
Prologue
Bannon Hallowbrook walked through the camp in the pale morning light, his steps slow and
deliberate. He hadn’t slept, but these days, sleep was a luxury few could afford. The King's
death, just a few months ago, had thrown the lands of Vespara into a state of unrest, a chaos that
seemed to grow with each passing day.

The grim camp was a shadow of what it once had been. Tattered banners fluttered weakly in the
cold breeze, and the remnants of once-proud tents sagged under the weight of despair. This place
had been abandoned in haste, or more likely, the soldiers who had once defended it had been
destroyed—or worse, transformed by the darkness that now gripped the land.

Only days before, Bannon's home of Shedon had fallen, reduced to ash and ruin by the same
creeping menace. With nowhere else to turn, he had led his people to this forsaken outpost, a last
desperate bid for survival. He knew that the glittering white walls of Caedrian, a city that had
always stood as a beacon of hope, were their only chance—though even those ancient defenses
might not withstand the dark root that was spreading like a cancer through Vespara. He could
only hope they would hold long enough to give them a fighting chance.

The morning air was cool and sharp as it filled his lungs, the chill a stark contrast to the burning
fear that smoldered in his chest. With each exhale, his breath emerged in misty puffs, a fleeting
warmth quickly swallowed by the cold.

The camp was eerily quiet as his people, weary and broken, remained hidden in the small
dwellings they had been grateful to find, clinging to whatever scraps of safety they could. For
now, the silence was a reprieve, a brief moment of peace before the inevitable storm. But Bannon
knew it wouldn't last. The darkness that began creeping over the land was waiting, just beyond
the horizon, ready to descend upon them once more.

As Bannon arrived at the edge of the camp, the pale light of dawn casting long shadows across
the ground, he spotted a few of his men waiting for him. They stood in silence, their expressions
sullen but resolute. The previous day, they had discussed sending out a small group to scout the
forest that separated them from Caedrian. It was a journey they had all undertaken before, but
typically, they kept to the outer edge, where the trees thinned and the path was clear. This time,
however, they had no choice but to venture deeper.

The Forest of Binnian was a place of both wonder and danger. Its vast, ancient trees seemed to
stretch endlessly toward the heavens, their thick canopies creating a maze of shadow and light.
The beauty of the forest was beguiling, capable of luring even the most experienced traveler into
its depths. But Bannon knew better than to be enchanted by it. The trees whispered, their



branches creaking and swaying as if sharing secrets about those who dared walk beneath them.
Once inside, it was easy to lose your way, to become disoriented in the endless expanse of trunks
that melded into one another like the twisting roots of a great and ancient beast.

But this time, getting lost wasn't an option. It was imperative that they stay hidden, shielded by
the very trees that threatened to ensnare them. There were enemies out there, hunting them, and
the cover of the forest was their best chance of avoiding detection.

Bannon nodded as he approached the men who had volunteered for the mission. Their faces were
set with determination, each one understanding the gravity of what lay ahead.

"Be careful out there," Bannon said quietly, his voice carrying the weight of his concern. "Once
we know the way is safe, we'll move." He glanced away briefly, his jaw tightening as his
thoughts drifted to Caedrian. It had once been a place of refuge, a sanctuary in times of turmoil.
But now, he wasn't so sure.

The men nodded, their expressions solemn, and after a brief exchange of farewells, they turned
and vanished into the dense undergrowth, swallowed by the forest's dark embrace. Bannon
watched them go, a heavy sense of responsibility settling in his chest. Everything hinged on their
success. If they found the way clear, they would have a chance—if not, the dark root that
haunted their steps might overtake them before they even had a chance to fight back.

Chapter 1

Lira sank into the underbrush at the edge of the wooded glen, her breath shallow as she watched
him bathe.

What was he doing here?

The dirt on his skin slowly rippled away, forming a murky cloud around his hips. He stood tall,
an imposing figure with arms and abdomen gleaming like sunlit stone—rugged and raw, as if
carved by the hands of time itself. His eyes, deep-set and shadowed by the long black braids that
cascaded down his chiseled cheekbones, held a depth that stirred something within her.

He moved with purpose, running his hands along his powerful arms, the water glistening on his
skin as the sun's rays pierced through the canopy, casting a golden glow on his wet, muscular
form. Every movement, every flex of muscle, seemed to command the light, bending it to his
will.



She knew she shouldn't be this close. The danger was palpable, a thick tension in the air that
warned her to stay hidden. This was no ordinary man. He exuded a lethal grace, the kind that
could end her life before she could utter a single plea.

But she couldn't tear her gaze away.

He swam with ease, each stroke deliberate and controlled, moving away from her hiding spot.
The water parted smoothly under his hands, sending ripples shimmering across the sunlit surface.
When he reached the edge of the spring, he waded ashore, making her breath catch in her throat.

As he emerged, her vision blurred with disbelief. His body, once human, seemed to transform
before her eyes, shifting seamlessly into the powerful frame of a horse. Muscles rippled beneath
his glistening, obsidian coat as he moved, the strength and majesty of his equine form a stark
contrast to the refined, muscular torso that remained. She had read about such beings—ancient
creatures of legend whispered about in the shadows of her father's library—but seeing one in the
flesh was like stepping into a forgotten dream.

The water clung to the black hair that flowed down his broad back, merging with the sleek,
shimmering coat of his equine body. His legs, ending in hooves, pressed into the sandy shore
with poise, defying his immense size. The cool air brought goosebumps to his skin, tiny droplets
glittering like diamonds as they cascaded down the contours of his body before joining the earth
below.

She stood, mesmerized, each droplet a spellbinding dance on his well-defined muscles. Her lips
felt dry, her breath uneven, as she struggled to comprehend the majestic being before her. The
sight of him—his form both powerful and light footed—left her breathless, unable to believe the
wonder before her eyes.

He shook himself vigorously, droplets scattering in a dazzling, shimmering display, each tiny
bead catching the light in fleeting bursts. The raw power of his motion sent a shiver racing down
her spine, tightening her chest as she watched in awe.

I shouldn’t be here, she thought, her heart pounding in her chest as she held her breath, praying
he wouldn’t sense her. But his movements—so sure, so commanding—made escape feel
impossible. She needed to wait, to let him leave before she could even think about fleeing back
to the safety of her home.

Her years in the forest had taught her how to move without a sound, a skill honed through
countless days of careful practice. She knew how to place each foot, how to shift her weight, and
even how to control her breathing to avoid detection. But even with all her expertise, she was
acutely aware that his senses were likely keener than her stealth. His every movement suggested
a predator attuned to the slightest disturbance, a creature in perfect harmony with its



surroundings. She knew that even a single misstep could betray her, shattering the fragile veil of
secrecy she clung to.

She shifted slightly, and the rough bark of the tree behind her emitted a faint snap.

In the stillness of the forest, the tiny sound reverberated like a thunderclap, shattering the
tranquility. The gentle whispers of the spring, the soft rustle of pine needles—these were the
sounds of life in the forest. But this—this was a sharp, jarring noise that did not belong, a sound
that cut through the peace like a knife. An untrained ear might have mistaken it for a rabbit’s
leap, but there was no expected landing, only an eerie silence that followed the crack.

A soft gasp escaped her lips, barely audible but betraying her presence. Panic surged through her,
and she pressed her fingertips to her mouth, desperately trying to stifle the sound.

His head turned in her direction, his movement fluid, and trained. The intensity in his gaze was
terrifying, sending a cold shiver down her spine as he scanned the shadows, making her feel
small, and exposed.

He froze, his body going rigid, every muscle tensed and ready to spring into action. The
transformation from serene to vigilant was terrifying to witness—a predator on the hunt.

Her breath caught in her throat as she watched his nostrils flare, sensing the change in the air,
searching for the source of the sound. He inhaled deeply, the cool air filling his lungs as he
focused, letting the scent guide him like a whisper on the wind.

Why did I linger? How could I be so careless? The thoughts raced through her mind, panic
clawing at the edges of her sanity. Her heart pounded furiously, each beat reverberating in her
ears, threatening to betray her with its urgency. She cursed her curiosity; that insatiable drive that
had so often led her into danger, but one she could never fully quell.

He continued to stare in her direction, his eyes darting back and forth, scanning with relentless
focus. For a moment, it seemed as though his gaze locked onto hers, as if he could see her hiding
among the shadows. Did he see me? The question echoed in her mind, fear tightening her throat
like a vise.

Then, as abruptly as it began, his search ended. He turned away, his movements fluid and
purposeful, and began walking up the hill, leaving her hidden in the shadows.

Relief washed over her, but her body remained tense as she pressed herself against the tree,
leaning heavily into its rough bark. The cool texture grounded her, anchoring her in the present
as she took a deep breath, trying to steady the rapid beating of her heart. Slowly, she slid down
the tree, her legs folding beneath her until she crouched low, pressing her knees tightly against



her chest. The reality of how close she had come to being discovered hit her with full force. That
had been far too close.

Was he a threat? The question lingered, gnawing at her. She didn’t know for certain. He was
alone, after all. Perhaps he was just lost in the forest, a traveler in need of help. A knot formed in
her stomach at the thought, a pang of guilt for not offering assistance. She should have stepped
out, should have asked if he needed directions or aid. But deep in her soul, she knew that was
unlikely.

Lira knew this forest like the back of her hand—every tree, every rock, every creature. It had
always been her sanctuary, a place of solitude and safety. Yet now, she was hiding from a
creature of legend, a being that should not exist, and she was on the brink of discovery.

The reality of her situation gripped her heart with icy fingers. This was no ordinary man, no
simple traveler lost in the woods. She was in the presence of something ancient, something
powerful, and she had no idea what would happen if he found her.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she slowly opened her eyes. Cautiously, she stood, her
legs trembling slightly beneath her. Her gaze drifted back to the spot where he had been, but all
she saw was the tranquil spring, its surface undisturbed and glistening in the sunlight. The same
spring where she had bathed countless times now seemed different—imbued with a sense of
danger that hadn't been there before.

She hesitated for a moment, ensuring that enough time had passed and that the mysterious figure
was truly gone. Satisfied that the coast was clear, she turned to leave, her mind already racing
with thoughts of what she had just witnessed. But before she could take a single step, a sudden,
icy shock exploded against her temple.

Pain seared through her skull as cold metal connected with her skin, and her world spun
violently.

The impact was swift, sending her reeling backward, her vision blurring as she struggled to
maintain her footing. Darkness crept in at the edges of her consciousness, but she fought to stay
alert, her instincts screaming at her to survive.

She staggered, her hands instinctively reaching out to grasp the nearest tree for support, but the
force of the blow was too much. Her knees buckled, and she crumpled to the ground, the rough
earth scraping against her palms. The taste of copper filled her mouth as she bit down hard,
trying to stifle a cry of pain.

Through the haze of agony, she heard footsteps—steady, deliberate, approaching her with an
unnerving calm. Searing fear spiked through her as she realized that she was defenseless, unable



to move, let alone escape. Whoever had struck her was close, too close, and she was at their
mercy.

She forced her eyes open, blinking rapidly to clear the fog that clouded her vision. The world
swayed, the trees around her spinning in a dizzying whirl. But she could make out a figure, a
shadowy silhouette looming above her. Panic gripped her heart as she tried to focus, to see who
had attacked her, but the pain was overwhelming, pulling her down into its dark embrace.

Chapter 2
Her hands were bound tightly behind her, the coarse rope biting into her skin with relentless
pressure. Each movement sent sharp, biting pain through her wrists and forearms, the friction of
the rope making her skin raw and inflamed. As her awareness snapped sharply back to the
present, the reality of her predicament began to sink in, a cold wave of panic creeping up her
spine and settling in her throat like a vice.

Her thoughts raced frantically, skittering across a dozen fears and uncertainties. She struggled to
take stock of her situation, her mind scrambling to piece together fragmented memories of what
had happened. The darkness around her felt impenetrable, a suffocating cloak pressing down on
her senses.

She shifted her position slightly, feeling a nauseating churn in her abdomen as she became
acutely aware of her surroundings. Her world was disorientingly tilted, everything appearing
skewed and unstable. The familiar rhythm of her breathing was uneven, quickened by her rising
anxiety.

The warmth beneath her was both surprising and unsettling. She felt the solid, rolling heat of a
horse's back pressing against her side. The steady rise and fall of his muscular frame shifted with
each step, his coat warm and slightly damp either from the spring, or the sweat that lightly
beaded on her skin. The gentle sway of his movements caused her senses to struggle to reconcile
the motion with her upside-down view of the world.

As she turned her head, she saw the blurry outline of his strong, sinewy legs moving
rhythmically beneath her. The ground below was a distant, dark blur, occasionally punctuated by
fleeting glimpses of the surrounding foliage as he trotted forward. She wasn’t on a horse, no, she
was tied to a centaur.



Realization struck her like a blow to the gut. The centaur she had observed from afar was now
directly involved in her captivity. He had seen her, evaded her efforts to remain unseen, and
captured her with an ease that left her feeling helpless.

Her attempts to see more clearly were thwarted by the constraints of her position. Her neck was
twisted awkwardly, the strain causing a dull ache that spread through her shoulders. Her heart
raced with a mixture of fear and frustration as she frantically scanned her surroundings for any
sign of escape.

The darkness around her seemed alive, filled with the rhythmic sound of hooves drumming
steadily on the ground and the occasional rustle of leaves stirred by the wind. How long had she
been unconscious? Every sound, every shift of the centaur’s weight, seemed magnified,
amplifying the tension and unease that gripped her.

Her hands, bound tightly and immobile, ached with a persistent throb that matched the pounding
of her heart. The rope cut into her flesh with every movement, a constant reminder of her
vulnerability. She tried to wiggle her fingers, but the bonds were too secure, leaving her with
only the option to endure the discomfort and wait.

In the distance, she heard the sounds of others—voices that were neither celebratory nor calm.

“Where are you taking me?” she called out, her voice trembling.

The centaur turned his head slightly but offered no other response.

“Just let me go!” she pleaded, her voice rising in desperation.

Again, he silently moved closer to the gathering they approached. She could now see a camp
spread before her, illuminated by the flickering light of various fires. Men and women sat around
the flames, and crudely built tents lined the edges.

Her gaze met the eyes of several onlookers, fear or possibly disdain evident in their expressions.
Based on the way the centaur walked casually among them, she knew the looks were directed at
her.

He walked into a tent at the edge of the camp, and she felt the fabric of the doorway brush past
her back as they passed.

“Found this one to the east,” he said, surprising her with the lightness of his voice. His large
frame had led her to expect a deep, rolling tone, but his voice was soft, edged with a trace of
jovialness.



Suddenly, Lira felt the sharp friction of a knife slicing through the rope that bound her to the
centaur's back. The rough fibers snapped, and before she could react, strong hands gripped her
hips, yanking her free from the creature's damp, muscled form. She struggled instinctively, trying
to wrench herself from their grasp, but her captors' hold slipped, and they let go too soon. She
plummeted to the ground, the impact jarring and unforgiving. Her wrists bore the brunt of the
fall, cracking painfully against the hard earth. A sharp cry tore from her lips as the searing pain
radiated through her arms, her hands bent awkwardly beneath her, dirt and pebbles digging into
her skin.

What had she done? How had she gotten herself into this mess? She glanced around the dimly lit
room, squinting to pierce through the oppressive darkness. The gritty texture of sand clung to her
skin as she lay on the damp ground.

Several pairs of feet—human, she assumed—stood around her, alongside the four hooves that
made her flinch with each movement, hoping not to be stepped on.

Another set of hands lifted her and placed her upright, forcing her to kneel before them.

A single tear slid down her cheek and she gritted her teeth against the pain that coursed through
her body, her muscles aching and protesting as she struggled to sit. Every movement was an
effort, a battle against the fatigue that weighed her down like a heavy blanket. Her heart raced
with a mixture of fear and desperation as she frantically scanned her surroundings for any sign of
escape.

But deep down, she knew the truth. She was utterly incapable of fighting for her freedom against
them, and the realization struck her with cold, unforgiving clarity. Even if she had the strength,
even if her limbs obeyed her will, she knew she was no match for this.

She prided herself on being brave, but to her, bravery wasn’t about facing an enemy with a
sword. It was about leaping from the highest cliffs into the deep, cool waters below. It was about
racing through fields, heart pounding in rhythm with a wildcat. Bravery was in the way she
danced with the wind, her movements fluid and free, a part of the very air itself. It was in the
quiet moments gliding through trees, feet barely touching the ground, thoughts as light as the
breeze.

Her days had been filled with peace and tranquility, sharing stories with forest creatures,
listening to whispers of leaves, basking in the warmth of the sun. Those days now felt like a
distant dream, replaced by a darkness threatening to consume her.

