned to survey the battlefield.
"Let this be a lesson to all who oppose us," Manny shouted, his voice carrying across the plains. It was cold, cutting through the din of battle like a blade. "The power of the Nether is unstoppable. It bends all to my will."
His forces erupted into cheers, their frenzied joy only fueling the fire that was quickly spreading across the land. Manny stood tall, the embodiment of dark power, and his eyes scanned the battlefield, looking for more to conquer, more to destroy.
Cortha’s blood boiled, the raw fury rising in her chest as she locked eyes with him. The Blejek army was retreating, the remnants of their once-proud ranks scattering into the distance, their heads hung low under the crushing weight of defeat. The Battle of Kedal was over, but Cortha knew this was far from the end.
Her hand shook as she reached for her sword, the edge glinting in the dim light as she prepared to face him. The war was just beginning, and Manny Eldridge’s victory today was nothing but a prelude to the hell he was about to unleash on the world.
Cortha stepped into the Temple of Aeloria, the weight of the world momentarily lifted as the doors swung open before her. The air felt thick, reverent—like a quiet, sacred breath inhaled by the very stones. The columns rose like towering giants, their white marble veins carved with ancient symbols that seemed to pulse with life in the dim, amber light. Each step she took echoed softly, swallowed by the cathedral-like silence. The scent of incense curled in the air, sweet and sharp, a quiet promise of clarity. The hum of distant prayers reverberated in her chest, the voices of those who sought guidance, solace, or perhaps absolution, all blending into a haunting, harmonic whisper.
She knew this place well. The Temple was more than just a house of worship—it was a sanctuary for those whose hearts were heavy with questions, whose souls were wearied by the weight of decisions far too great for one lifetime. Cortha’s heart fluttered as she walked deeper into the sacred space. She wasn’t here to pray, though. No, she was here for something more direct, something more desperate.
The Blejek Council had sent her to High Priestess Elara—an advisor, a spiritual leader, and someone who might offer a glimpse of guidance in a war that had already begun to erode her sense of right and wrong. The thought of the Crimson Fist loomed in the back of her mind, an ever-present shadow, and the weight of her role in the fight against them pressed on her shoulders. But today, she wasn’t just Cortha the soldier, the investigator, or the would-be hero. Today, she was Cortha the lost, the one searching for answers in the heart of this sacred place.
As she approached the altar, she saw Elara sitting cross-legged before a small pedestal, her silver hair a striking contrast against her robes of flowing white. The priestess had always seemed like a beacon of calm and wisdom—an unshakable presence in the face of chaos. Her eyes were closed in prayer, hands resting gently on a glowing crystal orb. The orb’s faint light pulsed rhythmically, as though breathing with the life of the temple itself. There was an aura of peace about Elara that made the temple feel less like a cold, imposing monument and more like a warm, living thing.
Cortha paused for a moment, uncertain whether to approach or wait. The longer she stood there, the more she felt the weight of her own thoughts, the turmoil that had built up over the past weeks. The Crimson Fist, Jediah, Vexa—they were all becoming something more than enemies. They were forces of nature, eroding the very foundations of her world. And she was struggling to keep her feet grounded in the face of it all.
After what felt like an eternity, Elara opened her eyes, revealing a depth of understanding that made Cortha’s breath catch. Her gaze was knowing, but not judgmental. There was warmth in it, an invitation.
“Welcome, Cortha,” Elara said, her voice soft but unwavering, like a lullaby carried by the wind. “I have been expecting you.”
Cortha swallowed, nodding, her throat tight. “Thank you for seeing me, High Priestess. I seek your guidance.” Her words felt heavy as they left her lips, like stones dropping into still water. She had no clear idea what kind of answers she was hoping for, but desperation had pushed her this far.
Elara motioned for her to sit beside her, a subtle but unspoken command that Cortha obeyed. She settled onto the cool stone floor, feeling the chill seep through the fabric of her cloak. The priestess's presence beside her was a stark contrast to the dark thoughts swirling in Cortha’s mind. She looked out toward the vast temple halls, feeling the weight of the world pressing down on her once more.
“The goddess has spoken to me about your journey,” Elara said, her voice rich with an ancient kind of knowing. “The path you walk is fraught with danger, but also with great purpose.”
Cortha bit her lip, her fingers instinctively curling into a fist. She could feel the tension building inside her, the pressure of her choices threatening to crush her chest. "I don't know if I can keep walking it," she confessed, the words tasting bitter on her tongue. "There are times when the lines between right and wrong blur, and I fear losing myself in the process." Her eyes darted to Elara, searching for some kind of reassurance, though she knew better than to expect simple answers. "I don’t want to sacrifice my principles, but the stakes are so high."
Elara’s expression softened, her eyes filled with a deep, sorrowful understanding. She rested a hand gently on Cortha’s arm, a grounding touch that felt warm despite the cold stone surrounding them. “The goddess teaches us that true strength comes from within, child,” she said quietly. “That wisdom is not found in the answers we seek, but in the light of our hearts, the light we often forget to trust in the face of darkness.”
Cortha closed her eyes, letting the words wash over her, the weight of her burdens lightening for just a moment. But the darkness was too present, the threat of the Crimson Fist looming too large to let her forget for long. She sighed, her voice small, uncertain. "But how do I know if my actions are just? How do I know if I'm doing the right thing? Every decision feels like it could shatter everything I've worked for."
Elara didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she stood, walking over to the glowing orb before her. She stood with a regal quietness, her hands hovering just above the surface as though drawing power from the crystal itself. For a moment, Cortha felt small, insignificant—lost in the immensity of what was unfolding in the world outside.
“You can never truly know,” Elara finally said, her voice soft but resolute. “But you must decide what you will stand for. When the world crumbles, when all that is left is darkness, you must hold fast to the light within yourself. That is the only compass you will ever need.” Her eyes turned back to Cortha, and in them, Cortha saw the flicker of something ancient and unwavering. “And when you falter, as we all do, remember this: strength does not lie in being unyielding. It lies in knowing when to bend, when to change course. You may not always have certainty, but you will always have choice. And it is in choosing—again and again—that you will find your true path.”
Cortha felt her breath catch in her throat. It was not what she had hoped to hear, but perhaps it was what she needed. The weight of her choices was still crushing, but now, there was something else: the flicker of possibility, the notion that even in the murk of her doubts, she could choose the light again.
Elara’s gaze softened, and for a fleeting moment, Cortha saw something like sorrow there—a shared recognition of the cost of the path ahead. “Now, child,” the priestess said, her voice warm, “go with the goddess’s blessing. But remember: you carry the light of her wisdom within you. Do not let it go out.”
The words lingered in the cool air long after Cortha had left the temple, but they couldn’t shield her from the storm that awaited. The battle was far from over, and the war was only beginning. But as the door of the temple closed behind her, she felt the flicker of something steady inside her—something unbreakable.
The heavy wooden doors of the chamber creaked open before Cortha could knock, as if the temple itself had been waiting for her arrival. A gust of cool air swept through the threshold, carrying the faintest scent of incense—something musky and ancient, like the temple itself. Inside, the flickering candlelight cast long, wavering shadows across the stone walls, the faint glow giving the space an eerie, timeless quality.
There, standing in the middle of the chamber, was High Priestess Elara. The light seemed to bend around her, weaving through the delicate silver and pale blue threads of her robes, making her appear almost otherworldly, like a figure made of mist and light rather than flesh and bone. Her eyes were ancient, deep-set and unblinking, the weight of centuries of knowledge behind them. She didn’t smile, but her gaze held an intensity that felt as if she were looking through Cortha, not just at her—as if she could see every inch of her, every hidden thought and flaw. It was the kind of gaze that made Cortha feel, for the first time in years, that she was being seen for who she truly was—not the soldier, not the instrument of the Blejek Council, but just Cortha.
“Elara,” Cortha said, her voice a little too sharp for the stillness of the temple. She stepped inside, her boots scraping softly against the stone floor. The warmth of the candlelight seemed to press against her skin, but the weight of her thoughts kept her tense, her body wound tight. “I’ve come to speak with you. About… about what’s been happening. About my path.”
The High Priestess didn’t speak at once. She simply nodded, her eyes flicking to the stone bench beside her, gesturing for Cortha to sit. Her voice, when it came, was soft but cutting, the quiet hum of authority laced with something ancient. “Come, child. Sit. The path you walk is not one that can be understood by the mind alone.”
Cortha hesitated for a beat, then slowly lowered herself onto the stone bench opposite the priestess. The cool, rough surface pressed against her legs, grounding her, but the tension in her chest refused to loosen. Her mind was still racing, tangled in a web of uncertainty and frustration. Elara’s presence, calm as it was, only seemed to heighten the cacophony of thoughts in her head. It was as if the stillness in the air made her own dissonance all the more pronounced.
“You’ve been fighting, haven’t you?” Elara said, her voice barely above a whisper, but it was sharp, cutting through the noise in Cortha’s mind with unsettling precision. “Fighting against enemies, against yourself.”
Cortha’s throat tightened at the truth of the words, but she didn’t look away. She couldn't. Elara was right, after all. Her entire existence had become a battle—a war not just with the Crimson Fist, but with herself. “I’m not sure how to stop,” Cortha replied, her voice thick with the weight of her words. “Everything feels… urgent. Like if I stop, I’ll lose it all.”
Elara’s eyes softened, but there was a sadness there, a deep understanding that made Cortha’s skin prickle uncomfortably. “You’re seeking something outside yourself, but what if the answer has always been within you?” she said, leaning forward, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “What you seek is not found in the clash of swords or the power of spells, Cortha. It is found in stillness, in the quiet strength that rises when you cease to struggle.”
Cortha blinked, her brow furrowing as a cold knot of frustration twisted in her gut. The words didn’t make sense, couldn’t make sense. Stillness? Was that what she had been fighting for all this time? She had never been one for patience. Patience was for those who waited for things to come to them, for those who were willing to play games they had no time for. She was not Mirren, whose calm demeanor and gentle touch had always seemed like a luxury Cortha couldn't afford. Cortha fought. She pushed forward. That was all she had ever known.
“I don’t understand,” Cortha said, her voice tight. “I’ve never been one for stillness. I’m not a healer, like Mirren. I don’t have patience for that. I fight. I push forward.” Her hands curled into fists on her lap, her knuckles white with the effort of restraining herself. She was not weak. She could not afford to be. Not now, not with everything on the line.
Elara’s lips curled into a faint, almost imperceptible smile—one filled with both kindness and the sort of knowing that came from a lifetime of watching others struggle. “You fight because you have not yet learned the strength of restraint, child. There is power in knowing when to hold back, as much as in knowing when to strike.”
Cortha’s chest tightened at the words. Restraint? The thought was almost foreign to her. To hold back, to wait, to be patient—it had always felt like something to be avoided, something that made you weak, unfit for the battles that needed to be fought. Her thoughts flashed to the Crimson Fist—Jediah and Vexa. How could restraint help in a war like this? How could it stop the Crimson Fist from tearing everything apart?
“Restraint?” she repeated, her voice hoarse. “How can that help me stop the Crimson Fist? How can that stop what’s coming?”
Elara’s eyes darkened with something like sorrow, but there was also a flicker of determination there, a steady flame that refused to waver despite the weight of the world bearing down on them both. “What you are facing is a storm, Cortha. And when you are in the heart of a storm, the more you struggle, the more you tire yourself. The more you fight against the wind, the more it wears you down until you can’t tell which way is up.” She leaned back slightly, her gaze unfaltering as it met Cortha’s. “True strength does not come from brute force alone, but from knowing when to yield, when to wait for the storm to pass, and when it is time to strike again.”
The words sank deep, settling into the hollow space within Cortha’s chest, but they only left her more confused. The Crimson Fist wasn’t a storm that would pass. It was a wildfire, spreading faster than anyone could predict, scorching everything in its path. Every second of indecision, every moment she held back could be the one that cost them everything. She needed to act, not wait.
“I don’t have time for this,” Cortha muttered, standing abruptly, her boots scraping sharply against the stone floor. “The world is falling apart. The Crimson Fist is moving, and we’re losing ground. I can’t just sit here and wait for a storm to pass.” Her voice was rising now, the frustration spilling over. “I can’t just hold back.”
Elara remained calm, unshaken by Cortha’s outburst. She watched the younger woman with that knowing gaze, as if she had seen this exact struggle a thousand times before. “Then you must learn, Cortha, that the hardest battles are often fought within. You are the one who must choose when to push forward and when to pause, for the choices you make now will shape the future.”
Cortha’s breath was shallow, her heart pounding in her chest. She had never felt so torn, so pulled in two directions. Everything was at stake, and she couldn’t afford to hesitate. But Elara was right about one thing—this wasn’t just about the enemy in front of her. This was about the battle inside her, between the woman she was and the woman she had yet to become.
With a sigh, Cortha sank back onto the stone bench, her hands trembling slightly. 
The dim light of the candle flickered against the stone walls as Cortha stepped into the chamber, the heavy wooden doors groaning in protest as they swung open. The room was cool, with the scent of incense lingering in the air, thick and sweet. High Priestess Elara stood at the center of the chamber, her robes a cascade of silver threads intertwined with pale blue, almost ethereal in the dim glow. Her presence was commanding yet serene, like a quiet storm on the horizon—unseen but always present. The faint shimmer of her robes made her seem less like a person and more like an extension of the very air, blending in with the shadows and light as if she were one with the world around her.
Elara’s eyes, deep and ancient, met Cortha’s with a sharpness that made the younger woman feel as if her very soul were being peeled open. She didn’t have to say anything—Cortha felt as if Elara had seen through her in a way no one ever had. There was a depth there, a kind of understanding that ran far beyond what anyone should be capable of. A power that Cortha both feared and longed to grasp.
"Elara," Cortha began, her voice unsteady, as she stepped further into the room, the cold stone floor beneath her feet grounding her in the moment. "I’ve come to speak with you. About… about what’s been happening. About my path."
The priestess nodded, her gaze never wavering. The air between them felt thick, as if time had stretched out into a vast, infinite silence. "Come, child. Sit. The path you walk is not one that can be understood by the mind alone."
Her words were gentle, but there was an undeniable gravity in them. Cortha hesitated only for a moment before she crossed the room and sank into the low stone chair across from Elara. The table between them was worn, the surface marred by the years it had stood in this place. Every scratch, every imperfection in the stone seemed to carry the weight of untold secrets. Cortha ran her fingers along its surface, almost instinctively, as if she too were looking for some hidden truth beneath the cracks.
Elara’s presence was a quiet force, pulling the noise and tension from Cortha’s mind. Her heartbeat slowed, the frantic thoughts she had been carrying for so long fading into the background, replaced by an unfamiliar stillness.
"You’ve been fighting, haven’t you?" Elara’s voice was soft, but there was a certainty to it, a quiet knowing that spoke volumes. "Fighting against enemies, against yourself."
The words hit Cortha like a wave. Her throat tightened, and for a moment, she couldn’t speak. She nodded stiffly, as if admitting the truth would make it real. "I’m not sure how to stop," she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper. "Everything feels… urgent. Like if I stop, I’ll lose it all."
Elara’s gaze softened, her eyes glimmering with a sadness that seemed to stretch far beyond Cortha’s own understanding. "You’re seeking something outside yourself," the priestess murmured. "But what if the answer has always been within you? What if what you need is not out there, in the chaos of the world, but inside of you?"
Cortha’s heart raced. A shiver ran down her spine as she processed Elara’s words. She had always thought her magic was just that—magic. A tool, a weapon to wield when needed. But now, the way Elara spoke, it was as though Cortha’s abilities were something more—a reflection of something deeper, more primal.
"I… I don’t understand," Cortha muttered, her voice trembling with frustration. "I’ve never been one for stillness. I’m not a healer, like Mirren. I don’t have patience for that. I fight. I push forward. That’s all I’ve ever known."
Elara’s lips quirked into a faint, knowing smile, as though she could see something in Cortha that the younger woman couldn’t yet recognize in herself. "You fight because you have not yet learned the strength of restraint, child. There is power in knowing when to hold back as much as in knowing when to strike."
Cortha clenched her hands into fists at her sides, her nails digging into her palms. She could feel the pulse of magic that always simmered just beneath the surface, ready to explode when she needed it. But restraint? The thought of it felt like weakness—something that would hold her back, keep her from achieving her goals, from stopping the Crimson Fist.
"Restraint?" she repeated, her voice raw with disbelief. "How can that help me stop the Crimson Fist? How can that stop what's coming?"
Elara’s gaze was steady, unwavering. "Because, child, you are not meant to stop the tide by swimming against it. The more you struggle, the more you exhaust yourself. What you seek cannot be forced into existence." Her voice softened, as though she were speaking to a child, but there was an underlying strength in her words. "You must learn to be still. You must learn to listen to the currents of the world, to feel the pull of the earth beneath you, and trust that when the time comes, you will move with them—not against them."
Cortha closed her eyes, trying to make sense of what Elara was saying. It was so different from everything she had been taught, everything she had believed. The world had always felt like something to conquer, something to fight. She had never thought to listen to it, to feel it.
“I don’t know how to trust it,” Cortha whispered, almost to herself, her voice breaking under the weight of her doubt. "I’ve always had to rely on what I can control. How can I trust something I can’t see?"
Elara’s gaze turned distant, her expression becoming more contemplative, as if she were seeing a part of the future that Cortha could not yet grasp. "Trusting it is the first step. But you must also learn to trust yourself. The magic you seek is not outside you, Cortha—it is within you, within your very core. It will not come from force, but from understanding." Her voice grew softer, almost a whisper now, and there was a depth to it that made Cortha shiver. "When you learn to silence the noise in your heart, when you stop looking for answers in the world around you and instead look within, you will find the power you need."
Cortha’s mind raced. The weight of Elara’s words pressed down on her chest, but they were not heavy with judgment—they were heavy with truth. The truth that Cortha had always avoided, the truth that she wasn’t sure she was ready to face. But Elara’s quiet certainty made her feel as if, somehow, the path had always been there, waiting for her to find it.
"But how?" Cortha asked, her voice hoarse. "How do I even begin to learn that kind of control?"
Elara’s eyes softened as she looked at her, the faintest hint of a smile playing at the corners of her lips. "You begin by being still," she said. "You begin by learning to breathe, to listen, and to trust. The world will continue to pull at you, Cortha. The tides will rise, the winds will howl, but you must learn to stand firm—rooted in your own strength."
The silence in the room was thick, heavy with unspoken understanding. Cortha’s heart slowed, and for the first time, she felt something shift inside of her—a quiet, uncertain stirring that felt like the beginning of something new.
"I will try," she said, her voice softer now, more confident. "I’ll try to listen. To learn."
Elara’s smile widened, but there was no pity in it—only warmth. "That is all anyone can do. The rest will come in time. Trust in yourself, and you will find the strength you need. The journey ahead will not be easy, but it is yours to walk."
Chapter 27
Cortha rose to her feet, feeling the weight of Elara’s words settle in her chest like a slow-burning ember. There was no grand revelation, no sudden surge of power—but something inside her had changed. Something had clicked into place, and for the first time in a long while, she felt as if she could face the storm ahead—not as someone who fought against it, but as someone who could move with it.
As she stepped out of the chamber, the door closing softly behind her, the cool air outside felt different, like a new beginning. The world hadn’t changed. The Crimson Fist was still out there, and the battle was far from over. But for the first time, Cortha felt a glimmer of hope—a quiet, steady certainty that maybe, just maybe, she was beginning to find the strength she’d been searching for all along.
The air in the training courtyard was thick with the scent of earth and sweat, the midday sun beating down relentlessly on the worn stones beneath their feet. Cortha stood in front of Tezlin, her hands trembling slightly, though she tried to hide it. Her heart raced, not from fear of the training, but from the weight of her decision.
“Tezlin, I need your assistance,” she said, voice steady but not as firm as she’d hoped. Her fingers clenched and unclenched at her sides. “I want you to train me in hand-to-hand combat.”
Tezlin didn’t answer right away, his eyes narrowing as if he were trying to figure her out. For a moment, he simply studied her, the tension between them palpable. The wind rustled through the trees surrounding the courtyard, but it felt like they were the only two people in the world.
“You want to learn to fight?” he asked, disbelief lacing his voice. There was a sardonic tilt to his lips, but it wasn’t a smile. More like a question he couldn’t quite answer.
Cortha met his gaze, locking eyes with him, unwilling to back down. “Yes. If we’re going to defeat the Crimson Fist, I need to be able to defend myself—and my team. I can’t just rely on magic or others to fight my battles for me.”
His skepticism didn’t fade, but something in his expression softened. His brow furrowed as he seemed to weigh her words carefully. She could see the flicker of concern in his eyes—the same concern that had always made Tezlin a reluctant ally, even when the council asked him to take on the impossible.
After a long pause, he nodded, his tone serious, but not without a trace of challenge. “Very well. But be warned: this won’t be easy. You’ll push yourself to the brink, or you’ll fail.”
Cortha’s chest tightened with resolve, and she squared her shoulders, despite the gnawing uncertainty that clawed at her. “I’m ready.”
Tezlin didn’t waste another moment. He gestured for her to move to the center of the courtyard, his movements smooth and precise as he positioned himself across from her. The sound of metal clanking from nearby soldiers practicing their own drills echoed through the space, a reminder of the high stakes they were all facing. The Crimson Fist was drawing closer, their plans unraveling the very fabric of the realm. But here, in this moment, Cortha’s focus was clear—survive, adapt, become more than the woman she was when she stepped into this courtyard.
The days that followed felt like an unrelenting storm, a mixture of council meetings filled with strategic deliberations and brutal training sessions that left her body aching in ways she never imagined. In the council chambers, the air was thick with tension. The smell of ink and parchment filled the room, as the members discussed troop deployments and the latest intelligence on the Crimson Fist's movements. The councilors spoke over one another, voices raised in disagreement, each one fixated on their own vision of how the war would unfold. Cortha tried to keep up, offering her insights when she could, but the pressure was suffocating. Her mind was constantly shifting between numbers, strategies, and the weight of what was yet to come.
But nothing could have prepared her for what awaited in Tezlin’s training sessions.
Tezlin was relentless. Every movement, every strike, felt calculated, designed to break her down—physically, mentally. There was no comfort here. He pushed her until her muscles burned, her breath came in ragged gasps, and her mind screamed for rest. His eyes never left her, his face impassive, giving nothing away.
“Again,” he’d say, his voice a low, gruff command. “You’re not here to survive, Cortha. You’re here to fight.”
The words cut deeper than any of the blows he dealt. She wasn’t here to get by. She wasn’t here to be someone’s second choice. She was here to be something more.
But it was difficult. Cortha was used to planning, used to the careful precision of her magic, where every action was a calculated risk. But this…this was something else. Every punch, every block felt raw, almost barbaric in its simplicity. And the toll it took on her body was unforgiving. Her arms shook with the effort of holding a stance; her legs screamed for mercy with every misstep. There were moments when she felt her resolve slipping, when the pain was too much to bear, but Tezlin wouldn’t let up.
One evening, after a particularly grueling session, she collapsed onto the cold stone floor of the courtyard, gasping for breath, her body wracked with exhaustion. Her head spun, the world around her tilting and blurring at the edges.
Tezlin stood over her, his face still and unreadable, though his brow was furrowed in what she could only describe as faint concern. He extended a hand to her. “You’re not done yet.”
“I can’t keep—” she started, but he cut her off with a single word.
“Yes, you can.”
And so she did.
Each day bled into the next, the hours blurring into a relentless cycle of combat and meetings. But as the days stretched on, something shifted within her. The ache in her muscles became a familiar presence, the burn in her chest something she welcomed. She had always relied on her magic, but magic couldn’t defend her when blades were drawn or when enemies were close enough to strike.
It was on the fourth day of their training, as the sun sank low in the sky and painted the courtyard in shades of crimson and amber, that Tezlin said something that made Cortha’s heart stutter in her chest.
“You’re getting better,” he said, his voice gruff, but there was an undercurrent of something else—something like approval. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”
Cortha didn’t know how to respond. She felt a surge of pride, but she knew better than to let it distract her. Every moment in this brutal routine was a reminder of what was at stake.
And there were days when she doubted whether she would ever be ready—whether she could be strong enough to face what was coming. The Crimson Fist wasn’t some fleeting threat. They were an unstoppable force, and each day, she could feel the world tightening around her like a noose.
Still, she didn’t stop. Cortha was becoming something new, something harder, something sharper than she had ever been before. She would rise to meet the challenges ahead, no matter the cost.
But the cost was rising, and she felt it in every aching joint, in every burning muscle. And with every new lesson, she understood a little more about herself—and what she was willing to do to save everything she loved.

"Keep your guard up!" Tezlin’s voice cracked like a whip through the muggy air, the sharp command echoing off the walls of the training yard. Cortha staggered back, her legs burning with exhaustion, but she didn't let her guard down. The sun hung heavy overhead, casting long shadows across the cracked stone floor, making the heat even more oppressive. Sweat dripped from her brow, stinging her eyes, but she didn’t dare wipe it away. Every drop felt like a reminder of how far she still had to go.
She raised her practice sword just in time to deflect Tezlin’s heavy strike. The wooden blade clashed against hers with a resounding thud, the jarring impact reverberating through her bones. Her hands stung from the force, but she clenched her jaw, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her falter.
"Again!" Tezlin barked without missing a beat, launching into another series of rapid strikes. His movements were fluid, precise, every attack calculated to expose a weakness. He was relentless, never pausing, never offering mercy.
Cortha gritted her teeth, her breath coming in sharp bursts as she parried, blocked, and countered. Her arms were already leaden with fatigue, muscles trembling beneath the strain, but there was no room for weakness here. Tezlin had never offered anything but brutal honesty in his instruction. The world outside this courtyard wasn’t forgiving, and neither was he.
She’d been here for weeks, pushing herself harder than she ever had in her life. At first, it had been a blur of confusion, her clumsy attempts to block and strike only leaving her vulnerable. But now, with every strike and counter, her body began to remember. It wasn’t graceful yet—still awkward, like a soldier who learned the basics of war only through battle. But it was progress. She could feel the tension in her muscles ebbing, like the constant strain was finally shifting into something that worked.
Tezlin moved faster now, his attacks like a storm, each one coming faster than the last. Cortha's arms burned, but she pushed through it. She could feel his rhythm, see the shift in his posture before the blow landed. He wasn’t pulling his punches, but she was learning. And for the first time, she wasn't just reacting; she was anticipating.
The clash of their swords rang out again, louder this time, the force of it nearly knocking her off balance. Her breathing was ragged, but she stayed steady, eyes locked on him. She saw his slight shift—a moment of hesitation, a shift in the angle of his wrist—before the next strike came.
Now.
Cortha slid to the side, her sword following through with a practiced slice that connected with his side. It wasn’t a killing blow, but it was solid. Tezlin’s wooden sword came to a sudden halt in mid-swing, his eyes meeting hers, his breath equally ragged.
For a heartbeat, there was silence. Tezlin didn’t speak right away, the tension between them thick, as though both of them were trying to find the right words. Then, with a low grunt, he took a step back, lowering his sword.
“You’re improving,” he said, his voice gruff, eyes narrowed as if he were reluctant to admit it. “But you still have a long way to go.”
Cortha’s chest heaved with exhaustion, but a flicker of something stirred deep inside her. It wasn’t satisfaction—she wasn’t here for praise. But hearing him acknowledge it, even in his usual terse manner, felt like a victory. Her hands were slick with sweat, her body sore and battered, but this was the first time in weeks that she hadn’t felt completely out of her depth.
She wiped her face with the back of her hand, tasting salt on her lips. "I know. But I won't stop until I'm ready."
Tezlin studied her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then, almost imperceptibly, his lips twitched into the briefest of smiles. It wasn’t much—barely there—but it was a rare thing from someone as hardened and guarded as him.
“I believe you,” he muttered, the words heavy with an unspoken weight.
For a moment, Cortha just stood there, staring at him, taking in the significance of that small admission. There was no celebration. There was no grand acknowledgment. But it felt like a crack in the wall he’d built around himself. He didn’t say it often, but when he did, it meant something.
Cortha straightened, taking in the surrounding training yard—the worn flags fluttering lazily in the breeze, the distant sound of soldiers shouting orders, the sharp scent of dust and leather mixed with the metallic tang of sweat. The landscape felt suffocating, like the world was pressing in on her from all sides. The impending battle against the Crimson Fist loomed over them like a shadow. It was always there, always hanging just beyond the edge of her thoughts.
She didn’t know if she was ready, but she couldn’t afford to stop now. She was here to fight—not just for survival, but for something more. The Crimson Fist wasn’t just a threat. They were a storm, tearing at the fabric of everything she held dear. And if she didn’t push herself to the brink, if she didn’t break and rebuild herself into something capable of stopping them, she would lose everything.
She caught Tezlin's gaze, that flicker of approval still hanging in the air between them. The briefest of acknowledgments, but it felt like a challenge. He believed in her, yes, but it wasn’t enough to simply believe. She had to prove it.
With a deep breath, Cortha tightened her grip on the practice sword, a surge of determination coursing through her. The training wasn’t over yet. It would never be over until she was ready.
Tezlin’s voice broke the silence, and it was sharp, cutting through the tension. “Don’t get comfortable. Tomorrow we double the pace.”
The grand hall of Neskilen was a cavernous space, cold and echoing beneath the high, arched ceilings. Faint light from the thick, smoke-stained windows struggled to break through the haze of dusk, casting long shadows across the stone floor. The air was heavy with anticipation, the usual clamor of Neskilen’s bustling markets and street vendors replaced by the grim silence of diplomacy. It was supposed to be a neutral ground for peace talks, but the walls themselves seemed to hold their breath, wary of what might unfold within them.
On one side of the long, scarred negotiation table sat Manny, the leader of the Crimson Fist, his presence as overwhelming as the weight of the war he had waged. He towered over the others, a hulking figure with the sharp, dangerous eyes of a man who had never known defeat. His hands rested on the table, fingers splayed, like claws ready to swipe at anyone who dared challenge him. Beside him sat his inner circle—Vexa, his calculating daughter, her expression cold and unreadable as always; Jediah, the seasoned warrior whose hands seemed always ready to draw a blade; and Becker, the wild card, shifting in his seat, eyes flickering between the representatives of the Blejek Council, his nervous energy palpable.
Opposite them, the Blejek Council took their places. At the head of the table was High Chancellor Maren, a man whose polished demeanor barely masked the strain in his eyes. His face was set, lips tight in a line that suggested years of trying—and failing—to keep the peace. The rest of the council sat with their usual air of indifference, but Cortha noticed the subtle glances they exchanged, their discomfort obvious.
At the back of the hall, Cortha and Tezlin stood as silent observers, their eyes scanning the room, noting every gesture, every flicker of expression. Tezlin’s sharp gaze never left the Crimson Fist’s leaders, his lips curled into a faint sneer as if he could already sense the tension building. Cortha, her arms crossed and posture rigid, could feel the weight of her presence here, the responsibility of bearing witness to what could either be a turning point or the beginning of a darker conflict.
The atmosphere was thick with a tension that seemed to pulse in time with the flickering torches along the walls. It wasn’t the uncertainty of war that hung in the air, but the thin, brittle silence before an explosion. No one spoke, each person aware of the danger in every word they were about to utter.
High Chancellor Maren finally broke the silence, his voice steady but carrying a slight rasp, as if he hadn’t spoken freely in days. "We gather here today with the hope of ending this destructive conflict. Both our peoples have suffered greatly, and it is time to find a path to peace that will end the bloodshed and the turmoil that has gripped our lands for too long."
His words hung in the air, a fragile hope offered to a room full of people who had seen too much death to believe in anything so naive. Cortha saw the flicker of something dark in the eyes of the Crimson Fist leaders—Manny’s lips thinned, Vexa’s gaze sharpened, and even Jediah’s grip on the table tightened imperceptibly. The High Chancellor’s words might have been delivered with authority, but Cortha knew better than to expect them to be taken at face value.
Manny leaned forward, the movement predatory, as though he was considering how best to tear the High Chancellor's words apart. His eyes, dark and calculating, locked on Maren. "Peace is a desirable outcome, to be sure," Manny said slowly, his voice rough like gravel. "But not at the cost of our freedom and the power we have worked so hard to earn. We have sacrificed too much to simply surrender now."
His gaze swept across the room, lingering on the council members, daring them to argue. Cortha could almost hear the unspoken challenge: What would you give up to end this war?
Vexa’s lips curled upward, but it was not a smile. There was a sharpness to her gaze as she looked at her father, as if she had expected this response. She didn’t offer any words, but the subtle shift in her posture, the way she leaned just slightly towards Manny, made it clear that she stood firmly by his side. Her mind was always several moves ahead of the conversation, and Cortha could see the calculations flickering in her eyes.
Jediah, on the other hand, was more open, his heavy arms resting on the table as he leaned forward. The warrior’s face was weathered, scarred by countless battles. His presence alone exuded the quiet intensity of someone who had long ago given up on peace. He said nothing—his eyes were the only answer needed.
Then there was Becker. The unpredictable one. He sat at the far end of the table, his gaze darting nervously between the council and the Crimson Fist’s leadership. His knee bounced rapidly beneath the table, a strange contrast to the otherwise controlled atmosphere. Becker was the one who never seemed to fit, always out of sync, like a clock that was a few minutes off. His unease was palpable, and Cortha couldn't help but wonder what he was thinking. He didn’t have the calculated coldness of Vexa, nor the silent resolve of Jediah. He was the weak link, the one who might break first.
The council was equally composed, but the unease in their posture couldn’t be masked. They had seen the destruction the Crimson Fist had left in their wake. The ruins of Thornbridge still burned in their minds, as did the massacre at Hallow’s Reach. High Chancellor Maren was the only one who seemed to be holding onto hope, but even he was weighed down by the burden of years spent in negotiations that always seemed to end in bloodshed.
"You speak of sacrifice," Maren replied, his voice gaining a slight edge, though his words were carefully chosen. "But we’ve all paid a price, Manny. Our people are dying every day. This war has consumed us, and if we do not find a way to end it, there will be nothing left to fight for."
Cortha’s gaze shifted between the two sides. The air was thick with the kind of tension that makes every breath feel like an intrusion. She could almost hear the soldiers standing guard just outside the doors, their boots scraping the stone floor as they shifted in anticipation. The faintest whiff of incense wafted from the corner, mingling with the dust that seemed to settle in every corner of the room.
She glanced at Tezlin, who stood stoically beside her, his eyes narrowed as he analyzed every movement, every word. He had seen enough betrayal to know that this would be no different. Peace talks were just another battlefield—just one where the weapons were words.
And yet, Cortha felt something in the pit of her stomach twist. The weight of the stakes had never felt so immediate. The Crimson Fist was not a faction that could be reasoned with easily. Manny had already made it clear that surrender was not an option. And in his world, peace was only possible on his terms.
As the negotiation continued, it became clear that the path to peace was as jagged and uncertain as the terrain outside Neskilen's walls. The question no longer was if they would reach a resolution—but rather, what would it cost to get there.

 The training yard buzzed with the sounds of boots scraping against packed dirt and the faint whisper of the wind cutting through the fortress walls. Cortha stood across from Tezlin, her fingers flexing nervously around the hilt of her practice sword. The cold air nipped at her cheeks, but the exertion already building in her muscles promised to chase it away soon enough.
“We’ll start with forms,” Tezlin said, rolling his shoulders. His voice was steady but carried the sharp edge of a teacher who expected nothing less than complete focus.
Cortha nodded, falling into the familiar rhythm of the warm-up. They moved together in synchronized patterns, their feet gliding across the dirt with practiced ease. Tezlin’s movements were precise, each swing of his blade executed with mechanical efficiency, his body a testament to years of rigorous discipline.
Cortha did her best to keep pace, mirroring his every move. Her muscles burned with the effort of holding the forms, her breaths coming in sharp bursts. Yet, she forced herself to stay sharp, her eyes locked on his every motion. She could feel the weight of his silent critique, and it pushed her harder.
After the warm-up, Tezlin stopped abruptly, holding up a hand. “Enough. Time to get serious.”
Without warning, he lunged. His blade sliced through the air with deadly speed, forcing Cortha to raise hers in a desperate block. The impact jarred her arms, the vibration traveling down to her elbows.
“Keep your grip firm,” he instructed, pulling back and circling her like a predator sizing up its prey. “And don’t wait for me to attack. Be proactive.”
He came at her again, this time with a flurry of strikes. Each swing carried controlled power, the movements almost too fast for her to follow. Cortha scrambled to block, her arms moving on instinct. Their blades clanged together in a harsh symphony that echoed across the yard, drawing the attention of nearby soldiers.
“You’re dropping your left side,” Tezlin said, his tone calm despite the flurry of activity. “Fix it, or I’ll exploit it.”
Cortha tightened her stance, adjusting the position of her sword. “Got it,” she muttered, though frustration laced her voice. She hated how easily he spotted her weaknesses.
Tezlin didn’t hold back. He pushed her harder, his strikes coming faster and more unpredictably. He aimed a sharp kick at her legs, forcing her to jump back with a startled grunt. She barely had time to regain her footing before he followed up with another attack, his blade aiming for her exposed flank.
Desperation flared in Cortha’s chest. She feinted left, hoping to catch him off guard, and then lunged forward, her blade arching toward his shoulder. For a brief moment, she thought she had him. But Tezlin twisted with fluid grace, his sword snapping up to parry before his free hand shot out and disarmed her with an almost casual flick.
The wooden practice sword clattered to the ground. Tezlin lowered his weapon and handed hers back, his expression unreadable. “You need to anticipate my moves,” he said. “Watch my shoulders, my hips. They’ll tell you what’s coming next.”
Cortha took the sword from him, her grip tight enough to make her knuckles ache. Frustration burned hot in her eyes. “I’m trying,” she said through gritted teeth.
Tezlin’s lips curved into the faintest smile. “And you’re getting better. But ‘trying’ isn’t enough. Focus.”
They resumed, the tension between them thickening. Cortha forced herself to breathe, to push past the frustration and exhaustion. Sweat trickled down her temple, her hair sticking to her forehead. She watched him more closely now, searching for the subtle shifts in his posture that betrayed his intentions.
It wasn’t easy. Tezlin was a master of feints and misdirection, his movements deliberate but unpredictable. Still, Cortha began to notice patterns—small tells in the way he shifted his weight or angled his blade. The realization sent a surge of determination through her veins.
When the moment came, she didn’t hesitate. Tezlin brought his blade down in a heavy strike, and Cortha deflected it with a grunt of effort. Using the momentum, she spun to the side and brought her sword up in a quick arc. Her blade stopped just shy of his chest.
Tezlin’s eyes widened briefly before he stepped back, lowering his weapon. A rare look of approval softened his features. “Better. Much better,” he said. “You’re starting to think ahead, not just react.”
Cortha let out a shaky breath, a small smile breaking through her fatigue. “Thanks. I’ve had a good teacher.”
Tezlin’s expression softened further, the hard lines of his face easing for a moment. “Remember,” he said, his tone gentler now, “it’s not just about strength or speed. It’s about strategy. You have to understand your opponent, know their weaknesses, and stay one step ahead.”
Cortha nodded, the weight of his words settling heavily on her shoulders. “I’ll remember,” she said, her voice quiet but resolute.
As they prepared to spar again, the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the training yard. The distant hum of camp activity carried on, but for Cortha and Tezlin, the world had narrowed to the clash of their blades and the lessons learned in their relentless pursuit of mastery.
As the sun dipped below the jagged peaks surrounding Neskilen, the city was bathed in hues of orange and crimson, a stark contrast to the dark mood that hung over its streets. The failed peace talks had left a sour taste in the mouths of its people, their hopes for reconciliation replaced by the bitter anticipation of conflict. The air felt heavy, charged with the kind of quiet dread that settles before a storm.
The day of the raids loomed closer, a grim inevitability. The council, seated in their fortified chambers, finalized their strategies with the urgency of desperation. Soldiers moved with grim purpose through the corridors, their murmurs and hurried footsteps echoing through the stone walls. In the midst of this, Cortha and her crew—Joren, Lyra, and Thrain—had been handed one of the most dangerous assignments: to strike a well-defended Crimson Fist hideout buried deep within the tangled forests to the north.
On the eve of the mission, Cortha called her crew together in a dimly lit corner of the headquarters. The flickering light of a single lantern cast wavering shadows across their faces, exaggerating the lines of worry and fatigue etched into their expressions.
Cortha stood, her leather armor creaking as she shifted. Her dark eyes swept over her team, lingering on each one for a moment. “We’ve been through hell together,” she began, her voice steady but low, almost conspiratorial. “This mission is different. It’s not just about us. The council’s counting on us to weaken their defenses. We screw this up, and more than just our necks are on the line.”
Joren leaned back against the cold stone wall, arms crossed over his chest. His sharp features were hardened by years of conflict, the faint scars tracing his jawline telling stories he rarely shared. “We’ll handle it,” he said, though there was a hint of unease in his tone. “We’ve faced worse odds.”
Lyra, perched on a rickety stool with her knives gleaming at her belt, snorted. “Let’s not romanticize it. This’ll be ugly, and we all know it. But we’re damn good at ugly.” Her green eyes darted between the others, sharp and restless, as if searching for reassurance.
Thrain, the gruff dwarf whose gray-streaked beard was singed at the tips from countless battles, rubbed a calloused hand over his face. “You lot keep forgetting there’s no glory in getting killed. Just watch your backs and let me do my job when you inevitably get yourselves banged up.”
Cortha allowed herself a small, tight smile. Their banter, however strained, was comforting. It grounded her, reminded her why she’d chosen them, flaws and all. “We move at dawn. Get what rest you can,” she said, though she doubted any of them would sleep.
As the group dispersed to prepare, Cortha lingered, staring at the map spread out on the table. The routes she’d traced with painstaking precision seemed to blur in the dim light. Footsteps broke her concentration, and she turned to see Tezlin approaching, his expression unreadable beneath the weight of years and battles.
“Cortha,” he began, his voice rough but tinged with something softer. “You’ve been trained for this, but training doesn’t prepare you for the moment your decisions become life and death. Trust your instincts. Trust yourself.”
She met his gaze, the weariness in his eyes mirrored in her own. “I will. And thank you, Tezlin. For everything.”
He nodded, his hand lingering on her shoulder for a brief moment before dropping to his side. “Good luck out there. We’ll see each other again. On the other side of this mess.”
Cortha watched him go, his retreating figure swallowed by the shadows. The weight of the mission pressed heavy on her chest, but she straightened, squared her shoulders, and set her jaw. Whatever tomorrow brought, she would face it. For her crew, for the realm, and for the faint hope that peace wasn’t yet a lost cause.

Chapter 28 
The chill of dawn clung to the air, the kind that seeped through leather and chainmail and settled into bones. The forest around them was waking slowly—mist weaving between skeletal branches, the distant trill of birds a rare and fragile melody against the oppressive quiet. It wasn’t yet morning, but it wasn’t night either; it was the grey in-between, a liminal space that felt uncomfortably like a last chance to turn back.
The council’s forces were scattered across the territory like a coiled net, waiting for the signal to spring. Cortha’s team had been sent ahead, their orders clear: infiltrate the Crimson Fist hideout and eliminate the leaders. The council hadn’t minced words about what failure meant—continued raids, civilian casualties, and the growing threat of rebellion spreading like rot through the kingdom. The weight of it sat heavy on Cortha’s shoulders.
They crouched at the edge of the clearing, hidden by dense thickets and the twisted roots of ancient oaks. The hideout loomed before them, a structure of brutal efficiency rather than beauty. Its walls were made of rough-hewn timber reinforced with steel bands, the gates bolted shut and flanked by two watchtowers. Smoke curled lazily from a chimney, proof that their quarry was inside.
“Keep low,” Cortha whispered, her voice barely audible over the rustle of leaves. Her breath fogged in the frigid air. “We hit them fast and quiet. No unnecessary risks.”
Joren knelt beside her, one hand resting lightly on the pommel of his sword. He squinted toward the structure, his eyes narrowing beneath his furrowed brow. “Two sentries on the wall,” he murmured, his tone clipped. “Archers, from the looks of it. Probably more inside.”
Lyra shifted beside him, rolling her dagger between her fingers like she was testing its weight. “They’re overconfident,” she muttered, her voice carrying an edge of contempt. “Look at them. Sitting there like they’ve already won.”
“Overconfidence kills,” Thrain grunted from the back of the group. His voice was a low rumble, almost lost in the sound of the forest. “But don’t underestimate them. Desperation can make people just as dangerous.”
Cortha scanned the clearing one last time, her pulse steady but quickening. They couldn’t afford to delay. Each second spent hesitating was another second for their enemies to spot them, to sound the alarm.
“Joren, take point. Lyra, stick to the shadows and look for an opening. Thrain, be ready.”
Without waiting for a reply, she slipped forward, her footsteps silent on the frost-covered ground. The others followed, their movements a practiced dance of precision and purpose.
As they closed the distance to the hideout, the tension in the air thickened. Every snapped twig or rustle of leaves set their nerves on edge. When they reached the base of the wall, Lyra was the first to act, scaling the rough timber with feline grace. She disappeared over the edge, leaving only the faintest whisper of fabric on wood.
Moments later, a muffled thud signaled her success. One of the sentries fell backward, an arrow buried in his throat.
Joren followed, his sword drawn as he hoisted himself up. Cortha and Thrain took the long way around, finding a gap in the palisade wide enough to squeeze through. The air inside the compound smelled of damp earth and smoldering wood.
The first skirmish was over in moments. Cortha drove her blade through the first guard’s chest with a grim efficiency, her magic crackling faintly at her fingertips as she swung toward another. Joren was already a blur of steel and muscle, his strikes precise and devastating. Lyra’s daggers flashed in the dim light, their hilts slick with blood.
But it wasn’t clean. It never was.
Thrain cursed as a Crimson Fist soldier caught him across the shoulder with a rusted blade. “Damned fools fight like cornered animals,” he spat, shoving the man back with his shield and patching his own wound with a quick burst of healing magic.
The deeper they pushed into the hideout, the harder the resistance became. Shouts echoed through the halls, mixing with the clash of steel and the pained cries of the wounded.
“Move!” Cortha barked, ducking as an arrow skimmed past her ear. The arrow embedded itself in the wall behind her with a hollow thunk.
Finally, they reached the central chamber. The door swung open, revealing a smoky room lit by flickering lanterns. At the center was a long table strewn with maps, documents, and half-eaten plates of food. Three figures stood on the far side, their faces hard and defiant.
One of them, a woman with a jagged scar running from her temple to her jaw, sneered. “So, the council sends their lapdogs to do their dirty work.”
Cortha stepped forward, blood smeared across her cheek and her blade still dripping. “Surrender now, and I won’t have to kill you.”
The woman laughed, low and bitter. “Kill me, and another will take my place. You think this ends with us? You’re fighting a war you can’t win.”
Before Cortha could respond, the woman lunged, a wickedly curved dagger in her hand. The room erupted into chaos once more, the clash of blades and the roar of magic filling the air.
This was no longer about survival. This was about finishing what they had started—at any cost.
The air reeked of blood and sweat, thick with the acrid tang of burned wood and the guttural cries of battle. Cortha stood in the dimly lit chamber, her chest heaving as she faced a hulking man armed with a wickedly curved blade. His face was a map of scars, his lips twisted in a cruel sneer that revealed crooked teeth.
“You think you can stop us?” he growled, his voice a low rumble that seemed to vibrate through the room. His blade gleamed in the flickering torchlight, the edges serrated like teeth meant for tearing flesh.
Cortha tightened her grip on her sword, her knuckles pale against the worn leather hilt. “I think you talk too much,” she replied, her voice steady despite the storm raging inside her.
Their blades met with a deafening clash, the impact rattling up Cortha’s arms and threatening to wrench the sword from her grasp. She gritted her teeth, adjusting her stance to absorb the blow. The man was stronger—she could feel it in the sheer weight behind his strikes—but he was slow, his movements heavy with overconfidence.
“You’re nothing but a pawn,” he hissed, his breath hot and rancid as he pushed her back with a brutal swing.
Cortha staggered, her boots scraping against the blood-slicked floor. Her heart pounded in her chest, but she forced herself to meet his gaze. “I’m no pawn,” she bit out, her voice like steel. “I’m here to end this.”
The man barked a laugh, the sound as sharp and unpleasant as breaking glass. “End it? You think your shiny sword and parlor tricks can stop us? The Crimson Fist is bigger than you, bigger than your council.”
Cortha didn’t answer. Words were a waste on men like him. Instead, she closed her eyes for the briefest moment, drawing a deep breath and tapping into the reservoir of magic coursing through her veins. When she opened them, her sword began to glow, the blade encased in a crackling aura of brilliant blue light.
The man hesitated, his sneer faltering. “What the—”
Before he could finish, Cortha surged forward, her movements a blur of precision and power. Her enchanted blade sliced through his guard, the impact sending his weapon clattering to the ground. A final, arcing strike caught him across the chest, the force of it hurling him backward into a crumbling wooden beam. He collapsed with a groan, his massive frame slumping like a puppet with its strings cut.
Cortha didn’t have time to catch her breath. Across the room, a commanding voice barked orders, sharp and unyielding: “Hold your ground! Regroup!”
Her eyes darted toward the source—Jediah. He stood tall amid the chaos, his dark armor streaked with blood but unbowed, his presence magnetic and terrifying all at once. His sharp features were set in a mask of cold determination, his piercing gaze sweeping the battlefield like a general orchestrating a symphony of violence.
“Tezlin!” Cortha called, her voice cutting through the din.
Tezlin was already moving. He burst forward, his blade gleaming as he closed the distance between himself and Jediah. “This is for my sister,” he snarled, his words like venom spat through clenched teeth.
Jediah turned to face him, his eyes narrowing as recognition flickered across his face. “You’ve got guts,” he said, almost amused. He raised his sword, its blackened steel glinting with a malevolent sheen. “Shame they’ll be spilled here.”
The clash of their blades rang out like thunder, each strike a test of strength and skill. Tezlin moved with relentless ferocity, his attacks precise but fueled by raw emotion. Jediah matched him blow for blow, his technique cold and calculating. It was a duel that felt less like a fight and more like a reckoning.
Cortha circled them, searching for an opening, her magic thrumming at her fingertips. She could see the strain in Tezlin’s movements, the weight of his grief and anger threatening to tip him into recklessness.
“Tezlin, hold steady!” she shouted, her voice tight with urgency.
Jediah pressed his advantage, driving Tezlin back with a flurry of strikes. “You fight like a man with nothing to lose,” he said, his voice almost pitying. “But losing everything doesn’t make you stronger—it makes you weak.”
Tezlin roared, his blade flashing in a desperate counterattack. But it wasn’t enough. Jediah sidestepped, his sword poised for a killing blow.
Cortha didn’t hesitate. She raised her hand, the air around her crackling with energy as she unleashed a bolt of arcane force. The blast struck Jediah square in the chest, throwing him off balance and buying Tezlin the opening he needed.
With a guttural cry, Tezlin drove his blade into Jediah’s side. Blood poured from the wound, dark and viscous, pooling on the floor.
Jediah stumbled, his hand clutching his side as his knees buckled. Yet even now, his eyes burned with defiance. “You think this changes anything?” he rasped, his voice a shadow of its former strength. “The Crimson Fist isn’t an army—it’s an idea. And you can’t kill an idea.”
Tezlin loomed over him, his face pale but resolute. “For you, it ends here,” he said, raising his sword for the final strike.
But as the blade came down, Jediah was gone. The air where he had been shimmered faintly, the telltale sign of a teleportation spell.
Tezlin cursed, his sword striking the ground with a hollow clang. “Damn it! He slipped through our fingers!”
Cortha’s gaze lingered on the spot where Jediah had vanished, her mind racing. 
The air was thick with the acrid stench of smoke and blood. Fragments of shattered stone and scorched wood littered the ground, a graveyard of what had once been a formidable hideout. The flicker of dying flames cast jagged shadows across the wreckage, painting a grim tableau of victory won at a cost. Cortha stood amidst the ruin, her chest heaving as she wiped the sweat and grime from her brow. The adrenaline that had carried her through the fight was waning, leaving her legs trembling under the weight of exhaustion.
Around her, the remnants of her ragtag crew moved like shadows through the wreckage. Tezlin leaned heavily against a half-collapsed wall, his blade still dripping with dark crimson. His face was a mask of stoic determination, but the way he clutched his side betrayed the depth of his wounds.
“Still breathing?” Cortha called, her voice rasping from the smoke she’d inhaled.
Tezlin coughed, a harsh, grating sound. “Barely. But I’m standing, and that’s what matters.” He pushed himself upright, wincing as he did. “How many of them got away?”
Cortha scanned the debris, her eyes narrowing. Somewhere in the distance, she could hear the moans of the wounded, the pitiful sound of those who wouldn’t survive the night. “Too many,” she admitted, her tone grim. “But we’ve cut the head off the snake—or at least nicked it. They won’t recover from this quickly.”
She tried to let the words comfort her, but the sight of the dead weighed heavy on her. Bodies were strewn across the battlefield, some of them barely more than boys, their lives snuffed out by the fire and fury of the assault.
A gust of wind swept through the ruins, carrying with it the faint, metallic tang of blood. Cortha shivered despite the heat of the dying fires. She turned her gaze upward, to the jagged hole where the ceiling had caved in, revealing a sliver of night sky. The stars seemed distant and cold, uncaring witnesses to the carnage below.
“Cortha.” Tezlin’s voice pulled her back. He was staring at her, his dark eyes shadowed but searching. “This was a win, wasn’t it?”
She hesitated. The logical part of her wanted to say yes—to call it a victory and leave it at that. But logic felt hollow here, in the ashes of what had been. “It was a step,” she said finally, her voice quieter now. “A hard one, but just a step. Jediah and Vexa are still out there, and they’re not the type to lick their wounds for long.”
Tezlin let out a bitter laugh. “Always the optimist, aren’t you?”
Before she could respond, a faint sound caught her attention—a scraping, like stone against stone. Her hand flew to her sword, and Tezlin did the same despite his injury. They exchanged a tense glance before moving toward the source, their steps cautious and deliberate.
The sound grew louder as they approached what had been the central chamber of the hideout. The floor here was slick with blood and water from a shattered barrel. Amid the wreckage, a figure was struggling to rise—a man clad in the distinctive red sash of the Crimson Fist. His face was pale, his movements sluggish, but his eyes burned with defiance.
Cortha leveled her sword at him. “Don’t bother,” she said coldly. “This ends here.”
The man coughed, spitting blood onto the ground. “You think you’ve won?” he rasped, his voice filled with venom. “You think tearing down one hideout stops us? We’re everywhere. And you—” He laughed, the sound wet and gurgling. “You’re just a pawn in a game you don’t understand.”
Tezlin stepped forward, his sword raised, but Cortha held up a hand to stop him. She crouched down, her blade still trained on the man’s throat. “Then enlighten me,” she said. “What’s the game?”
The man smiled, a grim and broken thing. “You’ll see,” he whispered. “When it’s too late.” His eyes rolled back, and his body slumped, lifeless.
“Damn it,” Cortha muttered, rising to her feet. She sheathed her sword with a sharp motion, her frustration boiling beneath the surface.
Tezlin leaned against a crumbling pillar, his breathing labored. “Cryptic bastards, aren’t they?”
Cortha didn’t respond. Her mind was already racing, piecing together fragments of information, trying to see the bigger picture. The Crimson Fist wasn’t just a group of criminals—it was something far more insidious, and tonight’s battle had only scratched the surface.
As the first light of dawn began to creep into the ruins, bathing the destruction in a pale, unforgiving glow, Cortha made a silent vow: whatever it took, she would stop them. But for now, there were wounded to tend to, reports to deliver, and another day to prepare for the battles yet to come.
The ruins loomed ahead, jagged silhouettes against a bruised twilight sky. Once, the grand cathedral of Aeloria had been a beacon of faith and unity in the region, its towering spires visible for miles. Now, it was a shadow of its former self, its walls scarred with jagged, blasphemous symbols that seemed to pulse with malevolence in the fading light.
Cortha and her team approached cautiously, their boots crunching over debris-strewn ground. The scent of charred wood and ancient stone lingered in the air, mingled with something acrid and metallic—blood, perhaps, or the residue of dark magic. Cortha felt the weight of it settle on her chest, heavy and oppressive, as though the desecration of this once-holy place had left a scar not only on the land but on the air itself.
Joren stepped ahead, his expression hardened into something cold and unyielding. He paused in the shattered doorway, where a rotting wooden beam bore the mocking sigil of the Crimson Fist, painted in a dark, glistening substance that looked too much like blood. His voice, when it came, was low and grim. “This isn’t just destruction,” he said. “It’s a declaration. They’re striking at the heart of the people, their faith, their hope. They want to see everything burn.”
Cortha followed his gaze, her fists tightening. The central altar was nothing more than rubble now, its marble shattered into jagged shards. The delicate statues of Aeloria that had once flanked it lay broken, their serene faces twisted into grotesque shards. Rage bubbled up inside her, raw and visceral.
Mirren, who had insisted on accompanying them despite her usual duties, stepped forward, her face pale but resolute. She knelt beside the remains of a smashed candelabrum, running her fingers lightly over its jagged edge. “Aeloria’s light shines even in the darkest places,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone else. Her voice carried a quiet conviction that seemed to push back the suffocating gloom. “We have to restore this place. Show the people that faith isn’t so easily broken.”
Cortha glanced at Mirren, surprised by the fire beneath her calm exterior. “You’re right,” she said. “But this isn’t just about rebuilding walls or altars. The Crimson Fist knows what they’re doing. This isn’t random destruction—it’s psychological warfare. They want to tear apart the very soul of Archemere.” She took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus. “We need to make it clear that they’ll fail. That the light of Aeloria can’t be extinguished by hatred or fear.”
The group fanned out, picking through the ruins for anything salvageable. Cortha’s mind churned as she worked, turning over the implications of what they’d seen. The Crimson Fist wasn’t just a band of rebels or mercenaries—they were something far more insidious. Their attacks were calculated, aimed not just at physical targets but at the very heart of what held Archemere together.
Joren’s voice cut through her thoughts. “Found something.” He was crouched near a pile of debris, carefully pulling free a tattered piece of fabric. As he stood, Cortha saw it was a tapestry, faded but still recognizable—a depiction of Aeloria, her radiant figure standing tall against a stormy sky, her outstretched hand holding a beacon of light.
Joren brushed the dust off the fabric with rough, calloused hands. “This,” he said, his voice steady but low, “is where we start. Let the people see her again. Let them know she hasn’t abandoned them.”
Cortha took the tapestry from him, her fingers tracing the edges where the threads had begun to fray. Despite its condition, it radiated a quiet strength, as though the image itself carried the weight of centuries of faith. She nodded. “Help me hang it.”
Joren stepped forward to assist, and together they found a place where the tapestry could be draped, high on what remained of the central wall. As they worked, Mirren began to hum softly—a hymn of Aeloria, the melody haunting yet hopeful.
When the tapestry was finally in place, catching the last light of the setting sun, it seemed to transform the space. The crumbled stone and desecration were still there, but now they seemed less overwhelming, as though the image of Aeloria’s light could push back the darkness.
Tezlin, who had been unusually quiet until now, leaned against a broken column, his arms crossed. “It’s a good gesture,” he said, his tone skeptical but not dismissive. “But gestures won’t stop them. We need to hit them where it hurts.”
“And we will,” Cortha replied, turning to face him. Her voice was firm, her gaze steady. “But this is part of it. The Crimson Fist wants to make the people feel powerless. If we give them hope—real hope—they’ll resist. And when the people resist, the Crimson Fist loses its grip.”
Tezlin raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue.
The night deepened around them, stars beginning to pierce the dark velvet sky. The group lingered for a moment, taking in their small victory amidst the devastation. For Cortha, it was a reminder of why they fought—not just for survival, but for something larger. For faith, for hope, for a future where light could still break through the shadows.
But she also knew this moment of solace was fleeting. The Crimson Fist wouldn’t stop, and neither could they.
“Let’s move,” she said finally, her voice cutting through the quiet. “We’ve got more work to do.”
The council headquarters, a sprawling structure of cold, gray stone, loomed in the heart of the capital like a fortress against the chaos beyond. Its arched windows cast fractured moonlight onto the polished floors of the grand chamber, where council members had gathered to debrief after the latest wave of raids. The air inside was heavy with the mingling scents of ink, wax, and the faint tang of damp stone—a suffocating reminder of how much work lay ahead.
Cortha leaned against a carved pillar near the back of the room, her black leathers stained with grime from the field. Her exhaustion was bone-deep, but she forced herself to stay alert. This was no time to falter. The Crimson Fist might have suffered losses in the recent skirmishes, but they were far from defeated.
Across the room, Tezlin approached, his boots barely making a sound against the smooth floor. His expression was inscrutable, though there was a tightness around his eyes that betrayed his own weariness.
“You did well,” he said, his usual sharpness absent. It wasn’t quite praise—it never was with Tezlin—but there was something softer in his tone tonight, almost reluctant.
Cortha offered a tired nod, letting the moment settle before responding. “It wasn’t just me,” she said, her voice rough with fatigue. “My crew—they were the ones who made it happen.”
Tezlin’s lips twitched, almost into a smile, but not quite. “You’re too modest,” he said. “And that might be the death of you one day.” Without waiting for her reply, he turned and strode toward the center of the chamber, where the Blejek Council had begun their deliberations.
The grand chamber was vast and austere, its vaulted ceiling decorated with faded frescoes depicting Archemere’s early history. Light from a dozen chandeliers reflected off the marble floor, but the brightness couldn’t dispel the tension that gripped the room. Around the central table, the council members sat in their ornate chairs, their faces cast into sharp relief by the flickering candlelight.
Lord Blejek, seated at the head of the table, raised a hand to silence the murmurs of debate. His presence was commanding, his gray hair pulled back tightly and his piercing gaze sweeping across the room. “Enough,” he said, his voice calm but laced with authority. “We’re here to strategize, not squabble.”
Councilor Thalia, a thin, hawk-eyed woman with an air of perpetual irritation, leaned forward in her chair. “Strategizing is precisely what we’re trying to do,” she snapped. “But this... obsession with the cathedral is a distraction. We cannot let religious zeal dictate our actions. Our strategies must be rooted in logic and tactical advantage, not divine intervention.”
Across the table, Councilor Davion, a stout man with an iron-gray beard and the insignia of Aeloria’s faithful pinned to his cloak, bristled. “This is bigger than logic, Thalia,” he countered, his voice rising. “The people’s faith is their strength. Ignoring that makes us no better than the Crimson Fist. Did you see the destruction at the cathedral? They understand the power of belief, and that’s why they seek to destroy it.”
“Enough,” Blejek interjected again, his tone sharper this time. “Cortha.” His eyes turned to her, unreadable as ever. “You’ve been on the ground. You’ve seen the impact of both our strategies and the spiritual resilience of the people. What’s your perspective?”
Cortha straightened, the weight of the council’s attention pressing down on her. She took a moment to gather her thoughts, aware that every word she spoke here could shape their next steps.
“Our fight against the Crimson Fist is not simple,” she began, her voice steady despite her exhaustion. “They’re not just attacking us with swords and fire—they’re attacking what makes us who we are. The desecration of the cathedral wasn’t just about destroying a building. It was about breaking the people’s spirit. They want us to feel powerless, fractured. If we focus only on military tactics, we risk losing what truly holds us together.”
Thalia folded her arms, her eyes narrowing. “So, you’re suggesting we let faith dictate strategy? That’s dangerously idealistic.”
Cortha met Thalia’s glare head-on. “I’m not saying faith should dictate strategy. I’m saying we need to recognize that faith is a strategy. It’s what gives people the strength to keep fighting, even when the odds are against them. If we let the Crimson Fist destroy that, they’ll win without ever having to conquer us.”
A tense silence settled over the room. Mirren, seated near the end of the table, finally spoke, her voice soft but resolute. “Cortha’s right. Faith isn’t just about belief—it’s about community. About hope. Without that, everything else falls apart.”
Blejek tapped his fingers against the table, his expression thoughtful. “It’s a delicate balance,” he said at last. “But I agree—we cannot ignore the spiritual aspect of this fight. Councilor Davion, I want you to lead efforts to restore the cathedral. Thalia, coordinate with our military to ensure the restoration doesn’t leave us vulnerable. Cortha, continue your work on the ground. Find the Crimson Fist’s next target before they strike again.”
As the council began to dissolve into smaller discussions, Cortha exhaled, her shoulders relaxing slightly. But she knew this reprieve was temporary. The Crimson Fist wouldn’t wait for them to regroup. They were out there, watching, planning their next move.
She caught Tezlin’s eye across the room. His expression was unreadable again, but there was a flicker of something—approval, perhaps, or understanding. He gave her a curt nod before disappearing into the crowd.
The flickering light of the torch cast long, wavering shadows across the walls of the council chamber, but in that fleeting moment, Tezlin’s eyes softened. For the briefest of seconds, the cold mask of the strategist slipped away, and something warmer—a flicker of admiration, perhaps—passed through his gaze. His voice, usually clipped and sharp, softened when he spoke.
“You’ve come a long way, Cortha,” he said, the words weighted with a sincerity that caught her off guard. “Your strength, your resolve... they’re not just impressive. They’re necessary.”
The compliment, rare and unexpected, settled deep within her, like a stone thrown into a still pond. She hadn’t realized how much she needed to hear it, how much she’d been craving some form of validation after weeks of relentless danger, the constant pressure of living in the shadow of the Crimson Fist’s cruelty.
She met his gaze, unsure whether to feel grateful or uncomfortable by the rare softness in his tone. “Thank you, Tezlin,” she said, her voice rough from exhaustion. “But I didn’t get here alone. Your training... it made all the difference.”
Tezlin nodded, a faint smile tugging at the edges of his mouth—a rare sight, like the first hint of dawn breaking through the storm clouds. He didn’t say anything else, but the unspoken understanding between them was palpable, thickening the air around them like the silence before a storm.
“Get some rest,” Tezlin added, his voice returning to its usual crispness. “You’ve earned it. I’ll make sure nothing disrupts the peace for the moment.”
Cortha didn’t protest, though her mind churned with the thought of their next move. Rest would have to wait. The fight was far from over, and the victory felt more like a brief reprieve than a resolution. But she had learned not to argue with Tezlin when he gave an order, especially one wrapped in such an unusual tenderness. She gave a sharp nod and moved to leave the room, but the bustling noises of the capital drifted in from outside, pulling her attention to the vibrant square beyond the palace walls.
The night air was thick with celebration. The square, usually a place of quiet commerce and hurried foot traffic, had been transformed into an open-air festival, alive with energy. Torches blazed like fireflies in the distance, casting erratic shadows that danced across the stone streets. The faint scent of roasting meat and sweet pastries mingled in the cool night air, adding to the intoxicating mix of triumph and revelry.
A hundred voices swirled together in a cacophony of laughter and song, drowning out the clatter of tankards and the crackling of the torches. Minstrels—dressed in brightly colored garb—played their flutes and lutes from the balconies above, filling the air with lively tunes that echoed through the streets like the heartbeat of the city.
Chapter 29
Cortha moved through the crowd, the weight of the recent battle still clinging to her bones, but something lighter now filled her chest. A grin stretched across her face as she clapped a hand onto Thrain’s back, the thudding of her palms drowned by the surrounding noise.
“You were incredible out there,” she said, her voice genuine, her eyes locking with his. His usual rough exterior softened in that moment, his eyes narrowing in a weary smile.
“Couldn’t have done it without the rest of you,” Thrain replied, his voice hoarse but his pride evident in his posture. Despite the blood, sweat, and bruises that still lingered from the battle, his shoulders had straightened, his eyes alight with a spark Cortha hadn’t seen in a while. “We all played our part. This victory... it’s ours, not just mine.”
Nearby, Joren and Lyra stood together, their usual silence broken by the clink of their tankards. There was a rare ease in their exchange as they raised their drinks high, their laughter cutting through the noise. Joren’s usual stern expression had softened, the weight of responsibility temporarily slipping off his shoulders.
“Here’s to success,” Joren declared, his tone uncharacteristically warm. There was an infectious light in his eyes, something Cortha hadn’t seen in a long time.
Lyra laughed, a bright, unrestrained sound, and clinked her tankard against his with a grin that could rival the moon’s brightness. “And to the companions who made it all possible. Don’t go getting all serious again, Joren. We won this together.”
Tezlin, standing off to the side near a stone pillar, watched the festivities with a quiet intensity. His posture was relaxed, but his eyes scanned the scene, taking in the jubilant crowd, the faces of his comrades and allies. The weight of their struggle seemed to fall away as he observed, his usual reserve slipping into something quieter—less tense, more human.
Cortha caught his gaze from across the square, her smile tugging at her lips. For the briefest of moments, their eyes locked, an understanding passing between them. Despite his outward indifference, Tezlin seemed to feel the same pulse of relief—the first taste of a hard-earned victory. She wasn’t sure if it was the sense of unity or the fleeting moments of peace that had brought it on, but for once, it seemed that Tezlin, too, was allowing himself to share in the joy of the victory.
The celebrations surged around them like an unstoppable tide, but Cortha couldn’t shake the feeling that something darker loomed just out of sight. She couldn’t forget the sacrifices they’d made, or the Crimson Fist’s relentless pursuit of destruction. This victory, fleeting as it was, would only be meaningful if they could hold onto it.
But for now, she allowed herself the moment—just a moment—of relief. And in the heart of that square, beneath the blaze of torches and the music that sang through the night, she joined her companions, her friends, in their shared triumph.
The night deepened, and the celebrations in the square seemed to grow louder, wilder, as though the whole of the city had been caught in a collective exhale. The torches that lined the cobbled streets flickered like sentinels in the darkness, their flames fighting the night’s chill. The air was thick with the rich, intoxicating scent of roasted meats—spiced lamb and tender boar—mingled with the sharp sweetness of freshly baked bread. The warmth from the bonfires seemed to rise up in waves, wrapping the crowd in a heat that contrasted sharply with the coolness of the stars overhead.
Laughter echoed off the stone walls of nearby buildings, and the sound of tambourines and fiddles filled the space between the high arches and narrow alleyways. It was a night that seemed to hang in suspended time, between the chaos of war and the fragile peace of the moment. The dancers—spirited, carefree—whirled around the central square, their bodies moving in time to the jarring rhythm of the music. No one here seemed to have a care for the threat of the Crimson Fist or the battles yet to come. Tonight was theirs.
Cortha, caught in the ebb and flow of the crowd, felt a strange sense of lightness she hadn't experienced in months. For the first time in what felt like forever, she allowed herself to indulge in the joy of the victory—the weight of her armor long forgotten, the tension that normally gripped her chest loosening, if only for a brief moment. She could feel the vibrations of the music through her feet as she approached the center of the square, where a handful of musicians had set up their instruments, playing wild, unrestrained tunes that urged the dancers to spin faster, to leap higher, to lose themselves in the night.
She joined them without thinking. Her body, stiff from the long days of combat, found a fluid rhythm amidst the chaos of limbs and laughter. Her feet moved as though they remembered the steps, the twirls, the joy of simply being. For a moment, she was nothing but a body in motion, not a warrior, not a leader, not a woman scarred by the war she fought.
As she spun, her eyes caught sight of Tezlin—standing near the edge of the crowd, his usual stoic expression softened, his dark eyes watching her with something unreadable. The way he stood there, leaning against a stone pillar, arms crossed but his gaze fixed on her, made her heart skip just a little.
There was a flicker of something in his face, something so rare that Cortha had to blink to be sure she wasn’t imagining it. A small smile tugged at the corners of his lips, just enough to make her chest tighten. It was subtle, but it was real. She knew he was there, always watching, always calculating—but for just a fleeting moment, he seemed… lighter.
Without thinking, Cortha waved him over, the movement of her hand sending ripples through the dancers around her. His eyes darted briefly to her, then down to the ground, and for a moment, Cortha could almost see the war waging inside him—the hesitation, the resistance. He wasn’t one for frivolity, for carelessness. Tezlin had never been one to join in such abandon, always keeping his distance, always hiding behind the cold logic that kept him grounded in the world of strategy and survival.
Yet, after a long, drawn-out pause, he pushed away from the pillar. The shift in his posture—just that slight movement forward—sent a thrill through Cortha, a quiet victory of its own. He took a step into the crowd, his broad shoulders cutting through the dancers like a shadow.
His movements were stiff at first, like someone who hadn’t allowed themselves to move freely in a long time. But as he crossed the square, slowly, almost reluctantly, there was a subtle shift in his gaze—one that told Cortha more than any words could. A fleeting sense of belonging washed over her, as if this brief moment of joy could perhaps reach the hard edges of Tezlin’s soul.
The music quickened, urging them to dance, to be part of something bigger than themselves. Cortha twirled again, this time making sure to catch his eye. She didn't wait for him to come to her—she met him halfway, her arm extending, the invitation in her eyes clear.
"Come on, Tezlin," she said, her voice cutting through the noise, though it barely reached his ears over the din of the festivities. "Don’t stand there like a statue. You might just like it."
Tezlin stopped, his gaze narrowing slightly at the challenge in her tone, but there was something else there, something he didn’t want to acknowledge—perhaps something he didn’t know how to deal with. His lips twitched, as though considering whether to decline and slip back into the shadows of the crowd or to step into the chaos and join her. The silence stretched, thick and heavy.
Finally, he moved. He wasn’t graceful like the others—his movements were too precise, too calculated, as if each step were measured. But Cortha saw it then—the weight that had lifted from his shoulders, the tiny, imperceptible shift in his stance as he leaned into the rhythm.
He stepped into the dance, still the soldier, still the strategist, but for the first time tonight, he was just Tezlin. She saw that in the way he moved with her, imperfect but willing.
The crowd seemed to part around them, leaving a space that felt, for just a moment, like their own. Cortha couldn’t remember the last time she had been so connected to the people around her—so in sync with anyone. She felt his hand firm around hers, the calluses of his fingers a reminder of the life he led, but there was something warm in his grip now. He wasn’t here because he had to be—he was here because, for just a second, he was letting himself.
The dance was an imperfect thing, but it was theirs. Cortha could feel her pulse quicken, not from the exertion of the movement but from the rawness of it—the way they were both present for once, not just as soldiers, not just as leaders, but as something more human, more real.
Tezlin, as always, said nothing. He never did. But the slight glint in his eyes told Cortha everything she needed to know.
Cortha’s heart pounded in her chest as she approached the familiar, crooked house at the edge of town. The dust from the road clung to her boots, the evening air carrying the scent of damp earth and distant pine. Eldrin’s house, once a place of refuge and quiet learning, now stood in front of her, its windows dark, the worn wood of the door creaking slightly on its hinges. She’d been here countless times before, but tonight, something felt different. Something wrong.
The weight in the air wasn’t just the usual late afternoon silence that lingered at the outskirts of town. It was the kind of silence that felt suffocating—like a heavy fog that had settled into the bones of the earth, pushing the world into a hushed stillness. Cortha’s breath caught in her throat as she stepped closer. She hesitated, fingers lingering at the cool iron of the doorknob, before pushing the door open with a soft groan.
Inside, the house was just as she remembered it—low ceilings and the scent of aged wood, the faint trace of dried herbs hanging from the rafters. The fire was cold in the hearth, ashes long settled. The worn rug on the floor bore the imprint of countless steps. But it felt empty now. A hollow echo of the life that had once filled this space. Eldrin’s presence, so ingrained in the walls and furniture, was gone. It struck her like a physical blow.
Her pulse quickened, a gnawing unease worming its way into her chest as she moved deeper into the house. The silence followed her, oppressive and suffocating. It had always been a place of soft murmurs and quiet conversation, the sound of Eldrin’s voice speaking with the calm cadence of someone who had lived through more than his share of pain. But now? Now it was dead.
The kitchen table, normally cluttered with books and scraps of paper, was bare except for one small, folded piece of parchment. Cortha’s breath hitched as her eyes fixed on it. There was something wrong about the way it was placed there, as though it had been left in a hurry—no neatness, no order, just the sharp edges of a life interrupted. She crossed the room quickly, her hands trembling as she reached for it.
The paper was damp when she lifted it, as if the ink had been blurred by wetness. The faint odor of salt clung to it—tears. She didn’t need to read it fully to understand. The words blurred as her vision began to swim, and when she did read them, they tore at her heart. Eldrin was gone. Gone. His family had written that he had passed, suddenly and without warning, the illness sweeping through him too quickly for even the skilled healers to counter. The last words she could read, scrawled hastily, were: “He was at peace. His family was there. But he’s gone, Cortha. We are sorry.”
Her breath caught in her throat, and the world seemed to narrow in on the letter in her hands. She could feel the walls closing in, the weight of the empty house pressing on her chest. It was too much. The letter crumpled in her hands as she sank into a chair, clutching it like it could anchor her to this reality. The grief hit her in waves, each one crashing harder than the last, until all she could do was sit in the silence of the house that no longer felt like home.
Cortha had always known Eldrin was older than most—knew his time would come eventually—but to face it, to know that it had come and gone in an instant, leaving her with nothing but his absence, was unbearable. She had wanted to tell him everything, to show him how far she’d come, to prove that his teachings had not been in vain. But now, there was no one to tell. No one to share her victories with. Eldrin had been her mentor, her guide, the one person who understood the weight she carried. And now he was gone, slipping through her fingers like sand.
With her hands still shaking, Cortha stood up, leaving the crumpled letter on the table. She needed to leave this place, needed to do something. The world couldn’t stop turning just because her mentor had died. The world had a way of pressing forward, indifferent to the pain of individuals.
She stepped outside, the sharp bite of the evening air hitting her face as the door slammed shut behind her. Her feet led her, instinctually, toward Eldrin’s family home. It wasn’t far, but the walk felt endless. Each step carried the weight of everything she had just learned, the grief threatening to pull her under with every passing second. The town was eerily quiet, the streets abandoned as though the entire world was holding its breath. Even the wind seemed to hush as it passed between the buildings, as though mourning alongside her.
By the time she arrived, the small gnome village was wrapped in its own sorrow. Eldrin’s family—those few who had not been lost to time or circumstance—stood outside, their faces drawn and tear-streaked. The grief was palpable, thick in the air like smoke from a dying fire. They greeted her with open arms, their sorrow mingling with hers in a collective, wordless understanding. In this, at least, they shared the same wound.
For days, she stayed with them. The grief didn’t get easier, and yet, she found herself slipping into the role she had learned over the years: the listener. She became the quiet presence in the room, offering what little comfort she could, whether through practical tasks or a shoulder to lean on. Her own sorrow was buried deep, her face set in the mask of the woman she had learned to be—someone who didn’t have time to fall apart, someone who had to keep moving forward.
The funeral was small—nothing grand, nothing showy—but it felt heavy. The earth was soft beneath her feet as the family laid Eldrin to rest beneath the old oak tree, its gnarled branches stretching out above them, its leaves rustling softly as if in farewell. There were no speeches, no grand gestures—only tears and quiet whispers, and the sound of dirt falling onto a simple, wooden box.
As the final clods of earth settled on the grave, Cortha stood there, alone in her thoughts, the finality of the moment seeping into her bones. Eldrin was gone, and she was left to carry the weight of his legacy. She had promised him once that she would learn, that she would grow beyond his teachings. Now, with his absence hanging over her like a shadow, she was forced to face that promise alone.
The pain of his loss would never fade—she knew that now. But it would change, evolve into something else. Perhaps one day it would be bearable. Perhaps, one day, she would understand that Eldrin had given her everything she needed to carry on without him. But not yet.
For now, the only thing she could do was take the next step forward. She wasn’t sure where that would lead, but the road ahead seemed longer now than it ever had before. And yet, for some reason, she kept moving.

 Together, they stood in silence, the quiet of the night pressing in on them like a heavy blanket. The stars stretched across the sky, spinning slowly in their endless dance. For a moment, Cortha allowed herself to simply breathe, her chest rising and falling in time with the rhythm of the world around her. The soft crackle of the fire beside them was a welcome companion, its warmth kissing her skin, a small comfort in the coldness of the night. Her companions were there—Joren, Lyra, and Thrain. The unspoken bond between them was as familiar as the back of her hand, their presence steadying her when everything else felt adrift.
She glanced at each of them in turn, her heart both heavy and grateful. They had all suffered, and yet they stood together, united by something deeper than mere survival.
Joren was the first to break the silence, his gravelly voice cutting through the stillness. His face, roughened by years of travel, softened in the firelight, revealing the vulnerability he rarely showed. "That's a kind offer," he said, his voice thick with emotion, though he kept his gaze fixed ahead. There was a flicker of something—relief, perhaps, or gratitude. He didn’t often allow himself such softness, but in that moment, he did. It was a small thing, but to Cortha, it meant the world.
Lyra, ever the practical one, was next. She had a sharpness about her, an edge that could slice through the fog of uncertainty that often surrounded them. But tonight, there was a weariness in her eyes, a softening of her usual steely resolve. "Having a stable place to return to will be beneficial," she said, her words measured but carrying a faint smile. It was a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, but Cortha could see it was there—a brief flicker of warmth before it was gone. Lyra’s practicality had always been their anchor, but tonight, Cortha sensed the cracks in her composure, the exhaustion that came from more than just the physical toll of their journey.
Thrain, the healer who had always been the calm in their storm, stood at the edge of the group, his quiet presence a stark contrast to their more outspoken companions. He was still for a long moment, his eyes fixed on the fire, as though lost in thought. When he finally spoke, his voice was low, heavy with sincerity. "Thank you, Cortha," he said, his usual serenity tinged with a rare vulnerability. "Eldrin would have wanted us to continue our work. This will help us do that." The words felt like a prayer, a quiet promise to the man who had guided them through so much, now lost to them. Thrain’s calm exterior had cracked more than once since Eldrin’s death, but he never allowed it to show for long. Tonight, though, something slipped through—something softer, more human than the healer who was always the first to offer comfort.
Cortha nodded, her throat tightening at the mention of Eldrin’s name. She could still hear his voice in her mind, his steady counsel, his belief in them all. He had been their rock, and now the weight of his absence was a constant ache. Her eyes lingered on Thrain, her heart heavy with the shared loss they all carried. "We’ll honor Eldrin’s legacy," she said, her voice firm, though the sadness she felt threaded through the words. "We’ll continue our mission to protect this realm."
The dawn was beginning to break, the sky shifting from dark to light in slow, deliberate strokes of pink and gold. The first light of day illuminated their faces, and for a moment, it felt as though the world was offering them a small respite from the darkness. It was a fragile peace, one that wouldn’t last, but Cortha knew she had to grasp it while she could. The future was uncertain, and the path ahead would be fraught with danger and loss. But in that moment, standing with her companions, she felt something stir within her—a quiet, determined resolve. No matter what came, she wouldn’t face it alone.
Her heart ached, but she could feel the fire within her growing stronger, fueled by the memories of those they had lost and the purpose they still had to fulfill. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to take the next step, but she knew she had to. For Eldrin. For all of them.
As the first light of dawn touched her face, she took a deep breath and steadied herself. The world felt different in the quiet morning hours, a new beginning and an ending all at once. And she would face whatever came next with the same courage that had carried her this far.
Later, when Cortha stood alone in the training yard, the weight of her grief was evident in every movement. The dummy in front of her was nothing but a target for her fury, its worn cloth taking the brunt of her anger and sorrow. Each strike was more than a release—it was a manifestation of everything she couldn’t say, everything she couldn’t bear to face. The sounds of leather meeting cloth echoed through the yard, sharp and loud, drowning out everything else in her mind.
Her breath came in ragged bursts as her fists continued their assault. There was no grace in her movements, no finesse—only raw, unfiltered emotion. Anger, grief, frustration—they swirled within her, and the only thing she could do was hit something until it made sense. Until it gave her an answer.
But there was no answer. No resolution. Only the echoing thud of her strikes against the training dummy. And yet, even as her body ached, as exhaustion began to settle in her muscles, there was a strange comfort in the act—like a release valve for the pressure building inside her chest. She could feel the bitterness of the past days coursing through her, channeled into every punch, every kick.
And still, it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. Not without the people they had lost.
But she wasn’t alone. She had Joren, Lyra, Thrain—her companions, her family in all the ways that mattered. Together, they would carry on. And no matter how heavy the weight of her grief, she would stand with them. No matter the cost.
Tezlin watched from the edge of the training field, his arms crossed as he observed Cortha. He had seen it before—the way people poured their grief, their anger, their darkest emotions into their fighting. It was a kind of surrender, though they didn't call it that. They never did. But he knew. The raw power radiating from her was unmistakable, a chaotic force that seemed to vibrate with every strike, every breath she took. It wasn’t just anger; it was something deeper. Something more profound. Her movements were jagged, torn between precision and emotion, like someone struggling to control a storm.
He adjusted his stance, shifting on the balls of his feet, his gaze softening as he took a step toward her. Despite the fiery intensity in her eyes, there was something broken in her posture, a hidden fragility beneath the surface. It was the kind of thing only those who had fought their own demons could recognize. And Tezlin had fought more than his share.
"Focus," he said, his voice low, but it carried across the distance. "Come closer."
She nodded without looking at him, her eyes fixed on the target before her. Cortha wasn’t really there. Not entirely. Her mind was somewhere else, chasing after a memory she could never outrun, a loss she couldn’t escape. But Tezlin knew the way back. He’d seen it in others, felt it in himself: when the pain became too much, the body could carry it for a while. But only for so long.
Cortha stepped forward, adjusting her grip on her sword. Her knuckles were white, and her breath came in sharp bursts, but she didn’t stop. Not once. She never did. Tezlin allowed her a few more swings, watched the intensity build in her movements. He saw the way she threw herself into the motions, her body reacting to the fury inside her. She wasn’t fighting to win; she was fighting to survive.
"Again," he said, his voice calm but firm.
Cortha's brow furrowed, sweat dripping down her face as she nodded. Her feet slid against the dirt, and she drove forward with a powerful strike, the sword cutting through the air with a sharp hiss. Her blows were quick, practiced, but laced with something more—a desperate need to prove something to herself. Tezlin stepped in to block her strike, the clang of metal reverberating through the air. He held her gaze for a moment, and for just a flicker, he saw it—the conflict. The rage. The grief. All intertwined.
He adjusted his stance, a slight smirk tugging at the corner of his lips. "Not bad," he said, but there was something else in his voice—something unspoken. He didn’t need to push her hard. Cortha would do that herself. She always did. But he knew when to guide and when to step back.
She swung again, harder this time, her strikes growing more calculated as she began to let go of some of the chaotic emotion swirling inside her. There was a shift in the way she moved, like she was finding something deeper than anger. Something grounded. Her strikes were no longer frantic but precise, each one more controlled than the last. There was a rhythm to it now, a quiet determination as she moved through the drill, as if the act of training itself was giving her a semblance of peace.
Tezlin didn’t speak, just watched, his face unreadable. He could feel the tension in her—how each movement came from a place of something darker than the physical act itself. He’d seen it in others, but it was different with Cortha. She didn’t just use the pain. She became it.
Hours passed. The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows over the field. Cortha's movements didn’t slow, though. Her sword flashed in the dimming light, each swing an extension of herself. She was a force of nature, relentless in her pursuit of something she couldn’t define. Her muscles burned, but she didn’t stop. The sweat on her brow mixed with the dirt on her face, but she ignored it. She was pushing herself past her limits, just as she had done countless times before. Not to become better, not for mastery, but to escape. To outrun the grief that clung to her.
Tezlin moved to the side, giving her space. He could see the change in her, the way her strikes were becoming more fluid, more in tune with her body. There was still fury in her, but now it was tempered. Underneath the rage, there was something else—something quieter. He could see the progress. Not just in her technique, but in how she was dealing with the storm inside her. She wasn’t conquering it, not yet, but she was learning to navigate it.
He spoke again, his voice softer this time. "You're doing well."
Cortha didn’t stop. She didn’t respond either. The words didn’t matter to her. She didn’t need praise. Not now.
With every swing, the sorrow inside her was channeled into the blade. It wasn’t a solution, and it wasn’t a cure, but for now, it was enough. The grief didn’t vanish, but it became something else—a force she could control, if only for a moment.
Tezlin allowed her the space to continue, knowing she needed it. She had always needed space to work through the quiet battle inside herself. She wasn’t the woman she had been before the loss. He could see it in the way she moved—stronger now, but still raw. Still searching for something that might never come.
As the shadows stretched longer and the sun slipped below the horizon, Cortha finally lowered her sword, her breath heavy and unsteady. Her body trembled with exhaustion, but there was a stillness in her eyes, a quiet that hadn’t been there before.
Tezlin approached, offering a nod of approval. "Rest," he said simply. "Tomorrow, we begin again."
But Cortha didn’t need the words. She had already begun.
From the edge of the training ground, Lyra stood, arms crossed over her chest, watching Cortha with a sharp, measuring gaze. The way Cortha moved—too fast, too harsh—wasn’t the fluid precision of someone honing their craft. It was desperation. Lyra had seen it before. The way people threw themselves into combat when they couldn’t outrun what was festering inside. She’d done it herself. But this was different. Cortha wasn’t training. She was trying to destroy something, and Lyra knew it wasn’t just her enemies that were in her sights.
Lyra waited, arms still crossed, until Cortha finished another brutal series of strikes, sweat dripping down her face, her muscles tense and twitching. There was no flow to it anymore. Just raw aggression. It was enough.
“Enough,” Lyra called, her voice cutting through the air with the weight of authority.
Cortha’s sword sliced through the air one last time before she froze, chest heaving, eyes unfocused. She didn’t even look at Lyra, just wiped the sweat from her forehead with an impatient swipe. “I’m fine,” she muttered, a muscle in her jaw working hard. “Just a little more practice.”
Lyra stepped forward, her boots crunching against the gravel as she closed the distance. She didn’t soften her expression, didn’t try to mask the frustration that was quickly brewing inside her. “You’ve been at this for hours,” she said, voice low but clipped. “I’ve seen you train, seen you fight, but this—this isn’t training, Cortha. You’re avoiding something.”
Cortha’s head snapped up at that, her eyes narrowing with a flash of irritation. “I’m fine,” she shot back, the words bitter in her mouth. She gripped her sword tighter, like it was the only thing keeping her steady. “Just need to clear my head.”
Lyra didn’t budge, standing her ground like a stone wall. She didn’t have time for this nonsense, not when she could see it was only going to get worse. “You think this is going to fix it?” she said, voice low but cutting. “You’re just running away from whatever’s gnawing at you. Pushing yourself past the point of breaking won’t make it stop.”
Cortha bristled at the words, her posture stiffening. She clenched her fists, eyes flashing with something sharp—defiance, maybe anger, or just fear. “I’m not running. I’m doing what needs to be done,” she spat, voice rising. “The more I train, the more I focus, the less I have to think about—”
“About Eldrin?” Lyra interrupted, her voice blunt, uncaring of the way the words might land. There was no room for hesitation, not now.
Chapter 30
Cortha went rigid, her breath catching in her throat. She didn’t say anything, but the tension in her shoulders spoke volumes. She turned away slightly, trying to hide the strain in her face. “You don’t get it,” she muttered, almost to herself. “The more I push, the more I do, the less I feel it.”
“Bullshit,” Lyra shot back, the sharpness of her words striking like a whip. “You’re not hiding from anything. You’re just letting it eat you alive. And it’s not helping anyone, especially not you.” She didn’t soften her tone, didn’t give Cortha an inch. “I know the pain, I’ve been there. But you can’t keep pretending it’s not tearing you apart.”
Cortha’s jaw clenched, her grip on the sword hilt tightening, as if she could crush the whole world in her fists. “I can’t stop,” she said, voice low, but it trembled with the strain of holding everything inside. “Not until the Crimson Fist are gone. Not until I make them pay.”
Lyra stared at her for a long moment, seeing the rage, the grief, the desperation flickering in Cortha’s eyes. She’d been there, in that exact place before. But she wasn’t going to let her friend fall apart. Not on her watch.
Lyra stepped forward, closing the gap between them, her hand coming down hard on Cortha’s shoulder. “You think that’ll bring him back?” she demanded, her eyes hard. “Killing every bastard in your path won’t fix what’s broken inside you. And it sure as hell won’t make your grief go away.”
Cortha flinched at the contact, as if Lyra had struck her, but she didn’t pull away. She just stood there, breathing ragged, staring at the ground, fighting the rising tide of emotions she couldn’t control.
“Then what the hell am I supposed to do?” Cortha’s voice cracked, raw with frustration. She didn’t want to break down. She couldn’t. Not yet. “I can’t let it win. I won’t.”
Lyra’s eyes softened for the briefest moment, but she didn’t let up. “You think you're the only one carrying this weight? I’m not asking you to drop everything, Cortha. I’m asking you to stop pretending like you can bury it in the dirt. You can’t outrun your grief forever. It’s going to follow you, whether you fight it or not.”
Cortha stayed silent, her fists still clenched, her shoulders tense. Her mind was a whirlwind of half-formed thoughts, and none of them were any good. She didn’t know how to feel anymore, or if she even should.
“I can’t stop,” she repeated, quieter this time. The words were like a mantra, but she didn’t believe them anymore. She was just too afraid of what would happen if she let go. If she allowed the grief to break through. “I don’t know how.”
Lyra sat down next to her on the bench, not bothering with any pleasantries or soft gestures. There was no time for that. “You don’t have to stop,” she said, voice firm. “But you can’t keep this up. Not by yourself. You’ve got people who care about you, whether you like it or not. Joren, Tezlin, me—we’re not going anywhere.”
Cortha didn’t look at her. She didn’t even acknowledge the words. Her gaze stayed fixed on the dirt, a bitter edge to her posture. “I can’t lose anyone else,” she muttered under her breath, the vulnerability almost too quiet to hear. “I can’t...”
Lyra didn’t push her, didn’t try to force the words out. She simply sat there, letting the silence stretch. Letting Cortha wrestle with it on her own, knowing she wouldn’t break if she didn’t have to.
“Grief isn’t a war to fight,” Lyra said after a long moment, her voice steady and hard. “You don’t have to win. But you need to stop pretending you can fight it forever. It doesn’t work like that. You can lean on us, or you can keep going down this road by yourself. Your choice.”
Cortha finally shifted, her eyes lifting slightly to meet Lyra’s, tired and jagged. “I’m not ready to fall apart,” she said, her voice rough and low.
“You don’t have to fall apart,” Lyra replied, voice low but unwavering. “But you can stop pretending you’re not breaking.”
Cortha didn’t have an answer to that. Not yet. But she knew Lyra was right.
The Council hall was vast, its high stone walls lined with ancient tapestries depicting long-forgotten battles and legendary unions. The flickering light of torches barely illuminated the somber atmosphere as the members assembled, their faces a mix of determination, fear, and fatigue. It was the kind of room where decisions of great weight were made, and yet tonight, there was a tangible unease, a heaviness that made the air feel thick with unresolved tension. The Crimson Fist uprising had crossed a threshold no one had anticipated, and Manny, its charismatic leader, was proving himself to be more than just a thorn in their side. He had become a predator with allies—powerful allies.
Councilor Varen, his weathered face drawn tight with concern, broke the silence. His voice echoed off the cold stone, laced with a rare urgency. "The situation with the Crimson Fist has grown worse than we feared," he began, eyes scanning the room for any signs of dissent or disagreement. "Manny’s ability to secure Saran's backing changes everything. Saran is no mere neighbor—they’re a military power, and their strategic prowess could tip the balance in his favor."
His words hung in the air like a warning bell, and the faces around the table stiffened. Councilor Elara, the diplomat whose silver tongue had saved them from countless political crises, spoke next. Her voice was cool, controlled, but it carried an edge of discomfort, something rarely seen in her. "Saran’s involvement means more than just soldiers. Their influence could shift allegiances in the region, embolden the Crimson Fist, and prolong this conflict indefinitely. We’ll be fighting on multiple fronts."
A murmur rippled through the room, the implications of her words sinking in. They were no longer just facing a rebellious faction; they were dealing with an insurgency supported by one of the most powerful nations in the land.
Councilor Thalos, an older man whose battle-hardened eyes had seen more than his fair share of wars, leaned forward, hands clasped together. "We cannot let our emotions drive this," he said, his voice steady but weighed with the experience of decades spent in war rooms. "A direct confrontation with Saran might play into their hands, not to mention the Crimson Fist’s. We must consider other options—diplomatic solutions, covert actions to weaken their alliances. We cannot rush in, or we risk giving them the upper hand."
The room fell into a heavy silence. It was clear that no one had an easy answer, and every suggestion seemed to carry its own dangers. The once-dismissed rebellion, led by the enigmatic Manny, had become a force to be reckoned with, their ranks swelling with those who shared their anger and hunger for change. They had outgrown the role of an inconvenience. They were now a movement, and that made them a far more dangerous threat.
The quiet was broken by the sharp voice of Councilor Selene, the master spy and foreign affairs expert. Her eyes, always calculating, narrowed as she spoke. "Saran’s involvement isn’t just a military maneuver," she said, her tone cutting through the tension like a knife. "This points to a deeper agenda, something we need to understand before we can act. We need to investigate their motives—why they’re backing Manny. If we can uncover their true interests, there may be ways to weaken their commitment, to expose vulnerabilities. Perhaps even turn some of their own factions against them."
Her words carried weight, and for a brief moment, the room seemed to lean toward her. Everyone knew that Selene’s network of spies was unmatched, her ability to gather information from the shadows a powerful tool. But even she seemed to recognize the challenge in this situation. The stakes were too high, the risks too great.
The Council fell into a rhythm of calculated discussion, each member speaking with the confidence of someone accustomed to making life-altering decisions. But the undercurrent of doubt was palpable. They were no longer facing a simple rebellion or a misguided group of zealots. They were facing a movement that had found its leader in Manny, a man with a terrifying ability to inspire loyalty and fear in equal measure. And now, with Saran’s military support, that movement had the resources to reshape the balance of power.
As the night wore on, the debate grew more intense, voices rising in heated exchanges and sharp rebuttals. But in the end, none of the Council members left with a clear path forward. The complexities of the situation were too tangled, the consequences too severe. They were caught between too many risks: a war that could spiral out of control, a rebellion that could grow into something unmanageable, and a foreign power that might have its own designs on the realm.
The meeting was called to a close as the first light of dawn began to creep through the windows, casting long shadows across the floor. There were no easy answers, no solutions that didn’t come with a cost. The Councilors parted in silence, each carrying the weight of the decisions to come. The war with the Crimson Fist was no longer just about rebellion. It was about survival—and they would all have to choose their next moves carefully.
The moon hung high, casting a pale silver light over the city’s stone streets as emissaries scurried into the night. They moved in the shadows, cloaked in the weight of responsibility. Their task was to gather what little information they could, to test the waters of diplomacy, to find any edge in the increasingly precarious political landscape. The Council’s deliberations had not been easy, and their decisions were as fragile as the peace they sought to maintain. The realm was teetering on the brink of chaos, and no one knew how much longer the fragile balance could hold.
Inside the Council chamber, the air was thick with tension, but outside, beneath the heavy silence of the stars, no one could have foreseen the storm that was about to descend upon them.
Without warning, the city’s stillness shattered. A deep, menacing roar echoed through the streets. The Crimson Fist—more organized and vicious than they had ever been—struck with brutal efficiency. Their target: the granaries. These storied halls, ancient and massive, housed the food that fed the heart of the city. Without it, the capital would starve, and with it, the Council’s grip on power.
It was a blow meant not just to supply, but to send a message. The rebellion had found its teeth.
In the darkness, masked figures infiltrated the heavily fortified perimeter. They were fast, like shadows, moving with a practiced precision that spoke of careful planning. Steel clashed against steel, and the crackle of arcane magic lit the night sky like a flare in the distance. The first echoes of battle rang out, jarring the stillness of the capital. The city had long been too complacent, too sure of its own safety. It had forgotten what war felt like.
Within the granary, a handful of guards stood on the front lines, desperately trying to protect the lifeblood of the capital. Their feet shuffled across the cold stone floors, dragging in the midst of chaos. Barrels of grain, stacked high like ancient monuments, stood as silent witnesses to the violence unfolding. The flames of rebellion had reached their doorstep, and there was no turning back.
Councilor Alaris, the woman known for her unshakable resolve, was the first to step forward. Her armor, though scarred from previous battles, glinted coldly under the torchlight as she raised her voice above the clamor. "Hold the line!" she barked, her words cutting through the frenzy like a whip. "We cannot afford to lose this." She moved among the guards with sharp precision, her hands steady as she directed them, each movement purposeful, each decision calculated.
She had never been one for hesitation. Not once had she faltered when it mattered. But tonight was different. Tonight, the rebellion had taken the gloves off.
As she orchestrated the defense with practiced expertise, the situation quickly spun out of control. A sharp cry rang out—followed by a sickening thud—and Alaris turned just in time to see Councilor Varen stagger back, an arrow embedded deep in his side. The wound was mortal, but Varen’s grimace only deepened his resolve.
"I’ll fight," Varen rasped, gripping his sword tightly as though his body weren’t already betraying him. His breath was shallow, but his gaze never wavered from the battlefield before him. "Get the grain secured."
Alaris didn’t argue. She couldn’t afford to. But the truth settled into her bones like a weight she couldn't shed: the loss of Varen, even temporarily, would be crippling.
Outside, the streets were alive with the chaos of rebellion. The sounds of steel meeting steel, of screams and cries for help, filled the air. Citizens, awakened by the ruckus, pressed their faces to the windows, unable to look away. The smell of smoke and blood crept into their homes, and the metallic scent of death stained the streets. The city that had once felt invincible was now caught in the tightening grip of an enemy that knew no mercy.
The battle raged through the night, the granary a fortress under siege. The defenders fought with everything they had, but the Crimson Fist were relentless. They knew what was at stake, and they weren't willing to lose.
By the time the first light of dawn broke over the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of red and gold, the granary still stood. Battered. Bruised. But unbroken. The invaders had retreated into the shadows from where they’d come, leaving behind a trail of destruction. The city, scarred by the violence, would never be the same.
In the aftermath, the Council convened in the cold light of morning, their faces weary, their minds exhausted. The room was thick with unspoken words, the weight of what had happened settling in like dust on the stone floors.
Councilor Alaris stood, her voice quieter now, but no less commanding. "We hold. We rebuild. But we do not falter. We fight." Her eyes, tired but unyielding, swept over her fellow Councilors.
Her words were met with silence. Not of acquiescence, but of resignation. They all knew what came next. The war had no room for mercy. They would fight until they had nothing left. They would fight because the realm’s future depended on it.
And as the day grew brighter, the Councilors gathered their wounded, mourned their fallen, and steeled themselves for what would come next. There was no turning back now. The Crimson Fist had declared their war, and it would be up to those left standing to decide whether the realm would survive it.
The dim corridors of the Council chambers stretched like a labyrinth, the flickering torchlight casting long, wavering shadows against the cold stone walls. Cortha’s boots echoed softly on the floor, each step purposeful but steady, the weight of her duties as an arcanist pressing on her shoulders. She had walked these halls countless times, navigating the labyrinth of power and intrigue where decisions were made in the silence of private chambers. But tonight, something was different. A crack in the stillness had caught her attention—a raised voice.
The argument reached her before she even reached the door, and she paused, her breath catching slightly. It was a sharp contrast to the usual quiet that reigned here.
“I won’t stand by while you ignore the plight of the people!” Alistair’s voice was heated, straining against the walls that separated the Council's most influential figures. His words were thick with frustration, a frustration that Cortha knew all too well. As much as she respected him, she couldn't ignore how reckless his decisions often were. But tonight, there was something else in his tone—something raw, something desperate.
There was a brief silence, and then his father’s voice followed—measured, calm, but filled with the kind of resignation that Cortha had heard from Roderick many times before. “Alistair, I understand your concerns, but governance requires prudence. We cannot rush headlong into conflict without assessing the risks.”
The two men were as different as night and day, and their voices clashed like fire against ice. Alistair, brimming with youthful passion and boundless idealism, always seemed to burn too brightly, too quickly. He had the tendency to leap before he looked, and Cortha had seen that impulsiveness cause more damage than it ever solved. Roderick, his father, was the complete opposite—stoic, calculating, and careful to a fault. He’d never make a move without considering every angle, but sometimes that caution felt like a leash on a lion ready to pounce.
Cortha’s hand gripped the stone doorway as she listened in silence, her pulse quickening despite herself. The walls around her felt too tight, and the air inside the chamber seemed to thicken with every word. She could feel the tension crackling between them. This wasn’t just a debate over strategy—it was the collapse of something far deeper. It was personal.
“People are dying out there, Father!” Alistair’s voice cracked with emotion, his words biting. “The Crimson Fist doesn’t care about your ‘prudent assessments.’ They’re gaining power every day, and we’re just sitting here, pretending that tradition will protect us!”
Cortha winced at the harshness in Alistair’s words. She knew what it felt like to lose patience with those in power, to grow frustrated with endless deliberations while the world burned outside. But there was a difference between being frustrated and being reckless, and Cortha wasn’t sure Alistair knew where that line was.
“And what would you have us do, Alistair?” Roderick’s voice was quieter now, almost too calm. “Throw ourselves into a war we can’t win? We need more than just passion to win this fight. We need strategy, resources, support from allies…” His voice faltered, a sign Cortha didn’t miss. There were cracks in his resolve. “And the people will suffer regardless of what we do. There’s no easy choice here.”
There it was again—the ever-present weight of responsibility that Roderick carried. He could talk about strategy all day, but Cortha knew the truth that lay beneath the surface. It wasn’t just the Crimson Fist that had him worried; it was the weight of the world on his shoulders. He saw every potential failure as a personal failure. As a father. As a leader. His son’s words hit him harder than Cortha imagined.
She stepped closer, moving quietly along the corridor, her curiosity getting the better of her. It wasn’t just the political debate that had drawn her in—it was the raw, palpable tension between the two men. It was the reflection of the larger struggle that had gripped the realm, where even the most established leaders were beginning to crack under the pressure. Alistair’s desperate need for action was a reflection of the world outside, where people were beginning to question everything. And Roderick, despite his wisdom, was no longer sure he had the answers.
Alistair’s footsteps scraped across the floor as he turned sharply. Cortha knew the gesture well—he was about to storm off, frustrated beyond belief. “You’ll see, Father. You’ll see when it’s too late. You’re too afraid to act, too afraid to admit that we’re losing.”
The words hung in the air, each syllable a knife, and Cortha could almost feel the distance growing between the two of them, despite the walls that separated them.
Cortha hesitated, standing in the shadows, torn. She had always been loyal to the Council, but loyalty didn’t mean agreeing with every decision they made. She had often watched as decisions were delayed, debated, until it was almost too late. She had witnessed first-hand how the Crimson Fist grew stronger while the Council bickered over theories and alliances, too focused on the long-term strategy to address the immediate crisis.
But Alistair’s passion—his urgency—struck a chord in her. Maybe there was more truth in his recklessness than anyone wanted to admit. Maybe they were all too afraid of making the wrong move.
Just as she started to step forward, ready to intervene, to add her voice to the volatile conversation, she heard Roderick’s voice again, softer now, like a man tired beyond measure. “You think you know what it’s like to carry this weight, boy, but you don’t. You never will. Not until you’re in my shoes.”
The words stung with more than just frustration. It was the weariness of a man who had carried responsibility for too long, and for too many. Cortha knew it wasn’t just his son he was addressing. It was a cry for understanding from a leader who feared, more than anything, that he was failing the people he swore to protect.
Cortha retreated into the shadows, unseen, her heart heavy with the weight of what she’d heard. This wasn’t just a debate over tactics. This was a crisis of identity. A father and son torn between duty and emotion. A leader unsure of his strength. A son unwilling to wait any longer.
And the world outside was waiting for them to figure it out.
"You always speak of caution, father," Alistair retorted, his voice tinged with bitterness. "But caution has its limits. We need action, decisive action, before it's too late!" 
The atmosphere was tense, reflecting the growing gap between father and son. Cortha, her thoughts consumed by the implications of their disagreement, pondered the repercussions of their conflict. The Council's solidarity, already weakened by outside dangers, now confronted internal divisions that jeopardized their shared determination. 
The heavy oak door to Roderick’s study slammed shut with a resounding bang, echoing down the stone corridors of the Blejek Citadel. Alistair’s chest heaved with fury as he strode into the room, his boots clicking sharply against the marble floor. His face was flushed, his fists clenched at his sides, and his eyes burned with a fire that had been stoked far beyond the usual flare of youthful rebellion. 
Roderick, sitting behind his massive desk, looked up from the ancient tome he had been poring over. His gray eyes, sharp as ever, flickered with a flicker of mild irritation before he gave his son a look that was equal parts weary and exasperated. 
“Alistair,” Roderick said calmly, though his voice carried an unmistakable authority. “I trust there’s a reason you’ve stormed in here like a tempest.” 
“I’ve had enough, Father!” Alistair’s voice was a low growl, the words thick with frustration. “Enough of these endless meetings, these endless discussions about tradition and the way things have always been! The world is changing, and you’re still clinging to the past like it’s some kind of shield.” 
Roderick’s expression hardened, and he set his book down carefully, the weight of the moment settling between them. He knew this was coming—had seen the signs for years—but that didn’t mean he was prepared to indulge his son’s youthful idealism. 
“Alistair,” Roderick said, his tone now tinged with a sternness that brooked no argument, “tradition is what keeps this realm stable. It’s what has allowed us to thrive for centuries. The Council’s decisions are not made on whims or emotions; they are made with the weight of history and wisdom. You cannot simply disregard all that has been built.” 
Alistair’s face twisted in anger. “Wisdom? History? You’re just afraid of change, Father! You want to keep things the way they’ve always been because you’re too scared to admit that we’ve stagnated. The Blejek Council—you—are out of touch with what’s really happening in the world. The people are suffering, and all you can do is sit in your high tower and talk about the same old rules.” 
Roderick’s jaw clenched. “Watch your tone, Alistair.” 
But Alistair wasn’t finished. He took a step closer to his father’s desk, his voice rising with each word. “Do you even see what’s happening? The Crimson Fist is growing in strength. The people are listening to them. They’re speaking to the heart of the unrest in this realm, while we sit here, bickering over processes and rules that don’t matter anymore. You’ve forgotten what it means to lead the people, and instead, you’ve surrounded yourself with yes-men who agree with you just to stay in power.” 
Roderick stood abruptly, his chair scraping harshly against the floor. The silence that followed was thick, the tension palpable. His eyes—usually so composed—now blazed with anger. 
“You know nothing of what it means to lead,” he hissed, his voice dangerously low. “You are a child still playing at politics. You think you know what the people want, but you don’t. If you did, you’d understand that without the foundation of tradition, everything falls apart. You can’t just tear down everything we’ve built because you think it’s inconvenient.” 
Alistair’s hands balled into fists, the anger surging again, but this time it was not just aimed at his father—it was a larger, more complicated feeling. He could feel the simmering rage inside him, the sense of impotence that had been growing for months, knowing that the Council was not seeing what he saw. They were blind to the cracks in the realm, and he couldn’t stand it any longer. 
“You’re blind,” Alistair spat, his voice cracking with emotion. “All of you are blind. You’ll see when it’s too late.” 
Roderick’s face went pale at the venom in his son’s words, but his voice remained calm, almost pitying. “I know you’re frustrated, Alistair, but you’re young. You think you can change the world with a single blow, but you’re wrong. The path you’re proposing—reckless idealism without understanding the consequences—will only bring ruin.” 
Alistair shook his head, turning sharply to leave. “I’m not the one who’ll bring ruin, Father. It’s you.” 
The door slammed shut behind him, leaving Roderick standing alone in the quiet of the study. The older man took a moment to collect himself, but his gaze lingered on the spot where Alistair had stood. There was an unsettling feeling in his gut, a sense that this argument, this division, was the beginning of something much larger. 
After the heated exchange between father and son had settled into a heavy silence, Cortha lingered in the shadows outside the war room. Her mind was still spinning with the implications of what she had just overheard. Alistair’s fiery words, his frustrations that echoed so many of her own, clung to her thoughts. But more than that, the weight of Roderick’s quiet defeat hung over her like a storm cloud, a leader losing his grip on both his family and his kingdom. The delicate balance they had been trying to maintain was slipping. The kingdom’s future now depended on how they could reconcile the old ways with the urgent need for action. Cortha wasn’t sure either side would win without some sacrifice.
Pushing aside the troubling thoughts, she took a deep breath and entered the war room, the familiar scent of parchment, wax, and stale wood greeting her. The atmosphere in the chamber was a far cry from the shouting match she had just witnessed. Here, it was all quiet determination. Maps, inked with careful precision, were spread across the large table, their edges curling slightly from years of use. The flicker of candlelight bathed the room in an amber glow, casting long, trembling shadows that seemed to echo the uncertainty in the air. The tension, however, was palpable, thick enough to cut with a knife.
Tezlin, always the embodiment of calm, stood at the head of the table, his gaze steady as he surveyed the room. The years of battle and leadership had honed his ability to command attention without a word, and in this moment, his very presence demanded respect. He had taken charge of the mission with the precision of someone who had lived through war's bitter lessons. His voice rang out, low but confident, as he outlined their goal.
“Our scouts have pinpointed a secluded fortress deep in the Eastern Forest,” he said, his eyes narrowing slightly as he glanced at the map. “It’s a critical base for the Crimson Fist’s operations. If we can neutralize this stronghold, we strike at the heart of their movement.” His hand hovered over the map, and Cortha could almost feel the weight of his words pressing down on the room. Every decision made here could tilt the balance of the kingdom toward either salvation or ruin.
Councilor Alaris, still bearing the bruises from her near-death experience during the Crimson Fist’s assault on the granary, sat at the table, her posture tense but resolved. The faint scars on her neck were a testament to her courage, and though she had just recovered, she was eager to dive into the fray once more. Her voice was firm as she nodded in agreement. “We need to act quickly and decisively. Every day we waste, the Crimson Fist grows stronger and more entrenched in their positions. We can’t afford to hesitate.”
Chapter 31
Cortha studied the maps spread out before her, her fingers tracing the intricate lines of power that crossed them like veins, marking paths where she could feel the remnants of arcane energy lingering in the air. The magical wards that would protect the Crimson Fist's fortress would be formidable—of that, she had no doubt. These rebels didn’t just rely on brute strength; they were cunning, and many of them wielded dark magics that could bring even the most prepared forces to their knees. Her brow furrowed as she ran the possibilities through her mind, her pulse quickening.
“They’ll have magical defenses,” Cortha said softly, her eyes scanning the map with a frown. “I can neutralize them, but it’ll require precision. One wrong move, and the wards will trigger alarms, alerting the entire fortress.” Her finger paused over a section of the map, tracing the flow of ancient ley lines. “We’ll need to coordinate carefully. It’s not just about breaking through their walls, but also about ensuring that the magic is rendered useless before we even approach.”
Councilor Thalos, who had been leaning over the table, his arms crossed, nodded in agreement, his face drawn in concentration. His mind was already ticking through every detail of their plan, from reconnaissance to escape routes. “We’ll need our best scouts for this,” he said. “We can’t afford to make mistakes. The Crimson Fist is prepared for anything—we’ve seen that already. We need to outthink them, not just overpower them.”
The conversation unfolded in layers, each council member contributing a piece of the puzzle. Cortha listened intently, her mind spinning with possibilities, but the reality of the situation weighed heavily on her. This wasn’t just about strategy. It was about lives—innocent lives caught in the crossfire of a conflict they hadn’t chosen, and leaders who were trying to outlast each other rather than unite. Every move they made here would leave scars, but they had no choice but to press forward.
As the plan took shape, Cortha could feel the gravity of the mission sinking in. They were preparing to send soldiers and arcanists into the heart of enemy territory, to face a foe that had proven itself unyielding. The failure of this mission would not only cost lives, but it could very well tip the balance of power in the kingdom.
Outside the war room, messengers were dispatched with swift urgency. The streets of the capital buzzed with nervous energy as soldiers and supply runners hurried to gather what was needed for the mission ahead. The air in the city was thick with a mix of excitement and fear—a volatile cocktail that made the ground tremble with anticipation. Would they succeed? Or would this be yet another costly failure in the face of an ever-growing rebellion?
Cortha couldn’t help but feel the weight of it all—the fate of their kingdom hanging by a thread. As much as she trusted the strategy they were crafting, she knew it would take more than just careful planning to defeat the Crimson Fist. It would take something deeper, something that none of them had figured out yet.
The first move had been made. Now, they had to live with the consequences.
Under the pale glow of the moon, the air was thick with the tension of impending battle. The Council’s strike team, led by Tezlin, moved swiftly through the dense underbrush of the Eastern Forest, their eyes sharp and alert. Each step seemed to echo louder than the last as they approached their destination—the heart of the Crimson Fist's stronghold. Cortha’s breath came in quiet, measured intervals, her senses stretched to their limits. The weight of their mission pressed down on her shoulders, but there was no time for doubt. They had come this far, and failure was not an option.
Tezlin, ever the steadfast leader, kept pace ahead of them, his presence a calm in the storm of their collective anxiety. His hand rested on the hilt of his blade, fingers twitching as though sensing the danger that lurked just beyond their sight. Cortha glanced at him, noting the set of his jaw. This was it. They would either crush the Crimson Fist or be crushed in turn.
The forest around them was unnervingly quiet. The usual sounds of nocturnal creatures were eerily absent, as if the very trees themselves were holding their breath. As they crept closer to the heart of the stronghold, the hairs on the back of Cortha’s neck stood on end. Her senses, attuned to the magic that pulsed beneath the surface of the land, throbbed with the raw, chaotic energy that hung in the air. Something was waiting. Something dangerous.
Then, without warning, the silence shattered. A surge of dark magic rippled through the forest, sharp and suffocating. The ground beneath their feet seemed to tremble, and Cortha's pulse quickened. She spun around, eyes wide, scanning the trees for the source of the disturbance.
Out of the shadows, a figure emerged—a tall, imposing silhouette that seemed to warp the very air around him. Manny.
The Netherborn.
His eyes glowed with an unnatural, crimson light that pierced the darkness, casting an eerie glow on the faces of the strike team. His lips curled into a grin that sent a wave of ice through Cortha’s veins. The man was no longer human—not in any real sense. He was a creature of the dark, a monster born of twisted magic and corruption.
"So, the Council sends its lapdogs to bark at my door," Manny’s voice boomed, thick with disdain and malice. His tone sent a chill through the group, the confidence in his words as unsettling as the power that radiated off him. "How quaint."
The forest seemed to lean in closer, the trees bending as if to witness the confrontation. Cortha’s heart raced. This was no ordinary fight. This was a reckoning.
Tezlin’s response was swift and firm. “Your reign of terror ends tonight, Manny. Surrender now, or face the consequences.”
But Manny only laughed. It was a cruel, hollow sound that reverberated through the clearing, like the caw of a raven in the dead of night. His followers—shadowy figures cloaked in darkness—began to materialize from the edges of the forest, weapons drawn and eyes glowing with malevolent intent.
Cortha’s grip tightened around her staff. The air grew heavy, the weight of it pressing down on her chest. This was it. The battle had begun.
Suddenly, Manny’s hands shot into the air, and with a deafening crack, dark energy erupted from him like a storm. The force of it hit the ground with an earth-shaking thud, sending shockwaves through the clearing. Shadows twisted and churned, taking form as spectral figures that rushed at them with terrifying speed. The battlefield was alive with dark magic, and Cortha barely had time to react.
Spells erupted from all sides—blinding flashes of light, crackling bolts of energy, and the deafening clash of steel. Cortha raised her staff just in time to deflect a wave of arcane energy, the force of it nearly knocking her off her feet. Her heart hammered in her chest, but there was no time for hesitation. The Council’s forces were under attack, and they needed to fight back.
Tezlin was already in motion, his blade flashing through the night as he engaged the first wave of enemies. His movements were fluid, precise, a testament to his years of experience. But Manny’s magic was unlike anything they had faced. Cortha could feel the air thickening with every passing moment, each breath growing more labored as the battle raged on. It was like fighting against a force of nature—unpredictable and devastating.
Cortha raised her staff, summoning her own magic, a blast of energy that surged forward, crackling with raw power. The air around her vibrated with the force of it, but it barely made a dent in Manny’s defenses. He was too powerful, too entrenched in the dark forces he wielded.
“Fall back!” Tezlin barked, his voice cutting through the chaos. He was surrounded, but Cortha saw the determination in his eyes. They couldn’t hold this ground for long.
But Manny wasn’t finished. With a sneer, he waved his hand, and the very shadows around them seemed to come alive, converging in a swirling mass of darkness. Cortha’s breath caught in her throat as the shadows took shape, forming monstrous figures that lunged toward them with unholy speed.
The battle had turned from a calculated strike to a desperate fight for survival. Cortha fought with everything she had, her magic crackling through the air, but it was clear—Manny was far stronger than they had anticipated. The Council’s strike team was being overwhelmed, pushed back with every step.
Tezlin's voice rang out again, firm and commanding. “Retreat! We need to regroup!”
But it was too late. Manny’s laughter echoed through the night like a death knell, his power crushing down on them from all sides. The once-steady ground beneath their feet shifted, and Cortha felt the weight of the battle pressing in from all directions. There would be no easy victory here.
The clash of steel and arcane magic filled the air, each blow and spell weaving into a chaotic symphony of destruction. Cortha stood at the heart of the fray, her senses sharp, her body thrumming with the power of her arcane abilities. The air felt charged, crackling with the energy of countless spells being cast in rapid succession. She could taste the bitterness of the magic that swirled around them, the dark energy of Manny’s Netherborn power pressing against her every spell, testing her limits.
With a flick of her wrist, she summoned a shield of shimmering light, its glow pushing back the swirling tendrils of darkness that tried to creep in around her. She muttered the ancient incantation under her breath, the words old and familiar, their power rooted deep in her soul. Glyphs swirled around her fingertips, glowing with the intensity of her concentration. But Manny’s magic was relentless, and she could feel it pushing against her defenses, eager to tear them apart.
"Focus," she whispered to herself, willing her mind to stay clear, to stay sharp. The fight wasn’t just physical—it was a battle of wills, and she couldn't afford to lose. She reached into her core, drawing more power, weaving it into a pulse of light that surged toward Manny’s advancing shadow figures. The explosion of energy was blinding, throwing the shadow creatures into disarray, but it was only temporary. Manny's dark power was a relentless tide, and he was not done.
Around her, the battlefield was a swirling vortex of chaos. Tezlin fought alongside his elite warriors, his blade flashing with deadly precision, but even his expert skill couldn’t stop the wave of enemies closing in. Council members were scattered throughout the chaos, their faces grim with the weight of the battle. Alaris, still recovering from her previous injuries, gritted her teeth as she swung her sword through the dark magic, her every movement driven by a single purpose—survival.
The air was thick with the stench of blood and sweat. The ground was slippery, wet with both. The cries of the fallen—both enemy and ally—tore through the otherwise silent forest, mingling with the clash of metal and the hum of magic. Every breath felt like it could be their last. Cortha’s legs burned from fatigue, her heart pounding in her chest, but there was no time for weakness. She couldn’t afford to slow down. Not now.
Through the madness, she caught a glimpse of Manny—his form like a shadow against the darkness of the trees. His crimson eyes glowed with a malevolent fire, his lips twisted into a mocking grin. He was everything they had feared: cold, calculating, and far too powerful for any one group of soldiers to take down easily. But this wasn’t just any fight. This was personal. The Crimson Fist had taken too much from them, and this battle was their chance to strike back.
Tezlin moved with the precision of a seasoned general, his every movement purposeful, but Cortha could see the strain in his eyes. He was no stranger to battle, but even he was being pushed to his limits. He locked eyes with her for a moment, a silent understanding passing between them. He knew this wasn’t going to be a simple victory.
Then, with a sharp breath, Manny raised his hands to the sky. The earth itself seemed to tremble as dark magic erupted from him in a wave of pure malice. The air grew thick, suffocating, as shadows coiled around the combatants. Spectral figures, born from the depths of the nether, lunged at them with ferocity. Cortha’s heart skipped a beat as one of the figures shot toward her, its form shifting and twisting in ways that defied logic. She raised her staff just in time, sending a blast of radiant light that dissolved the creature into mist. But there were more.
The battle raged on, with Tezlin and his warriors battling the dark creatures, while Cortha kept up her defenses, each spell feeling more taxing than the last. Time lost all meaning in the chaos. She could hear her own breath—shallow, ragged—as she fought to keep the magical shield intact. The weight of the battle was settling on her shoulders, and for the first time in a long while, she felt the familiar sting of doubt. Was this really enough?
As dawn’s first light painted the sky in fiery reds and golds, the tide of battle shifted. Manny’s form, though still standing, seemed to falter. He was wounded, his cloak tattered and his face contorted in pain. But even now, he was defiant—too proud to fall so easily. He snarled, his eyes flashing with rage. “You think you’ve won?” he spat, his voice thick with venom. “This is just the beginning. I’ll be back. And when I return, I’ll burn your precious Council to the ground.”
With that, he vanished into the shadows, leaving his followers to retreat into the night.
The clearing was littered with bodies—fallen warriors from both sides. The weight of the victory settled slowly over the survivors like a heavy fog. Cortha stood amid the wreckage, her breath coming in shallow gasps. Her body ached from the battle, but there was no time to rest. There were wounded to tend to, allies to mourn, and a stronghold to secure.
Tezlin was already moving, barking orders to the remaining soldiers as they began to tend to the wounded. His face was a mask of exhaustion and determination, but there was a flicker of something darker in his eyes—a shadow that Cortha knew all too well. They had won, but at what cost?
Cortha knelt beside Alaris, who had collapsed against a tree, her face pale and bloodied. "You’re going to be okay," Cortha said, her voice more soothing than she felt.
Alaris managed a weak smile, but her eyes betrayed her—there was something deeper in her gaze. Something more than just physical pain. "We’ve won this battle," she whispered. "But the war...the war is far from over."
The reality of their situation hit Cortha like a thunderclap. Manny had escaped. The Netherborn had retreated, but the war against the Crimson Fist was far from finished. The promises of vengeance, the threats hanging in the air, would haunt them in the days to come. They hadn’t just fought for their lives—they had fought for the future of their realm.
And the outcome was still uncertain.
The days following the battle in the Eastern Forest passed in a tense blur, each moment heavy with the threat of another attack. The Council forces, weary but resolute, held their ground as skirmishes erupted sporadically along the borders. But it was the shadow of Manny—the Netherborn—that loomed over them all. His presence was a constant pressure, a dark cloud that seemed to follow their every move. He was a man of shadow, of vengeance, and his pursuit of the Council was not one that could be avoided or ignored.
The Battle of Ocka began with a chill in the air, the kind that settled deep in your bones. The sky hung heavy, clouds swollen with the promise of rain, yet the storm remained distant, a fitting metaphor for the battle to come. The fields, once fertile and full of life, now lay scarred by the marks of war—torn earth, trampled grass, and the remnants of burnt-out campfires.
Tezlin, always steady, had warned them that this would be a fight to remember. His voice had been firm, though there was a slight tremor in his hands when he gave the orders. “Do not underestimate them,” he had said, his eyes dark with concern. “Jediah is not his father, but he’s close. Too close.” The words echoed in Cortha’s mind as the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the battlefield.
Jediah, son of Manny, led the ambush with a precision that betrayed his youth. He had the same cold fire in his eyes that his father had, but there was something else in his movements—a sharpness, a hunger for the fight that made him dangerous. The Blejek contingent, the pride of the Council's army, had been caught off guard as Jediah's forces swept down from the hills like a storm. The clash was immediate, brutal, the ringing of steel, the crackle of spells filling the air. Cortha could feel the energy of the battle, the raw surge of magic, the frantic pulse of bodies locked in mortal struggle.
She had been at the front with Tezlin, fighting side by side with warriors who, just hours before, had been nothing more than faces in the ranks. Now, they were comrades in the truest sense, their lives depending on each other’s skill and trust. But even Tezlin’s expertise couldn’t change the fact that they were outnumbered. The Blejek had been surprised, stretched thin as they had been preparing for a different front.
Cortha’s breath came in ragged gasps as she cast her spells, her fingers stained with the remnants of power as she wove shields and barriers to protect those around her. She could feel the strain, the magic burning through her veins, demanding more than she had to give. The fear, the doubt—those things that had always stayed buried—began to creep in as the battle raged on. She wasn’t invincible. Not like she had once believed.
The battle surged forward, ebbing and flowing with the tide of bloodshed. She heard the screams—of both pain and defiance—cutting through the night air. She heard the clash of swords, the hissing of spells. And then, amid the chaos, a terrible realization struck her: the council member, a respected tactician, had fallen. His body was crumpled on the ground, lifeless. His sword, still gripped in his hand, lay in the mud, a grim testament to the cost of war. There was no time to mourn him—not now—but the weight of his loss hit Cortha like a physical blow. Every life lost, every face gone, was a piece of the foundation of their struggle cracking under the pressure of a war that seemed to have no end.
But there was no time to linger on it. Not when the true terror was still out there, hunting them.
Manny had arrived, his presence cutting through the battle like a blade. He was a shadow, a living nightmare that no one could avoid. His eyes found Cortha across the field, and she felt the cold chill of recognition slide down her spine.
She had known this moment would come. She had always known. And yet, even now, when the reality of it unfolded before her, her heart stuttered.
His gaze locked onto hers, and for a brief moment, the world around them seemed to disappear. The battle, the soldiers, the magic—everything faded until it was just Manny, and her.
His voice, a low rasp, reached her even across the distance. “You’ve been a thorn in my side long enough, arcanist. This time, there will be no escape.”
The words sent a jolt of fear through her, but she didn’t hesitate. The feeling of fear, the sting of doubt, didn’t have a place here. Not now. Not with Manny so close. She drew in a deep breath, feeling the familiar surge of magic flow through her. It was her strength, her shield—and this time, it would be enough.
“Then come,” she called back, her voice firm despite the pounding of her heart. “I’ve been waiting.”
The next moments were a blur of motion—Tezlin shouted orders to the remaining soldiers, trying to push them back against the tide of crimson soldiers advancing on their position. His face was set in a grim line, his expression one of determination, but his eyes flicked over to Cortha every few moments, a silent warning in his gaze.
“Don’t let him get to you,” Tezlin warned, his voice low. But Cortha barely heard him as Manny’s shadow loomed closer.
The world around her seemed to crackle with tension as Manny’s followers closed in, spells arcing through the air toward her. But she was ready. She raised her hands, calling forth the magic she’d spent years honing, ancient words forming on her lips. Light bloomed from her staff, a blinding explosion of power that ripped through the air between her and Manny’s forces. The shadow creatures flinched, retreating for a moment—but Manny was relentless.
The battle raged around them, but in that moment, it was just her and him. He moved with unnatural speed, appearing just feet away from her in the blink of an eye. His smile was wicked, twisted with years of hatred. “You’re stronger than I gave you credit for,” he mused, his voice low, filled with venom. “But it won’t be enough.”
Cortha’s pulse raced. She would not let him win. Not today. Not ever.
With a cry, she released a surge of magic so intense it shook the ground beneath her feet. Manny staggered back, momentarily stunned. It wasn’t enough to defeat him, but it bought her a precious moment to regroup. She cast a protective ward around herself, her heart thundering in her chest.
But Manny was already recovering. His shadowy form reformed, and his eyes blazed with fury. “This isn’t over,” he snarled.
The ground was littered with the fallen, the echoes of the fight still ringing in Cortha’s ears as she steeled herself for what was to come. This battle was far from won. Manny might have retreated before, but she knew that his next strike would come, and when it did, it would be even deadlier than before.
The battle of Ocka unfolded like a storm, brutal and relentless, sweeping across the plains in waves of blood and fury. The fields, once untouched by war, now lay scarred with the marks of conflict—deep furrows where horses’ hooves had struck earth, the crushed remains of soldiers, and the remnants of broken weapons scattered like debris in a hurricane. The ground was slick with the mess of combat—mud, sweat, and blood mixed into one grim landscape.
Cortha could hear the clang of steel as the Council’s forces formed ranks, slowly pushing back against the Crimson Fist's surge. She gritted her teeth, a grimace of determination twisting her face as she called forth another arcane barrier to shield her comrades. The heat of battle burned in the air, the smell of iron and smoke overwhelming her senses. She couldn’t let herself hesitate—not when their lives were on the line.
Tezlin’s voice cut through the din, sharp and commanding as he rallied the warriors around him. “Hold the line! Do not give them an inch!” His face was etched with tension, his brow furrowed, but beneath the steely exterior, Cortha could see the weight of the situation pressing down on him. He had always been the leader, the strategist, but even he was running on fumes now.
The Crimson Fist was relentless. They moved with a terrifying precision, their forces more disciplined and coordinated than the Council’s had been prepared for. Jediah, with his uncanny ability to read the battlefield, had split their forces into smaller, quicker units that exploited every gap in the Council’s defenses. It was a tactic that had caught the Council off guard, leaving them scrambling to reorganize. Jediah’s dark eyes flashed with calculated determination as he maneuvered his troops like a seasoned commander. His confidence was unnerving—a product of his father’s legacy, amplified by his own cunning.
The battlefield was a living, breathing thing, constantly shifting, every soldier an integral part of the grand design, but also subject to the chaos of war. Every move mattered. Every misstep was deadly. Cortha’s heart raced as she fought alongside the others, the weight of the magic at her fingertips heavier than ever before. She had grown accustomed to casting with purpose, with control, but tonight was different. The stakes were too high. Her magic surged in unpredictable ways, forcing her to adjust on the fly.
A blast of dark energy tore through the air just inches from her face. Cortha twisted to the side, narrowly avoiding the pulse of power. She spun, heart pounding, and saw the source—a Netherborn warrior, his form twisted by the power he wielded. He raised his hand for another strike, but Tezlin was faster, his blade slicing through the air with lethal precision. The warrior crumpled to the ground, but more took his place, their eyes fixed on the Council’s weakened front lines.
But it wasn’t just the soldiers on the ground who were threatening to tip the balance—it was Manny.
In the heart of the battlefield, the shadows of war seemed to swirl and gather, coalescing into something darker, something far more dangerous. Cortha felt it before she saw him—the air thickened, the temperature dropped, and the world seemed to hold its breath. Through the smoke and the flickering light of magic, Manny’s form emerged. His eyes glowed with a menacing crimson hue, the dark magic swirling around him like an ominous cloud.
She met his gaze across the carnage of the field, her pulse quickening.
“Manny,” she muttered under her breath, the name both a curse and a warning. She had faced him before, but now, the weight of their history pressed down on her. This wasn’t just another skirmish—it was a reckoning.
The moment they locked eyes, the world around them seemed to fall away. Cortha raised her staff, calling upon every ounce of her power. Light exploded from her hands, a blinding burst of energy that cut through the haze of smoke, but Manny was ready. He raised his hand, and the light fizzled against an invisible shield, dissipating into the air.
Cortha gritted her teeth, her eyes narrowed with resolve. The magic swirling between them crackled like the calm before a storm. Manny’s smirk only deepened.
“You’ve grown strong, little arcanist,” he sneered, his voice low and filled with malice. “But it won’t be enough to stop me.”
The words sent a ripple of dread through her chest, but she didn’t flinch. Not now. Not when everything was at stake.
Manny’s hands flicked, and the ground around them seemed to warp and twist. Dark tendrils of magic shot up from the earth, lashing at her. Cortha dodged to the side, the tendrils grazing her shoulder as she narrowly avoided them. Pain flared, but she forced it aside, focusing on the magic that coursed through her veins.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Jediah’s forces pushing forward, a wave of bodies crashing into the Council’s faltering ranks. The battle was slipping from their control, and they were starting to be overwhelmed.
“Tezlin!” she shouted, her voice carrying over the roar of the battle. “We can’t hold out much longer!”
Tezlin’s face was grim as he fought to maintain order. His men were brave, but even he knew the truth. Their numbers were thinning, and the Crimson Fist’s strikes were becoming more coordinated, more precise. They were losing.
The realization hit Cortha like a slap. She couldn’t let them fall. Not now, not after all they had sacrificed.
With a determined breath, she drew upon her deepest reserves of magic, the power deep within her core. The glyphs on her staff flared to life, ancient symbols lighting up with a fierce, bright light. She channeled everything into one final spell—a barrier of pure light, radiant and unyielding. She threw her hands forward, the energy pulsing outward in a wave that pushed back the encroaching shadows.
The magic collided with Manny’s dark energy with an explosive force. For a moment, everything seemed to freeze—the dark and light battling for supremacy in a struggle of will and power. The impact was deafening.
But Manny was stronger. With a flick of his wrist, he shattered her shield, sending Cortha staggering back, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She had pushed herself too far, too fast. She couldn’t keep up.
The battle was slipping away from them. Cortha could feel the last of her strength fading as she watched Manny’s forces encircle them. Her mind raced for options, but there were none.
Tezlin met her eyes, a brief, silent exchange passing between them. He knew what needed to be done.
“Retreat!” Tezlin bellowed, his voice breaking through the chaos. “Fall back! Now!”
It was a grim order, one that tasted of defeat, but there was no other choice. They couldn’t win this battle. Not today.
Chapter 32
As the Council forces fell back, Cortha’s heart sank. She fought to the last, her spells keeping the Crimson Fist at bay for just long enough for her allies to regroup. But the battle was lost, and the price was steep. The ground was littered with the fallen—too many to count. Some had fought bravely, others had died too soon.