The tent flap opened, and she looked up as footsteps grew closer, each heavy thud resonating
through the tent. The rhythmic pounding was unmistakable, the impact of boots against the dirt



creating a symphony of crunching leaves and snapping twigs. Each step seemed to press down
harder, as if the very weight of his presence was crushing the life out of the undergrowth.

“Who are you?” a deep voice cut through the darkness.

As he drew closer, the dim light of a small lantern cut through the tent. The lantern’s flickering
flame cast long, dancing shadows that stretched and shifted across the fabric walls. The soft,
orange glow illuminated the stark contrasts of the crude room, highlighting the imposing
presence of the man who carried it.

Bound and immobilized, she could only stare up at the towering figure of the man who loomed
above her. His silhouette grew more imposing as he neared, and a shiver ran through her.

Despite her terror, she was determined not to show weakness. Her resolve hardened even as her
body shook. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her crumble under his presence.
Her defiance simmered beneath the surface, a flicker of determination in the face of her dire
circumstances. No matter the cost, she would face him with as much dignity as she could muster.

She met his eyes, attempting to give him her most intimidating gaze.

“I asked... Who are you?” he demanded.

His voice rumbled with a gravity that matched his imposing frame. It was deep and resonant,
echoing with the power of a thunderstorm. Each word seemed to crackle with the intensity of a
lightning bolt, demanding attention.

She gritted her teeth, her jaw tense, and lifted her upper lip slightly in frustration. Her eyes, dark
and intense, locked onto his with fierce determination. Though her figure was small, her
presence was one of quiet rebellion.

“I do not tolerate spies,” he said, his voice thundering again. “I need to know who you are and
who sent you.”

His words hung heavy with unspoken threats and authority.

“I’m not a spy,” she said through gritted teeth.

He moved with deliberate purpose, kneeling before her. The lantern’s dim light illuminated the
space between them, casting stark shadows on the walls. The light danced over his features,
accentuating the severity of his expression.

“So what were you doing in the forest?”

“I live there,” she said quietly. “I swear, I wasn’t spying. I was only curious.”



“She was watching me bathe. I think she liked what she saw” the centaur jested from the corner
of the dark tent.

She watched as he turned his attention to the others lingering behind her. He rolled his eyes in
their direction and let out a breathy laugh.

“Okay, if you were not spying, why were you watching my friend bathe?” he asked, a sardonic
smile forming at the edge of his lips.

“I’ve never seen one of him before; I didn’t know what he was,” she replied, her voice tinged
with a mix of defensiveness and honesty.

The group of men behind her erupted into laughter. “We don’t know what he is either,” one of
them called out, followed by the noise of shoves and playful punches among them.

The laughter and camaraderie among the men only served to heighten her sense of isolation. Her
cheeks flushed with embarrassment as the realization of her precarious situation settled over her.

“Enough,” the man hunched in front of her said to them and reverted his attention back to her.

“You’ve never seen a centaur?” he asked earnestly.

“I’ve only read of them” she said quietly. “I swear to you. I wasn’t spying. I was only curious.”

In the interplay of light and shadow, her eyes met his with piercing clarity. His gaze, illuminated
by the lantern’s glow, seemed almost unnatural—dark, fathomless black with hints of blue
shimmering like a midnight sky. It was as if his eyes had seen the depth of darkness and still
found the strength to confront it.

He stared back, his face a mix of sternness and contemplation. There was an air of authority
about him, a sense that he was both a judge and an enforcer. The stillness between them was
palpable, charged with unspoken tension.

For a moment, she saw the flicker of something in his eyes—perhaps compassion or a hidden
pain. But just as quickly as it appeared, it was gone, replaced by an inscrutable mask of cold
determination.

“I’ll have to decide what to do with you,” he said, rising to his full height. “For now, you’ll stay
here.”

With that, he turned away, the soft glow of the lantern fading as he left the tent. The darkness of
the room seemed to swallow him, leaving her alone with her thoughts and the looming
uncertainty of her fate.



Once again, arms wrapped under her own and lifted her to stand.

“Come with me,” the young voice said leading her out of the tent.

Bannon motioned for Bronzwick to follow him as he exited the tent, his mind racing with the
need to be debriefed on the day's findings. They stepped outside, their voices low, only the soft
firelight and the distant glow of stars illuminating the night.

“What the hell were you doing out there?” Bannon's tone was sharp, his frustration barely
contained.

Bronzwick averted his gaze, staring down at the ground, trying to hide from Bannon’s piercing
stare, even in the dim light.

“What if they were out there? What if they found you, and you were busy bathing?” Bannon’s
voice grew harsher, his words slicing through the cool night air.

Bronzwick knew Bannon was right, but the beauty of the forest, the hypnotic sound of the
spring, had drawn him in. He couldn’t resist washing off the previous day's grime, letting the
cool water cleanse him, if only for a moment of peace in the midst of chaos.

Bannon inhaled deeply, his chest expanding as he brought his hands to his face, fingers brushing
over the stubble on his cheeks. He needed to stay focused, to keep his men alive.

“Did you see anyone else?” he asked, his voice now calmer, but no less intense.

Bronzwick shook his head. “No one. I don’t know how she lives there; there isn’t a village in
sight.”

Bannon’s gaze drifted toward the dark line of the forest, his thoughts momentarily lingering on
the woman. She and her potential village were not his concern. He had enough people to
consider, each life a burden on his already weary shoulders. Adding even one more was not
something he desired to do. The weight of responsibility was crushing, and the last thing he
needed was another life to protect in this perilous journey. His focus had to remain on those he
was already leading, on getting them through the forest safely to whatever refuge Caedrian could
still offer.

“The others came back earlier, none found a thing.” He said as he kept his gaze locked on the
forest. “We need to leave at first light. Do you think you saw enough to get us through?”

“I’ll do my best,” Bronzwick replied, his voice tinged with uncertainty, but also resolve.



Bannon nodded, knowing that was all they could do. It was a better option than sitting here,
waiting for the dark root or the clouded men to catch up with them. The stakes were too high,
and hesitation could mean death for them all.

Chapter 3
She was led into another tent, its dim interior bathed in the wavering light of a solitary lantern.
The flickering flame cast long, tremulous shadows that danced across the canvas walls, creating
an eerie atmosphere. The tent was sparse, dominated by a single pole driven deep into the earth,
its top adorned with a small metal circle. The pole stood like a silent sentinel, imposing and
unyielding.

The man approached the pole with a grim purpose. His hands moved with a practiced efficiency,
threading a coarse rope through the metal loop. The rope, as if animated by some malevolent
will, writhed and coiled, seemingly aware of the gravity of its purpose. He worked swiftly,
pulling the rope taut, knotting it with an expertise that spoke of countless repetitions, each one
tightening the noose around hope.

As she watched him, her gaze fixed on his features, she noted the youthful vigor that belied the
depth in his eyes. There was a maturity there, a weariness etched into the lines of his
forehead—a silent testament to the battles, both external and internal, that had shaped him. What
trials had forged the man before her? What suffering had etched those lines into his skin?

Desperation surged within her, mingling with the icy grip of fear tightening around her heart.
"Please," she implored, her voice trembling, barely more than a whisper. "Don’t leave me here.
My family will be looking for me. Please, just let me go. I won’t cause any trouble—I just want
to go home."

His movements were deliberate, almost methodical, as he finished securing the knot. The rope
bit into her wrists with a cruel finality. He straightened, turning his inscrutable gaze upon her.
For a fleeting moment, she searched his eyes for a glimmer of empathy, some sign of
understanding. But his expression remained stoic, his resolve unyielding, a wall of indifference.

“Don’t make any trouble,” he said, his voice low and unfeeling as he pressed a piece of crusted
bread into her hands. “And they will treat you well.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode toward the tent's entrance. The heavy canvas flapped
briefly as he exited, and the sound of his footsteps faded into the night, leaving her alone in the
encroaching darkness. The oppressive weight of her isolation settled over her like a shroud,



suffocating in its silence. The only sounds were the distant murmurs of the camp and the
relentless thud of her own heartbeat, echoing in the stillness.

The lantern’s light cast eerie, twisting shadows that seemed to mock her vulnerability with every
flicker. The soft glow illuminated the tent’s interior in fragmented patches, the shadows writhing
against the walls like specters of her fear. Each movement of the light painted grotesque patterns,
a reflection of the chaos swirling within her mind.

Bound to the pole, the coarse rope dug mercilessly into her wrists, its fibers biting deeply into
her flesh with every movement. She twisted her wrists gingerly, wincing with each subtle shift,
trying to discern if the soreness was merely from the relentless pressure or if her bones had been
fractured.

Each twist sent sharp pangs through her limbs, but she forced herself to concentrate,
methodically testing the range of motion in her wrists. After a few anxious moments, she
determined that the pain, though intense, was not accompanied by the telltale sharpness of
broken bones.

The pole itself was an unforgiving sentinel, its cold, rough surface pressing against her skin,
adding to her torment. It loomed above her like a harsh reminder of her helplessness. She
squirmed against its unyielding embrace, desperately searching for a sliver of relief or a more
bearable position, determined not to let the pain overwhelm her.

Desperation guided her movements as she maneuvered to sit with the pole nestled between her
legs. Her thighs wrapped around it with a tremulous grip, and she pulled herself closer, leaning
against the cold, unfeeling metal. She pressed her forehead against its harsh surface, the chill a
sharp contrast to the warmth of her skin. This was her only refuge, a cruel mockery of rest in a
world that had stripped her of basic comfort.

Exhaustion began to pull at her senses, her eyelids growing heavy with the weight of fatigue. She
watched as the flickering lantern dimmed, its light slowly fading as her breathing slowed, her
mind teetering on the edge of sleep. But just as she began to drift, a sudden slip of her body
caused her head to slide off the pole, jolting her awake. The sharp shift sent a shiver of
discomfort through her, pulling her back from the brink of unconsciousness and into the
blackness around her.

She heard as the tent flapped open and her body jolted at the sudden whoosh of air that came in
as it moved.

He carried a lantern, the flickering light casting long, eerie shadows against the rough walls.
From his hulking stature, she assumed it was the same man who had spoken to her the earlier in
the night. His presence was unmistakable, a looming figure in the dimness.



The scrape of wood against dirt echoed through the space as his boot nudged a small bucket
across the floor, the sound jarring in the otherwise silent room. She could hear the creak of his
pants, likely made of leather, groaning as he settled low onto the bucket. The air was thick with
anticipation as he leaned in slightly, allowing the soft glow of the lantern to illuminate his face.

His thick, stubbled beard framed a strong jawline, and his dark hair, slightly tousled, fell softly
across his brow. There was an undeniable handsomeness to him—a rugged, almost untamed
appeal that might have been comforting under different circumstances. But here, in the dim light,
his features were partially obscured by shadows, giving him an almost spectral quality. His eyes,
deep and intense, held a look that was difficult to read, making her pulse quicken with unease.
As he began to speak, his voice low and gravelly, it sent a shiver down her spine.

“We are setting out at first light.”

Lira angled her head toward him, studying his expression as she tried to predict his next words.
Would they finally include her release, or would this interrogation continue?

“I need to know why you were in the forest.”

“I already told you, I live there,” she replied softly, her voice rasping with the dryness that had
taken over her throat from lack of water.

He noticed, and after a moment, he pulled a canteen from his waistbelt and extended it toward
her. Lira eyed it with a flicker of disdain before slowly raising her bound hands, the rope
tethering her wrists to the pole above her head. She wiggled her fingers mockingly, the gesture
laced with sarcasm, as if to say, How do you expect me to drink like this?

Bannon shifted closer, his movements careful, as if approaching a wild animal. Lira hesitated, a
sliver of fear causing her to stiffen. But after a moment, she lifted her chin slightly, allowing him
to pour the water into her mouth.

The water was cool, soothing the roughness in her throat as it filled her mouth. She couldn’t help
but close her eyes and drink deeply, savoring each drop. It was only when the water began to
spill from her lips, trickling down her chin and soaking into her breasts, that she pulled back,
gasping softly. His hand remained steady, but there was an unspoken tension between them—an
awareness of the strange intimacy forced upon them by the circumstances.

“How long have you lived in Binnian?” he asked, replacing the cork in his canteen.

Lira turned her head, brushing her lips against her shoulder to wipe away the remaining water as
she considered his question. The name Binnian meant nothing to her; all she knew was the
forest—the trees, the streams, the wind. That was her home.



“I’ve lived in the forest all my life,” she finally replied.

“I didn’t realize there was a village,” he responded, his tone curious but distant.

“There isn’t. We live there alone,” she admitted, the words burning in her throat as the
vulnerability of her situation dawned on her. They were isolated, defenseless—her family had no
means to protect themselves if danger came. But as she studied him, the heat of fear cooled. He
didn’t seem to care whether they were one or a thousand. His focus was on his own people, and
as long as they weren’t a threat, they might as well have been invisible.

She watched as he leaned his elbow on to his knees extending his hand up to scratch his head.
The world outside the small tent was quiet, as she assumed the people who dwelled within it
slept, and the only noise she could hear was her own breathing, and the soft scratching noises of
his fingernails against his scalp.

“What are you fleeing?” she finally asked, breaking the silence.

He lifted his gaze to meet hers, and in the flickering firelight, the blue flecks in his eyes danced
with a haunted intensity. His expression was distant, as though he were gazing into a past riddled
with shadows.

“The dark root,” he said quietly, his voice carrying a weight of despair.

Her lack of visible fear seemed to unsettle him. He shifted uncomfortably, as if her calmness was
somehow unexpected.

“The darkness in Vespara,” he continued, his voice growing rougher. “The clouded men.”

Seeing her unphased expression, he tried again, his tone more urgent. “Have you not seen it?”
His voice was deeper and gruffer, tinged with frustration and a hint of desperation.

Lira's silence spoke volumes. She felt her unspoken admission in her inability to articulate her
ignorance. The weight of her uncertainty was heavy, but she couldn’t bring herself to vocalize it.

Bannon's gaze hardened. “Look, we are leaving at first light. I don’t need another soul to worry
about.”

“Just let me go then,” she demanded, her voice laced with desperation.

“You have to know, I can’t do that.”

“Why?” Her voice rose in frustration. “I’ve done nothing!”

“Trust is a fragile thing these days, I fear,” he replied, his tone carrying a grim finality.



Chapter 4
The light shifted from the sky above and Lira could barely make it out through the tattered
canvas of the tent.

She heard the shuffle of boots outside, and stilled as the tent flap once again opened.

The same man who brought her to her imprisonment the night before slowly walked in and in the
morning light she could make out his features much more, realizing he couldn’t be older than she
was. Clearly a soldier of necessity, rather than choice.

“You can still let me go.” Her voice soft with kindness as he stepped closer and began to untie
the knot he expertly placed the night before.

“Commander is bringing you with us.” he said as she watched his fingers, each nail bed’s edge
thickly lined with black dirt. “You’ll be safer that way.”

He helped her to her feet, his touch gentle despite the grim circumstances. Leading her outside,
Lira considered resisting, but the thought of stumbling into the chaotic expanse of the camp
without a plan deterred her. She knew she needed a strategy rather than an impulsive escape.
Bound and guided by the short rope leash, she followed him into the morning light, her mind
racing as she prepared for the next move.

The camp lay eerily silent, its emptiness palpable not just in the scattered remnants of
wind-swept fabrics and abandoned supplies, but in the absence of any life. They walked through
the vacant alleyways, the soft shuffling of their boots the only sound breaking the oppressive
silence.

As they neared the edge of the camp, a faint murmur of voices began to flicker to her ears,
growing louder with each step. At the camp's periphery, a huddled mass of humanity stood in
stark contrast to the abandoned landscape behind them. Hundreds of people gathered, their faces
a mixture of exhaustion and grim determination. The sight was heartbreaking; women with
weary, dirt-streaked faces clutched their children close, their eyes sunken with fatigue and fear.
The children, some barely old enough to walk, clung desperately to their mothers' legs or
huddled together, their small faces smudged with the grime of days spent on the run. Their
clothes hung in tatters, more rags than garments, and their wide, hollow eyes spoke of hardships
endured far beyond their years.



Lira hadn’t anticipated the children—so many of them, their innocence shattered by the harsh
realities of the world. They stood silently beside their elders, waiting, perhaps hoping, for some
direction, some sign of what to do next. It was a somber tableau of despair, one that only
deepened the gravity of the situation. The desperation in the air was as thick as the dust that
clung to their skin, the uncertainty of what lay ahead weighing heavily on them all.

“Stay close,” the voice rang out. “We need to move swiftly, and I am not looking to leave anyone
behind, so pay attention and we will get through Binnian as quickly as possible.” As they neared
she saw the man who spoke, his voice unmistakeable.