 
 
 
 The dust settled slowly, hanging in the air like a thick fog, as the last echoes of battle reverberated through the mountains. The once-bustling hideout, now reduced to rubble, stood as a silent testament to the violence that had just unfolded. Amidst the destruction, the survivors began to emerge, their faces drawn, bodies battered, and spirits weary. Their movements were slow, deliberate, as if the weight of the carnage had drained the last vestiges of energy from them.
Cortha’s breath was shallow as she scanned the aftermath, the smoke of burning timber still rising in lazy plumes. Her heart ached—not just for the fallen comrades who would never return, but for the knowledge that the war they were waging was more than a battle of steel and blood. This war, against Manny Eldridge and the Crimson Fist, had grown into something far darker, a fight against a man whose mastery of nether magic and ruthless tactics made him more than just a physical threat.
Her eyes lingered on the scorched earth and broken stone that had once been the Crimson Fist’s hideout. Their enemies had fought fiercely, and though they had won this skirmish, it felt like a hollow victory. She clenched her jaw, the taste of bitterness lingering on her tongue. Manny’s shadow hung heavy over everything they did, and even in this moment of apparent triumph, Cortha could feel it, as if the man himself were just beyond the horizon, waiting to strike again.
The council’s forces began to regroup, moving slowly but steadily across the battlefield. The cries of the wounded filled the air, some calling out for comrades, others simply groaning in pain. The survivors shared quiet nods of recognition, their eyes clouded with exhaustion, but none of them spoke aloud of the horror they had just faced. There was little time for grief. The war, relentless and unforgiving, never paused to allow them to mourn.
Cortha turned away from the battlefield, her mind already shifting into the tactical mode that had become second nature to her. They had won this battle, but it was the next move that concerned her. With Manny’s escape, the Crimson Fist’s insidious influence continued to spread. The air felt thicker now, suffused with the weight of the unspoken truth: their enemy was still out there, and every moment they spent celebrating a fleeting victory allowed Manny to grow stronger, regroup, and plan his next move.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the unmistakable rustle of movement in the shadows. Tezlin, her closest confidant and the one person who seemed to truly understand the pressure Cortha carried, appeared at her side. He was covered in dirt and blood, his face grim but determined. His eyes, usually so steady, flickered with something darker, a fire tempered by the exhaustion of the battle and the bitter knowledge that Manny had once again slipped from their grasp.
“Manny’s gone,” Cortha muttered, her voice low, as though saying it aloud would somehow make it more real. “He’s taken the opportunity, vanished without a trace.”
Tezlin nodded, his brow furrowing. “He’s good at this,” he said, his voice rough, tinged with frustration. “Too good.”
Cortha closed her eyes for a moment, pressing her palm to her forehead. She could feel the weight of the decision resting heavily on her shoulders. Manny was not a man to be underestimated. His ability to evade capture—his mastery of the shadows—was unlike anything they had faced before. She had thought they were close, so close to finally ending it, but once again, the elusive leader of the Crimson Fist had outsmarted them.
“I don’t think he’s just running,” Cortha said, voice steady despite the storm of emotions raging inside her. “He’s regrouping. He has resources we still don’t understand.”
Tezlin’s eyes met hers, searching, as though looking for something to ground them both in the midst of the chaos. “We’ll find him, Cortha. We always do.”
She shook her head slightly, a bitter smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “It’s not just about finding him anymore. We need to stop him—permanently.” Her voice faltered slightly, the enormity of the task before them suddenly feeling too vast, too impossible.
But Tezlin’s hand, warm and firm on her shoulder, brought her back. “We’re not alone in this. You’ve got the council’s support. You’ve got me.”
Cortha nodded, grateful for his presence, but the shadow of doubt still lingered. They had survived this battle, but the war was far from over. Manny had made it clear he was not just fighting for power—he was fighting to reshape the very foundation of their world. And if Cortha couldn’t stop him, no one could.
As the council forces began to regroup, gathering around to tend to their wounded and assess their losses, Cortha’s mind began to churn with possibilities. The war had entered a new phase, and she knew that they had to adapt, to change the way they fought. Strength and tactics alone wouldn’t win this war; they needed something more. A way to confront the darkness that had taken root both within Manny and in the heart of the world they all shared.
Outside the wreckage of the hideout, the starlit sky stretched out before them, an endless expanse that seemed both infinite and suffocating. Cortha stood among the council leaders, her face drawn with exhaustion but her eyes burning with a fierce determination. They had come too far to back down now. Allies were rekindling old partnerships, defenses were being fortified, and plans were being drawn up. But Cortha’s mind was already on the horizon, on the next phase of this battle.
The chase for Manny had only just begun. And as long as the darkness of the Crimson Fist loomed over them, there would be no rest, no reprieve, no chance to lay down their arms. The final confrontation was inevitable. It would test everything—every ounce of their courage, their unity, and their faith in their cause.
And Cortha, for all the doubt that clouded her thoughts, knew one thing for certain: she would not let Manny destroy everything they had fought for. Not without a fight.

As Cortha sat alone in the dimly lit corner of the command tent, the flickering candlelight cast long, wavering shadows on the walls. The battle had been won, but the war—her war—felt far from over. Manny’s escape, more than just a tactical setback, had shaken her to her core. But it wasn’t the loss of his capture that gnawed at her; it was the revelation that Manny was an arcanist—one like herself—that sent her spiraling. A fellow practitioner of the arcane, wielding the same dangerous power she herself had mastered, and yet, on the opposite side of the war.
The knowledge stung in ways she couldn’t fully comprehend. Arcane practitioners were a rare breed, especially in a world so steeped in distrust of magic. The bond between those who shared that craft was sacred, built on the assumption that such power would only be used in the service of a higher cause. To learn that Manny had been practicing the same dark arts, and had chosen to use them for destruction, felt like a personal betrayal—a rupture of the fragile trust that existed within their world of arcane users. It wasn’t just the political divide between them that hurt, it was the deeper, more intimate fracture of the shared knowledge and responsibility they had once held as sacred.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the soft sound of boots on the ground. Tezlin’s presence was like a quiet storm—always there, always steady—but today it felt like a force she wasn’t sure she could weather. He had been her mentor, her ally, and in some ways, the only person she could turn to. But now, she wasn’t sure if she could trust him, or anyone in the council, to tell her the truth.
“Cortha,” Tezlin’s voice was low, measured. He wasn’t looking at her; instead, his gaze was focused on the map spread out before them, as if it held the answers to questions he feared to ask. He knew, without saying a word, that something was wrong.
Cortha couldn’t hold it in any longer. The words spilled out, sharp and bitter. “Why was I not informed?” Her voice broke through the silence, carrying a mix of frustration, hurt, and disbelief. “You knew. You knew all along that Manny was an arcanist. And you kept it from me. Why?”
Tezlin froze. The tension between them crackled in the air. For a long moment, he didn’t respond, and for all the years they’d spent together, the silence between them felt like an impassable chasm.
Finally, he exhaled, the weight of his words settling between them. “I wanted to protect you,” he said quietly, his voice laced with regret. “I feared that knowing Manny’s true nature—that he was like you—would cloud your judgment. I thought it might distract you from the mission.” His eyes finally met hers, and there was a vulnerability in his gaze that she hadn’t seen before, one that seemed to apologize for the distance he had placed between them.
The words hung in the air like smoke. Cortha’s fists clenched involuntarily, her nails digging into her palms as her pulse quickened. Tezlin’s reasoning, though rooted in concern, felt like an imposition. He had made a choice for her, one that bypassed her right to know, to understand. In their world, the mastery of the arcane was a mark of distinction, a mark that set them apart from others. It was a bond, a connection, one that Cortha had always believed to be sacred. And yet, here was Tezlin, telling her that she wasn’t strong enough to handle it.
Her heart ached—not just because of the information withheld from her, but because of the isolation it brought. The moment she learned that Manny was an arcanist, everything shifted. This wasn’t just a war for the realm. It was a war of identity, of belonging. Manny’s path had diverged from hers in ways she couldn’t yet fully grasp, but it was a path that felt all too familiar, all too close. It was a path she could have easily walked if she had chosen differently. The realization that Manny had chosen a darker, more destructive path—a path she had always feared walking down—was a blow to everything she had stood for.
“I understand your concern, Tezlin,” Cortha said, her voice cold, though the sting of betrayal burned in her chest. “But you didn’t give me the chance to make my own decision. To weigh this knowledge for myself.”
She turned away from him, her back stiff, her thoughts swirling like a storm inside her. “I’m not a child,” she added, her voice softer now, tinged with hurt. “I can handle the truth.”
The silence between them stretched, thick and uncomfortable. Tezlin took a step forward, but Cortha held up a hand, a silent plea for space. She needed time to think, to process everything that had been kept from her, to understand how this new knowledge about Manny—this knowledge about herself—fit into the larger puzzle of their struggle.
In the following days, Cortha retreated into the solitude of her studies. The library became her sanctuary, her only place of solace. But even in the quiet halls of ancient tomes, she couldn’t escape the gnawing doubts that crept in. Each spell she cast, each incantation she mastered, felt like a question mark hanging in the air, a reflection of the fractured world she now inhabited. Manny’s betrayal, though it had never been directed at her personally, echoed loudly in her mind, forcing her to confront uncomfortable truths about her own identity and the loyalty she had placed in the hands of the council.
Every scroll she unrolled, every spell she recited, was an attempt to find some semblance of clarity in the storm of emotions inside her. It was hard to discern where her personal beliefs ended and where her duty to the realm began. Manny’s dark path was one that had tempted her before—perhaps in moments of weakness or uncertainty—but she had always chosen a different way, one that upheld the values she believed in. But now, she wasn’t so sure anymore. Manny’s betrayal had made it impossible to ignore the fragile nature of those beliefs, and the possibility that even she could be swayed by the same darkness.
And so, as the days passed in a blur of battles and brief moments of respite, Cortha found herself standing at a crossroads. The pursuit of justice and the desire for truth had always driven her forward, but now she wondered at the price of that truth. Could she continue to stand by those who had kept secrets from her, who had decided what was best for her without her consent? And more than that, could she face Manny again—this man who had once shared her craft—without the weight of her own doubts breaking her?
She didn’t have the answers. Not yet. But as the war against the Crimson Fist raged on, it became clear that the struggle was no longer just about fighting for the realm. It was about grappling with trust, with identity, and with the choices they all made—choices that could either bind them together or tear them apart. And Cortha wasn’t sure yet which side of that line she stood on.
The abandoned citadel loomed ahead, its once-imposing silhouette now crumbling beneath centuries of neglect. Darkened skies gathered above, thick with the remnants of a storm that had long passed, leaving only dampened stone and the sharp scent of decay. Shadows clung to the broken walls like ghosts, whispering stories of battles long forgotten. Cortha and her companions stepped into the vast chamber, the echo of their footsteps a harsh reminder of the silence that had settled here.
At the far end of the room, Becker, the infamous lieutenant of the Crimson Fist, waited. His posture was defiant, but there was something in his eyes—a flicker of desperation—that made him seem less like a seasoned leader and more like a cornered animal. As the council’s forces closed in, Becker’s expression twisted with a mix of fury and fear. Without a word, he raised his hands, and the air around him crackled with dark energy. Lightning sparked from his fingers, and shadows writhed at his command, swirling like smoke as he unleashed a barrage of spells.
Cortha’s instincts kicked in immediately. She didn’t flinch; she didn’t hesitate. Her own magic, refined through years of study and experience, surged forward to meet Becker’s onslaught. The clash of their spells filled the chamber with a violent burst of energy, lighting the darkness in a fierce dance of light and shadow. Every strike, every spell, was carefully calculated, yet the raw power in Becker’s attack made her uneasy. There was something chaotic about him now, something desperate that made Cortha wonder if this battle was more than just a fight for survival—it felt personal.
But she didn’t have time for hesitation. With a precise flick of her wrist, a wave of arcane force surged forward, breaking through Becker’s defense and sending him sprawling to the ground. As he stumbled to regain his footing, Cortha’s eyes locked onto his. She could see the hatred in his gaze, the same kind of venomous determination she had seen in the faces of every enemy she had faced. Yet, beneath that, there was a flicker of something else. Fear. Regret? It was hard to tell.
As Becker fell silent, Cortha stood, her breath steady despite the fierce clash that had just unfolded. The room was still. Too still. The fight was over, but the unease remained. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this moment was more than just a victory in battle—it was a prelude to something darker.
Back in the grand chamber of Blejek Citadel, the atmosphere was altogether different. Here, the air was thick with tension, but it was a tension born of something more subtle than battle. The long, polished table stretched before Cortha, its surface glinting in the soft light of flickering candles. The council members were seated, their expressions grim and expectant, but beneath the surface, Cortha could feel the weight of a thousand unspoken concerns. She stood at the head of the table, hands clasped before her, but her mind was far from focused on the task at hand.
The latest reports on the Crimson Fist had come in, and the news was dire. Jediah and Vexa’s forces were amassing near the Glimmerwood, just beyond the northern border. Cortha knew time was of the essence, but the growing unease in the room was palpable. Something was off—she could feel it in the pit of her stomach.
“Reports indicate that the Crimson Fist’s forces have gathered in significant numbers just beyond the Glimmerwood,” Cortha began, her voice steady but with an edge of frustration. She had always prided herself on her clarity in moments of crisis, but today, even her words seemed to falter slightly. “We need to act quickly before they can gain any more ground.”
Lord Aldric Thorne, always the first to speak with military precision, leaned forward, his eyes narrowed with determination. His voice was firm, as it always was. “Agreed. A swift strike will minimize their advantage. We should move within the next few days.”
His words were a comfort, but Cortha didn’t feel reassured. Aldric’s unwavering confidence had always been a pillar of strength, but today, it felt too easy, too rehearsed. The room had become a theater, each member playing their part, but something about this performance struck her as wrong.
Lady Seraphina Vale, with her calm demeanor and thoughtful approach, was next to speak. Her voice was measured, laced with quiet wisdom. “I would advise more than just a quick strike. We need intelligence first—where exactly are they hiding? Are we certain they are gathering in the Glimmerwood, or is it a diversion?”
Cortha nodded, appreciating Seraphina’s cautious approach. “We’ve had scouts in the area. They reported movement, but no clear positioning of forces yet.” She paused, glancing around the room, hoping to gauge the reaction of the others.
It was then that her gaze met Rowan Blackwood’s, the youngest member of the council, his face as unreadable as ever. But Cortha noticed the slight narrowing of his eyes when Seraphina mentioned the need for intelligence. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but it caught her attention. Rowan was usually the one who championed bold, decisive actions, not caution. His shift in posture felt... wrong. Too guarded.
“Perhaps we should consider sending out more spies,” suggested Master of Spies Selene Nightshade, her voice like a whisper, a faint trace of silk in her every word. Selene had always been a careful observer, her presence barely noticeable, but Cortha trusted her instincts.
Yet, it was Lord Davian Gray, the council’s Master of Commerce, who spoke next, his voice sharp and dismissive. “Spies? We’ve got soldiers who could scout the area faster than any agent of your network, Selene. No offense.” The last part was a half-hearted gesture, a fleeting glance in Selene’s direction, but it felt loaded.
Selene’s gaze remained neutral, but Cortha noticed the shift in her posture—a tightening of her shoulders, a subtle flare of tension in her jaw. She knew that Selene didn’t take offense easily, but there was something in the tone of Davian’s words that suggested his preference for a more militaristic approach wasn’t purely tactical. Cortha had seen the way Davian’s influence over resources often played into council decisions, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that the swift military approach wasn’t just about protecting the realm. It was about costs—about securing the resources that would fuel the war machine.
“Perhaps Davian is right,” Aldric chimed in, his commanding tone pulling everyone’s attention back to him. “We can’t afford to waste time. We need to hit them hard and fast.”
The room shifted, and Cortha’s unease grew. It was a familiar refrain from Aldric, but this time, it sounded hollow. There was too much emphasis on speed, on rushing into battle without knowing what they were up against.
Then Elder Vanya Elara spoke, her voice slow and deliberate, each word weighed with the gravity of years of experience. “We mustn’t let haste cloud our judgment. The Crimson Fist are not like other enemies we’ve faced. They’re cunning, patient, and willing to use the darkness to their advantage. We must not be reckless.”
Her words hung in the air like a solemn warning, and for a moment, Cortha felt the pull of wisdom in them. Vanya had always been the voice of reason, the council’s moral compass, but something felt off about her alignment with Selene’s cautious approach. The two of them exchanged a glance—brief, subtle, but unmistakable. It was an exchange Cortha couldn’t ignore.
Her heart began to race as the pieces of the puzzle slowly started to shift into place. There was something happening here—something she couldn’t yet see clearly, but it was there, lurking in the undercurrents of the council’s discussions. As the room thickened with suspicion, the unspoken question loomed larger: Who here was playing a different game?
Cortha’s thoughts swirled as the tension in the room thickened. It was clear that the council’s unity had fractured, but who had caused the rift? And how far did the deception go?
Tezlin, ever the stalwart commander, coordinated the assault with strategic finesse. His soldiers displayed a fierceness that rivaled Becker's unyielding aggression. Amidst the chaos of battle, in the midst of shadows and clashing swords, Cortha and Becker faced off. Spells crackled through the air, leaving behind traces of radiant energy. With a final, desperate burst of dark magic, Becker tried to shift the tide of the battle in his favor. However, Cortha, driven by a burning desire for justice, retaliated with a spell of immense power. Magical energies collided, intertwining in a catastrophic climax that illuminated the citadel with blinding brilliance. 
The Blejek Citadel stood in ruins, its towering walls fractured and crumbling beneath the weight of time and battle. The air was thick with the scent of dust and blood, the once-proud stone now littered with the debris of the fierce clash that had just unfolded. Among the wreckage, the final moments of the battle felt like a dream—unreal and yet irrevocable.
Cortha stood amidst the carnage, her breath coming in ragged gasps, her hands still tingling from the raw energy of the spells she had cast. Becker, the infamous lieutenant of the Crimson Fist, lay sprawled on the cold stone floor, his body twitching as the last remnants of his dark magic ebbed away. His eyes, defiant even in death, stared up at the shattered sky, but there was no longer any fight left in him. The dark aura that had once surrounded him was gone, dissipated in the wake of Cortha’s final, crushing blow.
Her heart hammered in her chest, not from exertion, but from something far more visceral—the taste of victory that felt like ash on her tongue. The feeling wasn’t sweet; it was heavy. Hollow. It had cost them so much, and now, as the dust began to settle, the aftermath was a silence that weighed down every corner of the citadel.
Tezlin, his face smeared with dirt and sweat, surveyed the battlefield with a detached calm that unnerved Cortha. His soldiers moved in, collecting their wounded and offering a quiet reverence for the fallen. He was a commander, first and foremost, but in that moment, there was something distant about him. She could feel the strain in the set of his jaw, the way his eyes darted toward her but refused to meet her gaze.
When he finally approached, it was with the careful pace of someone treading across a minefield. Cortha didn’t look at him at first, her mind still reeling from the battle and the revelation that had shaken her to her core—the truth about Manny.
 "Cortha," Tezlin began, "I understand your anger. But know that I withheld that information to protect you, to keep you focused on our mission." Cortha's eyes blazed with frustration. She always cherished truth and transparency, which formed the pillars on which their alliance was built. The revelation that Tezlin, and by extension the Council, had kept such a crucial detail from her felt like a betrayal of the trust she had placed in them. 
"You kept this from me," Cortha's voice trembled. Her words echoed in the cavernous silence of the citadel's ruins. "I trusted you, Tezlin. We've been fighting a war where trust is our most valuable asset, and yet you chose to keep me in the dark." 
 
Tezlin's expression softened with regret, his inner turmoil evident in the creases on his weathered face. "I've made a tough decision, Cortha," he confessed, his voice weighed down by sorrow. "I thought it was necessary for the greater good, to safeguard our mission and cause. But now I realize I should have been honest with you." Cortha grappled with conflicting emotions. She was angry at the deceit and disappointed in herself for not seeing through Tezlin's motives earlier. There was also a lingering sense of betrayal. In the days that followed, they readied themselves for the next confrontation with the Crimson Fist. Cortha and Tezlin found brief moments of peace. They forged ahead together, understanding that their strained alliance was crucial, which helped to temper their emotions. They shared a common struggle against the encroaching darkness threatening their realm. 
Cortha knew that trust would need to be rebuilt, one brick at a time. This would happen amidst the ashes of their shared secrets and shattered illusions. 
 
 
The moon hung low in the sky as Cortha stood at the edge of the Blejek Citadel's inner courtyard, her arms crossed tightly against the chill of the night. The soft rustle of leaves was the only sound breaking the silence. She had come here to be alone, to gather her thoughts, but it wasn’t long before she felt a presence behind her—a familiar, hesitant one. 
“Cortha,” Tezlin’s voice was quiet, almost fragile in the stillness. Cortha didn’t turn to face him, the hurt still too raw. But she didn’t walk away, either. She remained rooted in place, waiting for him to speak. 
Tezlin took a cautious step forward. “I know you don’t want to hear this right now… but I need you to listen. I owe you that much.” 
Her shoulders stiffened, but she forced herself to stay silent, even as her heart pounded in her chest. She had never seen him like this—his usual calm, composed demeanor was cracked, the guilt in his eyes unmistakable. 
“I never wanted to hurt you,” Tezlin continued, his voice faltering slightly. “I never wanted to keep secrets. But I thought… I thought if I kept you out of it, you wouldn’t be in danger. The truth… the truth is that I’m terrified. Terrified of losing anyone else.” 
Cortha’s heart was pounding, the beat drowning out everything else as she turned just enough to see Tezlin’s face. He stood there, eyes shadowed by the flickering light, but there was something in his expression she hadn’t expected. He wasn’t just the stoic commander anymore. The walls around him were gone, and all she saw was the man beneath. His gaze was searching, hesitant, like he was trying to find the right words—but nothing seemed to fit.
She almost hated him for it.
“Cortha,” Tezlin’s voice was softer than usual, stripped of its usual command. He took a half step toward her, his boots scraping lightly against the stone floor. “I need to tell you about Manny. About what you didn’t know.” He stopped there, waiting for her to react, but Cortha didn’t say anything. She just stared at him, too tired to be angry, too weary to care about what he had to say.
She couldn’t quite put into words what she was feeling—betrayal, sure, but also this thick, gnawing exhaustion. The truth always seemed so far out of reach. Every time she thought she had a handle on things, someone else pulled the rug out from under her. First, it was the council, keeping things from her. Now, Tezlin. She clenched her jaw, trying to stop the frustration from showing, but it leaked out anyway.
Tezlin noticed. Of course, he did. He always did.
He cleared his throat, not sure if she was listening or just pretending to. "Manny... He wasn't always like this, Cortha. There was a time when he was... respected. A student of the arcane. People thought he'd change the world." He sounded so damn sad when he said that, like it was a personal loss to him. She wanted to scream. Why was he telling her this now, after everything had gone to hell?
"He started looking for ways to get more power, ways to control things that shouldn’t be controlled," Tezlin continued, his voice quieter now. "He dug into the Nether—cursed, forbidden magic. Thought he could make himself invincible. But it consumed him. Changed him. Turned him into something..." He trailed off, his voice dropping, and for a moment Cortha thought he was trying to avoid admitting something, but the words hung there in the air anyway.
Something monstrous.
The silence felt suffocating, like the weight of everything unsaid was pressing in on her chest. Manny’s story was the one thing that had never quite made sense to her, and now that it was starting to fall into place, it felt like too much to bear.
"You should’ve told me sooner," she managed, her voice tight. Her throat felt dry as she fought back the anger that was building up again, this time directed at him. At Tezlin, who stood there like he was the one that had been betrayed, when it was her trust that had been shattered.
Tezlin flinched, just slightly. "I know," he said, his words almost a whisper. "I should’ve. I thought... I thought if I kept you out of it, kept you focused on the mission, it would be better for you. For all of us." He ran a hand through his hair, looking so damn human in that moment that it almost made her sick. "But I was wrong. I was trying to protect you... and I failed."
Cortha felt her chest tighten, her hands balled into fists at her sides. Her voice was low when she spoke, strained with the weight of everything she wanted to say but couldn’t. “You didn’t protect me, Tezlin. You kept me in the dark. You made me part of your game. And now... now you want me to just understand?”
His face twisted, something raw slipping through the cracks in his usually controlled expression. “I’m not asking you to forgive me," he said, his words thick with guilt. “I just—God, Cortha—I just didn’t want to lose you. I’ve already lost so much. I couldn’t risk losing you, too.”
She blinked, the rawness of his voice almost making her soften. She could see the pain, the exhaustion, the weight of whatever personal loss was eating away at him. She had always known he carried burdens that were too heavy for any one person. But she hadn’t known it would be at her expense.
“I’m not ready to forgive you,” she said again, the words sharper than she intended. It wasn’t just about Manny anymore—it was everything, the secrecy, the manipulation. "I can’t just pretend it’s fine."
“I don’t want you to,” he answered, his voice low but steady. "I’m not asking for that. I’m asking you to understand that I thought I was doing the right thing, even if it was the wrong choice." His eyes met hers with an intensity that made her heart clench. "I’ll earn your trust back. I know it won’t be easy, but I’ll do whatever it takes."
Cortha stared at him for a long moment, the anger still bubbling beneath her skin, but there was something else there too—something fragile, something human. He was a man who had made a mistake, not some untouchable figure. He had his own demons, and she could see that now, clearer than ever.
“I don’t know if I can trust you again,” she said, the words hanging heavy in the air between them. "But I don't know if we have time to figure it out. Manny’s out there, and we’re running out of chances. So for now—" she paused, trying to steady herself, "we do what we need to do. Together. But don’t expect me to just forget this."
Tezlin didn’t say anything for a long time. His eyes flickered with a mix of frustration and acceptance, but he didn’t argue. He just nodded.
"Yeah," he said quietly. "I didn’t expect that."
Cortha turned away then, walking toward the table where the maps lay, her body aching with the weight of the conversation. She wasn’t sure what to make of it all, what to make of him anymore. But one thing was clear—whatever came next, it wasn’t going to be easy. They were in this together, but everything had changed.
Chapter 33

The air was thick with the acrid scent of smoke as Cortha picked her way through the wreckage of her hometown. The streets that once felt like home, familiar and bustling with life, were now littered with charred remnants, the silence broken only by the crackling of embers still stubbornly clinging to the ruins. The faint hum of Eldrin’s magical barriers pulsed in the distance, a reminder that some things, at least, were still standing amidst the chaos. The edges of the protective aura shimmered in the twilight, casting a faint glow across the destruction.
Cortha swallowed the bile rising in her throat. The destruction, the loss—it all felt too real, too heavy to carry. She’d hoped for so much more—just a little more time, a few more days before Manny’s twisted thirst for power tore through her world. But now, the message was clear. The attack wasn’t just an assault on her hometown. It was a declaration of war, and Manny’s anger wasn’t limited to the battlefield. His grudge against her, against everything she stood for, was personal. And there was no escaping it.
"I won’t let him get away with this," Cortha murmured under her breath, her words like a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep. The cold wind bit at her skin, but the heat in her chest burned hotter, fueled by the need for revenge. The attack had come so fast, so ruthlessly. People she’d known her whole life, friends, neighbors, all gone in an instant. Her heart ached, but it was buried beneath a deeper fury. A resolve to make Manny pay for every life lost.
Her boots crunched over broken stone as she made her way toward Eldrin’s home, a beacon of strength in the midst of devastation. The sight of the old building—its sturdy walls holding firm, the magic surrounding it glowing faintly—gave her some sense of comfort, but it wasn’t enough. Not after all of this. There was no peace in her hometown anymore. No safety. Just an endless reminder that things were spiraling out of control, and no one, not even Eldrin’s powerful wards, could stop what was coming next.
In the days that followed, Lyra had come to Cortha’s room in the council’s stronghold more often than not. She’d sought refuge there, away from the constant barrage of conflict, both internal and external. Lyra’s usually sharp features were drawn, her eyes haunted, as if the weight of the world rested on her shoulders. Cortha had always known Lyra to be strong, driven by her own quiet fire, but now there was something vulnerable about her. It wasn’t the usual calm composure Cortha had come to expect. There was a crack in that armor, and Lyra had no place else to turn but to the one person who might understand.
It was during one of their quiet moments together, with the muted sounds of the stronghold’s halls beyond the door, that Lyra finally spoke the words that had been hanging between them for days. “Cortha…” Her voice was strained, the words coming out in a choked whisper, as though they were laced with something more than just confusion. “I don’t know what to do anymore. Joren… He’s determined to join the Blejek. It feels like everything is slipping out of my hands.”
Cortha sat beside her, her hand resting gently on Lyra’s. The sympathy in her eyes was clear, but it didn’t feel like enough. She understood more than anyone how love and duty often clashed, how one could never truly belong to both. It wasn’t easy to make sense of the mess between them—what had been, what was, and what might never be again. And in Lyra’s eyes, Cortha saw not just the fear of losing Joren to a life of conflict, but the deeper fear of losing herself in the process.
“Your feelings are valid, Lyra,” Cortha said softly, her voice low but firm. She’d lived through the consequences of that very same conflict—the pull between love and duty that so often tore people apart. “I know it’s hard. But whatever happens, I want you to know you’re not alone. You have me. Always.”
Lyra squeezed her hand, the brief, fleeting touch a fragile anchor in the storm of her thoughts. For a moment, the weight of the world lifted from her shoulders, but just for a moment. They sat there in silence, the unspoken bond between them growing stronger as they shared their pain, their hopes, and the uncertainty of what came next. Cortha could feel Lyra’s breath slow, the tension easing, but it was clear that there was more to be said. More to be understood.
In those quiet hours, when the outside world seemed so far away, Cortha wished she could offer Lyra more than just words. She wished she could promise things would get better, that somehow they’d find a way to stop Manny, to find peace. But they both knew that wasn’t the reality they lived in. Not anymore.
The war, the choices, the battles—they all loomed over them like a shadow they couldn’t outrun. And Cortha couldn’t help but wonder if, in the end, they’d all end up broken in the same way.
The chaos of the battle was impossible to escape—an endless clash of steel and sorcery, where the air itself seemed to burn with the weight of Manny’s dark magic. Arcane energies flared violently, twisting and surging like a storm out of control. The ground beneath the Blejek warriors’ feet trembled as though the earth itself was recoiling from the onslaught. Cortha fought to stay on her feet, but every move was a struggle, every step a fight to stay in control.
Manny’s presence on the battlefield was undeniable. His mastery of the arcane, once whispered about in hushed tones, was on full display now. His spells ripped through the ranks of the Blejek soldiers with ruthless precision, each incantation a calculated strike that tore at their will to fight. The Blejek forces, hardened and disciplined, buckled under the weight of his relentless barrage. With every blast of energy, Manny grew more imposing, his figure rising like a dark god among men.
And then came the moment that shifted everything. Manny’s forces, coordinated and swift, outflanked the Blejek commander. Cortha watched helplessly as the commander, valiant as always, faltered, caught between the storm of Manny’s magic and the crushing weight of his numbers. The blood and fire swirled around them as Manny, with a twisted calmness, gave the command. The ground split open in an ear-shattering roar, dark magic crawling from the very earth, rending the battlefield asunder. The Blejek lines collapsed, their once unyielding defenses shattered under the unrelenting force of Manny’s spell.
The cries of the fallen were drowned out by the rising wail of a world coming undone. Cortha’s heart raced as the reality of their defeat hit her like a physical blow. The Bloom Ford, once a peaceful passage between two worlds, was now a battlefield where only the brutal and the bloodied remained.
As the sun sank below the horizon, the shadows grew long, and the world seemed to hold its breath. The battlefield was littered with the broken bodies of the Blejek soldiers, their resolve shattered like glass under the weight of Manny’s victory. Cortha stood among the ruins, watching the retreating figures of her comrades, their morale fractured beyond repair. She wanted to scream, to rail against the unfairness of it all, but the words caught in her throat. All she could do was stand there, silently acknowledging the magnitude of their loss.
The night that followed was a restless one for Cortha. The crushing weight of defeat settled in her chest, squeezing the breath out of her. Sleep was an elusive thing, slipping through her grasp like water through her fingers. She wandered the mansion’s darkened halls, the silence pressing down on her. The flickering shadows cast by the candlelight only served to highlight the emptiness she felt inside. She needed something to ground her, to remind her of who she was beyond the battlefield, beyond the war. That’s when she found herself drawn to the library.
The familiar smell of aged paper and dust wrapped around her, providing a small measure of comfort as she stepped inside. The soft glow of a candle illuminated the room, casting long, wavering shadows across the shelves. And there, seated at a table with his nose buried in a thick tome, was Tezlin.
Cortha paused for a moment, watching him in the quiet. It was rare to see him so absorbed in something other than their endless strategy meetings or the weight of their responsibilities. His brow furrowed in concentration, the flickering light catching the edges of his features, making him look more human, more real in a way that had been slipping away from them both.
She moved closer, her footsteps soft against the polished floor, but they still seemed too loud in the silence that enveloped the room. When she spoke, her voice was low, tentative, as if the weight of their defeat had made her unsure of everything—even herself. “Tezlin,” she began, her voice breaking the stillness. “I couldn’t sleep. The echoes of Bloom Ford… they’re still there. I can’t shake them.”
Tezlin didn’t immediately respond, his gaze still fixed on the pages before him. But after a beat, he closed the book with a soft snap, his eyes meeting hers with a quiet understanding. There was no need for further explanation. He felt it too. The same restless energy, the same sense of failure that gnawed at her insides. “I feel it too,” he murmured, his voice low and rough, as if the weight of the day had been pressing on him as well. “It’s hard to escape, isn’t it?”
Cortha stood there for a moment, unsure of what to say next. There was something comforting about being in the same space as Tezlin, something grounding. Here, in this library full of ancient books and forgotten knowledge, they weren’t commanders or leaders—they were just people. People struggling with the same doubts, the same fear, the same anger.
She stepped closer, drawn in by the quiet solidarity between them. He didn’t need to speak, didn’t need to offer any grand promises or words of reassurance. Instead, he reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder, a small gesture that said more than any words ever could. It was enough.
They sat there together for a while, the weight of the world pressing down on them both, but in that moment, it felt like they could breathe, if only for a while.
The quiet of the mansion the next morning was shattered by the arrival of grim news. The messengers came like a wave, their weary bodies carrying the horrors of the world outside. Nether magic, dark and insidious, had spread across the land, twisting everything it touched. The reports painted a picture of creeping corruption—villages once thriving now consumed by an unnatural gloom, twisted forms of people and creatures prowling amidst the ruins, and the very earth itself seeming to recoil under the touch of the nether’s malevolent influence.
As the messengers spoke, Cortha could feel the blood draining from her face. The battle at Bloom Ford had been a devastating blow, but this—it was a different kind of threat. One that didn’t just take lives, but destroyed the very fabric of the world they knew. And once again, the feeling of helplessness clawed at her.
The weight of the battle ahead pressed down on them all, suffocating them in its inevitability. They couldn’t afford to lose. Not now. Not when everything they had fought for was slipping through their fingers.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the aftermath of the relentless Crimson Fist advance, the once-resolute settlements of the Blejek realm were besieged. With cold efficiency, Manny's forces launched a campaign of expulsion that shook the lands to their core. The Blejek settlers, who had worked the fertile plains and built communities, now faced the harsh truth of being displaced. The Crimson Fist warriors enforced the decree with brutality. The expulsion was not just a conquest, but a deliberate attack - a calculated effort to destabilize the Blejek realm and sow discord among its people. As news of the expulsion spread through the council's stronghold, dissent brewed among their ranks. Elders and leaders of the displaced settlements pleaded for justice and retaliation. In the days that followed, Cortha and her allies mobilized their forces. They rallied Blejek warriors, formed alliances with neighboring realms sympathetic to their cause, and devised plans to reclaim their lands. 
At daybreak in the sprawling city of Aludi, the busy streets and towering buildings witnessed a grim shift. The Crimson Fist, emboldened by recent triumphs, initiated a ruthless campaign that swiftly conquered the city. Reports came in with chilling clarity: Crimson Fist fighters, their flags waving boldly, had taken over crucial districts and positions in Aludi. The city was now under the control of martial law imposed by Manny's appointed governors. The streets were filled with the sound of Crimson Fist boots and the strict orders of occupation. 
The streets of Aludi became a battleground, where every alleyway and marketplace became a theater of clandestine resistance. Blejek warriors, aided by sympathetic citizens, launched daring raids and skirmishes against Manny's occupying forces. 
A high-ranking member of the Blejek council led a powerful army into Crimson Fist territory, aiming to regain lost ground and strike a decisive blow to Manny's forces. However, the realities of war on unfamiliar terrain soon became clear. The entrenched Crimson Fist proved to be elusive adversaries, hindering the Blejek army's advance at every turn. Skirmishes erupted along the fringes of Crimson Fist territory, testing the mettle of both sides. Despite their tactical acumen, the Blejek army struggled to achieve significant victories against the resourcefulness of their adversaries. As weeks turned into months, the campaign evolved into a grueling war of attrition, with logistical challenges and constant threats of ambush from guerrilla fighters. 
The Blejek forces encountered logistical difficulties, shortages in supplies, and the constant danger of ambush from guerrilla fighters who took advantage of the rugged terrain. Despite facing setbacks and not achieving significant victories, Cortha and her allies continued to support the Blejek army unwaveringly. They organized supply routes, strengthened defenses at key outposts, and developed new tactics to boost morale and resilience among their soldiers. At the ford of the River Lolag, a crucial meeting took place between a senior member of the Blejek council and Manny, the mysterious leader of the Crimson Fist. The location served as a temporary safe haven—a neutral territory where enemies could put down their weapons and seek common ground. 
The leader of the Crimson Fist, accompanied by his faithful lieutenants, locked eyes with his counterpart, showing a hint of respect. "We have shed enough blood," the Blejek member stated wearily. "The rivers are flowing red with the sacrifices of our people. Maybe it's time to consider a different path."Manny, maintaining his calm demeanor, observed the Blejek member with a thoughtful gaze. "You speak wisely," Manny admitted, his voice a deep rumble filled with a rare sincerity. "The suffering on both sides is evident. Perhaps there is a way to move forward without more loss of life."For a brief moment, the enemies found themselves united in acknowledging the pointlessness of endless conflict. The temporary truce provided a fragile yet necessary break from the horrors of war.In the days that ensued, as word of the temporary truce spread across the Blejek realm and beyond, Cortha and her allies readied themselves for the challenges of negotiating a lasting peace. 
 
 
 The leadership change, abrupt yet measured, came at a time when the realm was already teetering on the edge of chaos. The outgoing commander, a seasoned veteran, had served with unwavering resolve, but the strain of the ongoing war had worn him thin. As he handed over the reins to his successor, his hands trembled slightly, a momentary crack in his usually steely exterior. His farewell was dignified, but beneath the formalities, there was a palpable sense of resignation. He promised his full support, but Cortha couldn’t shake the feeling that he, too, understood the weight of what he was leaving behind.
The new leader, chosen for their sharp tactical mind, accepted the mantle with a mixture of resolve and quiet anxiety. The weight of leadership seemed to press down on them from the moment they stepped into the commander's quarters. Their face was unreadable as they surveyed the room, their gaze flickering over the maps and battle plans that would now define their tenure. Cortha could sense the tension in the air—the quiet hum of uncertainty among the soldiers who would now look to this new leader for direction.
Despite their calculated calm, there was an undercurrent of nervousness in their voice when they addressed the council. They promised to steer the Blejek forces through the storm ahead, but even Cortha could hear the faint crack in their words, the weight of their oath heavy on their shoulders. This was not just about military strength anymore. It was about maneuvering through the delicate dance of alliances and betrayals, of maintaining morale while pushing forward into unknown dangers. It was a gamble, and the odds seemed stacked against them.
From her position within the council's stronghold, Cortha watched the transition unfold. She was no stranger to the complexity of leadership, but even she felt the growing pressure. The fate of their realm, their people, now rested on the fragile shoulders of a leader who had only just stepped into the role. It was a sobering realization. She could see the cracks in the new leader’s calm façade, the uncertainty that clung to them like a shadow. They were human—flawed, uncertain—and that only made the situation more daunting.
As the council convened to formally pledge their support, Cortha's voice cut through the murmurs of doubt. "We must stand united behind our new leader," she said, her words more forceful than she intended, the weight of them settling over the room like a thick fog. "Our strength lies in our unity, but unity cannot come without trust. It’s on all of us to ensure that trust is earned, both by us and by our new commander."
The room fell silent, the council members exchanging glances. Cortha knew that unity was more than just a rallying cry—it was a fragile thing, built on the foundation of mutual respect and shared sacrifice. And right now, the cracks in that foundation were just beginning to show.
In the days that followed, the new Blejek leader wasted no time making their mark. They enacted strategic changes, reshuffling the ranks and reinforcing alliances with neighboring territories, hoping to bolster their position. But as Cortha moved through the camp, she saw the change wasn’t just tactical. There was a shift in the air, a new sense of urgency, as if the leader’s presence had sparked something in the ranks. The soldiers seemed to walk with a renewed sense of purpose, their steps more assured, but Cortha could see the flicker of doubt in their eyes too. It wasn’t just the leader who had been transformed by the shift—it was the entire army, poised on the edge of a knife, waiting to see if they would fall or rise with their new command.
The future was uncertain, but one thing was clear: the Blejek forces had a leader who was determined to guide them through it, even if they were uncertain of the path themselves. And that was both their strength and their greatest weakness.
The raid on Calawaul unfolded like a nightmare that had been whispered about in hushed tones, yet no one had truly believed it would come to pass. It was meant to be a peaceful, coastal town, where the sound of the ocean’s waves crashing against the rocks was the loudest noise at night. But now, that tranquil rhythm was shattered by the harsh clatter of hooves, the unmistakable rhythm of war. Manny’s forces had come in full force, and they came without mercy.
Cortha had heard the reports long before she arrived, the details unfolding with terrifying clarity. Crimson Fist warriors, their armor gleaming with the blood-red sigil that struck fear into even the most seasoned fighters, had descended upon the town like a tempest. The town's quiet streets, lined with small stone cottages and humble shops, were being torn apart. Fires flickered in windows as homes were looted, carts overturned in the streets, and frightened families scattered in all directions. It was chaos. The people of Calawaul, whose faces Cortha had once passed in the market with a passing nod, were now frantic, their world upended in mere moments.
By the time Cortha and the Blejek troops had arrived, the first rays of dawn had begun to stretch across the sky, turning the city’s rooftops a muted gold. The peaceful silence of the morning was quickly drowned by the thunderous charge of hooves, and then, the air was thick with the smell of burning wood and the metallic tang of blood. Cortha's stomach tightened at the sight before her. She had fought in battles before, but the brutality of this attack—the speed, the savagery—was different. The town she had once known was being stripped of its soul before her eyes, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
The leader of Calawaul, Mayor Elara, was already in the thick of things. Cortha spotted her at once, a solitary figure standing near the gates of the town. Her presence was commanding, a woman made of sharp edges and quiet strength, despite her obvious weariness. She had always been a figure of quiet authority—practical, determined, and fiercely protective of her people. But today, Cortha saw the fear in her eyes, lurking beneath the practiced calm, a fear that no amount of leadership could fully mask.
"To arms! To arms!" Elara’s voice rang out, hoarse and desperate, as she sprinted through the cobbled streets, her nightgown fluttering around her legs. It was a ridiculous image, but one that Cortha could not dismiss. A leader, no matter how strong, could not escape the vulnerability of being human.
Cortha moved quickly to catch up, though she couldn’t help but notice how Elara’s steps faltered slightly as she skidded to a halt, her gaze locking onto the oncoming wave of attackers. There was no time for hesitation. The town was crumbling around them.
The air was thick with the noise of battle. Cortha’s mind raced as she quickly surveyed the chaos. The familiar voices of the townsfolk—those who had once greeted her with smiles—were now swallowed up in the cries of fear and confusion. Citizens scrambled in every direction, trying to gather what little they could in the face of the oncoming destruction. It was every person for themselves.
At the gates, Elara barked orders with a cold determination, each command cutting through the panic like a knife. "Move the citizens to the keep. I’ll hold the line here," she said, her voice firm despite the panic pressing against her. It was clear she had no intention of abandoning the town. Cortha admired her resolve, but she also saw the toll it was taking—the slight tremor in Elara’s hand as she gripped her sword, the way her eyes darted from one threat to another as she calculated every move.
A lieutenant, one Cortha recognized, rushed up beside her. "We need to evacuate the east side," he called urgently, his brow soaked in sweat.
Elara’s jaw set as she nodded. "Get them to safety, now. I’ll handle the gates."
There was no hesitation in her, but Cortha could see the flicker of doubt. Elara had always been pragmatic, but this? This was a battle no one had expected, not even her. And yet, here she stood, unflinching. Her town, her people, were slipping through her fingers, but Cortha could see the fire in her. Elara had earned her place in this town, earned the trust of her people, and it was that very trust that drove her now, pushing her forward despite the odds.
Cortha’s eyes moved to the gates. The raiders were pounding at them now, their battle cries echoing in the streets, growing louder with each passing second. The first wave was coming.
"Hold the gates," Elara commanded, her voice unwavering. "Don’t let them breach it. I’ll lead the charge."
The raiders, with their gleaming armor and blood-red banners, were relentless. Cortha could hear the clash of swords, the screams of the injured, and the crackling of fires that had started to spread. In the chaos, Elara fought like a woman possessed—her sword cleaving through the air with brutal efficiency, every strike a calculated decision, as if her survival and the survival of her people depended on the next moment.
But as the battle raged on, something caught Cortha’s eye. A figure, cloaked in shadow, moving with a grace and deadly precision through the melee, cutting down Crimson Fist warriors like they were nothing. Cortha’s heart skipped a beat. The style, the fluidity of their movements—it was unmistakable. She had seen it before. Her breath caught in her chest.
The figure paused, their eyes meeting Cortha’s for a fleeting moment. There was something about the way they looked at her—something unsettling. But before she could act, the figure disappeared back into the fray, swallowed up by the chaos. Cortha’s mind raced, trying to place the face, the figure. She knew that style—those eyes. But where had she seen them before?
The chaos continued to rage around her, but the encounter left a lingering feeling of unease deep in Cortha’s gut. Whoever that figure was, they had something to do with this raid. And if the Consortium was involved, as the rumors hinted, then this battle would be far more complicated than any of them had imagined. This wasn’t just a raid—it was the beginning of something far darker. Cortha clenched her sword tighter. She would find out the truth, no matter what it took.
The main square of Calawaul was chaos incarnate, a horrific storm of blood, fire, and screams. The early light of dawn barely had time to stretch its golden fingers across the horizon before the air was thick with smoke and fear. Crimson Fist warriors, their armor gleaming like freshly spilled blood in the sun’s weak glow, clashed against the town’s defenders. The defenders were outnumbered, poorly armed, and fighting for their lives. Steel met steel, and the clash of metal rang out like a twisted symphony, each note punctuated by the sickening spray of blood across the cobblestones.
Mayor Elara stood in the center of the square, eyes scanning the battlefield, searching for anything that could help her rally her people. But everything felt wrong. Her heart raced, the pit of her stomach heavy with dread. Her mind raced, but her feet were rooted to the ground, paralyzed by the weight of the decision ahead.
She barely noticed the harsh clatter of hooves on stone, the rising tide of raiders. Then, she saw him—Drakon, the Crimson Fist’s most brutal leader, standing atop a pile of crates, his figure tall and imposing against the pale morning sky. His massive frame was almost larger than life, every inch of him radiating the kind of menace that had earned him his reputation. His armor gleamed with an otherworldly crimson sheen, and his eyes—hard as granite—swept across the square as if he owned it.
"Take the north gate! Cut off their retreat!" Drakon’s voice boomed over the melee, raw and commanding. His words rang in Elara’s ears, slicing through the din of battle like a blade. "Leave no survivors!"
Her breath caught in her throat. There was no retreating now. She knew, even as the sound of hooves echoed behind her, that her people were not ready for this kind of attack. A frantic rush of thoughts flooded her mind—ways to hold the line, ways to survive this. But she had no time to waste on plans that wouldn’t work. There was no choice but to act.
She turned and ran, her boots striking the cobblestones with desperate force, her heart thudding in her chest. The town hall was her only hope now. If she could gather the remaining fighters and make a stand, if she could hold until nightfall, maybe they’d have a chance. But even as she ran, her thoughts darkened with the grim knowledge that the chances were slim.
The town hall doors burst open as Elara entered, her breath ragged from the sprint. Inside, the remaining guards were scrambling to arm themselves, their faces pale but resolute. "We need to hold the high ground!" Elara shouted, voice sharp with urgency. "Gather every able-bodied fighter and meet me at the eastern wall! We can defend from there!"
The guards nodded quickly, their fear evident, but their resolve stronger. They trusted her. She’d earned that trust over the years through sheer determination, through the weight of countless battles fought at her side. Elara could only hope it was enough.
As they made their way through the narrow streets, the sounds of the battle grew louder—screams, the sickening crack of bone against steel, and the stench of blood. The air itself felt heavy with the weight of death, and Elara’s stomach twisted with every step she took. By the time they reached the eastern wall, her legs were burning, and her breath came in ragged gasps, but she couldn’t afford to stop.
Chapter 34
Climbing the wooden staircase to the top of the wall, Elara’s vision blurred momentarily from exhaustion. The scene that greeted her at the top made her stomach turn. Houses were ablaze, columns of smoke rising like dark fingers into the sky. Below her, the Crimson Fist warriors moved like a dark tide, cutting down the defenders, their crimson sigils stark against the morning light.
"Form ranks here!" Elara shouted, pointing toward the narrowest section of the wall. "Use the height to your advantage! Hold them back!"
The defenders scrambled into position, their faces pale but resolute. There was no other choice now. Arrows were nocked, spears were readied, and every man and woman standing on that wall knew that they were the last line of defense.
The ground trembled beneath them as the first wave of attackers charged toward the base of the wall. Drakon led the charge, raising his sword high, his voice rising above the chaos as he shouted, "Charge! Bring down the walls! Show them no mercy!"
The defenders shot first, arrows whistling through the air, striking several of the Crimson Fist warriors. But the enemy kept coming, relentless, like a flood against the shore. Their faces twisted with fury, their bloodlust evident in their eyes.
Elara’s breath hitched in her throat as one of the ladders found its mark against the wooden wall. A large, burly warrior began to climb it, his face masked in a twisted snarl of hatred. Elara didn’t hesitate. Grabbing a spear from one of the defenders, she thrust it downward with all her might. The warrior screamed as the spear struck him in the chest, sending him tumbling to the ground below.
But there was no time to celebrate. Another warrior quickly replaced him, scaling the ladder with terrifying speed. "Hold the line!" Elara shouted, voice strained from both the physical exertion and the fear gnawing at her insides. "Do not let them breach!"
The battle raged on, each side locked in a deadly, grinding dance. Elara fought with every ounce of her strength, her muscles aching, her arms growing heavy with the weight of her sword. But she refused to falter. Her people were counting on her.
Suddenly, a deafening roar shook the earth, followed by the splintering crash of breaking wood. Elara spun around just in time to see the northern gate collapse under the weight of a massive battering ram. Crimson Fist warriors poured through, flooding into the town like a tidal wave.
"They’ve broken through!" someone shouted behind her, panic creeping into their voice.
Elara’s stomach dropped. They were trapped. Surrounded.
She looked out over the wall, her eyes locking with Drakon’s. There was no joy in his expression—just cold, ruthless determination. "Surrender now," he called, his voice carrying through the battlefield with chilling finality. "Perhaps I will show you mercy."
Elara gripped the edge of the wall, her knuckles white. She wouldn’t back down. "Never!" she shouted back, voice raw with defiance. "We will fight to the last!"
Drakon’s eyes narrowed, a cruel smile spreading across his face. "So be it," he said, raising his sword once more. "Attack! Leave none alive!"
The battle, it seemed, would not end today.
When the dust finally settled, the town of Calawaul was a ghost of its former self. The streets were littered with the bodies of both defenders and raiders, their blood staining the once-pristine cobblestones. Smoke hung thick in the air, and the bitter scent of death clung to everything. Elara stood at the edge of the battlefield, sword still slick with blood, her hands trembling as she tried to process the carnage.
She’d lost too many good people today. Too many brave souls who’d given their lives for a cause that felt increasingly hopeless. And yet, amidst the overwhelming grief, her thoughts kept returning to the woman she’d seen earlier—the one in the dark cloak, moving through the battle with deadly efficiency.
That woman hadn’t been just another raider. There was something else, something familiar in her precise, almost surgical approach to combat. Elara could feel it in her gut. That woman, she was not an ally of the Crimson Fist—she was someone far more dangerous, someone who knew how to manipulate the chaos.
"Mayor Elara," a voice called out, snapping Elara from her thoughts. It was her lieutenant, his face drawn with exhaustion but relieved. "The citizens are safe. We’ve managed to hold the perimeter."
Elara nodded absently, her gaze still fixed on the horizon. "Good. We’ve bought ourselves some time. But this isn’t over."
Her lieutenant’s brow furrowed. "You suspect something more, don’t you?"
Elara’s jaw tightened. "Yes. This was no random raid. It’s too coordinated, too precise. The Consortium is involved."
The lieutenant’s eyes widened. "The Consortium? Do you have proof?"
"Not yet," Elara replied, voice low but resolute. "But I’ve seen their work before. The timing, the strategy—it all points to them. And I met someone today. Someone who knows their methods well."
Her lieutenant’s face paled. "Voss?" he whispered.
Elara nodded slowly, the weight of the name heavy in the air between them. "I don’t know. But I won’t be surprised if she’s behind it. Elara Voss is always pulling the strings, whether we see her or not."
As night began to fall over Calawaul, Elara stood alone, her sword still slick with the blood of the fallen. The town was broken, but not defeated. Not yet. She had a mystery to solve, a town to rebuild, and a storm coming. Whatever came next, she knew one thing for sure—Elara Voss would be at the center of it.
The following week, the atmosphere in a small, dimly lit meeting room at the Blejek Citadel felt as heavy as the air before a storm. A single flickering candle struggled against the dark, casting uneven shadows on the worn stone walls. The table between Mayor Elara and Cortha was small, weathered by countless conversations, the wood scratched and stained from years of use. They sat across from each other, the silence between them stretching longer than either would have liked. The tension was thick, but neither seemed ready to break it.
It was Cortha who finally spoke, her voice cutting through the quiet with a bluntness that matched her usual confidence. "What’s really going on in Calawaul? That raid wasn’t random, was it?"
Elara’s eyes, sharp but weary, flicked up to meet Cortha’s. For a moment, she didn’t say anything, just studied the younger woman across from her. Her face was drawn, the toll of the past week written in the lines around her eyes. She exhaled, a sound heavy with frustration. "No. It’s part of something much bigger. I think the Consortium’s behind it, though I don’t have proof."
Cortha leaned forward slightly, her brow furrowed as she sensed the weight behind Elara’s words. She wasn’t a stranger to intrigue, but this felt different—deeper, darker. "And you think Elara Voss is behind it?"
Elara’s fingers drummed lightly on the table, her expression unreadable. She was quiet for a long time, her thoughts a labyrinth Cortha couldn’t see through. When she finally spoke, her voice was quieter, almost as if she were considering whether to admit something even to herself. "I wouldn’t be surprised. She’s… too good at pulling strings from behind the scenes. She’s not like the others. If she’s involved, she’s keeping herself hidden—too hidden."
Cortha studied her, her gaze unwavering. She could see the uncertainty in Elara’s eyes, the weight of someone who had been dealing with this for far too long. It was rare to see someone like her—always the calm, composed figure—admit such doubts. "Why are you telling me this?"
Elara’s lips curved into a brief, wry smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. "Because I think you’ll be the one to deal with her. You’re sharp, Cortha. You see what others miss. And when the time comes, you’ll need to understand Voss on a level most people can’t. She doesn’t negotiate the way others do. She doesn’t negotiate at all. She’s a game changer."
The weight of her words sank into Cortha’s chest. The mention of Elara Voss was enough to send a chill down her spine. She’d heard the name whispered in corridors, spoken with both reverence and fear. Cortha didn’t just have to prepare for a confrontation—she had to outmaneuver someone who had likely already planned their next dozen steps.
"I’ll be ready," Cortha said, her voice cold and steady, though doubt crept into her mind. She couldn’t afford to fail—not now, not with so much at stake.
Elara’s gaze softened ever so slightly, a flicker of something almost human behind the steely exterior. "I hope so. Because when Voss finally shows herself, it won’t be just a battle of wits—it’ll be a battle for control. She doesn’t play by anyone’s rules, not even her own."
Cortha nodded, the weight of the Mayor’s words settling in her chest. She knew that this road ahead would be harder than she had imagined—if Voss was indeed the force behind the attacks, Cortha wasn’t just preparing for a fight. She was preparing for war.
As the meeting came to a close, they shared a final look. There was understanding between them, but it was an understanding tinged with the knowledge that whatever came next, it would be perilous. Cortha couldn’t help but feel a strange connection to Mayor Elara—she, too, had been fighting a shadow for too long.
Cortha left the meeting with a renewed sense of purpose, but the unease settled deeper in her bones. The path forward was shrouded in uncertainty, and Elara Voss was the darkness at the end of it. Cortha would need everything she had—and more—to survive whatever that shadow would cast upon them all.
The first light of dawn broke over the town of Calawaul, casting a harsh glow on the smoldering ruins that once had been bustling streets. The air, thick with the acrid smell of smoke, clung to everything, and the quiet was pierced by the distant cries of the wounded and dying. The devastation was so complete it felt unreal—splintered wood, overturned carts, fragments of once-proud homes, all scattered like the aftermath of a storm that left no mercy. The town was broken, but something far more sinister lingered in the wreckage, a threat that had not yet shown its full face.
Mayor Elara moved slowly through the ruins of the marketplace, her every step purposeful but heavy. Her eyes were sharp, darting between the bodies of the fallen and the survivors who moved like ghosts through the debris. They were a silent reminder of what had happened here, and what was still to come. She barely registered the exhaustion in her limbs, the tightness in her chest that made it hard to breathe in the smoke-choked air. She had always been a pillar of control, but today, control felt like a fragile thing.
Then, her gaze fell on something that made her pause—a symbol carved into the wall of the largest building still standing. At first, it seemed almost insignificant—another mark left by raiders, another trace of the chaos. But as Elara stepped closer, her heart sank. This was not the usual insignia of looters. The lines of the symbol were deliberate, precise, and beneath it, a message scrawled in blood-red was unmistakable.
"The Blejek will fall. This is only the beginning. Your suffering is inevitable."
A chill ran down Elara’s spine as she crouched closer to the carving. Her fingers brushed the jagged edges of the symbol, the coldness of it seeping into her skin. The broken crown—it was a mark of rebellion, a symbol of power taken by force, but it meant something more to her. She knew this symbol well. It was the sigil of Drakon, a name whispered with fear and hatred in every corner of the realm.
Drakon wasn’t just a warlord or a raider—he was something far worse. His cruelty wasn’t random or disorganized. It was calculated, designed to break not just bodies, but spirits. His attacks were never about conquest or plunder; they were about sending a message, about asserting dominance in a way that left no room for misunderstanding. And now, it was clear: he had set his sights on the Blejek Council. He was coming for them. For her.
Elara stood, her jaw tight, but her voice cracked with a strain she couldn’t mask. "This is no random raid. Drakon has targeted us directly. And if we don’t respond, if we don’t show we’re strong enough to stand against him, he’ll tear everything we’ve fought for apart."
Her lieutenant, a man she’d worked with for years, approached her, his face drawn with exhaustion and fear. "Mayor Elara, we’ve found more survivors, but… It’s bad. Really bad."
Elara nodded sharply, steeling herself against the rising tide of dread. "Then we do what we can," she said, but the edge in her voice betrayed how hollow her words felt. She couldn’t save them all, and she knew it.
Hours later, Cortha arrived in Calawaul, her expression set like stone. The sight of the devastation hit her harder than she expected, though she kept her face impassive. The Blejek had already mobilized teams to assist with rebuilding, but nothing could repair the deep, raw wound that lay open in the heart of the town. As she made her way toward the center of the destruction, something caught her eye—a familiar, chilling symbol on the wall of a burned-out building.
The broken crown. Her breath caught in her throat. It had to be Drakon. No one else left such a brutal signature behind, and no one else had the arrogance or the cruelty to announce their presence so boldly. She moved toward it, her steps heavier now, as if the weight of the symbol alone threatened to drag her down. She reached the wall, her fingers hovering over the sharp lines, almost as though she could feel the malice still embedded in the stone. The message was clear. It was a threat, not just to the Blejek, but to everything they represented.
Tezlin’s voice broke the silence, distant, as though he were staring straight into the depths of a nightmare. "What does it mean?"
Cortha didn’t take her eyes off the symbol, her hand still trembling just above it. "It’s a warning, Tezlin," she said, her voice steady but carrying an undercurrent of fury. "A threat from Drakon. He’s not just attacking us—he’s making it personal. He’s sending a message that the Blejek are in his sights, and we’re the ones he wants to destroy."
Tezlin’s face darkened, his jaw clenching as memories of his sister’s death at Drakon’s hands surged to the surface. He said nothing, but Cortha could feel the weight of his unspoken words, the simmering rage that had never truly gone away.
"We need to send word to the Council," Cortha continued, her voice now sharper. "Drakon isn’t just trying to weaken us. He’s trying to break us, to destroy everything we’ve built. This could be the beginning of something much worse."
She felt the tension in Tezlin beside her, the shared understanding between them. They had fought battles before, but this—this was different. Drakon wasn’t just some nameless enemy. He was a force, an embodiment of everything they fought against, and he wouldn’t stop until he had destroyed them all. Cortha’s chest tightened with the weight of the responsibility on her shoulders, but she knew there was no turning back. Not now.
As the wind whipped through the ruins, Cortha cast a final look at the symbol, her resolve hardening. The fight was no longer just about survival—it was about making sure Drakon’s message would never reach its full conclusion. The Blejek would stand, or they would fall. But Cortha wouldn’t let them fall without a fight.
 

The days following the attack on Calawaul were a blur of tension and action. Cortha and her comrades moved swiftly, almost desperately, as they fortified key locations in the town, their hands rough with the work of reinforcing walls and barricades. Every face was hardened by the knowledge that the battle for Calawaul had only just begun. The streets, which had once echoed with the laughter of children and the rhythmic sounds of market stalls, now felt like a battlefield. Vendors turned into fighters, mothers into warriors, and the cries of the wounded were constant, a reminder of what they were up against.
Cortha’s focus was unrelenting, but Tezlin, standing beside her, often found himself lost in the chaos. His gaze would drift to the faces of the survivors, his mind flashing back to his sister, the memory of her death a wound that refused to close. Cortha noticed the haunted look in his eyes but said nothing. They all carried their burdens in silence. They had no time to grieve.
The Blejek fighters worked in tandem with the local militias, every step driven by the need to protect what little remained. The Crimson Fist had attacked with ruthless precision, and now the town was a symbol of their terror. The looming threat of their next move hung over the city like a storm cloud.
A few days later, Cortha and Tezlin arrived at the grand hall of the Silver Consortium. The building was a monument to wealth and influence, its towering pillars adorned with silver filigree and jewels that gleamed like trapped stars. The polished marble floors reflected the grandeur of the place, but to Cortha, the opulence only felt like a reminder of how far they were from the reality of the destruction that had overtaken their home. The lavishness of the Consortium’s headquarters seemed almost obscene, a stark contrast to the ashes of Calawaul.
They stepped into the hall, and at once, Cortha could feel the weight of the eyes upon them. Lady Elara Voss, leader of the Consortium, stood at the far end of the room, her presence commanding yet distant. She was everything Cortha had expected—sharp-eyed, cold, calculating—and yet there was something about the way she stood, poised and confident, that made Cortha wonder if she truly understood the gravity of what was happening outside these gilded walls.
Elara’s silver hair cascaded elegantly down her back, and her attire—an intricate weave of rich fabrics and subtle metals—spoke of both her wealth and her authority. Standing beside her were the heads of various guilds, each one as formidable and calculating as the next. Cortha and Tezlin exchanged a brief glance before stepping forward.
"Welcome, representatives of the Blejek Council," Elara said, her voice smooth and practiced, like a blade hidden beneath velvet. "What brings you to our hall today?"
Cortha’s voice was steady, but she couldn’t mask the weight of urgency in her words. "Lady Voss, esteemed members of the Silver Consortium, we come seeking your aid in the reconstruction of Cal. The Crimson Fist’s recent attack has left it in ruins, and we believe your support is crucial to rebuilding the town and restoring stability."
Elara raised an eyebrow, her gaze briefly flicking over Cortha and Tezlin, appraising them like she was weighing their worth. "The Silver Consortium has always remained neutral in such matters. Why should we involve ourselves now?"
Tezlin’s voice cut through the tension, more measured than Cortha’s, but carrying its own weight. "Your neutrality has always been respected, Lady Voss. But these are unprecedented times. The Crimson Fist’s actions threaten not only Cal but the entire region’s stability. Trade routes are disrupted, and the flow of commerce is at risk. By aiding us, you protect not only the people of Cal but your own interests as well."
Elara’s gaze shifted toward the heads of the guilds who stood in silence, exchanging glances. The murmurs in the room grew louder, as if they could smell the shift in the air. "And what assurances can you provide that our investment will be protected?"
Cortha took a deep breath, steadying herself. She had been in these rooms before, negotiating with those who saw the world through a lens of profit and risk. "We propose a mutual agreement. The Blejek Council will offer trade agreements that favor the Consortium, ensuring profitable ventures. Additionally, we will deploy our forces to secure and protect key trade routes, ensuring the safety of your caravans and merchants."
The room was silent for a moment, the weight of the proposal hanging in the air. Elara’s sharp eyes flicked from Cortha to Tezlin and back. "Trade agreements and protection are tempting offers," she said, leaning back in her chair, her fingers tapping lightly on the armrest. "But rebuilding Cal will require substantial resources. How can we be certain of the success of such an endeavor?"
Tezlin met Elara’s gaze, his voice low but firm. "We understand the magnitude of this task, Lady Voss. We have already begun mobilizing resources and manpower for the reconstruction. With the Consortium’s support, we can expedite the process and ensure Cal becomes a thriving trade hub once more. Your involvement would guarantee its success—and solidify your influence in the region."
Elara leaned forward, her gaze intense and calculating. "And what of the Crimson Fist? Their threat looms large. How do you intend to deal with them?"
Cortha’s voice was resolute, though beneath it, a flicker of doubt stirred. "We are committed to eradicating the Crimson Fist. Our forces are actively pursuing them, and with the Consortium’s support, we can bolster our efforts. Together, we will eliminate this threat."
The room fell into an uneasy silence, the members of the Consortium considering the weight of her words. Cortha could feel the eyes of the guild heads on her, measuring, weighing her commitment. Elara, however, remained unreadable, her face a mask of control.
Finally, Elara stood, her movements deliberate and precise. She looked at Cortha and Tezlin, and for a moment, Cortha thought she saw something like respect in her eyes—but it was gone as quickly as it had appeared. "Very well," Elara said, her voice final. "The Silver Consortium will support the reconstruction of Cal. We will provide the necessary resources and manpower, and in return, we expect the trade agreements and protection you have promised."
Cortha’s relief was immediate but tempered by the knowledge that this was only one step in a much longer battle. "Thank you, Lady Voss. This alliance will benefit us all."
Elara offered a rare, almost imperceptible smile, though it didn’t reach her eyes. "Let us hope so."
“You’re leaving early,” Cortha said, her voice light, but a sharp edge of suspicion threaded through her words. "You don’t usually rush off after a council meeting.”
Tezlin’s gaze flickered toward her, but his face remained a mask of indifference. His jaw tightened just a fraction, his hand brushing the edge of the doorframe as he prepared to leave. “I’ve got things to attend to,” he said, his tone clipped, a little too measured. "You’ll be fine on your own tonight. You've got your duties to the Council."
Cortha furrowed her brow, her instincts sparking to life, a tight knot forming in her chest. There was something off—something in the way he said it, too casual, too dismissive. Tezlin wasn’t the type to skip out on responsibility, especially not when it came to her safety. He had always been by her side, without question, without hesitation.
She stepped closer, her heart thudding in her chest as her gaze fixed on him. "You’re lying," she said softly, her words carrying the weight of years of shared history. They hung between them like a challenge, daring him to deny it.
Tezlin froze mid-step, his back rigid. The air around them seemed to stretch and contract, thick with the unsaid. His eyes met hers, hard and unreadable for a moment before something flickered—something raw, almost imperceptible—before he looked away, a heavy sigh escaping him. "I don’t have time for this tonight, Cortha," he muttered, his voice low, tinged with frustration.
There was something in his voice—something sharp and brittle, as if the words themselves were fighting to stay contained. The vulnerability, so fleeting it could’ve been a trick of the light, caught her off guard. He had always been the strong one, the steady one. But now, there was a crack in that solid exterior, a fracture that Cortha couldn’t ignore. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words died before they could form. What could she say when even he couldn’t seem to face whatever it was that haunted him?
He didn’t look back as he walked out, his footsteps muffled by the stone floors, leaving Cortha alone with the quiet hum of the empty room. She stood there for a moment, her mind spinning with a thousand questions she wasn’t sure she was ready to answer.
Hours later, Cortha paced the dimly lit room of the Blejek mansion. The fire in the hearth crackled weakly, casting flickering shadows that seemed to mock her restless thoughts. The recent days had been a whirlwind of plots and betrayals, each lead she chased unraveling into more questions, more confusion. The weight of the conspiracies pressed down on her, each discovery layering a new burden. But none of it seemed as heavy as the name that had lingered in her mind for days now—Tezlin.
She stopped by the window, staring out at the mist that clung to the city, swallowing the streets below. The night was thick, oppressive, the fog carrying the faint scent of damp stone and something darker, something she couldn’t quite place. She had trusted Tezlin with everything—her safety, her loyalty, her life. He had been her partner, her closest ally, since the beginning. He had never faltered. Not until now.
The council meetings had changed. The atmosphere was tense, but it was more than just politics. It was the subtle shift in Tezlin’s behavior that Cortha couldn’t ignore. He was different—more distant, more guarded. There was a space between them now, one she hadn’t noticed before but felt with every glance, every moment of silence. The camaraderie they had once shared was replaced by something colder, something she couldn’t name. It made her uneasy.
She replayed their last meeting—the way he had hesitated before answering her questions, his eyes darting toward the others in the room, as if making sure no one was watching too closely. The way his voice had caught, just for a second, before he’d brushed past her inquiries. It wasn’t like him. Not Tezlin.
Could it be? Was he hiding something from her?
The thought hit her like a sharp pain, an unexpected twist in her gut. She shook her head, trying to push it away, but it lingered, refused to be dismissed. Tezlin had been there through every trial, every victory, every loss. He was a part of her team, her family—he couldn’t be betraying her. She refused to believe it.
But what if he was? What if everything she thought she knew about him was a lie? What if the man she had trusted above all others had something to hide?
Cortha clenched her fists, forcing herself to take a deep breath. She couldn’t think like this. She couldn’t allow doubt to cloud her judgment. Tezlin had always been loyal. He had to be. He was loyal.
But the seeds of doubt were already planted, small and insidious, growing roots in the pit of her stomach. She tried to remember the first time they had worked together—their infiltration of the black market in Maraqua. Tezlin had been the calm in the storm, his mind sharp, his actions precise, leading her through the chaos with a quiet confidence that had made her feel invincible. He had always had her back, and she had always returned the favor. They had been a team, inseparable.
But now, things felt different. The cracks, though subtle, were undeniable. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was slipping through her fingers, something she wasn’t ready to face.
She walked back to the fire, kneeling to stoke it, but her mind never fully left the thoughts that had taken root. The shadows in the room seemed to grow darker, closing in around her. She didn’t know how to fix it—whatever it was—but the one thing she knew for sure was that Tezlin wasn’t the same man he had been. And that made her feel more alone than she had in a long time.
The night they had spent at the inn in Maraqua still clawed at Cortha’s mind, each detail like a jagged shard that refused to settle. They had been waiting for the informant, but something about that night had felt wrong. Tezlin had always been sharp, but tonight he was different. It wasn’t just the way his eyes constantly flicked to the shadows, scanning every corner, every crevice of the room as though something—or someone—was lurking just beyond reach. It wasn’t just his insistence on leaving under cover of darkness, the dead of night when no one would question their movements. No, it was the subtle things—the tension in his shoulders, the way his hand kept drifting toward the hilt of his blade, as if expecting an attack at any moment, even when nothing seemed amiss.
Cortha had noticed it all, her gaze tracking him as he moved about the room, restless, agitated. She had questioned him later, of course—why the urgency, why the distraction? But Tezlin had brushed it off with his usual easy charm. A wink, a half-grin, and then a swift change of topic, like nothing had happened. He’d always been able to make her doubts feel small, insignificant. So, she let it go—for a time.
But that unease, that gnawing suspicion, had followed her. It slithered into the corners of her thoughts, uninvited and persistent.
What’s going on with you, Tezlin?
She clenched her fists now, standing alone in the dim light of the room, eyes fixed on nothing in particular. Stop it, Cortha, she told herself firmly. You’re not like this. You trust him. He’s been with you for so long. He wouldn’t betray you.
But even as she told herself this, the seeds of doubt had already begun to take root. The more she reflected on it, the more every interaction with Tezlin felt off—every lingering glance, every word unspoken between them, like there were things left unsaid, buried just beneath the surface. What if his loyalty was always conditional? the thought crept into her mind. What if I’ve been blind? What if he’s been playing me, waiting for the right moment to turn against me?
Her stomach twisted at the thought, and for a moment, the room seemed to close in around her. She could see it now, like a flash of light—a vision of what others might see when they looked at her. She had seen the looks, the sideways glances from the members of the Blejek Council. Their distrust was palpable, almost tangible in the air between them. And now, with her suspicions growing, she wondered if they were right. Maybe she wasn’t just paranoid. Maybe Tezlin wasn’t the steadfast ally she had always believed him to be. Maybe he was more like the others—an unpredictable variable, a shadow in the corner of her trust.
No. I won’t believe it. Her fists tightened, her nails digging into her palms. Not yet. Not unless I have to.
But doubt was a slow poison, creeping deeper into her chest every day, growing with each passing moment. She could feel it there, heavy and oppressive. If Tezlin was hiding something from her, if he was keeping secrets, then she needed to know. She had to face him. She had to confront him, no matter the cost. But the question lingered: how? How could she accuse the one person she had trusted above all others? How could she challenge him when every part of her wanted to believe him?
Her chest tightened as the determination burned in her gut, sharper than any of the fear that had plagued her. I need answers. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the darkness beyond the window. If I’m wrong, I’ll apologize. But if I’m right...
She didn’t finish the thought.
Her heart pounded in her ears, the rhythm of it so loud she could hear nothing else. Turning away from the window, she steeled herself, her every step purposeful as she made her way toward the courtyard, where she knew Tezlin would be. He was always there, standing in the quiet moments, as though waiting for something—or someone. And this time, so was she.
 Chapter 35
Cortha found Tezlin alone in the courtyard later that evening, his back to her as he stood at the railing, watching the sunset. His posture was rigid, and for the first time in years, Cortha noticed how much taller he seemed, how distant he felt, even though they were only a few steps apart. 
She approached quietly, her heart pounding in her chest. This is it. You need to know the truth. Don’t back down now. 
"Tezlin," she said softly, but her voice carried the weight of the question that had been eating at her. 
He turned at the sound of her voice, a slight smile playing on his lips, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. "Cortha," he greeted her, his voice warm, but there was an edge to it that hadn’t been there before. "Everything all right?" 
She hesitated, her mind racing. Her fingers tightened around the edge of her cloak. "I need to ask you something," she said, her tone steady but sharp. 
Tezlin’s smile faltered for just a second, his eyes flickering to the side before he met her gaze again. "Of course. What’s on your mind?" 
Cortha took a breath. "I’ve been thinking. About our past missions. About everything." She stepped closer, her gaze narrowing slightly. "Tezlin, is there something you’re not telling me?" 
For a heartbeat, Tezlin didn’t answer. He simply stood there, looking at her with an unreadable expression. Then, slowly, he exhaled, his shoulders relaxing just a fraction. "Cortha, I—" 
The words died in his throat when he saw the look on her face. Her suspicions were clear, her eyes hardened with uncertainty. 
"Why are you lying to me, Tezlin?" Her voice was quiet, but it was firm—too firm to be dismissed. 
Tezlin blinked, his mouth parting as if to say something, but no words came. The silence between them stretched taut, until finally, his face softened, and he took a slow step toward her. 
"Cortha..." he began, but she held up a hand, cutting him off. 
"Don’t. Just... don't," she whispered, her heart heavy. "Tell me the truth. I need to know if I’m wrong. I need to know if I’ve been fooling myself." 
The weight of her words seemed to settle over them both. Tezlin stood there, his expression conflicted. For a moment, Cortha thought he might turn away, might evade the confrontation entirely. But then, in a rare moment of vulnerability, he finally spoke. 
"I’ve never lied to you, Cortha. Not about this. I swear to you, my loyalty to you is genuine." 
Her breath caught in her throat. His words, so simple, so direct, hit her harder than any elaborate confession ever could. For a moment, she didn’t know whether to feel relief or foolishness. 
"But why the distance, then?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. "Why all the secrecy lately?" 
Tezlin’s eyes softened, and he stepped closer, his gaze never leaving hers. "There are things even I can’t tell you yet, Cortha. But everything I’ve done, every decision I’ve made, has been for you—for us—for what’s best." 
The doubt that had plagued her began to ebb, replaced by a fragile trust that she wasn’t sure she was ready to accept. 
 