In the harsh light of the morning sun, Lira observed him with a mixture of wariness and
contempt. He stood before the crowd, his presence imposing, not just because of his stature but
because of the unwavering authority he exuded. There was a gravity to him, a quiet power that
commanded attention without the need for raised voices or harsh words. Every eye in the crowd
was on him, not out of fear, but out of respect—respect she neither shared nor understood. They
trusted him, these weary souls, looking to him as a beacon of hope in a world that had lost all
light. But she did not. His authority might have been absolute among them, but to her, he was
just her captor, another obstacle between her and her freedom.

She would obey for now, she would follow the motions expected of her, but her mind was
already plotting her escape. The first opportunity, the smallest gap in their vigilance, and she
would be gone. She would flee back to the forest that had always been her sanctuary, back to her
parents, who must be sick with worry over her unexplained absence. The thought of their
distress, the fear that something had happened to her, only fueled her resolve.

As she stood among the others, she became acutely aware of her isolation. She was the only one
bound, the only one among them marked as a prisoner. The realization sent a chill down her
spine. Their curious glances were the least of her concerns—what bothered her more were the
judgmental stares, the unspoken accusations. She could feel their eyes on her, some filled with
pity, others with suspicion, as if her mere presence threatened the fragile order they clung to. She
was an outsider here, bound not just by rope but by the invisible chains of mistrust and
uncertainty. The air around her seemed to thicken with tension, the weight of their collective
gaze pressing down on her, isolating her further. Yet, she remained resolute, her defiance
simmering beneath the surface, waiting for the moment she could break free.

The dust ahead seemed to pick up as the crowd began to walk down the small embankment and
into the forest of Binnian. She stood still as they began to move, waiting her turn to be pulled by
her guard still holding the rope around her wrist.

"Please, just let me go," Lira whispered urgently, her voice barely audible over the crunching of
gravel beneath their feet. They had just begun their trek at the rear of the procession, the dense
forest looming ahead like a dark promise. She cast a desperate glance at the boy beside her, his



fingers tightly gripping the rope that bound her wrists. He couldn't have been more than fifteen
summers old, his youthful face marred by grime and etched with a seriousness that didn't belong
on someone so young.

"Just drop the rope," she implored, her green eyes searching his for any flicker of compassion.
"Tell them you tripped and I got away. Please!"

He glanced at her, his brow furrowed in hesitation. For a brief moment, she thought she saw a
flicker of doubt in his eyes. Maybe he would let her go. But then his mouth set into a firm line,
his sense of duty outweighing her plea. He was a boy, yes, but one molded by war and necessity,
forced into the armor of adulthood too soon. The boy’s hands tightened on the rope, his knuckles
white, as if the act of holding her tethered was all that kept him from crumbling under the weight
of it.

"I'm sorry," he muttered, his voice cracking slightly. "I can't."

Frustration and despair welled up inside her, threatening to spill over. Before she could utter
another word, the loose rocks beneath her boots shifted suddenly. With a startled gasp, Lira's feet
slipped out from under her, and she tumbled backward down the steep, rugged slope. The world
spun in a blur of earthy colors as sharp stones and twisted roots clawed at her skin, tearing her
clothes and scraping her flesh. The rope jerked taut, yanking the young guard forward. He
stumbled but managed to brace himself, his boots digging into the dirt as he fought to keep his
footing and hold her weight.

Pain shot through Lira's body as she finally came to a jarring halt at the bottom of the incline,
dust swirling around her in a choking cloud. She winced, struggling to catch her breath as the
boy scrambled down after her, concern momentarily eclipsing his stern demeanor.

Up above, Bannon stood like a sentinel on a high boulder, his eyes scanning the group with a
leader’s calm but guarded intensity. He watched as the camp's survivors—men, women, and
children—began their cautious advance toward the forest. The sun bathed them in its early light,
casting long shadows on the ground, and yet the people carried the weight of hope on their
shoulders, fragile though it was. Over 250 of them, clutching at some faint belief that this
journey would end in safety.

He drew in a deep breath, the crisp air filling his lungs as he assessed the daunting journey
ahead. Turning his gaze to the front of the procession, he watched as Bronzwick took his position
at the lead, the man's posture rigid with vigilance. Bannon had entrusted him with a grave
responsibility: to scout the path ahead and halt at the first sign of Dark Root infestation or the
dreaded Clouded Men. The horn slung across Bronzwick's back was more than an instrument—it
was their lifeline, a warning cry that could mean the difference between life and death.



As Bannon's gaze swept over the gathered masses—men, women, and children alike—he saw
more than exhaustion and fear. He saw resilience etched into their dirt-streaked faces, a fragile
but persistent spark of hope flickering in their eyes. Mothers clutched their children close,
offering whispers of comfort despite their own uncertainties. Fathers shouldered heavy packs and
heavier burdens, determined to lead their families to safety. The elderly leaned on makeshift
canes, their frail bodies betraying unwavering spirits.

Each step they took was laden with the collective yearning for sanctuary, for an end to the
relentless fleeing and the nightmares that pursued them. Bannon felt the weight of their hopes
settle onto his shoulders, pressing down like an invisible mantle. He was their leader, their
protector, and the path before them was fraught with unseen perils and shadows that moved with
malevolent intent.

As the procession began its cautious advance into the depths of the forest, the trees seemed to
close around them, their dense foliage swallowing the group in a hushed embrace.

He watched toward the end of the moving line of people, as the boy struggled to help Lira back
to her feet, dirt clinging to her skin, Bannon’s thoughts lingered on her, the one person in the
group who didn’t share the same hope, the same faith in him. She was the only prisoner, the only
one bound by rope and not by choice, and it was clear she didn’t belong among them. She was
not here for salvation—she was waiting, watching for the first chance to slip free and disappear
back into the wilderness.

She was planning her escape, and Bannon could see it in every defiant glance she threw his way.
She wouldn’t be easy to keep tethered, and he knew that when the time came, the boy holding
her leash might not be enough to stop her.

Chapter 5
Lira’s steps were unsteady, her feet betraying her with each painful misstep. The bruises on her
bare knees throbbed, sharp reminders of every fall she had taken along the rough path. With her
hands bound, there was no way to break her falls; each stumble sent her crashing into the
unforgiving earth. The dirt and debris clung to her skin, and she could feel the pity growing in
the eyes of her young guard, his soft gaze following her every falter.

“We should be through soon,” Bannon’s voice cut through the quiet forest like a blade, its
authority unmistakable.



He moved through the crowd with a commanding presence, alternating between riding beside
Bronzwick at the front and surveying the group from his horse at the back. His eyes were
ever-watchful, taking in every detail as they made their way deeper into the forest’s embrace.

“We just need to keep going East, and we will reach Caedrian.” His words were firm, meant to
reassure the weary travelers.

Lira’s brow furrowed as she listened, her mind working to piece together what didn’t add up.
East? Her instincts, honed from years of living in these woods, told her otherwise. She glanced at
the trees around them, taking note of the moss that clung to their trunks. Her father had taught
her to navigate using the subtle signs of the forest—the way the moss grew thicker on the north
side of trees, the direction the wind blew through the canopy, even the flight patterns of the birds
above.

They weren’t heading east. They were walking north.

Her heart quickened as the realization settled in. The forest was dense, a labyrinth of ancient
trees and tangled underbrush, and with the sun hidden beneath the thick foliage, it was easy to
lose one’s sense of direction. But Lira was no stranger to these woods. She knew the land better
than anyone, and something was off.

Her eyes darted to Bannon, who was now back at the front of the group, his broad shoulders and
the proud tilt of his head visible even through the shifting branches. Did he know they were
heading the wrong way? Or was this some kind of test, a trap to see if she would notice?

She kept her discovery to herself, her lips pressing into a thin line as they continued on. The
realization gave her a small spark of hope—she knew the forest better than any of them, and that
knowledge could be her key to escape. But she had to be careful. She had to wait for the right
moment, a moment when Bannon’s eyes were not on her and when the boy holding her leash
might falter.

For now, she would keep walking, letting the bruises bloom on her knees and the dirt cling to her
skin. But her mind was already racing ahead, plotting her escape, knowing that her knowledge of
the forest could be the one thing that set her free.

“You’re walking the wrong way, you know,” she said plainly as Bannon joined the back of the
procession.

His eyes, sharp and assessing, moved to her. “Oh?”

“I’m not sure where you think you’re heading, but this is not East.”

“And which direction is it, then?” His tone was calm, almost amused.



She met his gaze, her lips curling into a sly smile. “I don’t give information for free.”

He huffed in irritation, a sound that carried a mix of frustration and begrudging respect.

“Look, it’s going to be dark in a few hours, and you don’t know what horrors these forests
hold.” She tilted her head slightly, her expression unreadable. He didn’t know, and that was
something she could use to her advantage.

“Why would I trust you to tell me the truth?” he asked, his voice carrying a note of challenge.

“Why would I want you in my forest any longer than needed?” she countered, her tone dry,
almost taunting.

He studied her for a moment, weighing her words, the tension between them thickening with
each passing second. They had been walking longer than he anticipated, and the gnawing truth of
his miscalculation pressed at the edges of his thoughts, something he tried to suppress.

“Free me, and I’ll tell you exactly where to go,” she offered, her voice a whisper, a dangerous
promise.

Bannon’s eyes narrowed, considering her proposition. There was something about her—an air of
defiance, of confidence in her knowledge—that made him hesitate. He knew she was up to
something, but the urgency of their situation weighed heavily on him. The forest was dense,
unpredictable, and he couldn’t afford to lead his people into danger.

“And how do I know you won’t just run the moment you’re free?” he asked, suspicion lacing his
words.

She smirked, her expression full of mischief. “You don’t. But it’s your best chance of getting out
of here alive.,” she added, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.”

Bannon remained silent, his jaw clenched as he weighed his options. She was a prisoner, but
there was a spark in her eyes, a confidence that made him question everything he thought he
knew about her. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he made his decision.

“Fine,” he said, his voice low and controlled. “But if you try anything, I won’t hesitate to tie you
up again.”

Lira nodded, her heart pounding in her chest. This was her chance, her opportunity to turn the
situation in her favor. She just needed to play her cards right and wait for the perfect moment to
make her move.

“That way is East,” Lira said, pointing toward a tree covered in thick, velvety moss. “The moss
grows on the north side. Something I would expect a trained soldier to know.”



Bannon followed her gesture, eyes narrowing as he took in the simple truth. The moss—a basic
navigational guide he should have remembered. Embarrassment prickled at the back of his neck.
His military training had covered such knowledge, but he had spent so much time in cities and on
open roads that the forest had become an afterthought, a distant memory. Yet, here she was, a
prisoner pointing out his oversight in the most obvious way.

With a curt nod, he signaled to the boy holding the rope. The boy, clearly uncomfortable, moved
to untie her, his eyes cast downward, avoiding Lira's gaze. His fingers fumbled with the knot,
and she could feel the tension in his trembling hands.

“Thank you,” she muttered as she rubbed her sore wrists, the skin red and raw from the bindings.
The boy stepped back, still not daring to meet her eyes, his posture a mix of guilt and
uncertainty.

Lira resumed walking, the boy soldier trailing beside her, his presence a constant reminder of her
captivity, even without the rope. She glanced at him, noting the way his shoulders slumped under
the weight of a duty he seemed too young to bear.

“What’s your name?” she asked as they trudged along, her voice softer now that the restraint was
gone.

“Tophel,” he replied quietly, almost as if ashamed to speak. “I’m really sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she whispered back, though she offered no name in return. Her tone was kind but
distant, as if acknowledging that he, too, was caught in circumstances beyond his control.

They reached a small stream, its waters deceptively serene as they gurgled over smooth,
time-worn stones. The ground was slick with recent rains, turning the path ahead into a
treacherous descent into a ravine, where a single misstep could mean death. But as Lira stood
there, her breath catching in her throat, a wild, desperate idea ignited within her mind—a
reckless plan, her only chance to break free.

Her pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out all other sounds, as she watched Bannon just ahead,
his attention fixed on the weary souls he was charged with protecting. His focus shifted
momentarily toward the front of the line, and in that fleeting instant, Lira seized her moment.

With a burst of frantic energy, she hurled herself down the mud-slicked path, her body plunging
into a chaotic tumble of earth and sky. The descent was nothing short of a mad gamble, each
second teetering on the edge of disaster. She was not running; she was falling, a ragdoll in the
grip of gravity, her limbs flailing as she careened down the ravine. The world became a blur, and
she had no control—no way to slow her momentum. A scream ripped from her throat, raw and
primal, betraying the very intent she’d hoped to conceal.



The ground rushed up to meet her with brutal force. She hit it hard, the impact rattling her bones
and driving the air from her lungs in a painful gasp. The world spun as she skidded along the
rough terrain, the jagged rocks and unforgiving earth tearing at her flesh. Sharp, searing pain
erupted in her leg, her skin shredding against the stone-strewn path opening a gash just at her
thigh. Every cut, every scrape was a harsh reminder of the peril she had thrown herself into, but
she had no choice. This was her only chance, and she had to take it.

Her heart hammered in her chest, the sound deafening in her ears as the primal urge to survive
took over. She struggled to regain her senses, the pain in her leg nearly paralyzing her, but she
pushed through it. She had to keep moving.

Above her, Bannon reacted in an instant, his eyes widening as he caught sight of Tophel sprinting
after her, fear etched across his young face. Bannon knew that fear all too well—the paralyzing
dread of failing in the Legion, of being a boy soldier in a world where mistakes could cost you
everything. He spurred his horse forward, the animal’s powerful muscles bunching beneath him
as they surged toward the ravine’s edge.

But the descent was too steep, too dangerous. The horse sensed it before he did, rearing up
violently, nearly unseating Bannon from his back. His grip tightened on the reins, instincts honed
by years of battle keeping him firmly in place. He knew the truth—the fall was too far, too fierce.
Even if he could somehow make it down, there was no guarantee he’d survive the landing, no
guarantee she survived herself.

Below, Lira lay motionless for a brief, terrifying heartbeat, her body stunned and her lungs
burning as she gasped for air. But the danger was too close, the threat too real to allow herself to
remain still. Mud clung to her like a suffocating shroud as she forced herself to move, every
muscle in her body screaming in protest. The earth beneath her seemed to conspire against her,
each step sinking her deeper into the mire. But she fought on, dragging herself through the thick
sludge, willing her battered body to stand despite the searing pain in her leg. She could
not—would not—give in.

Finally, she staggered to her feet, her vision blurred by a mix of pain and determination. The only
thing that mattered was the act of running—running fast, running far even as she watched the
blood leak from her thigh.

The forest, her forest, which once offered solace, now loomed around her like dark sentinels.
The trees, ancient and towering, seemed to close in, their branches reaching out like skeletal
fingers.

With each agonizing step, Lira pushed forward, her mind racing as she struggled to outrun the
inevitable. Bannon’s shouts echoed through the trees, and she knew she had only moments



before he or one of his men would be upon her. But she would keep going. She would find a way
out. Because this, she knew, was her only chance at freedom.

Her mind raced as she sprinted through the dense underbrush, her body moving on pure instinct.
The forest became a blur of shadow and light, hours melting away as she weaved her delicate
form through the tangled tapestry of trees and bushes, taking a deliberate and indirect route back
home. The familiar woods, once her sanctuary, now felt like a labyrinth of danger and
uncertainty, every rustle of leaves and snap of a twig sending a jolt of fear through her.

She hoped against hope that he would not follow, that her meandering path would lose him in the
labyrinth of the forest. She knew she lacked the skills of a seasoned tracker, but even so, she
remained vigilant, her senses straining for any sign of danger.

For the first time in her life, a pang of fear lodged itself deep in her throat, foreign and
unwelcome. Her mother had often said she was a visionary, too pure and untainted for the world.
Yet now, amidst the chaos and fear, she wondered bitterly what such purity had brought her.

Chapter 6
Bannon stood at the edge of the ravine, his gaze fixed on the spot where Lira had disappeared
into the dense undergrowth. Below, the stream’s murmur was barely audible over the pounding
of his heart, and the weight of his responsibility bore down on him like never before. The crowd
of people, weary and hopeful, continued their march along the path she had pointed out, trusting
in the direction she had given.

He could follow her, he knew. He could scramble down the treacherous slope and drag her back,
but that would leave the others vulnerable, without the guide they desperately needed in this
unfamiliar and perilous forest. And so he hesitated, his mind torn between duty and doubt.

Bannon’s thoughts raced, his instincts battling with reason. If she was who she claimed to be—a
girl of the forest with no stake in their suffering—then perhaps she had been honest about the
path ahead. But if she was lying, if she had led them astray, then every life in his care was at risk.
He couldn’t afford to make the wrong choice.

He clenched his jaw, swallowing hard as he made his decision. There was no time to waste on
second-guessing. He had to trust, to believe, for the sake of those depending on him. Bannon
prayed silently that she was telling the truth, that she had nothing to gain from their demise. But



the gnawing uncertainty lingered, a dark cloud over his thoughts as he turned his horse back to
the front of the line.