 
“You’ve been acting strange,” she pressed, taking a step toward him. “This isn’t like you. Whatever it is, I can help. You don’t have to do this alone.” 
Tezlin’s eyes narrowed, a flash of irritation crossing his features before he quickly masked it with his usual stoic expression. He shifted his weight, obviously uncomfortable with the conversation. 
“Not everything is something you can fix, Cortha,” he said, his voice carrying an edge of frustration. “I need to follow this lead, and I can’t afford to drag you into it.” 
“What lead?” she asked, her curiosity piqued despite herself. “What are you not telling me?” 
Tezlin hesitated for a long moment, his gaze flickering between Cortha and the darkening streets ahead. Then, with a sharp exhale, he turned his back to her. “I’ve got my own things to handle,” he muttered, beginning to walk away. 
“Tezlin!” Cortha’s voice rang out, stopping him in his tracks. He stiffened but didn’t turn back around. Cortha caught up to him, placing a hand gently on his arm. “What’s going on? Where are you going? You can’t just disappear like this.” 
Tezlin stood there, unmoving, for a moment longer, and Cortha thought for a heartbeat that he might just ignore her and leave. But finally, he spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. 
“I’m not going to do this right now. But…” He turned to face her then, his eyes filled with a mixture of resolve and something deeper—something Cortha couldn’t quite name. “I need to do this alone. You wouldn’t understand.” 
There it was. The unspoken truth between them. A line had been drawn. And for the first time since they’d met, Cortha felt the weight of his secrets pressing heavily between them. 
“Don’t push me away, Tezlin,” Cortha said, her voice thick with the emotion she usually kept tightly controlled. “If you care about me… if we’re in this together, you don’t get to walk away like this.” 
For a moment, Tezlin looked as if he might say something more, but instead, he just gave her a look—tired, full of unspoken words—and then nodded stiffly. “I’ll be back soon. Trust me.” 
Without another word, Tezlin turned sharply, his figure slipping into the shadows of the alleyway like water pouring into the cracks of the stone. In an instant, he was gone, swallowed by the night, leaving Cortha standing in the same spot, her breath coming in shallow, uneven gasps. The chill of the evening air wrapped around her, but it wasn’t the cold that made her shiver. It was the hollow emptiness where his presence had just been.
She didn’t move at first. She couldn’t. Her heart thudded in her chest, far too quick, as if it wanted to escape her ribcage. It was the kind of feeling she hated—the kind that made her feel small and helpless, like a child who couldn’t understand why the world had suddenly gone dark and quiet.
Something’s wrong, she thought, and the thought stuck with her like a splinter under her skin, sharp and impossible to ignore. Her stomach twisted as the familiar pang of uncertainty gnawed at her insides. She had always trusted Tezlin, trusted him with things she hadn’t trusted anyone else with. He had been there through every battle, every moment of doubt, and had never faltered. But now, now he was slipping away from her in ways she couldn’t explain, leaving gaps in the space between them that she couldn’t fill.
The truth stung, a bitter taste in the back of her throat. Tezlin’s hiding something. The words felt foreign in her mind, like they didn’t belong. He had always been open with her—sometimes too much so, almost to the point of vulnerability. He didn’t keep secrets. Or at least, that’s what she had always believed.
But now, everything about him felt like a mask, a carefully constructed façade that he wore to hide something. What, exactly? She couldn’t say, but she could feel it in the way he avoided her gaze, in the quiet moments when the distance between them felt unbearable. Whatever it was, he wasn’t ready to share it. Or worse—he didn’t trust her enough to tell her.
Cortha’s fists clenched at her sides, her nails digging into her palms as if she could grip the truth out of the air. She wanted to run after him, to call his name and demand answers, to tear the secrets from him like a thief pulling off a disguise. But she knew, deep down, that confronting him like that would only push him further away. She’d seen that look in his eyes before—the one that said he’d already made up his mind, and nothing she said could change it.
He’s keeping things from me. And I don’t know if I can handle that.
Her chest tightened, and she turned away from the alley, her steps slow, almost hesitant, as if she might find him waiting for her around the next corner. But he wasn’t there. He was gone, and with him, whatever piece of her heart she had entrusted to him. And the longer she stood there, the more it felt like something was unraveling inside of her—a slow, creeping terror that maybe, just maybe, Tezlin had always been a stranger in disguise. Or worse, that he was hiding from her the way people hide from things they can’t face.
The truth felt like a sharp shard lodged in her throat, threatening to choke her every time she tried to breathe. He wasn’t the man she thought he was. Or maybe he never had been. Maybe she had just been too blind to see it.
Cortha walked a few more steps, her legs moving without thought, until she was standing by the empty street, her back to the wall, her mind spinning with thoughts she couldn’t make sense of. Why did he leave? Why won’t he tell me the truth? But there were no answers, only the cold silence of the night pressing in around her.
She had always prided herself on her ability to read people, to see past their masks and their lies. But with Tezlin, everything felt different. He was more than a companion, more than a friend. He was the one person who had always made her feel like maybe, just maybe, she wasn’t alone in the world. But now, he was slipping away from her, and she didn’t know how to stop it.
Tezlin is hiding something from me, she repeated in her mind, the words like an echo in the dark. She hated that truth more than anything she had ever known. And I don’t know if I can forgive him for it.
Her breath hitched in her throat, her chest heavy with the weight of uncertainty. Tezlin had always been her rock. He had always been the one who steadied her when the world felt like it was spinning out of control. But now, it seemed like he had his own battles to fight, and he wasn’t willing to share them with her.
The thought stung more than she expected. Maybe he doesn’t want me in his fight. Maybe he’s never needed me the way I thought he did.
A deep ache settled in her chest, a quiet, relentless pain that wouldn’t let her be. She had never felt this alone, not even when she had lost so much before. It was different now, more painful, because it wasn’t a loss she could simply accept. It was a fracture in the foundation of everything she had trusted.
But what could she do? She could feel the distance between them growing, a chasm that widened with every unanswered question, every unspoken word. She wasn’t sure how to cross it. She wasn’t sure if she even could.
Cortha closed her eyes for a moment, trying to center herself, to calm the storm that had erupted in her chest. But the storm didn’t quiet. It only grew louder, more relentless, until she could feel the weight of it pressing down on her lungs, making it harder to breathe.
She turned away from the alley, from the street, and walked aimlessly, her thoughts a tangled mess of fear, anger, and confusion. She didn’t have answers. She didn’t even know where to begin looking for them.
All she knew was that Tezlin had disappeared into the night, leaving her behind. And as much as she hated to admit it, she wasn’t sure if he’d ever come back.
After the attack on Calawaul and the ever-tightening grip of Manny’s forces, the air around Cortha had thickened with tension. It wasn’t just the enemy’s movements that unsettled her; it was Tezlin. His demeanor had shifted so subtly at first that she convinced herself it was just the weight of their circumstances pressing down on him. But the days that followed made it undeniable. The light that had once danced in his eyes—the spark of humor and passion he’d always carried—had dimmed. Now, his gaze was often distant, unfocused, as if the battles he fought weren’t just external, but inside himself.
Their conversations grew strained. The easy banter they’d once shared had turned into uncomfortable silences, where even the weight of his presence felt somehow hollow. Cortha began to notice how his voice, once so strong and sure, had begun to crack under the strain of some invisible burden.
His input during their meetings still held weight, still carried the respect of their allies, but his heart wasn’t in it anymore. His eyes wandered to the far-off corners of the room, as though his mind was elsewhere, lost in thoughts too heavy to share. His words felt like echoes, as if the man she had known was no longer the one standing beside her. The Tezlin she trusted—whose strength had once been a constant—seemed to be unraveling in small, unspoken ways.
Despite weeks passing, his absence from key discussions became harder to ignore. His reluctance to engage in strategic planning was becoming a point of concern, and whispers of his unspoken struggles fluttered through the ranks. Allies were nervous, and even their enemies seemed to sense the vulnerability in the air.
Then, one evening, as the sun’s golden glow dipped below the horizon and the soft hum of evening descended over the camp, Cortha found herself watching from the edge of the courtyard as Tezlin stood with his father. The two men spoke in hushed tones, their faces tight with something Cortha couldn’t name, but felt with a deep, unsettling certainty. There was a tension between them that sliced through the air, sharp and unforgiving. She couldn’t hear their words, but the body language—the set of Tezlin’s shoulders, the way his father’s brow furrowed—told her more than any words could.
After their conversation, Tezlin turned to her, his expression unreadable. He met her eyes, but it felt as though something was missing. He was there in body, but something vital was absent. “I have something to attend to,” he said, his tone flat, almost distant. And with that, he turned away, his figure dissolving into the shadows of the night.
Cortha stood frozen, her heart pounding. His words, his departure—they felt like a door closing, one she hadn’t even known was open until it was too late. The weight of his absence settled heavily on her chest, and with it, a cold surge of fear. What was he involved in? What had they spoken of in such private tones?
She tried to push the feeling away, but the seed of unease had already taken root. The uncertainty clung to her, a persistent shadow that followed her through the days. Every conversation she had, every decision she made, felt heavier now. Tezlin was not just absent physically—his absence seeped into everything, like a silent crack in the foundation of their mission.
The days passed with Tezlin's absence weighing on them like an unspoken grief. His absence from their councils, from the plans that demanded every ounce of attention, had left a gap no one could ignore. Even the morale of the troops seemed to falter without his guidance, without the steady presence that had always calmed the chaos of their struggle.
Cortha fought to keep herself steady, burying her doubts in the endless tasks that awaited her. She threw herself into her work—planning, organizing, making sure their mission moved forward despite everything—but each step felt like walking on a knife’s edge. The burden of his departure, his quiet leaving, made the air feel thinner. The void he left in their ranks was palpable, and Cortha couldn’t escape it, no matter how hard she tried.
It was late one night when, after hours of exhausting strategy meetings, Cortha found herself alone in her chamber. The camp below was quiet, the usual bustle of soldiers muted in the distance. She stood by the window, staring out into the dark expanse. Her reflection blurred in the glass, and for a moment, she saw only a stranger looking back at her. The weight of everything, of Tezlin’s absence and the growing fracture between them, pressed on her chest like a boulder.
“We can’t let this derail us,” she whispered to herself, the words hollow in the silent room. She straightened her back, pushing away the ache in her heart. “We have a mission to fulfill.” But even as she said it, she felt the cold sting of doubt. She wasn’t sure how they could continue without him.
And then, as if summoned by her thoughts, Tezlin appeared in her doorway. His eyes were shadowed, tired, but there was something else in them—a hard edge, a quiet finality. He stepped into the room without speaking, and Cortha’s heart thudded painfully in her chest. She wanted to ask him where he’d been, what had happened in that meeting, why he seemed so distant—but the words tangled in her throat, choking her.
Finally, Tezlin spoke. His voice was low, but his resolve was clear. “I’m leaving,” he said simply, as though it was the most natural thing in the world.
Cortha froze, the words hitting her like a blow. Her mind scrambled for some response, but all she could do was stare at him. His posture was stiff, his jaw set in that familiar way that meant he wasn’t budging, no matter what she said. The urgency to act, to demand answers, rose in her chest—but it quickly gave way to the painful reality that she couldn’t change his mind. She had tried, had tried to be the one to understand, to break through whatever wall he had built between them. But now, in this moment, she knew it was futile.
He met her eyes, and for the first time in a long while, she saw something in him—something raw, something vulnerable. But it was fleeting. His mask was already back in place, and the distance between them seemed wider than ever.
“I thought you might come to me,” she whispered, the weight of the past few days crashing down on her. Her voice wavered, but she forced herself to hold his gaze.
Tezlin’s lips thinned, and his expression hardened. “You sound just like one of them,” he muttered, the words flat, as if they were a dismissal. Then, with that same resolute step, he turned and left, vanishing into the night.
Cortha didn’t follow. She couldn’t. The air in the room grew thick, suffocating her, and the realization hit harder than anything else. He was gone. And nothing she said or did could make him stay.
She sank down onto the edge of her bed, staring into the darkness of the room, and the reality of what had just happened settled over her like a cold, oppressive weight.
In the midst of the chaos and strife, there was a quiet moment between Lyra and Joren, a reconciliation born from the weight of their shared history and the scars of their recent battles. Lyra, weary from the constant tension of the war, found herself drawn to Joren's camp. She had heard the murmurs of his regret in passing, the whispers that circled through their ranks, but hearing it from him felt different.
She approached him cautiously, unsure of what to say or how to bridge the distance that had grown between them. Joren looked up as she neared, his face hard from battle, but there was something in his eyes—something vulnerable, something raw—that stopped her in her tracks.
“I... I’m sorry,” he said, the words stumbling out as if they were unfamiliar to him. His eyes met hers, and Lyra could see the weight of his remorse in them, heavy and palpable. “For everything. The misunderstandings, the things I said. The hurtful words… I never meant for things to turn out this way.”
Lyra hesitated for a heartbeat, the bitterness that had once colored their relationship slowly fading as she took in his apology. She could see the truth of it in his face, a truth that had been buried beneath pride and anger for so long. She sighed, the tension in her chest loosening slightly.
“I get it,” she replied softly, her voice quiet but steady. “I know. We’ve both said things we didn’t mean.”
They stood there for a moment, the sounds of the war—clattering armor, distant cries, and the ever-present hum of unrest—fading into the background. In this small space, in this fleeting moment of peace, the walls that had kept them apart began to crumble, brick by brick.
The conversation turned to simpler times, to the moments before everything became so fractured. They spoke in halting sentences, recalling memories that had once seemed distant—times when laughter was easier, and their bond had felt unbreakable. Lyra smiled at the memory of a shared joke that had once made them laugh for hours, the kind of carefree joy that now seemed so far out of reach. Joren’s smile, though strained, was genuine, and for a fleeting second, Lyra saw the man he used to be, before the war and the bitterness had changed them both.
As they spoke, Cortha watched from a distance, her heart heavy with a mixture of relief and sadness. It was a rare thing, this kind of reconciliation amidst the destruction, and it filled her with a quiet hope that, despite everything, there was still a chance for redemption—even in the darkest of times.
The moment passed quickly, but it left a mark on both of them. As they parted ways, Lyra and Joren exchanged one last look, the unspoken understanding between them stronger than any words could convey. There would be no immediate forgiveness, no magic words that could erase the damage done, but it was a start. And sometimes, a start was all they could ask for.
The winds of war were shifting, but not in the way Cortha had hoped. The Blejek forces had launched a series of calculated, well-coordinated attacks, and they had succeeded in seizing several critical fortresses deep within Aludi. The victory had been hard-won, but it was a significant blow to Manny’s troops, a tangible step forward in their long campaign.
Yet, as the dust settled, the reality of their situation quickly became apparent. The euphoria of their success was fleeting. The fortresses they had taken were not easy to control, not by a long shot. They were strongholds, yes, but they were also pressure points, places where the resistance had dug in deep. Manny’s loyalists, fueled by his propaganda, didn’t just sit idly by. They fought back with a fury that bordered on desperation—counterattacks, sabotage, and constant unrest kept the Blejek forces on edge.
Cortha, who had been overseeing the logistics from the council’s headquarters, felt the full weight of this new chapter. The fortresses, now under their control, demanded constant vigilance. There were new strategies to implement—fortifying defenses, building relationships with wary local leaders, and, perhaps most importantly, suppressing the simmering dissent that threatened to boil over.
It was not the victory they had imagined. There were no parades or celebrations. Only the relentless grind of securing their hold, of ensuring that their new territories didn’t slip away in the night. Cortha spent long hours in the planning rooms, going over reports, shifting strategies, and trying to predict the next move of their enemies. It was exhausting, mentally and physically draining.
Days turned into weeks, and the Blejek forces redoubled their efforts. They knew they couldn’t just hold onto these fortresses; they had to win the hearts and minds of the local people. In the chaos of war, many had suffered—families torn apart, homes burned, entire villages left in ruins. There was a chance, Cortha knew, to rebuild, to offer something more than just the iron fist of military rule.
The Blejek forces sent out units to assist with reconstruction, helping to rebuild homes, provide food and medical aid, and offer a glimpse of what peace might look like. They worked with local leaders who had seen the devastation firsthand, those who wanted to find a way to bring their communities back from the brink.
But even as they worked to heal, the war raged on. Manny’s forces had not been vanquished; they were still a presence, still stirring unrest in the hearts of the people. Every day brought new attacks, new guerrilla tactics designed to erode their control. The fortresses were slowly being chipped away at, not by a frontal assault, but by small, insidious acts of sabotage, whispers in the dark, and the ever-present fear that one wrong step could tip the scales in Manny’s favor.
The marks of constant conflict were visible on the fortresses themselves—cracked walls, burned gates, and the smoke that seemed to never fully clear. Cortha couldn’t help but wonder if this was the true cost of victory: not the glory of conquest, but the slow, grinding effort of keeping what they had won, piece by fragile piece.
And yet, despite the constant pushback, despite the overwhelming sense of exhaustion that seemed to hang over everything, there was something unyielding about their efforts. Cortha knew this was far from over, but she also knew that, for better or worse, they were in it together. The Blejek forces, though fractured and weary, still held firm. And so did she, though the weight of every decision, every action, pressed heavily on her shoulders. The war had changed everything, but it had also forged something in them all—something that might yet be strong enough to carry them through.

 
 The truth hit Cortha like a bolt of lightning, its searing intensity leaving her breathless. For years, she had lived with the belief that she was the daughter of simple peasants, her past an unremarkable, painful blank slate, marked only by the shadows of poverty and hardship. But here, in this dimly lit room, the fabric of her identity was torn open, exposing a hidden history that was both monstrous and undeniable.
The informant’s words echoed in her mind like a cruel whisper, unable to fully take shape as she struggled to comprehend them. "Manny... he is your father," they had said, voice heavy with sorrow, a tremor of remorse threading through their every word. "And he... he was responsible for your mother's death."
Cortha’s body went rigid, the air around her growing thick as the weight of the revelation settled in. Her heart pounded, each beat like a drum in her chest, and yet, her mind remained frozen in disbelief. This couldn’t be true. Manny—the tyrant she had spent so long tracking, the ruthless leader of the Crimson Fist—couldn’t be her father. And her mother... her mother had died because of him?
The world around her began to blur, the sharp edges of her reality softening as everything she thought she knew unraveled before her. She had never questioned her past before; it had been enough to know that her family had lived and died in quiet obscurity. But now... now, her entire existence felt like a lie.
"I... I wasn't born to beggar peasants?" Her voice was barely a whisper, hollow, as though it was struggling to escape from the deepest recesses of her soul. "My mother... she died because of him?"
The informant’s gaze softened with pity, and they nodded, their face contorted with guilt and sorrow. "Manny’s lust for power knows no bounds," they said. "He corrupted the arcane with nether, wielding its dark energies without regard for the lives he shattered."
Cortha felt the blood drain from her face, her limbs heavy with the weight of the truth. Manny had not just been a figure of evil—he had been the architect of her own tragedy. He was the reason she had been orphaned, the reason she had spent her life adrift, trying to make sense of a world that had never given her a place to belong. And the betrayal went deeper than she had ever imagined. Her mother’s death wasn’t an accident—it was a consequence of Manny’s insatiable hunger for power.
As the informant continued speaking, detailing Manny’s descent into the abyss of nether magic and his subsequent destruction of everything in his path, Cortha found herself drifting into a numb haze. It wasn’t just grief that overwhelmed her now—it was a profound sense of disillusionment. All this time, she had believed she was fighting for justice, for the people who had suffered under the Crimson Fist’s reign. But now, her fight felt personal in a way it never had before.
Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, nails biting into her palms. She wasn’t just the agent of vengeance anymore—she was a part of this history, whether she liked it or not. Her blood was tangled in the same dark currents that had fueled Manny’s rise, and that connection made her question everything she had been fighting for. Could she still stand as a symbol of hope for the people she had sworn to protect when her very existence was bound to the destruction Manny had wrought?
Chapter 36
The room seemed to close in around her, suffocating in its silence. She wanted to scream, to lash out at the informant for revealing this truth, but instead, she stood frozen, her thoughts spiraling inward. Her identity had just been shattered—she no longer knew who she was, nor how she could reconcile her past with the person she had become. She had come to believe that her actions defined her, that her choices were all that mattered. But now, that felt like a lie. How could she fight against Manny when a part of her was his? How could she be the warrior she needed to be when she had this bloodline of darkness pulsing through her veins?
But amid the chaos of her thoughts, one truth pierced through the fog of confusion: she couldn’t walk away. Not now. The stakes had changed, yes, but the mission remained the same. Manny had to be stopped. The people who had suffered under his reign needed to be freed. Her past might have been written in darkness, but her future wasn’t.
Cortha drew a deep breath, her pulse slowing as she fought to regain control. The storm inside her hadn’t subsided, but it was something she could use now. She wasn’t just fighting for justice anymore—she was fighting for herself. For the memory of her mother, for the hope that she could somehow undo the wrongs that had been done to her and so many others.
She wasn’t going to let this revelation define her. She would carve her own path forward, even if that path meant confronting a past she had never wanted.
With a steadying breath, she turned to face the informant, her voice hardening with resolve. "Thank you," she said quietly, the weight of the words heavy, but necessary. "You’ve given me what I need."
And with that, she walked away from the darkness of her past, steeling herself for the fight that lay ahead.
Cortha sat in the stillness of her chambers, the only sound the steady tick of the clock on the wall, its rhythm oddly deafening in the silence. Her fingers hovered over a crumpled letter, the paper crinkled from the weight of her swirling thoughts. She had read it over and over, but the words still felt foreign, like they belonged to someone else. The discovery of her true lineage had shattered everything she thought she knew—about herself, about her family, about the very world she had fought to protect.
Her mother... a victim of Manny’s hands...
The thought churned in her mind, unrelenting, like a wave crashing endlessly against the shore. For years, Cortha had carried the image of her mother as a saint—strong, brave, loving. A woman who had protected her, protected the realm, and lived with a dignity that Cortha had admired and clung to in the absence of any other role model. But the truth—this dark, bitter truth—tore that image to shreds.
Cortha’s fingers brushed the edges of the letter as if it might offer some kind of clarity, but it only deepened the confusion that had already consumed her. How could she have never questioned the things her mother had told her? The stories of their family’s nobility, their honor, their innocence. Had it all been a lie, a veil her mother had woven to shield her from the world’s ugliness, or had she been blind to something far darker?
Her hand shook as she ran it through her tangled hair, the weight of years of unquestioned belief coming crashing down around her. How had she been so naive? So willing to accept what her mother had said without seeing the cracks beneath the surface? Manny Eldridge—her father—had been a force of destruction, a harbinger of pain and suffering. His cruelty had touched every corner of the realm, and Cortha had been too absorbed in her own purpose to even consider the possibility that her own bloodline could be so deeply intertwined with his legacy.
“She died protecting you.”
The words from Eldrin’s letter burned through her thoughts, sharp and unrelenting. Her mother’s final act, standing between Manny’s wrath and the daughter she had sworn to protect, had been heroic, no doubt. But Cortha couldn’t shake the question that lingered, unanswered. Had her mother been complicit in Manny’s darkness? Or had she been so trapped in her own attempts to shield Cortha from that world that she never once revealed the truth? The question twisted in her gut, unresolved, gnawing at her from within.
Cortha leaned back against the cold stone wall, eyes closed, willing herself to find some measure of peace amid the chaos in her mind. But the memories that had once been comforting now felt like an illusion. She could still remember the warmth of her mother’s arms, the soft murmur of her voice as she soothed Cortha to sleep at night. I am safe in her arms, Cortha thought, but now that thought felt like a cruel joke. The mother she had trusted had kept the most important secret of all from her. Was that love, or was it just another way to keep her in the dark?
“Was she hiding the truth from me all along?”
A flicker of doubt crawled across her heart. Her mother’s smile—so gentle, so soft—had always been her anchor, the one thing that had kept Cortha grounded in a world that often felt too chaotic, too dangerous. But now, she couldn’t help but wonder if that smile had been nothing more than a mask, a shield to hide the truth from the daughter who would never have understood it. Her mother had never once mentioned Manny, not once in all the years they had shared. Cortha had grown up believing that the horrors of Thornbridge were something that had happened far beyond their little corner of the world, something that didn’t touch their family. But now, she knew better. Manny had touched it. He had burned it to the ground, and in doing so, had marked them all with his legacy.
Cortha’s chest tightened, a sharp pang of anger coursing through her veins. She had spent so long fighting to bring justice to those he had wronged, to rebuild what he had destroyed—and now she was left to reckon with the truth that her fight had been personal from the very beginning. But this wasn’t just about justice anymore. Her blood was intertwined with his. Her lineage carried the weight of his sins. The legacy that had seemed so distant, so abstract, now felt suffocatingly close, like it was wrapped around her throat, choking her.
How could her mother have kept this from her? The betrayal stung with the rawness of a fresh wound, even though it had been buried for years. Cortha had never questioned her mother’s love, never doubted the woman who had raised her, but now, in the wake of this revelation, she found herself questioning everything. Could she have been so wrong about her mother? About herself? How could she fight against the very blood that ran through her veins, the blood of the man who had caused so much destruction?
Tears stung at the corners of her eyes, but Cortha swallowed them down, refusing to let them fall. She didn’t have time for tears, not now. She had a mission, and that mission had just taken on a new urgency. Manny had to be stopped. The truth of her past didn’t change that. It couldn’t.
With a slow, steadying breath, Cortha pushed herself to her feet, the weight of the letter in her hand. The rage was still there, simmering just beneath the surface, but she would not let it consume her. Not yet. She had too much to do. Too much to fix.
I can still make things right, she told herself, even as doubt lingered in the back of her mind. I have to.
The truth of who she was might have changed, but it didn’t have to define her. Not unless she let it.
Cortha’s thoughts drifted, slowly unwinding into the hazy memories of her childhood. She had always been the curious one—the child whose questions never seemed to end, whose desire to understand the world had never been fully satisfied. It had always been her mother who answered those questions, with gentle words and a soft, unwavering tone that made the world feel like a place of certainty, a place where love could solve any puzzle. But now, in the wake of this new knowledge, the memory of her mother’s answers felt like an illusion—a well-meaning mask crafted to protect her from a truth too dangerous to face.
Was it all a lie? The thought gnawed at her. Was everything about my family, my past, just a story to shelter me from the reality that has always been lurking beneath the surface?
Her heart twisted with the question, and she couldn’t shake it. She remembered the nights when, as a child, she would run to her mother’s arms after waking from a nightmare, convinced that her mother’s embrace could chase away any fear. She had believed, so wholeheartedly, that with her mother’s guidance, they could face anything together—that nothing could touch them. But now, as she sat here in the quiet of her room, the shadows felt closer, darker, and far more pervasive than they ever had before. She wasn’t sure where those shadows had come from—or whether they had always been there, quietly waiting for her to see them. Was the truth of her origins something so dangerous, so destructive, that it had to remain hidden, even now?
And then, like a crack opening in the fabric of time, the memories began to surface, pulling her back to a moment long past.
She was ten years old, sitting in the corner of their small cottage, her knees tucked tightly against her chest. The fire in the hearth crackled, its light casting flickering shadows on the walls. Her mother moved about the room, the familiar hum of a soft tune filling the space—a tune that had always brought her comfort, the kind of comfort that only a mother’s presence could provide.
Cortha had asked a question she had asked many times before, the question that always seemed to come back to her, no matter how many times her mother answered.
“Mother, why did you and Father leave the city?”
Her mother paused mid-step, her back to Cortha, the firelight dancing across her silhouette. Then, slowly, she turned, offering that smile—warm, serene, and somehow full of secrets. Cortha could never quite place it back then, but now, with the clarity of hindsight, it seemed that smile had always been tinged with something deeper, something just out of reach.
“It was for the best, my love,” her mother said, her voice soft but firm. “Sometimes, when the world is full of shadows, it’s better to step away and make a new path.”
The words, as they always had, settled over Cortha like a blanket of warmth and safety. They had satisfied her, a balm for her youthful curiosity, her belief in the simplicity of the world. But now, those same words rang hollow in her mind, their hidden weight pressing down on her chest.
She could see it now—her mother’s gaze, the way it lingered for just a moment longer than it should have, as if searching the air for the right words, for the right story to tell. There had always been something in her mother’s eyes, a quiet sorrow, a deep, unspoken history that Cortha had never truly understood.
The memory faded, and Cortha was back in her room, the letter still resting in her hands, its crinkled edges a reminder of the new reality she had to face. The firelight of that long-ago evening seemed so distant now, like a fading dream, but the weight of the memory lingered, heavier than before. The smile, the warmth—it had all been real, but it had also been a shield. The shadows had been there, lurking just beyond the surface, and now Cortha was forced to confront them.
Had her mother known all along? Had she been hiding the truth from Cortha, not out of malice, but to protect her from the darkness that had already touched their lives? Cortha’s heart twisted again as she considered this new possibility, the pain of betrayal now mingling with a deeper sorrow. Her mother had done what she thought was best, but had it been enough? Had it been right?
Cortha placed the letter down gently, her hands trembling. The answers she had once believed in had changed. But the questions remained, and now, they felt heavier than ever before.
Cortha stood up abruptly, her heart thundering in her chest as she paced the room, each step a futile attempt to outrun the suffocating weight of the revelation. The four walls seemed to close in on her, their shadows stretching long and menacing. Every corner of the chamber felt like it was pressing in on her, and she couldn’t escape it—not the past, not the blood that flowed through her veins, not the monstrous truth she had just uncovered. Manny Eldridge. Her father. A man who had shaped the course of so many lives with his cruelty, and yet, her very existence was a direct result of him. How could she reconcile that? How could she carry this blood and not be crushed under its weight?
Her breath caught in her throat. The realization churned in her stomach, a heavy, acidic ball of dread. Could I ever escape this? she thought. Could I ever be more than what he made me?
Her fist clenched so tightly her knuckles whitened, the raw intensity of her frustration fueling her next movements. No. No, she refused to let this curse define her. She wouldn’t let Manny's darkness seep into her soul. Her mother had died fighting to protect her from it. That much was clear, even if the full truth had remained hidden. Her mother had shielded her from this cruel heritage, this ugly truth that now felt like an iron chain wrapped tightly around her chest. But Cortha had been taught resilience. She had learned how to survive, how to adapt. And this—this would not break her.
Cortha’s mind raced, her emotions still wild and raw, but there was something rising inside her, something sharp and unyielding. She would carve her own path. She had no choice now. Her mother’s sacrifice would not be for nothing. She wouldn’t let it be.
The room seemed to hold its breath as she paused in her pacing, standing tall. Her posture straightened as if the very air around her was thick with the charge of something greater—an invisible resolve wrapping around her, solidifying. Her eyes, once clouded with confusion and doubt, now burned with clarity, fierce and focused. No more questions. No more futile searching for answers that only led to dead ends. No more wondering if she could change her fate. The truth was right there before her, raw and undeniable, and it was her choice now. Her destiny had always been in her hands, even if she hadn’t realized it until now.
The Crimson Fist. Manny Eldridge.
Her jaw tightened as she whispered their names, as if speaking them out loud could somehow strip them of their power over her. She wouldn’t let this twisted legacy swallow her whole. She would rise above it. She had a mission now—something far more important than the weight of her bloodline. The shadows of her past didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was what came next. And she would end it. Once and for all.
A deep breath. And then, with an unwavering resolve, she turned toward the door. There was work to be done, and the path forward would be hers to forge.
Cortha sat in the council’s war chamber, her eyes scanning the faces of those gathered around the circular table. The air was heavy with tension, each breath laden with the weight of bad news yet to come. The torches flickered along the stone walls, their light barely softening the hardened features of the council members. Selene Nightshade, the Master of Spies, was the last to arrive. Her dark cloak swirled around her as she stepped into the room, her expression as unreadable as ever.
“You’ve kept us waiting,” Lord Aldric Thorne growled, his patience clearly thin.
Selene offered a curt nod before pulling out a map and a sealed dossier. “For good reason,” she said, placing the papers on the table. “There’s been a development. One that changes everything.”
The room grew colder, the air seeming to still as every gaze locked onto her. Cortha, seated near the edge of the table, leaned forward, her fingers tightening around the armrests of her chair.
“What sort of development?” she asked, her voice calm but edged with apprehension.
Selene’s sharp eyes met hers, and for a moment, the usually inscrutable spymaster seemed hesitant. “Saran has entered the conflict. Their troops have joined the Crimson Fist in Jaon.”
The words hung in the air like a guillotine. Cortha felt her stomach lurch.
Cortha Learns the Truth
“Impossible,” Lady Isolde Ravenscar said, slamming her gauntleted hand against the table. “Saran has been neutral for decades. They thrive on trade, not war.”
Selene spread out the map, her finger tracing the border between Jaon and Saran. “Not anymore. A faction within their leadership has decided to back Manny Eldridge, seeing an opportunity to weaken the Blejek Council and secure a foothold in the region.”
Cortha’s mind raced as Selene continued, detailing the sudden arrival of Saran troops in Jaon. The Crimson Fist, already a formidable force under Manny’s leadership, had now gained the military strength and resources of an established kingdom. What had once seemed like a localized rebellion was now spiraling into a full-scale war.
“How did this happen?” High Priest Aric Thalor asked, his voice quivering with disbelief. “Saran has no reason to ally with the Crimson Fist.”
“They do now,” Selene replied. “Their new leadership sees the chaos as a chance to expand their influence. They’ve sent troops, weapons, and coin. And Manny—ever the opportunist—has welcomed them with open arms.”
Cortha’s chest tightened. This wasn’t just a battle of ideals or vengeance anymore; it was a geopolitical nightmare. The Crimson Fist was no longer an isolated threat. They were now backed by a kingdom willing to tip the scales of power in their favor.
“Jaon is lost,” Selene said bluntly. “With Saran’s support, the Crimson Fist has fortified the region. If we don’t act swiftly, they’ll push further into the heart of the realm.”
Lord Davian Gray, the Master of Commerce, pinched the bridge of his nose. “This will crush our trade routes. The economic fallout alone will cripple us.”
Cortha barely heard him. Her thoughts were consumed by Manny. He had always been ruthless, but this... This was calculated, manipulative. How far was he willing to go? And how much blood would be spilled before he was stopped?
She rose from her chair, her hands gripping the edge of the table. “What’s our next move?”
The council exchanged uneasy glances. “We don’t know,” Elder Vanya Elara admitted. “This changes everything. We’ll need time to—”
“We don’t have time,” Cortha interrupted, her voice firm. “If Saran is backing the Crimson Fist, then every second we hesitate, they grow stronger. What intelligence do we have on their movements?”
Selene handed her the dossier. “Not enough. Our agents are stretched thin, and with Jaon under their control, gathering reliable information will be nearly impossible.”
Cortha’s jaw tightened as she scanned the documents. The names, the troop numbers, the strategies—it was a grim picture. But one detail stood out: Manny himself was in Jaon, leading the efforts alongside the Saran commanders.
Her fist clenched. This was her chance, her moment to strike. She couldn’t let him slip away again.
Transition Back to Cortha’s Introspection
Later that night, long after the council had disbanded, Cortha sat alone in her chambers. The dossier lay open before her, its pages illuminated by the dim glow of a single candle. She traced her finger over the map of Jaon, her mind replaying the day’s revelations.
Manny wasn’t just a shadow haunting her past anymore. He was a force reshaping the world, dragging countless others into his web of chaos. And now, with Saran at his side, he was more dangerous than ever.
Her thoughts drifted back to her mother, to the sacrifices she had made to protect her from this darkness. Cortha wondered if her mother had ever imagined this war, this nightmare unfolding in her daughter’s lifetime.
“No more hesitation,” she whispered to herself, her voice steady. “No more waiting for others to act.”
Her path was clear. Manny had to be stopped, no matter the cost. And Saran would learn the price of siding with a monster.
Cortha sat quietly at the long table, letting the voices of the council wash over her. The war room was dim, the glow of torches casting flickering shadows on the stone walls. Before her, the map of the Blejek realm lay unfurled, dotted with red and yellow markers that told the story of a realm under siege.
Selene Nightshade was the first to speak, her tone as sharp as ever. “The skirmishes aren’t random,” she said, tracing a finger along the contested regions near the southern pass and the western riverlands. “They’re testing us—looking for weak spots. But this is just the beginning.”
Cortha’s eyes flicked to the regions Selene pointed out. The southern pass was a narrow choke point, critical for trade routes connecting Blejek to its neighboring territories. The western riverlands, meanwhile, offered rich farmland and access to vital fishing waters. Both areas were lifelines for the realm’s economy and food supply.
“They’re squeezing us,” Cortha said quietly, her voice measured. “Not enough to break us outright, but enough to wear us down.”
Lord Davian Gray leaned forward, his expression grim. “If trade slows any further, we’ll be stretched too thin to sustain this war. Those routes are our arteries. Without them...” He didn’t finish the thought, but the implication hung heavily in the room.
The Siege of Lakee
It was Rowan Blackwood who shifted the focus. Adjusting his spectacles, he gestured to the map. “The skirmishes were a prelude. The Siege of Lakee is where this conflict has truly escalated.”
The room fell silent as all eyes turned to him. He unrolled a smaller map, detailing the region around Lakee. Cortha leaned in, studying the terrain.
“Lakee’s strategic value can’t be overstated,” Rowan began. “The fortress is perched on a narrow strip of land between the lake to the east and dense forests to the west. It’s the last significant barrier preventing Saran and Radan forces from advancing deeper into our territory. If it falls, the path to the capital will be wide open.”
Cortha’s thoughts drifted for a moment, recalling her one visit to Lakee years ago. The fortress had seemed almost serene then, its high walls mirrored in the shimmering lake below. Now, she could picture those walls battered and scorched, the waters likely churned by the presence of enemy ships.
Rowan’s voice pulled her back. “The siege began three nights ago. Saran forces launched a night assault, bombarding the eastern walls with cannons while Radan insurgents flanked from the forest. They’ve cut off all supply lines. The defenders are isolated, with provisions for maybe three or four more days.”
Selene’s voice was laced with bitterness as she added, “They knew exactly where to strike. Someone fed them our defensive layouts.”
Cortha’s stomach tightened at the mention of betrayal, but she said nothing, focusing instead on the implications.
A Realm in Peril
The discussion grew more heated as council members debated their next move. Lord Aldric Thorne demanded an immediate counteroffensive, while Lady Ravenscar pushed for caution. High Priest Thalor prayed aloud, his fervent voice filling the chamber as though divine intervention alone would resolve the crisis.
Cortha listened, her thoughts racing. She didn’t believe herself uniquely capable of solving this crisis—far from it. But she understood the weight of the decision before them. If Lakee fell, it wouldn’t just be a military loss. It would destabilize the realm, erode their allies’ confidence, and embolden their enemies.
“What about the lake?” she asked, her voice cutting through the noise.
The room quieted, and Rowan turned to her, a puzzled look on his face. “The lake?”
“Can we use it?” Cortha pressed. “Is it still navigable for us? Reinforcements, supplies—anything?”
Rowan hesitated. “It’s risky. Saran ships are patrolling the waters, but... it’s possible.”
Selene nodded slowly. “A small, fast-moving force could slip through if the timing’s right. It’s not guaranteed, but it’s an option.”
Rising to the Challenge
The council fell into another round of deliberation, weighing the risks and benefits of different strategies. Cortha listened, her focus on the map. Her mind churned with possibilities, but she knew the solution wouldn’t come from her alone. It would take the combined efforts of the council, the soldiers at Lakee, and the people of the realm to turn the tide.
Finally, she spoke again, her tone resolute but unassuming. “We have to act. Whether it’s by land or water, we need to reinforce Lakee. If we don’t, we risk losing everything. But this isn’t my decision to make. It’s ours.”
Her words settled over the room, a quiet reminder that they were in this together. One by one, the council members nodded, their voices aligning behind the need for action.
Cortha felt a flicker of something she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in weeks: hope. Not because she believed in her own ability to save the day, but because she believed in the collective strength of those around her.
“Then let’s move,” she said, her voice steady. “Lakee won’t wait for us.”
The war room hummed with quiet tension as the council convened. Cortha shifted in her seat at the long, polished oak table, its surface scratched from years of impassioned debates. Around her, the faces of the council reflected a mix of frustration, determination, and exhaustion. The Siege of Lakee dominated the air like a storm cloud.
“Lakee,” began Councilor Rowan Blackwood, his voice steady but grim, “is not just a fortress. It’s the fulcrum of our defense. Its position, bordered by dense forests to the west and the lake itself to the east, provides a natural bottleneck that our enemies are exploiting to full effect.”
He gestured to the map sprawled before them. Markers in red denoted the advancing enemy forces: Saran to the south, and Radan insurgents to the north. “They’ve anticipated our strategies, coordinating their attacks to maximize the natural advantages of the terrain.”
Cortha leaned forward, studying the map with a frown. The forests offered cover for ambushes, while the shimmering expanse of the lake, beautiful but vast, made reinforcements via water both necessary and perilous.
Strategy and Frustration
Lord Aldric Thorne’s voice broke the tension, gravelly and sharp. “We underestimated their cohesion,” he admitted, his calloused hands gripping the edge of the table. “The Saran forces aren’t the disorganized militias we’ve faced before. Their discipline rivals our own. Radan’s insurgents are using guerilla tactics to devastating effect, and they know the terrain better than we do.”
“You led the charge yourself,” Lady Isolde Ravenscar said, her tone tinged with both admiration and criticism. “Why didn’t we anticipate this level of resistance? Did none of your scouts report their reinforcements?”
Aldric’s jaw tightened. “We had reports, yes, but not to this extent. The Saran mages…” He trailed off, turning to Lady Seraphina Vale.
Seraphina’s expression was thoughtful, though her eyes burned with determination. “The mages were a deciding factor,” she said. “Their use of defensive wards and elemental manipulation turned our artillery strikes against us. We need battlemages—now. If we don’t counter their magic, our troops will continue to fight with one arm tied behind their backs.”
Human Costs
The council fell silent for a moment as Elder Vanya Elara spoke. Her voice was soft, yet it commanded attention. “It’s not just our soldiers who are suffering,” she said, her fingers tracing an invisible pattern on the table. “The people of Lakee—the farmers, the tradesfolk—are trapped. Some have already fled, but most remain, caught between our forces and the enemy. Their loyalty cannot be assumed when survival is at stake.”
Cortha’s gaze flicked to Vanya, her stomach twisting. She hadn’t given enough thought to the civilians. It wasn’t that she didn’t care, but the enormity of the situation had pushed their plight to the background.
“Without their support, we lose not just Lakee, but the trust of the people,” Vanya continued. “They need food, shelter, and protection. If we fail them, our victory will be hollow.”
Selene Nightshade, ever quiet and deliberate, spoke next. “Their suffering may already be exploited,” she said, her words precise as a knife. “We’ve intercepted whispers that Saran agents are spreading dissent, framing us as the cause of their misery. If that takes root, we’ll be fighting more than an external war.”
Chapter 37
Cortha’s thoughts churned as the conversation ebbed and flowed. She wasn’t the sole solution to the problem, and she knew that. Yet the weight of Lakee’s defense still pressed heavily on her shoulders—not because she thought herself indispensable, but because she was part of the web holding everything together.
“Cortha,” Rowan said, drawing her from her thoughts. “What do you make of the lake itself? Can we still use it to our advantage?”
She met his gaze, her mind racing. “It’s risky,” she said carefully, her voice calm. “The enemy’s naval patrols are strong, but if we send a small enough force—quiet and quick—they might slip through. Supplies, reinforcements, even battlemages. It could work.”
Seraphina nodded. “If we combine that with a diversion on the forest side, it might split their forces enough to give our troops some breathing room.”
“I’ll put my best scouts on it,” Aldric added, grudging approval in his tone.
High Priest Aric Thalor spoke next, his tone calm but resolute. “But what of morale?” he asked. “Our troops need to believe in this fight, in their cause. Without that, even the best strategy will falter. I propose a series of ceremonies to remind them of our purpose, of what we’re defending.”
Davian Gray sighed, the creases in his forehead deepening. “Ceremonies won’t fill bellies or patch up armor,” he said. “We need to leverage our trade routes, ensure the flow of resources to Lakee and the surrounding areas. Without provisions, we’re sunk—spiritually and literally.”
A Plan Forms
The room buzzed with competing voices, but gradually, a consensus began to form. Cortha listened, contributed, and watched as the council’s patchwork of ideas started to take shape.
“Selene,” Rowan said, “we’ll need constant intelligence updates. If you can anticipate their next move, we can plan around it.”
“Already in motion,” she said simply.
“Lady Vale,” Aldric added, “how quickly can you mobilize your battlemages?”
“By dawn tomorrow,” Seraphina replied, her tone firm.
As the meeting wound down, Cortha found herself staring again at the map. Lakee loomed large in her mind, not just as a fortress, but as a test of the realm’s resilience. This was no single effort—it was the combined will of everyone in the room, everyone in the field, and everyone who called Blejek home.
“Then it’s decided,” Rowan said, his voice steady. “Lakee will hold.”
And with that, the council dispersed, each member moving to put their part of the plan into action. Cortha stayed a moment longer, her fingers tracing the lake’s outline. It wasn’t her burden alone, but she’d fight for it with everything she had. For the realm, for the people, and for the hope that they’d see brighter days ahead.
The Siege of Lakee unfolded with a relentless ferocity that tested the limits of endurance for all involved. For Cortha, the war outside was nothing compared to the tempest raging within. The revelations about her lineage—the manipulation, the betrayal—had left her reeling, her emotions a tangled knot of sorrow, rage, and disillusionment. Days bled into nights as she confined herself to her chambers in the council's stronghold, her once-vibrant presence now a shadow. The walls seemed to close in on her, suffocating in their silence, as if they too bore the weight of her anguish.
Her comrades whispered in hushed tones outside her door. "Has she eaten today?" one voice murmured. Another sighed, "How long can we afford to wait for her to find herself again? We need her." But within her isolation, Cortha’s fury festered, a slow-burning ember threatening to ignite into an inferno.
One night, the ember flared. Like a storm breaking free of its chains, Cortha abandoned her quarters, her steps quick and purposeful, her expression a mask of grim determination. She had no plan, only the raw, primal urge to strike back against those who had destroyed so much. Her path led her beyond the safety of the stronghold, deep into the wilderness where the air grew colder, the night darker. The forest whispered around her, branches clawing at her cloak as if to hold her back, but Cortha’s resolve was unshakable.
When she came upon the Crimson Fist’s encampment, her rage erupted in a torrent of arcane energy. The first spell exploded with deafening force, ripping through a line of tents and sending a plume of fire into the sky. Soldiers stumbled from their barracks, half-dressed and bewildered, only to be met by a second wave of destruction. Thunder roared as Cortha unleashed bolt after bolt, arcs of blinding light crackling in the air, tearing through anything in her path.
She could see their faces—some frozen in terror, others snarling with defiance. It didn’t matter. Each face blurred into a single image: the enemy. The betrayers. She was a hurricane of power, every ounce of her pain and fury channeled into the destruction she wrought.
“Fall back! Regroup!” someone yelled, but their orders were drowned in the chaos. Cortha’s rampage left no room for strategy. Tents crumbled, flames consumed supply wagons, and screams punctuated the night like a grim symphony. A soldier lunged toward her, sword raised, but she swiped the air, and he was thrown back like a ragdoll, slamming into the ground with a sickening thud.
But amidst the cacophony, a voice cut through like a blade.
“Cortha! Stop!”
It was Thrain. His tone wasn’t commanding—it was pleading. He stood a distance away, his silhouette framed by the flickering flames. “This isn’t you. You can’t let this define you!”
She turned to him, her chest heaving, her hands still crackling with residual energy. For a moment, she couldn’t hear him over the roar in her ears, the weight of her grief demanding more. But then his face came into focus—not an enemy, not a betrayer, but an ally.
“This isn’t who you are,” he said again, stepping closer, his voice steady despite the destruction around them. “You’re better than this.”
The words hit her like a bucket of cold water. The arcane glow dimmed in her hands as the realization crept in. She looked around at the devastation, at the bodies, at the flames. Her breath caught in her throat.
“I… I couldn’t let them…” Her voice cracked, barely audible. “They took everything from us, Thrain.”
“And we’ll fight them,” Thrain said softly, reaching out to her. “But not like this. You’re not alone, Cortha. You don’t have to carry this alone.”
Her shoulders sagged, the weight of her actions and emotions bearing down on her. The arcane energy dissipated completely, leaving only the smoke and the faint flicker of embers in its wake. She closed her eyes, her strength giving way to exhaustion.
Thrain caught her as she stumbled, his arms steadying her. “Come on,” he said gently. “Let’s get you out of here.”
As they retreated into the forest, the camp smoldering behind them, Cortha felt the first tendrils of something unfamiliar—relief. She wasn’t sure if it was for having Thrain beside her or for the knowledge that her fight wasn’t over, just redirected. But she clung to it, fragile as it was, as they vanished into the shadows of the trees.
 
Cortha and her companions found shelter in Eldrin's residence, the flickering flames in the hearth casting a comforting glow across the room. The fire crackled, its warmth seeping into their chilled bones after days of travel. For a moment, the weight of the world seemed to lift, replaced by the familiar, reassuring presence of friends who had shared in the struggles of this journey. Lyra, sitting by the fire, absently tracing patterns on the arm of her chair, let out a long sigh.
"I never thought we would reach this point," Lyra said, her gaze fixed on the flames as if searching for answers in their ever-shifting dance. "Yet, here we are."
Cortha silently nodded, her thoughts drifting, tangled in the chaos of recent events. They had come so far—farther than anyone could have predicted—but the road ahead felt impossibly long, full of dangers they could barely begin to comprehend. She didn’t have the energy to argue or offer comfort. She couldn’t. She was too tired, too raw, her mind still reeling from everything that had been revealed in the past weeks. Her emotions had become a whirlwind, a storm threatening to tear her apart, and the fire before her only seemed to mock the stillness she longed for.
The group continued to talk, recounting their successes and failures, reliving the battles they had fought, both on the field and within themselves. Cortha listened, her attention drifting in and out, her focus fractured by the thoughts gnawing at the edges of her mind. Every victory they spoke of felt hollow, every setback more crushing than the last. She should have been grateful for the warmth, the fleeting comfort of these moments, but instead, her chest tightened with an overwhelming sense of helplessness.
The conversation shifted, and Cortha stood up, needing space. She had long grown tired of pretending everything was fine, of smiling when she didn’t feel it, of sharing in stories she couldn’t connect with. She excused herself quietly, slipping out into the night, into the cold moonlit alley behind the inn. The night air was sharp against her skin, but it didn’t have the same biting quality as the turmoil inside her. Here, in the shadow of the city, it was easier to breathe.
The alley was silent except for the distant hum of the city beyond and the soft rhythm of her boots striking the cobblestones. Her mind raced, replaying the conversation that had led her here, to this clandestine meeting. The weight of the task before her felt heavier than ever. Orin, the informant, had requested the meeting. His message had been simple, yet heavy with implication: he had vital information—information that could change the course of everything she had been chasing. It was a lifeline, a thread that could lead her to Manny Eldridge and, perhaps, the answers she so desperately needed. But there had been something else in the message—a sense of hesitation, a quiet admission of guilt that gnawed at her gut. It wasn’t just about the information. There was something more. Something... dangerous.
What kind of man am I dealing with? Cortha’s thoughts swirled around the question, heavy with suspicion and unease. She had met men like Orin before—men with eyes that spoke of hidden regrets and unspoken sins—but this felt different. There was something raw, something unsettling about the way he had asked to meet her. His message had not been cryptic in the usual sense, nor had it been veiled in mystery. It had been open, but there had been a heavy weight to the words that spoke more of fear than of trust.
As she approached the designated spot—a narrow corner where the city’s shadows seemed to swallow the moonlight—her steps slowed. The alley felt colder now, the silence more oppressive. She could almost feel the weight of Orin’s presence before she saw him, a shadow in the dark. He stood at the edge of the alley, his form barely visible in the dim light. His features were sharp, worn, his face shadowed by the brim of his hat. But it wasn’t his appearance that unsettled her—it was the air of quiet desperation that seemed to hang around him.
When he finally spoke, his voice was low, tinged with a sense of urgency. "Cortha," he said, as though speaking her name could somehow absolve him of whatever burden he carried. "You need to know the truth."
Cortha crossed her arms over her chest, her stance defensive, eyes narrowing. "And what truth is that?" she asked, her voice colder than she intended.
Orin hesitated, as if choosing his next words with great care. "Manny Eldridge... he isn’t what you think. I know where he’s hiding, but there’s more to this than you realize. More danger, more deception." His voice faltered for a moment before he continued, his gaze flickering with something like regret. "I didn’t want to get involved, but now I have no choice. You can’t trust anyone in this fight. Not even me."
The words struck Cortha like a blow to the chest. She had expected secrets, half-truths, but this—this admission of guilt—was something else entirely. She searched his face, trying to find any hint of the truth beneath his words, but there was nothing but the weight of his own remorse.
"I don’t have time for games, Orin," she said, her voice hard. "If you want my help, you better tell me everything."
He nodded, his eyes darting around the alley as though afraid of being overheard. "It’s not just about Manny. There’s something bigger happening. Something tied to the highest ranks, to the council itself. And if you’re going to survive this, you need to know who you’re really fighting."
Cortha’s heart raced, the implications of his words sending a chill down her spine. She took a step closer, her voice barely a whisper. "What are you saying?"
But before Orin could answer, a loud crash echoed down the alley, followed by the sound of hurried footsteps. Cortha whipped around, her hand instinctively reaching for her blade. Whatever Orin had to say, it was clear it wouldn’t be easy to hear—or survive.
Orin had been hesitant, almost apologetic in his tone when they spoke through the encrypted message. He spoke of guilt, of debts owed to the past, and the knowledge that he couldn’t outrun. The man who had given her the message was different. No bravado, no false bravado like many of the informants Cortha had dealt with in her past. Orin was weighed down with something she couldn’t yet name. 
A door creaked open, and Orin stepped out of the shadows. His face was gaunt, haggard, his eyes a reflection of the turmoil he carried within him. He moved toward her, casting a furtive glance around, his body language betraying an inner tension. 
"You came," Orin said, his voice barely above a whisper, hoarse from what seemed like years of unspoken words. 
Cortha studied him for a long moment, her gaze sharp. "You wanted to talk. You’ve got my attention. But I need to know why. Why risk your life now, after everything you’ve done?" 
Orin flinched at the question, his eyes darting to the ground. His mouth opened, then closed, as if he were struggling to find the right words. The guilt weighed heavily on him. 
“I didn’t think it would matter, at first,” Orin said, finally meeting her gaze. “I thought it was just business. Just… surviving.” He swallowed, his voice cracking with emotion. “But then I saw what Manny Eldridge was really doing. What he was capable of… what we helped him do. And it’s haunted me ever since.” 
Cortha’s heart tightened. What had he done? 
“You were there,” she said quietly, her voice hard. “You worked for him.” 
Orin nodded, his lips trembling. “Yes. I was one of his men—his trusted associates. I wasn’t a leader, but I was part of it. Part of the network that helped him spread his reach. I did things for him. Things I can’t undo.” His voice faltered, and he looked down, ashamed. “But then, when the fire at Thornbridge happened, something changed. I saw the devastation—the lives lost. Innocent people.” 
A cold shiver ran down Cortha’s spine. Orin’s words sent an icy chill into her heart, making it impossible to ignore the rawness in his tone. 
“Your family was in that fire, wasn’t it?” Cortha asked, the question hanging in the air between them. 
Orin’s eyes flickered with pain, and he nodded slowly. “I didn’t know… I didn’t know it would go that far. But I still had a hand in it. I was one of the ones who helped make it happen.” He shook his head, almost as if trying to shake the memory from his mind. “Manny wanted to send a message. And I didn’t care who got hurt, who paid the price for it. I was too deep in the network to see the faces anymore. All I saw was power.” 
He took a step closer to Cortha, his eyes desperate. “But when the fire was done, when it was all over and I saw the aftermath, I couldn’t live with myself anymore. I couldn’t sleep. I saw the faces of the victims in my dreams. And when I found out about you—when I found out who you were—I knew I had to make it right.” 
Cortha clenched her fists, her nails digging into her palms. Her anger, her fury, began to simmer beneath the surface. She could feel it rising, just beneath the skin. 
“You knew who I was?” she said, her voice trembling with suppressed rage. “You knew I was his daughter, and you still helped him burn down my home?” 
Orin recoiled as though her words were a physical blow, his face turning pale. “I didn’t know about you, not at first. Not until later, when rumors started circulating. I thought you were just another orphaned child, another casualty of the war. But when I learned the truth… when I realized that you were connected to that tragedy…” He closed his eyes, shaking his head. “I couldn’t stay silent anymore. Not when I saw what he was really doing, what he had done to you.” 
Cortha stood still, her chest rising and falling rapidly, the pulse in her ears thundering with anger. “And now? Why help me now? Why risk your life after all you’ve done?” 
Orin looked at her, his face a mixture of regret and shame. “Because, Cortha,” he said quietly, his voice hoarse, “I can’t let what I did stand. I don’t expect you to forgive me. I know I’m a coward, and I know I don’t deserve redemption. But I… I need you to know the truth. Manny Eldridge is still out there, and there’s more he’s done—things that could destroy everything, even more than you think. Things I can’t keep quiet about anymore.” 
He stepped forward again, lowering his voice to a whisper. “I don’t expect anything from you. Not forgiveness. Not even your trust. But please… take this information. Stop him, before it’s too late.” 
Cortha’s eyes were locked onto his, and for a long moment, there was only silence between them. Her mind raced, the torrent of emotions within her threatening to tear her apart. She wanted to hate him. To feel nothing but contempt for this man who had been complicit in the destruction of her life. But the rawness of his remorse, the genuine pain in his voice, made it harder to dismiss him entirely. 
“I’ll take your information,” Cortha said finally, her voice cool but tinged with the slightest tremor. “But don’t think this absolves you. You’ll still have to live with what you’ve done.” 
Orin nodded, a tear escaping down his cheek as he glanced at the ground. “I know,” he whispered. “I know.” 
And with that, he handed her a small bundle of papers—information, maps, details about Manny’s next moves. Then, without another word, Orin disappeared into the night, leaving Cortha standing alone, the weight of his words pressing heavily on her chest. 
She turned away, her mind a whirlwind of thoughts, but one thing was clear: the path ahead would be even darker than she’d imagined. And now, the fight wasn’t just for vengeance—it was for the truth, and for redemption, however impossible it seemed. 
The wind whispered softly through the towering pines surrounding their camp, carrying with it the earthy scent of pine needles and damp soil. Cortha sat alone by the fire, her elbows resting on her knees, her gaze lost in the flickering flames. The crackle of the wood and the sharp scent of burning pine were familiar comforts, but they did little to ease the storm swirling in her mind. Her father’s shadow hung over her like a heavy cloak, too weighty for her shoulders to bear. She had spent so long believing herself capable of facing anything alone, but now the ground beneath her felt unstable, and she was sinking.
The council's harsh words rang through her thoughts, relentless, accusing. The skepticism, the distrust—they had shaken her more than she cared to admit. It felt like the world she had fought so hard to build was crumbling, the foundation cracked and unstable. She had always prided herself on being independent, on standing strong in the face of adversity, but now that confidence felt like a fragile lie, one that was slowly unraveling.
The flickering firelight danced across her face, but it did little to warm the chill that had settled deep inside her. She tried to focus on the fire, the way it crackled and popped, but the images of her father, the shame of his actions, kept intruding. How did it all go so wrong?
Footsteps approached, steady and sure, cutting through the quiet night. Cortha didn't have to look up to know who it was—she could feel his presence, solid and unshakable, like the earth beneath her feet. She didn't have to turn to see the shadow of Thrain looming beside her. The scent of earth, leather, and faint traces of smoke drifted toward her as he stopped, the weight of his gaze settling on her without a word.
“You’re still awake,” he said, his voice low, deep, the kind of voice that could ground a storm. There was no accusation, no judgment in his words—just quiet understanding. It was his way of showing he saw her, without pressuring her to speak before she was ready.
Cortha kept her eyes on the fire, her body stiff with unspoken thoughts, her lips pressed tight. She wasn’t ready to face him—not yet. Not with the mess inside her. But Thrain never pushed. He knew when to wait, when to give her space to breathe. He settled down beside her, not too close, but close enough that his presence was a steady anchor in the chaotic storm of her mind.
His large hand brushed her shoulder, gentle but firm. The touch, warm and grounded, seemed to pull her back to the present, as if he were silently reminding her that she wasn’t alone in this.
“You don’t have to fix everything right now,” Thrain said softly, his voice wrapped in the quiet wisdom she’d come to rely on. “One step at a time. You’ve come through worse before. You’ll get through this, too.”
Cortha’s laugh was bitter, escaping her like air from a crushed balloon. It wasn’t real laughter—it was more like the sound of a broken sigh. “What if I can’t? What if this… this truth about my father is just too much? What if it ruins everything? What if it turns everyone against me?”
Thrain’s fingers tightened briefly on her shoulder, not in restraint but as a silent promise. He didn’t need to say anything more, because his gesture spoke louder than words. He was there. And for now, that was enough.
“You’re not defined by your blood,” Thrain said, his voice steady as rock. “Your actions, your heart—they define who you are. And anyone who judges you for something you can’t control is not worth your time or your worry.” His hand remained on her shoulder, grounding her, reminding her she wasn’t alone in this fight.
Cortha finally turned to look at him. His gaze was unwavering, deep and steady, but there was something softer in it now. Something that pulled at the tightly held pieces of her heart, loosening the knots inside her. She hadn’t realized how much she had needed this—his strength, his calmness, his certainty. It was like a lifeline thrown to her in the middle of a storm.
“You’ve always been there for me,” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper. The words were quiet, but there was so much more behind them. “Even when I was too proud to admit it.”
Thrain’s lips curled into the faintest of smiles, a small twitch that tugged at the corners of his eyes. There was affection there, buried under the layers of his usually stoic demeanor. “Someone has to keep you grounded,” he said with a lightness that barely masked the affection in his voice. His tone was teasing, but there was a warmth to it that made Cortha’s chest tighten in a way she wasn’t prepared for. “I’m not going anywhere, Cortha. You don’t have to face this alone.”
Her breath caught in her throat at his words, simple as they were. There was no bravado, no promises of grand heroism—just a steady assurance that, despite everything, she was not alone. For the first time in what felt like forever, the knot of anxiety in her chest loosened just a little. It was a small relief, but in that moment, it felt like a monumental weight had been lifted.
“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. She didn’t know how to convey everything she felt in that one word, so she let it hang between them, unspoken but understood.
Thrain gave her shoulder one last squeeze before standing up. “Get some rest. We’ve got a long road ahead.”
As he walked away, Cortha remained by the fire, watching as the flames continued their dance, the popping and crackling sounds filling the silence around her. She still had a lot to work through—too much, maybe—but for the first time in days, she felt a flicker of something other than dread: a sense that, somehow, maybe she could find her way through this mess. Maybe.
The fire crackled, but it no longer felt like a storm she couldn’t weather. With Thrain’s quiet strength beside her, Cortha knew she wasn’t alone—not in the fight, and not in the mess of her thoughts. She could face tomorrow, even if she didn’t have all the answers. At least she had him.
The sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, casting a warm golden light over the lively market square of Rivermist. Lanterns swayed gently in the evening breeze, their soft glow illuminating the crowd in flickering waves. The distant sounds of music and laughter echoed, mingling with the clinking of coins and the chatter of merchants peddling their goods. The scent of grilled meats, spiced pastries, and fresh flowers hung in the air, blending into a strange, intoxicating harmony.
Cortha's boots crunched softly on the gravel path as she stepped into the heart of the festival, her eyes scanning the vibrant scene around her. Rivermist, a neutral ground nestled between Archemere and Thaloria, was a rare island of peace in a land ravaged by conflict. The crowds were a diverse mix of cultures, from burly Thalorian traders to sharp-eyed Archemere diplomats. There were artisans selling intricately woven tapestries, performers twirling in colorful costumes, and children racing through the crowd, their laughter echoing in the dusk.
She stood for a moment, letting the scene wash over her, trying to push aside the weight of her responsibilities. It was hard to ignore the heaviness in her chest, the echoes of the Blejek Council’s harsh words still lingering in her mind. But here, amid the noise and the festivities, she could almost pretend everything was normal. Almost.
"Well, this is something else," Lyra said, her voice bright with enthusiasm as she peered around at the stalls bursting with trinkets and baubles. Her wide eyes flicked from one display to another, each more fascinating than the last. "I can see why they call it the Festival of Unity. It's like the whole world just... comes together."
Cortha gave a tight smile, her gaze drifting toward the performers spinning on the main stage. "Yeah. It's a rare thing, peace like this."
Joren, ever the strategist, was already scanning the crowd, his sharp eyes calculating and observing the way people interacted. He didn’t share Lyra’s awe, his mind already working. "True," he said, his voice low and deliberate. "But it's also a perfect cover for gathering intel. This many people in one place? It's too good an opportunity to waste. We should make use of it."
Thrain, walking a half-step behind them, grunted in agreement, his broad form like a moving wall in the crowd. "Agreed. But don't get too comfortable," he muttered, his voice low and gravelly. "Stay alert. It’s not just our allies who’ll blend in here."
Cortha nodded, appreciating his caution. "Alright, let’s split up. Lyra, you’re with me. Joren, Thrain—keep an eye out for anything that feels off. We’ll meet back here at sundown."
With that, the four of them moved off in different directions, slipping into the flowing tide of people. Cortha could feel the hum of excitement in the air, but it wasn’t enough to drown out the knot of anxiety in her stomach. She was a warrior, a leader, but this was different. This was politics, alliances—things she wasn’t sure she was cut out for.
She shook her head, trying to push those thoughts aside as she and Lyra wove through the crowd. They made their way toward the main stage, where a traditional dance performance was about to begin. Local leaders sat in the front row, and Cortha’s sharp eyes immediately picked out High Chancellor Maren of Rivermist, a key figure in maintaining the territory's neutrality.
“Let’s go introduce ourselves,” Cortha said, her voice steady but carrying the weight of her unease.
Lyra gave her a quick nod, her expression serious for once. "You think she'll talk to us?"
"I don’t see why not," Cortha replied, pushing through the throngs of people. "If we’re going to get anything out of this festival, we need to make a good impression."
The two women made their way toward the Chancellor, who was engaged in conversation with a few other leaders. Maren looked up as they approached, her tall, commanding presence softened by the warmth of her smile. She was a woman in her late forties, with sharp features and a keen, yet approachable, gaze.
"Welcome to Rivermist," she greeted them, her voice rich and warm. "I am High Chancellor Maren." Her eyes gleamed with an innate kindness, and Cortha couldn’t help but feel a flicker of hope.
Cortha bowed her head slightly, more out of respect than necessity. "Thank you, High Chancellor. I’m Cortha, and this is Lyra. We’re here as representatives of the Blejek Council. It’s an honor to be here and witness your festival."
Maren’s gaze sharpened, but the smile didn’t waver. "The honor is ours. Festivals like this remind us all of the common bonds we share, despite the divisions of the world. Please, join us."
Chapter 38
They took their seats, and the performance began. It was a delicate dance, one that told the story of Rivermist’s history—a tale of unity forged through conflict, a theme that resonated deeply with Cortha. As the dancers swirled and spun, her mind wandered back to the chaos she had left behind in Archemere.
"So," Cortha said, leaning slightly toward Maren as the music played softly behind them. "Rivermist has always managed to stay neutral, despite the tensions between Archemere and Thaloria. How do you maintain that balance?"
Maren smiled knowingly. "It’s not easy. But our people believe in peace, in finding common ground even with those we might call enemies. It’s why we hold this festival every year—to remind everyone that unity is still possible. It’s not just about politics; it’s about the people."
Cortha took in the words, a sense of awe creeping up on her. Rivermist was more than just a haven for neutral parties—it was a living testament to the possibility of peace. She had seen firsthand how quickly alliances could dissolve into conflict. It was almost comforting to know such a place still existed.
Meanwhile, across the market, Joren and Thrain were working their way through the crowd, moving with purpose. Joren was the first to spot a merchant with an array of rare herbs and spices on display. An older man with a weathered face greeted them with a knowing smile, as if he had seen all kinds of people pass through Rivermist over the years.
"Good day," Joren greeted him smoothly. "I’ve heard Rivermist is a trade hub. Must be fascinating to see so many people pass through. You must hear some interesting stories."
The merchant’s smile deepened, his eyes gleaming with the kind of experience only someone who had been in the game for decades could have. "Indeed. Travelers from all over bring more than goods; they bring tales. What are you looking for, if I may ask?"
Thrain stepped closer, his voice low. "We’re interested in any... unusual happenings. Meetings, whispers, things that aren't common knowledge."
The merchant’s eyes flickered briefly, and he leaned in, lowering his voice. "Well, there are rumors. Foreign emissaries meeting with some local leaders in the hills north of here. Some say it's for trade, others say it’s... something else entirely. But who knows what’s true, eh?"
Joren exchanged a look with Thrain, then nodded. "Thank you, friend. That’s helpful."
As the evening wore on and the festival began to wind down, the crew gathered back at their meeting point. The air had cooled, and the vibrant energy of the day seemed to ebb, leaving only the memories of laughter and music behind.
Cortha spoke first, her voice steady. "I spoke with Maren. She seems genuine, wants peace for Rivermist and beyond. I think we can count on them as an ally."
Joren nodded, his tone pragmatic. "We picked up on something, though. A secret meeting in the hills. We’ll need to investigate that further."
Lyra grinned, her eyes sparkling. "You’d be surprised what you can learn from a festival."
Thrain chuckled quietly, his deep voice rumbling with a hint of humor. "And how much fun you can have while you’re at it."
For a moment, it felt like everything was just as it should be—like they could do this, move forward, and uncover what lay ahead. But Cortha knew, deep down, that the path would only get harder from here.

 
 
The quiet of the night wrapped around Cortha like a shroud, the distant hum of the wards the only sound in the stillness. She stood in the chamber lit by the faint glow of a single enchanted lantern, her eyes drawn to a small, unassuming box on the corner of the desk. It hadn’t been there earlier.
Frowning, she approached, her steps hesitant. The box was plain, crafted of dark wood, its edges worn smooth with age. She flipped open the simple latch, and inside was a letter. The parchment was brittle with age, its edges curling slightly, as though it had been hidden away for decades. Her heart thudded in her chest as she lifted it out, its weight far greater than the paper in her hands.
The seal on the letter caught her breath—a wax imprint of the Blejek crest. This wasn’t some casual correspondence; it bore the mark of authority, secrecy, and purpose. Her fingers hovered over the wax, the red hue almost glowing under the dim light.
Her mind raced. Why had it been left for her now? Who had placed it there, and what did it contain that someone would risk the intricate security of the Citadel to deliver it? Finally, with steadying breath, she pressed her thumb against the wax and broke the seal.
As the seal cracked, the silence in the room seemed to deepen, pressing in around her. Unfolding the letter, her eyes darted across the inked words, her pulse quickening with each line.
To Eldrin, Keeper of the Flame,
Your sacred duty is to her. The path she walks is shadowed by both danger and potential. She must never stray into the temptation of darkness, nor lose herself to despair. You are her guide, her guardian, her anchor. Be her beacon in the storm, her steady hand when all else falters. Her life, her choices—they will shape the future of us all. Protect her, not only from those who seek to destroy her, but from herself.
The room seemed to tilt, the words pressing into her mind with the weight of an undeniable truth. Her breath hitched as she pieced it together: Eldrin’s unwavering mentorship, his exhaustive patience, the way he had appeared at her lowest moments with exactly the wisdom she had needed to hear. None of it had been chance.
Her fingers tightened around the letter as her thoughts tumbled over each other. Eldrin hadn’t just been her mentor; he’d been assigned to her, his every action part of a deliberate design to shape and protect her. His guidance, his knowledge, his presence—they weren’t mere happenstance. The realization sent a wave of anger, betrayal, and sorrow crashing over her.
“Why?” she whispered to the empty room, her voice barely audible. “Why wouldn’t he tell me?”
The edges of the letter trembled in her hands. She could almost hear Eldrin’s voice, steady and kind, echoing through her memories. All the lessons, the encouragement, the warnings—each moment now felt like a piece of a grander puzzle she hadn’t even known existed.
The line about temptation lingered in her mind, its implications gnawing at her. Did they think she was weak? Did Eldrin? Or was it something else—some greater threat she didn’t yet understand?
Her knees buckled, and she sank into the chair beside the desk, the letter clutched tightly. The quiet of the room offered no answers, only the steady drum of her heartbeat and the overwhelming weight of a secret now fully exposed. Eldrin hadn’t just been her mentor—he had been her keeper. And she wasn’t sure whether to feel grateful or betrayed.
The letter felt like it weighed as much as a boulder in Cortha’s hands as she stormed through the Citadel’s labyrinthine halls. Her thoughts swirled in a chaotic tempest of betrayal, confusion, and fury. Eldrin, the one person she had trusted implicitly, had been following orders—orders to shape her, mold her, watch her.
By the time she reached the council chamber, her heart was pounding, and her breath came in sharp bursts. The massive oak doors loomed before her, their intricate carvings of ancient battles and victories suddenly seeming mocking, as if the very walls knew of her manipulated fate.
She shoved them open without ceremony, the doors groaning loudly in protest. The Blejek leader, seated at the head of the grand table, looked up from a stack of parchments, their face calm but unreadable. Around them, a few council members exchanged uneasy glances, but no one spoke as Cortha strode forward.
Without preamble, she slammed the letter onto the table, the crack of her palm against the wood echoing through the chamber. “You used me,” she said, her voice trembling with restrained fury.
The leader’s eyes flicked to the letter, then back to her. They didn’t look surprised—if anything, they looked weary. “I see you’ve been to Eldrin’s house,” they said simply, folding their hands in front of them.
“Don’t you dare act indifferent,” Cortha snapped, her voice rising. “You tasked him to watch me, to monitor every step I’ve taken, every choice I’ve made. Why? Because you didn’t trust me?”
“It wasn’t about trust, Cortha,” the leader replied, their tone calm but firm. “It was about ensuring that the power you wield would not consume you—or worse, be turned against us.”
Cortha’s laugh was sharp, bitter. “So, instead of trusting me to find my own path, you made me your project? Your pawn in some grand scheme to save the realm?” She leaned over the table, her hands braced against it. “You stole my agency. My life.”
A heavy silence filled the room. The other council members shifted uncomfortably, their gazes darting between Cortha and the leader.
The leader sighed deeply, their shoulders slumping under an invisible weight. “It was never our intention to hurt you,” they said softly. “The arcane is unpredictable, dangerous. We couldn’t risk—”
“You couldn’t risk what?” Cortha interrupted. “That I might make a mistake? That I might not turn out the way you wanted?” Her voice cracked, anger giving way to hurt. “Eldrin was my mentor. My friend. And now I find out he was just...following orders.”
“It wasn’t just orders,” the leader said, their voice suddenly heavier, more emotional. “Eldrin cared for you. We all do. But we had to ensure that your power served the realm, not destroyed it.”
Cortha shook her head, stepping back as if their words had physically struck her. “You talk about serving the realm like it’s an excuse for every lie, every manipulation. Do you have any idea what this feels like? To realize that the one person you thought saw you was only seeing what you wanted them to see?”
The leader stood, their expression grim. “We made difficult choices, Cortha. Choices that weigh on us every day. Leadership isn’t about doing what’s easy or even what’s right—it’s about doing what’s necessary.”
Cortha’s jaw clenched. “I won’t turn my back on this fight,” she said, her voice cold, resolute. “But don’t expect me to trust you blindly anymore. If we’re to continue, there will be no more secrets. No more manipulations. Do you understand me?”
The leader met her gaze steadily, their nod slow and deliberate. “Understood.”
Cortha turned on her heel and left without another word, the letter still lying on the table. The heavy doors slammed shut behind her, the echo carrying the weight of her resolve—and her heartbreak.
Cortha returned to Eldrin's house in a haze, the weight of her confrontation with the Blejek leader pressing down on her chest. She needed a moment, a breath of space to sort through the storm of emotions threatening to drown her. She stepped into the garden, the familiar quiet of the space offering a fragile comfort. The air was crisp with the first whispers of autumn—earthy, rich with the smell of leaves and damp soil. The sound of crunching leaves underfoot was oddly soothing, as if the earth itself was grounding her.
Her eyes wandered across the garden, tracing the vibrant tapestry of colors in the plants, but something caught her attention—a small creature, blending almost perfectly with the foliage. It was a tiny, curious thing, its fur a patchwork of brown and green, so well camouflaged that only its eyes seemed to break the illusion. Those eyes, wide and knowing, met hers with an uncanny understanding. A strange sense of peace swept over her. She crouched slowly, offering the creature some crumbs from her pocket, drawn to it in a way she couldn’t quite explain. For a brief moment, the world seemed less heavy, less burdened with the weight of secrets and expectations.
After a time, Cortha made her way inside, her hands still trembling slightly as she clutched the letter. She sat at the desk in Eldrin's study, the familiar surroundings doing little to comfort her now. The letter in her hands felt like a foreign object, foreign in its weight, in the way the wax seal seemed to mock her. Cold. Indifferent. The words on the page blurred as she read them again, as if her mind couldn’t quite grasp their full meaning. "Your responsibility is to be her beacon of hope in times of turmoil. Keep her away from the darkness's temptations."
Her breath caught sharply in her chest. It was as if the floor had shifted beneath her, tilting her world just enough to make everything feel unreal. Eldrin hadn't just been her mentor, her guide, the person who had helped her find her way when everything else had felt uncertain. He had been placed in her life with a specific purpose—a duty that had nothing to do with her or her needs. He had been there to watch her, to protect her from herself, from the very power she had always believed to be hers to wield.
Every lesson, every word of encouragement, every moment she had cherished now felt like a lie, an act carried out under the watchful eye of those in power. Her chest tightened, and she set the letter down carefully, as if touching it too much would break something inside her. Eldrin had been part of a plan she hadn’t even known existed, a plan to shape her into something useful, something safe. Her entire life felt orchestrated, as if the choices she thought she had made had never been hers at all.
She tried to breathe through the sudden rush of anger, of hurt. The tears threatened, but she swallowed them down. Crying wouldn’t help. It wouldn't change the fact that everything she thought she knew about her path—about her purpose—had been controlled by someone else’s hand.
Cortha stared at the letter, the words still haunting her mind. She had never asked for this. She had never asked for Eldrin to be her protector, her shield from the darkness. She had always believed her struggles were her own, that the choices she made were hers alone. But now… Now, she wasn’t sure who she was anymore.
Cortha sat in the stillness of Eldrin's study, her mind racing through the years they had spent together, each memory now tainted by doubt. She thought of the moments when Eldrin had been her rock—the one who steadied her in the face of uncertainty, who provided guidance when the weight of the world felt too heavy to bear. His presence had been unwavering, like the steady rhythm of a heartbeat in the chaos of her life. But now, she wondered, had it all been genuine? Had it been a true mentor’s care, or had it all been part of a carefully woven scheme to shape her into something they needed, something they could control?
She closed her eyes, leaning back in the chair as the memories unfolded, sharp and vivid.
She could almost hear his voice again, low and reassuring, teaching her in the quiet hours when she was struggling to grasp an especially complex spell. "You’ve learned well, Cortha," Eldrin had said, his words rich with the approval that had always made her heart swell. She had felt so proud in that moment, as though she had finally earned his trust. "But remember, knowledge is only as powerful as the choices you make with it."
That moment had meant the world to her. His belief in her had been a validation of all her efforts, all the long nights spent studying, the countless spells practiced until her hands ached. It had been more than just his approval—it had been the foundation of her confidence. But now, in the quiet, empty study, she couldn’t help but ask herself—had his belief in her been real? Or had it simply been part of the plan? Had his support, his care, been carefully crafted to ensure she stayed on the path they wanted her to take? To make sure she remained compliant, unaware of the manipulation happening just beneath the surface?
Her hand tightened around the letter, crumpling the edges in frustration as the sting of betrayal grew sharper. It’s not fair, she thought bitterly, her chest tight with a mix of anger and sorrow. How could they have kept me in the dark like this?
She had always known the Blejek Council was ruthless, that their decisions were driven by practicality and necessity, that they viewed the world through a lens of cold strategy. But to have her entire life, her very future, manipulated for some greater purpose—that felt like a betrayal on a level deeper than she could have imagined. It wasn’t just about the lies or the secrecy—it was the realization that her entire existence had been shaped by forces beyond her control.
The foundation she had built her identity on—her connection with Eldrin, her sense of purpose in the world—was now shattered. How much of what she had learned, what she had achieved, was truly hers? And how much of it had been engineered to keep her in line, to make her a tool for their cause?
Tears pricked at her eyes, but she pushed them back. There was no time for weakness. She needed answers. But no matter how many times she read the letter, no matter how many questions she asked herself, one truth remained: the life she had known was not hers to choose. And that, more than anything, cut deeper than any betrayal she had ever known.
There was a part of Cortha, despite everything, that couldn’t fully shake the memories of how Eldrin had been there when no one else had. She remembered the long nights when the weight of her powers felt too much to bear, when her own potential seemed like an overwhelming force that could tear her apart. In those dark moments, Eldrin had been the steady presence at her side, never judgmental, always patient. He had listened to her fears and doubts without hesitation, offering wisdom and encouragement when the path forward seemed impossible. His words had been a lifeline, pulling her back from the edge of despair. He hadn’t just been a mentor or protector in those moments; he had been something far more profound—a father figure, a friend, someone who understood the heavy burden she carried.
That part of her—the one that cherished him for the way he had always shown up, even when others turned away—was at war with everything she had just learned. Was it all a lie? Had all his acts of kindness, every moment of support, been nothing more than a well-played role, designed to keep her in line? Or had there been truth in his affection for her, despite the shadow of manipulation that now loomed over every memory?
The internal conflict churned like a storm in her chest. The loyalty she had once felt for him, the admiration that had guided her through so much, now felt like it was slipping through her fingers. How could she reconcile the man who had once been her rock with the one who might have been using her, shaping her for someone else's plan? Had she ever truly known him at all? Or had she only known the version of him that had been carefully crafted for her benefit?
Her hands gripped the letter more tightly, crumpling it in her fingers as her thoughts swirled. She couldn't let herself fall into this web of doubt—not when there were more pressing matters at hand. The stakes were too high, the dangers too immediate. She had a responsibility to the realm, to the cause she had pledged herself to. But the question remained, haunting her in the quiet moments: Can I still trust him?
The thought gnawed at her. She couldn't afford to question everything she had believed in—especially not now. But as she paced the room, her mind returned again and again to the same bitter uncertainty. Had Eldrin’s guidance been a gift? Or had it been a chain, binding her to a fate she hadn’t chosen?
She forced herself to focus, to push the thoughts aside. There was work to be done, decisions to be made, and yet the lingering doubt refused to release its grip.
Later that evening, Cortha found herself back in her quarters, the quiet of the room wrapping around her like a heavy blanket. The chamber was sparse but elegantly furnished, with tall, arched windows framing a view of Archemere that never failed to stir something deep within her. The city sprawled beneath her, its stone streets winding like veins through the heart of the Capital. The soft glow of lanterns illuminated the pathways, casting long, shadowed stretches against the towering buildings that rose like silent sentinels, watching over the city. It was a city of power, wealth, and secrets. The high walls of the Citadel loomed in the distance, the gates that protected the ruling class, and just beyond them, the markets and villages that bled into the wilderness of Archemere's borders.
The distant sounds of the city were muffled by the heavy stone walls of her quarters. The room itself, lit only by the flickering fire in the hearth, held an air of quiet austerity—nothing extravagant, just simple furnishings. The wooden floors creaked beneath her feet as she walked toward the window, her fingers brushing the rough-hewn stone of the sill. A soft, cool breeze stirred the curtains, and she let it wash over her, as though hoping the night air could clear her mind. But it couldn’t.
Her gaze drifted out over the sprawling city, her thoughts as tangled as the labyrinthine streets below. The lights of Archemere twinkled like stars in the distance, so far removed from the darkened thoughts clouding her mind. The contrast felt like a cruel joke. The city, so alive with energy and motion, seemed so far removed from the quiet turmoil within her. The flickering lights felt like a distant reminder of everything she had hoped for—safety, purpose, the truth.
She hadn’t realized until now how deeply Eldrin’s influence had seeped into her life. Every decision, every instinct, had been molded by his teachings. He had shaped her path, both in ways she could see and in ways she hadn’t. And now? Now she was left standing in the ruins of that foundation, trying to piece together a sense of self she hadn’t known was broken. She felt like a puppet whose strings had been pulled for so long that, when finally cut, she was left to flounder in the emptiness of her own will.
Her heart clenched as the realization settled in. But there is more to this than just Eldrin, isn’t there? Her thoughts turned darker, harder, like stones being thrown into a churning river. The Blejek Council—they knew. They had to have known. Eldrin’s role in her life had never been just chance, just fate. No, they had orchestrated this, placed him in her path for a reason. They had let this happen, had allowed her to grow under his watchful eye, all for some greater purpose she was only now beginning to understand.
Maybe... maybe they’ve always been manipulating me, too. But not just me—everyone. Her fists clenched at her sides, her nails digging into her palms. The realization was a bitter pill, the weight of it pressing down on her chest, making it harder to breathe. She had trusted them—the Council, the people who had guided her, who had once seemed so certain in their cause. Had it all been a game to them?
Her thoughts circled back to Eldrin. He had been there for her, hadn’t he? But if he had been playing his part—if he had been guiding her to be something, to fulfill some greater role—then what of the Council? They were playing a far bigger game. And she had been caught in the middle of it, unknowingly, like a pawn in a war she didn’t fully understand.
Her breath caught in her throat, but she steadied herself, pushing the bitterness down. I can’t give in to this. Even as the weight of betrayal settled in her stomach, she couldn’t ignore the purpose that still resided within her. The Blejek Council’s mission, twisted as it may have been, still held some semblance of truth. There was still a cause worth fighting for—one that, despite all the lies and manipulation, still mattered.
I won’t let them break me, she thought, her resolve hardening like stone. There was still too much at stake. And no matter how deep the betrayal, she could not turn her back on everything she had been taught. Not yet.
A soft knock at the door drew Cortha’s gaze away from the darkened cityscape that stretched before her. Her thoughts still swirled with the revelations of the hours since she’d retreated to her quarters. The weight of Eldrin’s manipulation, the shadow of the Blejek Council’s hidden agendas—these truths were things she could not escape, not even in moments of solitude. But as the knock came again, she pushed aside her swirling emotions. The hard choices ahead would not wait. They would shape not only her future, but the future of Archemere itself.
She straightened her shoulders, preparing herself for whatever would come next. The world outside her window had changed, but she had to stay focused. And yet, no matter how much she tried to ignore it, the reality remained: Eldrin’s influence would always follow her. She wasn’t sure she could ever fully leave it behind.
Cortha moved to the door and opened it, her heart still heavy, her mind full of questions that had no easy answers. But as the door swung open, she knew the next few days would bring uncertainty—ones that would force her to confront the truth of her past and the role she had been unknowingly playing.
Cortha had always been a keen observer, a skill shaped over years of navigating dangerous environments—both physical and political. Lately, her instincts had been on edge. She could sense something shifting, something wrong with the flow of information and strategy that had once seemed clear.
It started small: a slight misstep here, a discrepancy there. But now, in the quiet of her study, those small inconsistencies began to form a troubling pattern. The intelligence reports she had been entrusted to review—a duty given to only a few on the council—showed signs of cracks. At first, she dismissed it—one misreport was easy to explain away. But as she continued to examine the documents, the doubts grew.
The council had given her this responsibility because of her reputation for discerning the truth, for seeing what others missed. Few members had the time or patience to sift through the endless flow of reports from the field. But Cortha, with her sharp mind and determination, had been entrusted with the task.
And now, she wondered if that trust had been misplaced.
She flipped through the latest stack of reports in the dim light of her room, sitting at the heavy oak desk in the eastern building. The smell of parchment and ink filled the air, and the quiet ticking of a clock echoed in the distance, adding to the silence surrounding her.
The reports spoke of recent skirmishes with the Crimson Fist, updates on troop movements, and reconnaissance missions. But the deeper she dug, the more inconsistencies she found. One report, from a field officer she had trusted, spoke of a minor engagement at the border, where a few Crimson Fist soldiers were captured. But a second report from another officer described the same battle as a full-scale conflict, with Blejek forces retreating after suffering heavy losses. The disparity between the two reports couldn’t be ignored.
“Contradictory battle reports, same date, different outcomes,” she muttered, jotting a note on a separate sheet of parchment.
She glanced down at the table, at the scattered pages before her. There were other reports that raised more questions—one about missing supplies, another detailing an odd shift in orders that seemed to benefit the Crimson Fist’s forces. These were minor inconsistencies on their own, but together, they painted a picture of something deliberate, something hidden.
It wasn’t just the reports that bothered her—it was the feeling that something larger was at play. She had always believed the Blejek Council’s mission was clear: protect the realm, defend its borders, maintain order. But now, the more she read, the more she questioned if there was more to the story. Someone, somewhere, seemed to be pulling strings behind the scenes, guiding events in ways that didn’t make sense.
Chapter 39
Her fingers traced the next document, a report from one of the spy networks infiltrating the Crimson Fist. The report detailed an increase in Crimson Fist activity near the western border. But then, there was a strange note—a mention of a “covert meeting” between a high-ranking Blejek official and a Crimson Fist leader. No names. No dates. Just the word “covert” and a vague reference to a future “alliance.”
Cortha’s heart beat faster. She set the report down, trying to make sense of the cryptic note. The missing details, the ambiguous references, felt like pieces of a puzzle she wasn’t yet able to complete.
She leaned back in her chair, the weight of the unanswered questions pressing down on her. If someone had been tampering with the intelligence, if someone had been guiding events from the shadows, who could it be? And why?
The answer, she realized, might be closer than she thought.
Cortha sat in the dim light of her quarters, the air heavy with the scent of ink and parchment. She had been reviewing intelligence reports for hours, her eyes scanning each line, noting every inconsistency. She had always been detail-oriented—an instinct she had sharpened over years of navigating the shifting, often treacherous political terrain of Archemere. But tonight, the discrepancies were too obvious to ignore.
Her first focus was a series of orders regarding troop movements. One directive had been issued to fortify an outpost near the Radan border, an area of increasing tension with the Crimson Fist. Yet, just one day later, another order redirected the same regiment back to the capital, leaving the outpost vulnerable. Cortha frowned, flipping back to the previous page, then the next, as if the words might suddenly change or make more sense. But they didn’t.
“Counterproductive orders,” she muttered, her voice tinged with frustration. “Why would they pull back when reinforcements were clearly needed?” The question echoed in her mind, but no answer came. It seemed illogical, a strategic error that could cost them dearly. But the more she stared at the orders, the more it became apparent: these were not mistakes. Someone wanted that outpost unprotected, and the regiment’s sudden return to the capital was no accident.
Next, Cortha turned her attention to a set of resource allocation reports. Supplies meant for frontline troops had never arrived. Instead, the reports indicated that these supplies had been marked as delivered to a remote depot—one that wasn’t critical to their immediate needs. Cortha’s brow furrowed as she traced the lines of the report. This wasn’t just a minor clerical error. The depot listed was often used as a temporary holding area, a place for excess supplies that weren’t immediately needed, not for frontline reinforcements.
“Missing supplies,” she jotted down, her pen moving swiftly across the paper. “Sent to a depot instead of the front lines. Conveniently overlooked.” The more she thought about it, the clearer it became that this wasn’t just an oversight. Someone was deliberately redirecting the supplies, keeping them away from the troops who needed them most.
Her hand paused over the next set of reports—the encrypted messages. These were more troubling. She had been trained to read between the lines, to catch the small details that others might overlook, and what she found here raised the hairs on the back of her neck. The messages were partially decoded, revealing only fragmented, vague information about unauthorized movements within Blejek territories. There were references to “special assignments” and “priority tasks,” but no names, no details on who had authorized these shifts, or why they were being kept so secret.
“Tampered intel,” Cortha wrote, her mind finally putting the pieces together. “Someone with access and influence is manipulating information.” She felt the weight of that realization settle over her. Whoever was behind these inconsistencies had power—power to alter official reports, to redirect resources, to quietly sabotage the Blejek Council’s efforts without drawing attention.
Cortha leaned back in her chair, staring at the stack of reports before her. The contradictions were piling up, each one more disturbing than the last. The counterproductive orders, the missing supplies, the vague messages—they all pointed to the same conclusion. Someone within the Blejek ranks was working against them, deliberately sabotaging their efforts from within. And that someone had enough influence to make these changes without immediate suspicion.
She ran a hand through her hair, frustration boiling in her chest. This wasn’t just about military strategy anymore. This was bigger. If someone was undermining the Blejek Council, then the very foundation of their operations was in jeopardy. Cortha knew that finding the person responsible wouldn’t be easy. She couldn’t simply accuse someone without concrete evidence—evidence that could expose a conspiracy within the Council itself. And she couldn’t afford to make a mistake, not with the stakes so high.
With a deep sigh, Cortha carefully reorganized the documents, folding her notes in with them. She didn’t know who was behind the sabotage yet, but she knew one thing for certain: she had to be careful. The last thing she needed was to tip off the person manipulating the information, whoever they were. This wasn’t a simple matter of misplaced reports or orders gone wrong. This was a calculated game, and someone was playing it better than anyone could have imagined.
Cortha tucked the notes into her personal belongings and locked the drawer with a deliberate click. Tomorrow would be another day of decisions, but for now, she needed to sleep. Though she wasn’t sure how she could rest with the weight of the truth already pressing down on her.
Cortha’s thoughts lingered uneasily on Tezlin. For years, he had been an integral part of their operations—a steady, reliable presence in their dangerous world. Their relationship had grown layered over time, built on mutual respect and something deeper she didn’t dare define. But recent events unsettled her. His sudden and unexplained departure just before a critical mission wasn’t like him. And while she hated to admit it, there were inconsistencies in the intelligence he’d provided before he left, pieces that didn’t align when viewed together.
Yet, every doubt she harbored was countered by memories of his loyalty. Tezlin had always been the one to stand with her, even when others faltered. He had bled for their cause, grieved alongside her, and fought tirelessly to expose corruption. The idea of him working against them felt absurd—almost cruel.
But the unease wouldn’t leave her. When morning came, Cortha decided to share her concerns with the only person who might understand—High Councilor Elodin, Tezlin’s father.
She found Elodin in the strategy room later that day, seated at the head of the table surrounded by a sea of maps and reports. He was alone, for once, the weight of leadership evident in the furrow of his brow and the slump of his shoulders.
Cortha hesitated at the doorway, then steeled herself and stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “High Councilor Elodin,” she began, her voice steady but quiet. “May I speak with you? Privately.”
Elodin looked up, his sharp blue eyes locking onto hers. He straightened in his seat, his expression unreadable. “Of course, Cortha. What’s on your mind?”
She took a deep breath, her pulse quickening. “I’ve been reviewing the intelligence reports from recent missions,” she said carefully. “There are inconsistencies—discrepancies that don’t make sense. I believe someone might be sabotaging us.”
Elodin’s brow furrowed further. “That’s a serious accusation. Have you found evidence?”
“Not yet,” she admitted. “But I’ve noticed enough to feel certain that someone inside our circle is feeding false information.” She hesitated, glancing away before meeting his gaze again. “And I need to ask… do you know why Tezlin left so abruptly?”
Elodin’s expression hardened, his jaw tightening. “Tezlin spoke with me before he left, but the matter was personal, not one that concerns this council or its operations.”
His evasiveness left her feeling uneasy, but she pressed on. “High Councilor, some of the intelligence that’s been compromised—it passed through him. His timing… it’s suspicious. I don’t want to believe it, but if he’s being coerced or—”
“Enough.” Elodin’s voice cut through her words like a blade. He stood, his tall frame towering over her. “Tezlin is my son, Cortha. I’ve known him every day of his life. He is not working against us. Whatever you think you’ve found, it’s a misunderstanding.”
“Then help me understand,” she implored, her voice softer now. “If you trust him, then help me clear his name. Let me find out the truth.”
Elodin’s gaze softened just slightly, though his expression remained firm. “I will look into the matter personally. But until then, I forbid you from acting on these suspicions. Your loyalty to this council is unquestioned, Cortha, but you’re letting doubt cloud your judgment. Do not make accusations without proof.”
She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “Yes, High Councilor.”
As she left the room, Cortha’s unease only deepened. Elodin’s defense of Tezlin had been absolute, but his unwillingness to disclose the nature of their last conversation weighed on her. Was it truly personal, or was he protecting his son?
That night, Cortha resolved to tread carefully. If Tezlin was innocent, she would find proof. If not… she would face the truth, no matter how much it hurt. For now, she and her crew continued their quiet investigation, following the thin threads of evidence wherever they led, knowing the answers could fracture everything they thought they knew.
In the dim confines of a hidden chamber beneath the Blejek Citadel, Cortha waited. The stone walls muffled the sounds of the world above, creating an air of isolation. The door creaked as Veran slipped inside, a satchel slung over his shoulder. His steps were quick and purposeful, and he wasted no time getting to the point.
“I’ve got something,” he said, placing the satchel on the table. “It’s not everything, but it’s enough to matter.”
Cortha opened the bag, pulling out a stack of papers. Maps, coded messages, and a ledger met her gaze. Her brow furrowed as she traced routes marked in sharp ink across the pages.
“These are supply routes,” she muttered, spreading the maps wider. “And safe houses. If these are accurate—”
“They are,” Veran interrupted. “At least as far as the Crimson Fist is concerned. It’s how they’re moving arms and supplies through the outer territories. But that’s not the worst of it.”
Cortha’s eyes snapped to his. “Go on.”
Veran crossed his arms, his expression steady but grim. “They’ve got someone inside. A mole. Someone feeding them details from within the Citadel.”
She stilled, the weight of his words settling heavily. “Do you have a name?”
“No,” he admitted, shaking his head. “But whoever it is has access to sensitive information. I’ve seen gaps in records—reports going missing or altered before they reach the council chambers. And the Crimson Fist knows too much about our movements. Supply runs ambushed too precisely. Decisions leaked before they’re acted on.”
Cortha exhaled sharply, her mind racing through the implications. If there truly was a mole, it meant their enemies weren’t just striking from the shadows; they were pulling strings from the inside.
“Why bring this to me now?” she asked, her tone measured.
“Because it’s escalating,” Veran replied, leaning against the table. “I intercepted chatter about something bigger—targeting the council directly. If we don’t get ahead of this, it won’t be just supply chains at risk. It’ll be the entire Citadel.”
Cortha studied him, searching for any hint of hesitation or deceit. Veran had always been a careful player, his motivations hard to read. But his work in the archives had given him access to information no one else could obtain, and so far, his intel had been reliable.
“You’ve been in this long enough to know how dangerous this is for you,” she said flatly. “If the mole catches wind of what you’re doing—”
“I know,” he cut her off. “I’m not asking for sympathy. I’m giving you what I’ve got because if this falls apart, it’s not just my head on the block.”
“Fine.” She tapped the map with a gloved finger. “These supply routes—do you have any specifics on who’s coordinating them? People we can intercept?”
“Not yet, but I can dig deeper,” Veran replied. “The names in this ledger are aliases, but I’ll cross-reference them with council records. It’ll take time.”
“Then work fast,” Cortha said. “I’ll deal with the safe houses and see if I can trace anything back from there. If we’re lucky, it might lead us to the mole—or at least narrow it down.”
Veran gave a curt nod, his face impassive. “Watch your back. If they’ve got someone inside, they’re already watching yours.”
As Cortha gathered the documents and left the chamber, her thoughts churned. The stakes were clear: if the mole wasn’t found and the supply routes weren’t disrupted, the Crimson Fist would gain even more ground. Trust was already scarce, and Veran’s information only deepened her wariness of those around her.
There was no room for error. Not now.
It was during one of Verans clandestine meetings with Crimson Fist operatives that he encountered Cortha, known for her relentless pursuit of justice and strategic acumen. Recognizing her as a potential ally, Veran took a significant risk by offering her crucial intelligence that could undermine the council's operations. His decision to aid Cortha was driven not only by a desire for revenge against the council but also by a growing admiration for her unwavering commitment to the realm's welfare. 
 As Veran handed over the bundle of documents to Cortha in that secluded chamber within the Blejek Citadel, he knew the risks he was taking. His dual life as both clerk and spy had become increasingly perilous, with the ever-present threat of discovery looming over him. Yet, the hope of a better Archemere, free from corruption and inequality, spurred him onward in his dangerous game of espionage and deceit. 
The territory of Jaon, with its rugged terrain of steep cliffs, dense forests, and treacherous passes, had long been a strategic focal point in the conflict. Situated at the border of Archemere and the neighboring Saran lands, it served as a vital corridor for trade, supply routes, and military campaigns. For years, Jaon had been a contested region, its control offering a decisive advantage to any faction.
Within the Blejek Citadel’s strategy chamber, Cortha and her comrades gathered to monitor the unfolding battle. A network of informants and scryers provided live updates, their voices tense as they relayed reports from the front lines. Maps of Jaon sprawled across the table, marked with troop movements and critical choke points. The weight of the conflict hung heavy in the room, the crackling of a magical communication orb punctuating moments of tense silence.
A scout’s voice came through the orb, strained but triumphant. "The Crimson Fist and Saran forces are breaking. Our vanguard pushed them back along the northern ridges. Their retreat is chaotic—casualties are high."
Cortha exchanged a sharp glance with Tezlin. "What about their supply lines?" she asked, her voice calm but urgent.
"Disrupted. The Saran forces relied on mountain passes that are now blocked. They’re abandoning their wounded to escape faster," the scout responded.
The chamber erupted into murmurs, but Cortha focused on the implications. The alliance between the Crimson Fist and the Sarans had been tenuous, a relationship built on shared goals but plagued by differing priorities. Now, with the Sarans suffering such a devastating defeat, cracks in their partnership were inevitable.
A new voice chimed in—a field commander. "The Saran leadership has begun pulling back troops. Negotiations for surrender are underway. They’re abandoning the Crimson Fist."
Tezlin leaned forward, his brow furrowed. "If Saran withdraws completely, the Crimson Fist will lose critical reinforcements and logistical support. This could cripple their operations in the region."
Cortha nodded, her mind racing. The Sarans' withdrawal was more than a tactical victory; it was a seismic shift in the region’s power dynamics. Without Saran support, the Crimson Fist would be forced to rely on scattered cells and guerrilla tactics, losing their ability to launch coordinated offensives.
The scryer’s orb flared again. "Confirmed: the Saran forces are retreating from Jaon. Terms of surrender are being finalized. Their troops are falling back to fortify their borders."
"Good," Cortha said, her tone measured. "But this doesn’t end here. The Crimson Fist will adapt, and their desperation might make them more dangerous."
The chamber quieted as the weight of her words settled over the group. Tezlin broke the silence. "We need to act quickly. With Saran out of the picture, we can fortify Jaon and secure the region. This is our chance to consolidate."
The conversation shifted to the next steps—deploying troops to stabilize the area, setting up supply routes to aid reconstruction, and leveraging the victory to rally additional allies. Jaon would require significant resources to hold, but its value was indisputable.
Cortha couldn’t help but think of the wider implications. The Crimson Fist, now isolated, might turn inward or seek new allies. And then there was Manny, the shadow behind all of this, whose ambitions wouldn’t wane despite the setback. For now, though, the battle of Jaon was a victory—one that gave Archemere and its defenders a rare glimmer of hope.
On the southeastern coast of Archemere lay Maraqua, a sprawling port city renowned for its maritime prowess and unique cultural diversity. The city was home to the amphibious Maraquan people—a harmonious blend of humans, merfolk, and aquatic elves who had forged an identity rooted in their connection to the sea. With their vibrant markets, sleek ships, and deep knowledge of oceanic trade, the Maraquan were indispensable allies of the Blejek Council, providing both naval support and a steady stream of exotic goods to the capital.
Cortha and her crew arrived at the heart of Maraqua, their senses immediately overwhelmed by the city’s vibrancy. The market was a kaleidoscope of activity, with stalls draped in shimmering nets displaying pearls that glowed faintly in the sunlight, rare spices from distant shores, and intricately carved shells used as currency in trade. The chatter of merchants mixed with the rhythmic splash of waves against the stone docks, while the distinct hum of an enchanted aqueduct carried water from the harbor to the elevated sections of the city.
The Maraquan people themselves were as striking as their city. Merfolk with iridescent scales glided gracefully through specially designed canals that wove through the streets, their laughter ringing like music. Aquatic elves with gill-like tattoos and hair that shimmered like kelp walked alongside human sailors dressed in weathered coats. The city was a living testament to unity across species, a rare phenomenon in Archemere.
As the crew wandered through the bustling market, a young mermaid approached them. Her scales shimmered with hues of green and gold, and her webbed fingers clutched a basket of polished coral trinkets. "Welcome to Maraqua!" she greeted them warmly. "I’m Nerida. Can I help you find something?"
Cortha exchanged a glance with Joren, who stepped forward. "We’re looking for information about a ship. It’s tied to the Crimson Fist—they’ve been using it to smuggle goods."
Nerida’s cheerful expression dimmed, replaced by cautious seriousness. Her voice lowered as she scanned the market. "You’d better come with me. If it’s the Crimson Fist, we’ll need to tread carefully."
She led them past bustling traders and curious onlookers, weaving through narrow streets until they reached a cozy tavern near the harbor. The building’s wooden facade was adorned with nautical carvings, and the scent of brine and ale wafted from within. Inside, a burly sailor with a bushy beard and weathered skin sat at a corner table, nursing a tankard of dark ale.
"This is Captain Brynn," Nerida said softly. "If anyone knows about ships and their dealings, it’s him."
Brynn looked up, his sharp blue eyes narrowing as he sized up Cortha and her crew. "Crimson Fist, you say?" he rumbled, his voice deep and gravelly. "They’re trouble. But I’ve heard things. What’s it to you?"
Cortha leaned forward, her tone steady. "We’re working to dismantle their operations. Every smuggling route we expose weakens them. We need to know everything you can share about their activities in Maraqua."
Brynn stroked his beard thoughtfully. "I’ve heard whispers of a ship—The Redwake—captained by one of their trusted smugglers. Docked in secret coves, always on the move. But if you’re serious about tracking them down, you’ll want to speak to the sea witch."
Nerida’s brows knit in concern. "Are you sure about that, Captain? The sea witch doesn’t take kindly to strangers."
Brynn grunted. "She knows more about these waters than anyone alive. If the Crimson Fist is moving goods through here, she’ll know how."
With Nerida and Brynn leading the way, Cortha and her crew ventured to the outskirts of the city, where the crashing waves grew louder and the air grew cooler. The sea witch’s dwelling was a cave carved into the cliffside, its entrance adorned with wind chimes made of bones and shells. Inside, the air was thick with the scent of brine and herbs. The witch herself was a hunched figure with piercing eyes that gleamed like polished stones, her voice an eerie echo as she recounted details of Crimson Fist operations.
Through their encounter with the sea witch, the crew gained crucial insights into the Crimson Fist’s smuggling routes, hidden coves, and the challenges of navigating Maraquan waters. The experience not only brought them closer to their goal but underscored the deep cultural and strategic importance of Maraqua and its people to the realm of Archemere.
Inside the tavern, the air was thick with the mingling scents of ale, salted fish, and damp wood. The dim light from oil lamps flickered against the walls, casting elongated shadows across the room. Captain Brynn led them toward a corner table where a grizzled sailor sat nursing a tankard of dark ale. His weathered face bore the scars of countless battles with the sea, and his keen eyes seemed to appraise them even before they approached.
As they reached the table, Nerida gestured to the man with subtle deference. “This is Captain Brynn,” she said, her tone tinged with respect. “There’s no one in Maraqua who knows the seas better.”
Brynn leaned back in his chair, his broad shoulders blocking the light from the nearest lamp. “And what brings you to my table?” he asked, his voice carrying the weight of countless storms. “You don’t look like merchants—or the type who’s just here for the view.”
Cortha met his gaze, her own unflinching. Before she could speak, Joren stepped forward, his voice calm but firm. “We’re looking for a ship. One tied to the Crimson Fist’s smuggling operations.”
Brynn stroked his beard thoughtfully, his eyes narrowing. “Aye, I’ve heard whispers about their movements—shadows slipping through the coves at odd hours. But if you want to find more than rumors, you’ll need to speak with someone who knows the currents as well as the winds.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a low rumble. “The sea witch.”
The name hung in the air like a challenge. Nerida shifted uncomfortably but nodded. “She doesn’t deal with outsiders often,” she warned. “But if anyone has answers, it’ll be her.”
Following Brynn’s directions, they left the lively market behind, the clamoring voices and vibrant colors fading into a quiet expanse of windswept shoreline. The landscape became wilder with each step—jagged rocks jutted out from the sand, and the cries of gulls mingled with the rhythmic crash of waves. Ahead, perched precariously on a ledge overlooking the sea, stood the sea witch’s dwelling. The small hut seemed to have grown from the cliffs themselves, its exterior cloaked in seaweed and adorned with shells that clinked softly in the breeze. Wind chimes made of driftwood and bone swayed gently, creating an eerie melody.
The sea witch herself opened the door before they could knock, as if sensing their arrival. Her appearance was as striking as her dwelling. Her hair, streaked with silver and green, seemed to flow like water, and her skin bore faint patterns resembling coral. Her eyes—deep and tumultuous like a stormy sea—regarded them with an unsettling intensity.
“You seek knowledge,” she said without preamble, her voice carrying the cadence of the tides. “Come in, but know this: the sea does not give her secrets freely.”
Inside, the hut was dim and humid, filled with the scent of salt and brine. Jars of glowing liquids lined shelves alongside bundles of dried seaweed and scales. A small pool of seawater shimmered in the center of the room, reflecting the witch’s form as she moved with an almost otherworldly grace.
Cortha stepped forward and spoke with measured clarity, explaining their mission and the threat posed by the Crimson Fist. The witch listened in silence, her head tilted as though hearing more than the words being spoken.
Finally, she spoke, her voice low and resonant. “The Crimson Fist has indeed defiled these waters. They use magic to twist the currents, hiding their ships where no honest sailor would venture. Their allies are not just men but creatures of the deep, bound to their cause by promises and dark pacts.” Her eyes gleamed, fixing on Cortha. “There are coves you will not find on any map. Dangerous places, where even the sea herself recoils.”
The witch extended a hand over the shimmering pool, and an image began to form on its surface—a jagged cove hidden within cliffs, its entrance obscured by unnatural mists. “This is where they harbor their ships. But tread carefully. The sea may guide you, but she will not save you.”
Her cryptic warnings left the group with as many questions as answers, but the details she provided were invaluable. As they left the witch’s hut and made their way back toward the harbor, Cortha’s mind churned with the possibilities. The Crimson Fist’s operations were vast and insidious, but with the knowledge they now possessed, they had a chance to strike where it hurt most. The sea witch’s enigmatic guidance had opened a door—now it was up to Cortha and her allies to decide how far they were willing to go.