He followed the direction she had set, each step of his horse heavy with the weight of
uncertainty. As the trees began to thin, giving way to the open meadows that bordered the lands
of Caedrian, Bannon’s heart pounded in his chest, a mixture of hope and fear entwined. The
familiar sight of yellow and purple flowers greeted him, their vibrant colors unmistakable, a
signature of the landscape he had traversed so many times before.

Relief washed over him like a wave as he realized she had told the truth. She had led them to the
East, right where they needed to be and for a moment, the tension in his shoulders eased, and he
allowed himself a brief exhale. The fear that had gripped him since her sudden descent down the
ravine began to fade, replaced by a quiet gratitude that she had not betrayed them.

Bannon guided his horse to the side, pulling to a halt as he watched the crowd of weary souls
begin to exit the forest. One by one, they stepped into the sunlight, the golden rays casting long
shadows on the meadow, illuminating their faces with a glimmer of hope. The sight stirred
something deep within him—a sense of accomplishment, of duty fulfilled, but also the nagging
worry that they were not yet safe.

The sun hung low in the sky, its descent quickening with each passing minute. He knew they had
precious little time before darkness fell, and with it, the dangers that lurked in the night. The
gates of Caedrian were still a distance away, and the safety they promised felt fragile, almost
elusive.

He nudged his horse forward, riding alongside Bronzwick. "The gates of Caedrian are close, but
we’re not safe until we’re inside."

Bronzwick nodded, his expression mirroring the urgency in Bannon’s tone.

As he turned to follow, a sudden chill crept up his spine, replaced almost immediately by a
searing heat of dread. Just to the right of the path they were traveling lay a thick trail of black
root, a grotesque, serpentine pattern spreading across the forest floor. The unmistakable sign of
the Clouded Men—dark magic twisting through the earth like a malevolent infection.

Bannon’s pulse quickened as he scanned the ominous black roots, their sinister presence a stark
contrast against the vibrant colors of the meadow. The darkness seemed to pulse and writhe, as if
alive with a sinister intent. He had seen its effects before, and was very familiar with their
unyielding grip on the land.

His thoughts raced to the girl and her family. The darkness that now claimed the forest could
have dire implications, spreading beyond its current reach, potentially threatening the safety of
her home and her loved ones.



The black roots were a harbinger of the encroaching malevolence, a stark reminder of the very
danger they had hoped to evade. If this dark force was spreading so near to where she had guided
them, what did that mean for the forest she called home? How much of the darkness had already
consumed her land?

If what she had said was true, she was an innocent caught in a web of danger she could barely
comprehend. The guilt of abandoning her to the dark root or the Clouded Men’s grip was
unbearable. Leaving her for the darkness to claim, likely guided directly to her by his own
people, would haunt him forever.

Bronzwick, noticing the turmoil etched on Bannon’s face, approached with a resolute expression.
“We need to keep moving,” he urged, his voice firm despite the urgency of their situation.

Bannon met his gaze, his eyes betraying the internal conflict that roiled within him. “I can’t leave
them here. I need to be sure they are safe.”

Bronzwick’s eyebrows knitted together in concern. “Bannon, you know you can’t stay here. The
group needs to reach Caedrian.”

Bannon shook his head, his eyes straying back to the foreboding forest. “We brought her into
this, and she has no idea what the dark root brings. I have to warn her at the very least.”

Bronzwick’s expression hardened, but he knew his friend well enough to understand that once
Bannon’s mind was set, there was no swaying him. “Alright,” Bronzwick said with a resigned
nod. “I’ll get them to Caedrian. You find her and make sure she’s safe. Meet us there when you
can.”

Bannon nodded curtly, gratitude and guilt warring in his chest. He watched as Bronzwick took
charge of the group, urging them forward with renewed determination. The people, though
weary, followed his lead with trust, moving steadily toward the distant silhouette of Caedrian’s
gates.

Bannon turned back to the forest, his heart heavy with the weight of his decision. The black roots
were a grim reminder of the peril that lay ahead. With a steeling resolve, he plunged into the
depths of the forest, driven by a fierce determination to find Lira and her family, to warn them of
the encroaching darkness, and to hope that, despite their mutual distrust, they would listen when
he found them.



Chapter 7
As she approached the grove of ancient trees, her gaze lifted to the largest one, tucked away
between the others as if they bowed before its majesty. The Great Tree, the towering giant that
had sheltered her family, loomed above her, its presence both comforting and imposing. A
familiar sense of awe and reverence washed over her. The bark, rough and ancient, was etched
with countless years of history, each groove a testament to the passage of time and resilience. Its
roots spread out around her like massive arms, embracing the earth with a strength that mirrored
her father's steadfastness. The air was thick with the scent of moss and wood, grounding her in
the present even as her mind drifted to the past.

She craned her neck, straining to catch a glimpse of the tree's summit where her home sat nestled
within its branches. Hidden above the lush green canopy, it was a sanctuary in the sky, shielded
by the intertwining limbs and leaves that whispered softly in the breeze. The branches spread out
like the arms of a guardian, offering both protection and a reminder of the strength that flowed
through her family.

With a small, bitter smile, Lira reached for the carved branch—a piece of the Great Tree her
father had shaped with his own hands– a secret pull to the hidden door of her home. Each curve
had been meticulously smoothed until it fit perfectly in her grasp. To the casual observer, it was
an unremarkable stick, but to her, it was a vessel of memories, polished from years of use. The
familiar contours brought a fleeting comfort, a reminder of the love and care her father had
infused into their home, into every nook of the ancient tree.

As her fingers closed around the branch, something on the tree's surface caught her attention.
There, snaking along the bark, was a thin black line, dark and unsettling. It clung to the Great
Tree like a scar, pulsing with a malevolent energy that sent a shiver through her. The line wasn’t
just a mark—it was alive, writhing ever so slightly as if in response to her gaze. She extended her
hand slowly, her fingers trembling as they hovered over the dark root. The sinister line seemed to
recoil slightly, its inky edges wavering, almost as if it recognized her touch.

Just as the tip of her finger was about to brush against the ominous line, a sharp crack echoed
through the woods behind her. The sudden noise made her flinch, her heart leaping into her
throat. She spun around, her eyes wide as they scanned the dense expanse of trees, the shadows
between them seeming deeper and more foreboding. The stillness that followed was heavy,
pressing in on her, and she strained her ears for any hint of movement, every nerve in her body
on edge.

Her breath seized in her throat, the air around her growing impossibly thick as she turned her
gaze back to the door. With trembling hands, she gripped the carved branch and pulled the door



open, its hinges groaning like a dying beast. The familiar staircase lay before her, winding up
into the heart of her home, but something was wrong—terribly wrong.

Her eyes fell on the splattered droplets of crimson staining the pristine white wood of the
entrance. The sight was jarring, a violent slash of color against the purity of the wood, each drop
a sinister mark that sent a shiver down her spine. The sanctuary that had once been her refuge,
her safe haven, now felt like an open wound, raw and exposed to the world.

Her heart thundered in her chest, each beat echoing in her ears as she took a tentative step
forward. Every shadow seemed to stretch and twist, and the once comforting warmth of her
home had vanished, leaving only an icy chill that clung to her skin. The place that had always
been her sanctuary now felt tainted, corrupted by a presence she couldn’t see but could
feel—dark and insidious, lurking just beyond the edges of her vision. Something dangerous had
invaded her home, and the very air seemed to tremble with its malice.

The long, circular ascent that wound around the tree’s inner trunk loomed before her—a path she
had walked countless times, now filled with both anticipation and dread. Each step she took was
accompanied by the creaking of the wooden stairs, a rhythm that echoed the frantic beating of
her heart. The walls of the tree, smooth and worn from touch, felt cold and alien beneath her
fingertips as she ascended.

As she climbed higher, her thoughts spiraled, a maelstrom of fear and uncertainty.

The moment Lira stepped into the large open room at the top of the Great Tree, where the
branches began to fan out like a protective canopy, her blood ran cold. The warmth and
familiarity she had always associated with this place were overshadowed by the chilling
realization that nothing would ever be the same. The space that had once been the heart of her
home, radiating warmth and comfort, now lay before her as a scene of utter devastation. The air,
which had always carried the scent of wood and her mother’s herbal blends, was now thick with
the acrid stench of destruction.

The furniture, lovingly arranged and decorated by her mother, each piece carefully carved by her
father, was scattered haphazardly across the room. Chairs were overturned, tables splintered, and
cushions lay torn and shredded, their stuffing spilling out like the innards of a wounded beast.
The delicate ornaments her mother had cherished were shattered, their fragments glinting
ominously in the dim light that filtered through the treetop.

She froze, her breath catching in her throat as she took in the scene. Every sense was heightened,
her ears straining to catch the slightest sound, the faintest whisper of movement that might
indicate the intruder was still lurking. The silence was oppressive, heavy with the aftermath of
violence. Her heart pounded in her chest, each beat echoing in her ears as she cautiously moved
further into the room, her footsteps barely making a sound on the wooden floor. The sense of loss



was overwhelming, crashing over her in waves as she realized that the sanctity of her home had
been violated, leaving nothing untouched by the darkness that had forced its way in.

Lira's eyes darted around the room, desperate to find any sign of life. Her heart lurched when she
spotted a crumpled form in the corner, a cold realization settling in as she recognized the familiar
figure. Her mother.

Without a second thought, Lira bolted toward her, her feet barely touching the ground as she ran.
Her legs gave out just before she reached her mother, sending her sliding the last few feet. The
world around her blurred as she focused solely on the lifeless body before her.

“Mama! Mama!” The words ripped from her throat, raw with desperation. Her trembling hands
fumbled, searching frantically for the source of the blood that pooled beneath her mother's body,
staining the wooden floor a deep, unforgiving crimson. "Are you…? Oh, Mama!" she sobbed,
the sound reverberating through the hollow space of the Great Tree, an anguished cry that
seemed to echo back at her.

Her mother’s hand, once so strong and nurturing, now weakly moved atop Lira’s, their fingers
barely able to grasp each other. Lira's breath caught as their gazes met, her mother’s once vibrant
eyes now dull and clouded with pain.

“Lira,” her mother rasped, her voice barely a whisper. Blood trickled slowly from the corner of
her lips, stark against her pale skin. “Don’t tell them, Lira. Find Parnan. Keep it hidden. Keep it
safe.” The words were forced out with great effort, each one draining the last of her strength. She
cupped Lira’s hands within her own, the connection a fleeting reminder of their bond.

“Mama, what happened?” Lira’s voice was a mixture of fear and confusion, her mind spinning
from the shock of the scene before her. She needed answers, something to make sense of the
horror unfolding before her eyes.

A deep, booming voice from behind her shattered her thoughts, sending a jolt of fear down her
spine. “What happened?” His voice echoed through the room, heavy with authority and power. It
was him.

Lira's heart lurched as she instinctively turned to face the source of the voice. Her eyes widened
as she took in his massive form. He seemed to dominate the space, his presence making the
cavernous room feel suddenly small, almost suffocating. His broad shoulders and towering
height cast a long shadow that seemed to stretch endlessly, swallowing the light. His intense gaze
bore into her, making her heart skip a beat, the weight of his presence almost palpable.

But as fear surged through her, so did resolve. She had no time for him now—her mother needed
her. Lira forced herself to tear her gaze away from him, her mind refocusing on the urgency at
hand. The tension between them crackled in the air, but she pushed it aside, driven by a deeper,



more pressing need. Her mother was her priority, and nothing, not even the formidable man
before her, could distract her from that.

“Mama, please!” Lira’s plea was laced with desperation as she turned back to her mother, tears
streaming down her cheeks. The reality of her mother’s condition was sinking in, and it terrified
her.

“Keep it safe, Lira. Keep it hidden,” her mother repeated, her voice growing weaker with each
word. Her trembling, blood-stained hand pressed a small object into Lira’s palm, the last of her
strength going into that final act. She squeezed Lira’s hands around the object, her touch growing
fainter by the second.

“What happened, Mama? What do you mean?” Lira cried out, panic rising in her chest.

More blood dripped from her mother’s lips, her chest heaving with labored breaths. “It’s in you,
Lira. It’s already yours,” her mother whispered, her voice barely audible. The finality of her
words hung in the air, a haunting declaration that left Lira reeling.

A strange, gurgling noise escaped her mother’s throat, and with one last shuddering breath, she
fell silent. The life that had once radiated from her was gone, leaving behind only the hollow
shell of the woman who had given Lira everything.

“No! Please, Mama! No! No!” Lira’s cries pierced the stillness, raw and desperate as she pressed
her tear-streaked face against her mother’s shoulder. The hot, damp blood clung to her cheek, a
chilling reminder of the life that was slipping away. She sobbed uncontrollably, her body shaking
with grief as she clung to her mother’s lifeless form, refusing to accept the reality crashing down
around her.

He stood behind her, his presence an unwelcome intrusion into her private grief. He had been
convinced she was a spy, brought to the camp by Bronzwick to gather information. But as he
surveyed the scene before him, he realized she was caught up in a much bigger struggle,
completely unaware of the dangers that surrounded her. Watching her small form cradling the
woman she called "Mama," he couldn't help but feel a pang of sorrow, the memory of his own
mother dying in his arms surfacing unbidden.

Following her had been easy; he had the skill to track even the most elusive quarry. But he hadn't
expected to find this. Someone had been here, and guilt gnawed at him, knowing his decision to
set up camp at the edge of the forest likely led the clouded men here, leaving the dark root to
take the forest.

The sound of his boot pressing against the wooden floor reached Lira’s ears, and her body tensed
as he neared.



“Don’t come near me!” Lira screamed, sitting upright with a sudden burst of energy. She turned
to face him, her eyes blazing with fury. The crimson blood that smeared half of her face made
her look wild, almost feral, like a warrior preparing for battle.

“Was this you?! Did you do this?” Her voice trembled with anger, the accusation hanging heavily
in the air as she glared at him with a mix of hatred and despair.

He didn’t respond immediately. Instead, his gaze lingered on her, the weight of the moment
pressing down on him like a suffocating blanket. He took in the full sight of her, the young
woman who had been thrust into this nightmare, likely because of him. Her face was smeared
with streaks of dried blood, a stark contrast against her sun-kissed, dirt-streaked skin. The deep
gash on her thigh was a cruel reminder of the brutal trek she had hurled herself into, desperately
fleeing from him. The blood had now congealed, with bits of leaves and dirt clinging stubbornly
to the wound, making it all the more painful to look at. Her eyes, once filled with life and
determination, now held a deep, unyielding pain—an anguish that cut through him more deeply
than any blade ever could. The sight was haunting, a vivid image of the suffering that had seeped
into her life, largely because of the path he had led her down. In that moment, he saw not just a
wounded girl, but the heavy burden of guilt that weighed down on his soul.

“No.”

His words hung in the air, a plea for her to believe him, to see that he was not her enemy. But
Lira’s trust was not so easily won. She narrowed her eyes, her teeth bared in a snarl as she
demanded, “But you brought them here!” The ferocity in her voice matched the wildness in her
appearance, her bared teeth stark against the blood smeared on her face.

Bannon didn’t reply. He knew she was right. The weight of her accusation settled heavily on his
shoulders, a truth he couldn’t deny. His silence was an acknowledgment of the guilt he carried, a
burden he couldn’t shake.

Lira seemed to suddenly remember her mother below and turned her attention back to her. The
rage mingled with the sorrow that caught in her chest, and she doubled over her mothers body
once again.

The sound of her sobs seemed to echo in the room, bouncing off the walls and filling his senses.
Unsure of what to do, he walked around the room, his eyes scanning for any remaining threats,
though he doubted there were any left.

Lira cried until time seemed to blur, her sobs echoing through the silent room. She clung to her
mother’s lifeless body, unwilling to let go, knowing that once she released her, it would be
final—forever. The coldness of her mother’s skin seeped into her own, a chilling reminder of the



life that had slipped away. Letting go felt unbearable, as though doing so would sever the last
fragile connection she had.

Eventually, her tear-filled eyes drifted to her hand, remembering the object her mother had
pressed into her palm with her dying breath. Slowly, she uncurled her fingers to reveal a
polished, round white stone. It gleamed with an iridescent sheen, almost translucent in the dim
light filtering through the shattered remnants of their home. As she turned it over in her hands, a
small streak of red—her mother’s blood—smeared onto its perfect surface, marring its purity.

Lira pulled her knees up to her chest, gripping the stone tightly, her knuckles turning white from
the pressure. She leaned back against the wall, her body heavy with grief. Her gaze locked on her
mother’s crumpled form, unable to look away, as if by staring, she could will her back to life.
The room was filled with an oppressive silence, broken only by the soft rustling of the wind
through the leaves outside. The world around her seemed to fade, leaving only the image of her
mother’s body imprinted in her mind.

Suddenly, a new terror gripped her heart—her father. Was he still here? Had he met the same
fate? Panic surged through her, and she quickly scrambled to her feet, desperate to find him,
needing to know if he was alive. But just as she took her first step, a voice halted her.