 
 
 Cortha had been eager to confront Tezlin, but his absence had made it impossible. Instead, she continued to gather information, hoping to clear his name or confirm her suspicions. She visited the sites of successful raids on the Crimson Fist’s hideouts, searching through debris and questioning surviving operatives. She spoke to informants, worked with those close to Tezlin, and reviewed any documents or clues left behind. Despite the effort, the answers remained unclear.  
 
The road ahead was still filled with challenges, and the betrayal, if confirmed, would be a heavy blow. For the first time in a long while, she felt a sense of peace. The successful raids on the Crimson Fist hideouts had significantly impacted the enemy's operations. However, Cortha, her crew, and the council knew better than to rest on their laurels. The Crimson Fist was a formidable adversary, and a counterattack was almost inevitable. Jediah's desperate flight to Saran in search of additional support marked a last-ditch effort to sustain the Crimson Fist's waning fortunes amidst their recent setbacks. His journey would be perilous. Going to Saran carried risks, especially for someone from Blejek like Cortha. The tension between the two realms had lasted for years, and her presence there would raise suspicion or outright hostility. For someone like Jediah, a leader of the Crimson Fist, Saran would be even more dangerous. Saran was an important ally in the balance of power, but its struggles with the Crimson Fist made any engagement difficult. Blejek’s influence often clashed with Saran’s neutrality, and Cortha had learned to tread carefully in their lands.  
Upon reaching Saran, Jediah's hopes for salvation were dashed as tragedy struck swiftly. 
Whether due to the rigors of his journey, the hazards of the conflict-ridden territories he traversed, or unforeseen circumstances, Jediah met his demise soon after his arrival.His passing reverberated through the ranks of the Crimson Fist and their remaining allies, casting a pall of sorrow over their already tenuous situation. In the aftermath of Jediah's demise, both the Crimson Fist and Saran were left to reassess their positions and strategies. He had been the symbol of their movement, and his death created a leadership vacuum that would not be easily filled. His supporters, already weakened by recent losses, now faced uncertainty and division. 
For Blejek and its allies, Jediah’s death also carried weight. His passing signaled a shift in the power dynamics, leaving the Crimson Fist vulnerable to internal strife. While this could weaken their position, it could also make them more unpredictable. The Blejek Council closely watched the situation, knowing that the next steps would shape the future of the conflict.Saran, cautious about aligning with either side, now had to decide how to respond. The Crimson Fist, already facing internal struggles, would likely have hoped for Saran’s support in their time of need. Jediah’s death complicated that hope, and Saran’s leaders had to reconsider their stance in light of the power vacuum that had formed.  
 
In the wake of the Crimson Fist’s attempt to corrupt the capital with nether magic, the effects on the city were immediate. Streets that once had been bathed in light now seemed shrouded in a constant, unnatural gloom. The air was thick with a sense of oppression, as if the city itself was struggling to breathe. Buildings appeared distorted, their outlines warped by the dark magic that clung to them. Thin veins of blackness spread across stone walls, faintly glowing in the dark. The once lush gardens now teemed with strange, twisted plants that emitted a sickly aura. At night, shadows moved on their own, and whispers seemed to echo from the cracks in the city’s foundation, feeding on fear. 
The Blejek leadership understood the urgency of the situation. To stop the spread of the nether magic, they focused on cutting off the Crimson Fist’s supply lines. These wagons carried essential supplies: weapons, food, and magical reagents that kept the Fist’s operations running. Disrupting the supply chain would cripple the enemy’s ability to fight and stall their plans. Without these provisions, the Crimson Fist would struggle to maintain their momentum. 
Lyra surveyed the forest ahead, her mind already working through possible ambush points. The dense trees created pockets of shadow, perfect for hiding. She examined the path where the supply wagons would pass. "Here," she said, pointing to a line of boulders that could serve as cover. "We can wait behind these rocks. They won’t see us until it’s too late." 
She moved to the next spot, a narrow passage where the forest cleared to reveal a creek. The natural choke point would force the wagons to slow, making it an ideal place for an attack. Lyra traced the route with her finger on the map, each move methodical, each decision aimed at forcing the enemy into their trap. 
Thrain watched her from a distance, noting her focus. Lyra was not just mapping the terrain; she was predicting every move the enemy might make. Her body language was tight, her usual ease replaced by the intensity of her concentration.  
 
“You’re sure this will work?” Thrain asked, his voice heavy with experience. 
Lyra glanced at him, pausing briefly before standing taller, her gaze direct. "It has to," she said. "We can’t afford another mistake." 
Her words lingered, a silent reminder of the weight of failure she carried. Thrain noticed the sharpness in her tone. Lyra rarely showed weakness, and even more rarely allowed anyone to see cracks in her resolve. 
"Tell me what went wrong last time," Thrain said after a pause, his voice quiet but firm. 
Lyra didn’t flinch. She looked down, took a steadying breath, and spoke with the weight of regret. 
"Years ago, I led a similar operation," she began. "We set up an ambush along a narrow pass. There was no room for error. I didn’t account for how fast the enemy could move, how quickly they could spread out. By the time we were in position, they had already bypassed us. We lost half our crew." She looked up at Thrain, and for the first time, allowed a trace of that loss to show. "I won’t make that mistake again." 
Thrain’s jaw tightened, but his expression softened, understanding what she didn’t say. He nodded once, a silent vow of support. "We’ll make sure this one goes better." 
Lyra gave a sharp nod, then returned to her work, setting up the markers for the new ambush points. She didn’t speak of the past again, but the fire in her eyes was clear. Thrain saw it—the drive to get it right, to ensure no more mistakes would be made under her command. 
 Chapter 40 
The evening settled with a quiet calm, the sounds of the forest almost lost under the crackling of the campfire. Most of the crew had settled in, but Lyra and Thrain remained standing apart, keeping watch as the firelight flickered across their faces. 
Lyra flipped through a weathered map, glancing up occasionally to scan the horizon. Thrain stood beside her, arms crossed, his stance casual but ready. They didn’t speak much; their silence had a rhythm, born from years of working together, of understanding without words. 
A sudden crackle behind them caught their attention. They turned instinctively, eyes narrowing, muscles tensing. Thrain’s hand hovered near the hilt of his sword, while Lyra’s fingers brushed the bow at her side. The tension passed as quickly as it came—a small animal likely too close to their camp. They exchanged a glance, an understanding passing between them. 
We’ve got this. 
Lyra gave a small nod before returning her focus to the map. After a moment, Thrain let out a sigh and broke the silence. 
"You know," he said, his voice carrying a hint of something unspoken, "there was a time when I thought you didn’t need anyone." His tone remained neutral, but there was an undertone of admiration. "You always seem to have everything figured out." 
Lyra’s lips twitched, a brief smile forming before she masked it with her usual expression. She didn’t respond right away, her fingers tracing the lines on the map as she thought. 
"I don’t have it all figured out," she said finally, her voice quieter. "I just don’t like leaving things to chance." 
Thrain chuckled, the sound deep. "I’ve never known anyone as meticulous as you," he said, shaking his head with a small smile. "But it works. Whatever you do, it works." 
Lyra didn’t respond right away. She met his gaze, her eyes lingering longer than usual. There was something unspoken between them, a bond forged over years of shared experience. It wasn’t a connection that needed words. 
For a moment, the air between them seemed to pulse with an unnamed tension. 
Lyra spoke again, her voice low, "We’ve been through too much together, Thrain. I trust you with my life." 
Thrain’s expression softened. He held her gaze for a moment. "And I trust you with mine." 
 
The Blejek assault was precise and well-coordinated, each member fulfilling their role with focus and determination. As darkness fell, the team split into groups, moving quietly through the forest. Each Blejek knew their position and acted without hesitation. 
Lyra, positioned on a ridge above the convoy, raised a hand to signal the attack. The air filled with the twang of bowstrings as arrows flew toward their targets. The wagon defenders, startled by the surprise strike, quickly drew their weapons and formed a defensive perimeter. 
The defenders were a mix of experienced soldiers and mercenaries, wearing mismatched armor of leather and chainmail. Their weapons ranged from short swords to axes, with a few shields held to block the Blejek’s advance. They fought to protect the wagons, knowing the importance of the supplies they carried. 
The Blejek forces struck from multiple angles, moving with calculated efficiency. Thrain led a group to engage the defenders on the left, his sword cutting through shields and armor with ruthless precision. His warriors followed suit, using their strength to overpower the enemy. 
Cortha moved swiftly across the field, her eyes scanning for any gaps in the defense. She intercepted a defender attempting to flee, cutting him down with a swift strike to the chest. She quickly moved on to the next target, dispatching him with a precise thrust to the throat. 
Lyra, high on the ridge, maintained fire on the remaining defenders, her archers picking off stragglers and enemies attempting to outflank the Blejek. With each shot, the defenders weakened, and the Blejek closed in on their position. 
The battle lasted for only a few minutes before the defenders began to crumble. Many were dead, and those who could flee, did so. The Blejek forces moved to the wagons, their victory assured. 
Cortha and a few others began tearing open the crates. Inside, they found sacks of grain, barrels of salted meat, and crates of medical supplies. Every valuable item was gathered quickly, and any remaining supplies were destroyed. The Blejek set fire to the wagons, reducing what they couldn’t carry to ash. The flames spread quickly through the crates, the crackling of burning wood and metal filling the air. 
Lyra directed the looting, ensuring the most important supplies were collected first. Thrain and his team set the fire, watching as the wagons burned. The flames consumed the food, weapons, and provisions, leaving only charred remains in the clearing. 
By the time the last defender had fled, the forest fell silent. The Blejek forces regrouped, collected their spoils, and disappeared into the darkness, leaving the wreckage behind. 
 
The war room was tense, the heavy oak table in the center holding the weight of the kingdom's strategy. A detailed map lay spread across it, lit by the dim glow of candlelight. Red and blue lines carved across the parchment, signaling the paths of an impending battle. 
The red lines marked the Crimson Fist’s movements—supply routes threading through Thornvale Forest, a rally point near the ruins of an old manor by the river, and breaches aimed at weaker sections of the city’s northern wall. The blue lines, representing the Blejek’s defenses, focused on strategic positions: forest choke points, bridges over the Serath River, and guardhouses outside the city gates. 
“Here,” Lady Isolde Ravenscar said, driving her finger toward a red-marked trail through Thornvale Forest. “This is their main supply route. They’re moving provisions and reinforcements through this path to support their forward camp. If we intercept them here, we cut their supply chain.” 
Her sharp gaze swept across the table. “We set an ambush where the terrain narrows—between the stone outcrop and the ravine. Their wagons won’t have room to maneuver, and they’ll be trapped.” 
Cortha studied the map, noting the blue lines circling the forest. “And their scouts? If they see us before we’re ready, the ambush fails.” 
Lord Aldric Thorne, standing stiff and unyielding, gestured toward a cluster of red marks along the forest’s edge. “Our rangers will clear this area before we move in. The scouts won’t have a chance to warn anyone.” 
Elder Vanya Elara, seated at the far end, moved a figurine to the city boundary. “If the ambush fails, they’ll regroup here or here.” She pointed to two red-marked spots: a clearing near the forest’s edge and a ruined tower overlooking the river. “They have fallback positions. If the fight draws out, they’ll counter from these locations. We must plan for a defensive stand.” 
Lady Seraphina Vale leaned over the map, her gloved hand brushing the surface. “The tower by the river is another risk. If they retreat there, they’ll use the waterway to bring in more forces. We need a second team to take that position while the ambush is underway.” 
The weight of the plan settled over the room as each council member considered the scope of the operation. The coordinated strikes relied on precise timing and movements to overwhelm the enemy before they could recover. 
Lord Davian Gray spoke, his tone focused. “What about supplies? If we fail to capture their wagons, we’ll lose resources we could have used to sustain our troops.” 
“We take everything of use and destroy the rest,” Thorne replied, his voice like stone grinding against itself. “Grain, salted meat, bandages—all critical for their war effort. Anything we can’t carry back gets burned.” 
Cortha looked to Elder Vanya. “And the civilians?” 
Vanya nodded, her expression thoughtful but firm. “Evacuations begin at first light. The Crimson Fist will not take the city, but the people must be kept safe.” 
The room was quiet as the council turned back to the map, studying every detail of the plan. The stakes were high, leaving no room for missteps. Their forces would strike with precision, disrupt the enemy’s movements, and protect the city, no matter the cost. 
 
Lady Isolde Ravenscar’s lips pressed into a hard line, her frustration clear. “You would waste time with evacuation? The Crimson Fist won’t wait for us to act. Every moment we hesitate gives them an edge, and they’ve already shown how dangerous they can be.” 
Master of Spies Selene Nightshade’s voice broke the tension, smooth and deliberate, like a blade cutting through cloth. “And every moment we fail to protect the civilians, we expose ourselves to risks they will exploit. The Crimson Fist is calculating. They’ll use our mistakes against us.” 
Isolde’s glare was sharp. “So your solution is to huddle behind walls while they strike?” 
Selene held her gaze. “I’m saying we need more than brute force. We need to understand their plans, uncover their weaknesses, and dismantle their strategy. Force alone is a gamble we cannot afford.” 
Councilor Rowan Blackwood leaned forward, his voice calm and direct. “Selene has a point. If we act without a clear picture of their goals, we may win one battle but lose the war. The Crimson Fist doesn’t strike without purpose. We need to understand why they’ve chosen these targets and what they gain from them. Otherwise, we’re fighting in the dark.” 
Isolde’s jaw tightened, but she stayed silent. The council’s words weighed against her instincts. 
Lord Davian Gray adjusted his chair, the scroll of economic reports resting in his hand. “Every day this war continues, every soldier we arm, and every wagon we requisition weakens the economy. If we deplete our resources, even victory will feel like a loss. Farms, trade routes, and workshops—these are the veins of the realm. Without them, the war will consume more than we can rebuild.” 
Elder Vanya Elara, seated with her hands folded on the table, finally spoke. “Davian speaks truth. If we ignore the people’s safety, we risk more than their lives. We risk their trust. Evacuation isn’t just a moral decision; it’s a strategy that ensures we protect what we fight for.” 
Isolde’s fingers tapped against the table, her tension simmering. “And while we pull people from their homes, the Crimson Fist advances. Will we wait until they are at the gates, ready to crush us?” 
Cortha stepped forward, her voice firm. “Evacuation and defense are not separate. We can fortify these positions”—she pointed to the red and blue lines on the map—“and block their advance while creating space to evacuate the vulnerable. If we ambush their forces here, at the forest’s edge, we’ll delay them long enough to move people to safety. Meanwhile, Selene’s network can gather intelligence.” 
Selene nodded. “If our scouts track their movements, we can adjust quickly, counter their plans, and strike at their weakest points. Knowing where and when they move gives us an advantage.” 
The room fell quiet as the council absorbed the plan. Isolde’s posture shifted slightly, though her resolve remained unshaken. “If we fail, the damage will be catastrophic.” 
“And if we succeed,” Rowan countered, “we save lives and gain the upper hand.” 
Isolde exhaled and nodded. “Then we act without delay. The Crimson Fist will feel the weight of our decisions.” 
 
High Priest Aric Thalor broke his silence, his voice deep and firm. “The faith of the people is as much a shield as any wall or blade. In times of darkness, hope binds us, and despair unravels us. The gods watch, but they require our belief to act as their instruments. If we fail to rally the people’s spirit, the Crimson Fist will exploit their fear and turn it into strength against us.” 
The room grew heavy with his words. Councilors exchanged glances, some thoughtful, others troubled. Cortha watched from the edge of the table, her eyes scanning their faces. She recognized this dynamic: a clash of ideals in a room of leaders, each desperate to protect the realm but struggling to find a shared path forward. 
Finally, Cortha stepped closer, her voice steady. “Aric is right, but so are all of you in your own ways. Lady Isolde, you understand the need for decisive action. Elder Vanya, you never lose sight of the people we’re fighting for. Selene, you know that knowledge is a weapon just as sharp as steel. But this isn’t just about tactics or faith—it’s about survival. And survival demands unity.” 
She looked around the table, her gaze firm. “If we let our differences divide us, we’ll hand the Crimson Fist the advantage. We’re not just defending the capital; we’re defending everything this realm stands for. We must combine our strengths—strategy, faith, force, and intelligence—because this war won’t be won by any single approach.” 
The room fell silent as her words settled. Lady Isolde’s arms remained crossed, her expression fixed, but her tone softened. “If we hesitate, if we overthink, we risk losing everything. We need swift action, Cortha, not endless deliberation.” 
Elder Vanya countered, her voice calm but firm. “And that action must be rooted in purpose, not impulse. We act not just to fight, but to protect. The lives of our people are our responsibility, and recklessness serves no one.” 
Lord Davian Gray spoke next, his voice carrying a measured tone. “Cortha’s point is clear. The economy, faith, military strength, and intelligence are all interconnected. If any of these falters, we’re left vulnerable. We need a coordinated effort—each of us playing our part without undermining the others.” 
Selene leaned forward, her eyes sharp. “Then we start with intelligence. My agents can identify the Crimson Fist’s supply lines and leadership. Cut their lifelines, and we weaken their ability to strike. Meanwhile, we prepare defenses and plan an evacuation strategy for key districts.” 
High Priest Aric nodded slowly. “And as we do this, I will rally the people. Faith will give them strength, and that strength will become the foundation for everything else we build.” 
Lady Isolde exhaled, her resolve firm. “Fine. But we act now. No delays, no half-measures.” 
Cortha gave a small nod, sensing the council finally aligning. “Then let’s move. Every second we waste is one they use against us.” 
The council members began exchanging plans, marking key areas on the map and assigning responsibilities. 
 In preparation for future attacks, the council made the decision to reinforce the government headquarters with a mix of magical barriers and physical defenses. The goal was to create a fortress that could withstand any assault from the Crimson Fist. 
The council's most powerful mages, led by Cortha, initiated the process of establishing a network of magical wards around the headquarters. These wards were crafted to repel intruders, deflect magical assaults, and notify the defenders of any breaches. Cortha's expertise in abjuration magic proved invaluable in creating barriers capable of withstanding significant force. Working in tandem with the mages, she channeled her energy into protective spells that glimmered and throbbed with arcane energy. 
The long table in the council room stretched out before Cortha, her eyes scanning the empty chair at the far end. Tezlin’s seat was vacant, as it had been for weeks now. The council had resumed its work, the discussions moving forward without him, but it felt wrong. His absence was a gaping void that no one else seemed to notice—at least, not in the same way. 
Cortha’s fingers drummed lightly on the table, a nervous tic she couldn’t suppress. She was supposed to be focused on the next steps in the defense of the headquarters, but her thoughts kept circling back to him. 
Where are you, Tezlin? 
She had tried to push the questions aside, bury them beneath the duties and distractions of the war, but they kept resurfacing. She had known him long enough to understand his strengths and his flaws, to see the struggle in his eyes when things became too complicated. Yet, now that he was gone, that understanding felt more like an indictment than a comfort. Was he just another casualty of the war? Or was it possible… could it be possible that he was playing some other game, one that she didn’t know the rules to? 
No, she told herself firmly. I’ve trusted him for too long to believe that. He wouldn’t betray us. 
Yet, the nagging doubt remained. 
She clenched her fists, feeling the tension in her body. Every time she allowed herself to think of Tezlin, a part of her recoiled. His sudden disappearance, his silence, had shaken her. She had believed, truly believed, that his loyalty was unwavering. But now, with every passing day, the questions seemed harder to ignore. 
 
A voice from the far end of the table interrupted Cortha’s thoughts. It was Lady Seraphina Vale, her tone controlled and deliberate, as always. Cortha felt the weight of Seraphina’s gaze, as if every move she made was being examined. 
“We need to plan for the worst,” Seraphina said, her gaze steady. “If the Crimson Fist strikes at our headquarters, we must have contingencies in place. We cannot rely on those who have abandoned their posts.” 
Cortha’s chest tightened at the mention of abandonment. Was that what Tezlin had done? Had he turned his back on them, on her? His absence felt like a wound, an unanswered question that lingered in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t let it show. She couldn’t let them see her weakness. 
"Agreed," Cortha said, her voice firm. But inside, doubt crept in. She wasn’t sure anymore. She wasn’t sure about anything, not when the one person she trusted most had disappeared without a trace. 
 
The council room was heavy with tension as members debated their next steps. The decision to reinforce the Blejek Citadel and government headquarters was made, and now the task of preparing for the Crimson Fist's next move had begun. 
Cortha stood at the head of the table, her attention fixed on the map in front of her, though her thoughts kept returning to the empty seat across from her. Tezlin’s absence had been felt for weeks, but today it seemed more pronounced. His chair sat untouched, as if waiting for someone who would never return. 
Lord Aldric Thorne, the strategic mind of the council, broke the silence. “Physical defenses alone won’t suffice. If the Crimson Fist plan to breach the Citadel, they will be ready for anything we try. We need magic—strong, unyielding wards.” 
Lady Isolde Ravenscar’s gaze remained fixed on Cortha, sharp and unwavering. “You and your mages will need to work fast. The Citadel is the heart of this city. We cannot afford to let it fall.” 
Cortha nodded, her fingers tracing the edges of the map. The weight of responsibility pressed on her, but she focused. She understood what needed to be done. 
“I’ll begin immediately,” she said, her voice steady despite the pressure. “I’ll set up a network of wards around the walls, starting with the outer perimeter. The gates will be reinforced with barriers capable of resisting both magical and physical assaults.” 
Councilor Rowan Blackwood leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “What kind of wards will you use, Cortha? Will they detect shifts in magical energy around the Citadel?” 
Cortha met his gaze and looked across the room at the other council members. “I’ll use a combination of detection and repulsion wards. The first layer will alert us to any magical intrusion—teleportation attempts or the use of forbidden magic. The second layer will neutralize hostile spells before they can take effect. The third will create a physical barrier, similar to the one I used at the supply wagons, but stronger.” 
Selene Nightshade, Master of Spies, spoke. “A multi-layered defense is essential, but we need to keep our scouts alert for Crimson Fist spies. We cannot leave any weaknesses exposed.” 
Cortha nodded. “Agreed. I’ll coordinate with your agents, Selene. We can’t afford to let anyone get close without being detected. The wards will also signal us if there’s any sabotage.” 
Lord Davian Gray, who had remained silent until then, looked up from his scroll. “How will you maintain the wards? It will require significant energy to keep them active, especially under attack.” 
Cortha thought for a moment. “I’ll set up a network of anchor points around the Citadel—sources of magical energy that will reinforce the wards and prevent them from draining too quickly. Mages will be stationed nearby to assist if necessary.” 
Lady Seraphina Vale shifted in her seat, her attention still on Cortha. “We need to prioritize the most vulnerable areas—gates and weak points in the walls. And what about the civilians? They need protection.” 
Cortha didn’t miss the concern in Seraphina’s voice. “I’ll ensure the wards cover the civilian areas as well, but evacuation procedures will need to begin soon. We can’t wait until the last minute.” 
The room fell silent as the council considered their options. Finally, Lady Isolde spoke. “Then let’s move quickly. Every moment counts.” 
Cortha straightened, determination filling her. “I’ll begin immediately. If the Crimson Fist comes, they will know the Citadel won’t fall easily.” 
As the council members began to leave, Cortha lingered by the map. She glanced at the empty chair once more. Tezlin’s absence was a constant, a wound she couldn’t ignore. But there was no time for doubt now. There was too much at stake. 
 
Lord Davian Gray, who had been quiet throughout the meeting, spoke up. "We can't ignore the economic impact. Reinforcing the Citadel will drain resources. A prolonged siege could cripple trade. We need to balance defense with the realm’s needs, or we’ll be left with nothing once the conflict ends." 
Lady Isolde Ravenscar glared at him. "We’re at war, Davian. Trade won’t matter if the enemy breaches these walls. The Citadel’s defense comes first." 
Cortha raised a hand to bring order. "I understand the concern, Lord Davian. I’ll ensure we use only what’s necessary. The wards won’t require excessive resources. My team can handle the magic. The rest of you should focus on securing supplies and strengthening the capital’s defenses." 
Elder Vanya Elara, who often brought a measured perspective, spoke. "We must also protect the civilians. If the Citadel is to stand, we need to secure the people within it. We should begin evacuating the most vulnerable districts. If we leave them exposed, the enemy could use them against us." 
Cortha nodded. "Agreed. I’ll arrange for civilian transport to safer locations. I’ll coordinate with Lady Seraphina Vale and her supporters to assist with this." 
Lady Seraphina, who had been listening closely, gave a slight nod. "I’ll take charge of the logistics. My supporters will help with the evacuation." 
The council members exchanged looks of understanding, each aware of their role. Cortha stood and addressed them once more. "We all have tasks to complete. Let’s move quickly. The Citadel must hold. The city must endure." 
As the council members filed out, Cortha remained at the table, her thoughts on the decisions made and the challenges ahead. 
 
The room was heavy with the weight of the council’s decisions, and Cortha felt the full responsibility of her task. As the meeting concluded, she gathered her team of mages in a small chamber beneath the Citadel. Each mage stood ready, their expressions focused, but Cortha could see the strain beneath the surface. The wards they would create needed to be perfect and set quickly. 
“Listen carefully,” Cortha said, her voice firm. “We begin with the outer walls. The first layer will be simple detection and repulsion wards. They will alert us to any intrusion and block any magical entry. Precision is key. We cannot leave gaps.” 
She drew a rough map of the Citadel in the air with her fingers, mapping out the path of the wards. “The second layer will be a barrier, one that deflects hostile magic. We will layer these energies tightly. Too loose, and the barrier will collapse. Too tight, and it will buckle under pressure. You must keep the flow constant. The weave must remain strong.” 
The mages nodded, their faces steady, but Cortha knew the difficulty of what they were about to do. The final layer would be the most complex. 
“We need the third layer to be a dense physical barrier of arcane energy. It must stand against magical and physical attacks. These points will require extra care. If any force breaks through here, the rest of the defenses will fail.” 
She paused, her hands beginning to glow faintly as she began to channel her energy. "I will handle the final layer. You will assist with the first two. When we start the final layer, we all need to channel our energy at the same time. If we fail at any point, the wards will unravel." 
Cortha’s voice softened as she gave the first command. "Alerus Fractum." The words came from her mouth with practiced ease. The magic flowed outward, spreading along the outer walls of the Citadel. The mages began their incantations, their spells weaving into the magic she had started. A shimmering ripple appeared along the perimeter, the wards beginning to form. 
The second layer required careful focus. The mages stood in a circle, each holding their wands high, casting spells that intertwined with Cortha’s. The words she spoke rang out clearly in the chamber. "Auris Veldrim, Tholaris Defendrum." Each chant added another layer of energy to the barrier, the threads of magic binding together. The wall took shape, shifting in response to their intent. Cortha felt the hum of magic in the air as the layers strengthened, pushing back against any hostile force. 
When the second layer was complete, Cortha moved to the final one. She felt the weight of the task settle over her, but she had no time for hesitation. "Innocitas Imperium," she uttered, each syllable carved with intent. A dense, solid arcane energy began to take shape around the gates of the Citadel, thick and unyielding. 
Cortha's hands glowed brighter, her energy pouring into the barrier. She could feel the strain as the magic pulled against her, the energy required to sustain it nearly overwhelming. The barrier pressed against her concentration, but the structure held firm. The wards were set, layered and strong. 
The mages fell back, exhausted but satisfied with the work. Cortha took a deep breath, eyes scanning the Citadel. The wards had been placed, but the real test would come when they were put to the test. 
Outside, the council continued its work. Selene Nightshade had dispatched her agents to monitor the perimeter, ensuring that no spies got too close. Lady Seraphina Vale was already coordinating the evacuation of vulnerable districts. Lord Davian Gray was calculating the economic impact, weighing the cost of defense against the reality of war. 
Cortha remained in the chamber for a moment longer, looking at the wards she had created. They were a safeguard, but only time would show if they would be enough. 
 
Later that evening, after the council members had left, the hall settled into silence. Cortha stood at the map table, her gaze fixed on the borders she knew so well. The flickering lantern cast shadows across the room, and the only sound was the quiet rhythm of her breathing. Her fingers traced the edges of the map, though her thoughts were far from the lines before her. 
Tezlin’s absence loomed large in her mind. 
Why hadn’t he returned? 
She had resolved to focus on the tasks ahead, but the absence of one person, one who had stood beside her through so much, kept pulling her back. The last time she had seen him, something had seemed off. He had looked at her with a tension that she could not place. Had he been hiding something? Had he known something that she didn’t? 
Or was she just imagining things? 
Her fingers stilled as she remembered the night he left. That kiss on her forehead had always been a gesture of reassurance. Now, it felt like a goodbye. 
What if she was wrong? What if he betrayed them? 
The thought pierced her. It was too painful to consider, but it lingered. Tezlin had been loyal, hadn’t he? They had fought side by side, their bond forged in the heat of battle. Yet, loyalty could be broken, and in war, nothing was certain. 
She ran her hand through her hair, pushing the thought aside. She couldn’t afford to dwell on it. Tezlin would return, or he wouldn’t. She would get the answers eventually, but she had to be ready either way. The uncertainty, though, gnawed at her, making it hard to think clearly. 
Her fists clenched, the weight of her thoughts pressing down. She had always prided herself on her focus, her ability to move forward, but this...this absence was different. It left a hole she couldn’t fill. 
"Dammit, Tezlin," she whispered to the empty room. "Where are you?" 
 
 
"We must ensure that every entrance is protected," Master Kaelen said, pointing to a detailed map of the headquarters. His voice carried authority as he scanned the strategic locations. "Cortha, focus on the eastern quadrant. Strengthen the wards there. It's a vulnerable area." 
Cortha nodded, absorbing the task. The pressure was high, but she knew the importance of her role. "Understood," she said, her voice firm. 
Turning to the map, Cortha examined the eastern quadrant. The area lacked the fortifications of the other sides, leaving it exposed. She called on her magic, sensing the flow of energy around her. The spellwork had to be precise. A single misstep could undo the effort. 
Her hands moved as she began weaving the incantations. "Vincere vinum vindicta," she murmured, sending waves of energy outward. The first layer of protection settled in—a net of woven light, designed to prevent magical intrusion. Cortha felt the power surge through her, grounding her in the work ahead. 
Next, she layered the wards further. "Obsidium arcana iratus," she chanted, forming a repulsion charm that would push away any hostile spells. The air crackled as the repulsion barrier solidified, invisible but potent. Cortha concentrated, forcing the spell into place. She could feel the energy building, a tangible pressure that threatened to overwhelm her, but she held firm. 
Chapter 41
The final layer was the most difficult. Cortha had to create a physical barrier with magic. "Aeternus domus fortis," she whispered, shaping the energy into a dense wall. The magic twisted, bending the air itself, as the barrier took form. It was a delicate task, one that required every ounce of her focus. The barrier had to withstand both magical and physical assault, and Cortha knew that failure wasn’t an option. With a final surge of power, the last ward settled into place. 
The other mages worked on their sections, their movements coordinated. They were efficient, but the pressure remained. Cortha moved to check on the progress of the physical defenses. 
Outside, Joren supervised the construction. He spoke to the craftsmen with a calm but firm tone. “We need to reinforce the outer walls. The gates must be strong, and the stonework needs to be solid. Pay attention to any weak spots and address them.” 
Lyra and Thrain worked alongside him, each contributing in their own way. Lyra moved swiftly, positioning traps with precision. She placed them where they would be most effective, ensuring they were hidden from view. Thrain tended to any injured workers, using his healing abilities to keep them in good condition. 
The work continued for hours. Cortha checked on both the magical and physical defenses, making sure nothing had been overlooked. As the day wore on, progress became visible. The walls of the headquarters grew thicker, the wards shimmered in place, and the air buzzed with energy. 
Later, at a council meeting, Cortha stood before the group, presenting her update on the magical wards. 
“The eastern quadrant is secure,” she said, her voice steady. “The wards are holding strong. I’ve added extra layers at key entry points to ensure no breach. The rest of the Citadel is nearly as fortified.” 
"Good work," Councilor Rowan Blackwood acknowledged. "How are the physical defenses?" 
“We’re nearly finished,” Joren replied. “The walls are reinforced. The gates will be ready by tomorrow, and we’ve set up traps around the perimeter. The base is secure.” 
Cortha nodded, relieved by the progress. But the tension in the room remained. Everyone knew the Crimson Fist would retaliate. The anticipation of a counterattack filled the air. 
After the meeting, Cortha stepped into the courtyard, seeking a moment of quiet. The night air was cool against her skin, offering a brief escape from the pressure of the preparations. She looked up at the stars, her thoughts briefly drifting to Eldrin. 
“I hope you're watching,” she said softly to the sky. “We’re doing everything we can to protect what you fought for.” 
 
 
 
In the frigid northern mountains, the crew sought the wisdom of the Stoneborn, a clan of hardy dwarves known for their craftsmanship and resilience. The journey to the Stoneborn stronghold was treacherous, with icy winds and steep cliffs testing their endurance. 
Upon reaching the stronghold, they were greeted by dwarves dressed in thick furs and armed with finely crafted weapons. "Welcome to Khazad-Dum," a dwarf with a braided beard said. "I am Thorin, son of Thrain." 
Thrain stepped forward, clasping forearms with Thorin in a traditional dwarven greeting. "It's good to see you, cousin. We've come seeking your aid." 
Thorin nodded and led them into the heart of the stronghold, where fires roared and the sound of hammering echoed through the halls. The crew marveled at the intricate stonework and the sense of community that permeated the stronghold. 
Over hearty meals and strong ale, they discussed their mission. The Stoneborn shared their knowledge of the mountains and the ancient artifacts hidden within. They also provided the crew with equipment and supplies, bolstering their chances of success. 
Cortha felt a deep sense of gratitude and camaraderie as they left the stronghold. The journey had been arduous, but the bonds they formed with the Stoneborn would be invaluable in the challenges ahead. 
 
 
 
The following day, the headquarters became a hive of focused activity as the final preparations continued. Cortha and the council’s mages tested the magical defenses through intense simulations. Elemental strikes battered the protective wards, while phantom entities attempted to infiltrate the boundaries. Each breach revealed weak points, prompting the mages to adjust and refine their spells until the protections withstood the most severe challenges.
Meanwhile, the physical fortifications underwent thorough examination. Soldiers and craftsmen hammered walls and gates to test their strength. Weak sections were reinforced with iron and layers of stone. Watchtowers were outfitted with mechanisms to unleash arrows and heavy projectiles on potential invaders. Trenches were dug around key approaches, and barricades were installed to delay any advances. Every defense was pushed to its limits, ensuring they would hold in the face of a siege.
Scouts and informants provided a steady flow of intelligence. Captured members of the Crimson Fist shared fragments of their plans, revealing only vague clues. Scouts reported suspicious movements near the southern forests and strange gatherings in remote border villages. Whispers of possible collaborators within the realm added to the tension, though the timing and scale of the enemy’s attack remained unclear.
The council acted swiftly, sending emissaries to the capital and allied territories to secure reinforcements. Lady Seraphina Vale and Councilor Rowan Blackwood reached out to trusted allies, while messenger hawks carried urgent requests to military outposts. Responses varied depending on resources and priorities. The capital dispatched a battalion of seasoned soldiers led by General Merin, known for his unflinching discipline. Neighboring regions sent knights, archers, and militia forces, their contributions reflecting the varying strength of their communities.
As reinforcements arrived, the headquarters transformed into a bustling military center. Soldiers trained together, blending veterans with fresh recruits to build cohesive units. Cortha and her team worked alongside the troops, dividing tasks to ensure every effort was precise. Cortha strengthened the magical barriers and worked with new arrivals to enhance their understanding of spellcasting. Tezlin distributed enchanted weapons and tools, tailoring them to individual strengths. Lyra surveyed the grounds for hidden vulnerabilities, and Thrain lent his expertise to improve the fortifications.
Joren organized and led drills, his clear instructions guiding the troops through tactical exercises. Infantry units practiced holding defensive lines and executing flanking maneuvers, while archers honed their aim from the watchtowers. Joren ensured the soldiers trained for night raids, ambushes, and open-field combat. “You fight as one,” he told them during a strategy session. “Trust each other, and no line will break.”
Morale grew with every successful drill and strategic refinement. Cortha often gathered smaller groups of soldiers to teach them how to counter enemy spellcasters. Though few had magical abilities, they learned techniques to disrupt hostile spells and protect their units.
Even with progress, Cortha felt a persistent sense of unease. She patrolled the perimeter regularly, watching the horizon for signs of movement. The wind carried an eerie stillness, heightening her vigilance. As darkness fell, the fortress stood ready—a testament to the dedication of its defenders. For now, they waited, the weight of the coming battle hanging over them like a storm.
 
The council assembled its most trusted mages to oversee the creation and reinforcement of magical defenses around the headquarters. These were seasoned practitioners who had pledged their loyalty to the Blejek Council, many of whom had long histories of service. Elder Vanya Elara, the council’s leading authority on ancient runes and protective magics, led the effort. She was joined by Master Arren Solvayne, known for his expertise in offensive enchantments, and Mistress Lirae Everbloom, an abjurer renowned for crafting enduring wards.
The magical guardians were crafted by these mages alongside the council’s arcane engineers. Standing between eight and ten feet tall, these constructs were forged from enchanted steel and obsidian. Their surfaces were inscribed with glowing runes, emitting a steady blue or gold light. Some had humanoid forms, with broad shoulders and powerful limbs, while others resembled animals such as lions, wolves, or great birds of prey. Their designs were meant to inspire both awe and fear.
These guardians possessed a limited intelligence, enough to recognize allies and respond to threats without direct commands. Strategically placed at vulnerable entry points, chokeholds, and around critical areas such as the council chambers and archives, they formed a critical layer of defense. Some patrolled the walls, their steps echoing against the stone, while others stood motionless at the gates, their presence a warning to potential invaders.
Cortha worked to enhance their enchantments, focusing on their durability and threat-detection capabilities. She integrated spells that allowed the guardians to identify magical signatures from a distance. While tracing a sigil onto a guardian’s core, she explained to Elder Vanya, “This will amplify their resilience against direct magical attacks. I’ve also included a countermeasure here,” she indicated the guardian’s chest, “to block any attempts at sabotage.”
Vanya examined the rune and gave a firm nod. “We’ll need every edge we can get. The Crimson Fist has a history of dismantling complex defenses.”
The magical defenses included a network of barrier spells layered over the outer walls, creating shields that deflected siege weapons and negated hostile spells. Runes designed to detect unauthorized magic were embedded in doorways and corridors, each meticulously linked to the larger system of alarms and protections.
A Strategy Meeting
In the war room, the council and Cortha’s team met to finalize their plans. A circular table dominated the chamber, its surface displaying a glowing map of the headquarters and surrounding terrain. Markers representing soldiers, guardians, and known enemy movements shifted as scouts updated their reports.
Joren addressed the group, gesturing to the eastern gate. “Scouts have observed activity near the southern forest. If the Crimson Fist approaches from that direction, this gate will be their first target.”
Lyra studied the map and pointed to a narrow pass near the gate. “Two lion constructs positioned here would force them into a bottleneck. Infantry units could hold this position while archers target the rear.”
Master Arren added, “The constructs will hold, but human units should overlap their patrol routes. Station archers in the towers overlooking this area.”
Cortha folded her arms. “I’ll link the constructs to the alarm network. If one detects a breach, nearby units will know instantly.”
The council debated strategies for various attack scenarios. Elder Vanya proposed a layered magical defense near the archives, combining physical and arcane barriers. Joren outlined drills to ensure that every soldier knew their role, from quick response teams to support units. “When the alarm sounds, there can’t be any confusion,” he said, his tone resolute.
After the meeting, the group returned to their tasks. Soldiers trained under Joren’s supervision, practicing coordinated movements and defensive formations. The mages inspected the wards, testing each rune’s effectiveness. The guardians moved through their assigned routes, their glowing eyes scanning for threats.
The preparations, though exhaustive, united everyone involved. Soldiers, mages, and Cortha’s team worked as a single entity. The headquarters, now fortified, stood as a testament to their collective determination to face the looming threat.
As the weeks passed, the Blejek Citadel transformed into a fortress of unmatched strength and preparation. The grounds were divided into four quadrants, each fortified with multiple layers of physical and magical defenses. Towering stone walls, reinforced with additional masonry, lined the perimeter, while parapets provided vantage points for stationed archers. Iron gates, etched with intricate runes, secured key entry points between sections.
Each quadrant was manned by fifty soldiers, their training led by Joren with strict discipline. The training grounds echoed daily with the clash of steel and precise commands. Soldiers practiced coordinated maneuvers, learned ambush tactics, and drilled tirelessly to work in unison with the magical guardians. Joren focused on building cohesion and adaptability, ensuring every soldier knew their role and could execute it under pressure.
The magical guardians—large constructs of enchanted stone and steel—added an imposing layer of defense. Their humanoid forms stood vigilant at the southern gates, while animal-like constructs patrolled the walls, their glowing eyes scanning for threats. Positioned strategically, these guardians acted as both deterrents and protectors, ready to spring into action at the first sign of danger.
Time with Her Crew
In quieter moments, Cortha spent time with her crew, strengthening their unity. Around a small fire in their quarters, they shared stories of past journeys, their camaraderie offering moments of relief from the looming threat.
Thrain recounted his life among the Stoneborn, describing their volcanic forges and icy mountain halls. His deep voice carried a mix of nostalgia and pride. Lyra, seated nearby, listened intently, occasionally adding a wry comment or joke to lighten the mood. Her sharp eyes, though often playful, revealed her concern for the battles to come.
One evening, as they sharpened weapons and prepared gear, Cortha said, “We’ve faced worse odds before. Whatever happens here, we stand together.” The simple statement brought nods of agreement, a quiet understanding passing among them.
The Fateful Night
Late one night, Cortha stood alone in the observation tower, overlooking the quiet city below. The moon hung low, casting its cold light over the streets and the towering walls of the Citadel. The wards protecting the stronghold pulsed faintly, their steady rhythm a constant reassurance.
Then, the rhythm faltered.
The change was almost imperceptible, but Cortha felt it. A ripple, subtle but undeniable, passed through the magical barrier. Her fingers tingled as she focused her senses, the energy of the wards shifting like a taut string momentarily loosened.
Turning toward the grand hall, her eyes fell on the runes carved into the walls. They glowed faintly, seemingly undisturbed, but the air around them felt heavier. The balance of their protective power had shifted, leaving a faint but undeniable vulnerability.
Without hesitation, Cortha strode toward the council chambers. Whatever had disturbed the wards demanded immediate attention. The Citadel was strong, but she knew strength alone would not be enough. Every detail, every defense would need to hold if the Crimson Fist launched their attack. There would be no room for error.
The shadows of the hall seemed to grow heavier, reaching toward her with an unsettling weight. Cortha halted, her hand reflexively outstretched as a faint thread of arcane power flickered to life around her fingertips. The sensation in the air was oppressive, static crackling like an unspoken warning, yet her magic did little to dispel it.
“Just nerves,” she muttered under her breath, her voice absorbed by the stony silence of the Citadel. Shaking her head, she forced herself to push forward, but the words felt insincere. The war had taken its toll, grinding away her confidence with every loss. Now, doubts crept in like whispers in the dark. She tightened her grip on the hilt of her blade, trying to banish the gnawing unease.
Her patrol of the Citadel continued, its sprawling halls both a sanctuary and a prison. The familiar labyrinth of stone corridors seemed colder tonight, the echoes of her boots too sharp against the quiet. Passing by a corridor she had walked through countless times, something caught her attention—a door she had barely noticed before seemed different. She stopped mid-step, her gaze narrowing.
The frame surrounding the door was etched with ancient runes, symbols meant to protect and conceal. But now, they appeared wrong—blurred and incomplete. Moving closer, Cortha brushed her fingers over the carvings, her touch light but deliberate. The faint hum of enchantment, usually smooth and steady, wavered beneath her touch. The runes were intact on the surface, but their magic felt altered, like a melody played just out of tune.
She crouched, inspecting the intricate lines more carefully. The smudges weren’t dirt or the result of age—they were deliberate. Someone had tampered with them, disrupting the spellwork hidden within. A faint residue of foreign magic clung to the grooves, a sign of interference. Her chest tightened as the implications sank in.
Rising to her feet, Cortha glanced down the hall, her senses now heightened. The stillness felt unnatural, as though the entire Citadel were holding its breath. Shadows pooled in the corners, deeper and more tangible than before, and the flickering torches along the walls seemed weaker. She placed her hand on the door, testing for any other magical tampering, but hesitated. If she pushed too hard, she risked triggering whatever trap might have been left behind.
Forcing herself to stay calm, she stepped back from the door and turned toward the nearest guard post. Her instincts screamed that this was no accident. Someone had found a way inside, and this breach was only the beginning.
“Who would dare do this?” Cortha muttered, her voice low but tense. Tampering with the ancient wards of the Citadel wasn’t just bold—it required rare expertise. Her fingers brushed the air in front of her as she summoned a subtle pulse of arcane energy. The magic resonated faintly, its pattern not disrupted but undeniably altered. Whoever had done this knew what they were doing.
Her gaze swept the area, catching a faint trail of footprints in the dust leading from the warded door toward the servants' quarters. The prints were light, as if their maker had been trying to stay unnoticed. Cortha crouched, studying the impressions more closely. The spacing suggested quick, deliberate movements, as though someone had been fleeing.
“Someone’s been here,” she murmured, her jaw tightening. This wasn’t some casual intrusion; it was calculated. The realization sent a cold prickle down her spine. A shadow stirred at the edge of her vision, but when she turned, the hallway was empty. Cortha straightened, hand on her sword. She wasn’t imagining it—she was being watched.
At first light, Cortha made her way to the war room, its heavy oak doors creaking open to reveal a space crowded with maps, ledgers, and strategic markers. The air was thick with the scent of wax and old parchment. The central table was covered in sprawling maps: the Capital and its fortified districts, the outer villages and their fragile supply lines, and the looming expanse of uncharted territory where the Crimson Fist held sway. Tiny carved figures of soldiers, guardians, and siege engines marked current deployments.
Lyra was already there, leaning over the Capital map. Her brow furrowed as she moved a wooden marker representing a small garrison toward a bottleneck near the Southern Gate. “We’re stretched too thin here,” she said, not looking up. “We’ve got fortifications, but no reinforcements if they breach the outer wall. Do you think we can realistically hold these positions?”
Cortha moved to stand beside her, scanning the map. Lyra’s concerns were valid. The garrison at the Southern Gate guarded a key trade route, but its forces were meager—a mix of veterans and green recruits. Supplies were limited, especially after the Crimson Fist’s raids on nearby storehouses. They had no trebuchets, and the defensive walls were old and poorly maintained.
“We’ll have to pull from the West Quadrant,” Cortha said after a moment. “They’ve got the numbers and better defenses. If we shift their archers here—” she gestured to a narrow pass near the gate, “—we can funnel any assault into this choke point.”
Lyra frowned, her fingers tapping the table. “That leaves the West exposed to flanking. Unless we can trust those mercenaries at Hallow Ford to hold their contract, we’re gambling.”
Before Cortha could respond, the soft scrape of wood on stone broke the tension. They turned as Councilor Rowan Blackwood stepped into the room, his movements deliberate. He held a crumpled piece of parchment in one hand, the other tucked awkwardly behind his back.
“Good to see you both hard at work,” Rowan said, his tone light, though his smile didn’t reach his eyes.
Cortha studied him as he approached. His shoulders were tense, his gaze darting briefly to the map before returning to her. “Trouble?” she asked, her voice neutral but probing.
Rowan’s smile stiffened. “Not trouble, exactly,” he said, his grip tightening on the parchment. “Just... an update from one of our informants. I’ll need to brief the council.”
Lyra raised an eyebrow but said nothing, her attention returning to the map. Cortha, however, took a step closer to Rowan. “What’s the update?”
“It’s classified,” he replied smoothly, but his hand shifted behind his back, as if concealing something.
Cortha’s eyes narrowed. She wasn’t sure what game Rowan was playing, but she knew one thing: in the war for the realm, secrets could be as deadly as swords.

 
 
 
"You always seem to be the first here, Rowan," Lyra said, an awkward chuckle in her tone. "Any particular reason you're so eager to start the day?" 
Rowan chuckled lightly, stepping closer to the map. "I find that the early hours give me time to think, to plan, without distraction." He paused, glancing at the strategic positions. "How are we progressing here? Any weaknesses I should be concerned about?" 
Before Cortha could answer, Rowan’s hand, still clutching the crumpled parchment, brushed against a stack of papers, sending a few tumbling to the ground. His face stiffened for a brief moment before he quickly bent down to retrieve them, too quickly, as if his hand was trembling. 
"Just... a small mistake," he said, his tone back to its usual confidence. But there was a flicker in his eyes that Cortha couldn’t shake off.  
 
 Cortha was studying maps in the citadel’s chamber when the breach began. A tremor coursed through the air, faint but unmistakable. The wards, the ancient magical protections that encircled the citadel, always emitted a faint hum. Tonight, that hum stopped. 
She stood, heart tightening as the stillness gave way to the sound of shattering glass. A deep boom followed, the kind that resonated through stone walls. The northern sector’s keystone glyph had failed. She knew its importance—an anchor point for the magical lattice, responsible for holding the outer layers of protection intact. 
The wards were complex, crafted to repel intruders with layers of detection, barriers, and summoning spells for elemental guardians. None of them had activated. Someone had dismantled them from within. The glyphs protecting the keystone had been severed cleanly, a feat only possible by someone with intricate knowledge of the wards’ design. 
She left the chamber, boots striking the stone with force as she ran toward the sounds of chaos. The clash of steel grew louder, accompanied by the roar of flames and voices calling for aid. Joren’s shout rang out near the gatehouse. “To arms! Defend the breach!” 
Cortha reached the courtyard and took in the scene. The outer wall had a gaping hole where the wards once stood strong. Crimson Fist operatives surged through, armed with weapons designed to pierce armor and cut through shields. Their dark armor blended with the night, making it difficult to gauge their numbers. They moved with precision, cutting down the first line of defenders with brutal efficiency. 
She noticed the remnants of the ward’s sigilstone, shattered and scattered across the ground. Nearby, the magical sentinels stood motionless, their glyphs extinguished. The outer defenses had been bypassed, their traps and enchantments rendered useless. The insider had guided the Crimson Fist through every hidden path, every weak point in the citadel’s protections. 
The guards who had been stationed along the outer wall now fought desperately to hold the breach, but the Crimson Fist moved with purpose. They had already reached the inner gate, cutting down the remaining sentries as they advanced. 
Cortha gripped her blade, its enchanted edge glowing faintly in the moonlight. The attack was no simple raid. It was a calculated strike, meant to cripple the citadel from within. She stepped forward, her focus fixed on the advancing enemy, knowing this was only the beginning. 
 
“Defend the headquarters!” Cortha’s voice cut through the clash of steel and the roars of battle. She pointed toward the breach, her command directed at a group of soldiers charging from the south barracks. “Reinforce the line! Don’t let them through!” 
She ran toward the courtyard, her boots striking against the stone with steady force. The northern hallway bore marks of the attack; scorch marks streaked the walls, and debris littered the ground. She shoved open the heavy wooden doors leading into the courtyard, stepping into chaos. 
The courtyard stretched wide, enclosed by walls etched with ancient runes. In the center stood a shattered fountain, water spilling over broken stone and pooling beneath the feet of combatants. The northern wall gaped open where the Crimson Fist had breached, rubble piled in uneven heaps around the jagged opening. Fires burned in several places, lighting the space with flickering orange and red hues. 
Soldiers gathered into makeshift lines. Some wore full plate armor inscribed with faintly glowing glyphs, while others had only the leather gear they’d been able to grab before rushing to the fight. Stone golems, each over ten feet tall, lumbered to life, their massive fists swinging toward the invaders with unerring precision. 
The Crimson Fist struck with ruthless efficiency. They wore dark, lightweight armor reinforced with sigils that deflected weaker spells and allowed unhindered movement. Their blades, etched with nether runes, cut through shields and armor alike. The battle churned at the breach, bodies of defenders and attackers alike littering the ground as the melee raged. 
Spells streaked through the air. A bolt of lightning arced from the southern wall, slamming into a Crimson Fist operative who collapsed in a smoking heap. Fire erupted near the eastern gate, scattering defenders caught in the blast. Cortha raised her hands and channeled a powerful ward, forming a glowing barrier across the breach. The golden light shimmered as Crimson Fist soldiers slammed against it, their weapons sparking with each strike. 
Joren stood at the front of the defenders, his sword flashing as he struck down one enemy after another. His shield absorbed a blow, and he answered with a precise thrust, dropping the attacker. “Hold the line!” he shouted, his voice carrying above the chaos. Soldiers closed ranks around him, forming a solid wall of shields to brace for the next wave. 
Lyra moved through the battle like a shadow, her daggers flashing with each strike. She targeted the invaders from behind, her movements deliberate as she neutralized one after another. “Over here!” she yelled, motioning to a group of soldiers. Her quick thinking led them around the side, where they flanked the Crimson Fist and disrupted their formation. 
Thrain stood near the fountain, healing the wounded as quickly as they were brought to him. His staff glowed with soft light as he sealed a soldier’s gaping wound before turning to the next. “Stand strong!” he called, casting a shield spell over the front line before moving to another injured defender. 
Lyra had seen the explosion from the western tower and made her way down through a hidden corridor, arriving at the courtyard unnoticed until she struck. Thrain had been in the infirmary when the tremor from the breach shook the walls. A scout had arrived with news of the attack, and he had left immediately, his staff ready for the fight. 
Though outnumbered, the defenders held their ground. Cortha’s barrier strained under the repeated blows, and the Crimson Fist’s relentless push threatened to overwhelm the line. She gripped her staff, her focus sharpening as she began to weave a spell that could turn the tide. 
 