“No one else is here,” the deep voice cut through the silence like a blade, sending a shockwave
through Lira’s already frayed nerves. It was as if he had read her mind, sensing the exact moment
she was about to act.

She spun around, her heart thudding painfully in her chest. There he was, seated at the kitchen
table, in one of the chairs that had been upturned during the chaos. His broad shoulders were
slumped, his elbows resting heavily on the table just above the intricately carved floral edge—a
detail her father had painstakingly crafted. The sight of it stirred a fresh wave of sorrow within
her, a cruel reminder of the life they had once known, now shattered beyond recognition.

For a moment, Lira hesitated, her breath catching in her throat as she forced herself to move.
Each step forward was a battle against the crushing weight of her grief, her legs trembling under
the strain.

Slowly, she walked around the table, her movements deliberate and controlled. She bent down to
pick up the chair that had been knocked over in the chaos. The scrape of wood against the floor
echoed in the oppressive silence as she righted it, placing it across from him. The space between
them felt like a chasm, wide and insurmountable, filled with the pain, anger, and mistrust that
defined their relationship.

She locked eyes with him, her expression hardening into one of steely determination. “I need you
to get the fuck out of my house.”



Each word was sharp, cutting through the air like a knife. Her lips twisted, a flimsy mask that
barely concealed the storm of emotions raging within her.

She sank into the chair, her body collapsing into it as if sitting drained her of what little energy
remained. Her eyes, glistening with unshed tears, locked onto his, challenging him silently,
daring him to defy her.

His expression was serious, but his eyes held a tenderness that contrasted sharply with the
tension hanging in the air between them.

“Lira, I’m sorry about—”

“How do you know my name?” she interrupted, her voice rising to a fierce roar that surprised
even her. The words tumbled out, raw and unfiltered, as the tears once again broke free,
streaming down her cheeks in an unstoppable torrent.

“I heard her say it,” he replied softly, his voice barely above a whisper, as if the admission itself
was too much to bear.

Her sorrow twisted into fury, her hands balling into fists as she trembled with the force of her
emotions. “You didn’t deserve to hear her, you didn’t deserve to see her! I have to bury my
mother, and you need to leave! Get. Out!”

Bannon hesitated, his eyes lingering on her, taking in the shattered girl before him. The memory
of her sitting before him the previous night, trembling yet meeting his gaze with a bold, defiant
stare, stuck with him. She was small, almost fragile to look at, but there was something fierce
within her, something unyielding.

It was as if a fire burned in her soul, a hidden star in the midday sky—concealed, yet shining all
the same. She had seized the one chance she saw, risking everything for a shot at freedom. He
couldn’t help but admire her courage, the way she faced her fears head-on, even when everything
around her was crumbling into chaos. In that moment, he realized she was not just a delicate
flower caught in the storm—she was the storm, unpredictable and powerful, and he was drawn to
that strength.

Finally, he stood up and left, his footsteps heavy with the weight of his own guilt.

The moment he was out of sight, Lira’s facade crumbled. She dropped her head to the table,
tucking it into the crook of her arm, and let the sobs take over, her body shaking violently with
the force of her grief.

Lira bit her bottom lip, the metallic taste of dried blood lingering on her tongue as she cringed at
the sensation. Slowly, she rose from the chair and walked to the kitchen, her movements



sluggish, as if each step required a monumental effort. She found a cloth, dipped it into a bucket
of water, and brought it to her face, wiping away the blood that had smeared across her skin. The
cool water offered a small mercy, a fleeting distraction from the agony gripping her heart.

She lingered in the kitchen, the cloth still in her hand as she tried to summon the strength to face
what lay ahead. Her eyes drifted to the hallway, where her mother’s lifeless body still lay
crumpled on the floor. The sight anchored her in place, a visceral reminder of the tragedy she
wished she could escape. But she knew she couldn’t avoid it—not if she wanted to honor her
mother’s memory.

With a deep breath, Lira forced herself to move again, her feet dragging as she made her way to
the washroom. The thought of touching her mother, of tending to her lifeless body, was
unbearable while she felt so unclean. She knew that once she began the grim task, she would be
soiled again, but in that moment, she needed to be clean, needed to feel like she was starting
fresh, even if it was just an illusion.

In the washroom, she stripped off her clothes and grabbed the rough cloth, scrubbing her body
with a fervor that bordered on desperation. The fabric scraped against her skin, turning it red, but
she didn’t care. She needed to wash away the blood, the dirt, the horrible truth she didn’t want to
remember. Yet no matter how hard she scrubbed, she couldn’t rid herself of the memories. They
clung to her like a second skin, the images of her mother’s final moments flashing in her mind,
refusing to fade.

Lira sat on the cold, stone floor of the basin, her body trembling not from the chill, but from the
weight of her isolation. The small room echoed her emptiness, the silence pressing down on her
like a physical force. She felt utterly alone, in a way that went beyond emotions. Every anchor
she had known was gone, every connection severed. The man who held the key to the answers
she desperately needed had just walked out of her life, taking with him any hope of
understanding what to do next.

Her mind screamed at her to chase after him, to demand the truth he held, to claw at whatever
slivers of information he might possess about her father, about the destruction of her world. But
she couldn’t move, couldn’t tear herself away from the crushing grief that rooted her in place.
The tasks that awaited her—gruesome, heartbreaking, necessary—bound her to this moment. She
had to stay. She had to bury her mother. The thought alone nearly broke her, but she forced
herself to hold on, to stay focused.

Only after that, only after she had laid to rest the woman who had given her life, could she allow
herself to leave. Then, and only then, would she go. She would hunt down the ones who had
stolen her father– killed her mother, the ones who had torn her life apart, and she would make
them pay. She would kill them with her own hands if she had to. The thought gave her a cold,
steely resolve, a singular focus that cut through her despair. But for now, all she could do was sit,



her body hunched and shivering, tears mingling with the bathwater as she silently vowed
vengeance.

When Lira finally emerged from the washroom, her body was cleansed, but the weight on her
soul remained unbearable. The grief clung to her like a shroud, inescapable and suffocating. As
she stepped into the open room, her eyes fell upon Bannon, who stood quietly, his hands stained
with black dirt. He had returned, and though he offered no explanation for his presence, his gaze
met hers with a mixture of regret and determination.

Chapter 8
“Let me help you,” Bannon said quietly, his voice soft but earnest, the words carrying a
desperate need to atone for the wrongs he had done—taking her, holding her captive, unwittingly
deepening her suffering.

Lira couldn’t speak, her throat too tight with emotion to form words. Instead, she simply nodded,
acknowledging his offer, but more than that—a silent gratitude that he had stayed. He could have
left, disappeared into the forest, but he hadn’t. He had stayed when he didn’t have to, and for
that, she was unexpectedly thankful.

“I’m Bannon,” he said, breaking the silence, his voice low and steady, though burdened with a
sadness that mirrored the grief weighing on her heart. There was a brief pause, the air between
them thick with unspoken emotions, before he spoke again, his words carefully chosen, imbued
with the gravity of the moment.

“I prepared a space for her.”

The tears welled up again, uncontrollable and relentless. She tried to speak, to say something,
anything, but the words choked in her throat, trapped by the overwhelming sorrow that had
seized her. All she could do was nod, her eyes glistening as the tears began to fall once more,
silent but powerful in their expression of grief and deep, unspoken appreciation for the kindness
he had shown in this darkest of times.

She watched as he carefully approached her mother’s body, his movements deliberate and
respectful. He bent down, and lifted her mother with a gentleness that seemed at odds with his
rugged appearance. This moment was not lost on Lira—the realization that only hours before, he
had been her captor, a stranger she believed would end her life. Now, he was the one helping to
prepare her mother for her final resting place, a quiet guardian in a time of unbearable pain.



Together, they descended the tree, the wooden steps creaking softly beneath their weight, each
step sending a sharp twinge through Lira’s still fresh wound. Every sound seemed amplified in
the stillness of the fading day, the echoes of their movement reverberating through the ancient
wood. As they reached the base of the stairs, Lira's eyes were instinctively drawn upward,
catching sight of the same black root that now twined its sinister way up the tree she had always
called home. The sight sent a shiver through her, a creeping sense of dread replacing the once
comforting familiarity of the towering branches.

“Don’t touch it,” Bannon warned, his voice firm but quiet, a sense of urgency underlying his
words.

Had she not been so focused on her mother, she might have asked why, might have questioned
the gravity in his tone. But as Bannon walked just ahead of her, her attention was instead drawn
to the way her mother’s head gently bobbed in the crook of his arm with every step he took. The
sight tugged at her heart, filling her with a mix of grief and fierce protectiveness.

As they moved forward, her eyes fell on a familiar spot beneath the willow tree that swayed
gracefully in the breeze. The tree’s variegated green branches shimmered in the sunlight, casting
soft, ethereal rays through the air, painting a picture of peace amidst the growing darkness. The
sight of the hole in the ground, just beneath the willow’s protective canopy, struck her with a
pang of sorrow. It was a beautiful, serene place—one that her mother would have cherished.

Bannon crouched down, lowering her mother into the earth with the same care he had shown in
lifting her. Lira’s eyes filled with tears again, the loss hitting her with renewed force as she
watched him gently place her mother into the ground. Her hands trembled as she gathered
wildflowers, her fingers brushing against the soft petals before she dropped them onto her
mother’s body. The flowers fell like a final, tender goodbye, a symbol of the love that would
remain even in death.

She lingered for a moment as he turned to walk back toward the Great Tree that had been her
home, an unexpected urgency surged within Lira. The questions she had been too tired to ask
now clamored for answers, each one more insistent than the last. Acting on instinct, she reached
out, her fingers closing around his arm. His muscles tensed under her touch, a tautness that told
her he had anticipated the move. Time seemed to stretch in the stillness that followed, the air
thick with unspoken words and shared pain. He remained rooted in place, holding his breath as if
bracing himself for the inevitable.

Though Bannon’s back was still turned to her, Lira could sense the turmoil within him, the
internal struggle between the instinct to move on and the strange, magnetic pull that kept him
there. Finally, he let out a huff—a sound that was equal parts resignation and acceptance—and
slowly turned to face her. His eyes, when they met hers, were filled with a knowing look, as if he
had already guessed the question burning on her lips.



“I need you to tell me everything,” she demanded, her voice steady despite the storm churning
inside her.

Her words hung in the air, heavy with the weight of all that had been lost and all that she still
didn’t know. She wasn’t pleading—she was demanding the truth, the knowledge that had been
kept from her, the answers she needed to make sense of the chaos her life had become. The
uncertainty gnawed at her, making her feel like a child lost in the dark.

"Let me look at your leg," Bannon said, pulling her from her thoughts. His voice was gentle, but
beneath it was a current of something heavier, as though he weighed each word, knowing that
every revelation he made would be a step deeper into the unknown—both for him and for her.

Lira hesitated, her hand still resting against his arm, her fingers unconsciously flexing as if
holding onto something she wasn’t ready to let go of. Realizing this, she quickly released him,
her touch lingering like a phantom as she met his gaze with an apologetic, almost embarrassed
look. Without another word, she turned and limped back toward her home.

The star's twinkle began to form overhead as Bannon followed her this time, his eyes tracing the
uneven rhythm of her steps, each one a reminder of the pain she was enduring. The silence
between them grew heavier with each creak of the wooden floor beneath them, the ancient tree
seeming to echo their every movement.

As they entered the main room of the Great Tree, Lira went to a drawer, her hands fumbling
through its contents with a sense of urgency. "It's in here somewhere," she mumbled, her voice
tinged with frustration as she searched.

"We won't need it," Bannon said, his tone calm but firm as he knelt by his satchel. His focus was
unwavering as he pulled out a small wrapping of cloth, his hands moving with the precision of
someone who had done this countless times before. "If you sit on that bench, I can take a look."

Hesitantly, Lira sat down, her heart pounding in her chest as Bannon crouched in front of her. His
presence was commanding, even as he loomed over her injured leg with a gentleness that seemed
at odds with his rugged exterior. She noticed the dark bruising on his knuckles as he unwrapped a
small vial, the evidence of a life marked by hardship and conflict.

The vial, shimmered with an eerie, pulsating light, as though it held a living essence within.
Bannon uncorked it with deliberate care, allowing a single, luminous kernel to spill into his
palm. The small, glowing object seemed almost insignificant against the breadth of his hand, yet
it radiated an otherworldly light that sent a chill down Lira’s spine.

She watched in silent awe as he positioned the kernel in her wound. The white light from the
kernel mingled with the blood that still oozed from the gash, the glow spreading across her skin



like liquid moonlight. A dozen questions crowded her mind, but before she could voice even one,
the kernel began to glow brighter, its light intensifying with each passing second.

The initial sensation was unbearable—a searing pain that shot through her leg like a thousand
needles piercing her flesh. Lira's body stiffened, her breath catching in her throat as she fought to
keep from crying out. But then, just as quickly as the pain had come, it began to ebb away,
replaced by a soothing warmth that seeped into her very bones. The light from the kernel became
blinding, forcing her to squeeze her eyes shut as it overwhelmed her senses.

When the brilliance finally dimmed, Lira slowly opened her eyes, blinking away the spots of
light that danced before her vision. She stared in disbelief at her leg. The wound had vanished.
The flesh, which had been torn and bloodied, was now smooth and unbroken, as if the injury had
never occurred.

Bannon’s face was a mask of barely concealed wonder, his eyes lingering on the fading glow
with a mixture of awe and disbelief. For a moment, he seemed rooted to the spot, as if the very
air around him had transformed.

“What… what was that?” Lira's voice trembled, caught between awe and confusion.

“Light magic,” Bannon said, his voice a practiced calm that belied the amazement flickering in
his eyes. He quickly masked his surprise with a veneer of nonchalance, as though the display of
ancient power was nothing more than a simple wound he had tended to countless times before.
With deliberate, measured movements, he wiped the glow from her leg with a piece of cloth,
rewrapped the vial, and tucked it back into his satchel, each action precise and controlled.

Standing, he extended a hand to her, pulling her to her feet with an ease that belied the strength
in his grip.

His calm demeanor, outwardly steady and composed, was at odds with the gravity of the
moment. His nonchalance, though reassuring, left her both intrigued and unsettled, as if he were
concealing more than he let on.

“So, you have light magic?” she asked, still marveling at her leg—the absence of pain. Her body
was still badly bruised and scratched, but the deep wound was gone.

Bannon let out a small, breathy laugh, his eyes reflecting a flicker of wonder. “No... no one does
anymore,” he said, his tone shifting to a contemplative murmur. “Legend has it that every few
generations, someone with light magic emerges, but it's mostly just rumors, old tales told in
whispers.” His words carried a weight of reverence and skepticism, hinting at the mystery that
had just unfolded.



Lira listened intently, the implications of his words sending a shiver down her spine. The magic
that had woven her skin back together seemed to be more than just a rumor, and the thought of
what it could mean filled her with both wonder and fear. But as the warmth of the healed wound
faded, another emotion began to creep in—one far more bitter and consuming.

“It only treats minor wounds, I’m afraid,” he said softly, as if he could read the thoughts forming
in her head, sensing the heavy sadness that settled over her, darkening the awe she had felt just
moments before. Her mind was racing, replaying the memories of her mother’s final moments. If
she had known about this magic then—if she could have used it—maybe she could have saved
her.

She swallowed hard, trying to push the pain down, but it lingered, clawing at her insides with
relentless cruelty. The wonder and fear that had filled her moments ago were now overshadowed
by a deep, aching sorrow—a sorrow that no magic could ever heal.

She looked at him, her voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you.” Her amazement was evident
in her gaze, still focused on her leg.

“Can you tell me more about the magic?” she asked, her curiosity piqued by the revelation.

Bannon’s expression softened, but exhaustion tinged his voice as he replied, “Can I wash up?”
His gentle tone was a quiet plea, a reminder that even in this world of magic and wonder, he was
still just a man, worn down by the weight of the day.

His request caught her off guard, not because it was unreasonable, but because she hadn’t
thought to offer it herself. He was filthy from days of travel, and had her mother’s blood on his
once cream colored shirt. The realization that she had overlooked such a basic courtesy made her
cheeks flush with embarrassment.

“Of course,” she responded quickly, her voice a little too eager to make up for her lapse.

“I don’t have any clothing here that would fit you, but I can wash your things while you bathe.
I’m sure I can find a cloak for you to wear while they dry.”

After he disappeared behind the bathing room door, she walked down the hall, her footsteps slow
and deliberate, and retrieved the basket she had told him to leave his clothing in.

As she stood in the kitchen, the basin filled with water, she began to scrub the fabric with a
practiced hand. The repetitive motion should have been calming, but instead, tears began to spill
down her cheeks, unbidden and unstoppable. The conflicting emotions inside her twisted into a
tight knot—grief, gratitude, anger, and confusion all battling for dominance. She was thankful he
was here, thankful for his help and for the strange comfort his presence offered in her time of
need. Yet, the bitter truth gnawed at her. Had he not captured her in the first place, she might



have been here with her mother to help, or—her thoughts caught in her throat, choking
her—perhaps she would have died alongside her.

The water in the basin turned pink as she scrubbed, and she began to scrub harder, as if she could
wash away the memories, the pain, the uncertainty that clung to her like the stains on his tunic.
But no matter how hard she worked, the truth remained. The circumstances of their meeting, as
twisted and cruel as they had been, had likely saved her life. It was a reality she wasn’t sure how
to reconcile, a truth that left her feeling hollow and adrift.

As the tears continued to fall, Lira realized that her life had been irrevocably changed. She
wasn’t the same girl she had been just days ago—she couldn’t be. The loss of her mother, her
father’s disappearance, the secrets she had only begun to uncover, and the presence of this
stranger who had both captured her and saved her—all of it pressed down on her, reshaping her
into someone new, someone she wasn’t yet sure she wanted to be.

The sound of Bannon’s voice startled her from her thoughts. “The cloak didn’t quite fit.” The
words snapped her back to the present, the pink water dripping from her hands onto the floor as
she spun around, her heart racing.

Bannon stood before her, his tall, imposing frame wrapped in nothing but a towel that hung low
around his hips. The fabric barely covering him, revealing more than it concealed. Droplets of
water clung to his skin, glistening like tiny jewels in the dim light, each one accentuating the
rugged lines of his body. His dark hair, damp and tousled, sent rivulets of water cascading down
his broad shoulders, tracing the contours of his muscles. The stark contrast between his powerful,
battle-hardened physique and the unexpected vulnerability of the moment was almost too much
for her to bear.

Had her mind not been clouded by confusion and grief, she might have found herself captivated
by the sight of him—the way the muscles along his abdomen formed a taut, defined line that led
down to where the towel wrapped low around his waist, teasing the eye with what lay beneath.
She had never been this close to a man before, let alone one as strikingly handsome and
formidable as Bannon. The realization sent a flush of heat to her cheeks, and she quickly looked
away, her heart pounding in her chest.

“I’m sorry, I don’t have anything bigger,” she stammered, her voice trembling as she tore her
gaze from him, fixing her eyes instead on the worn wood of the floor.

“It’s fine, as long as you are okay with me…” His voice, deep and resonant, trailed off, leaving
the sentence unfinished. The unspoken words hung in the air, thick with unacknowledged
tension.



“Sure. I’m almost done, and they should dry by morning,” she blurted out as she turned, her
voice higher than usual, her hands moving quickly as if scrubbing the fabric could somehow
erase the awkwardness of the moment.

She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks, an embarrassing contrast to the cool water. The
thought sent a shiver through her, and she focused intently on her task, desperate to avoid
looking at the chiseled form that stood so close.

Bannon watched her as she rinsed and wrung out the damp fabric, her hands working
methodically. She shook the cloths to their full length, then carried them to a large, open area at
the edge of the tree, where a gentle breeze flowed in. A thin line of rope hung between the
wooden beams, a simple setup that had clearly been used to dry clothes countless times before.
As she hung the garments, she could still feel his presence behind her, a constant reminder of the
complicated bond that had formed between them—bound by a fate neither of them fully
understood.

Bannon's voice, heavy with guilt, cut through the thick silence. "Lira... I’m sorry, for all of this."

Lira turned to face him, her eyes filled with curiosity. "How… did you find me?" she demanded,
her voice firm, holding a subtle edge that hinted at her lingering distrust.

Bannon met her gaze, “You didn’t cover your tracks,” he replied evenly.

She opened her mouth to retaliate, to hurl excuses, but all she could manage was a look of defeat,
her shoulders slumping as the fight drained out of her.

“And… Did you find what you were looking for?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered shortly. “We made it to the edge of Caedrian. Bronzwick took them the rest
of the way.”

“Then why aren’t you with them?” She avoided his gaze, her voice trembling with an emotion
she couldn’t quite name.

Bannon hesitated, his eyes clouding as he recalled the sight that had sent a chill down his spine.
“I saw the dark root at the edge of the forest,” he confessed, his voice low and troubled. “I
wanted to be sure you all…” His words faltered, knowing she was alone. “Be sure you were
okay.”

“Why?” Lira’s voice cracked, “Why do you even care?”



He paused, searching for an answer within himself, but all he found was the gnawing uncertainty
that had plagued him since the beginning. He knew that no matter what he said, it wouldn’t
change her perception of him, wouldn’t erase the harm that had been done.

But when he spoke again, his voice was firm, laced with a determination. “I was charged with
keeping the people of Shedon safe. When you were captured, you became one of my charges as
well.”

“And where is Shedon?” she asked, her voice tinged with a weary resignation.

“Just west of here,” Bannon replied, a hint of surprise creeping into his tone. “You’ve never
been?”

“No,” she said, her hands moving in a distracted, almost mechanical way as she busied herself
with her task. Anything to keep herself from meeting his gaze.

Bannon’s expression darkened, a mixture of disbelief and concern etching lines into his face.
“Have you been to Caedrian?”

“No,” she answered, her voice steady but devoid of emotion.

He frowned, the reality of her sheltered life sinking in. “So you don’t know what’s happening out
there?” His question hung in the air, heavy with implications.

Lira stiffened, her hands suddenly still as she completed her task with a swift, deliberate motion.
“I grew up here,” she said, her voice cold and distant. “Whatever is happening out there is not
my concern.”

But even as she spoke, a flicker of doubt crossed her mind, a tiny crack in the wall she had built
around herself. The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, and she knew it the moment the words left her
mouth. The world’s troubles were no longer distant; they were at her doorstep, demanding
attention. Bannon saw the truth settle across her face, the brief acknowledgment of her own
words’ hollowness.

“There’s a darkness spreading across the realm, attacking city after city,” Bannon said, his voice
a low, tense whisper. The words seemed to carry the weight of the horrors he had witnessed. “My
home was hit four days ago. We were headed toward Caedrian for refuge, but they followed…”
His voice faltered, the vivid memories flashing in his mind too unbearable to fully articulate.

A heavy silence fell between them, thick with unspoken fears and the weight of unformed plans.
They both stared into the space between them, lost in their own thoughts, each calculating the
uncertain days ahead, the dangers lurking just beyond the reach of their comprehension.



Bannon broke the silence first, his voice steady but laced with a deep resignation. “There’s no
sense in walking the forest at night. We need to be able to see the dark root.”

Lira hesitated, her eyes lingering on him, her mind racing as she processed his words. He had
returned to the chair he had occupied earlier, as if the weight of his burden had drawn him back.
Slowly, she approached him, her steps deliberate and measured, before sitting across from him.
The air between them crackled with tension, an unspoken understanding that neither wanted to
acknowledge.

“What does it do?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“It changes men,” Bannon replied, his eyes darkening with the memory. “Clouds their eyes…”

“And what happens then?” Lira pressed, a chill creeping up her spine as the gravity of his words
settled in.

“We’re not entirely sure,” Bannon admitted, his gaze dropping to the floor. “But they’re no
longer men. They’re… controlled.”

The implication of his words sent a shiver down Lira’s spine, the cold dread seeping into her
bones. She felt the gravity of the situation pressing down on her, the weight of the unknown
tightening its grip.

“Is that what’s on the tree downstairs?” she asked, her voice trembling with the fear she could no
longer keep at bay.

“Yes,” Bannon confirmed, his voice heavy with the knowledge of what that meant.

Lira’s breath hitched in her throat, the terror of the situation clawing at her resolve.

“So far, it’s been slow-moving,” Bannon continued, his tone more somber. “But we should leave
at first light.”

He paused, his eyes meeting hers with a mix of uncertainty and unspoken hope. “Is it okay if I
stay here tonight?”

Lira hesitated, the conflict evident in her eyes. She was torn between her distrust of him and the
stark reality of their situation. But in the end, survival outweighed her reservations and she knew
if she wanted answers, she needed him.

“Yes, you can stay,” she said quietly, her voice tinged with reluctant acceptance. “It’s the least I
can do.”



As she wrestled with her thoughts, Bannon watched her, silently waging his own internal battle.
He had been trained to be a soldier, to remain focused, to never allow distractions, especially not
in moments like these. But Lira was different. She was more than a distraction; she was a
force—one that he couldn’t help but be pulled toward.

She traced her finger along her bottom lip—a nervous habit that betrayed her inner turmoil—and
he found himself inexplicably drawn to her. There was something about her vulnerability, the
way she fought against the fear that threatened to consume her, that stirred something deep
within him.

Despite the bruises and the red scabs marring her skin, reminders of the forest's harshness, there
was an undeniable allure in her presence. Her cinnamon hair, still damp from bathing, framed her
face in soft waves that caught the light just so, highlighting the bronze hue of her skin. But it
wasn’t just her physical beauty that captivated him. There was something beneath the surface,
something that shimmered like a hidden flame within her, drawing him closer despite the walls
he had built around himself.

He had noticed it before, even in the tent the previous night. As she kneeled beside him, her face
smeared with dirt and exhaustion, there had been a spark in her eyes, a defiance that caught him
off guard. It was as if, despite everything, she refused to be broken, and that strength—raw and
unyielding—stirred something deep within him.

Bannon had faced countless battles, endured the darkest of nights, and yet this woman, sitting
across the table from him, stirred feelings he hadn’t allowed himself to acknowledge in years.
There was a vulnerability to her, yes, but also a fierce determination that mirrored his own. It
was this complex blend of strength and fragility that drew him in, making it impossible to look
away.

Finally, she spoke again, her voice more somber. “Do you think my father is now a clouded man?

Her words brought him back to the present, grounding him in the reality of the situation.

Bannon’s eyes narrowed, studying her intently. “I’m not sure.”

Her gaze hardened, her determination unwavering. “I need to find him.”

He knew then that nothing he said would sway her, that her mind was set as firmly as his own
had ever been in battle. There was a fire in her eyes—a determination so pure it almost
frightened him, because he knew it was the kind that would drive her to the ends of the earth,
consequences be damned.

As the night stretched on, they both knew that the path ahead would be fraught with danger, that
every step they took would be a step further into the unknown. But in that fleeting moment, there



was a strange comfort in their shared purpose—a glimmer of hope that, together, they might just
have a chance to defy the darkness that sought to consume them.

Chapter 9
The following morning arrived, bringing with it the remnants of a restless night. Lira had barely
slept, her thoughts a tangled mess of the previous day’s harrowing events and the uncertainty
looming over what lay ahead. She stepped into the open room of the Great Tree, the early light
filtering through the leaves in soft, golden beams. The ancient structure held a quiet, almost
reverent stillness, the air thick with the scent of earth and wood. It was as if the tree itself was
mourning the innocence lost.

Bannon was seated in the same chair as the night before, his posture slouched, elbows resting
heavily on his knees. Now dressed she noticed the dust lingering on his boots with the remnants
of the previous day’s journey. Lira wondered if he had spent the entire night there, keeping watch
as she had fitfully tossed and turned in the room above. The dark strands of his hair caught the
soft glow of the dying firelight that still flickered on the table, casting ethereal blue flecks that
mirrored the intense hue of his eyes.

When he looked up, their gazes met, and for a moment, a silent understanding passed between
them—an unspoken acknowledgment that the day would demand more from both of them than
either could foresee. The weight of that realization hung between them, heavy and thick, like the
last breath before a storm.

“Ready?” Lira asked, her voice steadier than she felt, though nerves coiled tightly within her
chest. She busied herself with packing a few items of food into her satchel, her fingers moving
with a practiced efficiency, yet her mind was anything but calm. She could feel Bannon’s eyes on
her, and the tension between them, though unspoken, was palpable.

Bannon rose without a word, his movements fluid yet weighted with the burden of unspoken
thoughts. Following as she moved toward the stairs with a quiet determination, his presence
behind her commanding even in silence, as if conserving his energy for the trials that awaited
them outside. There was something about him that Lira found both reassuring and unsettling, a
contrast that left her uncertain of how to feel.

As she stood at the top of the circular stairs, Lira hesitated, her hand brushing the threshold wall
of the Great Tree. The bark, cool and textured beneath her fingertips, pulsed with a familiar
rhythm, the ancient heartbeat of the tree that had always protected her. She closed her eyes,
seeking comfort in its energy, but there was something wrong—something discordant in the
once-reassuring thrum.



Opening her eyes, Lira squinted down the spiral descent, her breath catching in her throat. A
gasp escaped her lips as she saw the black root slithering up the bannister, its sinister tendrils
creeping along the steps, claiming the walls that had always felt like a fortress. The sight sent a
shiver down her spine, a stark violation of the sanctuary she had known all her life.

“Fuck,” Bannon's voice was a low, urgent curse as he saw what she was looking at, his presence
now a towering figure of tense vigilance behind her. “Is there another way?”

Lira turned to face him, feeling the weight of his protective instinct pressing down on her. His
broad shoulders seemed to fill the narrow space, and for a moment, she felt a flicker of safety in
his shadow. But that comfort was fleeting, overshadowed by the encroaching darkness.

“There’s a rope…” Her voice faltered with a hint of resignation as she led him to the breezeway,
where his clothes had hung to dry.

Bannon examined the rope, noticing it was already secured to a branch. With a swift motion, he
kicked it over the edge, watching intently as it uncoiled and descended to the ground below. His
eyes narrowed, calculating the distance and the potential risks of the drop. Satisfied, he gave a
decisive nod and quickly reinforced the knot around the sturdy branch, ensuring it was secure. It
unraveled smoothly, the tension in the air mirrored by the controlled descent of the rope, which
landed on the forest floor with a soft, muted thud.

“I’ll go first,” he said, his tone brooking no argument.

Lira watched intently as Bannon took hold, his hands gripping it firmly as he tested its strength
with a series of sharp, deliberate tugs. Each movement was precise, showcasing the expert
control he wielded over his own body. The rope creaked slightly, the sound punctuating the
tension of the moment.

With a deep breath, Bannon stepped out into the void, his frame momentarily silhouetted against
the backdrop of the ancient tree. The sight of him, suspended between the earth and sky, was
both reassuring and unnerving. The thin fabric of his shirt clung to his skin, barely concealing the
defined contours of his torso and the rippling strength of his arms.

As he wrapped his legs around the rope, his movements were both deliberate and graceful,
demonstrating a practiced ease. His muscles tightened with the exertion, and the play of light and
shadow accentuated every shift and flex of his powerful form.

Before he began his descent, Bannon turned his head slightly, casting a glance back at Lira. His
eyes held a silent promise, a mix of reassurance and resolve that spoke volumes without the need
for words.



Lira gripped the rope tightly, her knuckles whitening as she peered over the edge, tracking
Bannon's careful progress. The rope swayed slightly under his weight, each of his controlled
movements revealing the strength he carried with him.

She took a deep breath, steadying herself before beginning her own descent. Her movements
were fluid and practiced, as if she were an extension of the very tree she was leaving behind.
With every movement downward, it felt as though she was shedding the last remnants of her
sheltered life, the darkness below pulling her into an uncertain future.

When she finally reached the bottom, her feet landing softly on the forest floor, Bannon looked
at her and smiled—a brief moment of relief breaking through the tension. "I guess you've done
that before," he remarked, his voice tinged with a hint of admiration.

Lira’s gaze softened, a glint of mischief in her eyes as she murmured, "You can't see the stars
from within the tree." The words carried a quiet sorrow, but there was also a hint of something
else—a subtle defiance. "My parents were just a bit protective, but I always found a way."

Her sad smile spoke volumes, the weight of her past and the innocence of her sheltered existence
now shadowed by the creeping darkness that threatened to engulf everything she had ever
known. Yet, in that brief exchange, she revealed a part of herself that had once been free, a
reminder of the girl who had dared to sneak out and chase the stars.

With one final glance at the ancient tree, Lira’s eyes were drawn to the dark root coiling
menacingly around its trunk. A shiver traced its way up her spine, a cold reminder of the
insidious presence that had been creeping closer to her sanctuary. She had slept—if one could
call it sleep—in that very tree, the darkness silently encroaching upon her. The sight of it now
felt like a cruel twist of fate, a silent verdict on her once-safe haven. There was a palpable sense
of finality, a stark realization that returning to her home, to her previous life, was no longer a
possibility. Not that it could ever be the same after this.

The first step away from the Great Tree was laden with the weight of her past, a momentous shift
in her existence that seemed to resonate through the very ground beneath her feet. Each
movement away from her childhood home felt like shedding the last vestiges of a life that was
slipping away, replaced by the growing determination that had begun to forge itself in the
crucible of her experiences. There was no turning back now; the path ahead was set, and the
future—though shrouded in darkness—was hers to confront.