The Crimson Fist operatives moved with precision, as if they had studied every inch of the citadel. They exploited gaps in the outer wards—sections where the enchantments were weaker from years of wear or recent neglect. They breached through the northern wall, avoiding direct lines of sight from the main guard towers. With alarming knowledge of patrol routes, they struck during the change of shifts, when the outer defenses were at their most vulnerable. The effect was devastating: guards were caught off-guard, and the outer defenses crumbled with shocking speed. 
Cortha stood amidst the carnage, her staff crackling with energy as she unleashed wave after wave of evocation magic. Fire erupted across the breach, consuming a squad of invaders, and arcs of lightning shot out, toppling more. Yet for every operative she struck down, reinforcements poured in. Their numbers seemed unending, the air thick with the shouts of the wounded and the roar of destruction. 
“Joren, we need to fall back to the inner courtyard!” Cortha yelled, her voice raw from shouting over the chaos. Her call barely reached Joren, who was fighting off three attackers at once. 
He drove his sword through one and parried another before turning, his face grim. “Agreed! Fall back! Regroup in the courtyard!” 
The defenders began a controlled retreat. Soldiers moved in tight formation, shields locked as they backed away through the stone corridors. Magical guardians—hulking stone golems and spectral knights—covered the retreat, their heavy blows keeping the Crimson Fist at bay long enough for the troops to reposition. 
When they reached the inner courtyard, new wards were hastily erected. Eldrin’s students, arcanists trained in battle magic, chanted incantations to weave barriers that shimmered with protective energy. Runes flared along the walls, creating a grid of defensive spells designed to slow intruders and deflect projectiles. Golems planted themselves at key chokepoints, their glowing fists raised in readiness. 
The Crimson Fist pressed forward, undeterred by the new defenses. They hurled dark magic against the barriers, spells infused with nether energy that cracked and sizzled as they struck. Some operatives wielded enchanted devices—small orbs that exploded on impact, disrupting the wards and leaving gaps for their forces to exploit. The pressure mounted as the inner courtyard became the new battleground. 
The courtyard itself was vast, designed to hold large assemblies but now teeming with soldiers, magical guardians, and invaders. Hundreds clashed in a cacophony of steel and magic. Above the chaos, spectral wyverns conjured by the defenders circled, diving to harass the Crimson Fist with bursts of flame and lightning. On the ground, the attackers released their own creatures—shadow wolves that darted through the melee, their fangs dripping with dark magic. 
Joren strode along the defensive line, his voice booming over the din. “Hold the line! Shields up!” His sword was already slick with blood, but he never faltered, cutting down another foe with a swift, precise stroke. 
To his left, a young soldier struggled, his shield sagging under the weight of a Crimson Fist operative’s axe. Joren moved without hesitation, intercepting the blow and driving his sword into the attacker’s chest. He turned to the soldier, his voice sharp. “Focus! Stay firm, or you’ll fall—and so will the man beside you.” 
The soldier nodded, his face pale but determined, and raised his shield once more. 
Chapter 42
Cortha stood at the center of the courtyard, directing spells to reinforce the barriers and hurling bolts of force to scatter clusters of attackers. She could feel the strain on the wards as the Crimson Fist intensified their assault. Despite the defenders’ efforts, the sheer number of invaders and the dark magic they wielded threatened to overwhelm the citadel’s defenses. 
 
As Joren turned to face the next wave of attackers, a memory surfaced—a battlefield on the borderlands, years ago. Back then, he had been green, his grip on his sword trembling, his chest tight with fear. It was the voice of his first commander, a man with iron in his tone and steel in his gaze, that had barked him back to his feet and saved him from death. Now, he was that voice for others. 
The chaos of the battle churned around him, but Lyra’s voice pierced through. “Joren!” she yelled, her daggers flashing as she struck down an attacker. “They’re circling around to the supply crates near the gate. If they get to the alchemy stores, this gets worse—fast!” 
The supply crates, stacked against the inner gate’s wall, were a crucial target. They contained everything from rations and medical kits to enchanted weaponry and volatile alchemical vials. If the Crimson Fist reached those stores, they could turn the tide against the defenders. Explosives, healing potions, and arcane-infused projectiles could shift the balance of power in an instant, especially in the tight quarters of the inner courtyard. 
Joren didn’t hesitate. “Squad four!” he barked to a group of soldiers forming up near him. “Intercept them now. Shields high—don’t let them through!” 
“On it!” the squad leader replied, already leading the charge toward the gate. 
Lyra rolled her eyes but grinned, her tone cutting through the tension as she dodged another attacker. “You’re welcome for the heads-up, Joren! Glad I’m here to save your hide again.” 
“Less talking, more stabbing, Lyra,” Joren shot back, slashing through another operative with grim precision. 
“Fine,” she muttered, weaving through the melee. “But I’m definitely claiming all the credit for this.” 
As she sprinted toward the crates, Lyra spotted an operative already prying open one of the wooden lids. Inside, the faint glow of a containment rune on an alchemical vial flickered ominously. Lyra feigned a stumble as she approached, letting the man believe she was off balance. When he lunged for her, she sidestepped and drove a dagger deep into his side. 
“Not today,” she muttered, pushing him off the crates. 
Behind her, the squad clashed with the flanking force. Shields met steel, and the air filled with the sharp tang of alchemical spills as stray projectiles shattered against the stone. Defenders threw themselves between the Crimson Fist and the crates, knowing the disastrous consequences if the enemy reached the supplies. 
Lyra pulled the lid shut and kicked the crate against the wall, ensuring it wouldn’t budge without a fight. Around her, the battle swirled, defenders holding firm as spells and blades collided. She turned toward Joren, her face set with determination. “Crates secured—for now. What’s next?” 
Joren nodded grimly, rallying the remaining defenders. “We push them back. No one falls today.” 
 
 
Cortha poured her remaining strength into every spell, flames and lightning bursting from her hands. The air was thick with smoke and the cries of battle. Around her, the defenders fought with grim determination, their movements slowed by exhaustion. 
“We can’t hold much longer,” Lyra said, crouching beside her, daggers coated in blood. “They’re overwhelming us.” 
Cortha scanned the battlefield, her mind racing. “Their leader is the key,” she said, her voice firm. “Without them, the rest will scatter.” 
The courtyard was a broken landscape of shattered stone and bodies. Soldiers and magical guardians struggled to maintain their positions, while Crimson Fist operatives pressed the attack. The ground was littered with debris from collapsed walls, and the glow of spells cast jagged shadows across the chaos. 
Amidst the chaos, Cortha's eyes widened in disbelief as Tezlin emerged from the shadows. Where had he been during their time of need? And why had he chosen this moment to return? 
The courtyard was a maelstrom of chaos—blades clashed, spells crackled, and the screams of the wounded pierced the night. Amidst it all, Tezlin emerged from the shadows, his appearance so sudden and surreal that Cortha almost doubted her eyes. From the corridor leading to the upper battlements, he stepped into the courtyard with his cloak torn and the edges burned. 
“Tezlin?” she breathed, the disbelief and relief tangled in her voice. 
But Tezlin’s expression was grim, his usual air of confidence replaced by something heavier—hesitation, guilt. His eyes flicked across the battlefield, landing on Cortha before shifting to the breach where the Crimson Fist operatives poured through. 
“Where have you been?” Cortha demanded, her voice rising above the din of battle as she stepped toward him. “We needed you!” 
Tezlin flinched, the weight of her words cutting deeper than any blade. 
“I didn’t—” he began, but the words faltered. He looked down at his hands, clean and unarmed, as if they betrayed his absence. 
Before either could say more, a fresh wave of Crimson Fist operatives surged through the defenses, their ranks tight and organized. Tezlin reacted immediately, summoning an arcane blade that glowed with searing energy. Without hesitation, he charged into the fight, targeting the operatives guarding the breach. 
The precision of Tezlin’s strikes disrupted the Crimson Fist’s formation, exposing their rear flank. Defenders rallied to his position, driving back the attackers with renewed strength. Cortha gritted her teeth, frustration burning hotter than her exhaustion. 
“We’ll deal with this later,” she muttered, unleashing a blast of fire at an advancing group. “Just do your part.” 
Tezlin nodded, already cutting through a pair of operatives who moved to intercept him. “I always do,” he said, his focus entirely on the battle ahead. 
 
Suddenly, a voice rang out, sharp and mocking. 
“Brother!” 
Tezlin’s body tensed. His gaze snapped to the breach where Alistair stepped into the fray, his presence commanding and lethal. The Crimson Fist commander moved with deliberate precision, eyes locking onto Tezlin with a mix of familiarity and contempt. 
Tezlin’s breath caught. For a moment, the noise of the battle fell away. His grip on his sword tightened, but his feet remained still. Memories of childhood—laughter, shared secrets—rushed to the surface. But those memories were quickly torn apart by the reality of the divide between them. 
“Alistair,” Tezlin’s voice cracked as he said his brother’s name. His eyes stayed fixed on Alistair, searching for any trace of the bond they had shared. 
“Still pretending you can save the world, Tezlin?” Alistair sneered, his tone laced with scorn. “I was wondering when you’d crawl out of whatever hole you’ve been hiding in.” 
Cortha moved, ready to act, but Tezlin’s voice stopped her. “Cortha, stay back,” he said, barely audible. “This is between me and him.” 
Tezlin took a step forward, his hand resting on the hilt of his blade, but he didn’t draw it yet. His voice held a trace of hope, though it wavered. “Alistair, it doesn’t have to be like this.” 
Alistair’s lips curled into a bitter smirk. “You always were the optimist, Tezlin. But some bridges can’t be unburned.” 
Tezlin’s gaze hardened, the hint of sadness giving way to determination. “It doesn’t have to end in bloodshed. I’m not your enemy.” 
Alistair’s eyes flashed, his smirk widening into something darker. “You’re wrong.” He raised his sword, its jagged edges gleaming in the light. “You’re the enemy now, Tezlin. You just don’t see it.” 
Tezlin and Alistair stood still for a moment, locked in a silent contest. Tezlin’s grip on his sword tightened, but he hesitated. He wasn’t sure if he could strike the brother he once knew. 
Without warning, Alistair lunged. His sword came down in a swift, ruthless arc. 
Tezlin sidestepped, but Alistair’s blade grazed his shoulder. The hesitation vanished, and Tezlin drew his sword, shifting from defense to offense. He moved to meet his brother’s next strike. 
“I never wanted this,” Tezlin said, struggling to keep his voice steady as he parried. 
“No one ever does,” Alistair shot back, pressing the attack with a brutal strike. “But here we are.” 
Their blades clashed again and again, the sound of steel ringing through the courtyard. Tezlin’s movements were careful, restrained. He didn’t want to kill his brother, but Alistair showed no such restraint. Each blow from him was full of fury. 
Cortha stood, watching, her breath catching with each clash of their swords. She could see the conflict in Tezlin’s eyes, the weight of every choice he was making, but she also saw the grim reality. Alistair had no intention of stopping. 
Tezlin’s sword blocked a powerful strike. He took a deep breath. “I won’t kill you,” he said, voice tight with strain. 
Alistair’s face twisted in anger. “Then you’re already dead.” 
Alistair attacked again, moving with speed and savagery, his fury driving each strike. Tezlin braced himself, his sword raised. The choice was clear now. He could end this, or he could let the fight drag on. But each second he hesitated made it harder to keep the fight from becoming a battle to the death. 
 
Cortha’s pulse quickened as she watched Tezlin and Alistair prepare for battle. The tension between them was palpable. The air felt heavy with the weight of old wounds and unspoken words. 
Alistair spoke first, his voice low, “Tezlin, you always were a fool to trust me.” 
Without hesitation, Alistair lunged. His body flowed forward with precision, his sword aimed at Tezlin’s chest. The blade gleamed in the dim light. Tezlin reacted quickly, stepping back just as Alistair’s blade came within inches of him. 
Tezlin raised his sword in a high guard, deflecting the blow. The impact rattled his arms, but he quickly regained his footing. He pivoted to the side as Alistair pressed forward with another strike. This time, Tezlin swept his sword horizontally to intercept the attack, positioning himself out of Alistair’s immediate range. 
Around them, the battle raged on. Cortha heard the crackle of magic and the clash of steel, but her focus remained on the two brothers locked in combat. 
Tezlin moved with precision. His sword was an extension of his focus, each strike aimed to neutralize Alistair's attacks without overcommitting. Aether magic swirled around him in faint blue tendrils, enhancing his strikes and reinforcing his defense. 
Alistair, in contrast, attacked with force. His swings were quick and unpredictable, driven by rage. The nether energy that radiated from him was dark, swirling around him like smoke. His magic pulsed with each strike, adding weight to his blows and pushing Tezlin’s defense to the limit. 
Tezlin’s sword collided with Alistair’s, and for a moment, their magic clashed. Aether and nether met with a sharp crack, sending a shockwave through the air. The two opposing forces—Tezlin’s radiant aether and Alistair’s corrupting nether—tore through the space between them, distorting the air. Tezlin’s arms shook slightly from the strain of holding back the darker energy. 
Alistair’s sword came at Tezlin again, but Tezlin sidestepped just in time. The blade barely grazed his cloak as he twisted out of the way. Cortha noticed the opening in Tezlin’s stance, and before she could shout, she saw Alistair’s magic grow more intense. He advanced, bringing his sword up with deadly speed. 
“Don’t!” Cortha shouted, rushing forward. Her sword sliced through a group of Crimson Fist soldiers trying to flank Tezlin. She spun and ducked, slicing through an attacker’s side before driving her blade into another’s chest. 
She cast a radiant shield around herself as she charged, knocking two soldiers back. But her eyes stayed locked on Tezlin and Alistair. As Tezlin blocked another strike, he faltered, his balance unsteady. 
“Tezlin!” she yelled, fighting through the chaos. 
Tezlin met Alistair’s next strike with his sword raised, their blades clashing again. Each impact released bursts of energy. The raw force of the aether and nether twisted the air, cracking and popping with the intensity of their fight. 
Tezlin took another step back, raising his sword higher, his grip tightening. “Alistair,” Tezlin said, his voice firm. “It doesn’t have to end like this.” 
But Alistair only growled in response. His attacks grew faster, his magic more erratic. “You’ve already chosen your side. Now you’ll pay.” 
Alistair closed the distance between them with a brutal lunge, his sword aimed directly at Tezlin’s chest. Tezlin raised his sword to block, but Alistair’s dark magic pushed through. The force of the nether struck Tezlin’s aether with overwhelming power, sending a shockwave through the space between them. 
Cortha stepped forward, her sword swinging to clear another enemy from her path. She could see the struggle between the brothers intensifying. Tezlin’s defenses were starting to buckle under the weight of Alistair’s attacks. 
 
 
But as the tide of the battle turned, Alistair's true colors began to emerge. With each strike of his sword, his movements grew more frenzied, more desperate. It became clear to Tezlin that his brother had been fully consumed by the darkness that had taken root within him. When their swords locked, the glow in Alistair’s eyes flared, and Tezlin felt a wave of cold seep into his veins. 
“You feel it, don’t you?” Alistair hissed, leaning closer. His voice was a guttural growl now, distorted by the magic coursing through him. “The nether doesn’t just grant power—it consumes. It feeds on weakness, on doubt. And you? You’re full of both.” 
Tezlin gritted his teeth, shoving Alistair back with all his strength. “That’s not power, Alistair. That’s a curse. And it’s destroying you.” 
“It’s made me stronger!” Alistair roared, lunging forward with terrifying speed. His blade struck Tezlin’s with a force that sent sparks flying. “Stronger than you ever were, little brother. Stronger than anyone in this pitiful realm!” 
But even as Alistair spoke, his movements grew erratic. His swings were powerful but wild, and his voice cracked with something that sounded almost like pain. Tezlin could see it—the cracks in the facade, the toll the nether magic was taking. 
 
With a heavy heart, Tezlin realized that there was no saving Alistair. He had become a lost cause, a puppet of the Crimson Fist's corruption. And so, with a sense of profound sorrow, Tezlin raised his sword, knowing that he had no choice but to end his brother's life.As their blades clashed one final time, Tezlin could see the pain and anguish in Alistair's eyes, a silent plea for redemption that would never be answered. With a swift, decisive blow, Tezlin struck, his sword finding its mark with deadly accuracy.Alistair staggered backward, a look of shock and betrayal etched upon his face. And then, with a shuddering breath, he collapsed to the ground, his lifeblood staining the stone floor beneath him.For a moment, there was silence, broken only by the sound of Tezlin's ragged breathing. He stood over his fallen brother, his heart heavy with grief and regret. In that moment, he knew that he had lost more than just a brother. He had lost a part of himself, a piece of his soul that could never be reclaimed.As he gazed down at Alistair's lifeless form, Tezlin felt a tear slip down his cheek. Both of his siblings had been taken by the nether. 
 
 
 
The chamber was a scene of chaos and devastation, the air thick with the acrid stench of smoke and the metallic tang of blood. Bodies lay strewn across the stone floor.Cortha stood at the center of the chamber, her chest heaving with exertion as she surveyed the aftermath of the conflict. Her sword was slick with blood, her hands trembling with a mix of exhaustion and adrenaline. Around her, her allies moved with purpose, their expressions set in grim determination as they worked to secure the remaining leaders of the Crimson Fist.As Cortha's gaze swept across the chamber, her eyes fell upon the fallen bodies of the Crimson Fist leaders. Some lay motionless, their eyes staring blankly at the ceiling, their once-powerful forms now broken and defeated. Others still struggled against their captors, their cries of defiance echoing off the stone walls.With a heavy heart, Cortha approached one of the captured leaders, his face twisted in a snarl of rage and frustration. She knelt beside him, her voice low and commanding as she addressed him. 
"It's over," she said, her words carrying the weight of finality.But the leader only laughed, his voice filled with bitterness and scorn. "You think you've won?" he spat, his eyes flashing with defiance. "You may have defeated us today, but the Crimson Fist will rise again. We are eternal." 
Cortha's jaw clenched her gaze never wavering from the captured leader's defiant stare. "Not this time," she vowed, her voice filled with steely resolve. With that, Cortha turned away, leaving the captured leader to stew in his own defiance. As she moved to join her allies, Cortha felt a sense of satisfaction wash over her. The Crimson Fist had been dealt a crippling blow, their leadership decimated and their forces scattered. But even as she celebrated their victory, She knew that the remnants of the Crimson Fist would not simply fade into obscurity, that they would continue to pose a threat to the fragile peace they had fought so hard to achieve.As the chaos of battle began to settle, Cortha found herself standing in the aftermath. She glanced around the chamber, taking in the sight of her allies regrouping and the defeated enemies being led away. But amidst the commotion, her eyes were drawn to one figure in particular – Tezlin.He stood a few paces away, his gaze fixed on her with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine. Despite the weariness etched into his features, there was a fire in his eyes.Cortha felt a rush of emotions welling up inside her – gratitude for his unwavering support, admiration for his bravery in battle, and something else, something she had been trying to ignore for far too long. With each passing moment, the tension between them grew, until it felt like the air crackled with electricity. 
Cortha couldn't resist any longer and moved closer to Tezlin, feeling her heart race. Their eyes locked in a silent exchange that said so much. In that instant, everything else disappeared - the battle, the chaos, the world itself - leaving only the two of them on the brink of something unspoken but undeniable. "Tezlin," Cortha whispered, closing the distance between them. Tezlin's gaze never left hers as their lips met in a tender, passionate kiss that made sparks fly. It felt like the entire world had vanished, leaving only the two of them. 
 

Following the battle that forced the Crimson Fist into retreat, the realm was left to pick up the jagged pieces of its broken state. The Blejek territory, once a place of fertile lands and prosperous villages, now lay scarred and desolate. The fields were marred by deep furrows where heavy boots had trampled through, soil torn apart, scorched black from the fires that had ravaged the landscape. What had once been quiet, idyllic homesteads were now nothing more than smoldering remnants of stone and wood, reduced to rubble by the violence of war. In some places, only the charred stumps of trees stood like mournful sentinels, their twisted trunks bearing the ghost of a once-thriving forest.
Villages, emptied in the chaos of the conflict, were beginning the long, painful crawl back to life. People trickled back into their homes, or what was left of them, settling in the empty spaces where memories once lingered. Some set up tents near the broken foundations, their faces pale and hollow-eyed, the weight of grief and survival pressing down on their shoulders. Others sifted through the wreckage, pulling out whatever fragments they could salvage—cracked ceramic jugs, rusted tools, splintered wood—anything that might remind them of their former lives. The air smelled faintly of burnt earth, ash still rising from the bones of the land like the slow exhalations of a dying beast.
Cortha moved through the devastation with a quiet determination, her boots crunching over the uneven ground as she surveyed the damage. The weight of it all pressed heavily on her chest, but she carried it in silence, as if her own sorrow might betray the strength she needed to restore balance. The capital’s square was her first priority. It had once been a place of gathering, of commerce, and life; now, it was an open wound in the city’s heart. There, she set to work, her hands moving with the practiced grace of someone who had spent years mastering the arcane arts. With each incantation, the broken stones slowly began to reassemble, drawn back together by the force of her will. The magic flowed from her fingertips, crackling like lightning through the air, pulling the stones together as though they had never been apart.
She worked through the day, her focus unwavering, her energy beginning to drain as the sun dipped lower in the sky. The aqueducts, once the lifeblood of the city, had been torn apart, their water channels clogged with rubble and soot. Cortha extended her senses, searching for the faintest traces of nether magic that might still linger in the air. Her spells worked to neutralize the dark influence, purging the land of the malevolent energy that had seeped into every crack and crevice. Each flicker of magic was a quiet rebellion against the Crimson Fist’s hold, a reclamation of the realm’s natural harmony.
Yet, even as she worked, Cortha could feel the weight of her responsibilities growing. There were so many places still untouched, so many villages that had yet to see the return of their people. Her work was far from over. She had set up arcane wards in the surrounding villages, discreet spells woven into the very fabric of the land, designed to alert her to any resurgence of dark magic. But she knew that even those wards, powerful as they were, couldn’t protect the realm forever. Dark forces were always just a whisper away, waiting for a moment of weakness.
As the sun set behind the distant mountains, casting long shadows over the ruined land, Cortha paused for a moment, taking in the quiet. The sound of footsteps echoed through the square as others began to gather, their eyes drawn to the spectacle of stone rising from the ground. Some watched with awe, others with a kind of resigned curiosity, knowing that while magic could repair the damage to their world, it couldn’t heal the scars in their hearts.
But for Cortha, the work was never just about restoring physical things. It was about reclaiming something intangible—the fragile balance of the world itself. Magic had always been a force for both creation and destruction, and she had come to understand that the line between them was thinner than most cared to admit. As the first stones clicked into place, she felt the stirring of something deep within her, an unease she couldn't shake. There was more to this war than just the Crimson Fist. Something else, something darker, was lingering just beneath the surface. But for now, there was only the work—fix what could be fixed, protect what could be protected.
And somewhere, in the distance, the storm was still brewing.
Cortha sat at the long, scarred table of the Blejek Council, her fingers tapping the edge of her parchment as the voices around her grew louder. The air in the chamber felt thick, charged with the sharp scent of ink and candle wax. Outside the windows, the city of Archemere sprawled—its once-pristine skyline now pockmarked by the ravages of war, smoke still curling up from the distant ruins of villages. But here, in this stuffy room, the battle was no longer one of swords or fire. It was one of resources, of survival, of the kind of compromise that left a bitter taste in your mouth.
Lord Aldric Thorne, his broad shoulders hunched with impatience, slapped his hand on the table, making the empty mugs rattle. “The trade routes are a priority. Without supplies, the realm starves. We don’t have the luxury to be dithering over local disputes.”
Lady Seraphina Vale, her long, silvered hair cascading down her back like the remnants of a storm, leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “And you think you’ll get your supplies by forcing caravans through those wrecked roads? You’ll end up with dead bodies, not trade goods. Magic is our only hope for rebuilding those paths, Aldric. You don’t understand the intricacies of arcane engineering.”
The council members had long stopped pretending to listen to each other. The old wounds, the old rivalries, simmered just beneath their skin, and every word they spoke felt like a jab, a reminder of their fractured unity. The room buzzed with clashing priorities, each councilor pulling in a different direction, each one blinded by their own perspective.
Cortha felt the familiar pang of frustration tighten her chest. This was the price of survival—those in power clawing for their piece of the world while the rest of the realm bled out. The discussions had become repetitive, and every attempt to find common ground felt more futile than the last. Her role, as always, was to play the diplomat, the mediator. She drew in a breath, steeling herself before raising her voice, cutting through the tension like a blade.
“Enough,” she said, her tone cold but controlled. “You’re both right, and you’re both wrong.” She paused, her gaze sweeping over the council, feeling their eyes turn to her with varying degrees of disdain and respect. “We can’t restore the trade routes overnight, Aldric, not without ensuring they’re safe, and we can’t use magic to fix everything, Seraphina, not without putting the people’s safety at risk. We need a balance.”
Her words, blunt and unapologetic, hung in the air, a temporary ceasefire. The room fell into an uneasy silence. Cortha didn’t care for diplomacy—there was no time for sugarcoating the truth. She had seen too much of the world to believe that compromise was the cure for all ills. But for now, she had to make them listen.
“We prioritize resources where they’re needed most,” she continued, her voice firm but less sharp. “We’ll repair the roads and secure the trade routes in phases. First, we restore the water supply, then we establish the most crucial connections. The people can’t wait while we argue. We’ll use both magic and manpower, and we’ll ensure that neither will endanger the realm’s future.”
There was a murmur of agreement, but the tension remained thick. She knew better than to expect a smooth resolution—this was only the beginning of the long road ahead. The political battles were as draining as the physical ones.
The meeting adjourned with little fanfare. As the council members filtered out of the room, Cortha remained seated for a moment, her fingers still resting on the now-blank parchment. The weight of the task ahead pressed on her like a stone, its immovable presence gnawing at her thoughts. The realm was in pieces, and it would take more than words to mend it.
Outside, the city stretched out before her, the streets bustling with activity, but underneath, there was a palpable sense of weariness, a quiet desperation. The people were beginning to rebuild their lives, but it wasn’t just the land that needed mending. The scars ran deeper than that.
Chapter 43
As the day bled into dusk, Cortha met with her field teams, those who ventured into the wilds to confront the remnants of the Crimson Fist’s influence. The air was thick with the scent of decay and earth, and the undergrowth seemed to pulse with the weight of something unseen. The artifacts—corrupted objects scattered across the land like forgotten seeds—were more than just physical objects. They were the remnants of a curse, a lingering poison that had twisted the natural world in ways even Cortha’s magic had difficulty undoing.
She knelt by a broken stone altar, the air around it humming with malignant energy. A jagged black crystal lay at its center, pulsing with a faint, sickly glow. The crystal had drawn in the animals of the forest, making them turn feral, attacking anything that moved. Nearby, a rusted blade lay half-buried in the dirt, its hilt coated in thick, greenish-black slime.
“You see it too,” she muttered under her breath, reaching out to carefully lift the crystal. The moment her fingers brushed its surface, a sharp, biting pain shot through her hand, a warning of the corruption that lay within. She clenched her teeth, ignoring the surge of pain, and called upon her magic to neutralize the crystal’s influence.
The air shifted, the buzzing, oppressive atmosphere lifting, but Cortha could still feel the echo of the artifact’s power in the pit of her stomach. It was a reminder that the war was far from over, that the Crimson Fist had left behind more than just a broken land—they had left behind their twisted, lingering presence, and as long as their artifacts remained, the realm would never be truly free.
She glanced over her shoulder at the rest of the team, their faces grim but resolute. They didn’t speak much—fieldwork was never a place for idle chatter—but Cortha knew they were all thinking the same thing: how much longer would they have to keep erasing the remnants of this war, knowing that the true battle had yet to come?
The night descended quickly, wrapping the land in shadows as they packed up their findings. The moon was a thin, pale slice in the sky, casting an eerie light over the ruined landscape. The world felt too quiet, too still, as if it were holding its breath, waiting for something. And in the distance, Cortha could almost swear she heard the faintest whisper of dark magic, a promise of things yet to come.
There was no rest, not for her, not for anyone.
Thrain’s boots struck the cobblestones with a steady rhythm as he moved through the town square, his figure a hulking silhouette against the gray afternoon sky. The stench of smoke still lingered in the air, the remnants of last night’s fire clinging to the ruins of a shop where the walls had been scorched black. His eyes scanned the damage methodically, as if cataloging each break, each crack in the earth. He didn’t speak, but the grim set of his jaw said everything—this was the cost of failure. And now, it was his job to fix it.
With a curt nod to the scout beside him, he turned his attention back to the village, noting the thin trail of smoke rising from the half-collapsed watchtower. They’d been fortunate the Crimson Fist hadn’t pressed harder—this village was a strategic location, and its loss could have spelled disaster. Thrain grunted low in his throat. There was no room for luck now.
He walked briskly toward a group of soldiers clustered by a half-destroyed gate, their faces tense but determined. "Get that trench dug deeper. Reinforce the west gate with iron, not wood. The next wave might be more prepared than we think," he barked. His voice was deep, rough from years of shouting orders, and it carried through the air with an unquestionable authority that left little room for argument. He wasn’t here to be liked—he was here to make sure they survived.
His eyes swept over the surrounding roads as the patrols began to assemble, the road leading out of the town twisted and uneven, littered with the bones of destroyed wagons and discarded equipment. Nothing in this place was untouched, and the further he went, the worse the damage grew. The farmland had been scorched, the soil black and barren, the once-gentle curve of the river now a graveyard for trees torn from their roots. They hadn’t just fought here—they had ravaged the land itself.
Thrain didn’t look back as the scouts mounted their horses. “We move at first light,” he said, voice hard like iron. He would not wait for the world to heal on its own. Every corner of this land would be scoured until they found every piece of twisted magic, every corrupt artifact that remained buried in the earth.
Later, in the militia barracks, the metallic clang of practice swords filled the air, echoing off the stone walls as soldiers drilled under Thrain’s watchful eye. He stood at the front of the group, his posture straight, hands folded behind his back, watching as they fumbled through the exercises. A few young soldiers were too eager, their strikes sloppy, too fast. Others hesitated, their grip on the sword weak. None of them had seen the bloodshed he had, and it showed in the way they handled their weapons.
Thrain approached one of them, a lanky youth with wide eyes and shaking hands. “Focus. Don’t swing out of fear. Don’t swing at all if you’re not sure of your target.” He grabbed the soldier’s wrist, guiding the sword down. “You’re here to defend your people. If you’re afraid of what’s in front of you, you’ll lose.”
The young man nodded, swallowing hard, but Thrain could see the fear still lurking in his eyes. It was too late for fear now. “Start again,” Thrain said, stepping back. He didn’t have time for hesitation. The next attack could be the last.
He moved to another soldier, this one an older woman with dark hair streaked with gray, her face a map of experience. “You’re handling it wrong,” Thrain said, inspecting her stance. She didn’t flinch when he moved in close, but her eyes narrowed. She’d seen battles, and she wasn’t afraid to tell him when he was wrong.
“I’m not using a bastard sword, Thrain. That’s a longsword grip,” she snapped, adjusting her stance.
Thrain held his gaze for a moment longer than necessary, then nodded. "Fair enough. You teach them how to survive. I’ll teach them how to win." His voice dropped slightly, the weight of his own experiences seeping in. His soldiers needed to know the difference. Survival was a matter of chance, of luck. Winning—truly winning—meant making your enemy fear you before they saw you coming.
He moved through the barracks, offering corrections here and there, his eyes keenly aware of every weak point in both technique and resolve. Every detail mattered—every scrap of metal forged, every angle adjusted in the design of siege equipment. Thrain’s mind was never at rest; it wandered over the plans for defenses, for countering the Crimson Fist’s magical strategies. There were things they needed that the engineers hadn’t even begun to consider. The blacksmiths were making swords with non-reactive metals, but that wasn’t enough—he needed something more. The weapons must be able to sever the very threads of magic that the Crimson Fist had woven into the land.
“You’re going to want to test the metal on something,” he said to a blacksmith working in the corner, his hands steady despite the heat of the forge. “Make sure it doesn’t bend like iron when it meets an enchanted barrier.”
The blacksmith grunted in acknowledgment, wiping sweat from his brow. Thrain turned and walked away, his mind already on the next problem. The battlefield wasn’t just filled with soldiers. There were secrets buried in the earth, in the people they’d yet to fully understand, and in the very air itself, heavy with the traces of nether magic.
Later that evening, in the dim-lit council hall, Thrain dropped a thick report on the table before the council. His rough hands had scrawled the words, but the edges were sharp, calculated. The document was a collection of hard truths and even harder recommendations.
"We can't afford more chaos," Thrain began, his voice cutting through the murmur of the room. "The military needs regular audits, strict oversight. Mercenary groups should be disbanded or at least monitored. And we need to increase patrols on the trade routes. There are rumors of magical materials being smuggled in—some of it might be coming from outside the realm, but I doubt it."
Lord Aldric Thorne leaned forward, his brow furrowed in concern. "And how do you propose we stop it?"
Thrain’s eyes met his, cold and unwavering. “We break them before they can organize again.”
There was no time for diplomacy, no time for niceties. Not when the Crimson Fist was still lurking in the shadows, their grip tightening like a noose around the realm. And Thrain would be damned if he didn’t do everything in his power to sever that rope before it strangled them all.
The fields that stretched out beyond the village were a desolate sight—a patchwork of cracked earth and ash where once-thriving crops had been razed. The wind, tinged with the faint scent of smoke, swept over the ground in gusts that seemed to carry whispers of lost lives. Lyra stood at the edge of the wasteland, a shovel slung over her shoulder, her sleeves rolled up, showing the dirt stains and callouses from weeks of labor. Her eyes, however, were fixed on the horizon, scanning the horizon as though willing the earth to yield its bounty again.
She turned toward the gathering villagers—tired, hollow-eyed faces that carried the weight of everything they’d lost, but still, there was an edge of resolve. They had no choice but to move forward.
Lyra stepped forward, her voice cutting through the silence with surprising firmness. “Divide into teams—some of you till the soil, the others, start collecting the seeds. We'll work in shifts. Those who have the energy, carry water from the wells.” She didn’t wait for protest, but instead set an example herself, taking a heavy bucket from one of the women and walking toward the well. Her body ached, every step reminding her of the long days she’d spent not just healing the land, but also tending to the people, easing their suffering.
The water was cold, stinging her hands as she poured it into the buckets of dry soil. She paused to catch her breath and looked over the rows of villagers. Their hands were calloused, dirt under their nails, their faces drawn in exhaustion. But in their eyes, there was something else—faint flickers of hope. Lyra had seen that glimmer before, and it always caught her off guard. Hope, however fragile, was infectious.
After a long day of toiling under the harsh sun, Lyra walked through the village, her boots crunching over the gravel paths that had once been well-kept but were now uneven and scattered with debris. She passed the crumbling houses and the few still-standing buildings, pausing occasionally to check on those who had been ill or injured during the fighting. She had an old satchel filled with dried herbs and jars of salves she’d concocted from her garden. The air around her was filled with the scents of lavender, thyme, and sage—scents that had once been soothing but now felt like reminders of everything they had to rebuild.
At one home, a woman in her thirties lay under a tattered blanket, her eyes unfocused, feverish. Lyra knelt beside her, her fingers brushing the woman’s forehead as she examined her vitals. “You’ll feel better in a day or two. Just keep drinking the tea I gave you,” she said softly, her voice like the rustle of leaves in the wind. She pulled a small jar of salve from her bag and began massaging it gently into the woman’s hands, her touch light but deliberate. Healing was a slow process, one that demanded patience she didn’t always have. But she couldn’t afford to let anyone slip through the cracks—not with everything they had left to do.
Meanwhile, Joren moved with a sort of practiced determination among the ruins of the village’s homes. He stood in the middle of what had once been a family’s gathering room, the remnants of a collapsed ceiling hanging low over what remained of the walls. His brow furrowed, his dark eyes scanning the debris like a soldier on a battlefield.
He stepped back, assessing. “We’ll start here. Salvage as much wood as you can. Make sure the nails are straight.” His tone was commanding but never harsh. It had a way of cutting through the murmurs of the workers without needing to shout. Joren had been through enough hardships in his life to understand that you didn’t earn respect through force—you earned it through steady leadership, even if it meant getting your hands dirty.
One of the carpenters glanced up, wiping his brow. “You sure we can salvage this much? It's pretty bad in here.”
Joren met his gaze, lips curling into a half-smile. “If I can make a roof out of this mess, you sure as hell can build a solid one.”
The carpenter chuckled under his breath, nodding. “Fair enough.”
With a mixture of laughter and the steady hum of work, the crew moved into action, pulling wood from the wreckage and stacking stone where it could be reused. Joren moved between the workers, his rough hands guiding them with a quiet authority, occasionally offering a quiet word of encouragement. His stories of the past—tales of battles fought and victories won—brought momentary relief to the laborers, the humor laced in his words softening the tension that ran through their stiff limbs.
He stood at the edge of the worksite, looking out over the rubble of the village. It was hard to believe that only a few months ago, this place had been alive with the sounds of laughter, of children playing in the streets. Now, it was a shell—a place they would have to force back to life, one stone at a time.
As the sun began to set, casting long shadows over the site, Joren gathered the workers together. Their faces were tired, dirt-smeared and worn down, but there was a quiet determination in their eyes as they looked to him.
“We’re finishing the roof today,” he said, his voice steady. “But I want you all to know that this, right here, is something to celebrate. This beam? It’s going to hold a family. It’s not just a roof—it’s a home. It’s the start of something. And every time we lay a stone, or hammer a nail, we’re rebuilding more than just these houses. We’re rebuilding our lives.”
A ripple of applause went through the group, quiet but genuine. The workers didn’t need a grand speech or empty promises—just a reminder that they were in this together. They had always been in this together.
The evening light stretched across the village, warm but fading, as Joren looked out over the houses, the streets, and the people coming together. The work had only just begun. But for the first time in weeks, he allowed himself a moment of something that wasn’t survival. It was hope.
And for now, that was enough.
The air in the village hung thick with the scent of smoke and damp earth, remnants of the battle still lingering in the cracked, uneven ground. As the first rays of the morning sun crept over the horizon, the villagers, weary but determined, began their work. The broken bodies of homes and buildings lay scattered across the landscape like the bones of a dead beast, their crumbling facades offering no shelter against the biting wind that whipped across the barren fields. The town’s heart had been hollowed out, but the people had nowhere else to go. They had no choice but to start again.
Lyra was at the forefront, her hands steady as she gripped a pickaxe, swinging it into the dirt with precise strikes. Each blow to the earth felt like a beat of her heart, pounding out the rhythm of their survival. The villagers worked alongside her, though some moved slowly, exhausted by weeks of hardship. The children, their faces still dusted with the ash of their former lives, carried water in buckets, their small hands struggling with the weight. They didn't complain, just did what they were told. The elders, their faces creased with age and experience, sorted through the wreckage of bricks and stone, their fingers shaking as they prepared mortar in large clay bowls.
Cortha walked among them, her mind focused, her body a quiet counterpoint to the noise around her. Her long coat fluttered in the wind, its edges worn and frayed, but she didn't mind. She had seen worse. With each step, she surveyed the progress, a silent witness to the villagers' labor. They were used to hardship, but this felt different. There was no fear in their eyes—just determination, a quiet refusal to be swallowed by the past.
Thrain was nearby, barking orders with the bluntness of a soldier accustomed to command. His broad frame moved through the crowd like a rock in a river, unyielding. “Get those stones into position! The bridge won't rebuild itself, and the roads need to be cleared, or no one’s going anywhere. Use what we’ve got.” His voice cut through the noise of hammers and chisels, carrying above the scattered conversations of the villagers.
Thrain had always been a man of action, his words fewer but more impactful. The weight of his shoulders sagged slightly, as if the enormity of the task ahead had already started to pull at him. But he never let it show. He never let the fear of failure creep in. That’s not what a leader did. He watched the workers, noting the gaps, the inefficiencies, and directing with the precision of a man who’d spent years commanding troops. He was used to making decisions quickly, even when the stakes were high.
As he passed a group of children dragging water-filled buckets, he gave them a curt nod, his face hard but not unkind. “Careful with those, little ones,” he said, though he didn’t slow his pace. It was the closest thing to tenderness he would ever show, but there was no mistaking the undercurrent of concern in his voice. The kids, worn from days of work, barely registered his words but nodded dutifully and continued on their errand.
Cortha caught up to him, her eyes scanning the horizon, her thoughts preoccupied with the bigger picture. “How’s the progress on the west wall?” she asked, her voice low, almost lost in the hum of activity around them.
“Better than expected,” Thrain grunted, not looking at her but staring out toward the newly dug trenches. “But we’ll need to reinforce it with iron. The Crimson Fist left more than just bodies behind. They’ll be back.”
The words hung heavy between them. She didn’t need to ask what he meant. There was always the lingering fear that the Crimson Fist, even in their retreat, might rise again. Cortha’s gaze hardened. “I’ll take care of it. You handle the roads and bridges.”
He gave her a sharp nod, his jaw tight. “Don’t go getting yourself killed, Cortha. We need you here.”
“I’m not the one you need to worry about,” she muttered under her breath, though her voice held a trace of something that almost resembled amusement.
In the shadows of the Blejek territory, far from the noise and the steady pulse of rebuilding, Manny and the remnants of the Crimson Fist licked their wounds. The lords had scattered, their defeat at the hands of the realm’s defenders ringing in their ears like an echo from the abyss. But defeat had never been something Manny could stomach for long. The ember of ambition still burned in his chest, as raw and ferocious as it had been before their downfall.
He had been in worse situations—he had clawed his way out of worse, after all. But even he couldn’t ignore the weight of their exile. They were scattered now, far from the stronghold that had once given them power. But this wasn’t the end, not by a long shot. He’d seen enough of the realm to know that the cracks ran deep, that the people had their weaknesses, their fears. And Manny had learned long ago how to exploit those.
One of his men, bloodied and bruised from the fight, came to him with a map, its edges torn and scorched. “We’ve heard rumors, Lord Eldridge,” the soldier said, his voice low and urgent. “There are factions in the south—mercenaries, dissidents. They’re starting to talk about alliances. We could—”
“Could?” Manny interrupted, his voice sharp, his eyes narrowing. He took the map from the soldier, unfurling it with deliberate care. His fingers traced the lines of the territories, the cities, the weak points. “Don’t speak to me of could. We don’t have the luxury of ‘could’ anymore. It’s time to make something happen.”
The soldier flinched, but nodded. “Yes, Lord.”
Manny’s gaze drifted across the map, his thoughts already in motion. He’d lost the Blejek stronghold, but there were other ways to rise. His voice grew colder, sharper. “I want every piece of information you can gather. We find these mercenaries, we find those willing to fight. If there’s a way to get back what we lost, we take it.”
Back in the village, the days blurred together—long stretches of sweat and labor with little respite. The rebuilding was slow, but it was steady. As villagers worked together, Cortha couldn’t help but wonder if the fragile unity they’d forged could hold when the next storm came.
Her thoughts were interrupted by the unmistakable sound of hooves pounding on gravel. She looked up just in time to see a rider approach, a messenger from the capital. He dismounted quickly, his face grave, his words urgent.
“The Blejek Council requests your presence, immediately,” he said, holding out a letter sealed with the council’s insignia.
Cortha didn’t hesitate, taking the letter from him. Her fingers brushed over the seal before she broke it open. As she read, her expression grew darker. The news was bad—much worse than she had anticipated. The Crimson Fist had not been broken. Manny Eldridge, the father of their rebellion, had already begun to rebuild his forces. This wasn’t over. The fight for the realm was far from finished.
She looked at Thrain, who had been watching from a distance, and nodded toward the horizon. “We need to prepare. It’s going to be a long road ahead.”
Thrain didn’t need to ask for clarification. He knew. They all knew.
The war was far from over.
The months after the war blurred into each other, the realm of Blejek slowly shedding the heavy cloak of destruction it had borne for so long. The fields and forests were still scarred by the battles that had torn through them, their once-vibrant hues muted by the years of conflict. Yet, under the patient gaze of time, the land was beginning to reclaim itself. The first shoots of new life, hesitant at first, pushed through the cracked earth where blackened fields had once stood. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the realm of Blejek was being transformed.
The plantation of Aludi—an immense stretch of fertile land once marked by the chaos of war—stood as both symbol and casualty of this transformation. Settlers from Blejek and Daleer had poured into the region, eager to stake their claim on the rich soil, to shape the land into something productive, something that would solidify their hold over the contested Crimson Fist territory. The scars of battle were still visible in the broken stone walls of abandoned villages, in the charred remains of old fortifications that dotted the landscape like forgotten ghosts. But the hum of industry was louder now, the air thick with the scent of earth being turned, of seeds being planted.
The Blejek settlers, bolstered by their hard-earned victory, had poured every ounce of their energy into the land. Every furrowed row of crops, every tree planted, seemed to whisper of their desire to cement their control, to reshape the region into something that could no longer be contested. The high-pitched squeals of plows cutting into the soil mingled with the chatter of laborers, their voices blending into the distant hum of a world trying to rebuild itself.
Then there were the settlers from Daleer, the backbone of this new agricultural initiative. They had long been known for their expertise, their ability to coax even the most barren of soils into producing lush harvests. Their arrival had been met with a quiet but noticeable optimism. They brought with them not just seeds, but new techniques—methods of irrigation, crop rotation, and soil management that promised to change the very landscape of Blejek and the former Crimson Fist territories. To outsiders, it seemed like a revolution in farming, a promise of bounty and stability.
Cortha stood at the edge of a newly planted orchard one evening, watching as the last rays of the sun stretched across the fields, casting long shadows on the earth. She could see the gleam of pride in the settlers’ eyes, the quiet hope that hummed in the air. But beneath the surface, she felt the weight of something else. A tension, a disquiet that she couldn’t quite shake. The land was changing, but not everyone was ready to accept the changes.
As much as she wanted to believe in the success of the new plantations, she couldn’t ignore the voices rising in dissent. The Crimson Fist might have been defeated on the battlefield, but that didn’t mean their ideology had been eradicated. Pockets of resistance—small but stubborn—still existed in the shadows of the new territories. The plantation of Aludi had become a focal point for those who resented the influx of Blejek and Daleer settlers.
The marginalized communities, those who had once fought alongside the Crimson Fist, were now left to reckon with a new reality. Their aspirations of autonomy, of freedom from Blejek’s dominance, hadn’t vanished simply because the Fist had been shattered. They still harbored the desire to reclaim something, to carve out their own place in this reshaped order. For them, Aludi represented a point of resistance, a symbol of the land that had once been theirs but was now being swallowed by outside influence.
Cortha could hear it in the whispered conversations of the workers as they passed her on their way to the fields. She could see it in the furtive glances exchanged between some of the older residents who had lived here long before the settlers arrived. They didn’t trust this new world that was taking shape around them, a world that seemed to be erasing the past while claiming the future. She had known from the beginning that rebuilding the realm would not just be about planting crops and rebuilding homes—it would be about rebuilding trust, about mending the rifts that had torn the fabric of the region apart.
For Cortha, the task ahead was clear, but it was also more complicated than she had ever imagined. The moral weight of what was happening—the colonization of a land that had once been home to so many people, now reshaped by the settlers’ ambition—pressed heavily on her. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was being lost, that something was being sacrificed in the name of progress. But what was the alternative? Could the land ever truly heal without these efforts? Could the realm rebuild without pushing forward into this new chapter, no matter how uncomfortable it might be?
As she walked along the edge of the new plantations, she felt the cool evening breeze brush against her skin. The land was changing, and so was she. It was impossible to ignore the deeper currents at play—the alliances being forged between the settlers and the trade routes that began to stretch farther than they had in generations. Cortha knew that this economic shift, this political maneuvering, would redefine the region for years to come. But would it be enough to heal the wounds, to quiet the simmering dissent?
She didn’t know, but she knew she couldn’t afford to look away. Not now.
Manny, meanwhile, had long since abandoned any hope of reclaiming the heart of Blejek. The Crimson Fist was a shadow of its former self, scattered and broken. But that didn’t mean he had given up. Exile was a bitter pill to swallow, but it had sharpened his resolve. From the moment he and his men had slipped away from the ruins of their stronghold, he had known what he needed to do: gather allies, rebuild his forces, and reclaim what was his by right.
His thoughts were always sharp, calculated. His every move now was deliberate, the result of years of scheming and planning. He knew the land better than anyone, and he knew that while Blejek might have planted its flag on Aludi, there were still cracks in the foundation, small but significant fractures that could be exploited. There were still people who shared his vision, people who hadn’t forgotten the promise of the Crimson Fist.
As he looked over the map that sprawled across the table in front of him, the edges marked with red ink and crude sketches of territories and strongholds, his fingers traced the outlines of places that no one else dared approach. Places where resentment festered, where the Blejek settlers had yet to reach. He knew where the real power still lay, hidden in the forgotten corners of the realm.
In exile, Manny had learned one thing above all else: no one could ever truly be defeated. And with that thought, his plans began to take form, as insidious and determined as ever.
The war was not over. It had only just begun.
 
Cortha stood at the edge of the new plantation, looking out across the vast fields that stretched under the fading light of dusk. The land was fertile, the soil rich and ready for the crops that would soon transform this once-contested region into a prosperous hub for Blejek and Daleer settlers. Yet, as she watched the workers move in the distance—some from Blejek, others from Daleer—she couldn’t shake the sense that the promise of prosperity was layered with tensions too fragile to ignore. 
The air was thick with the scent of fresh earth, but beneath it, there was a palpable unease that clung to the atmosphere like a storm waiting to break. Cortha had been on the ground long enough to see the divide forming. The settlers were eager, hopeful, and driven by the vision of a new future. But the local population, the residents of Aludi who had lived on the land for generations, viewed the settlers with suspicion, and there was no mistaking the simmering resentment in their eyes. 
As Cortha walked through the rows of crops, she caught sight of a local man leaning against a nearby tree, watching the settlers work with a glare of disdain. His weathered face spoke of hard years under foreign rule, and his posture suggested a simmering anger. When his eyes met hers, they didn’t soften. Instead, they narrowed, as if she were just another figure of authority to blame. 
"Do they know what they’re doing?" he asked in a low, almost dangerous voice. "Taking our land and calling it progress. Don’t they see they’re only bringing ruin?" 
Cortha stopped and faced him, her expression resolute but cautious. "This land was once a battleground," she said, choosing her words carefully. "Now, it can be a symbol of new beginnings." 
The man spat to the side. "And who gets to decide what’s new?" His voice grew louder, attracting the attention of a few nearby workers. "Blejek? Daleer? What about us? We have our lives here." 
Cortha felt the weight of his words, the undercurrent of truth in them. She had seen it in the eyes of others like him—residents of Aludi who resented the way their land was being transformed by outsiders. There was fear in their defiance, but there was also a sense of ownership that could not be easily dismissed. 
“I’m not here to take your land," Cortha said softly, her tone firm but understanding. "But the world is changing. And with it, Aludi must change too. The future needs to be built by all of us—together.” 
The man shook his head, disgust in his eyes. "You may say that now, but the settlers will take what they want, and leave us with nothing. Nothing but ashes." 
Weeks passed, and the tensions only grew. Cortha had hoped that time would heal the wounds of conquest, but instead, she found herself increasingly drawn into the tangled web of political maneuvering and resentment. While the settlers worked tirelessly to cultivate the land, constructing new homes, and setting up infrastructure, the local population of Aludi continued to voice their displeasure. 
One evening, as Cortha and Tezlin were returning from another round of meetings with the settlers, they noticed a growing crowd gathered near the plantation’s gates. The sounds of raised voices reached them long before they saw the cause. 
A local leader, an elder woman named Mara, stood at the center of the crowd, rallying the people with impassioned words. "This land was ours long before Blejek or Daleer set foot here!" she cried, her voice carrying the weight of generations. "Now they come to take it as if they are the rightful owners, bringing with them false promises of prosperity." 
Mara's words struck a chord with many of the onlookers, and Cortha could see the lines between the settlers and the locals beginning to blur. There was something in the woman’s fiery speech that resonated—a call to defend the land, to protect their heritage from those they saw as invaders. The seeds of rebellion were being planted, and Cortha could feel the stirring of something dangerous beneath the surface. 
"Are they really this close to a revolt?" Cortha murmured to Tezlin as they approached the crowd. 
Tezlin’s jaw tightened. "It’s not just them. The settlers are getting frustrated too. The work is harder than they anticipated. They’ve come here expecting to prosper, but they didn’t expect this kind of opposition. If both sides aren’t careful, it could escalate into something worse." 
Cortha nodded grimly, her gaze fixed on the angry faces of the crowd. "We can’t afford a divided front. If this is left unchecked, it could become a civil war. A war of attrition that leaves both sides worse off than when we started." 
As the crowd continued to chant and shout, Cortha stepped forward, raising her hand to signal Tezlin to stay behind. She knew she had to face this head-on. She had to be the one to calm the unrest before it consumed them all. 
Stepping into the center of the gathering, she raised her voice. “I understand your pain,” she said, her voice firm but compassionate. “But violence will not heal these wounds. We are here to build, not to destroy. This land, this future—it belongs to all of us. Blejek, Daleer, and Aludi alike.” 
The crowd fell silent for a moment, the intensity of her words sinking in. But then Mara spoke, her voice cutting through the air like a blade. “You come here, talking of unity, of peace,” she said, her eyes flashing with defiance. “But what peace is there when you’ve stolen everything we hold dear? How can you talk of building a future when you’ve already taken our past?” 
Cortha’s heart twisted at Mara’s words. It wasn’t just the land they had lost—it was their identity, their sense of belonging. For the people of Aludi, this was no mere settlement project. It was an invasion. And Cortha was the face of that invasion. 
“I haven’t stolen anything,” Cortha said, her voice steady despite the storm of emotions inside her. “But I know we can’t undo what’s been done. What I can offer is a future where we all have a place. But it will require sacrifice. From all of us.” 
Mara didn’t respond immediately, her eyes narrowing in doubt. But as the crowd began to murmur, Cortha could see the seeds of doubt in their eyes—perhaps not all was lost. But she knew it wouldn’t be easy. Peace would require more than words—it would take action. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 


 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