Lira trailed behind Bannon through the forest, her steps measured and sure as she navigated the
terrain with a familiarity that belied his own tentative progress. Every twist and turn of the path,
every shift in the forest’s murmur, was known to her, but she watched as Bannon moved with a
resolute stride, as if each step was taken with purpose.



As they crossed a small ravine, her gaze fell upon the reason for his determination. Bannon's
dappled grey horse, a serene figure against the backdrop of the wild, was tethered near a patch of
lush grass, calmly grazing. The horse’s coat gleamed in the filtered sunlight, a stark contrast to
the dark shadows that clung to the forest floor.

Following Bannon up the ridge, Lira felt the weight of their journey shift with each step. When
they reached the top, Bannon turned, extending a hand toward her with a gesture of silent
encouragement. His hand, calloused from countless battles and journeys, offered a steady anchor
amidst the uncertainty.

She accepted, her own fingers brushing against his for a brief, electric moment. With a firm grip,
he helped her ascend the final steps.

She watched as he deftly untied the reins of his horse, his movements deliberate and practiced.
The realization struck her suddenly, like a sharp intake of breath. As he lifted his body up and
over the horse, it became clear that he expected her to ride with him.

Her heart quickened as she looked up, her gaze filled with a mix of apprehension and
uncertainty. Bannon’s hand, strong and steady, extended towards her once more, a silent
invitation.

Lira hesitated, her mind racing with a flurry of thoughts. She had ridden horses many times
before, but always alone. The idea of riding with someone, especially with a man, was foreign
and unsettling. Her cheeks flushed slightly as she pondered her options—whether to sit in front
of him, clinging to the horse as he controlled its movements, or behind him, feeling the rhythm
of his body as it guided the horse.

The decision was made for her as Bannon leaned forward, creating just enough space behind
him. He extended his hand once more, lifting her effortlessly. Lira swung her leg over the horse’s
back, feeling a flush of warmth as her bare thighs made contact with its firm, muscular body. Her
skin tingled with the sensation of the cool air meeting the heat of its back.

A shiver ran through her, causing her muscles to tense at the unexpected intimacy as her bare
skin brushed against Bannon's backside.

Bannon felt the change in her as she adjusted on the horse, her legs pressing firmly against him
in a bid for balance. The warmth of her body seeped through the thin fabric of his shirt, and he
became acutely aware of every subtle shift as the horse began to move. The proximity, both
exhilarating and unsettling, heightened his awareness of the space they now shared. The intimate
contact was a constant reminder of their closeness, making him hyper-aware of every breath and
shift of her body against his.



She struggled with what to do with her arms, her initial awkwardness making the task more
daunting. As Bannon took hold of the reins and guided the horse into a slow, deliberate walk, she
found herself instinctively moving them to wrap around his abdomen. Her fingers strained to
meet each other, barely reaching around his imposing frame. She could feel the steady rise and
fall of his chest with each breath he took, the warmth of his body contrasting with the coolness of
the morning air. The closeness was both intimidating and oddly reassuring, and she found herself
pressing closer, her grip tightening around his midsection. The soft, rhythmic thud of the horse’s
hooves against the ground seemed to synchronize with the pounding of her heart, marking the
beginning of a new and uncertain journey.

As they rode, the air between them was thick with unasked questions and Lira couldn’t help but
notice the controlled tension in Bannon’s breath with each rock of his body and every step the
horse took. His earlier calm demeanor had shifted, replaced now with an almost predatory
alertness that sent a shiver down her spine.

“How far away is Caedrian?” she asked quietly, her voice a delicate whisper meant not to disturb
the morning's peaceful noises.

In their seated position, her words drifted to his ear, sending a shiver down his spine. Bannon's
frame was taller, but her lips lay at his neck, and the proximity of her breath against it was a
constant reminder of her presence.

“We’ll be there in just a few hours,” he replied, his voice steady but carrying a weight of its own.
“Once we leave the forest and enter the meadows, the kingdom will come into view on the
horizon.”

“And it’s safe there?” Her voice barely touched his ear, filled with a trepidation that mirrored her
inner turmoil.

“No place is truly safe,” he said, his tone tinged with a deep sadness. “But the walls are tall, and
breaching them would be no easy feat.”

“Even the root?” she whispered, her voice faltering as she awaited his response.

“The root can be burned,” he said, though his words carried a note of grim realism. “As long as
the clouded men don’t get in.”

A chill ran down Lira’s spine at his confirmation. The very idea of these “clouded men” stirred a
primal fear within her, amplifying the grief and confusion that had already taken hold of her
thoughts. She longed to see his face, to find some trace of reassurance in his expression, but
pressed against his back, she could only feel the solid firmness of his body. She pulled herself
closer, seeking the comfort of his resolve without drawing his attention, hoping his unspoken
strength might lend her some measure of solace.



They rode for much of the morning in companionable silence, the only sounds accompanying
them being the rhythmic crunch of leaves beneath hooves and the synchronized cadence of their
breathing. The silence, though unspoken, felt comfortable, each lost in their own thoughts, yet
oddly connected.

As the sun ascended higher in the sky, its rays piercing through the forest canopy and casting a
dappled light across their path, Lira's curiosity finally broke the silence. “Why did they attack
Shedon?” Her voice cut through the serene symphony of the forest, startling in its intensity.

The question seemed to jar Bannon from his thoughts. He tensed, his posture momentarily rigid,
before turning his head slightly to regard her. His gaze lingered, a flicker of something shadowed
in his eyes, before he spoke in a tone both deliberate and guarded.

“When King Sagis died, something in the realm shattered. Something we hadn’t realized was so
fragile.”

“King Sagis was king over Caedrian?” Lira asked, her voice tinged with a mix of confusion and
newfound understanding.

“Yes,” Bannon confirmed, his voice carrying easily over his shoulder. “He was a good king, but
he left no direct heir. The Royal Ambassador Onalay is ruling in his stead.”

Lira’s fingers instinctively tightened around the back of his belt as the horse dipped over uneven
ground. “And will she become Queen?”

Bannon’s jaw clenched, and she could feel the change in his posture, the stiffening of his spine
against her chest. “Let’s pray she doesn’t,” he muttered, the edge in his voice unmistakable. His
grip on the reins tightened, the leather creaking under his fingers. “They’re searching the lands
for his brother. But he hasn’t been seen in years, and with the darkness pressing in, finding him is
becoming increasingly uncertain.”

Lira leaned forward slightly, her brow furrowing. The faint scent of leather and pine surrounded
her, grounding her even as her thoughts raced. “Is she not a good ruler?”

Bannon didn’t respond immediately. She felt him shift, the subtle movement of his shoulders as
if he were searching for the right words—or trying to decide if he should say them at all. His
silence stretched between them, heavy with meaning.

“No,” he finally replied, his voice lower now, the rumble of his chest reverberating against her.
“She holds power,” he added carefully, “but power doesn’t make a ruler good.”

He seemed to catch himself, realizing that his loose words were skirting dangerous territory. Lira
could sense the tension radiating from him, the unspoken thoughts weighing heavily on his mind.



She pressed her fingers lightly into his side, more for balance than anything, but the contact
brought her closer to the intensity he carried.

“What happens if they don’t find him?” she asked quietly, her voice almost lost to the rhythm of
the horse’s hooves.

Bannon’s body stiffened again, and Lira could feel the shift in his breathing. The muscles in his
back, which had relaxed ever so slightly during their ride, tightened once more. His silence was
telling, and the longer it stretched, the more uneasy she became.

“If they don’t find him,” he said at last, his voice rough with something she couldn’t quite place,
“she’ll claim the crown.”

Lira hesitated, the weight of that statement settling uncomfortably between them. She shifted
again, pressing her knees tighter against the horse to steady herself, but her mind was racing. The
implications of his words were stark, even to her.

“And... that would be bad?”

Bannon turned his head slightly, not enough to look at her, but enough that she could catch a
glimpse of the tension in his profile, the hard line of his jaw illuminated by the fading light. His
voice, when it came, was tight with barely controlled frustration. “Let’s just say,” he began
slowly, “she’s not the one we need on the throne right now.”

Lira’s heart beat faster, not from the ride, but from the palpable shift in the air between them.
Bannon’s words were chosen carefully, but his tone betrayed more than he intended. She knew
there was more to the story—more to his personal feelings about Onalay, the king, and the future
of Vespara—but he wasn’t ready to reveal it. Not yet.

She wanted to ask more, to press him, but she could feel his tension as if it were her own. His
body was rigid against hers, and the way his hand gripped the reins told her enough. He wasn’t
just concerned about the kingdom; something deeper was troubling him.

“What do you think will happen?” she asked, her voice softer now, hesitant. She shifted slightly
again, her chest brushing his back, her hands gripping his belt more tightly for balance as the
horse climbed a small hill. The physical closeness made the question feel more intimate, more
pressing.

For a long moment, Bannon didn’t respond. His free hand rested against the horse’s mane, and
Lira could feel the tension in his fingers, as if he were holding something back—not just in his
words, but in himself. When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter, as though he were speaking
more to himself than to her.



“I think...” His voice trailed off, heavy with uncertainty. He straightened his back further, pulling
the reins gently to guide the horse along the path. “We need to hope that finding the king’s
brother isn’t the only way to stop what’s coming.”

The way he said it, the strain in his voice, made Lira’s heart tighten. She had sensed his
frustration, even anger, but now she realized there was more to it—something unresolved,
something that weighed heavily on him. She wondered if he had any faith in the search for the
king’s brother, or if he thought it was already a lost cause.

Bannon shifted in the saddle, pulling her back to the present. “Hold on,” he said, his voice
returning to the gruff tone of command as they approached a rougher part of the trail. She
adjusted her grip on his waist, leaning into him as the horse picked up speed.

The momentary surge of motion made her forget her next question, and for now, she let it go.
The rhythm of the horse and the warmth of Bannon’s body kept her anchored, but her mind was
still whirling with the implications of their conversation. There was so much more beneath the
surface, she could feel it, but Bannon was a man who guarded his thoughts like a fortress.

Lira absorbed Bannon’s words, the implications of their conversation gnawed at her, a dark
shadow cast over her already troubled thoughts.

“Were many of your people… clouded?” she asked, her voice reflecting her eagerness to
understand the broader horrors affecting the lands beyond her sheltered world.

“Yes. Many,” Bannon replied, his voice laden with the gravity of his experiences. His gaze was
distant, as if seeing through the forest to the devastation he had witnessed.

“How did you escape?” Lira's voice was almost a whisper, fraught with concern and curiosity.

Bannon's jaw tightened, “Me and my men fought hard,” he began, the words heavy with
unspoken struggle. “But when you’re up against men who feel no pain and have no awareness,
it’s a losing battle. We had to retreat, taking as many people with us as we could.”

Lira’s eyes searched his face, her concern intensifying as she saw his jaw flex, a subtle but clear
manifestation of the weight of his memories. The hardships he described were alien to her, a
stark contrast to the safe confines of her life within the Great Tree and the forest of Binnian. The
reality of his struggles was a harsh awakening, the sheltered existence she had known now
seeming almost painfully naïve.

“And that’s how you ended up at the camp.” She said putting the pieces together.

He shifted his body on the back of the horse as he nodded.



“And… are you a ruler?” she asked, a slight frown creasing her brow, hoping against hope that
he would say no, her concern evident in the way she held her breath. The last thing she needed
was to be disrespectful to someone of power, especially after the way she had spoken to him. Her
words, though careful, carried an undercurrent of wariness, as if she were bracing herself for an
answer that could change everything between them.

Bannon chuckled, though the sound held little humor. “No, I am a commander of the Shedon
Legion. Certainly not a highborn. I’ve been a soldier for most of my life, so I have only gone
where I was sent,” he explained, lifting a low-hanging branch that blocked their path as the horse
trotted on. His voice carried a touch of something deeper, something more personal. “I never
knew my father, and my mother and sister were killed. The city took me in.”

The admission seemed to weigh on him, and Lira saw a flicker of pain cross his features before
he quickly masked it. The heat of the memory flared in his chest, a long-buried ache that had lain
dormant until now. It had been so long since he had spoken of his past, and the emotions, once
thought buried, resurfaced with unexpected intensity.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she replied softly, her voice laced with genuine sympathy.

Sensing her discomfort, Bannon was quick to reassure her. “It was a long time ago,” he said, his
tone gentle, as if to soothe both of their unease. “And the Legion has treated me well. Even if I
get my ass kicked every now and then.”

Lira chuckled, the awkwardness between them dissipating somewhat and she couldn’t help but
smile at his candidness, the corners of her lips twitching upwards as she glanced up at him. In
that moment, something in her shifted, a quiet realization that perhaps, despite her fears and
doubts, she could trust him—a feeling that both scared and intrigued her in equal measure.

Chapter 10
As they crossed the threshold from the wild into the open meadows, the sun broke through the
clouds, casting a golden light on the path before them—illuminating not just the road to
Caedrian, but the uncertain future that awaited them both.

Lira adjusted her posture, lifting her shoulders and extending her neck to peer around him. Her
breath caught at the sight before her: an endless sea of yellow and purple flowers swaying gently
amidst a vast expanse of emerald grass. The vibrant colors stretched out in every direction,
merging with the sky that kissed the horizon where Caedrian’s towering walls stood as a distant
silhouette, stark against the backdrop of the bright midday sky.



Lira’s heart quickened at the sight, a complex mix of awe and apprehension tightening in her
chest. With each step closer to the towering walls, she imagined the bustling life teeming
within—vibrant streets humming with activity, the soft murmur of courtly intrigue drifting
through grand halls, and countless secrets lurking in shadowed corners, waiting to be uncovered.
The realization that all of this had existed just hours away from her all along, unknown and
untouched, sent a pang of guilt through her. She had never ventured beyond the familiar lines of
her world, content in her ignorance, and now, that ignorance felt like a burden. A shiver of
unease rippled through her as she moved deeper into this mysterious realm, where every truth
seemed to promise both wonder and dread, drawing her into a world that had eluded her grasp
for far too long.

By the time they approached the gates, the sun was high in the sky, casting harsh shadows across
the imposing structure before them. The gate, framed by ancient stone and overgrown with
chartreuse moss that draped down like a natural curtain, stood as a formidable barrier between
them and the unknown. A guard stationed above the stone archway shifted as they neared, his
silhouette barely discernible with the blinding light behind him. Even from a distance, Lira could
sense his recognition, his joyful expression almost audible in its intensity.

“Well, if it isn’t Bannon Fucking Hallowbrook!” the voice boomed, dripping with both mockery
and amusement. “We’ve been expecting you!”

The words seemed to cut through Bannon, his entire body going rigid, as if bracing for an
invisible blow.

His thoughts flashed back to his early days in the Legion, when he was just a boy, lugging heavy
weapons and patching up wounds that felt too large for his small hands. As he grew, both in age
and stature, he began to shed the skin of the boy who struggled beneath the weight of his
mentors' expectations. But even now, standing before the gleaming white stone of the city, a
strange sense of inadequacy gnawed at him.

Shedon, an outpost of Caedrian, had always been his home—a humble town in the shadow of a
grander city, where dreams felt constrained by the walls that circumscribed his ambitions. That
he had risen to become what he was today, against all odds, should have felt like a triumph.
Instead, as he stood here, his own achievements seemed overshadowed by a relentless tide of
doubt and the crushing weight of his own perceived shortcomings.

King Sagis had been more than a mentor; he had been a beacon in the fog, someone who had
seen potential in Bannon when even Bannon himself couldn’t. With Sagis's death, the void left
behind was not just a loss of a leader but a collapse of the pillars that had once upheld his
self-worth. Now, amidst the polished grandeur of Ambassador Onalay’s realm, Bannon felt out
of place—an outsider in a world that seemed to only amplify his insecurities. The gleaming



stones around him seemed to mock his own sense of inadequacy, each glimmer a stark reminder
of the man he felt he had yet to become.

Another guard, standing below, echoed the call, his voice carrying the news further into the
fortress. “Commander Hallowbrook has arrived!”

The gates stirred to life, the sound of hurried voices and the clanking of metal filling the air as
guards rushed to lower the gate. The massive wooden structure, reinforced with hammered steel
hinges mottled with patches of teal and red rust, groaned in protest as it descended. Lira watched
the intricate dance of shadows that played across the ground as the gate slowly lowered, her
nerves tightening with each creak.

As they waited, Lira unwittingly tightened her grip around Bannon, the warmth of his presence
providing a subtle comfort. When he slightly turned his head, she noticed the edge of his jaw
form a soft smile, and she quickly released him, a rush of embarrassment bringing a slight color
to her cheeks. He extended his hand back to her, a silent invitation she accepted, catching the
hint to disembark from the horse. When her feet touched the ground, he followed, gracefully
moving to the front to lead the horse into the foreboding city that loomed ahead.

The sound of the gate hitting the ground with a final thud sent a shiver down her spine, a noise
that echoed through her bones. The gate, worn smooth from countless openings and closings,
pressed into the soft grass that had grown up to meet it.

Lira followed Bannon through the kingdom gates, her gaze drawn to the immense stones that
formed the entrance. The stones, quarried from the nearby cliffs they had passed earlier in the
day, stood as silent sentinels, their distinctive white surfaces cool and smooth to the touch. The
tunnel they entered seemed to stretch on endlessly, the passageway echoing with the faint sounds
of their footsteps. After what felt like an eternity, they emerged into the town square, a bustling
marketplace that seemed to spring to life before her eyes.

A massive figure stood to the right, his presence both commanding and strangely comforting.
But the moment Lira’s eyes met his, her breath caught in her throat, a gasp escaping her lips. Her
body stiffened in fear, the memory of their last encounter flashing before her eyes.

The centaur’s face, which had held a warm, almost gleeful smile, fell into an expression of horror
as he recognized her. The light of recognition in his eyes turned cold, embarrassment coloring his
features as he recoiled slightly, as if her fear had struck him like a physical blow.

Bannon stepped to her side, his hand resting on her shoulder, his grip firm and reassuring. He
leaned in close, his voice a low whisper, “He’s not going to capture you again.”



Lira trembled but kept moving forward, her gaze never leaving the towering figure of the
centaur. She felt Bannon’s fingers tighten slightly on her shoulder, a silent gesture of support as
they drew closer.

“Bronzwick!” Bannon’s tension melted into a soft laugh, his grip on her shoulder relaxing as he
gave her a gentle shake, trying to ease her fear. “This brute may be the biggest one we’ve got, but
he’s harmless!” He released her and strode toward the centaur, his movements easy and familiar.
He clasped Bronzwick’s hand with one of his own, the other arm extending around the centaur’s
broad back in a warm, brotherly embrace.

Bronzwick, was indeed an impressive sight—half man, half horse, with a powerful, muscular
body that made Lira’s cheeks flush as she remembered watching him bathe in the spring.

Bronzwick looked from Bannon to Lira, his expression confused. “I see you made it out,” he said
to Lira, his tone uncertain. “And it looks like you’re no longer a prisoner?” His jest faltered as he
caught sight of Lira’s bruised temple, his expression shifting to one of regret.

With a look of contrition, he extended a hand toward Lira. “Please forgive my previous
discretions,” he said, his eyes lingering on the mark he had left.

She met his gaze, searching for any hint of malice but finding none, only genuine regret. Slowly,
she extended her hand as well, allowing his large, calloused hand to envelop hers.

“I’m Bronzwick, but you know that,” he said, his voice softer now, the earlier bravado replaced
with humility.

“Thank you,” she replied, understanding that he was a man bound by duty, forced into actions he
might not have chosen otherwise. “I’m Lira.”

He gave her a soft smile, one that seemed almost out of place on his rugged features, and in that
brief moment, the tension between them began to ease though she still couldn’t tear her eyes
away from him. Despite his terrifying size, there was something undeniably kind in his eyes, a
gentleness that belied his initial aggression.

“Is everyone okay?” Bannon’s tone turned serious as he addressed the centaur, concern flickering
in his gaze

“Yes, and for now they are in the barracks,” Bronzwick replied, his voice heavy with the weight
of loss. “Lots of room in there with the Legion deployed.”

As the two men spoke, Lira’s eyes wandered, her gaze shifting in rhythm with her heartbeat,
each pulse uncovering new wonders around her. The snow-capped Southern mountains of Kintha
rose majestically in the distance, their peaks shimmering with a cold, distant beauty. A proud



smile touched her lips as she realized she was familiar with these distant lands. From the forest,
she had often seen those same mountains, their grandeur etched into her memories from her early
studies. The knowledge, once abstract, now seemed to anchor her, bridging the gap between her
past and the vast, unfolding world.

She noticed that the city of Caedrian itself seemed to slope down and then rise again, creating a
natural amphitheater that bowed in reverence to the gold-lined palace at its center. A pond—or
perhaps a small lake—glistened in the middle of the square, its surface reflecting the light high
above. She looked around and noticed the merchants’ stores that surrounded the tranquil body of
water, their vendors, and patrons bustling around moving about their day.

Her eyes, wide with wonder and curiosity, took in every detail. Large windows with colored
glass lined the surrounding stone buildings, casting fragmented hues onto the cobblestone paths
below. Flowers grew in painted white boxes beneath these windows, their petals open and
dancing in the breeze. The paths themselves were meticulously laid with perfectly fitting stones,
weaving through the city like a delicate tapestry. Square-cut shrubs lined the edges of the paths,
and ancient trees, their branches heavy with foliage, were scattered throughout, adding a sense of
timelessness to the cityscape.

It was a scene unlike anything she had ever seen—a perfect blend of the wild and the civilized.

“We will stay in the barracks tonight.” Bannon’s voice interrupted her thoughts, pulling her gaze
back to the two men now staring at her. “I will find you a room.”

Bronzwick's face softened with slight embarrassment. “I hope you don’t hold anything against
me, Miss Lira. I was just following orders, and I’m sorry about your head,” he said, still staring
at the bruising that lingered on Lira’s temple.

She nodded, her eyes lingering on his powerful yet kind form, before watching as Bannon
clapped him on the back in a warm goodbye.

“Bronzwick is one of the best. When he found you, he was supposed to be scouting for the
Clouded Men,” Bannon said with a hint of a smile as they walked out of earshot. “But the guy
can’t help but sink into the simple pleasures of life.”

Lira hastened to match his rhythm, her feet carefully navigating the uneven cobblestones that
seemed to twist and turn beneath her. Every step required her full attention, and she glanced
around with wide, curious eyes, desperate to take in the unfamiliar cityscape while avoiding any
potential missteps.

“There are other creatures, you know. Other kinds,” Bannon said, his voice steady and
commanding as he quickened his pace, just as they entered an area bustling with the very beings
he had described.



Her breath caught in her throat as they stepped into the heart of the city, where the air was alive
with a vibrant energy that she had only imagined in her wildest dreams. She instinctively moved
closer to Bannon, her eyes wide as they wandered through the throngs of beings that filled the
streets. Every turn revealed a new wonder—Griffons soaring overhead, their wings casting
shadows across the cobblestones, Fairies flitting about with wings that shimmered like stained
glass, and Elves with their elegant, otherworldly features, conversing in melodic tones. The city
was a tapestry of fantastical creatures, each one a living testament to the stories she had once
read in the quiet corners of her home. Yet, amid the sea of wonder, she noticed the absence of
other Centaurs, a detail that struck her as oddly curious.

A wide grin spread across her face, impossible to contain, as she absorbed the vibrant life
unfolding before her. The city pulsed with a rhythm all its own, a dance of synchronized
harmony in some parts, while in others, it thrummed with a kaleidoscope of colors and
sounds—a chaotic symphony of voices, laughter, and the clatter of hooves against stone. The air
was thick with the scent of spices and flowers, mingling with the warmth of the sun that bathed
the city in a golden light. It was a world bursting with life, a world she had never known, yet
now found herself a part of, every sense alive with the thrill of discovery.

Children of all kinds chased each other through an open field in the center near the pond, their
laughter echoing off the cobblestone walls. One small boy struggled to keep a poorly made kite
aloft, its colorful tail fluttering in the breeze behind him. Nearby, a group of artisans set up stalls,
their skilled hands creating intricate pottery and vibrant paintings that drew admiring gazes from
passersby.

Amidst the bustling streets, Lira paused to observe a plump woman with cheeks flushed from the
warmth of the bakery oven. She carefully arranged freshly baked bread and flaky croissants on a
wooden display, each piece placed with tender precision. The aroma of warm bread mingled with
the fragrant scent of flowers that adorned nearby stalls, creating a sensory tapestry that
enveloped the street corner.

Slowly, they meandered through the lively thoroughfares, marveling at the kaleidoscope of faces
and stories that surrounded them. Merchants called out their wares in melodic tones, enticing
customers with promises of exotic spices, silken fabrics, and shimmering jewelry. Each person
she passed seemed to carry a tale etched in the lines of their face—of triumphs and losses, of
dreams pursued and loves lost.

Caedrian embraced life with an unabashed brightness and glory. The city's architecture spoke of
a rich history, with ornate facades and winding alleyways that hinted at secrets whispered
through the ages. Yet, there was an openness here, a sense of community woven into the very
fabric of daily life.



Lost in her reverie, Lira was suddenly jostled by a diminutive figure. A troll! She thought as she
looked down. The troll's cheeks were rosy and soft, giving her a youthful glow that seemed to
radiate from within. In her hand, she held a stem adorned with a vibrant purple flower in full
bloom.

"Sorry, miss!" the troll exclaimed, her voice warm and cheerful. "A lovely flower for a lovely
lady!"

Lira couldn't help but smile at the unexpected gesture of kindness. "Thank you," she replied
gratefully, accepting the flower with a gentle touch. The troll beamed up at her before continuing
on her way, a tiny basket of flowers trailing behind her on small wheels, leaving Lira to continue
her exploration of the enchanting city of Caedrian .

As they neared the central pond, Bannon slowed his pace, allowing Lira to step ahead. She
seemed almost entranced, her eyes drawn to the way the sunlight danced across the water's
surface, casting shimmering reflections that played with the shadows of the surrounding trees.
The gentle breeze carried the scent of blooming lilies, and the soft rustle of leaves added a
delicate harmony to the serene setting.

Lira knelt beside the pond, her fingers trailing through the cool grass before they closed around a
small, smooth stone nestled at the water's edge. She lifted it, her thumb instinctively brushing
over its polished surface. For a moment, her breath caught as a vivid memory surged to the
forefront of her mind—the rounded white stone her mother had given her, its surface marred by
streaks of blood. The image flashed before her eyes, piercing through the tranquility of the
moment like a jagged shard of glass.

She shuddered, the sudden chill of the memory sending a ripple of unease through her. With a
swift, almost desperate motion, she flicked the stone into the pond. It struck the surface with a
faint plop, sending out concentric ripples that disrupted the mirror-like reflection of the azure
sky. She watched, transfixed, as the ripples expanded, distorting the sky's image until it wavered
and dissolved into a thousand fragmented pieces.

Bannon observed her in silence, his gaze softening as he saw the fleeting shadow pass over her
features. He resisted the urge to speak, sensing that this was a moment she needed to herself.
Lira's hand fell back to her side, and she exhaled slowly, her shoulders relaxing as the ripples
gradually subsided, leaving the water still and clear once more. The memory receded, leaving
only the serene beauty of the pond and the comforting warmth of Bannon's silent presence beside
her.

Along the pond's edge, several figures were engaged in the patient art of fishing. They sat in
quiet repose, lines cast with practiced precision, each angler leaning back against the grassy
banks with hopeful anticipation. Lira watched as one of them, a weathered fairy with sun-kissed



skin, suddenly jerked his fishing rod, a brief struggle ensuing before he deftly lifted a
shimmering fish from the water. His face broke into a wide grin of satisfaction, but instead of
keeping his catch, he gently released it back into the pond, where it darted away into the depths.

A pang of melancholy washed over Lira as she observed the bustling city around her. In all her
years of solitude, she had never missed the lively hum of community until now, when its absence
felt like a gaping void in her heart. She couldn't suppress the bittersweet realization that her
parents had kept her from this world, from a life she now yearned to embrace.

"He better have a good reason," she muttered under her breath, frustration tinged with a hint of
defiance. Her parent’s decisions had shaped her existence, molding her into a person who had
never known the joy of belonging. But as she stood there, surrounded by the sights and sounds of
Caedrian, she couldn't fathom what justification could ever soothe the rage in her heart.

“The barracks are just ahead,” Bannon said, pointing to a section along the towering white walls
that bordered the city. “We need to find a place for you to stay.”

Lira followed his gesture, her eyes tracing the path toward the barracks before drifting back to
the bustling streets of the city. The air was alive with the rich scent of freshly baked bread, the
mingling aromas of spices, and the distant hum of conversation. It was a world so different from
the one she had known, and her heart fluttered with a mix of excitement and trepidation.

“Would it be okay if I wandered a bit longer?” Lira pleaded, her voice soft and almost wistful as
she glanced up at him, her eyes wide with curiosity.

Bannon chuckled softly through his nose, the sound warm and reassuring. There was something
about Lira’s innocent enthusiasm, her untainted view of the world, that struck a chord with him.
Her fresh perspective on the city, unmarred by the cynicism of experience, was like a breath of
pure air. It made him see the world through her eyes—a place brimming with wonder and
possibility.

“Just don’t go far,” he said, his voice tinged with a note of affection.

She grinned playfully, her lips curving up. “You mean, like leave the city? Why would I ever
want to do that?”

His laughter deepened, a genuine sound that made her smile in return. “Alright, I’ll see you
later,” he said, starting to turn toward the barracks. But as he took a few steps, something seemed
to pull him back. He halted, turning sharply on his heel.

He moved toward her with hurried steps, his expression thoughtful as he dug into one of his
pockets. Lira tilted her head in curiosity as he reached her, extending his hand to place two small
coins into her palm. His fingers brushed against hers, sending a tingle up her arm.



“Just in case,” he said with a smile that made her knees feel suddenly unsteady, the warmth in his
eyes making her heart skip a beat.

Lira looked down at the coins, then back at him, her cheeks flushing slightly. “Thank you,” she
whispered, her voice barely above a breath.

Bannon gave her a final nod, his smile lingering before he turned and walked away, leaving her
standing there with the coins in her hand and a flutter in her chest.

Lira wandered through the bustling streets, each one more vibrant than the last, yet the lively
atmosphere only heightened the pang of alienation gnawing at her. Despite the throngs of people,
the sounds of merchants hawking their goods, and the scents of food wafting from street vendors,
she couldn’t shake the feeling of being an outsider.

A small quaint shop stood just near the entrance of the gates she had walked through earlier that
day, and as the sun was setting, she realized she had not had much to eat. The few scraps she had
brought with her for her journey were long gone, and she felt the pang of hunger moving through
her stomach.

Lira stepped into the quaint bakery, her senses immediately enveloped by the warm scent of
freshly baked bread and the delicate aroma of jasmine. The soft hum of conversation filled the
air, mingling with the clinking of teacups. She chose a delicate croissant, golden and flaky, and a
cup of jasmine tea, the steam curling upward like wisps of a forgotten dream.

As she pushed open the small windowed door to bring her meal to a table outside, Lira collided
with a solid figure, her croissant slipping from her grasp and tumbling to the floor. Startled, she
looked up to find a tall man with golden hair standing before her. His presence was commanding,
his lips curling into a smile that seemed to hold an enigmatic familiarity, making her cheeks flush
with a sudden rush of heat.

"I’m so sorry," Lira stammered, her voice barely more than a whisper as she noticed the buttery
crumbs now scattered across his elegant black coat.

His smile deepened, revealing a faint glimmer of amusement in his bright green eyes. With a
deliberate, knowing tilt of his head, he glanced down at the fallen pastry before looking back at
her with an almost imperceptible hint of recognition. He lifted a hand, signaling her to wait, his
gesture both graceful and deliberate.

Mortified, Lira remained rooted in the doorway, her heart pounding as if sensing something
beyond the ordinary. The man turned and reentered the bakery with a fluid, almost ethereal
grace, moving with a confidence that seemed to defy the mundane. Moments later, he returned, a
small plate in hand, presenting her with a fresh croissant.



“Pardon my distraction,” he murmured, his voice smooth and warm, carrying an undertone of
something she couldn’t quite place. As he handed her the plate, their fingers brushed briefly,
sending a tingling sensation up her arm that lingered far beyond the touch.

Lira looked up at him, her breath catching in her throat as she met his eyes— holding an
unreadable intensity. There was a magnetic pull in his gaze, an inexplicable force that left her
both intrigued and unsettled. His eyes seemed to hold secrets, whispers of a past that she couldn’t
quite remember but felt deeply connected to.

“Thank you,” she managed, her voice soft and unsteady, as she took the plate, her fingers still
tingling from the brief contact.

The man’s smile lingered, a ghostly promise shimmering in his eyes. “The pleasure is mine,” he
replied, his tone imbued with a subtle, unspoken mystery that sent a shiver down her spine. It
was as if he knew something she didn’t, a truth hidden behind his gaze that beckoned her to
uncover it.

As he stepped aside, allowing her to pass, Lira couldn’t help but glance back, her curiosity
flickering in her gaze. He watched her with an expression that blended warmth with an
inscrutable depth—something that made her heart race with an unfamiliar anticipation. The
fleeting moment of their encounter left her with a lingering sense of wonder and a gnawing
feeling that their paths were somehow entwined in ways she had yet to understand.

With one last lingering look, she turned and walked away, her thoughts swirling with the
encounter, the scent of jasmine and the taste of buttery croissant still fresh on her lips.


